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Still dedicated to Hoff





Noah’s Art



Prolog

After the baby is born, every step should be measured.
Every cry should be heard, and every chance taken to
widen the path that will see them to the end.



We answer questions
Something we (k)new
The world turned us
Away we grew

Specialized ideas
—shadow us all
Stand justified
Until all falls

Values rise to question
Memories Ms laced
Daily forged moments
Of distorted common place

Wonder makes a fool
—MAD MEN HOLD!
Keep us under until
We answer questions...

It’s a Jungle

Taken Hostage





Part One
Constant Distractions

in HummingBird Heels
Denial, Depression, and Despair in the

Common Desire for Things unCommon
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Haunting moments canned as Childfood.
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Eaten by Lions

Noah discovers a woman living in his head, the west,
the world, and a lot of things in between.

My first time on the west coast I saw the regular sights. The
same stuff anyone would see: Redwoods, Big Sur, the Golden
Gate Bridge, San Francisco. And then I saw more than most when
I found myself looking straight up the barrel of a 9mm held by a
man who thought I came out west as a spy.

The look of crazy. Have you ever seen it? It’s wide eyed and
staring. Blank and fixed. Darting in and out of mind. Never blinking.

Pulling the gun from his pocket, he pressed it to my forehead
and as I starred into the eyes of this Bozo with a gun I fell back in
the night mom poisoned me with Neapolitan ice cream: My brothers
and I had just fallen asleep when mom whispered for me to come
into the kitchen where she sat me down with a big bowl of
Neapolitan ice cream: chocolate, vanilla and strawberry.

I ate as fast as I could as mom and dad argued in the hall. Then,
when I had licked every last bit, mom wiped the bowl clean, dad
grabbed his keys and told me to get my coat. And I knew this was
truly a great night as I had never ever gone anywhere alone with
my dad before.

Never ever.
I jumped into dad’s red Chevy convertible (with the little racing

flags near the doors) and he backed out into the street. Mom
waved a final good-bye. Little did I know that the fright of this
night would bury the child in me for years to come.

It started to rain.
By the time we reached the end of the block it was a downpour.

Dad turned on the wipers, FLAP...FLAP, and told me he was taking
me to see his new office.

I was so excited my stomach hurt—but I didn’t say a word. I
just kept watching out the window listening to the wipers flapping.
Finally, after we had turned off the busy streets, dad parked next
to nowhere, reached into the glove compartment, grabbed a
flashlight, and pointed to a small cinder block building surrounded
by mud and two telephone poles.
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“That’s it?” I asked following him out, jumping into the stream
running like a river along the gutter. Then I ran through a few
scattered puddles lined along the muddy path that led to a big
wooden door where dad keyed the lock, pushed the door open,
and there it was and there was nothing there. No lights, no
furniture, no windows. Not even a floor. Just four walls and a very
deep hole dug in the center with a couple of cinder blocks alongside
empty bottles of Budweiser and Pepsi.

“Which desk is yours?” I asked to be funny but got slapped.
“Don’t be a smart ass, you’re in enough trouble.”
I was? His words drained me of all expectations until he waved

his flashlight into the bottom of the pit and I jumped in screaming,
“GERONIMO!”

Startled at my jumping into the pit, dad dropped his flashlight
and it rolled down to my foot. I laughed as I picked it up but when
I reached to give it back to him he was standing over me, a cinder
block over his head. He was crying and shaking, as if the brick
was so heavy he was going to drop it on my head.

“What’s the matter?” I asked. “Am I going to be eaten by lions?”
“Shut up!” he shouted lowering the brick to his chest, then

dropped it next to his foot. Said I shouldn’t be in there. He sat and
opened a beer he had tucked in his pocket then began to ‘damn
this’ and ‘damn that’ in familiar rants of plans he had made as a
child. Plans that faded with the birth of each of his so-called sons
and then his voice hardened. “If only you’d been born a girl.”

? B O R N - A - G I R L ?

a woman shouted in my head but I could hardly hear her as dad
continued to growl how things should have been different. How
he could have stopped fucking mom and he’d have all the money
he needed to do the things he wanted to do—if not for me showing
up as his second son.

“Second son?” I asked.
He slipped a kick of dirt down over the side. It fell over my shirt

and landed in the cuff of my jeans. He did it on purpose but
pretended it was an accident.

I knew he didn’t like me. It was no family secret.
I was the easy excuse for everything falling short and he and
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mom never missed a chance to let my brothers know their lives
would have been better without me.

He once made me eat Thanksgiving dinner under the table
because I had clicked my fork against my tooth. It was this loud,
“click.” I ate the rest of my dinner looking up my aunts’ skirt—
which was fine by me.

Dad asked if my stomach still ached. “A little,” I said but I didn’t
want to say much more. I was getting cold and beginning to
understand the true purpose behind our special night and
wondered what he was waiting for. Nerve? Was he waiting for
nerve? Was he the coward mom said he was? Should she have
come? She hated me even more than he did—and who knows
what mom would do if she were here—so I kicked dirt over my
shoes. Easy as that.
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Dad lit another smoke. He was a chain smoker—this was the
fifth of the chain. He would die ten years before his death, twenty
years before his time.

The small glow of the tiny red flame lit his face. How hard his
eyes. How heavy his brow. I didn’t know this man at all. I was
already seven and we were still strangers.

He chained the flame from the other butt and sucked. When it
caught he inhaled as deep as he could and the tiny flame lit both
our faces. “It’s a jungle out there,” he said, dropped the butt into
the pit and I twisted it into the dirt. He was mean but never wanted
to be mean. He pulled me out of the pit and we returned home.

Dad and mom fought as soon as we got back. He never moved
into his new office, and it was never mentioned again.

But I could hardly blame my parents. I was a Ritalin kid before
Ritalin. Had a head full of notions that jabbered out of my mouth
in impossible possibilities. And while I did my best to trim these
tries at truth, I just couldn’t keep my mouth shut: constantly telling
tall tales, thicken with freshly brewed detail offered by that ghost
of a woman who had settled in my head telling me that someday
my photographs would separate friend from foe by what they saw
first, saw next, and never saw in me at all.

Mom said I was full of shit.
Said my fancy ideas were just buckets of piss. She said that
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because I was a bed wetter. Mom hated bed wetters.
Hated having to wash the endless stream of sheets. Those very

cotton sheets I would lay secure, wet but warm, listening as mom
and dad hissed about me in the hall until my sheets fell from cozy
to cold, the door creaked open, and mom would stand over me
with her jet-black hair tickling my face. Her blue silk robe tied
loose around the waist, not even bothering to keep her boobs
inside. Leaving me to gaze as they cradled her chin from either
side shielding me from the anger in her eyes. Mom pulled back the
sheets.

“Damn!” she cursed in expected disappointment, signaling dad
to get his belt and get on with it. Dad would put his cigarette on
the edge of the dresser: ashes falling, embers warning. Put his
‘this is going to hurt me more than you,’ on his face, pulled his belt
from his pant loops and started.

“When you gonna learn?” Mom yelled (as if bed wetting was



16

WINBERRY

something you learned.) I screamed before the belt even hit and
continued to scream until my brothers rolled over, pillows over
their heads and their eyes wide to the terror of our parental love.

Look/SWAT at/SWAT all/SWAT the/SWAT extra/SWAT work/
SWAT mom/SWAT has/SWAT to/SWAT do/SWAT because/SWAT
of/SWAT you/SWAT. . /SWAT. ./SWAT.

Then one day dad handed mom the belt and told her that he had
had enough. But mom (not much of a heavy hitter) put the belt
down. She preferred a softer touch and just stopped telling me to
take a bath. By week’s end I was almost exposed as the stinky kid.

You know the kid. Standing in his own fumes as everyone looks
around asking, “Who smells like piss?” He’s the first to suggest
that it might be a cat or the teacher everyone hated.

I had escaped that hell for so long and had no idea it was my
mom that helped me ‘pass’ allowing me to engage in school yard
politics. Stand shoulder to shoulder by the drinking fountain and
partake in the laughter as everyone pointed across the playground
to the kid who had just been outed by his little sister.

“My brother wets the bed,” his sister said angry that he had
made her late for school that day, and now instead of braided pig
tails, she wore a lone pony tail—nothing special—nothing of merit
or worth the attention she knew she was so deserving. It was just
a comment made out of anger. She didn’t mean to ruin him. But she
did and we all nodded towards the red-cheeked skinny kid, sad,
frowning, hating his life. He knew we all knew and we would
remember all the way through high-school.

“Bed wetter!” Our shouts echoed against the slides and monkey
bars as word passed around faster than Hershey Kisses and I
turned my head thanking God I had escaped such a horrific ordeal,
then quick as that, turn my glance towards the accused and give
a look of informed disdain, followed by hatred.

“Fuck ‘him,” I’d mumble. If I had carried a switchblade I might
have gone over and sliced him up a bit. Teach him for hanging
around and exposing the clues to our secret. What if someone got
a sniff? What then? “Hey, he smells like Noah!” And they’d all
turn, a huddle would form, and rumors would spread. Yeah, I’d
slice him up okay if only for giving me a glimpse of how quickly
the world would turn against people like us. And now we were



17
NOAH’S ART

comrades in piss. We could even start a bedwetter’s club, and run
through sprinklers pissing if we wanted. But no one ever caught
on or let on. I had escaped that hell, but there were others.

“Left-handed son-of-a-bitch!”
Dad stumbled as he charged up the stairs. Dad hated left-

handers more than mom hated bedwetters. Said they were to blame
for everything and that there had never been a left-handed son-
of-a-bitch in his family until now.

“How you think you going to get a job?” Dad slurred dragging
me off my bed, down the stairs, behind the kitchen, and
handcuffed me to the pipes behind the washer and dryer.

Handcuffed my left hand, then forced a pencil into my right
hand and stood with a swagger and glow of satisfaction. Insisting
that if I didn’t learn to be normal I’d end up wiping toilets because
that’s all I’d be good for. And I know he was my dad and all and I
should have believed him. But I didn’t—he was full of crap.

A S S H O L E

That was the woman in my head talking. I wasn’t so stupid as to
swear out loud cause the last time I called someone an asshole my
brothers ratted me out: We had gone to a neighbor’s house to
complain about her dogs crapping on our lawn. The lady came to
the door wearing a white slip over a pink girdle. Her hair was in
curlers and she fiddled with them as she denied everything while
her two bitches barked behind her. When she told us to get off her
porch I called her an asshole and my brothers took off running.
Not to get away from the lady, but to tell mom I called the lady an
asshole. Mom told dad and while the rest of the family shared
pizza that night, I sipped soap soup and saw my brothers in a
whole new light. Assholes! But they weren’t assholes. They were
just brothers.

Sometimes while cuffed to the washer, dad sat drinking beer
after beer, smoking smoke after smoke. Sometimes he left to wander
off into the neighborhood with the other neighborhood dads to
peek at Wendy’s mom and I ended up cuffed to the pipes overnight.

So I got used to sleeping on the top of the washer and drier
making a bed with whatever was within reach. There were always
bath towels around to use as blankets and I would bundle mom’s
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Mom had dreams of bright lights and fashion.
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soft things as a pillow and fall asleep with the scent of Woolite
and Tide leading me into dreams. If I woke wet I’d throw everything
into the wash before anyone else got up. Clever boy.

Some mornings my little brother would wander over and ask,
‘It’s not good to be Noah, is it?’ And I had to agree, things could
have been better. But I’d tell him to climb up and sit next to me.
Told him stories about the woman in my head, the things she
whispered while I was cuffed to the washer or tried to describe the
sights she’d shown me while laying on my silk pillow.

He liked to hear about her adventures and didn’t care if I was
making it up. They were fun to listen to and when he’d ask for
more, I did my best to include him in the story which gave him a
chance to escape too.

Sometimes mom would hear me talk but she wasn’t interested.
She had her own thinking to do. I didn’t get that. I thought moms
were here for their kids. I didn’t understand that she was just 21
with three kids hanging on her skirt. That she once had dreams of
bright lights and fashion! She needed time to think for her own, to
finish her life in her own imagination.

I tried telling some friends about the woman in my head. Tried
to describe how she wore genuine hummingBird heels. Some were
suspicious, some spellbound. I’d ask if any of them had a lady
living in their head. Someone had a toad that barked, and another
told about a giant stick figure that spanked everyone—including
her parents. But no one had a woman in their head who would risk
her life for theirs. That’s right, and it really did happen: It was my
eighth birthday. I got a new bike. Not a new one, but my brother’s
hand me down with two little lights built into the cross bar and
fenders. It was brown with burgundy pin stripes and for my party,
we all rode our bikes through the neighborhood, hopping curbs,
through the hedges and down the hill to Bell Creek Park which
had an open sewer creek that we ice skated on in winter. Down we
rode, fast as we could, screaming, yelling, laughing with fright as
we did our best to make the sharp right turn at the bottom.

Zoom. Zoom. Zoom.
One by one they cheered as they made the turn and here I

came— Zoooops! I missed the turn and launched myself up over
the bank and into the thick molasses of sewage. I sank in an
instant as my pant leg caught in the chain of my bike.
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Down I went.
My eyes witnessing the glow of the water softened turds

illuminated by the sunlight, floating passed like circus animals
while used rubbers rubbed against my arms, tangled in my hair
and caught on my ears. I choked for air, swallowed in gulps, and
panicked in a dog paddle to the surface.

Another gasp, my arms waving for help, but the weight of my
bike was too much and I kept sinking deeper as I ripped at my pant
leg in the chain that wouldn’t give. Then, suddenly, I saw her, the
woman in my head floating on a sofa and she called out. . .

T A H E - R O - M U S

Her call was irresistible and as she sank to the bottom, I sank
with her. Down we went as all parts of me mixed in the sewage. As
we hit bottom, she said her name was Grace, then slipped my
pants over my hips; my bike broke free, and I shot up like a tadpole.

HELP! HELP! I screamed.
HELP! HELP! HELP! Then another mouthful of sewage and down

again for the last time as my arms were too tired, my legs too limp.
I sank in tears, sorry that mom and dad would never be happy, sad
to leave my brothers.

L E S - E E S - S L A D Y - K A - D I N K - E A M - S H Y

Grace sang again and in that instant . . .

! W H O O O S H !

. .a hand grabbed my neck. Water jetted off my sides. I sailed up
into the air and over to the other side of the creek, landing in the
lap of a woman on a picnic, her hands wiping my face with her
skirt, clearing my eyes with her napkins, clearing my throat with
her fingers, blowing, pushing until I coughed, spit, then rolled
over and cried, and cried, and cried, ‘It’s my birthday.’

I bring this crap up now as it might help exlain (or at least offer
another way to view) the bigger pile of crap I’m about to step in.
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The woman in my head kept her eye on me.
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Fighting On Two Fronts

What a year, 1969: America was at war both home and abroad
fighting communists, drugs, and public opinion. To feed these
newest of all wars, a draft had been sent throughout the country
sending a chill up the backs of all young males too weak to resist.
There I sat, chilled to the bone, teetering on the window’s ledge
knowing someone out of view had me in mind. But don’t get me
wrong. I was not a sniveling rat-bastard. I had come to be the
leader of a mighty motorcycle gang, first string in every sport in
high school and a killer with a camera. There wasn’t a bully within
twenty miles that hadn’t heard of Noah Stinson, not a coach that
didn’t offer a cheerleader in exchange for my participation and not
a girl that wouldn’t pose for a promise. I had been undefeated, on
top of the high school hill, and had my camera focused on the
future. Then, high school coming to an end, the draft continued
its creep across America as graduation stands took center stage.

I had fought my last fight at the Burger King, pinned my last
opponent to the mat, and focused on my last beauty. Then, two
weeks before the last day of school, the coach declared my services
no longer needed. I was suspended for ‘sideburns unbecoming
my letter sweater’ and told I was not to stand with my class during
graduation. The end was just beginning as two women in tight
white skirts spoke in hopes to enlist us:

“When the newest of all wars becomes the oldest of all
wars and after that Great War but before the . .”

I wasn’t listening. I had my camera focused up the skirt of the
coach’s wife. I wasn’t out for revenge or trying to be a pervert
(well maybe a little). I simply wanted a photo of the moment about
to transpire. The moment she would forget herself, twist at the
waist as the graduation caps flew, then bend her legs in doe-like
fashion as they fell—and here it came: “clickCLICK.”

C R O T C H S H O T

And once again as my Polaroid developed into a print, I could
hear the unTold story behind the image speaking as if spoken to.
Unraveling mysteries of the moment tucked in the developing
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As the coach’s wife waited, I waited for the coach’s wife.
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folds of light and shadow. I called these prints my Pageless
Wonders, and already had a collection of them in my camera bag.

“What’s with the crotch shot?” It was Codie, my on-again off-
again girlfriend walking up behind me, looking over my shoulder,
and taking the print of the coach’s wife. She rolled her eyes.

“You’re such a pervert.” Codie wasn’t interested in photos of
anyone but her. But Codie liked sex and this week, she liked sex
with me. So, as she handed my photo back to me, I focused on her
as I spouted about my ‘Pageless Wonder.’

—How one moment would fade into another, creating images of
unSpoken words that could only be heard when hung on a hook
of interest known only to the person reading it.

She took off her cap and shook her hair.
—How images would take form in the reader’s imagination

reflecting an indelible etch from the photographer’s life.
She unbuckled her heels.
—How images reflected a life in words the reader knew, thought

they knew, were soon to know, or were never to know at all.
She pulled her graduation gown (along with her dress) over her

head, lifting her bikini top just enough to expose the bottoms of
her breasts, and taking all eyes with her—teasing the boys and
pissing off the girls. But I guess that’s why we were on again off
again.

“Coming to the lake?” she asked as I kept my focus as she
posed swaying this way, turning that way.

P R E T T Y - C H E E S E

“Well?” Codie asked.
“Well what?”
“Are you coming with us?”
“Who’s us?”
“Poo Ray.”
“Poo Ray?”
Poo Ray was the guy who stole cheap bracelets from Northland

Shopping Center in junior high and sold them to the boys at
Christmas to give as gifts to their moms. In high school he turned
to selling weed. If you ever saw ‘Christmas Story’ he’d play the
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Codie could pose without posing.
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part of the toady sidekick to the freckled bully. He was never any
good in any sport—but never gave a rat’s ass either. Poo Ray
liked to sit on the bleachers with the girlfriends of the ball players.
Lavished the pain on their faces as they got knocked around by
other guys while he held their girlfriends. Poo Ray liked that a lot.

Poo Ray wanted to own his own ball team one day. Own the
players. Own their wives. He wanted to own people, control their
lives, force them to work as they kissed his ass for more money.
Poo Ray loved money and the power it provided. He knew how to
work the crowd into cronies and customers. He knew what everyone
wanted and right now they wanted weed. Poo Ray was a natural
leader and the kind of guy who could get away with murder.

Once, when we were ten years old, a bunch of us: me, Poo Ray,
Shoemaker, and Gonzales, rode our bikes to the mud hole at the
bottom of the gravel pit where teenage girls were known to skinny
dip. We parked our bikes on the top of the cliff and climbed down
to see what we could see. While I fixated on two topless swimmers,
the three of them climbed back up the cliff.

After a few minutes, they called for me to join them. They were
laughing about something, so I climbed up and was nearly at the
top when all three pulled down their zippers and pissed.

M O T H E R - F U C K E R S

I nearly lost my grip dipping and ducking until their piss turned
to drizzle then I scrambled up over the ledge only to hear Poo Ray
shout, ‘Now!’ and Mooch threw my bike over the cliff.

S O N - O F - A - B I T C H

We all turned to watch, and what a sight it was. It’s not often
you see something like that—a bike tumbling end over end, bars
cocked and crooked, streaming into the distance, falling in slow
motion. The last valiant run, the last effort for God and country,
the last moment when all was right.

Then the crash! Metal hitting the hard quarry rocks, then up:
wheel spinning, then down: the chain off the gears. Then up once
more, not so high this time, then down, not so smashed. The bike
quietly laying and dying. Half in the water, half on rock. Pedal still
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turning, creaking. Water dripping. One end of the handlebar
pointing to the sky, the other stuck between two rocks. The tiny
tinny sound of the plastic lens falling from my lights.

We jumped with excitement.
We cheered, “Do it again, do it again!”
So I grabbed Poo Ray’s bike and gave it a toss—Poo Ray may

have been a natural born leader, but I was a natural born
cheerleader—and by the end of the day we had thrown each of
our bikes over and over and over until we rode home on mangled
messes of pure joy. Wheels bent like frozen rubber bands,
SWOOSH, swoosh, SWOOSH, swoosh, as they rubbed against
the forks and Poo Ray riding on the handle bars of Gonzales’ bike
because Poo Ray’s bike sank and we were all such great friends.

B U L L S H I T

—Ok, that was crap. There were no merry pranksters. The three
finks tossed my bike over the cliff and rode off. Hard to admit.
Maybe because it still hurts knowing that I was so easily picked
on. Don’t know. Hard to say. They thought I was gay. I thought
they were friends. I’ve since learned that’s what comes with middle
school: learning how many times people can pretend to be friends,
piss on you, off to find new friends, then come back. Maybe we
get a glimpse into our futures in those moments. Futures we refuse
to acknowledge because they are so humiliating.

Anyway, I pulled my bike up out of the water, looped it over my
shoulder and climbed back up. WOBBLE wobble RUT RUT was
the sound of the wheel struggling to carry me home. . .

But here we were at the end of high school and I couldn’t
begrudge Poo Ray for the bike or dealing dope. We all gave dealing
a shot back then. In fact, the very night America landed on the
moon in 68’, I was with three other buddies in our high school
parking lot with a kilo of grass. Actually, we had no idea how much
it weighed, but everything back then was ‘kilo this’ and ‘kilo that.’

Our stash was in a black trash bag and big as a bag of leaves. It
might have been grass clippings for all we knew, but it smelled like
shit even though it took about an hour of toking before you could
honestly answer, “feeling it?” You had to smoke so much your
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ears burnt and even then, we never wondered why we were trying
so hard to be cool: hiding in the dark, sitting alone. Weren’t there
girls somewhere? Weren’t there better things to do?

But the worse part had to be selling the shit to your friends.
Nickel bags or dime. All in lick-able Baggies and sold with the
bravado, “Hey, wanna buy a lid?” But as cool as it was suppose to
be, it felt like selling dope.

My bubble finally burst when, after a week with a bag full of this
local weed, I asked one of my little brother’s friends, “Hey, wanna
buy a lid?” He laughed then ran off and told my little brother and
they both laughed.

So I had no problem with Poo Ray being the big man on campus.
“So who invited Poo Ray?” I asked.

“Well, boo hoo.” Codie turned in a twist, threw her gown over
her shoulder and walked to Poo Ray’s van just as Mrs. Watson
stepped up and gave me a hug. Seconds later, Mr. Watson and
their daughter Wendy came walking up the path from the bleachers.

The Watsons
The Watsons were the only family that still bothered to visit

from the old neighborhood. Their daughter, Wendy, was my first
bout with puppy love. We lived across the street from each other
in Redford: a township alongside Detroit. It was a neighborhood
built in the 50’s. Blocks and blocks lined with rows and rows of
tiny red brick houses filled with screaming kids, moms making
lunches, and dads chained to factories in Detroit. There was even
a boogieman lurking in the small patch of forest next to our grade
school. The forest where we played army while wearing hats of
every war: Coon skin caps, Civil war rebel caps, WWII tank caps,
Indian head dresses, helmets both good guy and Nazis.

Swinging on swings as B51 bombers or P51 Mustangs, then
jumping off as if shot down or as paratroopers leaping to save the
world and rescue damsels in distress.

Wendy loved to play nurse and when she saw me shot down,
she would risk hand grenades and machine gun fire to come to my
aid. Lay over me and hold me to the ground. One day she told me
to moan as if I had been shot in the heart. So I moaned and she
kissed me on the lips. From then on, we left the other kids to play
their war games while we ran deeper into the woods, hand in hand,
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and sat under the Love Tune; the biggest tree in the forest that
every girl knew would sing the name of their beloved as the wind
whipped through its leaves.

All the moms talked of how we’d marry some day.
Have kids of our own.
Watch them grow into Redford Rangers.
One day while she gazed at me in wonder, I climbed to the

highest crow’s nest and carved our names in the bark with my
pocketknife. Leaned back and we both listened for the wind to
confirm our love. Wendy was in to that kind of stuff.

Spirits in trees, love in the air, things like that.
I wanted to tell her about the woman in my head. But I had

already heard from mom and dad that when it came to girls, there
could only be one woman in any man’s life. Didn’t matter if they
were real or not.

Then I learned that lesson for myself at the end of forth grade.
It was late spring and almost suppertime. I was climbing a long set
of new bleachers at the high school ballpark. Writing ‘Noah Loves
Wendy’ with my brand new Magic Marker, thinking, ‘won’t she
be proud when she reads this.’ I was admiring my work when I
spied a girl dressed in a Blue Bird uniform.

I put my marker in my mouth like a pirate and climbed up to the
very top bleacher and that’s when I recognized her.

It was the new girl, Andrea Carson. Annette Funicello in a junior
mint: dark curly hair, thick eyebrows and deep brown eyes. Rumor
had it she even wore a bra to church. I imagined flinging myself
over the fence and dropping in front of her. But the only thing to
fling was my magic marker as it fell out of my mouth as I gaped at
her beauty.

Andrea looked up with a smile, “Want to carry my books?”
Boy did I!
I ran down the bleachers and walked her home. Not hand in

hand or anything like that. But slow and close. And by the end of
the week, we were school news. But when Wendy told Andrea
about her and me, well, Andrea never asked me to carry or walk or
anything again. And that weekend Wendy let me know that she
never heard the Love Tune call my name, then ran off to join the
other kids in the forest.
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The Watson Vacation
I can still remember when the Watsons moved into the

neighborhood. They were different than everyone else on the
block: Mr. Watson was still in his twenties and Mrs. Watson, even
younger. Wendy was their only child. Mr. Watson was a black
man, big and strong, Mrs. white and beautiful, and Wendy was
the love of their life. The Watson house was different than all the
other houses too: black and white checkered tile filled every room.
Large black and white swirly forms on the walls. Lamps with cocoon
eyes casting hard spots of lights here and there.

The house smelled of Spic and Span and scratching sounds of
the hi-fi were constantly in the background. Not military music
like our dads played: Anchors away, Over there. This was new
music. Radio music. Sounds that wiggled notes into crawdads,
made ears reach for the ceiling. Worked our ears for an
understanding that was just too far away from middle America.

C O O L - J A Z Z

Mr. Watson had a full dress Harley and Mrs. Watson would sit
behind him wearing short shorts and high heels. She was the prize
of the neighborhood. Mr. Watson knew it, dads knew it, and every
mom in the neighborhood knew it.

Mrs. Watson would come to neighborhood picnics wearing short
shorts so tight dads would constantly make cracks about helping
her sew them back together every time she bent over. Her figure
was long, tall, round and smooth. Her hair big and her nails always
painted.

Wendy and I soon became best friends and on cold winter days
Wendy’s mom would let us play inside. We would play under her
bed or around her ankles as she went about her chores in her high
hummingBird heels, full skirt overfilled with petticoats and when
she sat, her nylon nest, hose tops and garter would peek out and
call to me just like the cover on dad’s MEN magazines.

Every boy on the block wanted to play hide and seek in her
endless layers of silk held high by two long nylon limbs. But she
chose me and I can’t count the nights I climbed my imagination up
those legs into the fiery frenzy hiding under her dress. Leaped
from her hummingBird heels onto her mighty limbs just to nestle
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myself safe within her crow’s nest so carefully hidden under her
leaf woven lace. How many times did I save her from the monsters
lurking under the bed?

But who was I kidding? Mrs. Watson didn’t need me. She had
Mr. Watson who could leap up onto the garage with one jump,
shoot the eye out of a black bird and had a basement full of
shrunken heads, stuffed heads, safari rifles, and leopard skins.

Dad once offered to stay home with the girls while Mr. Watson
took all three of us boys camping. We pitched a tent somewhere
near Lake Huron. There were tent worms in every tree weaving
ghostly webs of sticky cotton, horned shaped and sloped. Very
eerie. We sat around a small fire listening to waves and ghost
stories when headlights lit the field and set the tent worms to
glow. Mr. Watson told us to take cover and we scooted under our
sleeping bags as he grabbed a log from the fire, then walked up a
few yards keeping it not so hidden along the side of his leg.

We peeked over our sitting logs and watched as the truck
stopped some thirty feet in front of him. They shouted words
we’d never heard before, then both doors flew open.

But Mr. Watson stood steady.
The tough guys stepped out of their truck, shouted something

more when Mr. Watson pulled his battle stick up to the side. Held
it out like a barbell then twirled it like a baton so fast it whistled as
it echoed through the trees. They ran back, the truck doors
slammed, gravel shot up into the air, and we watched them spinning
donuts to get out quick. Mr. Watson was that kind of guy.

Another Watson memory was the time our families rented a
cabin on Lake Michigan. I was eleven and had impetigo all over
my back and around my waist. It itched like mosquito bee stings
and I was constantly complaining then scolded to go away and
not ruin everyone’s fun. “Go to the cabin and whine to yourself.”
So I did and it was one afternoon while I lay itching when a tiny
light came through the wall like Tinker Bell riding on a jet stream.

It was beaming out from right under the light switch and flickered
on and off as if signaling me. I pressed my eye to the hole in the
wall and to my great wonder, I saw Wendy’s mom getting
undressed. She was pulling her straps off her shoulders and
stepping out of her wet swimsuit. She let it drop to her feet then
leaned over, grabbed a towel and began to dry herself.
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H O L Y - S M O K E S

She looked at herself in the mirror, left and right. She liked what
she saw—everyone liked what they saw—then she grabbed some
stringy thing, pulled it through her legs, wrapped it around her
waist, and pinned a white sock to it.

? W H A T - I N - T H E - W O R L D ?

Then she pulled on a pair of tight white short shorts, a black
bra, a red and white picnic table blouse. Turned out the light and
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left. That night after the families had gathered around the picnic
table, I asked Wendy why her mom wore a sock between her legs.
Wendy didn’t know so she asked her mom, “Noah wants to know
why you have a sock between your legs.”

Wendy’s mom acted as if she didn’t know what Wendy was
talking about so I pointed to the small bulge in her crotch.

“The sock between your legs,” I said. But before I could touch
it mom’s hand when upside my head as she screamed…

“WHAT? WHAT! WHAT?”
She echoed like a flock of geese.
“WHAT.. WHAT.. WHAT.. WHAT.. WHAT.. WHAT?”
That night Mr. Watson filled the hole with gum.
Everyone was angry at me; my mom, my dad, and especially my

brothers for not having enough sense to keep my mouth shut.
But as great a memory as that was, the moment I remember most

about Mrs. Watson happened just a few weeks before graduation:
It was the first week in April, spring was warming the roads, the

snow turning to slush, and I had just paid $150 for a ‘57 Royal
Enfield motorcycle. Paid an extra $20 for wire and duct tape. It had
a 720cc engine, a sissy bar, and a gas tank painted flat black, with
a purple ‘fuck you’ stenciled on both sides. It was just too cool
and wanting to show it off, I called Wendy and made my way to
the old neighborhood from Farmington straight down Middlebelt
road.

As the wind blew freedom through my hair I leaned low and sat
high. Turned onto 5 mile road, a few blocks up, left again, turned
onto Gaylord and I was back in Redford and rolling down the road
of my old home turf.

Wendy was already at the curb with her girl friends all in long
knee socks and brightly colored mini skirts. They looked like
leaping Easter eggs as they jumped, waved, and giggled. Standing
on the porch watching it all, was Wendy’s mom.

A vision of Wendy’s Mom
God sure loved Wendy’s mom. Wendy’s mom was still a true

‘50s beauty. Queen of the world as she wiped her hands with a
dishtowel. Tall and thin in her highest of high heels and puffy
wide skirt that matched the ribbon in her hair. She shifted her pose
onto the other hip, let the screen door slip closed, and smiled a big
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beautiful smile; generous white teeth and lizard thin red lips.
Seeing her there, I tried to pull a wheelie, but never got the

wheel off the ground so I just pulled up in front of Wendy, revved
the engine, and allowed the girls to swarm around me—their
returning hero. I would have let them carry me off on their shoulders
had they wanted to, but things don’t always work out in life as
they do in our imagination: I had just cut the engine on my big
‘fuck you,’ leaned on my handlebars like Marlon Brando, and
kicked my side stand down. But to my surprise, it kicked back!

Snapped back up! Tangled in my bell-bottoms, and pulled my
foot out from under me.

Down I crashed as my 400 pound Enfield fell over and onto my
leg, trapping me and holding me to the ground like a spring sprung
in a mousetrap. The girls screamed when I screamed as the exhaust
pipe burned through my jeans. Still, try as I might to lift the bike, I
just couldn’t get an angle on it and that’s when Wendy’s mom
leaped off the porch and came running to my rescue.
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‘clickityClack’, ‘clickityClack’, down the sidewalk she ran.
‘clickityClack’, ‘clickityClack’, the frantic screaming girls.
‘clickityClack’, ‘clickityClack’, she straddled my shoulders

and burnt a vision that would stay with me a lifetime. . .

Mr. Watson put his hand on my shoulder, said ‘congratulations’
as Mrs. Watson gave a kiss near my ear and Wendy offered a hug.
I thanked them for coming to my graduation and no one mentioned
the absence of my parents. As they walked off, I heard Coach
Dolland and his wife walking up the path and hearing his voice
conjured visions of my dad at home plate, picking on my big
brother for striking out. I hated that and never liked coach Dolland
either. Coach Dolland was a win at all cost kind of a coach who
hoodwinked me to play for him the summer before our first year in
middle school. My friend Apples wanted to get into sports. Apples
was born with a disease. He was short, walked with a limp, and
had a hair lip. He wanted to be the water boy for the football team
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and asked if I’d go with him to ask the coach. So we made our way
onto the football field. Apples walked right up to the coach standing
in perfect profile: his whistle in his mouth, his blond curly hair in
the wind. Apples walked up and asked for the job. The coach gave
it to him. Simple as that. Caught me off guard. Then the coach
asked what position I wanted to play. I told him I wanted to be the
water boy’s helper. He smirked a look of, ‘oh, another smart ass’
then stepped aside allowing me to gaze past him and towards the
bleachers where his wife and her two friends all sat with Cheshire
smiles. They all looked like Wendy’s mom and I couldn’t take my
eyes off them!

S W E E T - B L U E B E R R I E S
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All dressed in hummingBird heels, tight skirts, and sunglasses.
All watching the young football players prance at practice. And at
the coach’s signal, his wife nudged her girlfriends and they all
turned in a twisty sort of motion that offered a peek into an
unSpoken promise.

“I’m in!” I said. The coach tossed me a helmet and that was the
last I ever saw the coach’s wives sitting on the bleachers.

R E C R U I T E R S

Our football team went on to play undefeated every year: junior
high to high school. Not so good for our track team. Even though
we broke all records nothing could have stopped the parade faster
than the blunder we thundered into on the way back from a track
meet across town in 9th grade:

We were riding back as heroes having won every event. I ran
the fastest quarter mile I had ever run: 51.7, and I was sure to go up
on the hall board for all the school to worship throughout the
years. But I never made it to the wall because on the bus ride back,
Sheryl Riggs caused quite a bit of a commotion having wrapped
herself in a football jersey and stole away in the back of the bus as
one of the boys.

Sheryl was a girl from the old houses near the trailer park. She
was thin, stringy hair, and different than the other girls.

She used to tell us horror stories about her and her sister having
to lock their bedroom door every night to keep their dad out.

We’d never heard talk like that before.
We didn’t get it. We didn’t get that she was in danger and

needed help. We didn’t hear what we didn’t know. We only heard
what our horny little heads whispered as possibilities.

And now here she was in the back of the bus with a dozen pre-
teen virgins, all asking for a glimpse of what they did not know.
She felt like such a super star slapping their curious hands away.
She loved the attention and the third string track stars loved being
so close to a pretty girl. When we reached the school they snuck
her into the locker room and while those of us who competed in
the meet took showers, Sheryl danced on the changing bench for
her new fans—a wiggle left, a wiggle right, stand up sit down,
fight, fight, fight.
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And all was good until she slipped. Knocked unconscious at
their feet when, instead of anyone helping her—they attacked.

Pulling off her shorts and ripping at her t-shirt.
When she came to, they piled on and you could hardly hear her

scream under the heavy breath of the panting fools she thought
were her friends. She scratched to get away from their reaches.
Screamed and kept screaming until Gonzales and I came running
out from the shower and pulled her away. But by then, it was over.
Sheryl told her mother, her mother called the cops. The track team
was dissolved, our records unrecorded, our names disgraced. But
all’s well that ends well because when the lady cops asked if
anyone had ever touched her before, she pointed to her dad and
off he went.

The coach and his wife passed without a word—he always
considered me an under performer and liked me as much as I liked
him. But as his wife got into their car, she smiled. I took a shot and
they drove off. Then I shot a few images of the ball field littered
with flat hats, and folding chairs that stood like lonely grave markers
complete with little brothers and sisters running circles around
them, intent on getting grass stains while they could. Regular
shots, stills, nothing to keep in my bag as wondering wonders.

Shot parents chatting with parents: familiar strangers through
these long years of rearing children at school. Shot the easy shuffle
of a slow meander over paths long worn into the grass leading to
the dirt parking lot on the other side of the bleachers, behind the
line of waist high hedges that were forever green. Some parents
offered friendly hugs, most just nodded farewells, but all received
a light dusting of dirt over their shoulders.

When the last family drove off, I walked over to my friends and
my big ‘fuck you’ to give a final farewell to the parking lot. We
cranked up our music, leaned out our windows, smoked what we
chose, and wooed our dream girls with heart breaking stories of
how, just months from now, we’d be drafted into the newest of
new wars. Boys able to secure their futures as college freshman
offered their dream girls visions of careers and families, anything
with promise just to get one dip down those treasured panties.
Then the last bell rang. Codie got into Poo Ray’s van, I went to
work and high school faded to memory.
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Hugo’s Standard 76
I worked at Hugo’s gas station on Orchard Lake and 13 Mile

road. It was a regular 76 gas station with a red, blue and gray
theme painted throughout which worked well with the thick grease
and oil stains on the walls and floor.

My in to the job was a guy known as Fast Eddy, a kid I knew
since middle school. He was quiet and unassuming and had a
great looking older sister. He also had a Shelby Cobra and a
Sunbeam Tiger. Both housed in his garage where he worked
constantly and kept them both in various stages of rebuild. Fast
Eddy knew cars and the cars he knew were beyond common
knowledge.

My first day on the job at Hugo’s, two of the old timers (seniors
who had been working at Hugo’s since they were freshmen) told
me to burn the trash and handed me an empty can of oil, said to fill
it with gas, then pour it over the trash in the drum barrel and light.

I can still see the explosion.
The blast threw me back and sent a rubber tire up like the

GoodYear blimp. The hair on my arms caught on fire, my eyebrows
were gone, and the smell of burn hair made me puke as I lay with
burning papers, cans, and other trash all up in flames, all around.

The two seniors came running, then stood laughing, but the
joke was on them because the GoodYear blimp had landed on the
back of Kenny’s red caddy convertible. Burnt a ring right through
to the metal. Kenny was Hugo’s office manager and our boss. He
wanted to fire us all but Hugo only fired the guy who handed me
the can.

Hugo was a good guy.
A stocky guy from Yugoslavia. The kind of guy who could hold

up the side of a car just to help you crawl under and fetch a tool or
two. He once had me help him with the pressure ring on the back
of the tow truck. Big huge wheel with a steel ring the size of a hola-
hoop that was pressure forced into the rim.

As he had me pushing my weight onto some thick steel bar, he
told me how, in the last great war, his sergeant and he were working
on the very same type of wheel, trying to force the ring into the rim
when it sprang—decapitating the sergeant. As Hugo told me the
story he chuckled. He was a cheery guy who had seen hard times
but didn’t let his memories ruin his day.
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Pro Phil Attics
Working at Hugo’s was great. I liked working there. It was always

showtime as all the girls and mom’s drove in wearing mini-skirts
and sat so easy as I wiped their windshields free of bugs: top of
their hose exposed, garters pulling them into a stretch under skirts
too short to cover their thighs. It was Playboy magazine—live
and in color—with some moms asking for a final once over on
their windshield more often than others. Tapping their heels over
the gas pedal, shifting their skirts from beavers to knees until the
windshield had been thoroughly worked over and a ‘thank you,
Noah’ was whispered through the side vent.

Hugo’s had two stalls for repairs, two islands for gas, a small
office where small things were sold; candy bars, cigarettes, and
Cokes. But no prophylactics. I learned that when some snazzy
guy pulled up with last year’s homecoming queen.

He drove a blue 1966 Corvette and a smug smile.
I ran to his side and he asked quietly, “Got prophylactics?”
“Pro Fillattics?” I asked looking over the car into the office and

scanned the wall. “Yeah, I think so,” and went inside moving stuff
on the shelves, looking for the word “Pro” figuring it was some
speed fluid or something. I didn’t know a lot about cars or car
stuff then but I sold plenty of STP, fan belts, and tires. So I figured
since he was in a Corvette, this ‘pro’ thing he needed had to be
handy. But I couldn’t find it, so I leaned into the garage and shouted
over the riveting air-gun forcing grease into a reluctant nipple,
“Where do you keep the Pro Fillattics.”

The garage fell silent.
“Where do you keep the Pro Fillattics.” I shouted again, “This

guy needs one.” I pointed out the Corvette.
Hugo looked up, Fast Eddy and Radio Rick looked too.
“Who needs what?” Eddy asked.
“That guy,” I pointed to the Corvette now squealing away with

the home coming queen hiding her face in her hands.
After they stopped laughing. Eddy explained. I pretended to

know all along, but what a silly word for a rubber!
Though most of the time at Hugo’s my job was to pump gas,

every now and then I was allowed to work on the wrecks that were
to be turned around and resold as cars. We were allowed to work
on our own cars too but only after closing. So at about 10 pm each
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night, we cashed out, mopped the floor,  hoisted our cars up the
lifts and went to work.

Everything I learned about cars I learned from Fast Eddy while
working on my microbus: a VW van with windows all around, tiny
sky windows above them, and a canvas roof that could be pulled
back (that’s my dog Georgie Girl sniffing out the grass). My battle
between poems and pictures was just beginning and I had bolted
down a typewriter behind the driver’s seat so I could write as fast
as I could shoot. Found an old “STOP” light made of deep red
glass and black iron, I mounted it on the back of the bus and
added a flasher so when I put on the brakes, it would blink. I took
a test drive down Drake with Codie when I was pulled over by the
cops, got a ticket and told to remove it.

After that I drove to Cindy Woo’s house. Cindy always wore
mini-skirts and always liked me. I liked her too but could never fit
her in between my other girl friends. I wanted to, but every time I
was free, she was taken and vise versa. Her mom liked me too and
that always helped. She called me, Noah-Q, then made some rhyme
she thought fitting. A rhyme that always ended with her asking
when I was going to get serious—I never realized she meant getting
serious with her daughter. But that was before Cindy got pregnant.
Her ‘husband’ was two years ahead of us and couldn’t afford
college so he was drafted right out of high school and was lost in
the jungle within the year. The government left her with nothing.
No man, no death certificate, no benefits. Nothing but MIA.
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M I S S I N G - I N - A C T I O N

I was hoping to give Cindy a chance to lay on the grass with her
baby. In 10th grade, Codie missed a period. Every day I found a
way to ask Codie if there was any news. It was a very awkward
situation: I didn’t want her to think I didn’t want a baby but not
knowing was killing me. I did my best to believe she and I were
ready to take on the world, and at the end of the third week, we
decided to runaway to New York City. I had a Bridgestone 175cc
and told her Fast Eddy would help build a sidecar so she and the
baby could ride out of the cold. I bought studded tires, front and
back and learned to ride on snow and ice.

Once in New York, we could find an apartment and I would write
for a magazine or shoot Codie posing in the city then sell prints of
her photos. But during the forth week, she stopped me in the hall,
told me everything was okay, and we were once again off again.

So Cindy and I were going to picnic at Kent Lake and we were
just getting on the freeway when BOOM—the VW blew a piston.
Smoke came in through the heater vents. We had to hitch a ride
back and later, Radio Rick brought Hugo’s tow truck to tow in the
van.

Radio Rick was a guy who would never go beyond driving the
tow truck. He didn’t want to. He loved getting folks out of jams.
No matter the weather, he was ready. Come rain or snow, Radio
Rick would drive where needed and get the job done. Crawl in the
mud, lie on his back in the slush and ice or allow himself to be
eaten alive by steaming swarms of mosquitoes.

And throughout his efforts, his radio squawked and talked. He
loved that thing. Loved to hear a voice coming in from somewhere.
Loved to answer back, “Roger that, and Roger this.” I think the
only thing he might have liked better was to have been an astronaut
on his way to the moon. “Roger that Houston!”

Radio Rick brought my van back to Hugo’s and after closing
and mopping up the floors, I re-hung the tools (Fast Eddy says:
every tool has a place every place has a tool), counted how many
gallons were sold from each pump and put the money in the safe
behind the desk, hidden in the floor as a sewer drain.

Once that was done, and with the help of Fast Eddy, we pushed
my VW inside, lifted it up on the hoist and proceeded to drop the



43
NOAH’S ART

engine. Fine and dandy except we had just disconnected the gas
line when Eddy pointed to one of the engine bolts glowing red-
hot—I forgot to disconnect the battery and the battery was
shorting out on the frame just inches from the disconnected and
dripping gas line.

We ran out of the station and into the street.
Stood there waiting.
Stood there wondering what Hugo would do when he came to

work tomorrow and found rubble where his station used to be.
Finally, Fast Eddy ran back in, disconnected the battery and once
the bolt had cooled, we finished dropping the engine onto the pile
of used tires, called it a night and drove over to Fast Eddy’s uncle’s
auto shop to get some new rings and rods. Fast Eddy’s uncle ran
a company called ‘Team R.A.C.E’ which stood for Racing Air
Cooled Engines. He raced Porches, Volkswagens, and Corvairs. It
was there I learned that if you boiled a leather belt in transmission
fluid long enough, you could wrap a piston around a crankshaft
and it would hold for 100 miles.

! W A R R A N T Y !

But most nights just dragged. That was, until the corporate
office decided to offer Spirit of 76 lottery cards with every fill up.
The day they were delivered Fast Eddy and I sat all night opening
the scratch cards and collected the winnings. You could win a
hundred dollars a night in one to five dollar increments. Straight
out of the cash register as long as you put the coupon in.

That’s the Spirit!
And every crew did it every night because the corporate office

just kept bringing more boxes. Then things went wrong. Kenny
noticed money missing.

Someone was cashing in without a ticket, and so Kenny began
to shift our shifts and when Kenny cornered the culprit, much to
our relief, it wasn’t one of us, it was the guy he had hired. The only
guy Kenny had ever hired and he didn’t even go to our school: he
was a Farmington Flounder who sold Kenny a sob story of how
he only had a few months before reporting to duty in Vietnam.
Kenny, still stinging from his own newest of the oldest wars in
Korea, hired him on the spot. And because he wasn’t going to
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stay long, Hugo never ordered him a uniform with his name on the
pocket. So we called him ‘Alice’ because we thought we were
cooler than he was and he couldn’t put up too much of a fight.

B U L L I E S

One night while Alice shirked his work sitting on the pot reading
Car & Truck in the big, handicap sized john, Eddy grabbed an
aerosol can of carburetor starter, aimed to the two inch crack
separating the bottom of the door from the floor, flicked his Bic
and sprayed—SWOOOSH!

A great ball of fire rammed into the john. Alice screamed and
Eddy did it again. Alice screamed again then threatened to come
out and club us to a pulp. One more shot and when the fireball
died, the handle rattled—Eddy ran and Alice ran after him.

Later that night, the cops came to Hugo’s, Alice cuffed in the
back seat. Seems they both ran to Eddy’s house, but while Eddy
kept running, Alice climbed into an open window. Eddy’s mom
heard the commotion, called the cops, and they caught Alice with
a drawer full of Eddy’s sister’s underwear in his pants.

! G O - A L I C E !

Hugo’s paid well, but for extra cash, I started moonlighting at a
brake shop owned by the dad of a girl I met one night who said I
could work if I’d take photos of her. Ok.

Her dad seemed surprised; not that his daughter brought in a
stray dog, but because I looked like I might actually work. And I
did work until the day I turned up the radio hearing something
about Bob Dylan. That Dylan was going to be playing on a farm
called Woodstock. I leaned closer but just as they announce the
date, the foreman turned the radio off.

. P R I C K .

“What the hell?” I asked.
“Hell you say, get to work,” he said just as a quiet guy we called

‘the Arab’ (because he was an Arab), stepped over and asked the
foreman something in a voice too soft to hear over the, ‘thump,
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Imagine Alice stealing Eddy’s sister’s undies.
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thump, thump’ of the stamping machines. Next anyone knew the
foreman was whaling on the Arab with lefts and rights and lefts
and rights. The Arab fell and the foreman kicked.

Then things got uglier. The shop rats formed a circle around the
Arab, chanting in tones of fag-hate and loathing. Finally, the
whistle blew and the shop cleared for the lunch truck.

I dragged the Arab to my bench, wiped his face; he was hurt
pretty bad so I snuck him out back. Checked to see that the coast
was clear, loaded him into my van and drove off. I apologized for
not stepping in and told him I felt like a coward. Worse, that I was
a chicken shit because I didn’t even think of stepping in.

“Perhaps there are bigger enemies waiting your attention.” he
said and that scared me even more—cluckCluck!

We drove into one of Detroit’s many ghettos and we ended up
somewhere near the Rouge plant: steal factories. The air was so
thick with black coal soot the streets, houses, sky and people
were all covered in veils of gray.

I grabbed one of Codie’s scarves I had laying around in the van.
Wrapped it around his head to keep out the dirty air. He thanked
me and got out of the van. Stood there beaten and bloody, yet told
me not to worry. Said God had better plans for both of us, he was
sure of it. “Live quietly and God’s great plan will fill your ears.”

I wanted to tell him about the woman in my head but that seemed
a little awkward, so I just waved good-bye as he vanished into the
dark filth Dearborn dared to call air: Dearborn, a city which was
just a stone’s throw from Gross Point, where big money Ford men
lived with their families and I wondered how it was Gross Point
didn’t breathe this shit? Was that an act of God or Darwin?

That was my last day on that job and the last I saw of the Arab.
This was the sixties. Americans didn’t hate Arabs then. They hated
fags, communists, and fags.

The Stags
I left my home in the tenth grade after having been kicked out of

my house for some forgettable reason. Moved into the Stag House
on the corner of Northwestern Highway at 14-mile road. It was a
three story Victorian farmhouse that was once the majesty of all
the town. Once owned by the Buttons, the original orchard owners
of the area, it had fallen on hard times due to badly written and
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heavily contested wills and stood now only as a reminder of easier
days; when farmers harvested their fruits and children ran to
school. Now, slated for demolition, someone saw fit to rent to ‘the
Stags’, the local high school fraternity and told them they could
keep the house until it was demolished—as long as they kept the
gum-toothed brother-in-law on as property manager.

Brother-in-law was Phil and his pot-bellied wife was Gert. They
lived on handouts and collecting bottles. They had been sleeping
in the upstairs master bedroom then moved into the barn when
the Stags moved them out, painted the room black, and filled it
with mattresses and black lights. On weekends, the Stags would
send Phil to score beer while Gert offered to dance for the plebs—
nothing you ever wanted to see but offering a glimpse into a
toothless future for the girls the Stags brought home to party.

Whenever a new member was brought into this fraternal order,
Gert was granted permission to take the pledge out back for a
toothless blow job leaving Phil up front to drooled over the guy’s
way too innocent girl friend, who was told only that an initiation
was taking place. Phil’s claim to fame was getting caught sniffing
the seat of one of the girls after she got up. After that, every girl
had to sit in Phil’s chair.

The house had been painted a deep blue and the door decorated
with a white bunny in the center. It was the Stag logo, stolen of
course from Playboy, with which all high school boys felt close
allegiance. Stags wore white playboy bunny heads sewn on the
back of their custom blue jackets and hand-made blue-jean vests.

The Stags were the bad boys of North Farmington. The
notorious heroes every kid wanted to be. By day they were the
first-string in every sport and by night parting with the drunken
cheerleaders in the ‘blacklight’ rooms. By day they donated time
to the chamber of commerce and by night stole time from the cops.

My joining the Stags confused my friends. Wasn’t I to become
the next Bob Dylan, poet laureate with a guitar and a camera and
all that? Now I was in a frat house? What gave? But it wasn’t as if
I had planned it. It just happened one winter night when Dickey
Buttersworth, president of the Stags that year and known for being
a lady’s man, needed someone to drive his girl’s car back from the
drive-in showing, ‘Wild in the Streets.’ He saw me hanging with
Codie and her girl friends and asked.
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S U C H - A N - H O N O R

I said ‘sure’ and even though I had never driven a car I wasn’t
about to admit that and it wasn’t until I was behind the wheel and
rolling into the ditch every ten yards that I realized I had no idea
how to drive this big 1960 Oldsmobile Super 88. Fins, wings, stereo
reverb, the whole bit. I knew how to put it in gear and how to hit
the brake but I didn’t know how to steer. I kept looking at the end
of the hood and something kept pulling me off into the ditch or
into on coming traffic. Maybe it was Grace echoing as reverb from
the speaker in the back seat. I don’t know.

“Want to join the Stags?” Dickey asked after dropping off his
girl and taking over behind the wheel.

“Sure.” I said like a kid about to driven off by a cool uncle.

Uncle Dobbs
I figured he asked me to join because he had heard that I was a

shit kicker. Heard that I had beaten Dobbs into a pulp back in
junior high: Dobbs was the Goliath bully who smashed my lunch
everyday in seventh grade. ‘What-cha-got-to-eat Twinkle Toes,’
he’d slump over my little brown lunch bag and before I could even
answer, SMASH with his fist then walk away wiggling his fat butt.
The kids loved it. I was the new the guy—so screw me. But it all
came to an end at the end of the school year. This time when he
smashed my lunch, I stood up and said, “Oh yeah?”

O H - Y E A H

It was one of those damned if you do, damned if you don’t
moments. A moment I would have taken back if I could. But I
couldn’t. It was too late. He was grinning ear to ear and his little
cronies were already taking bets and shouting down the halls,
“Fight in the orchard! Fight in the orchard!”

Just before the last bell for school, a guy named Denny Anders
took me to the boy’s bathroom and asked if I knew how to fight.
Denny Anders was beyond bullies. Everyone knew he could kick
anyone’s ass, anytime. No one messed with Denny Anders. Some
say his mom was in prison for killing his dad.

I showed him what I knew about boxing and he saw instantly
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that I had no idea how to defend myself. He demonstrated jabs
and upper cuts, but being left handed, I kept standing wrong with
my big punch up front where the jab ought to be. His final advice,
“Don’t let him get you down on the ground.”

It was great advice too, as it didn’t take long for me to break
Dobbs’ nose, bloody his lip, and he was down on his knees, daring
me to wrestle him. When he tried swinging for my legs, I just
stepped back. The crowd jeered him to get up and fight, but every
time he tried I knocked him down with a power jab—never could
figure out how to stand with my right hand forward.

“I quit,” he whispered so only I could hear him.
“What you asshole?” I shouted so full of the moment.
“I quit,” he said a little louder.
“What?” I shouted getting a little too carried away.
“Uncle!” He screamed then buried his face into the dirt.
The boys cheered, the girls danced, and everyone went home

that night and slept a little easier. The bully had been taken down.
It would be a good summer and a great next year as I had
transformed from “Twinkle-Toes” to “Dukesberry.”

Pimp-o-Noah.
But that’s not why Buttersworth asked me to join the Stags.

There were plenty of guys who could kick ass. No, he asked
because I had an in with the girls of my class. He knew I knew
enough girls well enough to bring some back to the Stag house so
the older guys could pick through them. He took me for a pimp.

It wasn’t that I was a Don Juan, I was just a guy who knew how
to keep a secret when he got lucky. And nothing ensures luck with
girls than closed lips. I had (through no thought of my own)
developed a ‘no kiss and tell’ policy and it paid off. I learned it
from my brothers who ratted me out on every occasion, while I
never said a word. By the time we were in middle school, they had
nothing left to tell, and I had ten years of small crimes on both of
them. And now that lesson was paying off.

My first great encounter was when one of the cheerleaders who
had seen my fight with Dobbs asked if I’d walk her home, I did.
Her name was Codie and she asked if I’d feel her up. I did and
when school started the next year she passed me in the hall and
we said nothing and nothing was said. She liked that and spread
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the word to her girlfriends that they could test their boy skills on
me because I wouldn’t pester them afterwards or brag to the other
boys. Girls who wanted to put out, could. A month later, one of her
girl friends asked me to walk her home and we went to one of the
new subdivisions and into one of the model homes. Walked in
and laid in the model bed upstairs. Week after that it was in the
basement of one of the construction houses. Maybe I was a natural
born whore. But isn’t that every boy’s dream?

Either way, I wasn’t going to complain. It was just
experimentation. Like girls kissing girls. Checking it out. It’s just
what we did in Farmington back in the 60s.

Codie and I found ourselves back together every now and then
and by ninth grade I knew a squad of girls, all distantly related, all
with whom had asked for a walk home. But the one I remember
most was a girl who wore a big black bra.

I remember her because she was the one who got away:
It was on a Wednesday that she asked me to come to where she

would be baby-sitting on Friday. An invitation from a girl with big
boobs cupped under a black lace bra. Grown up stuff and that was
to be my lucky day, except right after she asked, I fell off the
pommel horse in gym class. Landed on my knee and broke it. But
I didn’t say a word. I just took a shower and hobbled home.

That night I laid low but my knee was throbbing as my shin
bone had split down to my ankle. The pain was a constant
distraction. Still, I wasn’t about to risk my first black bra by going
to the doctor. I wanted some of that action and hobbled back to
school the next morning, to and from classes, for the rest of the
week until Friday when little Acey (‘she walks like an ace now’)
saw me pulling myself down the hall one locker handle at a time,
dragging my leg behind me. She tried to help by telling the vice
principle. I tried telling him it was just a sprain but he took me to
the nurse and by then my knee had swollen to the size of my jeans.
I couldn’t bend it and when they cut the pants off it was black and
blue and some awful yellows and browns. They asked all sorts of
questions which all amounted to ‘what kind of idiot are you?’ I
wanted to tell them, “Hey, I got a date with a black bra!” But I
didn’t crack. I knew they wouldn’t understand, or maybe they
would. Opportunity missed remains as a reminder that good things
come and go so you better get what you can while you can.
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C A R P I D I E M

Bunny Fight
A month later I was voted president of the Stags and kept busy

at the Burger King fighting along side Tim Said, knocking teeth
out from every would-be-hero who wanted a name for taking on
Stinson and the Stags. Staring down all comers with my personal
look of ‘crazy.’ But the fact was, the Stags were no ‘blood in blood
out’ gang. We weren’t even much of a gang. Not much more than
kids who ran away from home. Not far away, just far enough to
haunt our parents with occasional sightings at the super market.
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But we marched around town like bad-asses and orchestrated
rumbles every other weekend. Fist fights with lots of yelling from
the girlfriends on both sides. Half the time our girls broke into
cheer routines while the opposing girls just flipped them off.
Everything was just as it should be until the night of the big fight.

The Flounders—a loose knit group of losers from the south
side of Farmington, had shot arrows into our football field during
our homecoming game and on their get-a-way, picked up Fast
Eddy, chain whipped him in the backseat and dumped him out on
the lawn of the school as an invitation to a

R U M B L E

Word went out and every Stag, jock, and regular Joe gathered
at the White Castle and when we got there, the mob was already
thick and out of control. We gathered near the shops, the Flounders
near the street and as we marched down the parking lot, the
Flounders marched up and once we were within twenty feet, we
charged. Only there had been a change in the game—the Flounders
came with sticks and knives.

Until then we had only fought with fists.
We were getting our asses kicked.
I had been tackled from behind and knocked down onto my

back, a half dozen flounders beating me with their fists and sticks
when Haystack (never knew his real name), the biggest Stag in
history and notorious four year letter wrestler, reached down,
grabbed my collar and yanked me out of the mob, then proceeded
to filet Flounders. Soon, we were all kicking butt and pushing
them back when suddenly a gunshot echoed through the parked
cars.

Everyone stopped. Then another shot, and you could see the
fire from the end of the barrel this time.

Everyone scattered.
I grabbed Codie. We ran out from the parking lot, across the

road, and hid behind the line of houses across the street. Sat in
shocked disbelief that the Flounders had brought a gun to the
fight and brought an end to an innocence.
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Twenty Years Federal
One day my 305cc Honda Scrambler ran out of gas so I walked

it over to Apple’s to see about a ride to Hugo’s. Apples told me to
wait downstairs. I knew something wasn’t right when I saw two
strangers walking among my friends as if they were best of friends.
I’d never seen those clowns before. They didn’t look like school
kids. Didn’t look like kids at all. They had five o’clock shadows
and wore shoes like they were from out of town. I knew they were
more foe than friend but everyone else acted all cool—so what
did I know? I had no idea a drug deal was going down.

Poo Ray called them into his little office near the water heater
and they left about five minutes later. Then we all piled in Apple’s
convertible and headed out. There were seven of us. We drove
down 14 mile and turned down onto Orchard lake towards Hugo’s
and were no more than half a mile down when a line of Sheriff,
County, State and local cop cars, all with lights flashing, sirens
blaring, came down from both directions. Bull horns shouted for
us to pull over and just as we stopped, everyone in the car tossed
their baggie up into the air and as the cops surrounded us—the
baggies fell. It sounded like quiet gunfire.

P O P , P O P , P O P

The cops fell back for cover, then tripped down into the ditch
running along side the road. They were Barney Fife real time,
guns drawn and pissed as hell. They thought we were making fun
of them but we weren’t making fun of anyone. We were scared,
thrown to the ground, handcuffed, and taken away to juvie as
drug dealing pinko commie junkies.

We sat on the cold tile for a couple of hours while they called
our parents. Most moms came and took their kid away as soon as
they got the call. Took my mom over three hours to pull herself
away from the pool—Mom sure liked her hours at the pool.

When she arrived, she was none to happy to see me. I asked her
what Sodomy was as it seemed there were more sodomy criminals
in Farmington than anything else. She didn’t answer. “What’s
sodomy?” I asked again and she pinched my ear. She didn‘t give
a shit about sodomy or the assholes pinned to the wall and stood
silently seething as the cops whispered among themselves how
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they liked her tits. And when they had finished, they handed her
my papers and I was free to go—for now.

She whisked me away and when we got home she held the
papers to my face asking me if I understood. I didn’t. I didn’t
understand what it meant to face 20 years in federal prison.

? W H Y- D O - Y O U - T H I N K - T H E Y- C A L L - I T- D O P E ?

I always had a hard time fitting in. Maybe too much time trying
please my parents just so I could eat at the table. I didn’t fare
much better in school either, always a nitch between the jocks,
hippies and retards. The girls never noticed but the guys and I
never had much to talk about: either I was afraid of them or they
were afraid of me. After having defeated Dobbs, I had been elevated
into the popular clique—a shallow pond of back biting pariah.
Once the bust made the news, not a single ‘popular friend’ spoke
to me. At the hearing, everyone (with the exception of Poo Ray)
told the judge I had nothing to do with them or the dope. Poo Ray
didn’t like that. Liked it less that I got off and he got 5 years
probation. We did our best to keep at a distance. Nothing new.

One Saturday, just watching TV in the front room; a knock at
the door and a shit load of twerps from Bloomfield Hills stood out
front beside their Hondas and Suzuki motorcycles. They said they
came for Stinson and Said. So we got up and as Said walked back
and forth I told them ‘fuck with us and we’d rip their eyes out of
their skulls.’ They fell for it. We invited them in. Shared what beer
we had and watched Batman. But even as Batman and Robin
kicked TV butt, I was done with the brotherhood. I could feel the
draft blowing over Orchard Lake. There wasn’t much time left to
finish my Pageless Wonders and I hated that all I had done with
my life so far was fight and get laid.

My summer of 1969
July 10, my 18th birthday and three girl friends baked me three

cakes. Life was good. Woodstock just weeks away. I really wanted
to see Dylan. See him live. I had all his albums: ‘Blond on Blond’
double album and all the rest. Dylan was my only rock idle. I loved
everything about him. I even roamed the neighborhood in sandals
with a guitar and a harmonica holder wired around my neck blowing
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my sweet Chromatic turning poems into songs. But as much as I
loved his music it was the photo on his John Wesley Harding
album that changed my life. It was a photo rumored to be filled
with hidden faces in the buttons of his coat and knots in the trees.
I held my magnifying glass over it for hours imagining the
unSpoken words from these unSeen faces. Whispering words in
images of worlds hinting of ideas that spoke to me louder than the
songs he sang. I was captivated by all sorts of shy glimmers that
the woman in my head coaxed out of this once hidden detail.
Telling tales of an entire universe wrapped in shapes and sounds
trapped in things that could hardly be seen. A reality just beyond
reach where words were beyond letters, images beyond words.
Where nothing was said well and everything unKnown. That was
the year I shot my first Pageless Wonder, got my first pair of
glasses (bifocals), and would lose myself in mindless stares as I
put them on and off confusing the juxtaposition of outlines and
shades, fanning faces of familiarity. And each face I fathomed out
of nothing came with a set of eyes needing only a vantage point
to become more human than I dared to know.

I grabbed my Polaroid in hopes that, “clickCLICK”, I could shoot
the look on these lurking faces. “clickCLICK”,  shoot the smiles
trapped in the reflection of the windows. “clickCLICK”, catch them
as humble beginnings for more Pageless Wonders.

I was convinced I could capture the actual moment that waited
in the wings unSeen or experienced in this distorted world. Like
shooting the moment a balloon explodes still holding to that round
shape of space between balloon and flat rubber. Capture it so that
on later viewing, whenever and whoever gazed on the image could
pop that balloon again and all that was within would show as their
own—like all of us together, repeating moments of time forever.

I showed Codie, but she only asked if I wanted to photograph
her. I did but this time I wanted more. There was something missing,
something that had to be in her or on her. Something seen even if
I wasn’t seeing it now, could be seen by someone later. So I played
with the settings on the camera, sure that the secret behind
capturing time was locking in the unSeen beauty of the moment.
That the moment was a rose bud on the horizon—the photo a
frozen flower which would continue its bloom for all time.
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Highways in the Sky
Woodstock around the corner and my Enfield still in pretty

rough shape, I sold all my Dylan albums for $30 to a friend we all
called Mooch (cause he’d mooch our lunches.) I bought more
tape and wire, and a pack of smokes. Rolled my Enfield behind the
Stag house to tape and wire it together for the trip as Phil watched
from the barn window and Gert came and went.

One of the new girls to the Stag house came out back to watch
me work. Her name was Kelser and she sat on a stump handing me
this or that as needed. I knew her and liked her. She was a girl with
promise. Already a two-year letter winner in gymnastics, tall and
thin and strong. She could bend back and side and jump over
your head if need be. She wore the shortest blue jean shorts you’d
ever see yet didn’t quite get how pretty she was. Her girlfriend
joined her, and together they sat asking silly questions, mostly to
let me know they were there. Her friend would joke about
everything and they would giggle and laugh, becoming more a
distraction than help.

But they were cute and having fun. Made you want to warn
them what a dive the Stag house was, or what that cute old guy,
Phil was thinking as he stared down at them from the barn window.

B U G - O F F - P H I L

By the end of the day, my bike was wrapped tight. I  packed my
wire and tape with my tools, then filled the tank. I  planned to get
to New York via Canada: heading out of Detroit through the
Windsor Tunnel, across Canada, then back in at Niagara Falls.

I knew how to get about in Windsor from all the nights we had
rented ice rinks for late night hockey games. Head into Canada
through the tunnel, play until dawn, then back over the bridge
without anyone blinking an eye. As far as we cared, Windsor was
just another part of Detroit, only across the river. Canadians and
Americans traveled freely back and forth. The only confusion
was in the value of the Canadian quarter. Was it worth 24 or 26
cents?

A guy named Mike asked if he could ride with me to the festival.
He had just bought a brand new 450cc, 4 cylinder Honda. I laughed
thinking the pistons had to be as small as cupcakes.
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Too young to understand the man in the window.
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Mike was a small guy and I wasn’t too sure how good he’d be
in a fight. But hell, we were traveling through Canada.

Who would pick a fight in Canada?
I said okay and he went home, packed up, and we left the

following day late in the afternoon.
Ever travel with a hotdog on wheels?
For the first hundred miles across Canada, Mike was popping

wheelies, zooming up to 100 mph in mini seconds, swerving side
to side, roaring past station wagons filled with kids giving them
the trill of believing they had just seen a Hell’s Angel.

Every time we stopped for a burger he used my size to strut like
he was all the man. Pissing off everyone and impressing no one. I
fast expected some locals to ambush us at anytime and I wouldn’t
blame them if they did.

Then off we go again. He’d be zooming miles ahead and I’d
catch up to kick his ass if I wasn’t so busy watching pieces of my
Enfield fall along the road.

It was embarrassing.
A never-ending story that began when I hit a pothole and my

side covers fell off. I didn’t really hear them break loose, but I
heard the ‘tinkle, tinkle, tinkle,’ of my small pack of tools as it
spilled out over the pavement. I debated going back and collecting
them, but Mike was miles off and hell, why did I need tools on a
bike held together with tape and wire anyway?

Next was my left tail pipe. It just blew off. I heard the ‘bong’ and
saw it fly through the air in my rearview mirror.

It hit the pavement and launched end over end reaching thirty
feet high. Last time I saw something like that it was the rear left
wheel of my Bug Eye Sprite: I had just changed a flat tire on the
driver’s side back and was test driving, arm hanging out the
window, very relaxed. Very cool. I was slowing to a stop, when my
car began to shake as if something had hit me from behind, then,
something did! Hit my hand as it dangled along the driver’s door.
Next I knew my rear tire went speeding ahead of me. Rolling down
the road like a carnival act and bounced off the grill of a 68’ Buick
Skylark.

H O L Y - B U M P E R S



59
NOAH’S ART

 The driver in the Buick was a lady wearing a blue babushka.
Her sunglasses knocked down to her nose and I saw her eyes
widening as my tire flew 60 feet straight up.

We watched as the wheel was about to rain over the parking lot
onto some poor shopper. We watched as the tire fell in slow motion
from the sky over the heads in the crowd. We watched wondering
whom God had chosen to win His lottery today.

BAMMM
The tire bounce between a station wagon and a pick up.
BAMM
It bounced again launching towards the shopping carts.
BAM
It flipped onto its side and came to rest against a blue and white

trashcan donated by the Stags.
BA
God wasn’t playing the lotto that day.
By then I was standing next to the Buick, my arm around the

lady’s shoulder. She was pretty and pretty upset. She kept stroking
my arm as if I were her comfort cat and I wondered what she
looked like in her underwear.

Then we looked around her car grill and bumper, found no
damage, and since there was no dead shopper in the parking lot,
she scolded me to be more careful and drove away.

So as I sped along this Canadian highway I watched my muffler
do its freestyle until it landed in the brush. I turned around, headed
back to retrieve it and found it nestled in tall wet grass, still
steaming and looking like some silver space probe. When it was
cool enough to touch, I picked it up and walked back to my bike
and fitted it back on the exhaust pipe. That’s when I could have
used a tool or two.

But I found a rock, not a big rock, a stone really, and hammered
my pipe back onto the engine then pushed a piece of thick wire
through the nut and bolt loop. Twisted it as tight as I could using
a thick stick, then hit it one more time with the rock to snug things
up. I stood back and felt the pride monkeys must have felt when
they finally learned to pick up a stick to beat off their neighbors.

Next to go was my side mirror. While on a side road heading for
a burger stand. I had leaned into a curve, but not tight enough as
a dump truck came careening in the opposite direction and half in
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my lane and clipping the Silver Stream trailer ahead of me
suspending a cloud of mirror shards over my lane like a swarm of
hovering bees. I drove through it ducking as low to the side of my
bike as I could and when I got back up to see what might have
happened I saw nothing in my rearview. My mirror and the entire
stem were gone. It was as if they had been eaten alive.

But my biggest lost came when I hit a crack in the road where an
old section of highway met new. My headlight, not just the lamp,
but the entire housing, popped off the bike. Dangled a moment as
the wires did their utmost to hold on—but the ‘bobjob’ of black
tape holding the wires together couldn’t save the day. The lamp
hit the pavement at 80 miles an hour. Smashed on impact and gave
me pause about my head hitting in much the same manner.

There were no helmet laws back then and balancing the freedom
of hair blowing in the wind with brains on cement? Never happened.
So I just stopped thinking about the pavement passing fast.

Such are the mind works of invincible youth.
That evening I duct-taped my flashlight to my tachometer

(should have bought fresh batteries) and took to the road under
the jet-black blanket of the Canadian night and even though my
new headlamp only pissed a fraction of beam it was almost enough
to see the outline of the white stripe.

Canadian Nights
My flashlight lit bright enough as long as I kept full throttle and

stayed side-to-side with Mike’s head beam. But he was still an
asshole and still storming like Speed Racer. It was an effort for my
old Enfield to keep going 80—100 was out of the question, but
with miles and miles of darkness ahead, I made the best of it.

With every downhill, I gathered more and more speed, ducked
low and rode like the cavalry, the hero, the long ranger. Like I was
power and grace, and began swerving side to side too. Wow, it
was fun! Soon, I was having so much fun I wasn’t even afraid of
the dark streaming past. Something I noticed when Mike was so
far ahead all I could see was the dark Canadian night. Yikes!

And I was racing into this darkness as if it were a pillow and I
was just about to panic when; miracle of miracles, there was light!

A bright orange glow lit the road just under my bike. I looked
between my gas tank and my leg and sure enough, the glow glew
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from just under my engine. Bright gleams of orange and reds and
before I could put a name to the miracle, my bike was engulfed in
flames as spider fingers of spark and fire lit my legs. I had become
a roman candle speeding to its doom.

I tried not to panic. I tried not to scream. I let go the throttle,
press on the brake but the brake pedal wasn’t there. It was grinding
and sparking as it dragged along the pavement trapped between
the frame and the engine. I did my best to steer straight ahead. But
where is straight ahead when there’s nothing left or right? I fell off
the road and onto the loose gravel shoulder.

ZOOOOOM I squeezed my front brake.
ZOOOOM Never use your front brake on gravel at 80!
ZOOOM My sissy bar flipping over, my head under me.
ZOOM Into wet tall grass that covered the curve of the ravine.
ZOM Tumbling twenty feet or more as the bike slid further.
ZM Further into nothingness.
Everything came to a stop.
My engine choked, then died.
Crickets were the first to come back.
Then frogs croaked and together a field of music fell over me

like a sleepy drug. I lay motionless as the wet of the ground crept
up through my jeans and under my leather onto my back. I wiggled
my fingers and toes, assured myself that I was still in one piece,
just flat on my back.

S T A Y - D O W N - C L O W N

Water trickled in my ear, thoughts raced as I tried to grasp the
first time anyone recognized constellations in the sky. Tried to see
just as the ancients might have seen before anyone outlined them
in stick figures. What did they hear or see to know what they saw?
Or did they just see them as natural as TV? Was it collective
imagination, or one man’s view offered to another? Was it a
broadcast or did it need to be read before it could be understood.
Or was it just some dad trying to explain to his daughter how to
recognize a life before a bad life comes along?

It took Mike a few miles more to notice I wasn’t at his side then
another few miles for him to bother to turn back. I could hear him
slowing as he saw the thin, dim beam of my flashlight pointing to
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the heavens like a faint prayer. By the time he reached me, parked,
folded his gloves, and came to my aid, I could have called him
mother for the lack of attention. But I didn’t. I just sat up and we
pushed my little ‘fuck you’ up the slope and back onto the road.

I could have bitched about his lack of general concern, but
why? How could I complain? I was alive and nearly well.

We called it a night and while he used his headlight to erect his
little Sears pup tent, I laid my sleeping bag beside my Enfield and
slept like a dog.

Early the next morning as the sun was yet to come out of hiding,
I woke wet with dew and shivered in the cold. I started up my bike
and lay back down beside the engine, waiting for it to warm up
then warm me up. But as I lay under the frame, I could hear
something wrong.

“BAP-BAP-BAP”
The engine beat like a machine gun.
“BAP-BAP-BAP”
 I was worried I had cracked a piston.
“BAP-BAP-BAP” Too loud to sleep,
“BAP-BAP-BAP” Finally, I noticed with great relief that the

exhaust pipe on the left had pulled away from the engine leaving
a gap of about an inch. No wonder it was so loud.

So I grabbed the pipe and pushed the blue steel back into the
fins of the engine—or so I thought. What happened was: I grabbed
the pipe, the pipe melted my skin, and I went straight to hell!

J E S U S - C H R I S T - A L M I G H T Y

I was in so much pain I jumped inside my head to watch my
hand blister into large half domes of boiled bacon.

T A H E - R O - M U S , W O O - N D A

the lady in my head shouted. . .

L E S - E E S - S L A D Y - K A - D I N K - E A M - S H Y

“The hero must wound less his lady think him shy.”
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Grace would iron out the wrinkles of my life as lived.
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And iron out the wrinkles of my life yet to have been lived.
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She leaned over her ironing board and pressed hard on the iron
burning me from the inside out. Holding me still as the pain shot
me back out of my head, then pressed hard on my collar, pulling
me back out of my mind. I wasn’t built for so much pain. I did my
best to hold on to her as I tried to amputate myself from my body.

But the only thing removed was me when the lady kicked me
out of my head and sent me tumbling down the ravine where I
came to a stop along a reed lined ridge of wet grass.

My hand came to rest in the small trickle of water.
By the time I stumbled back up to the highway, Mike had fiddled

with his four cylinders to the point of fouling his carburetors. His
Honda now sounded more like a string of Chinese firecrackers
then a fine piece of Japanese machinery.

But while we sat in our separate sorrow, who should we see
driving up the highway? Freakin Poo Ray.

Mike waved like an excited schoolgirl. Poo Ray swerved his van
at us as if he was about to crash into our bikes. Codie’s head
popped out from the window as the side door slid open.

Codie stepped out looking only slightly embarrassed for being
in the back of Poo Ray’s van.

Mooch came out after Codie and I ran up to him as we were now
calling Mooch, Dr. Moola, because while the rest of us spent our
senior year skipping classes and chasing girls, he was on the fast
track to medical school with two years of college credits already
tucked under his belt. I showed him my hand.

‘Don’t pop the blisters’ he advised.

T H A N K S - D O C

We rode the rest of the way through Canada just ahead of the
van and arrived at Niagara Falls where it seems we weren’t the
only ones in a rush to make our way to this weekend music fest by
traveling across Canada and down New York. There were two
long lanes of traffic and a heavy blanket of noise from all those
cars, vans, and motorcycles impatiently idling, revving, honking.
Shouts in a crossfire direction of confusion. Inch-by-inch we crept
up the lines until we found ourselves in the hands of U.S. Border
patrol who directed the van to the left, bikes to the right.

Once parked, we were led inside the building then into a room
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with a hundred other long hair freaks. There were a dozen lines
extending from the outside door to the door where, one-by-one,
we were taken into the smaller rooms and told to strip down.

While one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen watched
through a window overlooking the rooms, a border guard took
great pleasure karate chopping my socks and underwear against
the wall as another guard proceeded to look up my ass for the
eight pounds of shit he was sure I had shoved up there. I think he
would have shoved that light in my ass, along with his fist, if it
hadn’t been for that lady looking down, who gave a nod and I was
allowed to get dressed and sent back to the big room where I
stood in another line until the desk clerk asked who I was and
checked off my name, returned my license, then asked if the guy
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standing next to me had been cleared to go too. It was Poo Ray,
clinging to my right arm as if he were my little brother.

“Well?” the clerk asked again.
“Yeah, him too,” I said and Poo Ray nodded cool as a cucumber.

A ‘coolness under fire’ that comes from selling dope to kids with
parents in view. The clerk handed Poo Ray his license and it was
a good day for all, because up Poo Ray’s ass was the eight pounds
of shit they were searching for.

“Who was she?” Poo Ray asked.
“Who was who?”
“The woman watching you from the window.”
“Who?”
“The one in the blue-jean trench coat.”
“I don’t know.”
“You should know who your friends are, Noah.”
“And you should go fuck yourself.” And before we could argue

over receiving grace at the border we were returned to the parking
lot and found not only had the van been ransacked, but everything
that could have been taken off my Enfield, had been.

W E L C O M E - Z O O - A M E R I C A

Woodstock Nation
Dylan never made it to Woodstock, but I did and while Poo Ray

and Mike found a place to camp along the road, I scrambled my
Enfield up the hill to the towering speaker tower still being built. It
was only Thursday; we had arrived a day early, and even then got
in without any one asking for a ticket. Up on the hill I could see a
litter of thousands lingering, milling, everywhere. I even saw Mike
get hit broadside by a Ford pickup, the only moving vehicle on
the road. By the time I got to him he was already with the people
from the Hog Farm and I never saw or heard from him again.

It started to rain hard late Friday night and by morning I woke
soaked in mud and looked up to find a figure of woman had taken
refuge on the seat of my bike. She had made a tent by draping her
poncho over my sissy bar and down to her knees. She wore a tight
red sweater dress that she had pulled over her legs as a blanket.
For all her efforts though, she was soaked like the other half a
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million of us. Her bare feet up on my gas tank, my cleverly crafted
‘fuck you’ never looked so good. I hid my worry that she might
topple the bike over onto me and waved. She smiled then asked if
I would carry her over to the semi parked on the road. The semi
was transporting the port-a-johns but was now idling at a standstill
like everything else—but it promised to be warm.

I rolled out from under my bike, the sucking red mud doing its
best to keep me put. I cradled her in my arms and carried her down
the hill to the road. Holding her in my arms, she looked like the
woman watching from the window back at the border so I asked if
I’d ever seen her before. She laughed, “Wouldn’t you remember?”
I laughed but the thought pinched a nerve and made me slip.
When we approached the semi, the driver opened his door and I
set her down on the door step, ran around to the other side and
climbed in before the driver could lock me out.

The driver said his name was, Dave. He grabbed a blanket from
behind the seat and gave it to the girl then pulled out a bottle of
Jack Daniels. The three of us sat in his cab with a lookout view
over the roaming wet mob. When the rain stopped and the bottle
of Jack was empty, the driver suggested I leave to buy more but I
knew what Dave wanted, I wanted her too. But I knew I wasn’t
going to win a fight over who should leave an idling semi, so I left
and walked what seemed miles up the road when I found a small
store already packed with dozens of soaked kids.

A few were tripping out, most just stoned. The place had stock
piled cases of beer and wine. I bought a case of Boone’s Farm
Strawberry Wine. I hoisted the case over my shoulder, unscrewing
cap after cap as hippy chicks flocked to me, asking for a sip but
taking the bottle.

When I finally got back to the semi, my wine was gone, the semi
gone, the girl gone, and up the hill, my bike was lying on its side
half sunk in the red mud.

I lifted my bike up, wiped it off, then coasted down to Poo Ray’s
van where he and the others sat passing the smoke.

“Was that Codie?” Poo Ray asked.
“Who Codie?”
“The girl you took to the semi.”
“Do you watch everything I do?” I asked getting a little tired of

Poo Ray’s paranoia.
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“Only when I see you doing it.”
“Fuck you, Poo Ray.”
“Fuck you, Stinson.”
I walked down the road into more rain, more music, more mud.

Since Dylan proved to be a bitch, I was quickly losing interest in
being there at all and was more than ready to pack up and leave
when I stumbled upon a swimming hole with lots of naked ladies.
I grabbed my camera and took aim. I had no shame, but then,
neither did anyone else. We were the Woodstock Nation: we bathed
in free sex and free love. We made families of hippy babies, hippy
kids, hippy everything, and it was okay.

While pulling off my boots, I found focus on the far side of the
pond where the girl who had been watching me at the border and
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sleeping on my bike, now sat on an over stuffed red leather chair
as if she were holding court on the grass near the shore.

“Volunteers for America?” she shouted over the water.
I raised my hand, “Take me!”
And so she did.
I stayed for the rest of the weekend, spending my time standing

waist deep in the water—deep enough to hide my little woody,
but shallow enough to let the girls know I was just a gawking

J E R K

I could not argue with that, as I just couldn’t pull myself away.
So if you ever see the movie, look for the longhaired guy with a
mustache, waist deep in the pond wearing a motorcycle jacket—
that would be me.

We woke Tuesday (though it might as well have been Thursday)
as it was time to wipe off the mud and go home. I went to get my
Enfield and on my return, pondered whether I should give her a
ride back to wherever it was she lived, but when I reached the
pond, the red chair was gone and she with it.

That was the end of my summer of ’69.

Hill Street
Once back at the Stag house I found two letters. One from

Eastern Michigan University with a check from a student loan for
$500 and the other from the Army suggesting better pay for those
who enlisted instead of being drafted.

I went with EMU:  cashed the check, went into debt, and became
a true American.

I patched and packed my Enfield then took the winding tree-
lined back roads south from Farmington to Ypsilanti. What a ride!
A biker’s dream. Narrow tree lined streets, lost two lane wonders
along the old back roads few bothered to travel anymore.

I had arranged to share a house with Apples in Ann Arbor, just
a few miles outside of Ypsilanti. It’s the home of the University of
Michigan and a light-year away from EMU.

I parked my bike near a gathering of high school kids coming
and going from the house. All of them flashing the peace sign to
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An invitation to shoot at the pond.
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each other as they passed. And just when I thought I had come to
the wrong house, it all fell into place when I saw Apples with Poo
Ray in the kitchen window. Seems Apples invited Poo Ray to
move in too and Poo Ray was already open for business.

And from the day I moved in and everyday until the day I
moved out, there would be a pile of weed on the kitchen table with
one or two half-dressed teeny-boppers bagging it. Apples let the
little bopper baggers stay rent free if they agreed to sleep with
him. I asked Apples if he ever worried about getting busted? He
laughed it off, “Who would rat on a deal like this?”

Was Apples really that desperate?
Was Poo Ray really that stupid?
It had only been two years since he invited NARCs to Apple’s

house and here we were again: Poo Ray selling dope to strangers
in Apple’s home. But if he wasn’t going to worry  why should I?

I found work down the street as a waiter in what had to be the
first Disco in Ann Arbor. My uniform was platform shoes with
matching pants. The floor and walls were lit with pulsating lights
in every color of the rainbow and over looking the dance floor, a
live drummer, high on hash, beat his drums to a frenzy as the tapes
played. That was Disco at the time. Live drums to canned music.

Two guys from Egypt owned the joint. One was a skinny smart
ass, the other a plump prick. The skinny guy was in the business
to score on the waitresses, the plump guy just wanted the money.
They fired me because I refused to wash the ashtrays twice. They
wanted to impress the girls that they were all powerful, but these
were American girls, they’d seen better and expected more.

P O W E R F R E A K S
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Darkroom Mirrors

I wouldn’t have lasted working at the disco much longer anyway
because though the shift ended at 3 am, the noise, music, and
flashing lights kept the woman in my head dancing until dawn.
And by then the house was filled with stoned hippies skipping
school. So just after Halloween, I headed back to Ypsilanti. Moved
in with a guy I met while applying for a job repairing musical
instruments. He called himself, Blano, and they hired me after I
told them I could repair flutes, clarinets, saxophones, you name it.
Blano saw the fraud but offered to teach me the trade. He did and
Blano and I became fast friends. I moved in with him and two other
music majors in an old house on Huron St.

Blano was a year ahead of me at EMU. He loved my wild ideas
and constantly put them to music. It was through him I became
quite the big man on campus. But just as he paraded me around,
he paraded a pretty blond flutist as well—which didn’t sit with his
oriental fox of a wife putting him through school. He had it all and
lost it all. But I think he was sucker punched because even before
he had a chance to patch things up, his wife took off with a top
exec from Fords. Blano got blindsided by a Bronco. I’m not sure
whose Karma was taxed, but what was done was done.

At the Huron house was an old upright piano everyone banged
on it at all times even though it was out of tune. Upstairs was a TV
and a box full of every porn magazine of every fetish ever
published. We all took turns on the piano and in the porn box.

As the new guy, I had to go downstairs every night and fill the
leaking water tank so that the radiators could pump heat all night
long. Even so, the house heat never lasted past four in the morning.
Most nights no one bothered to turn the TV off either. So on my
way to the cellar, I’d have to go to Fierney’s room.

Fierney was the guy who had been living there the longest and
consequently got the biggest room in the house and the room
with the TV. Besides, it was his porn box.

Every night on my way to fill the heater I would find him laying
back in his EZBoy chair, blue glow over him, porn magazine tented
over his privates and always mumbling, talking in his sleep or
snoring some melody looping in his head.
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But my stay at Huron came to a quick close as, though Blano
did his best, I lost my job. Then, when it got too cold to get out of
bed to fill the water tank, I lost my room.

Then, as luck would have it, the very day I left Huron St. I ran
into Votro, an old friend from high school (in tenth grade I taught
her how to play guitar in her basement). She told me of an attic in
the house she was renting from four sisters she met on campus.
The attic came with a toilet, a sink, and a everything anyone would
ever need for a dark room: enlarger, trays, chemicals in the
cupboards, paper, and models sleeping in every room! Go Votro!

“And it’s cheap. It’s perfect for you,” she said as she sold me
on the idea. “The sisters love photographs and photographers. In
fact, when I left for classes today they told me to keep an eye out
for anyone with a camera. What a lucky coincidence running into
you.” She laughed. Votro was always laughing.

I took the room and had the entire place converted into a
darkroom within the week. But there were so many light leaks—
under the door, around the window, through the wall(!?), I could
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only develop film and prints after dinner. But that was not a problem.
The days were getting shorter and girls love sitting in the dark
under a red light.

Everyone looks good in red light.
I bought a small amount of chemicals and a box of fiber paper. It

was expensive, but printing on cotton paper produced images so
life like they demanded a double take. At the end of the week,
Friday night, I invited Votro to pose for some shots in hopes to
bag a few more images for my Pageless Wonders. She agreed.

When I suggested we shoot more ‘natural images’, she saw
right through me. Votro’s mother did not raise a silly girl. But even
so, she did her best to accommodate. She agreed to change but
not undress. So I shot and shot and somehow, not a stitch of
anything left her body even as she changed clothes.

And when we had finished, she propped up in the corner as I
unscrewed the white lights and screwed in the red. Pushed a towel
under the door and hung a blanket over the window. (I had already
hung prints over the holes in the walls) Then I grabbed a quarter,
a scrap of photo paper and tested for fog—the dullness in a
photograph when light leaks in during developing.

Votro sipped from a big bottle of Coke as I printed a handful of
her images in the developing tray. I invited her into the bathroom
to watch the magic of my Pageless Wonders in all the stages of
chemical life as it was such a sight watching red tones of gray
morph into various images in the slow steady wave of the trays. If
you had taken a movie of the tray you could have kept the tale of
the moment that had been captured. She stayed on the bed.

Then I fixed, washed, and hung the prints on the line.
Took the blanket off the window and let the billboard light shine

in as we lay on the mattress looking up at the line of prints that
dangled like a clothesline of socks and undies. Votro fell asleep
without so much as a kiss and was gone by morning. Guess I
wasn’t such a big man on campus after all.

Coeds, Cokes & Kraut
Wanting to spent what little money I had on film and paper I

tended to smoke my breakfast and wash the tar down with a flat
Coke from the night before. For lunch I poured a mix of Vernors
and milk—poor man’s Boston Cooler—that I considered to be
food because, well, it had milk.
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g o t M I L K ?

For supper, I pulled out the folding money and treated myself to
dinner at the diner on campus that served cold Cokes and two
sauerkraut dogs for a dollar. Whenever I could, I sat in the booth
near the big picture window where my own reflection blended in
with the war protesters marching and chanting. Waved as my
friends mingled and mixed with the military recruiters, the DEA,
the CIA, the FBI, the ROTC and credit-card salesmen, all dressed
as students, all asking for names and handing out flyers.

I was working out ways to frame my Pageless Wonders while
watching my reflection on this side of the glass mix with the activity
on the other side of the glass when my imagination leaped into
insight—that the two worlds, in and out, must meet in a moment
just like the moment when an image in a tray of chemicals becomes
what has been captured on film and not what might have been
expected. That the struggle for ‘what is and what was not’ is the
battle for the moment—first comes hope, then what is.

But how would I present this? As a poster? As a poem? No, that
wouldn’t work as I had already discovered that my images had
grown in such depth of detail I had fewer and fewer words to
describe them. Figuring this out would be all consuming as the
only tools I had were a few classes on music theory, self-taught
notions of framing photographs, and an intro paper on particle
and wave theory. And who knows, maybe that’s when the woman
in my head shut the shutters to the real world and filled my brain
with her own slippery silked thoughts of webbed images shaping
letter-less words out from the constant scribble of my camera lens
pen. That’s right—bibble jibble. Some reasonable, some not so
reasonable. But the woman in my head wouldn’t stop: constantly
consulting as I walked to class or stayed in bed. And when I
wasn’t busy sorting her thoughts, I was in the dark room trying to
print them: tumbling down paths of obsessive observation as
each print took its own side road before finalizing into the finished
photo. And they all begged the question:

Is it the journey or the destination?
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the Woman in my head shut the shutters to the real world.
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Greetings from the President
While at the diner eating kraut dogs watching out the window

waving to all my friends now morphing into feds, the waitress,
and the cook (both wearing tight white skirts) came to my table:

“Greetings,” the taller one, the cook, said clicking her heels.
“Greetings,” the waitress echoed in both word and heels then

handed me a paper pulled from under her menu:

“Greetings from the President of the United States.”

“We are the Secret Selective Service,” they both said as they
slowly slipped into the booth across the aisle, one leg at a time,
flashing bright pennants of white patches—catching me with my
eyes in the cookie jar—then scooting in and pulling their legs
together—show over but just beginning.

“Welcome aboard, Noah Stinson,” the shorter one, the waitress,
the brunette, said as she leaned across the aisle and shook my
hand. The blond held her hand out like a high-fashion model and
as much as I may have wanted to dismiss them, neither of them
were to be dismissed. They were no longer cook and waitress but
officers, career girls. Handling guys like me was a no brainer.
Pulling me in with a flash up her skirt was just a trick of the trade.
Getting me to bark like a dog would just be a matter of moments. I
was such an easy catch I should have been embarrassed. Then
the shorter one pulled a small index card from her bag and began
to read as if reading me my Miranda rights:

“When the newest of all wars becomes the oldest of all wars
and after that Great War but before the next Great War. . .”
I looked away.
“Are we boring you?” the taller one asked.
“I was just wondering why you were talking to me. I’m still in

school. You can’t draft me.”
The brunette continued:

“To keep this moment’s peace, every warring nation
(governing how warring nations do) will demand that the
second son (of no one in particular) be pressed....”

“I heard all that in high school,” I said.
“You weren’t listening then either, were you, Noah?”
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The blond pointed to the insignia on her shoulder. “Captain,”
she said then pointed to her partner, “First Lieutenant.” She pointed
to me, “not so private.” Then she wiggled her finger letting me
know that in their world, rank was everything and everybody—
and I should stop interrupting. The Lieutenant started again:

“When the newest of all wars becomes the oldest of all wars
and after that Great War but before the next Great War, a
moment in time will persist: the first sons will be seeded among
the living, while the second sons are to be planted at the foot
of ‘the grateful dead.’”

“Birth order? You think our fates are dictated by birth order?”
“Be grateful we even have a birth order. There are countries

where single births are the order. We Americans still cherish our
young, first or last. But like any train on a track, there are different
duties for each car. Duties specially suited to our likes and dislikes.
Abilities and disabilities. Rest at ease, your talents have been
duly noted. Your rank not so much a punishment as a fact of what
you can or can’t do for us.”

It wasn’t as if they were telling me anything new.
I could feel the hitch in my giddy up watching my big brother

soar with success in everything he did—whether or not he even
did anything. It was how the world reacted to him. Accepted him.

As if ‘Born #1’ had been stamped on his forehead giving him
license to be who he wanted to be. But heck, he was my hero too:
someone I’d follow into the fight. All he had to do was say ‘go’
and I’d rush to smash his enemies. That’s how I saw him. That’s
how the world saw him. Doors opened at his say so while the only
doors that opened for me led into the back seat of the patrol car. I
never looked for trouble, but maybe that’s what they were telling
me—Trouble laid the tracks I would follow.

Even as I watched those movies from the fifties and sixties,
where busy upwardly mobile exec types had rooms full of lovely
secretaries all busying over them. I knew I’d never have that office
or those lovely ladies. I’d never see the day when a host of tight
white skirts would be taking my notes, getting my coffee, or
answering my phone. No, #1 was ahead of me at every turn. My
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job to block, make his job easier. See that he succeeded. Shine the
light in his direction. Hold the shield, take the hit. I was the second
son on a planet that only needed one son. I was an extra. A fence
without a post.

Then the shorter one, the Lieutenant, pulled another paper out
from her case, “In regards to you in particular, Mr. Stinson, we
want you to know that we encourage you to promote your personal
perversion.”

? P E V E R S I O N ?

“Is obsession a better word?” She asked.

? O B S E S S I O N ?

“Your Pageless Wonder.”
“That’s an obsession?”
“Obsessions grow from the garden of perversion and we’re

good with that as they both build on unique and predictable
behavior. Obsession requires thought and action, perversion runs
on instincts—the very instincts we encourage in our cadets.”

“Cadets?”
“You’re embarrassed because your obsession is sexual and

abnormal. But we acknowledge and salute that notion. Not
everyone needs to march out of the closet.”

“You think I’m a closet case?”
“You like women’s underwear.” She pulled a copy of the coach’s

wife photo out from her bag. “Passion is just a perversion your
neighbors will tolerate. But your passion, your panty fetist, is a
perfect fit for communictaing with our troops undetected,” the
Lieutenant added.

? P A N T Y F E T I S H ?

“We need someone who will never miss a flash of panties in a
crowd. Someone we can contact with pretty pennants hung on a
line where even a clothesline will do. The same way we signal our
ships. Just as we did when we sat here, caught your attention, and
you joined us in this conversation.”
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“And you already know how to capture  the moment. How
different can it be to shoot for Uncle Sam?” the Lieutenant held
my photo up again. “As sweet as apple pie—and just as inviting.”

“Look, we all have our private fancy. Some known, some still
uncovered,” the Captain said. “You hide your behavior as an
automatic response. You can sense the censor in your neighbors
and you take appropriate steps to conceal yourself.

You’re a natural, Noah, and we are in the business of enlisting
those who can service our needs without thought or hesitation.
The Secret Selective Service does not judge, we enlist. Then we
grill our cadets with their personal persuasions until the anxiety
produced in their attempts to conceal can be measured and
categorized. At first it’s like sailing a boat; zigging this way and
that. Two steps forward, one step back. But after some basic
training, the wind blows steady and it becomes as simple as
steering a train on tracks we’ve laid across the land.”

“Your anxiety will be the needle on your compass alerting us
when your diversions have driven you off course,” the Captain
said.
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“Imagine using your perversion to work for Uncle Sam.”
“No fear of discovery. No reprisal. That day is in store for you

Noah once you agree to make your photos follow Uncle Sam’s
point of view.”

“Once you agree to root yourself undercover.”
“Underwear?” I asked. They both laughed. They got the joke.

Even as we all knew, the joke was on me.
“You’ll begin by shedding the life you’ve been wasting and

fitting into one that’s in control,” the Lieutenant said. “But like a
fine wine, that will take time. Your obsession must grow and mature.
Round its edges of rash urgency with the wisdom only time
provides. A time when you will no longer react, but can recognize
the inclinations of a younger man—a boy without the wisdom of
why he wants what he wants—only then can you peek out from
undercover and see the army we have set in motion.”

“And then?”
“We flush you down the toilet of public opinion. Surround you

with the enemy while you are covered in the disdain of a ‘no
regard’ just to work your way to the top all over again to claim all
that you’ve lost and all you have ever dreamed or wanted.”

“A dozen vestal virgins and a seat near Jesus?”
“Like it or not, Noah, that’s just the way it is.”
“Uncle Sam needs you and there is no escaping Uncle Sam. We

are a constant calling card ready and able to connect to you. As
we’ve already demonstrated, ours is a system that allows us to
call to you without you having to hear.” She turned in her seat,
one leg followed the other and in a flash, my eyes darted up her
skirt again. She pulled her leg in and turned back, “Anytime,
anywhere. Our orders will be heard because you won’t be able to
tune us in or out. Your very nature will keep us in contact even
when you are surrounded by the enemy.”

“Message sent,” she said
“Message delivered,” the Lieutenant answered.
“God loves a gestalt, the government loves results,” the Captain

said. “There’s a reason for people like you.”

? P E O P L E - L I K E - M E ?
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Captains of Captions
Snow was falling and a cold winter wind blew down my neck so

I zipped my leather and headed back to the house. From the street,
I could see a rush of lights and hear loud music. From the window
I could see two of the roommates dancing in the front room. I
hadn’t met them yet, but they looked like two twins with firm
bodies, curled hair and dancing with their arms in the air. Cigarette
smoke hung like a web of smog and as I stepped up on the porch,
I saw a guy about my age sitting on the couch. He had a camera
between his legs but looked more lost in dreams than part of the
party. I opened the door and saw down the hall in the yellow light
of the kitchen another one of the roommates leaning against the
counter, smoking Luckies, and drinking Budweiser
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B E - U - D A - W I S E R

I was still standing outside with the door open, when one of the
twins pulled at me, scolding me for letting in the cold. Then the
two of them tugged at me to dance while the guy on the sofa fell
onto his side and (looking as if he had just died with his eyes wide
open) took a photo with the camera held at his crotch. Then he
laughed to himself, dropped the camera as if it were just an empty
beer can and watched it roll into the middle of the dance floor.

I danced with the twins but only long enough to get to the other
side of the room then broke free and headed into the kitchen
where the other sister was now standing near the fridge. I walked
over and she smiled, shouted in my ear to keep my jacket on, and
stay awhile. I asked if Votro had come home but she only took a
can of Bud out of the fridge, popped the top, and handed it to me.

I hated Bud: When my dad started drinking again he painted
the Bud logo on the bottom of our pool. Thought the neighbors
would find it sexy. But that and parading in his leopard skin Speed-
O, all they saw was river trash trying to blend in the sheep.

But I took the Bud and did my best to warm up as fast as I could
leaning against the counter near the open oven, smoking my
smokes, listening to the music and trying to absorb as much as I
could about these ladies who liked photos but had none hanging
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on their walls.
I woke the next morning on the sofa with a cold sun shining in

the kitchen window and a pile of blankets over my back. On the
table next to me were cigarette butts piled on plates and Bud cans
that hadn’t rolled off and under the table.

There were boots, bras, shirts, hats and gloves laid over just
about everything. The twins snuggled tight on the sofa near the
kitchen, both shivering. I got up, laid two more blankets over them
then lit a smoke worried whether the house would ever get warm
enough to actually be a home. But whether it would or wouldn’t,
I sat back down and rearranged my blankets: one over my lap,
another around my feet. Wrapped another around my legs and
another over and around my back and shoulders.

Then the front door opened. I hoped it was Votro but it was one
of the sisters with a red scarf around her face and carrying a red
plaid Thermos. She closed the door and unwrapped her scarf. She
smiled seeing me sitting there all bundled in blankets then stomped
her feet free of snow and went straight to the kitchen, and stood
near the oven. I heard the sound of gas hissing, then the ‘poof’ as
the stove lit. She came back and whispered, “Heats on.”

We sat at a small card table pushed in the corner under a window.
“My sisters will wake soon,” she said pushing her hair out from

her face, “After a night of hellos and good-byes, they tend to
sleep later than usual.” She leaned over, checked the oven, then
stood right in front of me. “Hi.” She extended her hand. “You must
be the new eye in the spy.”

“I’m Noah,” I said.
“Well, I’m Autumn and the other three girls are my sisters: Spring,

Summer, and Winter. We are your Sisters of Treason.” She laughed,
tapped her smoke, “Or was it seasons?” Then laughed again.

I liked her. She reminded me of Fast Eddy’s older sister, who
even after Alice stole all her underwear, always had a nice thing to
say to us boys and never changed out of her sexy clothes just
because we hung around. Always willing to wear a look girls our
age didn’t bother with or know to have. And when she spoke, she
deferred to us as if we were the givers of wisdom.

“Who was that guy on the couch?” I asked but before she
could answer a tall woman came in and Autumn introduced her as
Winter. She wrapped a sleeping bag around Autumn’s shoulders
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then poured herself a cup of coffee from the Thermos. Fiddled
with her hair and the two of them reminded me of dad’s stories
about the ladies from Arkansas: older women who had a liking for
younger men. They took him in when his mother let him go. Housed
him when he was just a run-a-way. Combed his hair, fed him, and
bedded him. Ladies who told him to stay near home, that it was ‘a
jungle out there.’ “A house of sisters?” I asked either of them.

“He’s so young,” Autumn commented to Winter.
Then the twins, Spring and Summer, came wrapped together in

a blanket, both wearing high fuzzy boots and sweat pants. They
asked for hot chocolate and Autumn obliged.

“Has anyone seen Votro?” I asked.
“I left Votro still standing on some pretty thin ice,” Autumn

said. “Ice Fishing at Walled Lake. Care to join her?” Autumn asked
and within a hour we drove to Walled Lake, hiked out onto the ice
with a picnic basket of hot cocoa and biscuits in hand. Walked to
a small wooden fishing hut about 200 yards from shore—ice
cracking the entire way. I opened to door and dead center inside
the hut, stood Votro pounding a heavy iron rod into the ice.

“Votro!” I walked up and wrapped my arms around her, hugging
her. “You’re freezing,” I said moving my arms up and down her
back and then she whispered, ‘Are you angry?’ But before I could
ask why I should be, the last sister entered, shut the door, and
they all sat along the wooded benches along the walls. I lit the
kerosene lamp hung by a wire from the ceiling and noticed Autumn
reaching into my bag.

“So this is Noah’s Art?” Autumn asked flashing me a photo of
a woman in a corner, stripped and bound on a stool. An image I
knew but had never seen before.

“I’ll claim what is mine but I’m not sure I’d call it art,” I said
suddenly very aware that things were not as I had pictured them.

“Are you a photojournalist, Noah? Will your photographs speak
to us alone or are they free agents offering an answer for anyone
who takes a gander?”

“I think they’ll need words,” I didn’t want to tell them about my
Pageless Wonder.

“So captions will be the captains of your photography?” Autumn
asked and I felt like an uneducated fool, careless with his tools
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realizing we were not sitting on thin ice to sip hot coco. That Votro
was here to let me know that these Sisters of Treason were playing
for keeps and it wasn’t me they would hurt if hurt came into the
equation. I winked to Votro not to worry, I could do this.

Then Spring said that she and her sisters were paramilitary
instructors. Proper posers posing ‘as needed’ to keep cadets like
myself on track and entertained as students while on campus.

Summer then told us that their house has been the open
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invitation for all ‘men with vision(s).’ “We need images that will
bind the mind of the enemy. Images that will broadcast confusion
before the enemy even knows he’s confused. Photographs that
will send a message to the underground while our enemy sees
nothing more than glare on glass.”

“So who’s your enemy?” I asked poking the iron into the ice
figuring if these ladies were with the two tight white skirts or not.

“Did I say enemy?” Spring chuckled as did her sisters.
“The boy you saw on the couch once spied in the attic. While

there he discovered a way to develop photos that could be set like
a pressman’s print. Lights and darks laid out like letters then
dressed with inks calculated to fade at prescribed rates. A print
that could be posted unreadable to the general population in the
morning was readable to us that evening—after the sun had faded
away the censors and unlock the secrets. Messages printed in a
newspaper masquerading as old news and just as quickly
disregarded. But we still need prints that can be viewed by all at all
times while read only by few. A print that can lead our people while
diverting the uninvited on a wild goose chase.”

“How can you deliver the news if it’s already old?” I asked.
“We’re not playing checkers, Noah. It’s a chess game and to

win we plan our moves months, even years, in advance.”
“The shelf-life of this war is counted in centuries.”
“The body count runs through generations and as each

generation comes to the fishing hole, we need plans planted along
the path that will speak the unSpoken while silently shadowing
the shelter of our ever evolving enemy. We need images that will
out last our changes in dialect and style. Images on the wall that
will never become irrelevant. We are shouting a charge into the
future while screaming in silence.”

“That’s why we work in college towns. Where everything old is
new again. Where everyone with a camera is a ‘photo cryptologist’
in one form or another. Yet, for reasons unknown, the Tight Whites
have followed you here to test your images on us. Tracking your
progress by judging your ability to expose us as their enemy
while their military secrets remain safely tucked under the puff
and fluff of your printed posers. Do you know what is it they see
in you, Noah, do you know?”
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P H O T O - C R Y P T O L O G I S T

“So now you’re here to create a better mousetrap—a message
draped in foundation wear and hummingBird heels because those
are the tools you can use to develop a language that will grace
your prints with the unSpoken that only people like you will hear.”

“Be clever and the message will be sent as delivered. Lose focus
and you’ll have little more than soft porn with just as much value,”
Autumn paused. “Isn’t that so, Votro?”

Votro was still too nervous to say anything. I leaned the rod
against the wall and tucked the photo back into my bag. “I don’t
see how images like these could help or hurt anyone.”

“Well you better start looking closer and realize that how you
see is your art, and by the time you leave us you’ll have something
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for everyone to see and something for only a select few to read.”
Suddenly, a fish peeked up through the hole in the ice, took a

quick look into our world. Spring jabbed at it and it ducked back
down, dreading the thought of joining the likes of us. I whispered
to Votro that everything was going to be alright. Then told them
that the Tight Whites wanted masterful images just like the big
boys on Madison Avenue. Images that sold more than a pack of
smokes, sold the addiction—with coupons! Hooked them right
on the spot as they looked wide eyed and willing—like selling
girdles to thin ladies—like animating the ‘still’ of the image into
more than the moment of the pose and as I spoke, they smiled, and
I understood they understood my Pageless Wonder.

 “For us, there will be times you’ll need to reveal a sequence of
secrets to those who might have an enemy looking over their
shoulder. You’ll need to show and hide on the same print. Create
a code without anyone ever having a key. Sending notes relying
on who they are ‘inside’ to know what has been sent ‘outside.’”

“The challenge is to create an alphabet of templates that alert
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the imagination to something hidden while giving no lean as to
what or how anything might have been said.”

“How would I go about that?”
“Everyone has their favorite section in the Sears catalog.

Knowing where you’ll turn for your ‘page of choice’ is the only
key you’ll have to translate the ciphers sent you. Secret pages
without secrets, just an interest only you will bother to seek out.”

“So you’ll contact me with a Sears Catalog?”
“Just as the Tight Whites will keep you current by checking the

laundry lines or the ladies at the bus stop. But either way, you’ll
know it’s a ‘hello’ delivered in a whisper as big as a fog horn.”

“How so?”
“Because you’ll know a message has been sent only after it has

been delivered.”

American Grace
That night Votro came to the attic and we talked until midnight

silently acknowledging the holes in the walls then she went to her
room, packed up, and moved out leaving me between four sisters
and two women in tight white skirts.

The next morning the house was quiet. Outside the sky was
blue. Bright reflections shot like strobes off my window. Ice looked
like chrome. It was a magical day. A day when a child’s imagination
could play in the gutters and jump in puddles unafraid of the chill
that lingered like reprimand. It was a day that jogs brains and jerks
ideas to the forefront. It was time to get to work and I found myself
shooting images at random and filling my bag with Polaroids. Test
shots. Images shot of frozen roof tops, dark alleys, black rooms,
and shaded windows. Doing my best to frame traces of my art into
each image. I shot cars backing out of garages, packages on
doorsteps, frat boys drinking hot toddies on snowbound porches,
and sorority girls hanging out their windows, chasing their cats
up trees. I shot anything I thought could lend a mystery to what
was in front of my camera by suggesting what was not.

But it wasn’t working.
The images did not speak for themselves nor me. There was no

hint at concealed information. They had a look of non-
professionalism found in the Chinese sweatshops that produce
sofa-sized oil paintings: paintings that appeared to show emotion
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What a sight as Grace appeared on the porch near the piano.
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but had no depth. Like nine year olds singing love songs. Fakes
and forgeries. White bread and baloney—tasty but tasteless.

I knew I needed help, but where? Where do you get help when
everyone expects you to be the expert? You get it from the woman
in your head and I got just that when I looked over a fence and
found her standing near a piano on a porch.

“clickCLICK”
I could see her peeking through her arm over to me, inviting me

closer, so closer I went, shooting the entire way as she danced
around her piano in only her heels and undies. Then she grabbed
a broom and swept the porch just as I closed in.

“You’re here on the outside. In the world of trouble?” I asked.
“So that you can see how it is your work is seen,” Grace said

then pointed behind me to a pretty coed hanging her laundry.
“Now go and show her the photo you’ve just taken.”

So I walked over but soon realized this woman with the laundry
wasn’t a coed—she was a local woman, in her thirties or forties. A
woman who had stayed behind after all her sorority sisters had
moved away. I showed her my print and she held her hands to her
face in wide eyed delight.

“Look at me. I’m as beautiful as a guardian angel.”

! G U A R D I A N - A N G E L ?

I looked back to the porch—Grace and the piano were gone.
“I don’t know how you did it, but please take more.” She picked

up her basket, took me to her porch then inside to her warm kitchen
and without a word, we ran upstairs into her warm bedroom.

“Ready when you are,” she said without a hint of reservation
and with just the slightest touch of my finger to her knee, she
kicked up her leg and flung her skirt over her head.

“clickCLICK”
I shot as she sorted through her closet, dressing up, then

dressing down. Sometimes stopping to strike a pose, then off with
those, and back in various slips and shoes.

I shot pose after pose and when she got stuck in some phooey
fashion ad, I told her she didn’t need to do that. Suggested she
talk about her life, about her dreams or despairs. She spoke, and I
took a shot as she mentioned about becoming a mother,
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“clickCLICK”
You could almost see the baby moving in the round of her belly.
“clickCLICK”
I loaded my 35mm with a fresh roll of Tri-Pan 800, 36 shots.
“clickCLICK”
She kept up the heat until I was out of film again, my camera

smoking. I reminded myself that the challenge was to see her
thoughts developed within the print. Angle the angel in such a
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way as to allow her to always find the beauty within. Find a way to
print so that my story looked like her story. A print that fit her life
with the look of Noah’s Art. If I could do that, I could please the
sisters and save the world for the Tight Whites. Otherwise, it was
just porn with a hint of selfish pride.

“clickCLICK”
She asked that I return the next day to show her my prints

promising more good shots. I agreed and after having bought a
new stash of cotton paper, fresh chemicals, and an electric heater,
spent the rest of the day in my darkroom.

On my return to the woman’s house the next day, true to her
word, her living room was crowded with forgotten sorority sisters
all sitting on suitcases, each waiting to see prints of their captured
angels. Each wanting to see the beauty hiding behind their years.

They had already drawn straws to see who would be first.
So as the women in the living room looked over the prints from

yesterday, I filled my lens with invitations offered by these liberated
sisters. Shooting them as they had always wanted to be seen—
strong and independent—free of boys and fashion’s tether.

After hours of shooting, my eyes were blurred to the point I
could hardly see. It wasn’t that I was blind—but the best I could
make out was figure and form. Lights and darks. Detail be damned.

When they learned that I could hardly see them through the
lens, they posed easier, freer and less self conscious. Allowed
themselves to pose without the cloaks of society choking and
chaining them to mere artifacts of themselves.

I shot as they spoke and framed them in their own words.
Placed them in worlds offering an opportunity to see themselves

without the veil of wife, sister or other. And while the ‘clickCLICK”
of the shot grabbed an instant of self-reflection, the resulting
print would offer endless years of public investigation.

At day’s end, I hung my film to dry and called for Autumn to
help me find the ‘journalism’ these images might inspire as they
developed out of my ‘art.’ But it was Spring who came and liking
what she saw suggested it was time we had a photo session.

All the sisters together.
“During your career you’ll find friends in your focus who will





The sisters dressed the party.
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reflect all you’ll need for your vision to arrive without compromise.
Tonight we’ll show you what to look for and what to hide.”

So that night I shot in a flurry of clothes, wigs, and wine. I shot
as they posed and I learned the secrets to both sides of the lens.
Learned that photographer and subject were as tightly woven as
light and shadows. We played dress up throughout the night.
Tossing the camera in five inch heels. And as I focused they gave
a tilt to their wigs and a hike to their undies. As I turned the lights
into the corner, they gave a shift to their walk and a wink in their
eye until I saw what they had shown.

“clickCLICK”
I woke the next morning dressed in a wig and a girdle. As I

sipped on a dead Coke, a sudden flash caught my attention. It
came from outside my window. Down the street, out near the edge
of campus. Then another flash!

I grabbed my coat and camera, and ran.
When I got to where I was, I was standing on the curb facing a

giant display window and saw the strangest image: a mix of myself
in the sun light and manikins undressing in the shadows. . .

“Noah, it’s me,” Grace spoke from the glare of the glass. “I’m
here to deliver a message:

“Recognize this moment as the instant between what is known
and what is ‘to be’ known. The word for this is ‘(k)new’ and
it holds as much of me as I hold of you.”

The window warbled, the image distorted and my focus
changed. I suddenly saw myself standing in front of it, manikins
behind and the window spoke again:

“Weave the (k)new into your art so that others may have a
moment when they will see more than what is known. Do this
and the unKnown will shift to shown, freeing their ideas of
self and sparking God’s readiness to hear from them as you.”

And before I had time to question her authority, footsteps echoed
from around the corner.

“clickityClack, clickityClack,”
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The sound of high heels running on wet pavement.
“clickityClack, clickityClack,”
The two women in tight white skirts turned the corner and ran

up, their breath fogging the chill in the air.
“Something (k)new in Noah’s Art?” the Captain asked as if word

of a birth had just been announced.
“It would seem so,” I said and pointed to the window.
“So here it is, Noah’s Art, in the flesh,” the Lieutenant said.
“In all its splendor,” I said as I moved to see what was me, what

was window, and what was on the mannequin.
“Strike while the iron is hot. Time to dig in and setup you up as

our super guy on the inside. Teach you to come and go unNoticed.
Get in and get out. Learn to identify what needs to be taken while
leaving all other things untouched,” the Captain said.

“SuperSpy?” I asked. But while they were talking about setting
me up as a janitor with a camera to spy on treasonous old ladies,
the kid in my head was packing for espionage.

“Someone who can keep his pace within his place. Avoid
revealing himself. A man who can leave his ego at home while he
goes about the business at hand.”

“I can do that,” I said suddenly very sure that these two women
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in tight white skirts were not with the sisters. And not knowing
who was who, what was what, or why anything at all, I figured the
best I could do was to appear as eager as I could appear. So I
smiled the smile of a dimwit in hopes to learn more.

“We’ll need to know what’s going on behind enemy lines and
we’ll need someone who can wear a dress without worrying about
matching heels,” the Lieutenant added.

“Heels?”
“The heels you’ll find marching behind enemy lines.”
“And where exactly are your enemy lines?” I asked.
“San Francisco.”
“Hippies?”
“Queers.”
“Faggots?”
“Lesbians”
“Queens?”
“Chinese!” the Lieutenant flustered in frustration.
“Chinese?” the Captain quietly questioned the Lieutenant.
“Queers, Chinese, it doesn’t matter,” the Lieutenant continued.

“What matters is you’re to fit in and find your way to the Festival
of White Tents and sell your Sellable Sorrow.”

“Sellable Sorrow?” I asked.
“The crap you fags make from inspiration.”
“Are we talking fags, lesbians, or Chinese?” I asked.
“Doesn’t matter. They’ve both been recruiting our young talent

as tools of propaganda for years,” the Lieutenant said. “So just
listen a minute. Let me finish: Once behind enemy lines you will be
judged and rejected for showing what you have seen and not the
visions they desire.”

“How is getting rejected going to help anyone?”
“Because we are smarter than they are. And while they wade in

the shallow end of the talent pool, they will be drawn to the deep
end by your images, unsuspecting that they will soon find
themselves over their heads in the unSeen.”

“You think the Chinese want me?”
“Enough with the Chinese!” the Captain demanded but the idea

had been planted and all I heard whenever they spoke of their
enemy, was Chinese this and Chinese that.
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“You will shape their revolt because they believe your images
can cast an influence over all who gaze upon them. ”

“Why would they believe that?”
“We told them so that you’d meet a woman, Betty Saidwell. She

will offer fame and fortune for Noah’s Art. Take her up on it.”
“Who is Betty Saidwell?”
“The secrets of our culture have been sold as Saidwell. Her

advertisements sell everything from soap to fashion with ads
designed to help the Chinese orchestrate an invasion under the
guise of adjusting everything politically correct and said well.
They’ve hooked on our common desire for glitter and cheap prices.”

“Does it work?”
“Doesn’t matter, you’re the promise and Saidwell is a master of

delivering fashion as news,” the Lieutenant said. “And now that
she’s with the Chinese, we want her stopped.”

“You think I can fool the Chinese with fashion? Hell, I,” and
then it dawned on me, “you think I’m a homo!”

“It’s not about you, Noah, it’s about God and country and your
right to have your own guardian angel.”

“And since when does America give a shit about angels?”
“Since we’ve learned to attach our autopilots onto their wings

and turn those guardians into guided missiles,” the Captain said.
“And when we pull the trigger on your pilot, he’ll move into action
without a thought or worry from you to get in our way.”

B R A I N D E A D
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“My autopilot?” I had to laugh. Then, as if I were some participant
in a parlor trick, a little pervert looked back at me from a reflection
on the window and I looked down her blouse. “How will I know if
I’ve recognized him?” I asked.

“That and the finger in your ass should be a clue,” the Captain
said.

? F I N G E R - W H O ?

“Boys like you were bred for this task. You have everything
already built into your character. You were made for America. Bred
to endure and bred to win. Whether you know it or not, you will
know what to do even when you don’t know to do anything.
Nothing will stop you from achieving what you believe to be you.
You’ll fight to win—it’s in your blood—you can’t help yourself—
you’re an American.”

G O D - B L E S S
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(k)new career
I was beginning to realized it didn’t matter whose side the sisters

or the Tight Whites were on—I was in the middle and other than
the finger thing, this was sounding more like a career boost than
anything else. Maybe a future as a Playboy photographer? Or a
Sears photographer? Ladies standing around half-dressed all the
time, no one blinking an eye. I could do that. Why not? And it paid
well. Did it pay well? “Does it pay?” I asked.

“You’re a volunteer of America, Noah. Like the rest of them,
you’ll have to earn on your own. And you should know this too:
there will come a day when you won’t remember our conversations.
When you search your mind you will travel in looping dead ends.
As far as you’ll know, there will only be moments of deja-vu that
alert you that you’re not who you should be or ever been. Even
when you’ve done no wrong you will feel as if you’re living out a
judgment. Your crime unKnown. You won’t know what to say or
not to say. You’ll hide in the shadows lit with shame and when
you do, when you find yourself at your lowest—that’s the signal
that the war has begun and it’s the panic in your eyes that will
keep the enemy glued to you as they mistake it for genius.”

“What will they do when they discover I’m just a nobody?”
“We’ve already sent word that you’re no one in particular, but

they’ll think we’re lying. They’ll be waiting with great expectation.
They believe you have the magic they need to sell their ideas to a
new American generation.”

“You really think I’ll get a job in advertising?” I asked.
“They’ve been told that anyone who learns to see Noah’s Art

will not only hear its silent message, but will have its vision
stamped in their head for a lifetime—how’s that for Madison
Avenue knowhow?”

“You will be perfection in propagating propaganda. They’ll
believe there is no better way to breed control over the masses
then Noah’s Art sending messages that never need to be thought
about or understood.”

“It’s the control any dictator or advertiser dare dream.”
“And once things roll into motion, it will be the pilot in your

head who will know how things are played out. As Saidwell feeds
you, you’ll feed him, and he’ll feed us. So hold tight to your young
ass because without access to your younger man you’ll just loose





The Tight Whites wanted their PerfectSpy to be a super guy.
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sight of your objective.”
“What’s my objective?”
“There will come a time when your art has been over played and

you’ll be yesterday’s news. You’ll want to break away from the
war and return to civilian life as you once knew it. But that life will
no longer exist as this war is longer than life. Your country needs
volunteers to remain planted along the road of persuasion.
Insurance to keep our influence over our grand children. Keep
them from force marching their old schooled parents into
submission. Remember—those who wait also serve.”

“What do I do while I wait?”
“Keep watch and keep your thoughts to yourself—a photo is

just a photo until it’s been exposed as a plan. This is a mud fight,
and we’re slinging bullshit.

P R O P A G A N D A

“You’ll be our wooden duck floating in a porcelain bowl and
(she took a breath) to prepare you for the rise and fall that comes
with ‘instant success’, we’ve arranged for the Window Dresser to
show your work. A chance for you to get an idea just how fast the
winds of fate can fire the flame of fame then point the finger of
failure. Your job is to remain undercover for as long as you can.
Know that what you see and what others see will never be the
same. No matter which side you are on, you will be on the wrong
side. Rich or poor, you’re images will hold your country’s hope for
the future—whether you live to see that day or not.”

And that was that. They marched back down the sidewalk.
“China?” the Captain asked the Lieutenant.
“It was all I could come up with. Besides, he’s not a moron. He

knows who we were talking about. Doesn’t he?”

The Window Dresser
The Window Dresser was changing in front of the window and

pointing for me to come around to the alley. Then she began
banging on the glass for me to get coming.

BAM!BAM!BAM!
We met at a small door that had one large security lamp right

above it. “I saw the Tight Whites turn the corner while you were
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the Window Dresser offered the public a perfect view.
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watching my girls get dressed,” she said looking me up and down
with the hunger only an older woman can lavish on the young. I
stepped up the two wooden steps and she stepped out to meet me
and rubbed the chill off my arms.

Inside, her studio was filled with rolls of colorful paper that
must have been 20 feet long. She had them hanging like a rainbow
against a wall with shorter 4 foot rolls stashed in garbage cans.
Everything she needed to create new settings out of her display
window and looked as if she had been doing it for decades.

“I was flattered seeing you outside my window. I thought you
had come to shoot me and I,” she turned her head, pretending to
be slightly embarrassed, “I wanted you to like what you saw.”

I wasn’t sure if I should rub her arm, grab her ass, or what. She
was coming on like she wanted something, but for all my big talk,
I was still hard pressed to just come out and take a handful.

“Well, you’re here and I have something for you to see.”
She led me down a hall to the back wall of the display window

behind the manikins and behind a curtain. She switched on the
backlights and pointed to a banner that read, “Noah’s Art.”

Below that were three rows of framed and matted photos, twelve
to each row, and actually looking like art—the best I’d ever seen
them.

G E E - W H I Z

“The Captain brought them to me last night. I dress my girls
around them too—no harm in advertising.” She shut down the
lights and pressed up against me. “They made copies you know.”

“I didn’t know.” Ok, it was time for that pity fuck and I wondered
if every woman knew they could come on to any guy anytime, no
questions asked—or had word spread that I was an easy lay? Had
the ladies in town been listening to the Tight Whites and figured
I was just interested in shooting their panties to get them in bed?
Was that it?

I left the Window Dresser, headed home down the back alley
when I found Autumn outside on her Harley. I was in trouble. Her
stone cold look let me know that as far as she was concerned, I
was just another gullible cadet pathetically waiting for God and
country to pin their medals on my puffed up chest.
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She had hoped for better.
But I wasn’t better.
I was willing to belong to something.
Anything.
But she held her arms for a hug and I walked into her chest and

let her give me a bear hug, squeezing me back to high school, my
old friends and Jimmy, a ‘little brother’ and member of the Stags
who was bigger than me and gave bear hugs for good luck. He,
like me, had been tossed out of his house too soon and we lived
together in the Stag house—but Jimmy missed home. He had a
house full of sisters who loved him and there were plenty of
occasions we found reason to risk a visit back and hang in his
kitchen so they could fawn over him. I had eyes for one of his
sisters; a tall beautiful girl with long blond hair, long, long legs
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and morals—what the hell? I’d never come across morals before
and found them to be a real pain. But we spent a lot of time just
messing around the way two people who fancy each other do
while keeping principles in practice. Then one day Jimmy died.
Fell asleep at the wheel and rolled into heaven. So as Autumn
squeezed, I remembered him and I remembered his sisters and
realized why we take what we can when we are forced to move on
even as parts of us just want to stay right where we are and let
ourselves be hugged.

Back at the house, I sat wondering if I could really pull this off
or was I just being taken for a ride? But why couldn’t I hedge my
bets and set myself up for a lucrative future with a camera—in San
Francisco no less? Or should I just pull out my books, work for a
degree, and teach English like God had intended?

I sat in the kitchen as the sisters came and went. Looked like
they were up to something, but I really had no inclination to find
out what it was. Then dinner rolled around. I was hungry, out of
smokes and about to head to the diner when Spring popped out
from behind the door shouting, ‘Party!’

They pulled me into their dance and I could see there was no
way not to join them. That it was a new day, perhaps even a
(k)new day, where everyone had better chance to be as is.

But I was being sent away, but at least I finally understood what
they meant when they said it was a night of ‘hellos and good-
byes.’ It had been such a short stay I wondered if I had learned all
I needed to know? But before I could even worry, they had me
dressed as one of the ‘Sisters of Treason.’

 “This girdle is killing me,” I yelled to Autumn in the corner and
we danced together in hummingbird heels. But while we made
merry inside, across the street the two women in their tight white
skirts were getting ready to test their radar. And when the sisters
finally dropped from the dance, the two Tight Whites stood in
their window across the street.

It was time to learn the steps to their dance.
I put blankets over each of the sisters. Turned off the lights,

then stumbled into the chair to watch out my window as the
Lieutenant stepped up to her window, dropped her dress, and
began speaking with her body telling of what was to come with
hinting bends of her elbows, waist, and knees. Moving in
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The Lieutenant’s hands danced in fingered code
as her undress did the distracting.
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deliberated moves. Making shapes cheerleaders make as they spell
out their team’s victory and a story unfolded inside my head as
she brought these characters to life:

. . . I saw myself in the reflection off the window pane, sitting like
a zombie from any B movie and felt as if I were floating out of the
chair. She stomped the cleat on her heel sending a spark into the
dark filling the night with stars.

Not a moment later, we were on a beach, waves rumbled, and I
was laying next to her.

Touching her.
Her body sleek, her legs coiled around mine. Her skin covered

in leopard dots as if she were a living tattoo, cooing at me, fondling
me until my own dreams took over, and as they did my life faded in
the distance of a rearview mirror as I was sent searching back to
find that boy still hiding under the bed. I moaned to wake up but
she was working me more than I was working her and I fell into an
unKnown that tripped like a bear trap inside me.

“He’s in,” the Lieutenant reported to the Captain and the Captain
came to the window with hard lines and harsh whispers. Each
gesture wrenched like a bolt getting screwed into a nut and I
could feel my hands holding to the arms of the chair as if I were at
the dentist getting drilled.

“In the heavens, but closer, in the street, but nearer, in your
mind, but disturbing, you sit with a duty to God, and a duty to
country. The limo at the bottom of the stairs is for you, go to it”
she whispered and my eyes followed her voice to where, in the
middle of nowhere and at the bottom of the stairs, a white Lincoln
convertible idled quietly.

“Climb in,” she suggested, and I climbed down the stairs then
looked at the woman sitting behind the wheel. In the back I saw
two brown and crumpled grocery bags.

“Two bags for you, Noah,” the driver said.
There I was in the limo, back seat, and when I sat myself upright,

I heard a baby crying. “Someone is crying,” I said.
“Reach inside the right bag,” the driver spoke with her eyes

through the rearview mirror.
I reached in the first bag and found two legs sticking out at me.
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They kicked hard and furious, their heels flying over me like
hummingBirds but their soles hissed like snakes. I looked into the
other bag and found a baby no more than a few months old wearing
cheap sunglasses.

“Who’s the kid?” I asked.
“He’s your younger man,” the Lieutenant coached, “and he’s

your eye into the future.”
“You’d think he’d be older,” I pondered.
“His age is a reflection of your ability to receive him. At the

moment he is only an idea, but he’ll soon mature into our auto
pilot as he takes over your thoughts and duties.”

Then the driver adjusted the rearview mirror so that I could no
longer see her lips but the top of her thighs, and she moved the
hem of her skirt up and down as if I were back at Hugo’s.

It was beavers and knees and I didn’t know if she was doing it
for me or just putting the dream in high gear.

“So what do I do now?” I asked.
“Allow him to absorb our insinuations and he’ll jump to your
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conclusions.” It was the Lieutenant speaking from somewhere in
the darkness. “The instant you receive our orders by the flash
between our knees, he’ll have already focused on the target.”

And so they spoke from the darkness of a corner that wasn’t
there and filled my head with detail. Telling their story, lips to ear,
with my little man between them.

“Younger man,” the driver said.
“What?” I asked.
“He’s your younger man. Your little man is in your pants,” the

driver clarified just as Grace stepped out from behind the curtain
of the dream’s darkness.

“So it’s you,” Grace scolded.
“I came for Noah,” the younger man answered.
“What in heaven for?” Grace asked.
“To see that Noah stays true to the delusion.”
“Which delusion? Noah has many.”
“The one he is to handover when I take over.”
“When is that?”
“When I land on the other side.”
“Which side is the other side?”
“Geez-us lady, (he pointed outside my eyes and out the window)

the world of avenues and allies.”
“Allies? Why do you need allies? Don’t they trust you?”
“Oh, they trust me all right, it’s Noah who doesn’t know who to

trust.”
“So what will you do once you get there?”
“I’m to fight his war.”
“How will you fight?”
“By fusing together both sides of doubt.”
Then the younger man asked, “So why are you here?”
“I am Noah’s vision of God,” Grace said.
“That’s all?”
“Isn’t that enough?”
“Not for me.”
“I’m not here for you.”
“You will be.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“I am to be remembered as Noah,” the younger man grinned.
But Grace knew a pompous fool when she heard one, and this
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upstart had all the markings. She looked up to God, but God was
not in this conversation so she took it upon herself to implant a
few defenses of her own. If these Tight Whites wanted a fight,
she was ready and would not let them or their mistaken view of
glory go unchallenged.

“And he has no way to know the world but through you?”
“Roger that,” he said all puffed up and perfect.
Grace blew into my ear until I was a dream in a dream, floating in

the wind, like a feather without direction, drifting left and right,
swooping up a slope to the top of a hill where Grace rested in a
giant tree that stood alone from the others in the forest.

Grace came to the door and invited me in, and without my asking,
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granted me permission to capture her with my camera and it was
deja-vu as I saw her here as I had seen her so many years before,
as a child of my imagination. Watched her working over her ironing
board while my body quivered as it tried to run away from the fear.
But where was I now? Where was the pain that unlocked that
misery corner?

I opened my eyes. I was shivering. I wanted to shut the window.
The Captain nodded to the Lieutenant to click her heels and I

was back with Grace in the forest as the younger man:
Now Grace’s willingness to pose for questionable photos did

not go unNoticed, as (d)evil (jealous that I might have known
Grace so well) blew in the fog blurring the boundaries of black and
white, diluting everything to gray and erasing all meaning.

Then Greed appeared in the mirror as confusion, shot an arrow
into my heart and I fell prey to his sister, Lust, who warmed me
with compromise and thoughts of fame and fortune.

(d)evil then sent Greed and Doubt to double-team me until I lost
sight of the gift Grace had given. “How can this knowledge not be
shared with the world?” I asked Grace, as I was now questioning
‘by whose authority’ she had to tell me not to share my new found
wonder? What right did she have to keep me isolated and alone?
“Our children deserved more. They deserved the world. They
deserved to break the loneliness caused by our time on earth.”

“Time is a lonely spec on an endless circle. We often lose our
way searching ourselves, when all we are searching for is the
company of others—proof that we are not isolated in our private
obsessions or lost to our diversions.

The earth provides distractions that mark our travel through
time. Do not mistake them as anything other than distractions.
Greed, Lust and Want are nothing more than foot prints signaling
that you were there. Move past them and journey through the
congregation that has gathered in your head—they are the thieves
of time, creatures in search of your tomorrows.

It will be from your lips alone that they will ever know that they
had ever existed. For you are their only hope to mark the moment
with them while you take your time. Never offer to name demons
that hunger for acknowledgment. Greed will seed what greed will
become and they will all do as named.”

Grace saw my look of impatience.
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Evil lost its head in Lust demanding my desire.
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“You are not my prisoner, Noah. I am your manifestation. Do
with me as you will, but know that your photos will never deliver
what the world is not ready to receive. No one will see what God is
not ready to show, and no one can whisper a word that hasn’t
already been sipped from His sweat.”

“What good is art when there’s money to be made?” The (d)evil
whispered in my ear.

“What good is your truth and beauty if not to share?” I asked in
defense of the (d)evil.

“My truth and beauty are not yours to share,” Grace shouted
with a fury just as the Captain pulled the shade, killing the illusion
and sending me back to the limo where I was looking in the rearview
mirror, my eyes locked behind the younger man’s eyes as the
driver once again worked her beavers and knees.

the really big Boo
The morning of my big show the warm air turned snow into

slush which turned the ground into mud. A photo sticking out
from my bag looked like one of the images I had taken of Codie at
school, only she was no longer in school, but sitting in the tree
fort as Grace. I looked through all my images and saw that Grace
had replaced Codie in everyone of them. As if I had no control
over what I saw and could only see what they wanted me to see.

S N O W - B L I N D

The water boiled, I poured it into a pot then went into the
bathroom and threw water on my face. Cleaned up as best I could,
told the sisters tea was on and not to be late. Then I ran up the
street to the display window, waved to the Window Dresser who
was already setting up and had music playing in the background.

She waved me around to the alley again and we walked down
the long hall and sat against the far wall, side-by-side with half
assembled manikins.

We had time to kill.
We sat on the floor.
I offered her a smoke, and we watched the curtain wave back

and forth as if it were breathing. A little light, then less light. A little
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more, then less again. She handed me the school’s paper, and
pointed to an article announcing the show. She was so proud and
talked how business would pickup. But while she spoke, I found
my interest diverted to an ad for “Madam Saidwell’s Western
Wonder Makeover” with a photo of an old house where I swear I
saw Grace looking out from the bushes. An hour passed and there
was an awkward silence and I wasn’t sure if this was the moment
for that pity screw. If she brought it up I’d go for it, but otherwise,
I was just going to wait it out.

The subject never came up—maybe I was losing my touch—
and when the crowd could be heard gathering outside, the Window
Dresser opened the curtain.

The light reached back to the wall of photos, the manikins came
to life. The crowd clapped and cheered. Women pushing the
shoulders of the men in front them. Everyone wanted to see
themselves in my show. A chance to see themselves as stars,
queens for the day and every McCall model who had ever graced
their sewing tables. Every woman I had photographed, gathered
to see themselves aboard ‘Noah’s Art’ —young, full of bloom, a
new life ahead. Friends and relatives were all taking turns to come
up to the window, two by two, giggling with excitement, ready to
buy ‘suitable for framing’ samples of my Sellable Sorrow as soon
as the Window Dresser’s doors opened.

Then one woman came right to the window, squished her nose
as she cupped her hands. Then her friend cupped her hands too,
anxious to see what she might see when

T A - H E - R O M U S

Grace thundered: the glass shook and rattled, and the window
broke clear of all reflections leaving the women in the photos
naked and exposed as everyone saw through Grace and into a
new darkness. And when the shaking was over, all the innocence
had vanished from my work—just as Grace had threatened, just
as the Tight Whites commanded.

The women put their hands to their mouths in shocked disbelief.
Those behind stepped on their tip toes then fell back on their

heels gasping as if they had been knocked dizzy having just seen
themselves without the glow of my heavenly illusion. They no
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longer saw themselves as women fighting society’s pigeon holes
as the sisters had envisioned, but as naked ladies in a shameless
display of ego and desire. There to be judged by their unAccepting
neighbors through the leering, querying eyes of the conniving
pornographer. Gone were the confident poses. Gone was their
illuminated beauty.

How could they have been so betrayed?
Trust so shattered?
Exposed to the world undressed and bent in awkward positions.

Fear and fright filled their faces. Fashioned in the worn and torn
underwear of mothers, wives, and sisters. Scorned by all that is...

S A I D W E L L
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Spurred on by the sisters, the crowd grew anxious while the
manikins moved in mocking poses as these worn and torn ladies
of false hope were ravished by the gawking rubber neckers and
the jeering sneers of the church goers.

They wrapped their arms around themselves and their fears.
Trying to hide from their rejecting neighbors.
Then Spring handed one of the husbands a brick and he threw

it through the glass, hitting me in the head. Then all the men
charged in to rip down the defamed photos. And as they stampeded
in, the two women in tight white skirts dragged me to a corner and
spoon fed me cans of their ‘childfood’ to be lived as a memory:

“Oh look what you’ve done.” Mother kissed my forehead as
she rubbed the blood away from my eyes and hair. Then she
leaned close and I could smell the detergent still in her clothes.
She got up and the bed springs sprang. I rocked side to side as if
on the changing table in the changing tide. She stood at the door
to leave, watching me breathe, but I wanted her to stay and protect
me from this dream. But before I could muster another thought, a
loud thump from the porch signaled that the morning paper had
arrived and the (k)new day begun.

It was the Sunday paper, stuffed with ads, and the one that
grabbed Mother’s attention was an ad for “Madam Saidwell’s
Western Wonder Makeover,” so cleverly laid out with a bold
headline and photo of a beautiful Victorian house, full of color and
promise like a spider’s web ready to pull Mother into its good
news and away from the misery of the fight she and Father had
endured over the past few years.

“Western Wonder Makeover?” she read aloud, “This spacious
west coast Victorian is ready for a new family to call home and
direct our master craftsmen to personalize their finishing touches!”

She turned the pages and the sun illuminated both sides of the
page, stabbing a stake through the heart of each, creating a ‘glow
of know’ from both sides. It was a wonder to witness as this
unKnown mystery spoke the unSpoken, leaning neither left or
right, but only to its point of view and only into the eye of the one
looking on—bleaching what was with what might be.

Father didn’t like what he saw, but it didn’t matter. Mother was
smittened with a desire she had never known yet knew could be
hers and within the time it took to finish their coffee, Mother had
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convinced Father that treasure awaited them in the west.
“The west coast?” he asked.
“It’s exactly what this boy needs,” she said and she called to

me, “Noah, come see your new home.”
I came running, and by the end of the month we packed all we

could fit onto our station wagon and left our ‘water winter
wonderland’, surrendering our fates to an advertisement posted
in the morning newspaper.

Heading west was a long haul and our new life would take root
only after days of driving cross-country, staying in motels and
eating at drive-throughs. Then, crossing into California, Mother
put on a flowing white dress and as Father motored along the
wonderful wooded winding highway we passed through a place
called Big Sir.

“Look!” I shouted from the back seat pointing to a fruit stand
under the shade of a big weeping willow. Father pulled to a stop.

The taste of strawberries hung in the ocean air and we waved to
a beautiful dark-haired woman standing near her cart, dressed in a
white Mexican blouse that fell off her shoulders onto skirt made
with layers over layers of color. She was knee deep in children
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hugging at her hem. It was a magical moment as we all stretched
our necks for a better look. Mother murmured something about
the woman in the dust, her simple ways and her earthy beauty.

 ‘Perhaps we too could find such simple pleasures to keep us
happy?’ Mother wondered about our future while Father saw the
woman’s full figure and I saw someone lurking in the shadows.

“I’ll be back with baskets of fruit,” Father said.
He left the engine running and headed out towards the cart.

Mother slid over to the driver’s seat and I rested my chin on her
shoulder. We watched over the dash, licking our lips as Father
walked towards the flutter of children while the woman flashed
her eyes and offered a bright white smile behind thick red lips.

Then Mother let out a gasp. Leaned forward as the woman
press Father’s face into her cleavage as he fingered through her
fruits. I pushed my face past mother’s hair to see what it was she
saw just as she pressed both hands hard on the horn. Father
turned, cupping his hand to his ear.

“Whaaaat?” he called back.
“Witch!” Mother pointed in a panic.
“Which? The strawberries!” Suddenly my father began chasing

his tail as a dust devil blew up the woman’s skirt, dropping Father
to his knees in lewd groans that rocked the cart. Mother put the
car in gear and the car shot rocks into the dirt devil as we screeched
over the shoulder, over the highway, crushing the witch between
our grill and the willow. But that only amuse her.

The witch swooped up her arms and the children attacked us
like cats; clawing at the windows, ripping at Mother’s hair—blood
splattered everywhere. “Hide!” Mother shouted as cats turned to
chickens and pecked through her fingers, attacking her eyes.

Then a blast from the shadows blew through the car, removing
mother’s head from the mirror, splattering her red and blue brains
over her white dress. I screamed and screamed and screamed as I
tried to disappear but could not hide and by the time I stopped
screaming, we were on the road again. The man from the shadows
was dressed as Father, the witch was dressed as Mother.

She sat next to him eating from the basket of strawberries.
The driver called her Ms., she called him Mister, and they called

me their little treasure.
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Father’s desires had taken root.
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Our new home wasn’t the beauty shown in the magazine.
There were no tailored craftsmen, just a crew of house painters

dressed as garden hedges blending into the yard as if they were
part of the house. Invisible to anyone other than Ms., who pushed
them aside like old lovers even as Grace watched from the hedge.

Ms. walked up the steps and kicked the door open exposing the
dark, dank, dusty home to the light of day. There was a big room
on the left littered with fruit crates scattered on the floor. A hallway
led to the kitchen and a staircase to upstairs.

Ms. and Mister headed up and I heard them and the bedsprings
while they had me drag in the luggage. When they returned
downstairs, Ms. had a sinister grin matching Mister’s leering eyes.

“Why don’t you stand over here?” Ms. said, pointing to a
chair. “Stand at that corner there.” She pointed to the middle of
the wall and left me gazing at nothing at all. “Cry,” she demanded,
and let go a slap against my ear.

My head rang like a bell in a boxing arena.

C R Y
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She ordered again, and when I did I saw the wall come to life
with a movement over cracks of plaster that danced to the ringing
in my ear. Ms. turned me around to face her, leaned over me with
her blouse open. I reached for her and she slapped me.

I was embarrassed and hurt.
Then she pressed my face between her breasts.
They were warm and cool, soft and hard and I squeezed them

until I received another slap and she returned me to that corner
and into a chair, staring at the wall deep into a corner that wasn’t
there and I lost myself in a darkness until I felt someone behind
me, gently brushing my hair.

It was Mister.
He was calling himself Father, speaking of God as he rubbed

himself across my back. I tried to wrestle free, but he held tight.
His arm wrapped across my chest like a rope and his fingers dug
into my skin with every stroke.

He cursed, “Come on now, ya hear?”
He held me still, then he let out a groan.
Why couldn’t he see the devil in him or the angel in me?
He pushed hard, he pushed dear. “How would you like this

there?” He held the brush up, his slap ready in the air. “Get into
that corner there!” he shoved himself in as I rocked at the waist
like any child might rock a horse back to better days. Then he
knocked me onto the floor, kicked at the chair, and stood over me
blood bleeding from my ass as I pushed against that wall until I
disappeared into the corner that wasn’t there: lost myself to a
stare and when I tried to move I fell to the floor and slipped in my
blood. My head cracked and I fell into a recurring dream: a Mickey
Mouse dream where I would follow Mickey down the steps with
the brooms. The sinister candles said lots of mean things as I
passed but I had no choice but to keep walking until I fell through
the roof. Same roof every time. Landing onto a flooded kitchen,
boiling in ice cream, then fell through once more and . . .

W H A M

down I went, and each time I fell I landed in a room filled with its
own horror. It’s own sights and sounds. Screaming children,
broken bones. As if the rooms had been a part of some haunted
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house in the neighborhood that I had lived as a child but never
discovered, and now here I was, and as soon as I was, the rooms
fell empty. Walls of paper with little interest. Then fall again down
to a room that led to a long line of stone stairs. Gray walls and
cinder blocks built into a maze of concentration camps.

Mothers and grandmothers and kids, their faces and skin in all
shades of pale blue. Standing chilled, naked, starved, barely alive.
Standing in the promise line, waiting for fulfillment. I walked past
and they each asked if I was here to honor the promise. But every
time I stopped to tell them I would, I fell up! Up through the
ceilings, up and up until I woke with a start launching myself
higher and higher into outer space. The earth far below me, falling
up, faster and faster, then down, deeper and deeper until I dropped
into their ocean of tears and my lungs exploded and I woke with a
start. I was back with Mister and Ms. He had beaten the boy
senseless—the trick of the pedophile to forge a pain so harsh the
child would never remember the moments endured. But the pain I
thought he had delivered was nothing compared to what Ms. had
cooking in the kitchen...

Ms. had placed a giant metal tub onto the stove, filled it with
water and struck a match. The fire flamed, the water boiled, and
Mister came up behind her, pulled her onto the table and held her
legs high in the air for a quick fuck, her hummingBird heels holding
him like fly paper as he entered her. As he pumped she looked over
at me peeking out from under the table. Smiling that ‘come hither’
look she had when my nose had been pressed into her breasts,
and knowing what was sure to come next, I tried to leave the boy
by ducking back behind the wall and made it just as Mister slammed
down, closefisted, and broke the boy’s nose.

The kid bled red on the black and white tiles as the blood from
his ass mixed with the blood from his nose.

“What are you looking at?” Mister shouted.
Had I seen something I wasn’t supposed to? Was it him or her

hummingBirds flapping? Or was it simply that I stood there looking
and knew I was looking! But Jesus Christ, is that what this is all
about? Are we doomed from the very moment we move on our
mysteries as we try to uncover our addicting childhood curiosities?
Mister grabbed the boy’s foot and dragged me like a bobcat out
from under the table.
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Something was cooking in the kitchen.
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“Dirty minds need cleaning,” Ms. hissed and Mister held my
wrists together and lowered me over the scalding hot water.

Ms. hit my feet with her spoons and Mister lowered my toes
into the bubbling water. I cursed God as my toenails floated away
and my skin melted like cheese.

Ms. ladled pain in spoon-sized splashes over my thighs and
Mister lowered me further—then let loose and beat my hands off
the rim as I tried to jump out of their kettle of misery when suddenly
the younger man hurled me up and out of my mind.

“Don’t forget about me, Noah,” the younger man shouted.
And while he landed in the hot pot, I landed inside my head, in

the lap of Grace while they boiled the younger man alive like deep
sea lobsters.

“What are they doing to us?” I asked Grace.
“They’re filling your cupboards with childfood so that you will

not go an hour without chewing on the misery that has been
delivered ‘as you’ this day.”

“Why?”
“To force you into a life buried in memories.”
“But why?”
“Because in the end, you will not be the one to remember, and

the younger man will not be the one to forget.”
And when the hurt had been canned as Childfood, Mister and

Ms. left. I had been abandoned. The younger man had been
abandoned. We both had been abandoned and together we lay
like steamed sausage waiting for the nightmare to end when softer
footsteps could be heard making their way towards us.

 “What a mess you are.” It was Grace, and she was wearing a
small red cross on her head. She took us upstairs, sat on the floor
near the edge of the bed, put me in her lap, and let me sleep until I
awoke as both myself and the younger man.

As our eyes cleared, I realized we now shared a confused view
of the world seen through two very different lenses: those cast
from memories Ms. placed, and those of my own as seen in the
worlds wrapped in the bubble-thin membranes. Images posted on
the planet as unique as fingerprints, holding special meaning, and
allowing ideas to pass as words unSpoken, to be seen one day on
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a walk or run. While all those looking in would confuse what was
reflected with who was in the reflection—who would have thought
the miracle of childhood could be used in such a ghastly manner?

Grace opened her suitcase and the younger man jumped in
landing face first. He was a boy on a summer swim while I sat in
fear of the humm of her hummingBird heels.

The younger man jumped on the bed as high as he could then
dove like a dive-bomber into her suitcase crashing deep into every
tuck of silk and nylon. Immersing his face in the scent of detergent
and fabric softener embedded into every stitch, and when he was
overcome by the heavenly scents, he giggled as if drunk, and I
slammed the suitcase shut.

“It’s good to see that you’re willing to fight for yourself,” she
said but let the younger man out anyway.

The younger man flung a silk slip into the air and it hung
suspended in the light as it faded within the length of a piano
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note. I gazed at the transparent faces watching me as they floated
in jellyfish motion until Grace ripped them down, raced us to the
end of our lives then showed us that fantasy fades while pain will
linger into death.

Then the younger man threw another and another set of slips
into the air until the room was cloaked in seven silks, each a different
color, and each with the name of a day sewn into them.
HummingBird heels flittered and bobbed. Working together like
Disney blue birds grabbing and sorting until they had woven a
string of nests that hung from a clothesline over the window.

Grace got up off the floor and replaced the nests by hanging her
days-of-the-week in no particular order spacing them with
photographs taken from my bag. Then she brought out a photo
from her suitcase and taped it onto the window.

This photo was everything I had ever imagined my Pageless
Wonders to be; thin as a sheet yet thick as a volume. Tough as
leather yet soft as silk. A glow from within changed its appearance
with every blink. The photo was a shadowbox of another world, a
world willing to alter itself with every desire I saw in it.
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“Thick as thin skin,” she said moving her fingers along my back
as if fingering a flute over my Mister blisters, and as she did the
photo crystallized into words I was unable to hear and could not
see but knew to recognize as a moment that had arrived in my life
to ‘hear’ when it was their time to be ‘here.’

Grace continued to tap her fingers lightly speaking in whispers
so soft they came to me as thoughts:

“Where-o-wear does rite-go-right?” she asked and I saw an old
image take on a new form as soon as it was suggested:

“Innocence is shaped like a hexagon: too many angles for guilt
to hide or to hold. What might be hidden may only be hidden
around another corner: too many corners to know.”

She tapped again and asked, “Where is wear when read is as
red?” and a new scene developed from what had been seen
suggesting:

“Guilt is a circle that no one owns. It works in degrees that
cannot be measured. It spins like a top that never stops.”

She asked, “Will the dew’s due continue?”
And my head rang: “Assume that Guilt will always be round.

That wisdom is a line that defines one side from the other and
there are always two sides to wisdom yet never a divide.”

“And when what is known is shown?” she asked and an image
of her appeared as opposites tugging on a string singing:
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She whispered so soft I thought I was thinking.
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“Only a fool can say
anything to the
contrary—the rest will
hide as reverb.”

She let the string go
and the image on the
cover came to a pause as
if guarding over all the
animated ideas holding
their breath just under the
skin—a time lock by any
other name because as
seen now, it was just
another random moment
with no immediate
meaning or access. The story hidden. A picture, nothing more.
She pulled it off the window, put it back in her suitcase and turned
to the younger man.

“This is all you can know as Noah’s younger man. Everything
else will remain hidden, locked in Noah’s mind to be twisted and
turned against you as you turn against him on your way to your
untimely death.” She turned to me. “And in that moment, all his
sins and wins will be hung on you as the price to be paid.”

Then she reached up and pulled on the clothesline. I giggled,
thinking she was going to dress the younger man in her frilly
things, when suddenly she wrapped the cord around my neck,
pulling hard and choking me into a panic. My eyes widened. My
fingers scratched and my legs kicked.

“Remember how it feels to see a kind face and smell a safe place,
and know even then that there are those who come in love with
death in hand. That you are at war and peace will not be of your
making.”

I twisted and scratched, but she continued to press me tight.
Panic separated the ‘in’ from the ‘out’ of my body. Separated the
‘I’ from ‘me’ as death scratched at the very pulse of my dwindling
and held ready the good-bye twitch, the death quiver, to shake my
limbs in finality. My breath went still and the younger man faded.
I stood on the edge of nowhere then I fell into a sleep so deep I
would not even know I was sleeping.
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A Country once Known as Persia
I woke in the attic with a splitting headache and for the next few

days did my best to avoid everyone whenever possible and that
worked well until one evening while eating kraut dogs and Coke at
the diner, inspiration appeared as a woman who twisted in her
short skirt into the booth across the aisle and ‘FLASH!’ she
appeared to age from forty to eighteen as if a spell had been cast
and dispelled at the very same moment. She smiled and I knew I
was in trouble because this was no ordinary woman. This was
Grace, the border guard, and the girl from Woodstock all sitting,
smiling, and inviting me to her.

I tried to speak but a Coke bubble gurgled up my throat as kraut
dogs barked up from my belly and next I remembered, I was bent
over the toilet puking dog bits no man should ever have consumed.
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B L E H H

When I had finished spewing I leaned over the sink splashing
cold water onto my face. I smelled like vomit. I reached for a paper
towel and I found her holding one out to me, wetting her hands
and patting my forehead, cooling me down like a pampered puppy.
Then she straightened my shirt while looking at me in the mirror
and introduced herself as Marium, an exchange student from a
country once known as Persia.

She invited me to come sit with her. She even offered to buy me
another kraut dog but I declined. She asked about the napkin
drawings. I told her they were just scribbles, random ideas. That
my photos told a much better story.

“Photos?” she asked (I smiled—I had caught a live one.) and
we set off to my attic to view my ‘etchings.’

When we arrived at the house, Spring was knitting a scarf on
the stairway. I could tell they didn’t like each other but before I
could make excuses or introductions, Spring walked off in a huff.

I didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. But I waited a
minute then pointed up the stairs. Marium walked up first.

What a sight.
She stepped into my room and as soon as I came in behind her,

the room was so tight I pressed her against the wall, her nose in
the print of the coach’s wife pinned to the wall.

“What’s with the crotch shot?” she asked then sat down at the
table next to a stack of prints and within the hour allowed me to
shoot her as she read her book titled, “Learn to Read and Write
Chinese”—it was so coed.

Watching her read got me yapping about all the things I’d been
doing and to hear me carry on you’d have thought I was some
visiting professor with a room full of smart books and half-written
papers weighted to the floor by potato-shaped rocks dug up from
a cemetery or brought back from the moon. But fact was I was
fighting to hold onto a 1.2 and had nothing smarter in me than a
bag of badly printed photos. Then, at the risk of sounding like a
cheesy pornographer, I hinted that the problem with photography
was clothes often placed a time stamp making it tough to produce
an ageless look—especially for my Pageless Wonders which I
hinted at but didn’t try to describe.





I was to use the hook of the gutter to form the character.





..and watch as subtler forms changed shape..





..turn the look upside down if need be, she offered..





..then dipped once more to show that everything had been cleared...





..and Poof! everything about the image had changed.
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Marium had closed the book to the character of her poses.
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She smiled, put her book on the table, then turned this way and
that. Showing me poses I would never have thought to shoot.
And as if that wouldn’t have been enough, she stripped down to
her black bra, white undies, and hummingBird heels as easy as if I
had asked her to turn on the light.

I kept ‘clickCLICK’ing until the roll came to an end.
Marium pointed to a page in her book, to a Chinese character

she said captured the evening, then she got dressed. I tried to
reload but I wasn’t fast enough as she was already at the door,
waving good-bye, saying, “Until we meet again, Noah Stinson,”
and walked down the stairs before I could even put up a fight.

I ran to the window to watch her walk back to campus. Wow—
what was that all about? Then, as soon as she was out of sight, I
developed her film—I just had to see what of her I had captured.

I developed the film, waited a good four smokes for the film
strips to dry just enough, then randomly picked a negative to
print on an 8x10 and as it developed in the tray the visions kept
coming. Visions I had never witnessed before and it was deja vu in
print as true art begged the question once again:

Is it the journey or the destination?

As the final print developed I watched her image change from
one outfit to another—in the same print! She was now in black
panties, a black garter, and black hose. When I held the print
under the red light I could hear dark whispering tales trapped with
in the gray tones etched out of the black and white. Scary moans.
Images whispering words unSeen and unKnown and the longer I
looked, the more they told and the more I feared what I might view.
As if she was exposing me to moments of her life. Complete and
unedited. Compressed and transported into the moment I had
clicked my finger through the lens and put her to print.

This was truly a Pageless Wonder.
Each print capturing a chapter book with a single look.
This was how I wanted my prints to read: exposing details of

unrecognized moments so that they could be seen again, show
themselves anew, and offer words to thoughts of what might have
been missed in the hurry of the unFinished moment. Made me
wonder if I was reading an unknown language.
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! H U R T - M E !

A super secret code that other men were yet to discover.
But when I turned on the light, the print said nothing and nothing

was said. Deja-vu! An image so full of life just a moment ago now
lay still, bordering on shallow porn without an iota of inspiration.
Only a girl in a pose—cheesecake without purpose. Nothing more.

I turned the light off and heard her whispers letting me in on her
secret again: that her world was to be both readily revealed, yet
safe from prying eyes. Who was this woman from Persia?

Then, I saw that she left her panties on my bed! My God! My
body shook as I leaned over to touch them. My finger stretching
longer, closer, nearer, until I discovered they weren’t panties at all,
just a crumpled flyer for a janitor job at Xerox. What the hell?

I woke the next morning as early as I could, jumped on my
Enfield and headed to the Xerox plant just outside of town. Walked
in and wouldn’t you know it: I got the job, quick as Apples. Rode
back to campus hoping to run into Marium to thank her. Went to
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the diner but I didn’t see her so I went to the bowling alley, saw
Votro with Gonzales. I asked if she was okay and she said she was
fine, that the sister’s were just too weird, and that she moved in
with Gonzales. Gonzales winked. So I returned to the diner for a
quick dog and sketched ideas until it was time to go work.

Xerox
My boss was a guy named Michael, thin as a rail, frail as a

kitten. He spoke in a hush and always looked frightened. He was
a good guy and the job offered quiet hours pushing a broom
down brightly lit halls with walls of windows housing dust proof
rooms seating hundreds of coeds in mini skirts focusing cameras
and cataloging every image, page, and newspaper put to print.
Everything anyone has ever put to paper or film was being
transferred onto microfiche to be accessible and fetched by anyone
in the future.

The second hour in and those long halls were just getting longer.
By midnight I was sniffing around trying to keep my interest when
I found two strips of color film sticking out from the trash. I held
them to the light and found that they were shots taken from what
looked to be a Playboy magazine. I tucked them under my belt for
later viewing but I felt as if I were smuggling top-secret
documents—as if maybe there was more behind the sisters and
the Tight Whites than I had given credit.

Later, while cleaning the office of the CEO or president, or
whoever would be sitting behind the big oak desk at Xerox, I
asked, “How did you get to know all the stuff to run this place?”

“I don’t know shit,” he said in a graveled voice as he spun his
chair around and spread his arms encompassing the wall of books
behind him. “I just know where to look for what’s been said well.”

Behind him were shelves of long and short titles.
Of works I had never known or known to know.
He picked up a bucket of trash from under his desk and said,

“Knowing where to look is the secret to success.” Then he dumped
the basket into my dumpster. It landed with a loud thud to which
he growled with a dismissive salute, “good luck” and I left.

Then, as I pushed my dumpster down the hall, I noticed the
‘thump’ from his basket was a big Xeroxed book. I picked it up out
of the trash. The cover had been torn off, but the title page read:
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“Counter-Point Notations. Chinese Characters encoded in
Mixed Mediums: Noted Notes Within the I-Ching.”

There was a table of contents about compressed time, the
economics of mixed communication, how many letters, lines or
notes it took to say ‘go fish.’ About recognizing the exact moment
‘go fish’ had been recognized as uttered, keeping the echo of ‘go
fish’ alive, then keeping it quiet until needed to be heard again.

Time, thought, and vision. Like the protons, neutrons, and
electrons of speech. The brick and mortar of the printed word. I
headed back to his office to return the book but the door was
locked and the room was already dark. That was quick. So even as
I knew most these pages were well over my head I figured I’d keep
it. Why not? Isn’t that what books are about anyway? A way to
pass a note to some unfinished thought in the future?

I leaned against the wall, turned to another section of the book,
and soaked my eyes in these strange images printed as diagrams
surrounded by small paragraphs of text. Each page a view of a
new tool to shovel deeper into the virgin ground of thought and
suddenly, it occurred to me to turn the book side to side. As if I
had found a tool to uncover some hidden lattice of language that
was speaking Chinese from deep within these poorly printed pages.

What you ask?
—I lost myself in a stare across the bright white hall. The glare

of the florescent lights flickering made me wonder who could
interpret such gibberish? Then I looked back into the pages and
realized the words had blended into photos and the photos poured
into my eyes through to thought, fast as lightening.

Hello?
—Drunk with hope of discovery I shoveled wagonloads of gold

strike confusion. Flashes going off in my brain forcing deeper
reads and reread into the same page over and over and over and
over. Spinning the book left then right, flipping the pages back
and forth. Digging deeper, climbing higher, I knotted these roots
of truth into closely-knitted vines of suggestion.

Read that again?
—Ideas pressing and poking their way into half-baked ideas

until I could no longer separate the twisted worms of thought
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from my own twisted attempts to think. Each twist ‘food for
thought,’ like a spider’s cocoon for later feeding.

One more time?
—Ten minutes, twenty minutes, forty minutes, my eyes blurred,

my ears smoking, I placed the book over the handle of my
dumpster, lit a smoke, exhausted. As if it had had its way with me.
I was knocked up and pregnant in someone’s bell of imagination.
Handed a Handbook for the Perfect Spy that led straight into the
delusive world of subterfuge.

I rode home that morning with the humm of my Enfield’s wheels
whispering hints of ideas growing like fruitcakes of possibilities.
Busily manicuring the garden of buzzwords that had just been
planted. Ripe on the vine and flowing with the juice of discovery.
Even the road signs chimed in with alternative meanings and by
the time I reached campus, my feet were frozen and this garden in
my head was crowded with topical visitors from the hidden zoo of
exotic creatures I once called imagination.

Back in bed, my feet thawing as creatures crawled out from
corners of thought that weren’t there just hours ago. Groaning in
moans unFamiliar as shadows vying for attention, as notions
leaping for a chance to become, as evil intent ready to own my
soul with sips of my daily flat Cokes.

Panic pushed a button of self preservation. I paused with all my
wait, holding the corner shut as fear grew like weeds. Choking the
life from the creatures too small to wind themselves up my spine.

Rumor ran like memory—had I glimpses of these demons before?
When I was younger? Escaping now, pressing me into the corner
that wasn’t there when my parents were on a rampage?

I couldn’t sleep so I lit a smoke and sat at the window sipping
on a Coke, watching traffic lights crawl up my walls, over and
across Marium’s photos. Bringing her images back to life and
allowing her to dance in fainted shifts of bright and dim when I
dripped a sip of Coke onto a print and from the beaded dome that
formed, an idea leaped out from the corner of my eye and began
fucking her—like an idea escaping out of my head to point out the
obvious. And this speck in my eye grew in flashing shards angled
in colored tints, in broken reflected refractions, like those found in
a kaleidoscope. And it grew and grew! Grew until it consumed my
entire view—whether my eyes were opened or closed. It was both
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in my head and in the room offering no escape from either. It was
exhausting and there was nothing I could do but let it grow and it
grew out of view. Came to rest somewhere separating the twins of
doubt—with one hinting that it was still here within and the other
that it would never leave the room: that it had consumed me and
would remain in my life like Saturn’s rings. Linger like a token of
death waiting my ashes. Like an invitation to a painless migraine.

That it was not in me, but that I was in it.
That it was a bubble, an invisible shell of my soul, a layer of

truth that surrounded each of us throughout our life.
A slit in the seam of our mortality that could not be separated

from ourselves. And once seen, never forgotten. Like the skeleton
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in the closet hiding as personal knowledge ready for death at the
mention of blackmail. I woke around noon unsure when or if I had
ever fallen asleep. I felt ransacked. Raided. Searched and destroyed.
Frightened and unable to move. I trembled hearing Spring coming
up the stairs. Hid under my blanket and tried not to breathe. I just
couldn’t understand how anyone could face the world.

She only knocked once, then shouted, “I know you’re in there,
Noah.” She waited, then shouted, “We’re not like her. We’re not
from the government. We’re here to help!”

She slid a flyer under the door then left in a huff. It was a memo
about missing classes, the draft, war, and responsibilities to God
and country. I crumbled it up and threw it away waiting out my
paranoia—but it had become a steady friend.

C H I C K E N - S H I T

When I could finally muster up the courage to get out of bed, I
went to work on my photos grabbing photo after photo of Marium
and spitting Coke over each of them: watching and waiting for the
dome to form the answers in an instance of instant recognition.

Stared into those buttons on my soggy prints.
Stared until I heard myself calling out from inside the beads of

spit reflecting the parts of print below them.
Stared until I saw my face as a reflection on the outside of the

dome looking in.
Stared until I saw me from the inside looking out—and there he

was! Smiling like a rat with cheese.
I grabbed my camera and shot ‘detail undeniable’ as this trickster

sat on the bank of a river with trees thick and leaves falling. He
was watching me watching him in his rounded world of symmetry
and spit.

I set my F-stop wide open and the speed as low as I could hold
steady and shot.

‘clickCLICK’
He smiled and I swear I heard him say that we all reach

completion when we can disconnect from the detail that has clung
to our memory as the core of our inner, ‘I’ (eye).

Had the (d)evil been trapped in the Coke spit? Spitting back lies
while peering down the halls of my childhood only to bring back
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memories too painful to have been remembered? Memories never
to be forgotten yet seldom to surface and I can only say this as
slow as I can but all I thought I had seen when I had taken my
pictures, vanished. And what was in front of me that I hadn’t
seen, took center stage. As if the unSeen was now looking back as
me exposing the reasons the moment needed to be captured.

All it took was a fluctuation of the liquid dome to breathe time
back into the moment. When I wiped the print, time stopped, the
connection broke, and whomever it was slipped back into time.

Marium came a few days later to see how I was doing and I
showed her my prints. She said I was on to something and she
allow me to shoot more images. Said she wanted to be part of it.
Said that unlike the frat boys, I seemed to see her and not just her
boobs. I told her I wasn’t sure she was right but I sure as hell
wasn’t going to deny it. I figured it was because I never asked her
to get naked. That ladies in undies worked just fine by me.
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Marium lay bare. . .
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. . .and exposed her angel.
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She laughed. Said she enjoyed my company because we could
speak a language only a select few might ever understand.

I told her it was the underwear, and that I was wearing hers.
“Know my God!” She laughed again, took everything off and

let me shoot saying, “Know that you can not offend God by what
you have been shown to see.”

So from that day on I holed up in my darkroom daring that
masked man to come back. Spitting Coke over my photos and
taking a sponge bath afterwards. I was a printing mad man, printing
as fast as I could. Staring, daring, baiting that little star man out of
hiding from behind his reflective dome home. Baiting him. Secreting
my true intent with a smile. Wanting him to feel safe enough to
stick his neck out so I could grab him like a leprechaun and steal
his rainbow. Hold the moment at whatever time it was he had kept
on his watch which was when I had captured him on film.

But by week’s end, I was covered in my own Coked up drool
with nothing more than prints soaked in Coke. Sticking to each
other and dripping as they hung like fly paper along my clothesline.
Whatever more I might have captured had escaped me.

I lit a smoke and determined to stick with it. Convinced more
than ever that I was just two hints away from a one-on-one with
God. But did I say God? Ha! The only God I knew came from
listening to the minister at Baptist Camp praising God Almighty
while Codie and I dry humped in the snow banks outside the
church window.

Then Spring passed another note under my door. It was a
warning from the Dean that I had already cut too many classes,
that EMU was not an institution to be used to avoid the draft, and
if I didn’t shape up I was out. So I quit work at Xerox and stopped
going to classes altogether. Pageless Wonder or bust!

A week later I got a letter from Financial Aid informing me that
‘due to new Affirmative Action guidelines’ I would no longer qualify
for student loans and should make other arrangements.

That really pissed me off! If they didn’t want my time, fine, but
I wanted my money back. So I ran across campus to the
Administration Building. The doors were locked so I banged until
someone came down the hall and to my surprise, it was Marium.

“What are you doing here,” I shouted through the glass as she
drew near with the key in one hand and a briefcase in the other
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? B R I E F C A S E ?

The light cast a beam over her bright tight whites: her blouse
tucked into her skirt. She opened the door and before I had a
chance to ask her why she was dressed like that, she pulled me
inside and walked me back into a small dark room.

“I was hoping I’d catch you,” she said.
“They kicked me out,” I waved my papers and she interrupted.
“Yes, but you weren’t that interested in teaching anyway.”
“Interested or interesting?” I asked.
“Besides, classrooms aren’t the only doors to a higher

education, are they?” she asked.
“They’re the only rooms without a draft,” I said.
“So, you are an artful dodger?” she laughed.
But I wasn’t laughing. I was angry. “I’m not dodging anything.

You know that. I’m on to something, something big, and well, I
guess it consumed me.”

“And my guess is there are still treasures buried deep within
that pyramid brain of yours. Treasures ready to be explored,” she
pointed to two chairs in the center of the room. We sat and as my
eyes adjusted I saw that the room was lined with mirrors. Mirrors
like the ones in interrogation rooms ‘as seen on TV.’

She sat us knee to knee.
“What’s with all the mirrors?” I asked.
“They’re watching,” she whispered.
“Then I’ll take door number two,” I said as I turned and did my

best to see through the mirror and into the faces watching.
“You’ve peeked their interest,” she said, “they like the tricks

you’ve been doing with your photos.”
“Tricks?” I laughed trying to figure out now who this woman

from Persia really was and who she worked for.
“I’ve been assured,” she nodded towards the mirror to my right,

“that should you choose to continue…”
“They just threw me out.”
“Continue with your Pagan Wonder.”
“Pageless.”
She held back a grin. “You never put two and two together?”
“Two what together?”
“The book you found at Xerox, the Tight Whites, my book on
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Tight Whites were to become a big part of my life.
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Chinese, Votro, the sisters, your ‘Pageless.’ Do I need to name
them all? You never saw how they related to each other? Saw the
coincidence of answers falling along your path? Do you really
think the gods move fate to fall as destiny easy as that?”

“You mean it doesn’t?” I laughed but she didn’t. “Hell, I’ve had
my idea since I was a kid.” I found myself on the defensive.

“Yes you have and that’s why things have fallen your way. But
not every apple falls from the tree on its own. There are choices to
be made and some pickin’ to do. But as you know, an idea in your
head isn’t as good as apple pie. There is a reason for what becomes
when and what hangs on a limb until then. And there’s a path that
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leads to a moment of surrender when all that’s left is to follow.”
“Follow what?”
“Follow your dreams? Ideas? Uncle Sam? Expose them to as

many as you can possibly reach: plant your seed in young minds
thirsting to know.” She paused, “We want to help you cultivate.”

“We?” I slid my eyes left and right hoping to get a glimpse of
whoever “we” stood behind the glass. Wondering if it could
possibly be true. That my work was, well, genius? Kinda-maybe?

“Follow our lead and your debt will be canceled.”
So much for genius. They wanted someone who could toe the

line. “How much forgetting do they need me to do?”
“A little debt can provide a lot of service for your country.”
“So this is as close to a government grant as I can expect?” I

asked and she didn’t disagree. “So I can follow my dream if I
follow orders. Is that it?”

And you might wonder ‘was I really that stupid?’
Yes I was.
Was she really that beautiful?
Yes she was.
Did they have me by the balls?
Maybe not so much, but when she handed me a sheet of paper,

I signed it—words unRead. A door opened and a woman in white
walked in, took the paper from Marium, then walked out.

Marium pushed her knees against mine.
Then she flashed me a puff of her fluff. Then she did it again.

And then she did it to a rhythm. Three short, three long, three
short. I knew the code. Every Boy Scout knows the code. I laughed
a nervous laugh trying to figure out what it was she was trying to
tell me with her panty S.O.S. Wondering if the content of her
message was wrapped in her body language or hidden in her pale
blue patch tucked deep up her tight white skirt.

She laughed as she flashed me again: beavers and knees,
beavers and knees. Her power was so finite and so mesmerizing I
forgot about the windows and mirrors and we talked like the night
we first met. That night up in the attic and all that followed: Xerox,
the kaleidoscope in my head, the animating photographs, the Coke
domes, the tiny creatures, and the ability to assemble and
disassemble moments into hours, weeks and years.

And in the end, after I had given her everything I knew, the two-
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way mirrors lit up and I saw the two women in tight white skirts
looking down. They nodded. Marium stood. Class dismissed.

We walked to the back door, opened it to a flood of light and
stood in silence overlooking the campus. Watching the innocence
of students protesting from here to there. Watching the university
in its safe little world. It felt bitter sweet but with a sense of relief.

“Go with the know, but keep your eye in surprise and I’ll meet
you in the shadow of the pyramid.” She hand me a postcard with
an image of a jet flying over the world’s wonders: Big Ben, the
Eiffel Tower, and the Great Pyramid. “This was said well, wouldn’t
you agree?” Marium said.

I didn’t know what to say but I took her postcard as my road
map pointing me on which way out. I was suddenly a dropout, in
debt, and had been picked up by the Secret Selective Service and
with a few simple clicks of my camera to put an end to all things
‘Saidwell’. I was now armed and dangerous, my photos classified
as secret weapons, and my view of the world ‘for their eyes only’—
at least that’s what I would have written on my G-man ID card had
she given me one.

I walked down the steps expecting to be drafted as soon as I
touched the pavement. Didn’t happen, so I headed to the diner for
one last dog. Found Gonzales sitting alone in a booth. He told me
that he too had met an incredible beauty, only his postcard pointed
him to San Salvador, to yet another secret and undeclared war.
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Part Two
Quantum Typewriters

of the Austrian Shrinks
“Once aboard the Astral plane,

you have all you need to get off.”
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My first night in England landed me in bed with a wife.
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Familiar Strangers

the CIA needed mules to move their drugs, guns,
and money and the best mule was a real dumb ass that

didn’t have a clue he was even being used.

It took a week to sell my Enfield. But I sold it for $85 and bought
a bus ticket to New York. Sat in the back near the toilet—next time
I’ll walk. Took off from Kennedy with: my camera and bag of
Pageless Wonders, a bullwhip, Bowie knife, $64, a backpack and a
50-lb duffle bag stuffed with blue-jeans, T-shirts, sweatshirts,
socks, my motorcycle leather, boots and shoes. Landed in a fog at
Heathrow and from what I could see on the map, London was only
about an inch away from the airport. So I walked—next time I’ll
take the bus as it wasn’t long before my feet were swollen and
shoulders tired. I tossed my duffle bag into the trash.

I sat on the curb to rub my pinkies. That’s when I noticed a
woman from the flight sitting on a bench across the street nestled
between two bags. Shopping bags with handles. She had taken
her heels off and was rubbing her toes. We exchanged grimaces,
smiles, and glances. She gave a grimace towards my boots. I
glanced at her heels. We both smiled. I was impressed. She was
impressed. So I grabbed her two bags, and we walked together
over a long narrow bridge. We walked about a mile more to a thin
brick house that was just one of many tall thin brick houses along
a narrow winding street.

Her house was quaint and sturdy. I wiped my boots on the
welcome rug. She told me to go ahead and take them off, pointing
to an umbrella stand just inside the door. She went to the kitchen
to make tea telling me to sit anywhere. That night she had me tie
her to her bed posts and commence to whipping her fanny ‘ever
so lightly’ with my ‘real American’ bullwhip—and they say the
English are bland? I asked if I could take photos, she didn’t refuse,
and “clickCLICK,” “whipWHIP,” went the night. All night. In the
morning as she lay sprawled across her bed I put on her pink
house robe and went into the kitchen to boil water. I brought back
a ‘spot of tea’ and biscuits. Placed them on the side table ready to
settle in when she pointed to the clock mentioning that her
husband was due back at noon.
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H U S B A N D ! ?

I dropped the robe.
“Well, off you go then,” she took a bite of biscuit and fastened

her robe around her. I fell twice trying to pull on my jeans following
her out the hall as she thanked me for the night. She showed me to
the door while I was still hopping on one foot pulling the other
boot on. She hung my camera over my neck and told me to take



169
NOAH’S ART

care with familiar strangers. Then she winked, stepped back, and
shut the door.

I waited a moment for the door to open again. It didn’t.
Was there a husband or was I just getting the bum’s rush? But

no sooner had I stepped off her porch when a VW van pulled to
an idle at the foot of the walk. Husband?

I was walking a gang plank. Unsure if I was guilt free or guilty.
Yes, I tied her up, but no, I didn’t know about you mister.

“Take a picture,” the driver shouted and as I got closer I saw
that he was an American longhair wearing buckskin everything.
Made me think of Cowboy Bob. Made me understand what it was
about Americans that makes us stand out like such arrogant rubes.
“Hop in before her husband gets home,” he laughed, leaned over,
and opened the passenger door. I hopped in and we drove off.

? F A M I L I A R - S T R A N G E R ?

“Relax,” he laughed as he wrestled his stick shift into second
gear. The van made a cranky chunk sound familiar to VWs and we
sped out of the suburb and into the country.

“I didn’t even know about her husband,” I said sure that I had
just taken a ride with her American husband, who was about to
drive me to his English pub and have his Irish cousins beat the
crap out of me. But soon we were far enough away I figured he
really was just a long hair and relaxed a little.

“I’m on my way to Deal, then Dover, then Paris,” he said.
“Paris?” I’d seen Paris plenty of times on the Wonderful World

of Disney and could only imagine the whippings the French ladies
might order up. He said he had business in Deal, then we would
head to the ferry docked at Dover and asked if I knew the song,
but I was already singing, ‘There'll be bluebirds over, the white
cliffs of Dover. . .’

As we drove we talked mostly guy talk and in about an hour we
were in Deal where he met his people at a ‘Kaethel’ station: two
pretty women in tight white skirts—exact clones of the two women
in tight white skirts I ran into back at EMU. And these were friends
of my hippy Cowboy? I could smell the fish and figured this was
what Marium meant when she said to ‘go with the know.’ They all
spoke quick. Very formal. Very weird. Then the one on Cowboy’s
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right handed him a dark blue duffle bag and they left. No hugs, no
kisses. Just walked off and got into an American Jeep CJ.

He walked back to the van with a big smile and we took off. A
mile down the road, I asked, “So what’s in the bag?”

“See for yourself.”
I unzipped the bag and found dozens of Hershey bars neatly

wrapped in foil and before I could ask a stupid question, he
answered it.

“40 pounds pure Moroccan,” he boasted.
“Hash?” I shrieked.
“Kifer,” he corrected. “Any idea on where to hide this shit before

we get to Dover?”
“Are you nuts?” I looked out the window, then looked in the

rearview to see who was following. “You’ve got to be nuts. 40
pounds of hash? They’ll send you to prison for this.”

“Us.”
“What?”
“They’ll send us to prison.” He smiled.
It wasn’t a vicious smile. Not a got you by the balls smile. Just

a ‘welcome aboard now figure out what to do with the shit,’ smile.

! M A Y D A Y - M A Y D A Y !

The thought of prison made me car sick. I hung my head out the
window and waited to hurl. But instead of puking, I heard a tiny
whisper. A thought that struggled to fit into words until it came
out my mouth, “Sure, I know where to stash the hash.” All the
while wondering how anyone could not have everything figured
out before coming this close to a border crossing? Was he counting
on picking up a guy like me to fill in the blanks?

What kind of an idiot does dope deals in Europe anyway?
Everyone knew drugs in Europe sent you to prison—European

prisons: dark, damp and dirty. But instead of wising up, I leaned
back, lit a smoke, and told him to pull over—I was so Poo Ray.

We pulled to the side of the road within sight of Dover as I told
him tales of how I had worked on VWs in high school (not
mentioning I was a mechanic only when I wasn’t pumping gas). I
was talking bullshit while tempting life in prison. Now who’s the
arrogant...
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R U B E

He stood watch-out as I crawled under the van, knocked some
rust out of the way, pulled the rubber cuffs back off the metal
pipes nearest the engine and stuffed every Hershey bar into the
two hollow heater tubes running alongside the van.

We drove onto the ferry with smug, shit-eating grins.
Parked the van and went topside to watch the waves.
But as casual as I tried to be, I was very uneasy with this whole

mess. Marium or not, I wasn’t that into drugs much less a drug
smuggler. I looked the part but I wasn’t. Hell, I had a woman living
in my head, I didn’t need to smoke for more chaos. But all the
same, it was part of the culture. Peer pressure at its best. Advertised
in the underground as something you did to fight inequality, the
establishment, and the war. Us against anyone over 30. The newest
generation of self absorbed assholes.

The ferry had hardly cast off and I was already seasick. Weak
and cold, I wanted some comfort against the wet rolling waves
and wondered again if the English lady really had a husband or
had I left her wanting and she was just getting rid of me? I wanted
to go back and whip her ass, maybe talk dirty to her this time—
anything just to get off this ferry.

As I turned green, I thought of how all those soldiers had to
cross the English Channel during WWII. Gallant frightened men
no older than me, puking their guts over the side of their iron
ducks only to wade onto shore to fight for their lives. A hell of a
way to die just so guys like me and Cowboy could carry on.

When we reached the coast of France at Calais my knees were
rubber. We walked down and climbed back into the van when no
sooner had we shut the doors than they jerked open. A squad of
French soldiers ripped us out from our seats and marched us
away as another band of soldiers began to search the van.

Two guards held machine guns to my chest while another argued
with Cowboy. Everyone was speaking French, even Cowboy. I
couldn’t understand a word. Then there was a sudden break in
the yelling and they all looked in my direction. Best I could figure
was that the hash must have been too close to the engine and
caught fire and CowBoy was pointing the finger at me.

And it was only then that I thought, ‘Hash in heating tubes?’
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Whose bright idea was it to turn the van into a hookah on
wheels? What the hell was I thinking? I looked out through the
glass into the thick blue smoke and could have sworn I could
smell the Hershey bars roasting.

“GUILTY, GUILTY, GUILTY.”
My eyes flashed like neon.
“GUILTY, GUILTY, GUILTY.”
I couldn’t turn them off.
“GUILTY, GUILTY, GUILTY.”
I had to squint for the glare off my forehead..
I felt their hatred. I could feel their scorn. I was their enemy and

the enemy of the entire world. Enemy of all the governments and
of every law-abiding citizen. I was the white slave trader, the heroin
user, the pimp, the Nazi collaborator, and when the guard’s finger
itched his trigger, it was all I could take.

“vélo rouge! vélo rouge!” I shouted my confession.
“Red bicycle?” Cowboy asked.
 What could I say? Despite my great grandfather’s long haul to

Ville DeTroit to seed the new world for France, that was all the
French I knew. And thank God for small miracles because if I could
have spoken French, I would have made a full confession right
there and written you this while languishing in prison. A European
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prison: dark, damp and dirty. But then, as quick as they had pulled
us from the van, they handed back our passports. We were free to
go. We drove off and as I looked back I knew the blue haze
surrounding the van were the ghosts of dead soldiers letting me
know their deaths were not to be taken in vain.

Café Boras
Just outside of Paris, Cowboy pulled over and I retrieved the

stash. Once in Paris, Cowboy parked, grabbed my map, circled a
youth hostel in Barcelona, then got out of the van announcing I
was at the end of the ride.

I was standing outside a row of outdoor cafés. Cafés that looked
like every café I’d ever seen in the WWII war movies of the 50’s.
Chairs with rounded backs made of bars of metal with flat metal
flowers and round print cushions three or four to each round
table. All with umbrellas, pitchers of water, and baskets of bread.

Cowboy pointed to a couple sitting with elbows on the tiny
table, blowing smoke up each other’s butts and out the sides of
their mouths into their neighbor’s faces. Another couple leaning
back, relaxed, wearing weird hats. Lady in tight pants no skirt. He
in shorts. Leather sandals. Both under sunglasses, their bottle of
wine poured freely. I hoped to see some famous painter. Sitting in
back. A quiet corner painting the couple as he saw them. Then
someday when I was old, I could tell my daughter, Emily, ‘Oh
yeah, I was there. It was lovely. Just like the picture.’ But if there
was a painter, I didn’t see him. All I saw was a big blond tossing
her body left and right, drawing all sorts of attention as she shouted
over the chatter at some man on a fence. She was a big woman,
wore a white flowing dress with thick cotton lace and big red
flowers. She reminded me of Snow White only bigger. She kept
berating that guy on the fence and you could actually see his
back bend as he appeared to weigh his fantasy against the reality
of his wife and kids back at the hotel. And while I allowed myself
to be distracted by the woman, Cowboy put his gym bag into the
trunk of a car parked at the end of the alley.

“BEEP, BEEP”
Cowboy tooted his horn. “Forget that guy,” Cowboy spoke in

French, “the man you’re looking for is right here.” She smiled. She
looked like she could eat me in one bite.
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“Here you go then,” he said to me as we shook hands. “Good
luck” and I have no proof but it felt as if I had just been handed
off. That I was the baton in a relay and the buxom woman ready to
take me for the next lap around the track.

“You drive?” she asked as she took my hand and walked me
back to the café and behind the short rail where we sat at a table
near a skinny tree that was planted in a pot and dropped small
curled up leaves onto the table.

She waited a minute and I figured that was my cue to order
something or at least ask what she wanted. I was right. As soon as
I reached for my wallet she gave a look to the waiter who only had
to turn on one foot to be at our table and she ordered. He came
back with a plate of cheese that was melting out from the middle of
what looked a white donut, two eggs in a bowl of water, bread and
wine—the same wine everyone had at their table.

We ate and tried to talk. She spoke English in the beautiful
singsong way French people speak without even knowing how it
sounds to us Americans. She told me something about where she
lived. Did a ziggy kind of thing with her finger pointing over the
buildings and I assumed she lived somewhere over there. Then
she pointed to my camera and shrieked, “Oh, yuu muuus shoot
mee atzz zee I-full tauw wear.” She began to play as if she were
posing, then called the waiter over. I signed over an American
Express Check for $20. The waiter came back with French coins
and folding money—thin and crisp. I looked to Snow White. She
grabbed three coins, left them on the table, and we walked to the
ever-present Eiffel Tower which looked like some badly drawn
robot a kid might dream up as a comic. Looming over every building
demanding we follow its direction.

Once at the base we climbed up stairs crisscrossing the ironworks
of the tower. I was amazed how well I took to the height. I was sure
heights were related to car sickness and would put me in a tailspin
of fear and vomit any moment. But it didn’t and I wanted to
attribute that to the Indian blood my dad told us we had.

“Blackfoot,” he’d say.
“Cherokee?” we’d ask.
“Blackfoot,” he’d repeat.
“Apache?” we’d counter.
“Blackfoot,” he insisted.
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Blee, Bla, Blo
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The Eiffel Tower watched like a cyclopse.
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“But we never heard of Blackfoot,” we’d say.
“And neither did your great grandmother.”
So we were never convinced we were Indians and as we got

older we figured great grandma slept with a black man but no one
would admit that in Arkansas back then or even now.

Snow leaned on the rail and I took a few photos of the wind
tossing her hair. Regular tourist pics. Nothing spectacular. Nothing
worth having spent the money on the film much less developing
into prints. Nothing worth an hour in the darkroom creating a
Pageless Wonder or spitting Coke in a hunt for life on mars.

We climbed higher, pushed among the other tourist pushing. At
her coaxing we acted like obnoxious young lovers. Kissing and
groping at every chance. Acting out because we really did want to
grope and the only way we could do it was to pretend we didn’t.

Once we climbed down and walked over to another café, I ordered
Coke and coffee. They brought wine. She asked to look in my bag
so I pulled out a few prints and laid them around the table.

I told her how they were more than photos; readable things,
pages in a Pageless book. But she ate with her mouth open and
her eyes told me she really wasn’t interested in what I did. When
a chunk of chewed bread fell out of her mouth and onto her boob,
I was no longer interested in sleeping with her either. I just wanted
to get to Marium and find my place in the sun.

Then a dark voice spoke from behind me. It was rough, and
deep, and speaking French. He leaned over my head and spoke to
her. She smiled. She had cheese in her teeth.

Then his hairy arm brushed over my cheek as he came around
and pushed a chair between us. He was wearing a blue dress with
a white collar and small fake boobs. She spoke to him with her
mouth full then told me his name was, Boras.

His big hairy arms stuck out from his puffy sleeves. But they
were nothing compared to his massive knotted hands. Each finger
looked like a broken branch from some big knotty tree.

The two of them had something going. I could feel it. He turned
towards me with a brown smile and she translated. Spitting bread
crumbs with every word, she told me he wanted us to follow him.
Oh great, butt fucked and French fried! But what could I do? Tell
him I liked his dress? Tell him my dance card was full? Sometimes,
you just have to forget what you know and go with the flow.
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I figured this guy was either her pimp or worse, an Interpol cop
in drag. Maybe the border guards had told them about Cowboy
and the Hershey bars. Or maybe this guy was the guy Cowboy
was supposed to hand his chocolates over to, but handed me over
instead. Damn! Should I tell him the bag was in the trunk in the
alley? I was the knot in a double cross. Boras stood up, Snow
stood up, so I stood up. Did my best to let him see how much I
towered over him. How big I was—massive 13in biceps—and that
I might even have a Bowie knife in my knapsack, ‘son-of-a-bitch’.

..I’m from Detroit Mofo—Murder Capitol of the World. . .

And if all the traffic on the street had suddenly stopped and all
the yapping mouths in the café’ had shut, you’d have heard the
small trickle of pee that was about to drip from my pants onto my
boots!

..I was the leader of a mighty. . .

We took our walk. They kept looking back to see if we were
being followed while I, like a good Boy Scout, kept a keen eye in
every doorway and into every opened window between tall narrow
buildings that hid the world except that Eiffel Tower. I laughed
thinking how many Americans will visit Paris and tell about the
great restaurants, hotels, and museums, while my visit was little
more than a drug infested visit down a back alley where I got
mugged by a whore and screwed over by her blue dress pimp.

“Blee bla blo,” she said pointing to a door way.
“Blee bla blo,” he said as we stepped inside then pointed across

the wall to rows and rows of photographs.
Men and women dressed in garters and feathers doing Karate

kicks and punches. A picture of him holding a trophy in one hand
and the other hand slicing through four layers of cinder block.

Another had him kicking through a wall of wood—you could
see right up his skirt!

Another had him taking on six brown belts in a circle. They were
all dressed like pirates and he was spinning in heels breaking
wood and I wondered if he was his own childhood super hero.
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“Blee bla blo,” he said and I looked over to Snow cleaning her
teeth with her tongue.

“He wants you to take a picture,” she said.
“Blee bla blo,” he insisted.
A picture?
And then he posed, mid-spin, in the doorway.
“clickClick,” and that was it. I thanked him for not hurting me.

He growled then posed like a Ninja.
I pretended to take a shot. ‘click-fucking-click.’ He gave me one

of those fake karate chops to see if I’d flinch.

I - F L I N C H E D

We walked to Snow’s car parked at the end of the alley. Fancy
that! It was shaped like half an egg and inside felt like an egg
carton but it drove smooth. We stopped only to pee and arrived at
an old bombed-out castle just outside of Carcassonne just before
dawn. There was no main street or any place to park other than
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where we stopped, so we pulled a blanket over us and stayed in
the car.

Whispered as we watched lights flicker from the small castle
windows as we slowly settled in and eventually set the seats to
rocking. Not that it was anything but a quickie, but what the hell?

Then a smoke, then fast asleep, then the sun rose shining in the
windshield. Singing could be heard coming towards us from behind
the crest of a small hill down the road.

Snow watched from the window and when tiny heads bopped
over the horizon she saw her friends, all seven of them, walking
single file merry as could be. “We are here!” she shouted as they
boarded a flatbed truck.  “They’re on their way to work the fields,”
she said to me pulling the blanket off and tossing me my boots.

We buttoned and zipped then ran to join them. Snow stayed
behind waving as I hopped onto the back of the flatbed and rode
out to the fields with her friends as the sun mixed its golden rays
over the hills already purple with grape vines.

Porters and Cutters
There were two jobs in the fields: cutting and porting. Cutting

involved very sharp scissors and porting involved a bucket the
size of a VW engine strapped to your back. I took the cutter job.

A guy on a horse pointed for each of us to work our way down
a row of vines. The row must have been a mile long if not longer.
It curved low about half way down, making it look like a climb to
the end. No problem. And while the French guys slowly made
their way to their starter grapes, I ran to mine.

Snip, Snip, Snip.
It was back-breaking work, a long steep bend to stoop low

enough reach the bottom vines of these century old grape lines,
but I was cutting and tossing so fast my porter dropped bundles
of grapes just trying to keep up.

Snip, Snip, Snip.
I was on the march and a quarter of the way down my row while

my French counterparts were still just beginning.
Snip, Snip, Snip.
One of the French stood up and began to mimic English. But

not British, English. American English. Sachmo. . .Louis Armstrong.
Then he ducked below his row as another popped up and he
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did his best Bing Crosby. I don’t know what they were trying to
say, but it was the English version of ‘Blee bla blo’.

Down he went behind the vines, the others giggled, then another
popped up, made his little trumpet noises and down again.

While I worked in an all American rush to get to the end of the
line, these merry pranksters hardly broke a sweat. I envisioned
sitting under a shade tree, fanning myself while these back sliders
finished up. Not to be.

No sooner had I reached the end of my mile when the guy on
the horse rode over and pointed to another row.

“I’ll wait for the others,” I lit a smoke in defiance as one of the
merry little men jumped up with a ‘Blee bla blo’.

Impatient, the man on the horse gave a gentle but meaningful
shove. Sachmo leap again. Then all the others stood over their
vines and I realized my error. They weren’t slow, they were
organized. To them I was just the outsider. A union buster. The
American capitalist trying to show them up. Showing them the
American way and all it would do is get them all another row to
hoe. Dang, how stupid was I? That’s how stupid.

I just didn’t know anything on how the real world worked or
getting bumped by the boss on the horse.

I walked to my extra row but slowed my march to a crawl and let
the others move ahead. Even still, I was another mile finished
before lunch and the afternoon siesta away from the heat. But
since I had proved to be a repentive jerk in the fields, the group
waved me over to join them. One pointed over the hill, one of them
did a mime of drinking water and off they went and I followed.
Over one hill, then another hill, and another. All under a very hot
sun and over very arid land. When we finally crested over the last
hill they saw the well. Cheered and ran down to the ravine. They
each dipped their water bottles and took their sips.

D O N T - D R I N K - T H E - W A T E R

I stood over the small trickle and watched my reflection jiggle
over the small stones. Watched my face distort in the ripples as
the French dipped and splashed. How do you say no to water
when you’re hot and thirsty in what seems to be a desert? You
don’t. You tell yourself a lie then damn the torpedoes.
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Sachmo handed me a cup. I dipped it and my heart paused as,
without exaggeration, the water in my cup swam in circles. Tiny
motor boat amoebas sped back and forth, with crawly bugs water
skiing over the tiny wakes.

Protein?
I hesitated, but as everyone else dip with refreshment, I drank.

Dipped it in and drank again. Drank more and more as the cool
chunky water crawled down my throat.

Then we all sat and ate the bread, cheese, and sausage things
they had wrapped in cloth. Sachmo handed me a handful. Then
we smoked smokes that smelled worse than the water tasted and
back over the hills to another row to hoe.

Cutters
I was working now as slow as I could. Cutting with deliberate

aim and looking to be sure I never passed up even the slowest
person in the other rows. We were comrades now and I worked
slower than the little round village ladies. Slower than their children
clipping and pinching along their sides. Slower than shadows
creeping and then so slow that I lost myself in a daydream of
Wendy’s mom whipping the coach’s wife when. . .GRR-SNIP!

I cut deep into my finger, to the bone and then some!

B L O O D - G U S H - B L O O D

I grabbed my right hand with my left and held it to the sky.
Buckets of blood ran down my arm and dove off my elbow into the
dirt. I squeezed my finger as tight as I could and looked around for
what to do but all I saw were the few other cutters closest to me.
Smiling. Chuckling. Like it was funny or something.

Finally, one of the women wiped her cutters on her apron and
pointed to the truck parked at the end of the row where a small
group of kids and moms were fussing about. She motioned with
her cutters and a nod for me to go. I ran, praying I wouldn’t faint,
kicking up dust as my knees grew weak. I reached the truck, rushed
to the flatbed, and held my finger for all to see. Then they all held
out their little bloody fingers for me to see.

F R E A K - S H O W
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There were fingers cut in jagged rounds. Chunks of skin and
muscle missing. Even the littlest kids had trails of blood running
down their short thin arms. Blood all over. Wet and dry. Every kid
there had a cut. Deep cuts. Old and new cuts. I swear I saw a
handful of fingers in a pickle jar.

And worse, they were all just waiting patiently in line for the
water wash and the cotton wrap. Those who had already gotten
theirs were given a bite of an apple then sent back to their vines.

Who were these monsters! When it was finally my turn, I could
hardly hold back my tears. I was so ashamed.

The woman grabbed my hand, turned it over, then back again.
Then showed the lady next to her who was fixing a 11-year-old’s
finger—a girl who already had two fingertips missing from the
same hand.

One of the old ladies snickered.
The young girl said something soothing to me then they poured

the water over my hand. I wanted to scream as they washed the
blood away while poking at the tidbits of dirt hiding under my
flaps of skin. Then they handed me the multi bitten apple.

I don’t need no stinkin’ apples!
The other old lady reached in a pail and pulled out a frog. What

the hell was I supposed to do with a frog? I bit the apple and
(wiping tears from my cheeks) returned to my row.

Porters
I took to porting after that and though tired, at the end of the

day I had all my fingers. We all rode back to the village on the
flatbed, unloaded grapes from the truck into a big barrel as the
field bosses handed bottles of fresh wine to all the field workers.

This was no Boone’s Farm. The stuff was nearly unDrinkable
so I gave mine to Snow’s friends and that night I ended up bunked
in the castle ruins, bopping a French floozy, with a job picking and
porting grapes at $4 American daily.

I stayed in that old bombed out castle for a month while Snow
peddled her hash to her friends. Then one night, the last of a
string of nights when the hard loose water had caught up with me,
I found myself squatting over the public crapper—a century old
hole in the ground surrounded by brick.

I held my breath and squatted wondering what famous people
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from history might have come to this hole in the floor over the
decades, when, WHAM, I slipped. SLOOSH, I fell.

Smashed my head against the wall thick with centuries of shit.
Got up quick when, WHAM, I slipped again and this time I slid
across the rounded brick floor and stopped over the shithole.

My hair dipped into the day’s freshest shits and I was covered
like a candy apple. And the god-awful smell!

There was no toilet paper, nothing but finger to butt. I ran to the
courtyard and tried to wash off in the cold fountain water—but to
no avail. I couldn’t wash the stench away. It had crawled up my
nose and lodged itself in my brain—even the woman in my head
wanted out. So with fumes still fuming out my ears, I returned to
our burnt out castle and told Snow I had had enough and was
leaving. She pinched her nose and yelled to her boys who came
and sat on the steps. She mentioned I was leaving and asked if I
should pay my fair share of the rent. They went through my
backpack and bag, took my small stash of French cash, and tossed
my stuff back to me. I was being strong-armed by little people.

Then they cleaned their nails with their cutters as I packed up
and headed out. I guess I should have said thanks.
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Coke Corks
I might as well of had a car waiting as when I walked to the main

road not knowing which way to go, a pair of head lights came
bumping up the road. It was the same type of cardboard car that
Snow owned and there was a guy in a black beret driving and he
might was well have had been holding a sign, “Noah Stinson.”

I waved to the driver to get lost but he stopped anyway.
“Sea?” he asked leaning down through the passenger window

as I kept walking, ignoring him, figuring he was just one of Snow’s
boyfriends or one of CowBoy’s crew.

“No sie,” I said, “Morocco.”
Then figuring, what the heck? Was I really going to walk all the

way to Morocco? I looked in—I could take this guy.
“Morocco?” I said again and he leaned over and opened the

door. I hopped in and he said as best he could, that he was on his
way home, to Spain, Barcelona, and that I could catch a ship to
Morocco from there. His English was as good as my Spanish—
five words at best.

“Morocco, fine.”
We said a lot without speaking each other’s language.
He said something about being impressed that I was so tall.

Then something about putting cork in the bottle caps at the Coke
factory. I was impressed that Coke had a cork factory in France.

I knew I smelled like shit but he never said anything other than,
cold as it was, we rode most the way with the windows down—I
think he was being polite. The radio spoke in a language that was
a mix of French and Spanish. We both tried our best in English,
Spanish, German and French. We failed miserably. I tried to make
sense of what he was saying but I was tired and getting car sick.
And as I dozed everything he said created vivid but weird images
in sporadic day dreams. Short TV clips. Newsreels. Reruns running
not so much from memory but from trying to grasp the differences
and variations in the words I heard from the words I knew.

Silly-sounding innuendo.
Odd combinations creating fantastical ideas.
Bananas talking in pay phones.
Bulldozers scraping clouds.
Men on stilts eating ice cream cows.
“Coka-Cola” he said as he pointed to the map somewhere on
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the outskirts of Barcelona. I got out and waved good-bye realizing
that you could make friends even when the only thing you had in
common was the love for a sugary soft drink and its logo.

the Corner Store Bandito
The sun was rising as I hiked up the side of the road, which

might have been a highway. I’m not sure, I just walked, wandered,
and sang for hours,

“I love to go a wandering, along the. . .”

I was on top of the world. It felt good to be me. Felt good to be
an American, good to be free, to go places without (too much) fear
of the unknown. Good to feel like anyone ought to feel. Maybe
there were times it wasn’t so bad being me after all.

And it was with all that bravado that I wandered into a small
corner store at the top of the hill. A small hut of a store.

Inside, the small window offered little light.
Iron bars and dirt floor.
A counter and three rows of shelves, one on each wall. Most of

the stuff they sold had pictures of what it was so it didn’t take a
whole lot of reading to find what I needed. I bought a triangle of
milk, warm not cooled, and I opened it right there, smiled to the
little lady behind the counter and toasted to the new day.

She smiled.
I paid in French money and turned to leave when I tripped over

a guy standing right behind me. The point of my elbow punched
him in the eye and knocked him down. The lady screamed. I
screamed, and the guy shouted as he fell back into the shelves,
my triangle of warm milk spilling over his chest. Then I tripped and
fell on top of him with cans of everything flying everywhere.

P A R D O N - M E

The woman began to shout louder, yelling in back and out the
door. I tried to get up and tell her that it was an accident. But she
wasn’t listening and when I tried to help the guy up, the little prick
shoved a pistol in my nose. I let him drop, he banged his head, and
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his pistol went skidding across the floor. Two guys came rushing
in from the back. I prepared for the worse when they yanked him
out from under me and began kicking him over and over.

And they continued to beat the guy. They wailed on his ass.
And when he cried ‘no mas no mas’, they dragged him twisting
and screaming out the door and across the dirt and gravel.

Then another guy came in who spoke English and told me I had
helped capture their local bandito. He introduced himself to me as
the shop lady’s nephew and the two other guys, his uncles, who
were still beating the bandito in the back of their pickup truck.

The woman kept thanking me profusely. She gave me another
milk and a sandwich of some sort and cleared a tiny wooded table
out in the front for me to sit. “Siéntese, por favor”

“I am Alfonso, she is my aunt Maria. That man comes from
another village. He has stolen from us many times. It was fortunate
that you were here. My aunt wants to thank you.”

The woman came out again, wiping her hands on her apron,
fixing her hair and standing behind her nephew.

“She wants me to take you where it is you are going,” he said.
“Where are you going?”

“Tell her thanks but it’s just down the hill.” I showed him my
map with the youth hostel circled.

He laughed. “That will take two days walking and only if you
don’t get lost. Please, allow me take you to my home. I insist. My
aunt will insist too. There you can clean up—you smell like shit—
eat, rest, and meet my mother.”

Meet his mother?

We drove up and down some hills and into some suburbs just
like the suburbs back in Michigan. I had no idea there were suburbs
in Europe. I thought everything stopped back in the middle ages
or the last world war. Suburbs?

We drove up a drive and into a great three-story house that
overlooked Barcelona from a nice enough distance to know the
city and the coast was within reach, but not within a stone’s throw.

After a shower I had dinner with his family. I think it was a
special night as they served cold calf brain with sliced mushrooms.
We each got a little brain put on our plate and when they saw me
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about to turn green, explained it was like liver. I could eat liver, but
I would need onions.

His sister, who must have only been 14 (but, geezzz-that’s 14?)
leaned over and cut my brain into thin slices as her mother told
about her son’s ordeal: seems he’d been drafted to the same war
in Vietnam. Only in Spain, you can refuse the draft and they will
send you to prison for three years after which you are asked to
‘volunteer’ for the draft again and again you can refuse. They will
do that forever until you either die in war, die in prison or used for
social experimentation.

G O - F R A N K O

Alfonso didn’t know what to do and I offered little help, telling
him that I had been drafted too; only in America you can get
drafted without ever knowing when you’ll be called. They let you
live your life with hope then, wham! You’re plucked, fucked and
bagged. His sister giggled because I said fucked.

I explained that in America, it’s all in the body count and that
there were only a few deaths between you and heaven.

If your town met the quota of dead soldiers they’d leave you
alone. The best you can hope for is more of your local buddies die
before you get called. The government doesn’t like to pluck too
many from the same town—especially when they’re all coming
home in bags. “People talk,” I joked, but it hurt to know. Hurt to
know our elected politicians would gladly send you to your death
for a couple of votes or a blow job.

Brain gone, dinner done, dishes doing, Alfonso gathered my
stuff and we drove down the long pretty hills of Spanish suburbia
and into the narrow dusty streets of Barcelona where the youth
hostel was tucked in along the hillside facing the coast.

I thanked him for the ride. He thanked me for catching his bandito
and we wished each other good luck in our war on wars. He drove
off, I waved, and a woman came out from the hostel towards me.

She spoke German. How cool!
I answered her with the German 101 I had taken back in high

school. I felt so cosmopolitan.
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“You’re late,” she said.
“Who am I?” I asked.
“Where have you been?” she asked.
“Yes you have,” I answered and after a few more exchanges like

these I came to realize my high school German wasn’t as fluent as
I had hoped it would be. She realized it too and was already speaking
in English. Told me her name was Frieda and that she was on her
way back from Africa.

“That’s where I’m headed,” I said and never for minute thought
how peculiar and coincidental that was.

“So you are,” she said, and began asking questions about my
arrival here. Step-by-step questions as if to ensure I was who I
appeared to be.

But who did I appear to be?
Who was I to her?
I could be anyone I said I was. Did I really have to say who I was

just because some woman asked? Did it really matter? Would
anyone miss the guy I failed to mention and showed up as another?

Then Frieda pointed to a bar inside a hotel and challenged me to
spin the bottle and drink me under the table. “Woman against
man, German against American,” she rose her fist and feeling I had
to make amends to the ghost soldiers in the English Channel, I
took the bait. We toasted and I never slept in that hostel bed.

An Island called Ibiza
I woke on a ship in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea. Puking

over the rail. A comforting hand patting me on my back. It was
Frieda pointing to an island, telling me it was the port of Ibiza and
I would feel better soon. When I asked how I got here she said,
“You lost.” She laughed a heavy German laugh and said her friends
would surely get a kick out of me.

Great. A carnival drunk.
I leaned over the rail and spit.
After the ship docked, Frieda led me to her room where she had

a wooden trunk on her bunk. Said it was wine and asked if I’d
carry it so I leaned over to grab it up and it nearly pulled me down.
“It weighs a ton,” I said, “How’d you ever get it in here?”

“You carried it.”
“I did?”
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“You did, and you didn’t complain either.”
“Really?” I gave it another tug, and pulled it up to my belt with

a slight lean back to hold steady as she looped my bag and her
bag, over my shoulder, and we went up and out and down the
gangway with soldiers and sailors stationed every ten feet or
so—you’d have thought the war was raging on this very island.
We headed inland. I kept my eye out for some untethered wagon
or dolly or anything to drop this crate into and roll. There was
none, so I just stopped every few blocks and put it down to rest.

This island was made of stone, all stone. Steep stone streets,
stone gates and small stonewalls. We walked into an old stone
castle watched over by stone cold machine-gun-toting soldiers
who wore black triangle hats, stood in windows of the stone
towers, and walked along stonewalls. Ibiza under ‘Franco’ rule—
you could go to prison for kissing in public; imagine what they
would do to anyone bringing in a bag of Hershey’s.

We walked to a fortress called Old Town that was tucked inside
the castle walls and I found a wagon to drop my crate. When I
finally stood erect, I towered like a giant over the locals. There
wasn’t a person any taller than my chest. I figured it was the food.
Frieda led me deeper into the old fort until we crossed a thick
stone bridge with parapets and went into a part of the castle where
the roads were only slightly wider than my shoulders. If I stood
on my toes I could peek through the second-story windows.

I figured Jonathan Swift must have gotten his inspiration for
Gulliver here. I pulled my wagon up another flight of thin stairs
when a handful of German tourists passed and now I was only up
to their nipples. Must be the food.

“Here we are,” Frieda pointed to a door punched out in the long
stonewall with a sign, “the Pub.” I grabbed the crate, ducked
inside and dropped it onto the first table I saw. It was dark and I
waved away the thick blue smoke and watched it whirl somersaults
as it stirred up the smell of smoke and beer. Everyone inside wore
long white shirts made of thin white cotton and leather straps or
beads around their necks. Loose draw string pants, straw hats,
and everyone tan. And the bar was from another time.

Dark as Medieval with each corner filled in yellow and red light.
Wood, rock and metal, all carved into various shapes of tables,
chairs, buckets, lamps, and simple forms in sturdy constructed
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configurations. Chairs a hundred years old with tall backs and
thick cushions. Tables with legs that looked like trunks on trees,
mugs made of glass thicker than my finger. Even the walls had
metal rings where ropes and lanterns hung. Centuries old
advertisements plastered the walls in faded shades of red, green
and blue—the importance of their messages lost with every chunk
of plaster that had broken off. The floor was patched in thick
Persian rugs, worn by the dirt of ancient armies marching.

Frieda shouted over the noise, “Unser Vogel ist angekommen,”
as if announcing a debutante to the ball. The whole place clicked
their heels and came to attention. Paused a moment then they
came over to greet us as if we were old friends—conversation
strained by the separation of time and the mixed salad of languages.

Everyone but me seemed able to speak any language they liked
and spun their words in a twist of combinations that trespassed
all borders. They spoke like members of the Jet Set busy chattering
among themselves in French, Spanish, German, Chinese and
Dutch. A United League of Languages with a Chinese twist for
taste. Speaking in French, answering in German. Writing in Chinese,
reading in English. Like spinning the wheel on which language to
use to ask the questions and which to use to answer.

I tried to listen like I would listen to a bird on a wire. Trying to
hear under the words and catch meaning from the warble and
cadence but it was more music than meaning. I couldn’t
understand a single warble. But they knew that and that’s how
they worked it. Speaking loud and clear yet no one outside of their
circle understood. I listened like a dog, tail wagging at the tone of
the conversation, unaware of intent.

Then one of them took a knife out from his waistband.
His knife made my Bowie knife look like a tenderfoot’s scout

toy. He pried the top of the case off and everyone let out a hush as
he gently removed the pistol lying on top of all the other pistols.
All Lugers. A dozen guns lying on a dozen boxes of ammo. Shot
gun shells in blue plastic. I knew there were no wine bottles in
there, but what the hell did they think they were going to do with
pistols and shotgun shells on an island armed with machine guns?

Funny, these people didn’t look like revolutionaries. Then they
each grabbed a gun, including Frieda. “Go ahead, take one, Noah,”
she said and when I hesitated she dropped another into her bag
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just as some guy came out from the
back, handed Frieda a roll of cash, then
carried the crate of blue shells away.

Then, as if on cue, everyone began
to speak in English and brought me into
the conversation. We sat at a table, and
my ‘new friends’ consisted of a German
girl, a guy dressed like a Christian
monk, two Chinese guys, a couple of
Austrian psychologists, a dozen
Swedish babes and a Welsh guy called

Madoc, whose accent was as hard as stale bread. After a few pats
on the back, followed by a couple of ‘here, heres’, they settled
down to play bridge, gossiping the way people do when they’ve
all been to the same place, worked together or have read the same
book and found agreement within the pages.

When the monk pointed to my bag asking me to show him my
stuff, I pulled a Pageless Wonder out of my bag and began telling
him about the Coke dooms. He pointed to Marium’s butt, then
tickled her underwear, and I realized guys like him would never see
through the panties no matter how hard they tried. I pulled my
print away realizing that Marium had been right—that my photos
spoke a language reserved for a select few.

“You can keep out the unwanted when you know what it is they
want.” Frieda said like a southern girl as she pushed between us.

“What do they want?” I asked.
“Who do they want,” she answered.
“Who?”
“You and all you can do with that idea of yours.”
“My idea?”
“You might as well take the credit.” She laughed. “You noticed

how our curious brother reacted when he looked over your work?
That was no act. He could no more read your Pageless Wonder
than he could pronounce it. That’s why you’re here on the island.
To secure your idea until ‘Noah’s Art’ is seen by our friends and
invisible to our foes.”

“And we are?”
“We are your brothers and sisters. Our foes are those who

threaten our lives with fear of fancy. Those who crush their own
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imagination to drape a curtain of censorship over their lives. Your
images strike a fear that they might see into their own dreams.
People like our friend in the brown robe who can’t see himself for
who he is so he has learned to not see.”

“Nazis?” That seemed harsh. “He saw silk panties, that’s all.”
“You saw panties, he saw his lust and it shut him down. That’s

why he wants to be your friend. He needs you to tell him what it is
so he can fool himself into seeing it too. He needs help to see past
what it is he has no words for. Things he cannot imagine. Your
images have the ability to lock out the unWanted. He wants what
you have but fears Noah’s Art might strike a chord to those
unwilling to conform to the norm as he has published them.”

“You’ve got to be kidding?”
“And you’ve got to learn how you show.” Frieda walked around

towards the guards with their silly hats perfectly flat on their heads
still milling around and strutting like roosters while we sat like lost
lovers looking at the moon over the Mediterranean.

“I like how the light shines over the waves,” she said. “No
matter how violent or calm the waves may be, the ocean cannot
stop the moon light from resting on it. It’s like a call to arms. We
must follow our own moon beans no matter how violent we find
the waiting waves.” She reached into her bag and dropped both
the guns over the side. I wasn’t sure what to say to that so I said
nothing and we headed back to the Pub.

She called out and gathered everyone into a VW van and we
headed for a small town outside the castle they called Por Jesus,
(which I read as ‘Poor Jesus’). Poor Jesus was on a cliff that
overlooked a small cove of water lit by the full moon and guarded
by Orion. I wanted some overwhelming feeling pass through me.
As if I had been touched by greatness. It didn’t happen.

Frieda grabbed a bottle of wine from a rack and showed me to
my ‘rent-free’ room on the top floor of the condo. She said that
come daylight it would have a view over the entire cove. Then she
sat on the bed and talked. We talked about Germany and the Nazis
and if I felt that Americans were today’s modern Nazis. I told her I
had no idea, maybe Rome, but I knew what she meant. She then
asked about the United States; New York, Chicago, and California
and I did my best to tell her but could see the surprise in her eyes
at how little I knew about my own country.
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She told me of her husband and child back in Dusseldorf. How
much she loved them and how much it hurt to be away. I asked
why she left them home and she spoke of duty, and that sacrifices
made today will serve her boy in the future. She didn’t elaborate,
but I realized, she was not on vacation.

She had left those she loved, for what? To steal me away to
some island? What did I or anything about me have to do with a
woman and her family in Germany?

We finished our smokes and the wine.
She then set out my bed and mentioned that Madoc would

serve as cook and hinted that any of the Swedish girls were
available and ready to visit anytime—but she wasn’t.

‘What did I ever do to receive such hospitality?’ I asked.
“It’s not what you’ve done, but what you plan to do. If we don’t

stop them now, we may never stop them.”
She gathered her things then stop at the door, told me she was

glad we met, then turned off the light. I laid my head on the pillow
and allowed myself to settle into this undisclosed CLUB-FED.

Went to sleep listening through my pillow, through the
headboard, and through the wall to the shrinks in the other room
whose typing filled the night:

Tap, tap...tap.

Tasseled
I woke the next few morning leisuring as I entertained my new

friends with stories of Woodstock, street fighting, and sporting
brags from high school. This went on for hours.

While Madoc constantly prepared food, the Chinese hung
around offering smokes whenever the shrinks offered beer. The
Swedish girls came and went in bikinis or just bikini bottoms but
always complaining about the brown tar on the bottoms of their
feet, butts, and whatever else they laid on the white sand.

Twice a day a passenger liner would pass from one end of the
cove to the other on its way back to Spain or off to Africa.

These were days I just hung around watching the girls dip and
splash, as the others talked about the war, and everything
surrounding it. Then only two weeks in, as if playtime were over,
the morning talks got serious.

Every day began with a cup of water with an egg floating in it. A
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glass of juice and vinegar with me sitting on a stool under the
glare of the hot morning sun. Might as well have had a detective
and his bright light shining in my eyes.

The shrinks sat in the shade across from the Chinese guy with
what he called a ‘quantum typewriter,’ that he claimed could type
in characters of the reader’s choosing while at the same time
maintaining the writer’s intent (seems the Chinese were light-years
ahead of us in many ways). As the shrinks laid back on cushioned
lounges, alternating Swedish girls came and sat beside them and...

Tap, tap...tap.
The Chinese would hammer at the typewriter while the shrinks

engaged me in scripted conversation.
Tap, tap...tap.
Sometimes they had one of the girls pose as I spoke and took

note on how my conversation altered to fit these perfect figures
into the detail of my dialog. A leg here, smile there: detail added or
omitted.

Tap, tap...tap.
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And the pages they produced were unlike any typed pages I
had ever seen. No left or right, top or bottom. Full sheets stamped
out with every key adding detail one moment, obscuring it the
next. As if typing out a photograph placing characters and scenery,
back to front, thick or thin, one focus at a time. Sometimes the
shrinks would have the Swedes lay in patterns while they shouted
all sorts of nasty stuff trying to alter my focus or shorten my
attention but it was a hard sell to get my eyes off those tan buns.

Tap, tap...tap.
They had lots of games and I was an eager participant. I was

being fed and put to bed. I felt freer and easier than I had ever felt
before. There was no pressure and sometimes they just had me
blather on until everyone had had enough ‘Noah time,’ and a
signal was sent to one of the Swedish girls to offer a distraction.

Tap, tap...tap.
These days went unNumbered and after one busy morning I

had plenty of free time so I decided to hitch a ride into Old Town,
which wasn’t that easy cause there just wasn’t that much traffic
from here to there. But I walked while I hitched and sure enough,
down came a Mercedes SLQ. A pink two seater convertible with
some smiling tan lady and what looked like one of the Swedes. It
was one of the Swedes. I saw her and she saw me. They whizzed
passed then stopped. The car didn’t back up so I had to run to the
car. She turned in her seat, lowered her sunglasses so I lowered
mine. Gave me a look of ‘if you won’t tell neither will I.’ I agreed
though I had no idea neither she nor I were not supposed to leave
the compound. Then the trunk opened, the lady driving said to
hop in, that she’d give me a ride. I tried to pretend she wasn’t
being a bitch. That it was only a two seater—where else could I
sit—God forbid she should sit on my lap! So I hopped in, held the
hood just above my head and we drove off with me as a human
spare.

They dropped me off outside of old town and I wandered this
way and that until I found a second hand store with a big display
window filled with broken manikins dressed in the oddest
combinations.

I went inside and bought me a pair of second hand salmon
colored corduroy jeans. I had never seen anything like them before
and I thought they were so neat. Then I traded my bullwhip for a
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short green curtain cord with a big fluffy tassel. Wrapped it around
my waist to use as a belt.

I positioned the tassel to hang down the side of my leg—very
cool. It reminded me of the stripe down the Calvary pants of the
Union soldiers out west right after the civil war. They might still
wear them, don’t know. Saw a wooden recorder and bought it too.

I looked in the mirror and saw every TV hero I had ever seen
sitting up on a horse knowing he just saved the wagon train.

I nodded the nod, winked the wink—sure to get lucky that
night in one of the wagons.

The shopkeeper threw in an orange bandana. I wrapped it around
my head, tied a tight knot in the back, pulled it just off my eye
brow then worked my Bowie knife through the cord around my
waist and there I stood, ‘BuckEye Jim,’ hero to all and a childhood
dream come true. I strutted out of that shop like a hopped up
rooster when in fact I had unwittingly transformed myself from an
all-American hero to a prancing

N A N C Y

“Hey, those are my jeans,” a tall German woman shouted from
one of the tables at the café. Then she turned to her girl friends
telling them how she had just sold them last week, and here they
were. They all clapped. They thought I was so gay. Maybe I was,
who knew? I knew I had always fancied the Sears catalog—and
not for the hammers. I figured that was something every kid secretly
did but fell into the realm of bedwetting—don’t ask, don’t tell.

But despite the awkward moment, I had never felt so good and
comfortable with myself before. Tight and secure. As if I knew my
next move. As if I was in control—and that felt good.

Feeling the moment, I took the long way home up the hill, playing
my flute to the wind, skipping (almost), when I came up on the two
women in tight white skirts (buzz kill). I should have been surprised
at seeing them there but I wasn’t.

I laughed because they were wearing hummingBird heels on a
dirt path. They laughed because I was dressed like Peter Pan. I
adjusted my bandana and did my best to keep my tassel from
swishing back and forth. But they continued to snicker.
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It was only then I noticed that right behind them, blocking me
from going any further down the path, were two big muscle men
with thick arms folded across their chests. They were both dressed
in black. All black: black berets, black leathers, tight black t-shirts,
black pants and long black canes dangling from their forearms like
skinny umbrellas or beating sticks. Looking as mean as they could
while I looked like a happy eunuch in salmon colored jeans.

S A Y - F E L L A S

One of the women turned and called to them, “Che’, Ziggy.”
The one guy looked just like ‘Ché, long hair over broad

shoulders and the other, Ziggy, just looked big.
“It’s a narrow path we follow,” one of the Tight Whites said,

“see that you stay on it.” They smiled as they passed leaving me
to face their two bulldogs daring me to make their day. I knew
these boys meant business—but where are those boys from
Detroit when you need them?

“Why are you two following me?” I called to the Tight Whites.
“We lead, Noah, we don’t follow.”
Then their two man dogs growled and started towards me.
I wanted to stand my ground but, maybe it was my tassel still

swinging side to side. I felt like a fool—if only I had dressed for
the occasion—there’s something about being all tasseled up in
orange sherbet that takes the fight out of a man.

So, yes, I blinked and turned off the path. Walked down through
the weeds like a dog with its tail up its ass.

By the time I got back to Poor Jesus, I was nearly a schoolgirl.
As soon as I returned to the condo, I changed back into my

jeans, and tossed my feel good clothes out the window.
So much for gay tidings.
But what can I say? I just didn’t have the balls to stay gay.
I just didn’t have what it took to battle two fronts.
It took all I had just to keep my mind on the business at hand.

But what business was it?
What was I doing here with all these people and all their morning

routines; pretty girls, typewriters. What about Marium waiting in
Morocco? Would she know to wait?

I tossed my tassel out the window like a slingshot.
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I had failed as a homo because I didn’t have the guts to hold my
own and found new respect for those who could. Those who
could ‘dance the prance’ in this hostile fucking world just as they
dared dreamed rather than living with constant fear of discovery—
then reprisal. Hating themselves for being themselves. For wanting
to dress as they dared. But then, why should getting dressed
have anything to do with desire or dare?

A week or so later I hitched back into old town again just to
wander around and ended up at the top of some small hill within
the castle walls and sat near a yellow hamburger stand where I
ordered a big juicy hamburger.

While I ate, I watched a big black man walk up the hill along with
a trail of about six or seven girls in brown hooded robes in a
steady pace behind him. Walking slow with heads down, like
monks behind a priest. When they got closer I could see their
eyes peeking out, darting looks dashing at me, then quickly back
down towards the stone road.

The man held up his hand, the robes behind him stopped and
he walked alone to the hamburger stand.

As I ate my burger he spoke in heavy accent.
“I am Black Jim,” he said. “I fight the Apartheid.” He pointed to

his flock. “They are mine. They love me. Do you love me?”
“Do I love you?” I turned towards him just as he placed a handful

of figs wrapped in red and blue handkerchiefs on the table. I didn’t
know what it was, but unlike everything else that had happened
to me since I left Marium back at EMU, I knew he was bullshit. I
could smell it in his deep and ugly breath.

“Who are they?” I asked pointing to his flock now sitting like
ducks too stupid (or afraid) to move off the road.

“They are mine,” he said again.
“Really?” And I don’t know what got into me but I found myself

picking a fight. Even though the guy was pretty big, I hated him.
I hated everything about him. I walked over to two of the girls
sitting on their own. “Hungry?” I asked.

One nodded, the other hid her head further down her lap. “Want
cheese on that burger?” I asked the one actually brave enough to
look at me. Then I offered her my hand and she took it. Pulled her
up and we walked over to the tables.
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She stopped half way and turned back to her friend.
“It’s all right,” I assured her even as Black Jim did his best to

bully her down with his brow, and snarled like a mad dog.
I pulled out a seat, then ordered a burger, an orange drink, and

stayed at the counter watching mr. badass do his best to intimidate
the girl and the girl nervously looking back to her friend.

I placed the burger and drink in front of her, and she went at it as
if she hadn’t eaten in days.

“You Americans think you rule the world,” Black Jim said.
“Don’t we?” I was fucking with him.
“Nothing lasts forever,” Black Jim growled.
“All I need is the time it takes to bite into a burger,” I told him,

unsure what I meant but it came out right and reminded me when
Henry Horge wore sidesaddle shoes in junior high just to beat up
anyone who laughed. Then in 10th grade, he called me a punk,
and I called him a prick. That afternoon we battled for male
dominance down in a meadow. He me hit so hard in the head I
actually saw stars. While the school watched, we fought, until it
came to both of our attentions that we were just the afternoon
entertainment as while we were getting our asses kicked by each
other, all the other guys were laughing, joking and chasing our
girls. So we called it a draw, shook hands and charged up the hill.

Black Jim grabbed his figs off the table and returned to his flock.
The girl stopped eating as she watched her friend walk away.

“Go ahead, join her.”
But she didn’t move and when the flock fell out of sight, she

cried. Said her name was Gray; that she and her friend were from
Canada. Said they met Jim one night at a pub and he convinced
them to come to his little villa and live in paradise. Live off the
land with God. It was the same story you’d hear from runaways
getting off a Greyhound in Detroit.

And like Detroit, there was no paradise and worse, the only
promise he kept was that there was no going back. He took their
passports, their clothes, and their souls. Gave them silly robes to
wear, kept them stoned, forced them into bed, and forced them to
work claiming this was the only path to understanding life for
those on the receiving end of Apartheid. Seemed Black Jim was
getting his revenge off the backs of the gullible hippy chicks that
roamed the roads of Europe.
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I brought Gray back to the condo and let her sleep in my bed
while I set my pack of smokes on the window sill watching the
only road to come in and out of our tiny peninsula paradise. If
Black Jim was going to make a visit in the night, I wanted to be
ready. I fell asleep about a half hour later.

Morning sun and all was quiet. The Swedes gave Gray some
clothes and while she dressed I watched the Swedes make their
way down to the beach, topless and perfect while the shrinks
finished up with a few “Tap, tap...taps” out on the deck.

I mentioned that I wanted to bring Gray’s friend back to the
condo. No one moaned other than the monk who lowered his



202

WINBERRY

head and said a prayer of some sort. Madoc tossed me the keys.
“Good luck,” he said in his graveled tones and I suddenly
recognized him spinning around in the big exec chair at Xerox.

Black Jim’s villa was about half an hour away, down long twisty
roads of dust and rock, a sharp right turn and in the center of a
lump of land filled with dry twigs, dirt and fig trees. Fig trees were
everywhere on this part of the island and I think they were the
Ibizan’s version of the apple.

Four small adobe huts, rounded corners with arched windows
circled what looked like a well. We parked next to the hut Gray said
was used like a barn. There was no one around except a dog to
signal our arrival.

Gray said they’d all be in the orchard and it seems she was right.
But I took my time walking through this tiny village anyway ‘cause
I didn’t really want any angry surprises jumping me from behind.

We walked slow and steady towards the fig trees. I looked inside
each hut as we went. Inside the huts were wooden chairs and
shelves molded from mud with rounded arched indents for the
hundreds of candles that were placed everywhere. There was no
running water or electricity. Food was a couple of barrels of wheat,
rice, and other bins stuffed with what looked to be bread that had
been beaten into pancakes. There were chickens prancing about
and the well was deep and nearly dry.

Gray pointed to a ridge and said they’d all be over there, so we
walked and sure enough, the king and his subjects filled our view.

There were lines of trees with his squads of girls stretched high,
reaching into the short trees, pulling the figs that were just about
to ripen. Flies buzzed everywhere. There were two brown Ibizan
hounds, tall and thin, tied to a tree near where the girls were
working. Closest to us, sitting in the shade, sipping on something,
Black Jim sat with Gray’s friend close at his side.

“He knew you’d come,” Gray whispered.
“Do you think he’s going to put up a fight?”
“Even if he does, he wouldn’t fight himself.”
There was a picnic table under the tree and scattered over it

were what looked like blue shotgun shells. But no shotgun.
Another step closer and I saw that all the shells had all been pried
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opened and left in a dusting of flour. “What is she doing at the
table?” I asked.

“She’s filling the figs,” Gray said. “Pushing the hash inside the
skin to sell at market.”

“His figs are filled with hash?”
“And some of the hash is laced with heroine. He keeps those in

the blue bandanas, the regular figs are in the red.”
I was impressed. I had never come across a slave owning, heroin

pushing fuck-head before—made Poo Ray seem like small
potatoes. Yet, I was still convinced I could take him.

“Where’s he get the heroin?” I asked because I knew getting
hash was as easy as asking anyone what time it was. But heroin?
On an island like this? That had to take connections.

“The Germans,” Gray answered as one of the hounds started
barking, lifting up on his hind legs wanting to come sniff us out. I
told Gray to stay and walked down the slope alone.

Jim saw me coming.
He was unimpressed, and didn’t move a muscle other than pulling

Gray’s friend closer to him and kissing her neck and shoulders.
I came up under the shade, knelt down to quiet the dogs then

said what I had to say and left. I didn’t like turning my back to him,
but I had made my play so what could I do other than watch
Gray’s eyes for any sudden look of fear then make a run for it.

Gray and I spent the rest of the day on the beach. Gray couldn’t
stop worrying. I lit a smoke and parked my elbow on a patch of tar.
Dang! But it was too late to do anything about it now so I just
watched the passenger liner and it didn’t escape my notice that
up on the balcony, Madoc was arguing with the Christian who
was shaking his head, crossing himself, and pointing down to me.

The next afternoon I took Gray to the hamburger stand. She told
me about parts of Canada; Alberta, and Calgary. She was very
proud to be Canadian. “American’s always think we want to be
them. We don’t. We like who we are, we’re Americans too.”

Most Americans I knew really did think Canadians secretly
wished to be Americans. And why not? We were all proud to be
Americans and thought the whole world wanted to be us. We
were wrong, but so what?

We figured they were wrong and if they knew better, they’d join
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us. How can you not love the blues, fast cars, and rock and roll?
Then she told me that Canadians wore their flags on the back of

their back packs not to show off their big red maple leaf but to not
be mistaken for Americans. It made sense. We had the bomb and
a cure for polio. But security and good news doesn’t last long,
and we soon found we couldn’t use the bomb, there were more
diseases on the horizon, and America was once again on the wrong
side of an ugly war with politicians still filling their pockets all in
the name of freedom and democracy.

We had just ordered our burgers when Black Jim came up the
hill, his flock behind him, and Gray’s friend a step ahead of the
rest. She wore street clothes and carrying both her backpack and
Gray’s. Gray got up from her chair and watched in disbelief. I
grabbed our burgers and wanted to say, “and that’s how an
American does it,” but I didn’t. I just took a bite from my burger.

The hooded girls stopped where they had stopped before.
Black Jim took Gray’s friend by the hand, pushed her just ahead

of him and they walked to us then stopped about ten feet away.
That’s when I walked up to meet him.
“Just as I promised,” he said.
“And just I promised.” I handed him my cheeseburger.
“You think I am a bad man but I do what I do because I am free

and they allow me to do it.”
I took the girl’s hand and walked her away.
He didn’t say anything more, just threw my burger to the ground

and led his hooded army back down the hill.
When Gray and her friend had finished hugging and crying, her

friend asked, “He traded me for a cheeseburger?”
“No, he traded you for a cheeseburger with a bite out of it.”
And that had to be the best I ever was.

Mrs. Potato Hand
One afternoon, Gray and I ran into Madoc picking herbs from

the side of the road and we offered to help him cook dinner that
night. As he showed us around the kitchen, Gray’s friend joined
us. We all sliced and diced in the little crowded kitchen. Drinking
wine, chewing ‘dormadetos’, dancing with our butts, carrying on.
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He asked me to put a pot of water on the stove to boil, and when
he asked I did just that. If he had said, “put a pan on the stove and
be sure to turn the handle so it won’t get knocked off,” I would
have done that too and I’d have nothing more to say about that
night. But he didn’t. And not that it was his fault, I take all blame.
But taking blame doesn’t comfort those in need and doesn’t soothe
the pain when Gray hit the pan handle down in a fit of laughter,
she tossed the boiling water up towards the ceiling and before
she could move out of the way, it rained down over her hand.

It was a horrible scream. A horrible sight to see such a young
pretty girl hold her hand as if it were some foreign thing attached
to her body. Horrible to watch skin bubble off in small sockets of
red blisters. Skin separating from her hand.

She went limp, fell into my arms. I scooped her up and carried
her out to the van, her friend yelling for a driver. The shrinks came
running and two of the Swedes followed. Madoc took the wheel
and the monk sat shotgun. The Chinese stayed to man the fort
and we sped off to a small convent halfway between Poor Jesus
and Old Town.

The monk spoke with the nuns who packed the back of her
hand with butter. They said it would stave off the infection. Then
they told us to take her to the hospital and we took her all the way
into the big town on the other side of the island to the hospital
where they told us never to put butter on a burn as it was a real
pain to wipe off. They wrapped her hand and we left.

Lots of quiet small talk.
Lots of sad feelings.
Lots of nothing to do but wait and see how she’d be.
“It’s just my hand,” she said in an attempt to allow me to ride

home guilt free.
We brought her back to the condo and I gave her my room and

made a bed for myself out on the deck.
It took a week but she began to feel better. She let me move back

into my room with her and I teased her with the nickname, “Mrs.
Potato Hand,” because the skin on the back of her hand had
turned totally brown and dry like a baked potato.

When she had completely recovered, we threw a party and
drank to her good health. I shot images of everyone throughout
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the night but when I woke I noticed someone had opened the
back of my camera and the film was exposed and ruined. I said
nothing. Then, I noticed the roll wasn’t the roll I had had in my
camera. 36 shots not 24. It had been replaced with a phony. Either
someone wanted my images or didn’t want their pictures taken. I
didn’t like the implication, so I thought it better to get Gray out of
the condo and off the island. That evening, I gathered Gray and
her friend. Madoc drove us to the dock. I waved as their ship blew
its whistles as it headed back to Spain. Then I sent Madoc back
and headed to the pub to drink and tossed darts. Hours past, too,
too much to drink, and I tossed a dart into the arm of Ziggy.

E R O # $ * D F D # % @ ! @ A A A H

He shouted like a rhino and the bar dropped to a hush.
I stood holding the other darts in my hand, not sure if I should

toss or run. I could hear whispers circulating into commotion that
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Ziggy was about to punish the American.
Ziggy came up and stood inches from my nose. I didn’t flinch.

He flicked the dart (still in his arm) to show me that ‘pain was not
a problem.’ I flinched, and half expected to be on the floor at any
moment, when the crowd gave way.

Ché walked up behind him and then we were three.
Only then did I discover these two clowns were a good head

taller than me. I could only imagine what they ate on their planet.
“Problem, Ziggy?” Ché asked, then pulled the dart out of Ziggy’s

arm and without hesitation stabbed it into his own.
I cringed. The crowd cringed. Ché laughed a loud belly laugh,

then pulled it out and handed it to me, clearly telling me to stick it
in my arm—or he’d let Ziggy stick it up my ass.

I closed my eyes and slammed it into my right shoulder—I
screamed like an old lady stepping on her pink poodle’s tail.

The crowd cheered. Ché cheered.
I opened my eyes and I cheered as everyone stepped up to slap

me on the back. I was out of the doghouse and into the dog
pound. I had passed the iron-ball test and stayed toasting to this
or tipping to that until closing or until they said I could leave,
whichever came first. Maybe these guys were OK. Maybe I was?

Frieda had been standing at the bar door talking to some guy
then walked over and whispered, “With the sun, shadow. Within
the shadow, fear. Within fear, God speaks.” Told me she was off to
Africa, kissed me on the forehead, and left with the man.

I knew that kiss. It was the kiss your teacher gives you because
she understands the night of terror before each school day. It was
the kiss your neighbor gave when she understood the Band-Aid.
It was the kiss the tour guide gives when you’re past the point of
no return.

Crossing Over the Stone Bridge
 As the bartender closed the shutters, I left the pub weaving

side to side, too drunk to know I’d never get anywhere, too drunk
to care. I made it half way over the stone bridge and stopped to
light a smoke. Failing, stumbling more, trying again. There was a
big full moon, but it was a very dark night. The kind of darkness
that felt like a fabric, like cob webs that had to be walked through.

I walked waving my arms in tangled angles, ensuring my way
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She passed as night while I passed as paper.
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was spider free, wondering how blind people ever get the nerve to
leave home. I moved toward the tinkle of the river until I saw a
twinkle of light. Followed it up to the middle of the bridge. From
there, it was a whole new night. I kept the long ripple of moon light
in sight. Pointing as it might, to the center of the stone arch of the
bridge where I stood.

I finally succeeded in lighting a smoke, put my elbows between
the parapets and leaned over watching the river flow while I waited
to puke as I thought about that man, his boy and his dumb ass. I
could see now how easy it was to topple over. But had I pleased
anyone in this town—for the night at least?

To my right, a kick of heels sent a spark into the night and broke
my thought. I turned to face the darkness and a woman’s voice
called me by name. She stepped into the moonlight wearing a
black robe—the kind fathers brought back from Korea. It had an
outline of a dragon near the bottom that looked like it was walking
as she walked. “Noah Stinson,” she said as if beckoning me in the
exhale of a deep breath. Then waved her white glove and I followed
her off the bridge. I couldn’t make out her face and didn’t even ask
her name. Maybe I thought I was going to get laid. I was that easy.

She took me a few yards up a small hill, pointed to a tiny house
surrounded by other tiny houses all built along the river and we
went in through a beaded door that jingled as we passed.

The house had four windows each facing a different direction.
Candles lit the way. The walls were thick and the rooms narrow.
The plaster appeared to have been painted centuries ago with old
vine designs. Designs that had been painted in bright reds and
oranges but had since faded to pinks and tan. A mosaic ran the
entire length of the floor, and about a foot up along the bottom of
the walls. Over it, a dark Persian run. The ceilings were rounded.
You could press a basketball into the corners and it would stay.

We sat at a table overlooking the river and I spun as I did my
best to not be as drunk as I was. But I just wanted to lay down.
Anywhere. I didn’t even care if we were going to have sex. I just
wanted to lay down. Then she got up, let her robe fall to the floor
and walked out. I waited a moment, then she called so I walked to
the door and found her on a stool in the hall, bound and blind
folded, moaning in the moonlight.

She seemed so released in her bonded torture.





Her struggle allowed her to fly free.
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Out the window I saw a tower from the castle. A dim yellow
candle light from a small window midway up. It was twinkling and
the shadows on the walls seemed to move as she moved until a
figure of a woman appeared in the window. Stood in the shallow
shadow and moved as she moved, both swaying left to right. One
on the stool, the other a silhouette in the tower window.

Then the woman in the tower blew out the candle and the woman
on the stool whispered, “The crime is not that you see, but letting
yourself be seen.” Then she disappeared.

“Where’d you go?” I whispered though I might have whispered
loudly. No answer, so I looked back to the table, then to her bedroom
and found her lying on a bed, her nightgown pulled to her waist,
her eyes closed, and her hands still yet her fingers twitched.

She was giving directions but she was not inviting me in, and
she was not telling me to leave.

I could not make out her face and it was like watching a vampire.
I could see her eyes moving behind her eyelids. They were moving
as if she were somewhere else, watching something happen in a
universe far away.

C H A S I N G - R A B B I T S

Then I lost my balance and nearly fell on her. I leaned back
against the wall and saw the woman in the window again.

It was pitch black, but I could see her. It was the same woman I
had here in bed and I could see inside her own darkness.

“We travel further in thought than on foot,” she said chasing
any and all spooks out of the room.

“Yeah, but can you buy a pack of smokes once you get there?”
She sat up. “You can view all there ever was and ever will be if

you allow yourself just one moment to let go.”
Hop on the astral plane and soar the universe? Sounded fun

enough, but then I wondered if this was just her schtick.
Her way of getting young guys in bed.
Maybe she didn’t know how easy I was. God, it’s hell being a

such a slut! She reached over, grabbed a smoke and thanked me
for walking her home. When I hesitated to leave she didn’t mince
words, “It’s time to go, Noah.”
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Her fingers twitched as if directing.
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By dawn I had stumbled my way up the road back to the condo
when I saw a hint of Orion pointing to my backpack and bag near
the staircase leading down to the cove. That was odd. I walked
over and saw that everything I owned had been packed and it was
only then I noticed there was an ill still in the air. All the lights were
on in the condo but the only sound I heard was that of the van’s
windshield wipers flapping back and forth like a metronome.
Stranger still, the van had been parked in front of the front
doo…BOOM! The van exploded. BAAM! “What the...” BOOM!

The building blew, fire everywhere. CRASH! The condo crushed
down. I was knocked over in a downpour of bricks, glass and
stucco. I laid there for I don’t know how long until Ché and Ziggy
carried me off to the two women in tight white skirts waiting in
their jeep.

“Did you do that? Did you blow them up?” I asked.
“Did you,” the driver ask. “know there will be times when making

a big noise may be your only chance to escape?”

Straits of Gibraltar
They drove me down to the port with plenty of time for me to

wonder about my old new friends at the condo. Had they been
sleeping or had they gone and left the van running for me? Fuck
an A! Were people actually trying to kill me? Was it the war or
something in my head. Something they saw in my strip of film?

I left the Tight Whites and boarded a freighter where I was
directed deep down into the gray hull. Then led even further down.
More gray, less windows. Then further, further down.

Then down further over gray steel riveted staircase after gray
steel riveted staircase until there were was nothing but gray, steel,
and rivets. No port holes, no windows, no nothing other than
three color stripes: a green strip about four inches thick ran along
the wall and a yellow and blue line running down the middle of the
floor. Down further still, “clank, clang, clank,” every step everyone
took came with a “clank, clang, clank”. I was directed down to yet
another flight of stairs to a steel room below the suitcases and
trunks of the real passengers, below their shoes and boots, hats
and sequin dresses.

That evening I sat with my fellow ‘below riders’ on benches in
a mess hall that was two flights up but still six flights down from
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the deck. We sat and ate olive oil, drank olive oil, and buttered our
olive oil bread. I realized the reason they invented America—so
someone could discover corn.

A guy who looked like John Sebastian from the Lovin’ Spoonful,
spoke up and said he knew me. Not me, but a friend of mine, Burt.
Not my friend, but his sister, Tina who dated John Mayall from the
Bluesbreakers. Said he’d been to my house in Farmington, not my
house but their house. Not Farmington, but Bloomfield Hills. Said
he used to go to the pump house where Burt kept his stash in a
water pipe. Not Burt, but Poo Ray because after showing Poo Ray
the pipe that went nowhere, Burt became Poo Ray’s new best
friend because he let Poo Ray use it as his little stash bank from
then on—locked and unlocked with a monkey wrench they kept
on the roof. This guy said he knew me, knew him and knew her.
The guy felt creepy and he was creepy. I knew I had never seen
him before. Ever. I was sure he was a spy for the Tight Whites or
maybe from the condo. I didn’t know, but I didn’t like the familiarity.
I wanted nothing to do with him even if he did know Tina, Burt,
and John. I didn’t care if it really was ‘a small world after all’, he
was still too strange to be a stranger.

F A M I L I A R - S T R A N G E R

But while I was dismissing him I saw one of my bunk mates
dismiss himself and sneak away from the mess hall.

And I mean he really did sneak away.
He was a skinny little shit with a sparse skinny beard and I knew

that everything that creep did in his life, he did after sneaking
away. He returned in ten minutes and looked even sneakier. He
whispered to his short pug of a girlfriend. Her eyes lit up. Then
they both looked at me and turned away as soon as they saw I
was already looking at them. That was easy.

I went down and sure enough, the thief had stolen my American
Express checks.

I came running back but he had already left the diner. I saw him
climbing out on the deck and ran, grabbed him by his belt and
pulled. He kicked at me so I jerked him as hard as I could and he fell
down to the deck.

“Blee bla blo.”
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‘Blee bla blo’ my ass. I hauled him up the flights of stairs to
where the people who lounged on wood and cloth dined. I dragged
him up another flight to where the captain steered the ship and
knocked on the red wooden door.

A woman in a dark blue uniform with gold stars and other shiny
things came out. Looking at him, looking at me, looking right down
her nose at the two of us.

She spoke to him in French. He wiggled and wormed. Then she
spoke to me in English and suggested I let him go. That my alleged
thief was a Frenchman, it was a French ship and after all, who
would believe the likes of me—a long hair American freak?

So the French got something against Americans? Go figure.
We walked back down the stairs, but just when we got a flight

lower than the well dined group, I grabbed his French ass and
hauled him back down to my cabin, shut the door.

“Cough it up,” I said pointing to his jean pockets.
“Blee bla blo,” he replied so I hit him in the stomach. Hard. Then

I straightened him up as he wiped his mouth and I repeated the
question and he repeated the conversation.

I heard others coming down the stairs so I bolted the door,
straightened him up again, and ordered him to stand on one leg.
He pretended not to understand, so I hit him again and stomped
on his foot. He got the idea and once he was on one leg, I told him
every time he touched the floor with his other foot, and I didn’t
have my money back, he’d get more.

He hopped on one leg and got more—lots of it.
His girlfriend was at the door yelling in French.
Then cursing me in English she beat the door with her fists as

my conversation with her boyfriend lasted longer than I had
imagined—tough little shit. Finally his girlfriend spoke to both of
us in English. I knew he knew what I was saying. She told him to
confess, that it wasn’t that much money anyway (bitch) then
turned her concern to me, telling me that he had taken the money,
but threw most of it overboard when I confronted him. She pleaded
that he was dodging their draft just like me.

I opened the door to tell her I wasn’t dodging anything when
she hit me dead square in the nose with her closed fist and knocked
me back over the backpacks scattered on the floor. I was bleeding
all over and on everything.
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There was so much blood I could hear my dad laughing,

. . .all I have to do is look at him and he bleeds. . .

She stepped over, grabbed her boyfriend, spit down at me, and
ran off. I pulled a shirt out from my backpack and held it to my
nose to stop the flow when . . .

K A - L O O M . . . . B A M
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the ship had entered the Straits of Gibraltar.
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You could hear the stampeded of sandals and boots.
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I was blinded by my bleeding and their panic.

K A - L O O M . . . . B A M
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 The ship continued to toss completely out of the water.
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Then down under, way under and my cabin was already so far
under the surface there would be no life rafts flung to us.

K A - L O O M . . . . B A M

K A - L O O M . . . . B A M

I realized the world really did belong to the rich—the rest of us
are merely here as ballast.

K A - L O O M . . . . B A M

K A - L O O M . . . . B A M

Two hours in, up and down, rocking and rolling and everyone
in our cabin puked. Then everyone on the entire ship puked. The
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real passengers puked, the crew puked, the monkeys puked, we
all puked. Puke was flowing down the stairs and through the aisles.
We were drowning in olive oil while sinking in the ocean.

K A - L O O M . . . . B A M

K A - L O O M . . . . B A M

Puke filled the toilets, filled the washrooms, filled the bunks,
filled the air, and filled the night. By morning, no one gave a rat’s
ass about my American Express checks.

Finally, we were allowed to go up deck, breathe fresh air, and sit
where we could. I found a spot near the front of the ship behind
the anchor, leaned over, and watched the porpoises play as we
cruised the coast line of Africa. Swimming ahead just enough,
zigzagging. Jumping out and just plain having fun.

I found an area free of wind, lit a smoke, and watched Africa sail
past. It was very cool but smelled like olive oil puke.

Off The African Coast
I walked off the ship with $32 and a swollen nose. The sky was

cloudless, bright blue, and a hot, hot, breeze blew from over the
island. A constant jolt of gusts that didn’t cool anyone or anything.
I stopped on the boardwalk sweating and wondering which
direction to go when I overheard a huddle of tourists making their
way to the ice stand. I heard mention of caravans for hire across
Africa. Camel drivers in Land Rovers willing to take anyone to
Morocco for $20. Hell, I could walk to Persia from there!

So I spent a buck and bought smokes and a Coke. Pressed the
Coke to my nose between sips. Found a bench in the shade, leaned
back and imagined living like a king on nickels a day with Marium
serving me cold Cokes while posing for photos as I wrote out the
scripts from my Pageless Wonders.

I let that fantasy run its course, then found a room to stay in
while waiting on my caravan. The hotel was just on the other side
of the boardwalk. Not so much far away, just hidden from view
and off the tourist track.

It was a dollar a week, two stories high, tall and thin. Four
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windows, one looking off in each direction. The halls were broken
with plaster but filled with old design. Mosaics ran the entire
length, along the floor, along the bottom of the walls. The walls
were rounded near the ceilings and hold on...this wasn’t a deja-
vu, I’d been here before.

This was a cookie cutter of the hut on Ibiza.
I looked in the bedroom half expecting to see the woman in the

dragon robe laying on a Persian rug, eyes wide open, smiling,
ready for me to jump her bones. But there was no woman. Just a
suitcase on a thin bed made of wood with a flat mattress, a sheet,
and a sudden jolt of expectation that if I was to lay in her space
and close my eyes, she would be here and I would be back in Ibiza.
Magical thinking for sure, but it seemed so plausible at the time.

The legs at the head of the bed were in an inch of water and by
the look of the streams along the wall, it would reach six inches by
the end of the week. The floor leaned to the right and it was deeper
near the wall than in the center of the room. It was already deep
enough to breed mosquitoes and entertain the gnats but not deep
enough to ring my reality bell and send me away. After all, for a
dollar a day including an astral ride, many amenities could be over
looked. Besides, I had to make my money last. It didn’t.

Everything on the island cost more that I had expected and
soon I was doing little more than smoking and eating yogurt mixed
with a raw egg. One a day, like the vitamin.

Three weeks into this and no word of any caravan. Weak from
heat, trying to conserve what little money I had, I spent most of
the hot afternoon hours in my room with my feet in the pond
under my bed, smashing the mosquito larva, my hand in the
suitcase, staring at my mold-spotted ceiling. Woke up late nights
for a smoke, thinking it was because my dreams were so thought
provoking I had to sit up and write them down, never dreaming it
was my simple and legal addiction to tar and nicotine.

I smoked Lucky Strikes because tough guys smoked them. Some
would roll them in their short T-shirt sleeves, but that was the 50s,
this was now, I kept mine in my side bag and had made plans to
start smoking Camels when I got to Morocco because, well you
get the idea.

To reduce costs I had abandoned my ‘tailor-mades’ and rolled
my own smokes with butts I found left in ashtrays or on the floor.
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I had to limit my food to yogurt with an egg every other day.  I lit
a smoke which fell apart in my mouth then joined others on the
island to check out the garbage behind the hotels.

It wasn’t as bad as I thought it might have been except for the
heat, smell, and maggots. Fact was that it’s true, only the early
bird catches the worm, and there was always a crowd fighting the
seagulls when I arrived. The chaos only lasted a few minutes.
That’s all it took for the good stuff, the food less chewed, to be
gobbled up and gone. I pulled myself into the bin, pushed into a
squeeze between large wet sacks of something and the warm iron
bin. Adjusted myself to kneel and leaned forward to lick the sugar
drippings off the sides of the tins. Looking over the labels, reading
what I could to get a taste of what it might have been, then tossing
it aside and scrounging for another. I knew my ship hadn’t come
and knew too that most likely, it wasn’t coming at all.
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By weeks end I was losing weight by the hour. By the seventh
of something I could hardly move. I realized then and there that I
had been a part of God’s plan—it just wasn’t a leading role.

As each day wore on the black mold grew.
The ceiling started staring back and I began to spend my time

making faces out of the forms that constantly shifted its eyes left
and right, then blinked. It had to be God—who else? And then I
realized, no, it wasn’t God, it was that lady from the island.
Watching me as she watched from the castle tower. Watching me
in her sleep. Invoking me. Showing me the ramp to her highway.

And I tried to make the leap. Tried to pass these endless hot
and hungry hours running down ridiculous thoughts of what if,
could be, and why not. Jumping like a monkey from one branch of

possibilities to another, chasing down slight
glimmers of hope much like I had my entire
life. I let my limbs lay until they were numb.
Still and stiff until even the tingle was gone. I
was spent. Running on empty, and I think
nuts-ville is where God leads to let us know
it’s time to stop and take another look at the
map of our lives. I didn’t bother.

I was already the Poster Boy of Failure.
And like a gambler having already lost his

job and his home—this was no time to turn
back. I was almost there where ever ‘there’
was. Reaching out even as a sense of ‘eureka’
came tinted in a fevered pitch of perverse. I

grabbed hold of a Pageless Wonder and it shook through my
body.

Then I used a stick to etch away parts of the photo, then used
spit and dirt to draw on it. Making the most of what I could see
from what I had seen before. And when I saw nothing, I folded the
print into paper air plane and let it float out the window and onto
the boardwalk. It was a crash landing and I was crashing fast.

I fell into a frozen gaze as reality dripped like sweat from the brim
of my brow. I swam as hell moved into my own micro
misconceptions. Touching bottom when I could while frantically
treading water for radical recovery. I knew I had broken something
inside my head and I now knew more than all men had ever known.
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But it was a lie, I was just being dealt another house hand.
Just another deal, another card. So within reach. If only I could

clear the mold of all the ‘sees’ of what I knew, look through to the
back of the cards, read the reflections off the players’ faces.

Then I’d know for sure.
I tried to find Zen but all I found was the suitcase soaked and

crawling with larva. Women’s wear ripped and faded, newspapers
haunting of sales past. I searched the room like a detective.
Ransacked my brain like an old abandoned house. Touched the
ceiling and scratched my fingers into the mold. Jumped and jumped
and jumped. Screaming for her not to leave. To take me with her.
Begging her, telling her I’d be a good boy. Promising I’d try harder.
Promising to keep the sheets dry.

Then I fell into a blank and lifeless stare.
Sat wedged in the corner smiling to the nameless forms that

rose from the floor boards under the wave of water. Formless
monsters woven in lace and smiling from a depth of a long and
tortured time.

Coming to me like an invasion. Offering to help, begging me to
give them names, give them meaning, and bring about their
manifestation when...POP...a calm came with images fading from
thoughts of Codie to the English lady. From Wendy’s mom and
the coach’s wife. I swung my feet over the edge of the bed and
into the black water. It had been two days, long enough to convince
myself that God wasn’t watching over me—not from this spot
anyway.

The day my luck turned to shit it hurt just to breathe. Every joint
stiff and on fire. My skin an open sore. I congratulated myself for
sitting up to cough blood into the pond when the landlord barged
into the room.

Seems I owed him two dollars too many and he had someone
waiting in the hall willing to pay three. He pushed me out the door
and tossed my bag of photos out the window. My work scattered
like litter, like the Sunday paper on Tuesday. I fumbled as I gathered
them then stumbled onto the boardwalk as a mad man and they
blew away as if animated like cartoons. As if every image where a
frame from a comic strip and I was the silly fool in chase of them.

As I hysterically ran through the tourists, children screamed
about the man with shit streaming down his leg.
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The men laughed, the women eyed me with anger and hid their
children disgusted at the sight of me. I ran off the boardwalk
towards the ocean. I ran like a rubber scarecrow until I stumbled
and rolled—the shit oozing up my back and now I was covered in
shit and sand. I looked like a human Zagnut, and lay like a zombie
as the sun burnt in my eyes turning the sky white and I could hear
Marium calling to me from within the brightness, but saw the
minister from the Baptist Camp standing at the top of the pyramid
printed on the back of a dollar bill.

He was inside the window humping the lady in the dragon robe,
and I could see Codie and me humping in the cold snow. The
minister shouted, “Reading a page from the Bible is like eating a
salad: each word a leaf of lettuce, each paragraph a tomato.”

I needed some lettuce. I needed some tomato.

L E T - U S - T O M A T O

I needed something to plug the hole in my ass and blindly
searched for my photos and began to chew on the image of
Marium. Chewed like a rabbit chews at the edges of a leafy green.
Searching for the juicy sweet of tomato, licking for the soft
surrender of lettuce leaves when suddenly Marium vanished, the
minister faded, and the sand around me began to sift and shift.
The earth rumbled, I was being buried alive and I knew I was
going to hell. I dropped any attempt to survive this mayhem and
allowed the cloudless sky to rain over me and take me back to my
bullshit childhood and all the cans of childfood yet to be devoured.

Rang up memories of my parents telling me I was never going to
amount to anything and constantly measuring me against my big
brother who grew as a blond, with straight A’s, gold medals and
marrying his childhood sweetheart while I fumbled into epileptic
fits, hallucinations and winning only because I was too big not to.
I was just a second son raised with no great dreams of what to be
or what to become. I grew with reality lost, housed in thought
only. Now, at the end of some ill-fated adventure, I lost the tether
to my future and found myself adrift, all because I was impress by
a beauty who had made an impression on me.

Then the ground rumbled sinking me deeper into the sand, shit
oozing over my belly, my ears filling as a sand storm howled names
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of forgotten beauties and dare devil demons who had once begged
my participation. I felt a pain in my hips and watched camels walking
in gangly strides pass me. Foreigners smiling with cameras. Every
living thing spitting as if spit was life itself. I rolled away from the
sand storm and found myself tangled in a blue scarf, a horde of
nomads riding away, looking back, waving as if we might have
once been friends or admirable enemies. They were all in blue and
I let my scarf fall over my face, and the sand storm transformed
into snow like seen on TV after hours.

And all the desert could be seen growing, but each plant at a
different pace. As if civilization was charted by cactus.

But still the sand pushed until I was backed up into a fold, a
dune, a dent of sand and I knew this to be somewhere, but could
not tell if it was from before or about to be. Finally, the wind
stopped and the night fell into a cold moment; rich with stars as a
constellation of Marium readied to pour syrup over the sun like an
egg over the pancake and when I woke I ate all I could eat.

She baked flat bread, broke it open and all the fish from the sea
came out onto my plate. It was a hundred degrees or more with not
a speck of moisture in the air. My eyes dried like raisins, my mouth
foul like camel ass. I wanted someone to spit in my eye. I wanted
back in my mosquito hotel. Then Marium pricked the sand with
her finger and a well of fresh water sprung.

It blew water over our heads and kept blowing, like old faithful,
until we were pigs in mud—without guilt or worry that it was not
our water to waste. Then we packed our camels and rode across
the desert where every act, every motion, every look, every stare,
every thought, every notion—every moment we were there was
sold and taxed as theirs.

I tried to offer my work. Held my photos up for inspection.
But I was not here to sell.
I was here to be bought.
I was not one of the chosen and my art was worth less than the

dry in the air. Buy or leave and we left with little more than we had
and journeyed day and night until we came to a city on the ocean’s
coast where they allowed us to linger with others who had arrived
off yachts and Lear jets. Invited us to stay and so we came and
found ourselves corralled with others of our like—only richer and
famouser.
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‘People like you’ the translator translated and we sat in these
western café’s drinking eastern coffees while the likes of Jimmy
Hendrix walked in the shadow of sheiks of whom we had no names.
Men of such wealth and power they did not even fit within our
culture. Yet Marium stood among them as if they were her imperial
guard and I was with her. Happy to be at her whim when suddenly
her finger sunk into my chest and into my heart—pushing me
back in the sand as a troop of Marines marched, agitating me until
I fell without a parachute and bounced like a ping-pong ball in a
lottery bowl as I disappeared into their chants of unEncoded rhyme.
And when the ground quit quivering, John Sebastian stood over
me like a giant peach tree. His hair on fire and he had one arm
around Marium, the other around Grace.

“John Sebastian?” I squeaked.
“Noah. It’s me, Frieda,” she said lifting me out of my shallow

grave, then walked me into the ocean and agitated me like a washing
machine until all the sandy shit had washed away.

“I thought you were dead,” she said. “We’ve got to hurry.”
And two days later Frieda and I were on a train in Barcelona,
headed to Germany by way of Austria.
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Toy Trains
Well, saying we were on a train is a bit of an over statement

because when we first boarded, we found ourselves a first class
cabin in one of the cars near the front. It had a heavy glass door,
red velvet curtains, two wooden and padded benches that I was
sure would fold down into a bed when we got tired. But I was
anything but tired as looking out the window it was like watching
Disney in living color: real castles nestled between mountain
ridges and deep steep valleys.

Frieda leaned forward, held her hand over my forehead to test
for my temperature, then dropped a book with a red cover into my
lap. It made me think of Marium and Marium’s book on Chinese.
But this was by a French guy named Sartre, and it was all about
“Being and Nothingness.”

I did my best to find a fit with it and my Pageless Wonders,
which is why I figured Frieda dropped it in my lap. But three, four
pages in, it was all I could do to re-read every word over and over
and I thought, maybe Frieda thought I was smarter than I was.

Frieda was reading, “the Collected Works of Peaches woBriar
as the Ypsi King Remembers.” She said it was a war map of battles
yet to come. Her thumb was over the author’s name but there was
a picture of some face made out of clouds, looking down on a
hillside with a pretty grim scowl. I think that’s who wrote it.

I spoke softly so as not to jolt her from her reading—she seemed
so engrossed. “There aren’t any pictures in my book.” I was just
trying to say ‘hey’ as we hadn’t talked much since she cleaned me
up and got me packing. She saw the want in my eyes, and put a
postcard to mark the pages in her book when there was a knock on
the glass door. Frieda pulled the curtain off to the side.

It was the conductor. Two of them. They smiled. I smiled. Frieda
looked in her purse for the tickets and her passport.

“American?” They asked as I handed over my papers.
“American.” I confirmed and they smiled to each other.
“We like American,” the one said with a hard harsh accent that

sounded more Russian than German, “But you must leave.”
“Leave?” I looked to Frieda but she wasn’t arguing. She was

already standing and handing me her bags.
 They handed back my papers, I grabbed our bags and they

watched to see that we left their car and as soon as we did we were
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greeted by the stern looks of the other passengers already crammed
in the ‘third class’ cars. I might as well have been on a ship again
as each car was packed. Every room jammed. Fifteen, twenty people
crammed into tiny booths designed for six at most. And all of them
scowling out their glass door. Holding it shut. Daring us to try and
squeeze in. And every booth along all the front four cars was
crammed tight.

That night we found ourselves without a room. Stretched out
along the long narrow hall, freezing our butts just trying to get
comfortable enough to forget we were on the floor. We laid there
head to head on the wet corridor floor, like two logs so who ever
needed to walk pass, could. It was miserable: hard, cold and jarring.

“You awake?” I whispered as the train racked and tossed. The
tracks bumpily bump. The wind whistling in from the door and
windows at a howl. “You awake?”

She nodded and I pointed to the cabin window across the hall.
There was a line of socks and undies. “I always wanted to
photograph a picture like that. I would call it, “How the West Was
One.” It be an image of a clothes line blowing in the wind capturing
the power and speed of a locomotive rushing through like
evaporating water. I always imagined I’d be standing somewhere
watching that train—not sleeping in the hallway.

“You’re not sleeping,” Frieda said.
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“What?”
She rolled over, pushed her back pack under her head and kept

her eyes closed. Watching her try to sleep made me wonder how
much time is spent on ‘great’ ideas’, ‘master piece’s and other
time-consuming endeavors that all end up abandoned, forgotten,
never started, or never completed.

I tried to sleep. I tried to follow a thought with the rhythm of the
train and the wind. I tried to follow it into a dream. Follow your
dreams? That’s what they tell you, urge you to do the moment
you utter some nonsense about life, your part in it and how you’re
about to change the world.

But who’s there to tell you that most dreams fade. To warn us
which of our endless nights of wanting will never cash in? Some
remembered, some exaggerated, some never remembered. Do we
dig from that slush fund of mental macramé? or choose from a
book of dreams handed to us in school, church or the family album?
Do we just grow old remembering or keep trying? Never say quit.

And where are those smiling faces offering lifeboats when those
dreams slide off the mountain, drive themselves over the edge, or
crash into the future stillborn in nightmare. No reason why. No
excuses. No hopes. Just a broken spirit that must fight to the last
breath in whatever circumstances it has found itself in?

I rolled over onto my other side and stared into the cold metal
wall of the car thinking the best anyone can do is live a life then
create a dream out of it—maybe that’s the ‘stare’ way to heaven.

Dusseldorf
Frieda lived in an apartment in the center of Dusseldorf with her

husband, Heinz and their little boy, Kaethe, who must have been
five or so. They lived on the forth floor, no elevator, and 20’ high
ceilings. Frieda led the way and I carried the bags up—I joked that
her bags this trip were a lot lighter than the crate I hauled for her
back in Ibiza. When we finished our climb, Heinz was at the door,
kissed Frieda and grabbed her bags out of my arms. We walked
into the kitchen, their boy Kaethe jumping into Frieda’s arms as
Heinz took a knife and ripped through the bag holding all of Frieda’s
dirty laundry then he dumped per bras, her socks, her panties and
loads of cash. Cash in all denominations.
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D I R T Y - M O N E Y

At first I was shocked that she let me carry it all for her. Then I
was pissed and told her I had to take a dump. So I did, only my shit
couldn’t go down peacefully, and left a trail of skid marks. Had I
noticed I might have done something about it. But I didn’t notice
or I didn’t care. Came back to the front room and Heinz tried to
engage: “Wie gehts – ya, geht gut. Detroit. Auto. Ya, ich must
wieder gehen. Ya,” then laughter, then he went to the john.

“Frieda!” Heinz shouted stomping out from the bathroom into
the kitchen and stood over me like a dad.

“You don’t flush? You leave your shit for me to clean? For my
wife to clean?”

I wanted to tell him to fuck off. Take his cash and flush it.
Frieda followed Heinz back into the apartment, then came out

with her hands in a towel. “Use the brush next time.”
I nodded.
Heinz sneered.
And we all went to bed with loads of shit on our mind.

Next morning, I woke for a smoke and found Heinz already sitting
at the small kitchen table. I apologized in my best German for last
night and he apologized in his best English. Said he figured I have
been fucking his wife and then came here to shit on him. He could
handle one, but not both. Then he told me we had to be quiet.
That Frieda was in bed with a fever.

“Is she okay?”
“She’ll get better,” he said. “She’s weak but she’s strong.” And

then he asked what I was going to do.
“Wo?” I asked.
“Where?” he asked.
“Wenn?” I answered
“Now, what are you going to do now? Arbeiten?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you want a job?”
“Sure,” I said then searched my head, “Ja, richtig!”
He told me finding a job wouldn’t be a problem—he had people.
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the Family
My German getting better by the hour and the fact that I was

from Detroit, I soon found myself working in an open air garage. A
barn built in the center of the city and converted into a gas station.
There were two ditches dug where the mechanics stood and the
cars rolled over them. There was no front or back to the garage. It
was a drive through. Heinz said it was one of the few buildings
that remained after the war. That almost the entire city had been
rebuilt—and now everything is new and clean. Except for the gas
station where I worked. That was still grease, oil, and brick.

The gas station was owned by a German family who still had
most of their sons living with them. One son, my boss, was about
thirty. He was a small German who had married a beautiful French
woman. That didn’t sit well with her parents, so they were forced
to stay in Germany and he was forced to live and work for mom
and dad. There was another son who looked like a TV German.
Big, round and pale. He was about twenty seven and kept asking
why I wasn’t back home living with my parents. He found it strange
that I had left so young—let alone being here in Europe. I told him
about the draft, and that most Americans leave home in their teens.
He just shook his head, “To do what?”

Two weeks working and the boss gave me a car. It was a small
Fiat of some sort. He also gave me a place to stay: over the garage,
in a Window Dresser’s studio. I liked that.

It’s not that Heinz and Frieda kicked me out, it’s just Frieda
wasn’t getting well and I wanted to give them some space. The
Window Dresser was a guy who had married one of the daughter’s
of the family. She was twenty two. They had their own house but
worked out of this loft over the open air garage because it was
rent free. There were small oil paintings of soldiers up and down
the stairs. Dead relatives from wars everyone insisted they had to
fight, didn’t fight or fought but hated killing everyone else.
Germans were stuck in a tar pit of history. They had followed  their
leaders into hell two too many times and were left with the blame.

They put up a cot and fit me into a corner where I was surrounded
by long rolls of brightly colored paper and light stands. There was
no toilet, so I had to shit in a brown paper bag and toss the bag
out in the morning. One night after black bread and onions I tossed
two bags out the window. Not sure if they knew that’s what I did,
but it’s what I did.
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The Window Dresser was some hip guy and his wife even hipper.
They both had endless amounts of hair, wore big hairy coats and
boots that went up to their knees. European hip, so I didn’t get it.

And they made good money.
I could tell by their assortment of cameras and all the photos of

all the windows they had done. Bright colorful scenes with women
in each one, sitting, dressing, ironing, standing. Selling whatever
it was they pointed to with their hands, heads, heels or butts.

Amsterdam
One day Papa Heinz said we needed to go to Amsterdam, so we

hopped into his yellow VW: Heinz, Frieda, Kaethe, and me, and
had just crossed the border when a car load of college kids drove
buy screaming all sorts of profanities.

I flipped them the bird. “What was that all about?” I asked.
“They don’t like Germans,” Frieda said.
“We should have changed plates,” Heinz agreed as another

load of hate drove past swinging their arms and tossing whatever
it was they had: cans, hats, and gloves. This time I just kept my
mouth shut, and held Kaethe.

But once in Amsterdam, no one seemed to care who we were.
There was money to be made before the next war arrived
unannounced and for now, there were drugs and women for sale.
No one gave a crap who killed who in yesterday’s war.

Every man on a corner had hash to push, every woman behind
a window had a body part and an act to sell. Heinz had hash to
sell.

“When their curtains close, they are occupied. When their
curtains open, they are ready to service again,” Heinz said through
the window as I pondered which lady in the window I might want
to visit while he and Frieda walked the block harassing tourists.

But I think it was that ‘again’ that hung in the back of my throat
with a lingering sour taste. Some of the ladies waved pointing to
their doors or their beds. I waved back then watched as the women
in windows next to theirs paced or smiled bigger smiles.

Everyone waiting, crossing and uncrossing their legs.
Some got up and pushed their breasts against their display

windows, laying down on their bed with legs up, offering a lick of
their nyloned toes. But I remained seated, seeing only the word
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Every window had a woman and every woman had a window.
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‘again’ flashing over their brightly lit rooms.
“The Window Dressers are very reasonable,” a thin black man

said as he came up and leaned against the car.
“Yeah, nice,” I said not knowing what else to say. Forgetting to,

“never talk to strangers.”
He pointed to a window. “I know her and she likes you.”
“She does?” I asked looking up and down the row.
“Come. I show you.”
So I got out of the car and he took me over to the window where

a short blond lady was wearing purple lacy stuff with feathers. All
sorts of hats and things hung around her room. It was kind of silly
looking.

Weird almost.
Like looking inside some guy’s head and discovering the fancy

that got him off. It felt weird just looking in on him.
I smiled at the lady as she walked in front of the window and

leaned over. Lowering her boobs so I would get a good look,
when just as quickly, turned and drew her curtains—seems some
other guy had already seen enough.

“She is very popular.”
“I can see that.”
And before I could say anything more, her curtain drew back, a

man came out the side door and she was wiping her hands in the
small sink next to the bed.

! N E X T !

I told my uninvited guide that I really wasn’t interested in
anything but he assured me I was, that I just didn’t know what
tickled my fancy. I told him that even if I knew, I had my doubts
that it would be displayed in a big picture window. I was wrong.
Because moving on to the very next window I popped a

! ! B O I N G ! !

“Geez,” I said as I gazed at what had to be the most perfect
vision of sex I had ever seen. “I had no idea,” I said.

“She wants you.” He tapped on her window, he did a rolly thing
with his hand and she bend over as if to pick up a pencil then got
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on her hands and knees like a lioness.
“Geez,” I could hardly watch I was so embarrassed.
“Choose now before....” The curtains closed. “Too late,” the

pimp said with the first hint of annoyance in his voice.
“Maybe for you,” Again, it was so embarrassing.
He left me and walked up to a couple walking towards him,

engaged them in conversation, and soon they were all smiling and
pointing to boobs in the window. I got back to the VW and
continued to watch the windows and the street. Watched men
walk up the narrow side entrance, the curtains close, 3 minutes
later, the men walk back, the curtains open. Like living in Reno,
playing the Roulette table for lunch money. These guys weren’t
tourists, they were just on their way to work, getting their poles
polished, clocking in on time, and bringing flowers home with
dinner. It was a local economy.
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Murta’s Mother
Then one evening while over at Frieda’s for dinner, I met Murta,

a woman they knew and brought over as a blind date. Murta was
28, with raging red hair, wild blue eye makeup and a killer body
that she dressed like ‘greaser’ girls from the 50’s.

! T H A N K - Y O U - F R I E D A !

Frieda, informed me that Murta lived right down the block and
was just back from South Africa. That she traveled alone and
often left on quick notice. Murta was very spontaneous and we
hit it off. Within the hour after dinner, we were staying together in
her apartment that she shared with her mother.

“Your mom?”
“She’s on holiday,” Murta said and showed me a picture of a

lady with a big hat in a pool with some old guy who still thought
he was young and cool. “She works all year for just two weeks
vacation. I could never live like that. I would hate her life.”

“When will she be back?”
“In two weeks,” she said stepping out of her skirt and tossing it

onto the daybed that was part of the kitchen, near a fire escape.
Seems Murta was spontaneous as it was bgame my daily routine
for the next two weeks to screw each night and finished off the
next morning in the shower. After the shower actually, when I
would stand at the window drying off and she would sit on the
bathtub rim! It was a fantasy I had never dreamed.

About a week in, as I looked out the bathroom window while
taking my shower, trying not to look too silly to anyone looking
in, I noticed a vacant space where my car was suppose to be
parked. It was an odd feeling. Like a deja-vu that misfired or standing
in a moment that could be a dream, but it wasn’t. The car was
gone. I threw the bar of soap out the window just to hear the thud.
But there was no thud. The soap bounced once and skidded
across the street to the curb. “It’s gone!” I shouted.

“It’s not gone,” Murta insisted. “It’s just a small bite, a nick
maybe.”

“Not me, my car. It’s gone.”
I worried how I would explain this to my boss, but I worried

more that my sun glasses were still in the glove box.
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“Stolen? Are you sure?” my boss asked and when I finally
convinced him it was gone, he made a few calls. “You won’t have
to pay for it. It’s covered in insurance,” he said then told me to go
ahead and get to work. That weekend, Heinz told me my boss was
the one who stole the car. I asked my boss. His mother answered,
explained it was for the insurance money. Said they couldn’t tell
me or I’d be in on it. I smiled like, ‘cool’, but thought, ‘fucking
white trash!’ They never gave me another car either. Not only that,
they told me I couldn’t eat on the sidewalk with Negal anymore.
That it didn’t look right. Bigot fucking fascist Nazis! I quit!

At the end of two weeks, Murta’s mother came home and Murta
was on her way to another deal in South Africa. They hugged and
kissed as Murta put on her make up and mom took a bath. It was
a very adventurous evening—not sure they were actually mother
and daughter—not sure I really cared—but either way, there was
no morning service when I woke up and by noon, Murta had gone
but mom was still in bed. She pointed to my stuff already stacked
like a slump near the door—she was kicking me out.
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Germans in the backyard
It was a very wet and cold day. Lots of rain. Lots of cold. I

returned to Frieda’s only to find their entire front room had been
newspapered and taped together into tunnels. Some wacky off-
the-wall party from the night before. Everyone passed out naked,
lost in a tunnel, half on a sofa, half in the kitchen. Brazilian music.
All very strange. I sat watching TV with Kaethe until Heinz rolled
to life, went into the john and put his teeth in. All of them.

“What happened to your teeth?” I asked standing in the hall.
“I was in South Africa,” he said. “Drunk and cat calling my

whore. I didn’t know—or care—that she was married. Her pimp
husband came down the stairs and cracked me across the face
with a bat. Broke my nose and all of my teeth. All of them.”

“What went on last night?” I asked but I knew—junkies.
“We had a little party to celebrate Luther’s return.” He pointed

to the guy wrestling himself out from the newspaper and flopping
himself onto the sofa and onto of a very thin and blond woman.

“Where’d he return from?”
“Ibiza.”
“Ibiza!” I asked, my voice cracking like a school kid’s, “That’s

where I met..” but before I could finish, Luther sat up, and Frieda—
looking like death warmed over—came to my side.

“Are you okay?” Frieda asked.
“How are you?” I asked searching my pockets for a smoke.

Luther handed me one of his from a new pack of “Red Hand.”
“We’re not criminals,” Frieda said.
“Don’t fool with the boy, Gerty.” Heinz said then turned to me.

“We’re criminal, but we have no crime against you.”
I gave a look to the laundry bag still in the kitchen corner.
Luther mocked. “This is your American mule?”
I turned to Luther with ‘fuck you fuck head’ and dropped my

smoke into the toilet. I wasn’t angry with him. Fuck him. I was
pissed that I was so easily tooled—they warn us about carrying
bags for strangers but they never explain when a new friend is
actually still a stranger. Actually still unKnown. Actually the enemy.

“You should watch who you bring into the house, Gerty,” Luther
said then stomped on the paper tunnels back to the sofa where his
girlfriend, small bare breasts and all, sat up and knocked over their
tray of spoons and needles.
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“What about Kaethe?” I asked.
No one answered. Everyone just moved on with the morning. I

was to digest what I could. Make the best of it as I would and
either leave or stay.

Then Frieda leaned over, puked in the kitchen sink as blood ran
out from between her legs. I’m sorry, it didn’t run, it poured over
the floor. Heinz and I carried her to bed, while fuck face’s girl
friend soaked some sheets and Heinz took Kaethe into the back
room and got him dressed.

“Abortion,” Heinz told me after we had left the apartment and
took a walk. “She had an abortion and something went wrong.”

“Is she okay?”
“She had an abortion and now she’s bleeding.”
“Should we get a doctor?”
“We’ll see who we can find.”
And so we walked the wet rainy streets of Dusseldorf looking

for a doctor who wouldn’t report the drugs in Frieda’s pool of
blood and it was quite a fruitful walk as we not only found a local
doctor, but I found another place to stay.

It was a three story brick house Heinz knew from years back. It
was just outside the city proper. Even had a cigarette machine
bolted on the wall near the front door—how convenient was that!

We knocked and I met the house lord: an Irish guy, Fester. Heinz
remained downstairs talking it up with some friends he knew while
Fester took me upstairs to show me the room on the second floor.
It faced the backyard and I walked up to the window and looked
down waving to Heinz who seemed a bit perturbed that I was
waving at him like some kid being sent off to boarding school.

Fester told me that since my German was pretty good for an
American he could get me a job where he worked and I thought
that maybe my constant asking, “Wie heise dis, wie heise das”
(what do you call this, what do you call that) was beginning to
pay off. So I moved in and on the first night I sat in my room while
Fester and his small American girlfriend lay beside him picking the
lint from his belly button and putting it in a glass jar.

“We used to name the little buggers,” Fester said.
“But now we just call them the family,” his girl friend added.
Fester got me a job at a department store moving boxes but

within a week, I was promoted to sales.
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Week later I became Fester’s boss.
That really pissed Fester off.
“You just arrive and they promote you?”
He took it as an affront. As a statement about the Irish.
I just figured I looked better than he did, or a least, I bothered to

comb my hair which was now past my shoulders and flipping up
like Mary Tyler Moore’s.

One night after work, Fester said he needed to get drunk so we
went to a bar. He said it was a bar for the advertising people but we
could fit in because I was an American.

And he was right.
We fit right in. Not so much because of how we were dressed:

leather jacket, jeans, and shoulder length hair, but because I spoke
American English and so did most of them. So after a few, “where
you froms” and “how long have you been on the road” we settled
at a table with a two girls dressed in starched white uniforms.

Two nurses who had come to meet a couple of well off
advertising dudes but took us home instead. They were fun but
the most fun I remember was when we left their barracks and
looking back up to the balcony where she and all her fellow nurses
came out to hoot and holler at the American and the Irish guy. It
was a fantasy come true and wished I was the sidewalk looking up
all those tight white skirts.

Then one night while Fester had his lint pulled, I pulled along
draw off a chillum and the room began to take on strange
proportions. The walls wobbled and grew until, like a balloon, I
was the room—numb to everything inside of me—aware of only
what was outside. As if my being were my surroundings and I was
a vacuum within.

“It’s the heroin,” Fester said.
“It’s the what?”
“The hash is spiked. It’s in the hash. I should have told you,”

his girlfriend said.
“You should have,” I said while doing my best to keep my

sanity and not to throw myself out the window. I looked down
into the backyard and whispered as if we were about to get raided,
“There are Germans in the backyard.” Fester laughed, his girl
laughed, and I laughed until morning—packed up and left for
good.
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Der Klug
I moved in with Luther. Not really with, but in the basement of a

building he worked. There was a bar called the Klug next door,
which was also in the basement and decorated with toilets: the
seats were all toilets, the table tops were toilet lids and there were
toilets hanging on the walls like picture frames.

“A fool is our best mule—he never knows to show the fear,”
Luther said and I knew he meant I could do anything as long as I
was unaware that I was doing it. But now, I was aware and of little
use them anymore.

“If you can sing like an American, they’ll pay.”
I laughed thinking of all those Dylan songs trapped in my head.
Luther whispered to the bartender then waved me on stage and

I sat on a stool with an original Les Paul and a mini Marshal amp,
and sang “Subterranean Homesick Blues.”

At first no one winked or whistled. Then, I put on my sunglasses,
closed my eyes, and sang like I was singing in my bedroom and it
wasn’t long before I had my own small band of groupies gathered
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at the foot of the stage. Older ladies remembering younger days.
Women without curfew. Women who had wandered away from
their husbands and children. Strayed into the depths of memory
thinking it was their last chance to pick up someone from the new
generation. They picked up on me or should I say, my cowboy
boots and my American twang. I returned week after week. Singing
and playing guitar to lovely ladies remembering themselves as
teeny boppers. I sang songs from Dylan and Cat Stevens. Sang
songs I wrote as poems for my Pageless Wonders. Sang and sang
until one evening, on my way to the Klug, I went to check my mail
at the American Express office downtown (which was a pretty
cool setup, because here was a giant American company allowing
us establishment hating, back pack hippy travelers to use as our
home base).

There was a letter waiting. A  letter in a letter from my big brother
telling me to come home: that my little brother was getting married
and joining the Marines. That my mom was moving out and dad
was on a drunken rampage. They needed me to come home: and if
that didn’t clinch the deal, the letter inside the letter opened with,
“Greetings from the President of the United States.” And now it
was official: I had been drafted: Seems the government needed
more boys for the war and my deferment had been changed from
4F (women and children first) to 1A (grab the body bag on your
way out), something I never knew because my little brother stole
my new draft card to use as ID to buy beer. So now I was AWOL.

I made a visit to Frieda and Heinz.
Frieda could hardly keep her eyes opened. She was very sick.

Lost a lot of weight. I told her I loved her, she told me she loved
her family—and that I was now part of it.

Heinz took me downtown to a local shrink’s office.
A doctor who had survived the Nazis and had dedicated his life

to ending all wars (good luck on that). He wrote a note, “to whom
it may concern” and told of how he had been monitoring me for
months and that it was in his opinion that my ‘social isolationist
personality’ would not fit in well with the society the military would
provide. I thanked him and bought a round way ticket on Lufthansa.
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Part Three
Reaching FairFacts &
the Reticulated Forest

“Whispers of War bark like foghorns to turn away the
young—but to no avail—for words alone can never
warn the young that God wants only what God wants—
country demands a bit more.”
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(k)new beginnings, one after the other
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(k)new Beginnings

Battling friends as foes, Noah makes his way
behind enemy lines in San Francisco

I landed at Detroit metro expecting the Tight Whites, but there
were no whites, just a father and son in matching blue blazers with
an emblem of some imagined importance on the lapels. I hitched a
ride and they drove me to Farmington.

There’s something romantic about homecomings: the air is alive
with memories of unfinished love. Streets offer hope that an old
flame (or two) might be found around the corner still living with
their parents, still waiting for your return, still anxious to fire up
again. At least that’s how I imagined it watching the snow fall.

I got out of the car with hopes of finding lost love but found
Fast Eddy working at Hugo’s. Eddy asked why I was back, that no
one in town ever expected to see me again. I told him I’d been
drafted then told him about my trip through Europe; the Tight
Whites, and my demise as a Zagnut. He asked if I wanted to get
away. I told him I needed a slow boat to San Francisco.

He sold me a rust ridden 61 VW convertible for $84. $50 for the
car, $20 for his camping gear in the trunk, and $14 for the hell of it.
There was no bumper on the front and a big dent on the side. But
the hood opened and closed, so I threw my backpack on top of
the camping gear, filled the tank, and checked the tires.

I told him I would head south, get warm, then head west. Eddy
told me Codie had just been in yesterday. Said she looked like she
was on the run. We pondered Codie negotiating her release from
either Poo Ray or the cops—determined she could hold her own.

I headed out of the station, when less than an hour south down
the freeway, my eyes got all teary. I thought I was crying but it was
fumes from an exhaust leak coming through the back seat. I rolled
down the window and drove with my head in the wind—my face
iced within a minute. I pulled over to roll down the back windows.
I was at the Michigan, Ohio border. The radio crackled and hissed
of agents from the DEA, CIA, FBI and ‘local authorities’ raiding a
house in Ann Arbor; arresting 134, and on the look out for the
gang leaders. I thought of Poo Ray, Apples, and Codie. How fate
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leads us directly to the very ones we should run from while ‘hope’
has a way of rationalizing us to stay. And how is it we see only
what we know to see? Choose only those we notice as part of
ourselves, detached but ready to fit us in and complete the puzzle
we call life? How is it we learn to trust our instincts when they
have so often betrayed us?

I drove straight through Ohio into Kentucky where it began to
rain then the rain turned into a down pour. The road flooded. The
canvas top pounded just above my head and my feet were soaked
from all the kick up coming through the floor that I only now
discovered had already rusted through along the frame. I could
see the road under me. The driver’s seat was bent a good four
inches below the floorboard inviting water to pour in from both
sides of these four inch gaps as my wheels spun it up off the road.
I had to slow to a crawl to avoid being pulled onto the shoulder by
a sudden pool. But wet and cold as I was, I drove into Tennessee
where it got warmer and dryer by the mile.

Crossing into Georgia the sun was so bright I had to put on
sunglasses. A few hours more I spotted a camp site where no tree
happened to grow and the water had only reached fifty feet from
the road. There was no shoreline. There was only a body of water
that filled the valley and crept its way up towards the roads, ringing
around trees as natural as grass. As if a sudden flood had filled
the forest and was yet to decay the trunks and leaves into sandy
white beaches with bikini clad girls.

Too tired to drive any further, I pulled over to let my car dry from
the rain and I set up my camp for the night.

And what a night it was as I sat outside my car on my little
plastic milk crate, my headlights beaming into the forest as I listened
to the lack of noise. No overheard noise. No neighborhood noise.
No traffic noise. Nothing but a distant frog leaping from a branch
into the water. No birds, no bears, no rustling of the leaves.

After a few hours, I turned off my headlights and jumped in the
back seat with a sleeping bag listening to nothing as the darkness
ripped through the trees until everything disappeared and it was
pitch dark. But there was nothing, not even my hand in front of me
to help turn down the volume of the steady crowd slowly shouting
inside: Codie, Zagnut, Marium and Frieda. I was in an isolation
tank and my head sang of
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C H A O S

as out of my own darkness lights were flashing, sirens sounding,
fists pounding as crowds yelled and fingers pointed. There was
so much commotion in my head it was hard to believe that it was
all in my head. I was turning every which way trying to change the
channel; looking into nothing this way and staring into everything
that way. I tried to direct these thoughts to some better place, but
they would have nothing to do with that. They wanted to be free.
They wanted to be known and they wanted me to know that I was
no longer in control.

Images flashed out my eyes like faces from an angry mob.
Frat boys from EMU, Flounders following right behind.
Instantly here, constantly where?
Eye-to-eye with some guy I had never seen before, blink and

new places, streets and alleys of which I had no recollection.
Walked as if on a remote camera until another face leaped to the
forefront knocking me back into another space, another place,
with some different setting: different weather, different noises.
Different women, different reasons. City, forest, school, home, all
in chaos, all being spun into some new whore of time until I blew
a stale stream of air out of my ass that should have been let go
before I was even born and now, it was already morning.

There was a park ranger calling me from the side of the car so I
scrambled out and found the forest bright and birds chirping. He
had a pad of paper, tickets, and came to collect his money—no
sleeping in the woods for free in Georgia. But I understood. If I
didn’t pay to stay nowhere, this would be somewhere. I would
have been sleeping in the middle of a Wall Mart parking lot, woke
with graffiti over my VW and two of the wheels stolen. Me bound
and gagged and shanghaied to China. So I had no problem paying
for my night’s stay—besides, it came with a movie.

Florida
The ranger left and I pulled the top down. Turned the ignition—

battery dead. Too much headlight last night. So I pressed and
pushed, aimed my VW onto the road, down the slope and ran as
best I could: one hand on the steering wheel, the other on the
door. When I got up to four miles an hour, I hoped in, popped the
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clutch and headed into Florida.
I pulled my camera out of my bag to take a shot of the trees. It

felt oddly like a pistol that could shoot to kill any moment and
hang the print on a wall like a deer head. I laughed thinking it
should only be fired when needed—that my vision was just too
dangerous, my aim so deadly that I could turned anyone into little
more than a posted curiosity. I was the fastest draw in the west. I
could diddle with detail as I willed: pass background off as
foreground, create stars out of tree trunks, and all the while super
impose my road map so that what I wanted said spoke like a giant
Chinese character cut into trees and trampled in pastures.

I came up on a road sign then saw that it was a hitchhiker, two of
them. I picked them up. They were on their way home from college.
I drove them up off the highway, up a steep hill to some urban
mansion. The one guy said his parents weren’t home and I could
shower up if I wanted to. Then the other unraveled a softball size
of tin foil and held out what looked like a cow pie. “Opium.”

“Oh, yeah,” I nodded like it was my drug of choice and something
I’d seen everyday. As they went off to the kitchen to cut up their
ball into bowls, I went down the hall and up the stairs. At the top
of the stairs and down a long wooden hall was the master bedroom.
King sized. Two giant beds with eight foot tall paintings hung
over the head of each. His mom was quite the looker in a white
semi see-through gown that offered layer under layer of mystery
and shape. Her full chest, wide hips and round belly each making
their presence known without showing a bit of skin. She had a big
blond head of hair and lots of it. Wore pounds of jewelry around
her neck and her fingers lit like chandeliers.

His dad appeared to have royal fantasies. He stood in what
appeared to be a preppy boy uniform. Deep, blue with things on
his shoulders and big brass buttons and there on his lapel, the
same emblem,  a strange emblem and a feeling of dread ran through
me—as if I was meant to be here—that picking up the hitchhikers
was not my doing, just part of the plan the Tight Whites had set in
motion when the father and son team drove me out of metro.

I felt sick. Worried that if it was just dumb luck, make nothing of
it. If it was coincidence, remember to talk to God about it someday.
But if it was all a planned event, then take a long hot shower—if I
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was already under the eye of the Uncle Sam again then there was
little to do but to ‘go with the know,’ even though I knew nothing.
And it occurred to me that when you find yourself looking someone
eye-to-eye, agreeing ‘as friends’ even when you’re both lying,
that it’s a hard think to do. But when you know you’re up shit’s
creek—it’s not that hard a thing to do.

When face-to-face in a strange place, with people who seem
like you, dress like you, act like you, but do not have the same
view as you, you bullshit like the best of them. Tell jokes and
watch for what they’ll laugh at. Use their words to join in on the
conversation because they are all bullshitting and if you can’t see
the ‘horse shit’ then you’re the horse. You smile. You are the spy
they are all spying on. You do what you need to do to get to the
next moment, the next door, the next day. Anything it takes, cleverly
masked as casual conversation so as not to build a web, then off
you go in hopes of never having to do that again. Unless it was
fun, then you sign up, cross over, and join the team.

I left my clothes on the floor then looked around for a towel. I
knew they weren’t in the dresser drawers, but felt the compulsion
to look anyway—if there was a camera in the room, I wanted them
to see me at my best. Wanted to hear their footsteps pounding up
the stairs. Wanted to see their eyes peeping from the other side of
the mirror. And if there was no camera, if I was just getting it on
with paranoia, well, what’s to worry, I was just looking for a towel.

I looked in the man’s dresser first. It was the taller of the two
with split drawers on top and successively larger full width drawers
on down. I guessed cuff links and tie clips would be in the left,
socks, cash, and passport in the right. I was wrong. There was
both in both including wound up belts and ties. But no towels.

The woman’s dresser was long and narrow with two sets of
drawers, left and right. Thin ones near the top, big ones near the
bottom. I opened the top right draw and found the finest silkiest
things. Layers over layers of expensive soft pastels and lace—
what was that itch that made me twitch at just the sight of them? I
opened the drawer on the top left and found a strap-on sitting on
a nest of nylons. Not hidden away or anything. Ready for action.

The closet opened with a light that lit just by opening the door.
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Brilliant colors showcasing twenty-or-so shelves, an aviary of
hummingBird heels with toes tipped low to high-light the shape of
the wear. Various heel sizes lifting some shoes to nearly falling
over while others lay quite content and nestled in. There were
hours of dresses, shirts and robes and on the floor, a treasure
chest of overcoats, minks, hats. There was even a small sink next
to a dresser—just like the ladies in the window in Amsterdam.

The bathroom was big and the shower even bigger: Fourteen
nozzles pointed to every part of your body from high and low,
north, south, east, and west. You wouldn’t even need to use your
hands if you didn’t want to. It was a human car wash and the
lights so bright you felt weightless.

I showered off, toweled off, then laid with my head at the foot of
the bed for just a moment looking at their portraits, wondering
how she looked with her strap-on up his butt while hovering in
her pink or blue hummingBirds. Wondering if he was ever that
knight on the hilltop. Banner on lance blowing in the wind. His
visor down, his determination up. Watching the enemy gather
below. Planning his charge, never fearing the moment. His woman
down the hill holding their children, securing their futures, waiting
without worry for his return. Was he ever him? Was he now? Or
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did his strong ancestral fibers wear thin after generations of
inheritance, inbreeding and easy living? Was he no more than a
painting? His castle door opened by his opium smoking first son?
His wife out with another strap-on in a hunt for a better plot on the
taller hill? That’s what I thought as I lay on their ice blue satin
sheets, wondering who was soiling their ancestry more: me, the
two of them, or their opiated son?

I closed my eyes and thought about guardian angels, if they did
exist, if they could be, if they should be, were not solo flyers
sitting on our singular shoulders, but were sergeants and
lieutenants. Captains and admirals, guiding entire troops into the
battle. Holding handfuls of souls in each fist, knowing just how
long and how far to move each of our bodies to churn the world
into a place for their pleasure. Then I woke with a start. Steam off
the mirrors. Got dressed, shut the door on the aviary and ran
down to the kitchen. The two boys were in the living room, dark
and smoky like any good middle class opium den. Laying back on
mom’s thick cushions while roaming gardens of zoned content. I
watched them not move for about a minute then cooked myself an
egg, took some cheese, and left.

Admiral Jim
Jacksonville was the only city in Florida I had heard of other

than Miami. I only knew it from a Stag who once stayed at the
house and who had joined the Navy instead of waiting to get
drafted. We called him Admiral Jim and I even wrote a sappy song
for him. Real sad ballad. He told the greatest stories of woe only to
hear later that it was all bullshit. The guy was a genuine phony. A
true bullshiter who work lies for cash rewards: we all paid his way
to get back home. $300 which he spent on Poo Ray. That’s what
blew his cover—even Poo Ray hated lying assholes. So I kept
driving south until I saw a blond in yellow VW. She smiled then
pull off the highway into a diner. I followed. It was around noon,
hot and humid. Too hot and humid. I got out and leaned on the
side of the car, waiting to see if she would pull around or whether
I should just keep going when another girl pulled up in a white
Ford Falcon and parked. She had dark skin and dark hair.

Very cute, pretty even, so I followed her in.
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! S T A L K E R !

She sat at a booth by herself. So I sat at a booth next to her. We
both stared out the window at our cars. The waitress came over (it
was the blond I had followed) and asked if it would be okay if I
shared the booth as she had a party of six coming in at one.

“What?” I asked only half hearing what she had asked.
“Thank you dear,” the waitress smiled, tapped the girl’s shoulder

and she spun around and plopped down in front of me with a big
smile and a handshake introducing herself as, Kayon Ash.

G O O D - T O - M E E T - Y A

Kayon was a short mousy girl of only five feet tall if that. Big
round glasses and mousy brown hair that curled at the ends. She
wore a vest made of some fake animal fur, jean short shorts and a
thin white blouse that allowed her small bra to show off it’s thin
lace. She was as petite as I’ve ever seen a grown woman, and right
as she sat she said she was a dentil hygienist and that she was
going to community college down the road to become a librarian.

The waitress returned with a pot of coffee and two cups. Took
our orders; cheese burger, fries and Cokes, then walked away
leaving us to more ‘getting to know yas.’

Kayon told me her dad worked down the road as a butcher but
he was being transferred to Texas and she was worried.

“Are you going with him?” I asked.
“I’ve never been to Texas,” she said. “He’s never been to Texas

either. I’m going to settled him in. I don’t want him to have to
worry about settling in. I’m going to help him find a place that
isn’t too expensive and there isn’t too much crime. Daddy isn’t
good with crime. Then I’ll hurry back.”

“You like it here that much?” I asked because she didn’t seem
like a girl who had much fun in the sun to hurry back.

“I pay my rent and read. I got my job from an ad in the paper.
That’s how I went to school too—from an ad in the paper: I’ve
always been looking in the news for new things to do. How about
you: where did you get the idea to come here?

“Me? Ideas and I are on pretty good terms but I think I just
showed up (not wanting to mention I followed a blond). Not sure
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how long I will last either before another idea makes plans for me
and off I go!” I smiled as my bullshit lingered.

“A battle between ideas and plans. That’s funny,” she said. “I
like reading and reliving the pages in my head. It’s fun to pretend.
Story characters have so much more to do.”

“Why not let people read about you?” I asked.
She laughed. “What’s to read? I got married at seventeen,

divorced at nineteen, became a dental assistant at twenty one and
with any luck, a librarian before thirty.” She shook her head and
kicked her feet. “My mother’s life is more interesting and she has
no life at all.”

“What does your mother do?”
“She drinks until her feet swell up like watermelons. Then she

had my baby brother, who was born drunk and given every
disorder known. But she’s still a drunk, doesn’t even see what
she’s done. I guess you can’t ask for much more than that. Mom
lives in a room above a coin laundry. Turns tricks for drinks and
heating oil. My baby brother, Joey, lived in a crib and cried.”

And as she spoke I saw this great northern wasteland covered
in bright white snow. A blizzard blowing constant and a tall two
story wooden house with shutters flapping. An old silver screen
door knocking like a burglar wanting inside where I saw a woman
in a thin cotton dress. Wall paper ripped from the wall and antlers
hung near the stove, a baby crying. Outside the window, nothing
but more white and the blizzard made its way like a hurricane
towards them and all they could do was stay put. There was no
escape. Their only option was to live their lives until they died.

“So what about you?” she asked as she finally bit into her
burger. “Did you finish school?”

“I was booted out and drafted.”
“You’re going to Vietnam?”
“No, I’m going to San Francisco.”
“Are you running away?”
“Not running, just not in a hurry either. Taking my time while it’s

still my time to take. I’ll get somewhere sooner or later, God knows
Uncle Sam blows faster than my VW.”

She laughed.
The waitress came and Kayon took another tiny bite from her

burger. It was less than a nibble. I ate mine in three bits and waited
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to order another. “I hate when I order too little. I’m always better
when I’ve ordered too much. Then I don’t have to eat it. I will,
mind you, but I don’t have to. When I order too little I feel like I’ve
been cheated. Like I’ll starve.

We talked a little more and then she went through her purse,
laid her money on the table. I leaned back trying to be extra cool.
I liked her but I didn’t think she wanted me to buy her lunch. She
said good-bye and that was that until I went out to my car only to
find a pool of oil near my rear wheel. I took off my shirt and laid on
the asphalt to check out the problem when

S I Z Z Z L E R

I leaped off the ground. My back bursting with blisters—I never
knew asphalt could be so hot. Kayon drove by in her Falcon. One
look at my back and she grabbed my stuff out from my VW and
took me home.

Kayon Wears White
Kayon let me lay on her couch. I laid on my belly and she placed

a cool washcloth over my back and sat on the edge wiping the
drips that rolled down my ribs and onto her cushions.

“You didn’t have to go that far to get my attention,” she teased,
“I would have given you my number anyway.”

“It would have felt too sleazy asking. You don’t know me and it
wasn’t even your idea to sit with me.”

“Says who?”
“How do you mean?”
“The waitress is my sister, Sara.”
My brain did a quick patch work of the opium boys and Kayon.

I did my best to hold back the paranoia, but I blushed anyway half
expecting to see the Sisters of Treason come tap dancing out from
the back room. This was getting ridiculous, and I could hardly
hold back a laugh. Either I had truly fallen off the deep end, or I
was up to my neck in unAnnounced intrigue. I sat up even though
she tried to keep me down. But I was no longer worried about my
back—I was worried about my back. I lit a smoke and she leaned
over and opened a window.

“Your sister?”—how wierd was that?
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“My stepsister, actually. She moved here with my dad while I
stayed up north with mom until Joey died.”

“He died?”
“Yes, I told you while we were eating. That’s why I left mom.

Left her to her bottle and her boy friends. I had had enough.”
I turned my head to the side and blew a badly formed smoke

ring. Not a smoke ring at all really, just a puff as I tried to settle my
newest wave of paranoia by convincing myself that this was a
genuine conversation with a genuine girl who had a genuine sister.
I had not been swallowed by a whale. I was just here. Not with the
Tight Whites, or Autumn, or Frieda. There was no dope hidden in
my bag and no reason to run. No chance I was part of some
underground railroad setup to blunder would be draftees.

Such grandiose thoughts—then I fell into one:
 I blamed my Pageless Wonders for those and the bullshit that

had filled my life for so long. When would I face the fact that my
images just weren’t what the world wanted. Sure, there would
always be those who would pay to see them. Touch them. But like
hobos digging in the trash—anything would do. They’d get off
on pretty cartoons on a cereal box. I know I did. Maybe Grace
should have stayed in my head. I wasn’t trying to shove her down
anyone’s throat. Who’s to say what the sisters saw in my bag of
photos? Maybe they saw nothing at all. Faking it. Actors acting.
Whores whoring. Everyone knows we all have our own bag of

S E L L A B L E - S O R R O W

but I fell for it. Believed the bullshit told me and I told myself.
Would they give me one chance to win before sending me to war?
Before I woke up behind enemy lines, picked up by some waitress
to be handed over like a lukewarm potato.

Who was following me? The Army, Air Force, Navy, Marines?
I had no papers of induction. No commission. No hat, no uniform.

All I had steering me into the future was a half baked fairy tale told
by a couple of tight skirted hussies in hummingBird heels. Women
who offered me Marium and I still fell for it! Her.

“Where did you say you were from?” I asked.
“Lake Houghton, Michigan. Do you know it?” She held up her

hand and pointing to the knuckle on her middle finger adn the
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paranoia started again: I had once taken a motorcycle trip up that
way during Easter vacation in high school. Fast Eddy, Gonzales,
me, and a guy who had a Triumph 650cc. I had a Bridgestone
175cc. It was warm in Farmington when we took off but by the time
we got up-state, our helmet straps were cutting into our necks and
Lake Houghton was still frozen over. We pulled over to warm up
and headed to what looked like an arcade and since we thought
we were such tough guys, we headed in to do some busting up
just because no one knew us.

So we walked in ‘all this and that’ and just as we were about to
start our junior mayhem someone shouted, “Hey, it’s Noah
Stinson.” I looked over the heads in the crowd and saw a kid from
middle school standing in the back. His name was Rick, and though
we never kept up, we did have fun when we were kids: when we
were twelve, we practiced ‘garaging’—breaking into people’s
garages to steal cookies—so when we reached our teens, the
older kids would let us join them to garage for beer.

He worked his way towards me past the pin ball machines and
pool tables. He was full of smiles. He might have been on speed.
So what the hell was he doing here?

“Poo Ray’s in back making a deal,” he said with a hush, hush, of
self importance as he pointed to a room in the back. “Want to go
in? It’s cool.” Rick was ready to open the door but I didn’t want to
see Poo Ray so we left and we weren’t two miles down the road
when state troopers pulled us over.

Lined us up along the shoulder and radioed our descriptions up
ahead—protruding chin—and then next I knew, Kayon was
shaking my shoulder, whispering, “Sleep.” Standing over me in
her dental hygienist uniform: white dress, white hose, white shoes,
white teeth—I never noticed teeth before but hers were really
white.

I sat up but she gently lowered me back down.
“I have to go to work, but you can stay and watch TV. I’ll be

back at six and we can eat.”
I watched her walk to her Falcon and drive away. The blisters on

my back having popped and crusted over, made every move feel
like bear claws ripping through my skin. Then, ever so slowly, I
leaned back into the cushion and lit a smoke to the good graces of
some woman I hardly knew yet just happened to wear all white.
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‘The Price Is Right’ was on TV and Bob Barker was calling his
housewives down. Same as he’d been doing my entire life.

So many women in the audience and those long tall pretty ladies
pointing fingers to the stoves and refrigerators. Did they hold him
too? Was Bob Barker the Good Housekeeping’s seal of Hugh
Hefner. Were all these daytime ladies the fate in store for Playboy
bunnies? Had all the housewives secretly desired Bob? Or was he
just a tease—play the game—know the price—Queen for a day?

I couldn’t guess a single price.
I was more a Match Game guy anyway and happy to see that it

was on afterwards. But then fell asleep again and didn’t wake until
I heard the door open and felt Kayon standing next to me.

“Hungry?” she asked.
We went to find food in the warm humid Florida evening. Drove

until we came into a town near Boca Raton. A town like I had never
seen before: a town without a middle class.

On one side of the road were one room huts with the glass
broken out of the windows and no doors in the jams. Dozens of
children in the yards and what looked to be several families all
bound together behind short rusted fences.

Across the road were fences thirty feet high or higher with
small cut away port holes to the greenery of the back 40 of
mansions standing shoulder to shoulder. Bentleys, Mercedes,
Caddies and every sports car you could imagine. Each house
paired with a yacht parked in front on the water.

Millions over millions in each yard and all just a throw away
from the desolate poor. And no one seemed to notice. It was a
silent war. A war without movement. A war without protest.

A stalemate where the poor would forever remain and the rich
keeping them forever. No give, no take. A cast system built right
here in America, invisible and in plain sight of everyone.

We bought burgers at a drive through then drove to a section
of the beach where we were allowed to park and sat watching the
ocean as the breeze did its best to cool the sweat off our skin.

I told Kayon short stories about Ibiza, Germany, and the
Canaries, but I could see she really wasn’t interested in my road
trip. She was worried about hers and her father in Texas.

About that great veil of transparency that hid Americans from
America. The network television lie that disregards anyone not
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wearing what they wore or playing to their set of norms.
I thought of Japan: how it stole their written language from

China, then hunted and slaughtered the Chinese like vermin.
I thought of Germany: of those Germans who had to go about

business while lives where crumbling around them. While their
neighbors were hunted down, tortured, raped, murdered, and left
on the streets as dog meat.

I thought about France: what it must have been like to watch
your country roll over, play dead, and become everything they
hated and I guess that’s what determines whether you are a
freedom fighter or just fighting for your freedom. With one you
get to remain an actual person, in the other you’re just lucky not
to die like a dog.

“They’ll destroy him,” she said. “My dad has no way of filtering
the bigotry. He’ll smile and laugh as they belittle him.”

“If he doesn’t know, it won’t hurt him,” I said. “It only hurts
when you know you don’t fit in. Only when you know that you’re
crazy that your life belittles you. I think that’s the reason crazy
people have no inclination of the rest of us. It’s survival. If they
knew how we saw them, it would kill them.”

“Ignorance in bliss? Is that the American dream?” she pulled
out a mirror from her purse and chopped up two lines. WTF? That
sat me up and I lit a smoke. She handed me the mirror and I handed
her my smoke.

“God Bless America, ” I said in jest but it pissed her off. She
refused the smoke.

 “You’ve just been drafted. How can you be so willing to
forgive?”

“I’m not forgiving anyone.”
She licked her mirror and I wished I had never come to Bo-caca

Rat-on. Wished I could have just gone on believing America was
for Americans. That we were all given a guarantee, a free pair of
Levis and half a chance to be as we were meant to be while doing
our time on the planet. Then, if things worked out, we get into our
limo. If not, we board the bus. Either way, didn’t matter. All that
mattered was we were given a fair chance—even failure smiles
happy in its effort.

It was nearly midnight before we drove back to the parking lot
at the diner where my VW had been parked.
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All that was left was a pool of oil.
The car had been either stolen or towed.
I had never registered the car and only hoped Fast Eddy would

understand when he got the towing ticket from Florida.
Next morning we put all the food in bags and packages from her

dad’s freezer into a trunk and loaded her car and headed west to
Texas.

Houston Texas
I drove first and drove fast enough to get us mostly there. Then

Kayon took the wheel and I must have slept the rest of the way
‘cause I woke up in a sweat, tired and hungry. And if I told you
Florida was hot, it was only because I had never been to Texas,
and true to Texas, everything is bigger, better, and hotter.

You can not move from here to there, from car to store without
breaking into a sweat. Air conditioners and their repair men must
reign supreme. Doctors doing house calls just to keep in good
with them. I helped Kayon move her dad into his small studio
apartment. Him and his cat he called Judas.

Kayon’s dad didn’t look anything like her but he looked like
everyone else. He was from south of the border somewhere and
spoke little English. Judas was a sleek black cat that walked with a
distinctive limp. You could spot him down the block and shout,
“Judas” turning the neighbors heads. We were there less than a
week when Judas went missing. Then while standing at the kitchen
window getting myself a drink of water I saw Judas on a fence up
the block and across the alley.

C A T - N A P P E R

I ran shouting, “Ju” when I saw a one legged lady with a white
fur coat over her waist looking at herself in a hand mirror. I grabbed
Judas and unsnapped the rhinestone collar around his neck. She
scolded me that I should be ashamed of myself. That she was only
helping a stray, then she asked for a reward.

When I returned Judas to Kayon’s dad, Kayon was packed and
ready to go.

“You ready to go back home?” I asked.
“I want to go to San Francisco,”  she paused, “with you.”
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The lady by the pool stole Judas.
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So two hours later we left dad in that hot, hot oil town and drove
west into Arizona which reminded me a lot of Formentera, the
island off the coast of Ibiza: I had taken a ferry across and rented
a car for no other reason than to drive around such a barren place.
The arid land and the arid air. The road was just being dynamited
out of the mountain. Up hill had the right of way and the road was
no broader than my shoulders. Every time a car came up the hill, I
had to drive up onto the mountain side as high as I could to let it
pass. Cars, camels, donkeys. Anything and anyone.

As we drove through this sparse deserted world of the American
west, we passed a multitude of tiny abandoned and forgotten
homes. So bare you could feel the earth spinning around the sun.
Making you one with the universe just like the Indians talked
about before we hunted them down and drove them to the valley
of casino tee-pees.

And these deserts grew tumble weeds of motionless mobile
homes. Acres of them. Faded blues and reds, yellows and greens.
Lined up with long antennas looking back into the country while
they nestled here far away and out of touch after having been
taught that there would be school, a career, a family then off they
go to retire in golf and a mobile home—now who couldn’t live
with that?

California
We entered California near San Diego where the giant boulders

really were something out of the movies. This must have been
cowboy Hollywood sometime before because at every turn you
expected to see Roy Rogers and Dale Evans shooting or singing.
We drove up the coast, Highway 1, all the way to San Francisco,
but before we realized where we were or how to get off, we were
driving over the Golden Gate Bridge. By the time we pulled off the
highway, her Falcon bit the dust and we ended up in a town called
San Rafael, where we rented a one room ‘economy’ for $90 a month.

An economy apartment is a one room wonder where every wall
has been fitted with pull down rooms. Beds, tables, curtains, ironing
boards, TV, the works. Your entire life and everything you’d ever
need was hooked on a hinge and stuffed into the wall. A walk in
closet of sorts and a stone’s throw to the prostitutes, and one in
particular who wore a heavy fur coat and bright purple hot pants.
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I am but a leaf in a house made of stone.
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A woman with shiny skin and round everything. There were lots
of women out there balanced on long thin heels but I could never
make out their pimps—on TV there were always tall black pimps
dressed like peacocks. But I didn’t see any peacocks here.

Short on cash, I didn’t waste any time looking in the newspaper
for work, but the only work I was qualified for was as a corner’s
assistance. I had no idea what a corner was but the ad said ‘no
experience necessary’ so I applied downtown in a big city building.
I was sure this meant there was a check with big benefits waiting
at the end of the week. Cut my hair and patch my jeans. I could
quit my shit and be a regular guy. I really could. Besides, I was
ready to turn a new leaf. Settle down. Forget about the war. Wear
a suit. ‘Yes sir no sir.’ Take out the garbage. Talk to the pretty
ladies wearing tight suits and skirts, then come home to Kayon.

It wasn’t until I was led downstairs, when the skirts disappeared
and the white coats took over and it wasn’t until I saw a gurney
wheeled down the hall, a tagged toe sticking out from the sheet
being wheeled into the same room where some short guy with
glasses stood at the door and called me over.

“How do you find the dead?” he asked.
“I have no idea. I’ve never looked. Don’t know that I’d have

much to do with them.” I answered best I could.
The guy asked if I ever thought about having sex with dead

girls. He asked as he walked me over to a silver table filled with
holes where the body of a young woman lay. She was white and
blue and there were red thumb holes in her chest and near her
belly. Holes as big as those on the table.

But all I could think was how uncomfortable she had to be. It
didn’t occurred to me that she didn’t feel a thing. That she had no
idea how hard and cold that bed was. She was dead and worse,
she wasn’t even considered to be in the room anymore. She was
only a body—evidence—any resemblance of life was stashed in
manila envelopes waiting to be taken away by relatives.

Corner’s only work with the remains. The person inside has left
the building. No one home. Gone either up or down—didn’t matter.
Here they were only slabs of information. Where saws and knifes
and big sucking sponges searched for answers to how they
bought the ticket. I wanted to puke. I puked. I didn’t get the job.
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We stayed the rest of month just watching prostitutes go about
their business when one afternoon we ate lunch on a bus bench
when who of all people should drive bye—in a limo? Codie?

The limo door opened. Codie ran over, “Noah, it’s you.”
We hugged, kissed, and giggled while Kayon sat watching.
“So you’re here! You’re finally here!”
I turned to Kayon, but she was now up and by my side.
“Codie,” Kayon said.
“Kayron,” Codie answered, smiled a cat smile then turned to

me. “You never know who you’ll run into do you?”
I should have known, but I didn’t.
“So what brings you here, Kayron” Codie asked.
“Noah. Noah brought me,” Kayon answered, then smiled. “And

I’ve been fucking him non stop since we left Florida.”

C A T - F I G H T !

“You two know each other?” I asked.
“Girl Scout camp. Houghton Lake.” Codie said but I knew it was

bullshit. Codie had never been a girl scout and I knew I was about
to be past on once again.

“We’ve got a rock band, Noah. They’re called Browning—like
the gun—and Poo Ray handles everything, “Bang bang” He
brings in the money—and plenty of it. We have a mansion in the
hills above Fairfax. Yachts, sport cars and sailboats. Everyone
works for him: Burt, me,” she gave a look to Kayon, “Everyone.”

“Selling dope for the dope?” I asked.
“At least I’m not a whore,” she looked again to Kayon.
“On the west coast they call it entertainment,” Kayon said.

C O K E - W H O R E S

It was bad enough that I was dumber than a stick, but it was
worse to realize Kayon worked for Poo Ray, not the Tight Whites.
What gave? Made me wonder what secrets Kayon held to put her
in with Poo Ray? What evil demons led her to Poo Ray’s bed?
And what about Poo Ray? Who was his guardian angel? A spirited
British bigwig who once worked for the East India Trade company
and forced opium down the throats of the Chinese? Maybe in Poo
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Ray’s view, he was validated. A freedom fighter. A man among men
who just happened to weasel a place for himself between the
people and the government. A way to coerce old friends and forced
others to pay homage as he had them pull his shiploads of shit up
the coast? All for big bucks and a fuck?

Kayon and I gathered what little we had from the apartment and
loaded it in the limo while Burt stood at the door like an obedient,
albeit lazy, chauffeur. Burt was the guy Sebastian knew. He was
one of those friends you could never quite depend on: we once
shoveled snow together. He stood in the corner freezing while I
shoveled, then we split the cash 50-50. But his mom! A looker and
true artist. She drove an old Mercedes that came from WWII.

Once, in ninth grade, Poo Ray and I raided her underwear drawer.
She came home while we were still in her room but instead of
yelling at us, she asked what we liked and tried them on. It was
unbelievable. There was a She God!

By tenth grade she let Burt smoke dope in the house and by the
time Burt was ready for the draft, his hair was past his shoulders,
and she had him in his sister’s clothing, with photos to prove he’d
been wearing them for years. What a mom!

But Burt was Poo Ray’s bitch now, so screw him.

Forest Knolls
Burt handed Kayon a piece of paper, with a scribble that read,

‘Forest Knows.’ Kayon put the paper in her lap and looked out the
window realizing she had been busted. “Bitch!”

Forest Knolls was a long drive down a long twisting road called
Sir Frances Drake. After ten or so miles we turned left at a biker bar
and drove onto a narrow dirt road called Castro, then down a side
street called Montezuma.

? R E V E N G E ?

Drove past every side street and stopped deep in the woods. It
was the kind of out of the way place that you knew no matter what
happened, out here no one cared and no one would call the cops.
Burt stopped a few yards in front of a small cabin that had been
built back where the trees had never been cleared. In fact there
was a giant red wood growing right out the kitchen window.
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The air was so thick it was blue with the smell of deep rich black
soil. The path to the cabin was swarming with ladybugs and banana
slugs—big ugly things that were as big as my boots and squished.

Behind the cabin was a blue pyramid made of what looked like
painted plywood. It was about 18 feet high and had been built on
a platform. “What’s with the pyramid?” I asked.

“Marin comes with its own brand of voodoo,” Codie warned.
Burt handed me our bags, gave Codie a hug, then took off and

as soon as he did, Codie and Kayon  lightened up: hugged, kissed
and reminisced as we went inside.

Seems they had the same opinion about Burt I had.
“The cabin is crawling with bugs,” Codie said in a cough while

pointing towards the kitchen light as Kayon handed me the
newspaper Burt had handed her. It was the Detroit Free Press:

Local Bust Reaps Rewards

It went on to tell about 134 people busted in Ann Arbor on
charges from holding and using, to ‘intent to distribute.’ It was
dated the day I left Michigan and the day after Codie left too.
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I turned the faucet and under the rush of water asked Codie
what she knew knowing she knew something. She said it wasn’t
safe to talk then walked out of the kitchen into the back bedroom.

So who was Poo Ray’s snitch? And which of them had been
sent to sleep with me? Both I guess as we all spent the first night
in the same bed, turning, tossing, rolling, it wasn’t bad. The next
morning, Codie pointed out the Thai-sticks in the freezer and the
cash in the cookie jars. “Take what you need, it’s all on the house.”

We spent the day wandering around the woods, smoking sticks
and never seeing the light of day until the chill in the air marked
evening and the two of them went inside and made dinner. At the
end of the night, Codie set up a cot for me in an enclosed porch
out front and the two of them took the bedroom. Party over.

After they went to bed I watched the moon peek in from the tree
tops and even saw Orion on his way to a hunt. I listened to the
racket rustling in from the bar down the street. Echoes of small talk
sounded familiar but too broken to make sense. I waited for the
girls to turn out their light, then I made my way down to that
corner bar.

Fred’s Bar
As a kid, I took the bus to junior high school and every morning

we turned the corner off Middlebelt onto 12 mile road. Fred’s Bar
was already packed with plaid shirted workers heading off to a
day’s pay. We really didn’t know much of what went on inside a
bar, but rumor had it there were bare naked ladies who would talk
to you and not even care if you touched their boobs. Our noses
smeared the windows as the bus drove off leaving all those parked
cars to enjoy the day at Fred’s.

At this bar though, there were only Harleys and pickup trucks
parked out front near the street. There were no plaid shirts, just
burly men in leathers with women in tight black T-shirts that
allowed their boobs to crowd the men standing at the front door.

These weren’t the type of folk tired from a day’s pay. These
were the kind of folk who shot heroin, killed friends, and forced
their women to fuck on command. I never felt I had to be that
tough—wasn’t even sure if tough was the right word—but I knew
they’d consider me some cherry ass so I veered back to the side
door when I happened upon a graveyard of old motorcycles.
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Stacks of frames and gas tanks. There were bikes with no engine,
engines without bikes. Baskets of bolts and exhaust pipes in every
contortion stuck like hair pins in a fence, and there, like a nugget
of gold, a yellow, flat bottom Norton.

Nortons were notorious for rattling loose on even a short ride,
but dang, it was a Norton. I rummaged around the parts and realized
there was a complete bike hidden in there. I could get this on the
road, so I went inside to see if I could make a deal.

The bartender was a big bald guy with a beard. Six foot six at the
very least. He was a guy who shaved his head for that mean look
and had a series of non connected tattoos along each arm. His
arms looked as if he never thought about the total picture. Like
everyone one of them was just some after thought. Trading cards
needled into his skin. On his arms were the names of at least four
lovers, current or past. Names of women with roses wrapped around
big busts. Butts up beauties stroking skull heads while humping
motorcycles. A big snake with red eyes and fangs. “Cindy” was
written in Gothic script below it and below that, a grave with a date
that suggested maybe that was the day he killed or buried her.
“Martha” was written in handmade scribble. There was a vine
running through the openings of the letters but aside from that, it
looked more like a tattoo he had to do than one he ever wanted.

His name was Fred and I laughed to myself at the obvious
similarity and figured either I was getting good at this coincidental
spook business or they were slipping up. Behind him was wall of
glasses and bottles of Tequila, Jack Daniels, and Johnny Walker.

Over them were deer heads hung off the wall each with a plaque
and a name etched in brass. Most were illegible, but the few I
could make out were names like: (f)red, (k)nightly, (h)ours, (y)ours,
and Tr(ink)et. Behind the cash register hung a fake man’s head
with “(g)one” with bounced checks stuffed in its mouth. All the
names had the parenthesis around them too just like my word,
‘(k)new’ and figured I was either in the right place or had been in
the wrong place for a long time.

I edged my way between two very large ladies and raised my
hand. Fred nodded that he saw me, came over and wiped the spot
in front of me. I wanted a Coke but ordered a Dos Equis as I
pointed to the deer head over his shoulder. He wiped a glass and
placed it on a napkin. Fred smiled, but smiled like a cop.
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“There’s a Norton out back,” I said.
“Limping Franklin’s. $250 and it’s yours,” he grumbled.
“It’s in a basket,” I protested, “besides, I don’t have $250.”
“What have you got?”
“I’ve got $75.”
“$175. Pay the rest next week.”

I N S T A N T - C R E D I T

Out back I found three different tool boxes on a couple of
benches and tables that weren’t meant to be outdoor furniture,
but appeared to have been in the weather for quite some time. I
hooked up a droplight on the end of an extension cord and hung
it from the monkey bars of a BSA.

As the area lit up I found even more buckets and boxes of tape,
screws, wire, bolts, straps and everything else needed to put a
bike together—even a pack of rolling papers to measure point
gap. By three in the morning I had it all torqued down and tight.
Filled the tank with a gallon of gas, poured a few drops right down
the carbs and kicked it over, then kicked it over again.

Took a couple of tries as it coughed and choked, reaching for
life back each time I jumped on the kick start.

By then the drunks had gathered and laid bets on whether the
bike would ever start up. When it did they all grumbled and went
back inside.

I rode back to the cabin, cut the engine at the far end of the drive
and coasted up to the front door. Parked near the porch steps and
tipped toed in so as not to wake up the girls.

I washed up in the kitchen then laid in front of the fireplace but
I was too buzzed from working all night and I could tell you that I
had a dream, but it wasn’t a dream. It was one of those ‘couldn’t
tell if your sleeping or thinking or dreaming’ moments.

When thoughts take on dimensions that can be neither verified
nor denied. I had turned my back to the fire when I felt something
touch my neck just to let me know it was there:

I watched shadows dance against the wall. Then watched as
one stopped dancing and an ill feeling rolled me over, turned me
around and there, in front of the fireplace, standing on the little
round rug, stood a dwarf of a devilish character with a vacant
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head, an eye where a boob should have
been and a toothless grin. It was no
bigger than a fire hydrant and I knew it
was Marin voodoo created as a hook of
pure evil and somehow, as if I were
paralyzed, I couldn’t move away and I
knew it knew that. I could smell its God
awful breath and woke next morning
behind the cabin, under the pyramid.

Love at first sight
Codie and Kayon were in the kitchen

counting sticks. They didn’t seem to
notice me coming out from the forest. I
went around the cabin, ran cold water
over my head then got to my bike and
revved her up—the vibrations felt good.

I reached over to the porch, grabbed
my leather and tore off kicking gravel
where it lay and I was gone.

Sir Frances Drake is a two-lane road
that runs in the valley between long

lines of smooth sloping hills. A river runs along side, thick with
trees and countless curves and swerves—a biker’s paradise.
Heading west, up and then north along the crest a zigzag down to
HWY 1. There was no one on the beaches. It was just too cold
which gave me a chuckle thinking of all the times in Michigan
we’d take canoe trips up north in the dead of winter—capsize and
it was disaster. Bodies froze like chrome statues.

I guess that was the thrill of it. Paddling in slow long strokes
watching the haunting eyes of those whose canoes tipped and
home was now a frozen makeshift tent, neighbor to a dozen or
more other tents that dotted the riverbanks. Standing like manikins
listening to the crackling of the sticks in their small fires and the
lapping of the water over river rocks. No hope for rescue—no
help. All we could do was wave. I guess there is always a risk in
adventure when riding the fine line between success and failure.

I headed south, cold patches of ocean air followed by long
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streams of warm coming from my engine. A mile or more, hard to
tell (odometer not working) I came to a small beach town with a big
sign, ‘Stinson Beach’ and I thought that was pretty cool, but it
wasn’t nearly as pretty or cool as when I came upon a group of
dark-haired girls lying topless on a blanket. If you ever want to
look like a tourist in California, stop to a skid the moment you see
a pair of California Golden Globes.

Tourist or not, I sat idling as I looked over their blanket laid just
below the breeze and right where the sun’s rays did a fine job of
toasting their skin. When one sat up to see who was invading her
space, I waved, she flipped me off, and it was love at first sight!

Only then did I notice a couple of local losers leaning in the
shadows like bark against a shade tree. She was pointing to me
and they did their best to look tough. I did my best to look tougher.
We all looked like department store scarecrows.

I turned my bike around, revved it up to let her know I’d be her
hero if she needed one. She didn’t. She pulled on a shirt, said
something to her ranch hands, then climbed into a yellow Ford
Courier and sped off—zooming pass me just as one of the losers
came limping over. I watched my future wife speed around a curve
as her ranchhand limped and spit a drool onto his own boot.

“Oh, she’s mine all right.” He spit again.
“Who’s yours?” I asked.
“Old Betty,” he smiled with chew stuck on his teeth.
“Old Betty?” I asked looking for the truck.
“Not her fool, her.” He pointed to the Norton and spit again.
“She’s yours alright, Franklin” his little sidekick kicked in and

they spit together. Like posers tattooing their arms in hopes of
garnering fear. As if they were a pirates with no sense of law.

Made me want to smack both of them.
“Take it up with Fred,” I said.
“Who’s Fred,” Franklin asked.
“The bartender at Fred’s,” I said as if I was talking to idiots.
“The bartender at Fred’s is Max.”
Then the other guy spoke, “You gonna hit the dear. Same dear

that cost Franklin his leg. Right up the road, just off the highway—
you’ll never see her eyes until you’re up on her.” Then he spit.

“Whose eyes?”
“You’ll know soon enough,” Franklin spit to the side, rubbed
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his lips then his hand along the yellow flat bottom gas tank, danced
his fingers over the gas cap then spit again.

“Come on Franklin,” his little brother called to him.
“Soon enough,” he spit then shouted back to me as they walked

back across the road, “You aint shit, boy.”
I waited a moment just to look like I was in no hurry, then turned

my bike around and headed back north on HWY 1—I wanted to
catch up with that girl. Took off fishtailing off the shoulder, tossing
gravel everywhere and I wasn’t more than a minute down the road
when I noticed a 50’s sedan creeping down the slopes behind me.

We both gunned it.
I tore down the highway at 60, 70, but topped out at 80. 80?

Where the hell was 90, 100 or 120? I leaned low over the tank
trying my best to gain speed but the only thing gaining was the
sedan and it was closing in fast.

I leaned left and leaned right, hugging the curves until I saw
what I thought was the small dirt road leading back up the hill I
slowed to let the sedan get right up to my ass, and at the very last
moment, cut sharp and gunned it.

My rear wheel slid along the gravel. I skidded with my foot out
to the side, made the turn and scrambled up and away from the
coast. But I didn’t trick anyone. The sedan made the turn too after
skidding sideways into a tree, bouncing back, and racing right up
my rear as I ducked, zoomed and tore into a line of low hanging
trees just as the road narrowed trapping the sedan like tweezers.

The Reticulated Forest
Going too fast to stop and too slow to think I roared through

the blue fog clinging to the trees like cotton candy. I crested the
hill and then sped down the rocky loose grade, faster and faster.
Now came the 90, then 100, and was just touching 110 when I saw
that a fog bank had crept out of the forest and laid over the road.

So I laid low as I sped into and out of various patches of white
that came and went like smoke signals. I held tight, but was going
too fast to hold steady. Kept my head still. Not looking left or
right. Flying like a bullet out of reckless shot when I saw someone
peering out from the fog, (smack dab) in the center of the lane in
front of me as I blasted straight into the deep brown eyes of
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B A M B I

and just as we were about to collide, I leaned hard right, fell
onto the shoulder and shot through another ten yards of fog into
a herd of deer congregating on the side of the road.

I tried leaning left when some dumb buck walked straight into
my path. I hit his head with my knee, his antler cracking off against
my forks—then I heard his neck crack! Going too fast to do
anything but lose control, I sped off into the thicket of trees and
crashed head first into the tree of

O H - F U C K

Up and over my handle-bars. My arms in chicken-shit aerobatics.
I flew through the evergreens and came down in a splash in the
murky marsh that ran alongside the road. Heard my Norton still
tearing nowhere through the weeds, then choking off and dieing
on its side just as I slid into the river. My boots filling with water,
pulling me down and I sunk in the thick compost of Mother Nature.

“What the hell was that?” I gurgled.
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“That was the tree of ‘oh fuck,’” Grace said hanging her head in
disbelief and I knew, chances were, I might already be dead.

Then I sunk deeper. I swallowed gulps, my nose barely above
the surface. “Where the hell am I?” I shouted.

“The Reticulated Forest,” Grace echoed back.
“The ribbed what?”
“The Reticulated Forest: where every tree holds a moment grown

from a moment (k)new.”
“Can you get me out of here?” I asked as I was not ready to be

dissolved as God’s manure.
Grace spoke, “It’s time to know that Hell is what has been,

Heaven what will be, and your Humanity all that splits the
difference. You are about to witness the unShown that is  to become
the moment (k)new—as defined by you. This is your chance to
define yourself before God.”

I wanted her to quit with the God crap. I wanted her to stop the
gas from leaking out of my tank and me sinking into the river.

“I just want out of here,” I shouted as I stretched my neck
above the water line as I continued to sink. Then Grace sat on my
shoulder like a cartoon devil, sinking me deeper and deeper, until,
quick as that, I began drifting down stream until I was snagged by
my collar by a branch reaching out from the bank. It kept my head
and nose out of the water. Not much, but enough. Go Grace!

“Once your moment has been defined and your word will be
spoken as each leaf from your tree falls into the river of talk. Bob
in its own dialect of mispronunciation and extend God’s intent by
exposing all the ideas and ideals hidden in words unKnown. Ideas
bred by what it is you have done with your life. And as each is
uttered, another veil of the unShown will be lifted, all doubt will
fade and all that is to be revealed by you will appear as convincing
as the illusion of time and space have been since the beginning of
man’s separation from God.”

I didn’t give a crap.
I could taste gas on my lips. I was about to pass this life

unFinished and unDefined. Just another second son, a two-legged
sidebar that didn’t add up to diddly.

There are millions of us out here.
Thousands of us born each day.
Thousands that the world wouldn’t miss or suffer in our passing.
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I ran head on into the tree of ‘Oh Fuck!’
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Grace separated the trunk between then and when.
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We were ever ready for disposal.
But just when I thought it would all end, Grace stood waist deep

in the river like a priest ready for a baptism.
I could feel her waiting like I felt that hellish dwarf watching.
She rose her arms and the currents quieted.
“Noah’s on his way,” Grace conferred with God.
“What?” God wasn’t listening.
“Noah’s ready.”
“Noah’s an idiot,” God thundered.
“I’m a what?” I shouted as I gulped a mouth full.
Grace put her finger to her lips, but it was too late.
I had pissed off God (again) and He let loose sheets of rain.
The water rose past my nose.
I choked and gurgled.
Grace tapped my shoulder. “I spoke with God,” she said.
I gurgled as I submerged.
“He’s not with us,” she apologized.
“Screw God,” I shouted through giant bubbly bubbles of air

floating to the surface as words. The heavens thundered. The
skies opened. The river swelled. I kicked to the surface and I was
well over my head when, miracle of miracles, the branch broke free
and I began to float down river, over and over like a log.

I woke sometime later curled up in a dent on a dry river bed. I
had passed out and was sleeping in a deepness far back in my
head, where images of death swam in screams sistered with
frightening flashes. I was no longer in the moment, nor was I
sitting in wisdom. I was alone in an emptiness. Gone was the time
I might have smiled in success, or relished the fact that I had ever
touched wisdom at all. Now was the time I would die knowing I
had never known what anyone needed. But what didn’t I know?

I pressed into the sand and felt the calm on my back.
Pressed deeper until I was wrapped in a blanket of safe.
Pressed deeper still until a sudden wave washed me out of my

secure dent and threw me back into the raging waters. I sank into
the deep end as the sun shone down from the surface. Its teasing
rays swimming down like a nasty boy torturing a turtle. Sharp
shooting rays of blue that lit the deep as I wiggled to the surface
once more. . .
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. S W O O S H .

Face down in the sand neighbored by bundles of bones: some
of men, some of women. Packets of ribs, skulls, and half dead arms
waving, legs still kicking. Limbs trying to finish a life cut short.
Swamped by skirts, shirts, pants, shorts, bras, wigs and jewelry—
a vacation cut short by a stern word or misunderstanding. A
hairbrush pricked my temple. A string of pearls slithered across
my chest. I tried to swat them away but I was in tangles.

My legs knotted at the knees, my neck choked by shoe strings,
my feet bound in hair braids, all pulling me deeper in despair, in
this twisting horror that I had no arms, no forearms—my hands
gone! I was Kafka’s beetle, a stranger to myself with useless limbs
tangled in the hair of a woman’s decapitated head.

Mangled, meaningless, useless; I was fixed to her while I twirled
and twitched trying to stretch. I was not going to make it. I was
just a whim of the wave. Floating back and forth, motion
unconnected with thought or action. “Oh my useless me!”

Without hope for rescue, I pondered the badly mangled, half
dead with little hope for understanding. Little comfort that this
end wasn’t my fault. That I could die guilt free. Then I strained my
neck like a snake, my head bobbed loosely side to side, and I
inched forward away from the water’s edge and the primal ooze.
Away from the horrid look of the others washed up on this bank
before me. My ribs inched me forward, my arms dragged by my
side. I slithered  until I could feel my ass out of the wetness. The
sun burning my buns. I’m burning up now—it’s too hot. I’m baking.

The sun is hot—the sand is hotter.
I’ve got to slither away as fast as I can, as fast as my belly will

inch me along. I’ve got to slither to shelter, make cover before my
skin cracks and the hovering birds eat me alive.

I have a moment where panic clears.
I see myself as I’ve never been.
I see myself as two views in one: both high and low, left and

right, in and out, go(o)d and (d)evil.
II’ve always been dreaming, II’ve always stood tall, II’ve always

looked down at the creatures crawling from the ooze, II’ve always
looked up at those looking down at the slithering and their crabby
counterparts—all itching and fighting each other for scraps of
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their neighbors jealously fought over until the winner becomes
the next neighbor to be ripped apart and eaten alive.

II lay on the shore, soft sand cooling, my ear nestled towards a
seashell—from which II heard a wizarding roar. A twirling whine
and through it—small voices crying out in panicked conviction
that there is hope in the coolness of the bird’s shadow. A shadow
drawing across my scorched back and pulling me like a magnet
through my blindness.

Moving me like a slight breeze in the direction of the bird’s
flight. Too far gone to see, my eyes swollen shut all I could feel
was the difference between hot and cold and the coolness of the
bird’s shadow leading the way out from under the sun as staying
here I was sure to dry up like a crystal of instant coffe.

I crawled with my chin poked in the sand like a pick.
Ever so slowly, the bird circling, offering direction, offering hope,
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pulling me ahead.
More and more, my ribs working like snake legs until I was

inching along and I rolled into another dent in the sand and found
comfort in the simple coolness of shade. Discovered security as I
pushed back and packed the sand into a wall. The sun’s deadly
rays hidden away and with my half opened eyes I saw the shadow
of my death moching me and marking time. Pushing further in, I
looked over the beaches of bleached hot sand and wondered if I
had truly found the beginning of life on earth:

- T I M E -

Waking from my madness I was once again on the riverbank
knowing I now knew all anyone ever needed me to know. I had all
anyone ever needed to have. I took inventory of bones and bruises.
I checked out my bike and rode slow and easy back to Fred’s
where I saw the sedan parked and two guys dragging a dead dear
out from the trunk and I felt like Jonah having been swallowed by
one whale of a nightmare.

Back at Fred’s
I limped inside and found Codie sitting at the corner of the bar.
She was crying and scared. I asked what whas happening and

she pointed to Burt sitting at a table of Poo Ray’s leathered losers
all sitting in the dark near the back.

“I told them,” she whimpered. “I told them it was you and
Kayron.”

“Me and Kayon what?”
“The bust in Ann Arbor.” She hid her face. “He was going to kill

me, Noah. He thought I was the one. I had to say something. I was
so afraid.”

I looked back to the tough guys sitting like roaches in the dark.
“So Poo Ray thinks I’m a NARC?”
“They’re going to offer you a job—you’ve got to take it Noah

or they’ll kill us in our sleep.”
Burt walked over asking, “Want to make some money, honey?”

He was talking to me.
“Selling dope to housewives and children?” I asked.
“You got a problem with that?”
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I was stranded in the battlefield between go(o)d and (d)evil.
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He gave a look to Codie then to me, “So what about it? You
want the cash or you gonna whine?”

“Does this mean I get to pick on little girls too?”
Burt walked back to his table. As he took his seat I flipped him

and his little buddies off and they all gave their best belly laughs
to show they were not intimidated by the likes of me.

I started Monday disguised as a house painter. Commuting to
the city in a VW bus filled with six of Poo Ray’s clowns smoking
sticks and snorting coke. Rode over the Golden Gate and it was
my first time seeing the city in the bright light of day. It was like
rolling into heaven. I had never seen anything, anywhere, so
perfect, so beautiful, so full of life.

We drove through the Marina District and stopped at a diner
for coffee, then up into Pacific Heights, crown jewel of all that was
Victorian. Our job was to crawl all over these mini mansions looking
for jewelry, papers, and cash while scraping and painting.
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The first house we ‘painted’ belonged to a judge. A woman who
had been attacked in her own yard on her way back from court one
night. She would lean out the windows and tell us stories of that
hell like a camp councilor might spook kids around a camp fire.

My first time left inside the house came with an evil twitch that
begged a peek into the top draw, and I knew it was just what the
Tight Whites had trained me for: sniffing out the unKnown while
stealing away unNoticed and unSeen. And it started to all make
sense. There was a reason to hire on with Poo Ray, cause while
Poo Ray laundered his money painting houses, they were my in to
where I ought to be. I was now under cover, spying for whatever
it was that would catch my eye while trying to hide my actions
from both lady of the house and the crew surrounding me.

Then the fun started. Mid morning, Burt and I were pulling the
stage up to the roof. Three stories up, four stories above the
street. A stage is a long 20 foot aluminum platform you see window
washers falling from on TV. It’s what we used too and four stories
up is just as high as forty when all you have is pavement below.

But by the time I tied off at the roof, my ropes had come alive as
rattlesnakes—I was hallucinating. Couldn’t tell if I was standing,
sitting, or floating. The best I could do was pull myself up onto
the roof where I remained for the entire day.

A week later, while scraping a window sill, I saw Burt step off his
end of the stage and let go the ropes just as he stepped onto the
window sill: his pulley smoked as the rope spun through sending
his end of the 20 foot plank plummeted straight down. All buckets
and tools slid of the end and fell to the lawn. But just as I was
about to fall with them, I leaped high onto the ropes and pulled
myself away. The stage SLAMMED against the pulleys, flipped
vertical like the Titanic left me dangling like a pair of long johns
until I shimmied down the ropes. I guess the reward for my head
had been posted.

Even my first earthquake was no earthquake. I was riding my
Norton out of the city, heading down Franklin towards Lombard
and the Golden Gate, keeping up with the rush hour traffic, doing
40 or 50 down one hill after the other. The lights changing in sync
pushing the commuter traffic out like a smooth dump, when my
steering began to go haywire

I could hardly keep control. Swerving in and out of traffic.
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The crew waited to greet my fall
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Wiggling instead of riding. I looked left and right, no one else
seemed bothered. Then I noticed my handle bars bending forward.
Noticed the cut in the center of the bar and slowed down as fast as
I could, my legs stretched forward over the front wheel like a pair
of tweezers just as my handle bars broke in two and I fell off onto
the sidewalk: clear hacks of a hacksaw had been cut across the
center of the handle bars still littered with metal burrs.

Then there was the time the rope on my bosom chair had been
cut and the other week something else. But to be honest I couldn’t
really say whether it was them or me. Whether they were after my
ass or it was just work. I was confusing everything. Too many
coincidences, too many shadows. I was fighting, but I was tired.

The last hit came when they gave me a truck loaded with a
dozen 5 gallon buckets filled with thinner and told to drive it over
the bridge into the city. Half way over the Golden Gate, the steering
failed: the truck was rolling into the suicide lane and I had to spin
the steering wheel four five full turns fast as I could to ‘bang’ the
wheels back to the right. Then, heading straight to the sidewalk
and the rail, another five frantic turns and ‘bang’ back into the
suicide lane and all the traffic with it.

I did this zigzag all the way over as the truck splashed fumes
and fuel. Had I hit anything, even a fender bender, the truck would
have blown up right then and there. As soon as I reached the toll
booth, I pulled it over and left it. When I showed up at the job,
they all looked surprise and asked about the truck. I tossed Burt
the keys and told him where he could find it but it seems no one
wanted to drive a truck over the bridge that day.

That night, I took the Muni home. I was mid way across the
Golden Gate when traffic came to a standstill. Seems some poor
soul had jumped—the Golden Gate Bridge was notorious for
jumpers: people looking for escape at the bottom of the bay. I
didn’t buy into that. I figured if someone jumped it was because
someone helped or convinced them to. When I finally made my
way back to the cabin, the limo was idling as Burt closed the trunk.

“Kayon jumped from the Golden Gate Bridge,” Codie cried from
the back seat. “She’s dead and it’s our fault.” Her hands were wet
with tears, streaking the window as it rolled back up and that little
fucker Burt drove off showering me with gravel. I spent the night
under the pyramid, then moved out the next morning.
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FairFacts
Fairfax was  just a one road town. A main street lined with mom

and pop stores running along both sides for about two blocks,
then apartments, then houses that clung to the hills from there.
Nave’s bar was just a few doors down and a few more from Nave’s
was a music store belonging to the parents of the guy who sang
about the moon dancing. I parked at Nave’s and stood at the
saloon’s half doors like a cowboy out of any western.

Just noon but the bar was already crowded with plaid shirts,
and loose cotton pullovers. Everyone had a leather fringed coat
or wide-brimmed leather hat. They all watched each other with
adoring eyes as they stood in well-posed, one-hip-out stances.
The locals with brimmed hats fancied themselves as General Custer,
the visiting hippies, posed as Sitting Bull, were all bellied up to
the bar. They reminded me of the people in the Pub on Ibiza, or the
Cafés in Paris.



289
NOAH’S ART

I sat at the end of the bar and of the two stools, sat on the one
closest to the wall. The bartender was full figured and beautiful. I
heard someone call her name, Rena. When she came down to the
end of the bar, she leaned over and laid down a crate of wine fresh
from the delivery girl.

“I know that girl,” I said as the delivery girl left and I spun on my
stool as fast as I could catching only her red tail lights.

“You know her?” Rena asked then told me her name as Hoff.
That her dad owned a ranch down the coast. “Her dad’s a Bevery
Hills heart doctor. You think she’s got an eye for you?”

I knew what she meant. “I guess not.” I said and she placed a
glass in front of me, then leaned low enough to steal my attention
from her cleavage down her back.

“In a hurry?” she asked and easy as that, I stayed the night
drinking beer-after-beer washed down with a steady stream of
spicy hot dogs she had on a roller-cooker behind the bar. And



290

WINBERRY

while I ate and drank, Rena went about her business allowing me
an eye full with every turn. I think she thought I was a keeper.

So I ate and drank but found myself thinking about Kayon and
Poo Ray. Not sure if I should be scared or angry. I had no need to
run, but no desire to go to the cops either. So I just drank watching
Rena’s blissful breasts until I woke in a slump outside. There was
neon flashing like a red moon. It had to be 110 degrees or more. I
rolled over in the dust. I was in the alley behind the bar and I
needed a drink of water. I pulled myself up the wall. I was dizzy and
fumbled my way along the side of the building, with my hands
pushing off the wood, holding on so I wouldn’t fall again and
nearly passed out twice before I even got in the door.

Sweat poured into my eyes and I could hardly keep them open
they stung so bad. I turned the corner and saw Rena leaning over
the counter, she was cool as a cucumber and held a glass of clear
blue water in her hand.

It looked real good and she looked real good. She was smiling
and waved me in and handed me the glass. I accepted. Drank it
down smooth and cold. She asked where I had slept that night
and I turned to point into the alley when I saw that the entire town
had been transformed into a maze of alleys and fences.

Fences turned in every direction. A crossword puzzle of high
fences and low fences. Zigzagged, crossed, and crossing. Some



291
NOAH’S ART

whitewashed, others overgrown with graffiti. Fences constructed
of thick gray cinder blocks. Wire fences rusted with cyclone mesh;
some made from rich, raw, redwoods or weather-beaten fir. Some
fences looked like walls, safe and secure, while others were simple
white picket, complete with flowerbeds.

I walked out and stood at the foot of the maze. She followed me
out and sat in a rocking chair, holding yet another glass of clear
blue water. I knew I must be dreaming but I didn’t know why and
I sure didn’t want to look like an ass if I wasn’t, so I played it cool.

“Welcome to FairFacts,” she said and I heard her loud and clear
as if she were speaking directly in my ear but she sounded like
Marium. She leaned forward and gave me that glass of water as
the dust of the street continued to fill my throat and cake my skin.
I drank it all in a gulp as I checked her out while putting my hand
over my eyebrows to block out the sun. She handed me another
glass and I wondered what life was like with a body like hers?

She rocked as she smiled and I kept my eyes on her.
The heat didn’t seem to bother her at all as she didn’t have a

single bead of sweat on her skin or soaked through her clothes.
I put my glass down and she handed me another, then looked

into my eyes and spoke, “Listen closely and you’ll hear some
other poor fool hit that tree of ‘Oh Fuck.’

She laughed, rocked back into her chair and slapped her knee.
“I’ve heard so many of you boys hit that tree it’s a wonder any of
you ever get here alive.”

“Any of who?” I asked.
She leaned to the side and pushed the bar doors open.
The place was packed with a small army of men all dressed like

me; blue jeans, T-shirts, motorcycle leathers, boots and
sunglasses. She pointed to an empty stool at the end of the row,
got up from her chair, and ushered me in.

“They’re all on their way to the Festival of White Tents with
bags of Sellable Sorrow, just like you.”

“So why are they still here?” I asked wondering if it was legal
not to show up for the war after you’d been drafted.

“Go ahead, ask them. They’ll tell you anything you want to hear
if you promise to pour them another drink.” She poured me another
big glass from a pitcher on the counter. I wiped my brow and could
see by my own sweat why they might be so willing to stay.
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“God knows they’re neither lovers nor fighters, but you’ll fare
better, right Noah? I can see you’re a fighter. Win at all costs. My
country, right or wrong? You won’t settle, will you?”

“I might.” I wiped my face with the bottom of my shirt.
She handed me another glass, “Drink up, free your worries.”
I drank every glass she handed me then another, and another

when she stuck her hand into my bag and pulled out a photo
asking, “You know why you’re here, don’t you?”

“I have an idea,” I said.
“And you’re to make good on that idea. But before you step up

to the plate, you should know how low you’ll go when they try
and strip you of your ideas, your dignity—your youth! Word has
it they might even torture you throughout your lifetime just for
introducing them to things (k)new and thoughts un(Kn)own.”

“I think the Window Dresser already did that, thank you.” I
gurgled as I gulped another glass and she exchanged it for another.

“That may be, but let’s see if we can’t bully you up anyway.
Help you build some defenses around that frail idea of yours so
that it can never be taken away, no matter how hot they heat the
wire or boil your imagination.”

“Boil?” I asked.
“Temperatures rising,” she said matter-of-factly pointing out

the window to the waves of heat rising from the roads behind the
fences that laced the town. “You’re to find your way through the
maze stopping only at your Fence of Fancy. And once you find it
you’ll have ‘de fence’ and a sure path to follow.”

She poured another glass of encouragement, but I was thinking
about Detroit, back when it was ‘Ville de Troit’ and the fences built
around the fort were to fend off the natives and fence in the
invaders. Wondering if we were all small outposts of class and
culture, here to mark our time on the planet or perish—or pee. I
really had to pee.

“All those fences could take some time,” I said.
“That’s why I’m here,” she smiled, “to serve the motivational

water and hurry things along. Everyone who comes must find a
place to hang their word, post their presence, and warn strangers
to keep out as they invite friends in.

“Is it good to keep friends fenced in?” I asked.
“Is it good to take anyone at their word?” she asked.
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California was sure some strange land.
“I don’t get it,” I said.
“Fences of Fancy let us know who you are and who you keep

out. The fence you choose allows the rest of us to live free.  You
surround us by how you divide yourself.

Each fence is built with what you know as trust on one side, and
what lies on the other.”

She handed me a fresh glass of water and I drank it even as I
began to feel like Alice in Wonderland drowning in the flood. I
realized I had to pee right then!

“Well, I have to tell you, I’m motivated, you’ve done a good job
and to tell you the truth, I gotta go,” I finally admitted, sheepishly.

“Of course you do. Can’t have a war without anyone putting up
a fight.”

“No, I mean I’ve ‘gotta go.’”
“Oh, well, of course you do.”
“So, where do I . . . pee?”
“On your Fence of Fancy.”
“I don’t get it.”
“Oh, you’ve got it all right. You can claim your fancy or stay

here at the bar and chum it up—some of these good ol’ boys get
quite friendly.”

“What are you talking about?”
“It’s time to relive the pain of the pioneers,” she laughed.
“Pain?”
“Oh, forgive me,” she leaned over and spoke in a softer voice

telling me a story that the others had already heard. “The water
you’ve been drinking is filled with tiny glass fibers, millions of
them, and as soon as you pee they’ll rip your little man to shreds.”

I squeezed my pecker at the thought of it.
“Or you can stay here and continue to drink the water of

FairFacts. You’ll feel no pain as long as you sweat and bloat like a
pig.” She grabbed her hand around my pecker. “But be brave,
Noah. What’s done is done. You’ve got it in you now and you’ve
got to let it out or you’ll end up like these bloated babies babbling
tales of ‘would have been’ or ‘could have been’ had they been
men enough to do what it was they set out to do.

Would you want that, Noah? Would you?”
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I - C O U L D - D O - T H A T

As we walked back inside stories about the Japanese and the
glass rods shoved down the peckers of our uncles chained in
their prison camps came to mind.

“And try not to cry.” Now she was getting bitchy.
Then I ‘accidentally’ let the glass slip from my grip and it broke

on the floor. She found a long broom, walked over, and swept it all
under a table.

“Don’t look at me like that, Noah. It’s nothing personal. It’s my
job to prepare you for the worst. We’re on the same side. You
don’t want to be the Judas who leads the cat to the trap?” She
filled another glass, but I slapped it away, spilling it out over the
bar. Before I could do anything else, she gave a signal to her men
standing on either side of me. Men who lent their strength to give
me some encouragement. One pulled my hair until my head bent
back while the other poured. Soon I was drowning in
encouragement, one glass after another.

“My only motivation is to help you face your fears. See through
to the other side. Now go find your Fence of Fancy, see how you
can shape your future, then piss your bloody hell all over it.”

“Oh, God,” I moaned as her two thugs dragged me out the door
and into the street.

“Choose wisely, Noah, the fence you fancy will define your
lifeline. March on that madness. Meet the master of your hidden
agenda, then piss in her eye.” She grabbed a glass of water and
gave a toast to the town. “Every fence keeps a face to one side
and a blind eye to the other. We are Jacks and Queens without a
King. No matter which side you are on, you are always on the
wrong side.”

She pulled my bag over my shoulder and gave me a push. I
stumbled and almost pissed myself right there. “Go with God,
Noah. From this day forward you will wrestle with the worry of
one side or the other, who stands where and whether you stand
for anything at all.” She chugged the glass of water, letting it spill
over her blouse then smashed it with a laugh that reverberated
like a quantum particle echoing in its duality. “Piss until you’re
man enough to know the difference between fact and fantasy,
friend or foe, freedom from folly.”
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Rena swept as I wept.
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I saw the Mistress of the Night.
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“What am I to do now?” I asked as I stumbled away.
“Find a fun fancy.” the younger man showed up in the back of

my head dressed in armor, ready to battle dragons.
“Oh, piss off,” I shouted.
“This town wasn’t my idea,” Grace said. “But I do know that the

more you choose, the less can be chosen for you. Free will is only
as good as you make it before another’s free will absorb yours. A
tree has no choice but to become a member of the forest, but a
nation can divide itself until it no longer exists. This moment is
more about country than God, Noah.”

Damn. I knew that if it were just about God I could fake an
excuse and leave—no one was accountable to God anymore. But
mess with the government and your days were numbered.

So there I was, up shit’s creek without a dick to piss with. I tried
to enter an alley where I thought my bike might be, but it reeked of
ammonia so I walked over to another. I could already hear the
moans of those who had gone the distance, pissed on their fancy
and now sat in their piddle, slumped over, making way for those
still squeezing their peckers in fear as they wandered, blindly
peering over fence after fence. Soon, I was lost in the maze. Found
some fences boring while others offered free samples seen through
knotholes. I found a fence with two bags crumpled and brown
under a window. Then I stopped and stooped to treat myself to an
eyeful of the Mistress of the Night, a beauty pageant, and
charming ladies walking their dogs in short-shorts.

Over one fence, I found a yard with swimmers splashing. Over
another I found two dogs barking and three swings swinging.
There were yards with climbing cats, and open rooms with sitting
spinsters. There were birdbaths filled with green water, pecking
black crows, and archways draped in night-blooming jasmine
covering pathways leading to nowhere. I picked the fruit off trees
that hung over into the alley only to look inside the yard and find
the trees surrounded by empty baskets—the harvest gone
unattended. Dead flower gardens, and old car parts. I found three
kids in the forest watching over a fence into a wedding party and
they asked who had fancied someone pissing in the punch?

Over one fence I found myself surrounded by friends and fame
but their dance scared me off. Over another I saw a large stack of
wood piled in the center with blinking eyes peering out. I couldn’t
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pee with those eyes watching, so I stepped away to its neighbor.
There I saw a family had gathered around a barbecue. I couldn’t
pee in front of them either. Further down the alley I went, holding
my own, crying as I imagined the pain when my bladder would
burst and shred my little man to pieces. I stopped at another
knothole to take in bikini-clad girls lying around a rubber pond.
Then the moment passed, as if time was speeding through my
boot and out my soul. Aging me into an old man, invisible to the
girls, and just old enough for their mothers to ignore.

I tried to pee again but I couldn’t force a drop. Squeezed a drip
but only farted. The sunbathing moms heard my thunder and
came to the fence to see who I was. I ran away until my youth ran
out, and I was bent over with back pain and they no longer amused
me. Passing fancies are like that. Then I found curiosity through a
knothole. Saw a woman leaning over a babbling brook. Her rear up
in the air. I stood up for a better look over the fence and saw more
of the woman, but it was a different woman this time.

I looked back through the hole, and saw the first woman again,
and then over the top, the other, and back and forth as the two
women occupied the same spot at the same moment. Both bent,
both taking ideas from a basket of laundry near their hips, and
both stretching to hang their words on the line. Both with shotguns
off to the side and both leaning so far forward into the water they
exposed their round derrieres. And the only difference between
the two was the size and color of the moon.

Up and down, again and again, they leaned and stretched.
Washed years off the old man then hung his memories as my life.
Two women in the same spot at the same moment, both in bright
red dresses; one flashing white, the other blue. Both rocking to
tame the rhythm of my life until I was young again.

I tried looking as fast as I could from one view to another, to
catch them switching places, but I was watching time itself and
saw that time had the job of accounting for all the roles played in
every particular moment: the onlooker, the looker, the player, and
the played. There were so many angles and so many views to take
in of each and every moment of each and every life, that we had to
share our routines if we were to be counted along the time line.
That a moment can only exist if it’s been recognized, otherwise it
just fades to the rhythm of the beat bouncing off our neighbors.
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I saw a blue moon through the peep hole...
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...and saw a full moon rising over the fence.
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We were the notes on time’s musical staff, here to make music and
mark how God worked and lived, good or bad, as we presented
ourselves in His prescribed harmony-producing chords of minimal
influence. Creating the world from all that we (k)new. And in that
instant I realized I was not only full of piss, but I was full of shit
too!

Then I began to dance the “I gotta pee” dance and couldn’t
stop. I wanted to run back to the girls at the pool but it was too
late. I frantically felt for my zipper, unzipped, and screamed to the
trees as I prepared for the flood of blood to spill over my boots.

“AHHHHHHHHH,” I wailed as cats leaped and dogs barked.
“AHHHHHHHHH.” The alley echoed and birds took flight.
“AHHHHHHHHH.” “AHHHHHHHHH.”
“AHHHHHHHHH. . .Ohhhh?”
I looked down at my boots. There was no splashing blood. Just

a river of piss as I peed with great relief.
Oh, the joy of urination! The joke was on me. The pain was in

holding it in; the torture was the fear of letting go. I felt like such
a boob. I kept peeing and peeing until I flooded the alley and had
to climb into my bag of Sellable Sorrow and float away just as this
wall of fancy fences fell under the. . .

I woke with a start.
I was asleep, pissing a stream, and wetting the bed.
Bed? No! I was still in the alley behind the bar. Lying in my own

piss from the back of my knees to my neck. And there I lay. I didn’t
even want to get up, get out, or wash off. I didn’t even bother to
move. I lay in that euphoric paralyzation that lingers halfway
between wake and sleep and there was still something in the dream
urging me back. So I closed my eyes, went back, and there it was.
. .

THUMP, THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.
It was my Fence of Fancy.
THUMP, THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.
Urging me to press my little man into the knothole.
THUMP, THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.
In it went as I looked over the top to see the ladies mark time.
THUMP, THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.

W E T D R E A M S
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I was choking the chicken.
“Smacking the monkey?” the younger man shouted.
“I’m hosing the donkey,” I shouted, my face contorted, eyes

squinting, looking over and through a blur of derrieres.
THUMP, THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.
That was the beating of my thighs beating against the wood.
THUMP, THUMP, THUMP, CRASH!
The fence toppled and I rode the plank like a raft into the yard,

sailing over piss-covered waves of green grass until I came to rest
behind the woman(s) and watched as they continued to moon
their panties from white to blue, back and forth, sending signals
through the mist as they replaced each other in time.

Then the younger man and I flickered behind them. Both of us
wondering who fancied which more. I liked the blue moon, he
liked the full moon. We were watching and listening as each time
the washer women dipped into the water a “nick” could be heard
as their knee cracked, and each time the other stretched to pin
their wash on the wire, a “lock” issued from her hips. Time was
ticking in the timbre of their routine:

“Nick, lock, nick, lock, nick, lock.”
Time distorted our age as they worked.
“Nick, lock, nick, lock, nick, lock.”
Sheet after sheet, shirt after shirt. Slip after slip.
“Nick, lock, nick, lock, nick, lock.”
Whites, blues, and other hues.
“Nick, lock, nick, lock, nick, lock.”
Everything hung like so many photographs when suddenly both

women reached behind themselves, pulling young and old from
past and present, dunking us into the babbling brook—one held
the younger man, the other scrubbed my memory, bleaching out
the skid marks that held both our histories intact.

They were lifting him while slamming me. Over the rocks and
under water. They beat and bleached the sin out of our view, then
squeezed the guilt to a drip and pinned us up as limited edition
prints to blow in the breeze. Then the women continued with their
chores as we waited to dry. But that was not to be as suddenly,
their hummingBird heels took flight, kicking me free from my
clothespins. Down I ran, leapfrogging over their backs, grabbing
the basket as I jumped over the brook and ran to the far side of the
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yard. But run as I might, fast as I could the nearer I got to the far
side of the fence the taller it went and the shorter I grew. It was
only a matter of moments, inches, that I made it over, scraping my
ass, barely clearing the top. Holding on to the waist band of a
giant pair of granny panties, I parachuted down to the other side,
dipping into a muddy puddle of piddle left by whoever it was that
built the fence facing the ladies’ head-on as they washed.

I fell until I lay on my stomach in this strange sea of pee as more
of the clothes from the basket feathered down like a squad of
paratroopers. Those that didn’t land on me fell to a dirty death as
they drowned in piss and mud. I reached out to save those I could
and clung to all that landed near me as I felt the tremble of guilt
pounding down the alley like a bull. I tried to hide but it stomped
my face into the thick mud. I lost hold, closed my eyes and
everything fell to the muck.

As I sank, I could hear the bull snorting near my ears. I rolled
onto my back and tried to toss everything away, but the fence was
playing me for keeps and tossed mud pies. Back and forth we
tossed in a fury of whites and colors as I shot each piece of
laundry that fell from the fence until I was hit in the eye with a
thong blinding me to the battle I had waged.

“I’ve been hit,” I screamed, clawing at my face, when I heard
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something and stopped to listen. Someone was laughing. But
who? I pulled the patch of my tight thong to the side and saw the
drunks, the wandering pissers. Saw the bar boys who had yet to
choose their Fence of Fancy had gathered around pissing on me,
judging me for judging them.

“Will your petty crimes be less than mine?” I shouted, forcing
them back but in their place came all those who had come before
me. People who had surrounded themselves with conventional
fencing and saddled their fates with safe fantasies. A jolt of fear
stabbed me into worrying that their Fences of Fancy might be
listed in the Yellow Pages. That they were better than me and
smarter than me. What chance did I have against people like these
when all I had in my defense was offensive? I flipped them off.

Maybe God and country had better jobs for them. Better, more
important things to do. But even in my defiance my anger turned
to shame, my gusto sank to despair, and I sat in a huddle in the
puddle—there was no escaping myself. I was what I was.

I was a criminal of a choice that was not of my choosing, but
who isn’t? It was time to accept myself as me or lose myself to
whatever would catch my fancy. I reached for a smoke but they
were all brown with nicotine and soggy. I pressed my fingers into
the muck to remember me back to better days. Back to a time
before panties paraded as paradise and hummingBird heels flew
as friends. Back when I was only three and life looked good.

We’re all so innocent until we’re snot.
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So eager to lose ourselves to our inclinations, fanning them
into fantasies only to watch them fall into obsessions keeping us
away from reality while leaping us into perversions.

Is pleasure the only difference between need and sin?
I watched as others flung themselves over their fences. Some

crashed with gold, some with silver, some with cats, some with
dogs, some with careers, some with wives, some with the names
of their accusers, and some with underwear over their heads and
hummingBirds strapped to their dicks. But all crashed.

And then, looking into the backyard of an old girlfriend, I saw
two feet dangling from a low branch. Her brother had hung
himself—but not before putting on his mother’s dress, pearls,
and heels. 16 years of age and as dead as he felt his entire short
life. Less afraid to die than to live in secrecy with his unMentionable
obsession. A torn nylon stretched over his toe nail and ill fitted
hummingBird, and I knew he had been hung here for me to see.
Sent west in a dress like Paul Revere to warn me of any thought of
following in his footsteps as I too never chose to be haunted by a
dresser full of dainties. Never asked to wonder about the choking
fit of a tight girdle. But it happened and lingered like a ghost.

Obsessions appear out of nowhere—and move in without notice.
Mine would whisper any excuse to sneak a touch: top drawer or
laundry basket. Short and intense. A slave to uncontrollable
desires—but you don’t kill yourself. You fight! You tame it, make
it your bitch! You work the jerk back into its cave until it is no more
than an unSeen limp or painless hang nail to be clipped once
every blue moon.

I cut the boy down and straighten his dress.
I scooted my back to my Fence of Fancy and lit a smoke.
I wanted to be seen with sorrow, moaning and murmuring. I

wanted to be ashamed but I was not ashamed. I was angry with
God and country for making me live in guilt. I shouted for quiet as
the moaning of the others tossing themselves over their fences
began to increase. Cries from those who had flung themselves
only to find themselves impaled on the posting of their choices
and left to writhe in their misery. And then it occurred to me that
maybe society was simply a huddled mass of piss-sitters all denying
themselves for the favorable judgment of their neighbors. Would
it really matter which fence was being leaned on and which was
being pissed over?
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I cursed Grace, then God again, then cursed the goddamn
tobacco companies for putting only 20 smokes in a pack.

. F U C K E R S .

“Well, there you have it.” I thought it was Rena welcoming me
back, but it was the younger man standing in the alley with all the
innocence of a barefoot boy. “If you were a bed wetter, this would
be your bed, and if a woman doesn’t miss her laundry then what’s
the crime?” he asked.

. F U C K Y O U .

I wanted to smack the pompous little butt hugger.
Standing so straight and self-righteous he might as well have

been at my door step with a bible under his arm—and why was
this shithead talking to me anyway? This was my fence, my mud,
my life. My anger boiled over and only then did I realize that I was
as trapped inside him as he was stuck growing up as me.

The younger man asked Grace, “Is this the face of our hero? Is
this the book that will separate my fact from his fantasy? His
defeat from my victory?”

Grace slapped the younger man back in time, but he skipped a
beat and slipped ahead.

“Look at him,” the younger man continued. “He reeks of guilt.
How can he be of any use to anyone? The enemy will smell him a
mile away.” Then the younger man snapped his fingers and “poof,”
everything I had ever desired became a child’s toy.

He snapped again and turned my bag into a wagon to haul the
loot. I was back in the alley, holding onto my pecker wondering
what was with this guy?

The younger man turned towards me. “Here is everything in
your lifetime, guilt free. I can offer you this—I can offer you victory
over yourself and all you have to do is quit thinking you could
have been anything other than what I make of you. The ladies’
laundry only serves to move you closer to God.”

“But what if I don’t want to go to God?”
“Then go to hell.” The younger man stomped in the puddle

splashing piss into my eye. “Next time go for the gold if you can’t



307
NOAH’S ART

The younger man appeared as bare foot innocence...
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...and offered toys in exchange for guilt.
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handle your own self loathing.”
“A panty thief, is this how I’m to be known?” I asked Grace as

I began to wiggled my waggle at the younger man, challenging
him to a pissing war, turning him red as thunder.

“I hate this guy,” the younger man shouted.
“Why do you let that asshole hang around?” I asked.
Grace swooped from the trees and sat me on top of a big white

fence. It felt good and calming to have her hold me.
“The barmaid lied,” I said, tears swelling, anger deflating.
“Of course she did,” Grace smiled. “You shouldn’t be so gullible.

It’s time you learn to recognize friend from foe by what they see
first, what they see next, and what they never see in you at all.”

She handed me a photo from my bag and I watched it animate
itself into an endless loop and wondered how time could move
without motion and motion exist without time. It was like breathing
underwater. It was like being me.

“There is no still in still photography,” Grace said. “It takes time
to know where the two sides of every fence come to meet. Time to
develop every glimpse that can look past ourselves. One side that
reflects us in social distortions. The other casting us adrift in a
timeless search to solve the mystery of who we are and why we
are here. Time to know who you were so you will know where to fit
in this puzzle created for you as your life.”

“So I’m to quit the bullshit?” I asked.
“Sooner the better.”
“What if I never see myself?”
“Then there will never be another moment when you won’t

wonder which side you are. Doubt will become you as she sits in
your ears, shouting innuendo with swipes of her double-edged
words. There will be no options, no choices, and you will be unable
to move left or right.

The world will go to war over words, but you will wobble when
you speak. You will become the dead silence in a turbulent
conversation—the face on the fence looking inward at all times;
numb as wood to those who would lean on you for support.”

“You’re not leaving me with much hope,” I said.
“All I can leave you with is this.” She gave a gentle push and I

slid off the fence that separated genius from insanity and fell to
the side less favored—Noah’s Art had come alive.
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Taking Hoff
I left Fairfax and returned to Stinson Beach. Found Hoff laying

on her blanket again, only this time I got off my bike, swooped her
into my arms—kissed her and she didn’t pull away. We laid on
back on her blanket and watched clouds. She fell asleep in the
heat and I sat up for a smoke. Her ranchhands were no where and
I liked being alone with her. When she woke, she walked into her
cabin wearing only the sun light, cooked up cheese crackers and
sprinkled them with Janes Krazy Mixed-up Salt. I was hooked.
Hooked on Hoff. I stayed the week walking out to the beach with
her. She told me about her family: her doctor dad, their ranch in
Paso Robles, the vineyards and her brothers and sisters. She asked
about me, where I was from, my family: I had nothing to tell her.

Then one day as we walked back to the cabin, I saw the two
tight whites sitting in their jeep up the road. And behind then, out
of their view, Poo Ray’s Alpha Romero and behind it, the limo. It
was one big family reunion at the beach. I guess sometimes, there
is no escape, so I had to just leave—and fast.

I told Hoff that I had to go. That I needed to find work in the city,
but that I’d be back in a week or so. This was all so abrupt she
thought she had done something wrong. I told her she could
never do anything that would stop me from loving her. We kissed
long then she packed me a lunch and said if I didn’t return, she’d
come looking. One last hug on the porch and I rode up the street,
past my old friends sitting out of sight and when I got to the top
of the hill, turned to see that they didn’t stay in Stinson.

Once over the Golden Gate and stopped at a diner near the
Presidio for a burger.  Sat on a stool and found a newspaper on the
counter. Circled in red was an ad, “Room and board for labor—the
Presidio Hotel.”

“It’s right across the street,” the waitress said, holding off with
the coffee.

The air was filled with saw dust. There were rough looking guys
without shirts everywhere. I thought they were the carpenters,
but they weren’t. They were just guys milling around drinking,
smoking dope. They spoke Spanish and I was too new to California
to know they were all illegal Mexicans helping the landlord do
whatever it was he wanted done.
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On the staircase to my right was a woman in a jean skirt. She
was using an electric sander and wearing a face mask over her
nose. Her hair was filled with saw dust and when she saw me she
stopped.

I told I had seen the ad. She looked me up and down and smiled:
she could use a boy like me “ she said and showed me my room, a
corner room on the second floor, complete with bathroom, walk-in
closet, and a set of Bay windows over looking Pine and Persidio.

She told me that she and her husband had fallen onto hard
times. That he had lost his job and money was short. Then she
stepped closer and told me in a softer, hushed tone that he had
been busted by the feds for money laundering and after working
out a deal, they let him go. Now, someone was after him and trying
to take away the hotel—that’s why he loaded the first floor with
his thugs pretending to be carpenters.

I nodded as if I knew all about the world of embezzlers, high
stakes cons, and owning property. I nodded as she leaned in and
allowed me to look down her blouse, into the mystery of this
woman standing by her man while giving every indication she’d
be visiting me in my room, soon.

As I moved in I met Russell, the guy living in the room next me.
He didn’t like that I got the corner room. I didn’t care what he
liked. He was the kind of doped up thin beard you’d find on any
street not patrolled by cops.

I spent the rest of the week, painting, sanding, demolishing,
whatever was on her list. A week later I rode back to Stinson and
brought Hoff back to see my new digs. We spent the day then she
told me she had good news too: that she had just a got a job down
California street at a diner called the Sugar Plum.

That night and for a week more I had dinner at the Sugar Plum.
I loved watching her walk around in her uniform—it never fit;
sometimes too big, sometimes too small. Made me want to leap
her bones right there. Most nights she’d followed me back to the
hotel, and all was good until one night I woke to her screaming.

She was jumping on the bed hysterical.
Our room was filled with rats. I grabbed my bag and beat at

them. I smashed some and chased those that got away. When the
room was clear, I looked into the hall to see if anyone else had
been waken by rats. But the hotel was quiet, too quiet.
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We dressed and Hoff drove home alone back to Stinson Beach.
I found Hoff’s black panties under the covers. So I put them

under my pillow and fell asleep ‘per chance to dream.’
The next morning my landlady invited me to dinner.
I have never met the landlord but had been with his wife a

number of times: her coming to my room with a list of things to do.
Always pretty, always showing something: either through an open
button on her blouse or an un-zipped zipper.

I went over at 6 o’clock. They lived next door to the hotel. They
lived on the top floor of a duplex next door. As I climbed the stairs,
the guy living on the bottom floor came out and stood in the
shadow watching me walked up. I saw him but ignored him. He
saw me ignore him, smiled, then went back inside.

Mrs. Landlord answered the door wearing a white silk blouse.
Through it you could see her black bra and through the black bra
you could see the shape of her breast and her nipples. I smiled.
She smiled, and it wasn’t until she walked me into their living room
and sat down in front of me that I notice she wore heels, nylons,
and a mini skirt. She sat with easy knees—message sent, message
delivered—as she offered raw fish wrapped in seaweed and rice
while her husband, the landlord, paced about. He was clearly upset,
ranting in short incoherent mumbles.

“Noah’s here,” she interrupted while he stood at the window.
“Noah’s here,” she said again and he turned around.
He wore a bathrobe over a white shirt and a vest, his big belly

straining the buttons. A thin piece of string strung across his
belly like a memory of a gold chain holding onto a pocket watch
long lost. He was unshaven, hair greasy and dirty, and the pockets
of his bathrobe torn. He was so disheveled I wasn’t sure what to
make of him. Seems the crooked lawyer now had someone on his
ass and it was driving him crazy.

His wife was leaning forward on the sofa, pushing her breasts
towards me and I thought she wanted to do it right here when he
stepped up looking at me with the look of crazy. Took a gun from
his pocket and pressed the barrel to my forehead—in that instant
(k)new had just been defined as ‘shit out of luck’ and all my years
leading up to this moment: all the childfood I ate, all the Wendy’s
moms I had desired, all the mystery of Marium, the Sisters of
Treason, and the stone cold truth of the Tight Whites. None of it
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mattered. I was looking down the barrel of a crazy man and
everything I had come west to become died.

He hit me on the side of the head and ordered me down the hall
to a room. On one wall, behind a big wooden desk, hung an
American flag that must have been 12 feet wide. The rest of the
room was painted Kelly green as if he thought his office were
some part of the White House. He thought he was somebody, and
when he swung around a shotgun, he truly was—he was as he
wanted to be: his finger twitching, blinking as beads of sweat
rolled into his eyes. He was an angry man, a desperate man, and in
his mind I was the guy the feds had sent to take him down.

Then he asked what I was doing with a rich girl like Hoff anyway?
A girl like Hoff?
What the hell did he know about Hoff?
And then he questioned everything: my friends, my past, my

future. I didn’t say shit. What could I say? That I’m not sure, but
if you ask the two women in tight white skirts looking in your
window, they might tell you what’s going on?

His wife came in, stood behind me, and I realized she had been
feeding him stories about me all along—I felt like such a tool—
taking her smiles, winks, and peek a boo boobs. She was playing
me for a handy pervert and of course, I went for it. She then told
me why her husband was so upset: how the feds had set him up to
take a fall, the calls made to the health inspectors about rat
infestation, about her Alfa Romero having been stolen right out
from under their bay window—and as soon as she said that, I
made the connection: Poo Ray was behind this guy’s demise. I
didn’t care. My life hung suspended between a nut job and a
dope smuggler and I wanted out.

I did my best to explain my life away: That I was a nobody: a
panty thief, a smoker, and a pervert. I used every word the Tight
Whites had said about me and when I was done, I didn’t even
know who I was as I was becoming everything the Tight Whites
had wanted of me. Smearing my face with dirt in hopes to bury the
real me. Going under cover trying to save my life.

He grumbled and spat. Then his wife suggested they could use
a (low-life) like me. He agreed, appologized and lowered the
shotgun. She came around and kissed my cheek—and all I could
think was, oh fuck, the kiss of death.
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His wife walked me to the stairs and down I went as the guy
from below came out. He looked to the wife then to me as if he had
heard everything. I wanted to scream back to the landlord, “Hey,
asshole, your spy is right under your nose and fucking your wife”
but I just kept walking and returned to my room to find Russell
spinning Hoff’s panties around his finger.

“What are you doing here,” I snatched her panties and pushed
him. He feel over and I punched him in the chest, and stomach—
each punch moving him closer to the door.

“He wants you out.” He spit blood as he spoke.
“Who wants out?” I hit him again.
“He wants you out and take your bitch with you.”
I kicked him in the side of his knee and as he tripped I shoved

him out the door and slammed it. He started shouting to the thugs
on the first floor and knew, it was time to ditch: I grabbed my bag
and went out the bathroom window onto the fire escape, dropped.

Kicked started my bike and raced to the Sugar Plum.
Hoff as taking an order from an older couple sitting politely. I

waved to her to come out. She shook her head no, so I went in and
told her we had to leave—right now. I not only said it, but shouted
it with all the alarm my voice could muster.

She said she’d get fired if she left. I told her it didn’t matter—
that they were coming for us.

“Who’s they?” she asked just as her manager came over and
told me I had to leave. I didn’t budge. Then he signaled a few of
his busboys They circled and I told Hoff we had no choice.

The manager called the cops. Hoff ripped off her apron, tossed
it, and off we went into the night, over the Golden Gate and back
to Stinson.—but we weren’t alone—a short distance behind us, a
caravan of pickups and low riders followed us over and as I hurried
Hoff inside the cabin, they parked in a semi circle, lights off, and
waited for us to call it a night.

Hoff changed out of her uniform while I kept watch out the
window. She wanted answers but didn’t know the questions. She
was upset that she had just quit her job. Upset her parents would
get angry. Upset that she had met a like me.

I did my best to calm her but fresh memories of Gonzales, shot
dead in San Salvador didn’t help—and the letter warning, “They
think we’re CIA,” began to take on new meaning.
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After all, where was I?
I wasn’t from here. I was a Michigan boy, born in Washington

D.C. I had no California roots, no Mexican savvy. I’d never met a
Chinese girl or eaten Japanese fish. As far as the people in San
Francisco were concerned, I was the unwanted stranger.

“I’ve got to get you out of here,” I told Hoff.
“Why?”
“They think I’m a fed. A spy.” I pointed to the trucks and cars

parked across the way. “They work for my landlord and he wants
me dead.”

“Dead?” Hoff looked out the window but all she could see was
the parking lot. There were no threatening arms or bon fires. No
one chanting for our execution. Just happy shoppers.

“They’re there, Hoff. Trust me.”
“Who’s there Noah?”
Then a knock at the door.
I pushed Hoff aside and opened the door ready to swing but it

was just dirty ragged kid, a local drek claiming to be a boy scout.
Said he was selling kitchen knives door to door. Asked if I wanted
any. Then grinned a grin that let me know he was here just to take
a look inside the apartment. I slammed the door, but I got the
message—they were coming in. I yelled for Hoff to pack. She
didn’t move. She sat on her bed and cried and I got it: Who was I
to trust? Just some guy who came into her life and turned it upside
down. Who was I and why was I doing this to her?

I had no answers other than my story of women in white skirts
and a bag of bad photos. All she had was a dream for a guy to
come riding into her life, swoop her up into her arms, and carry her
off into the sunset to live happily ever after.

Another knock at the door. It was Burt.
“What the fuck,” I pulled him in.
“Poo Ray says he can help.”
“Help me what?” I asked wanting to know why Poo Ray was

out there or how he even knew about this. I dragged him in. He
would be my first hostage of the night. I was entering a whole new
world never explained by my dad or the Tight Whites. I dragged
him to the picture window, held his face up against the glass, and
began beating his head into it shouting, “Send another fool you
fucks. Send me another.”
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Hoff peeked out the window but did not see what I saw.
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Hoff was beside herself. I doubt if she’d ever witnessed such
violence before. I continued to bang Burts head into the glass
until blood ran down the window. Hoff screamed for me to stop,
but I couldn’t stop. I needed them to see crazy. I needed them to
know I meant business. I reached into my bag, grabbed my Bowie
knife, and held it tight against his throat for all the shoppers to
see. Burt begged me to let him go, and when I was sure everyone
had seen enough, I dropped him.

“Screw you, Stinson. You’re dead.”
“Fuck you, Burt.” I picked him up and threw him out.
Then I did the only thing I knew I could do to get Hoff out safe:

I grabbed the phone book and called the FBI—they answered on
the first ring.

“Get this girl out of here or you can consider her a hostage.”
I slammed the phone down and Hoff let out a cry.  Staring at me

as if she had just realized what was going down.
“Are you going tot hurt me?”
“No one’s going to hurt you.”
Within moments, as if they had been waitingoutside all along,

the front window broke and the room filled with smoke. I was
choking, Hoff was choking. The door burst open and in they
came. Knocking me to the floor and holding me down with their
knees. Two more rushed in, grabbed Hoff and rushed her outside
to safety. They dragged me out and took me to jail.

I sat alone in a cell and I could see Hoff. She had a blanket
wrapped around her. She was crying, confused. A lady cop held
her while the other cops tried to pin unsolved cases on me: murder,
rape, larcenies. All the time asking who I was, where I was from,
and why I was here.

Then a man came in and sat across from me. He wore white. All
white. Had a stack of files and one of my photos among them. Told
me not to say a word: he already knew everything. he knew who I
was and where I was from. He knew about Poo Ray and his
business along the coast. He knew all about the landlord and his
wife. He was a Tight White. Could it have all been true? From high
school to now: drafted into army that had no name, no face, and
no stinking badges?

He told me Hoff was being flown back to her parent, to her
ranch and “All that’s left is your certification.”
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I was to be marked as ‘a man with a history.’
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S I R - T I F I C A T I O N ?

“It’s just a formality really. Insurance for Uncle Sam that from
this day forward, no matter what you might do or what you might
say; whenever someone speaks or writes of Noah Stinson, the
story will always precede with, ‘a man with a history of mental
illness.’”

I was 5150’d and sent to county to stay with other cadets taken
from their lives and sent on missions for the better good of all
Americans. It was there I learned to read the signals and the signs
of those who would be contacting me soon. And all the while, I
smiled. I had fucked up my life, but Hoff was safe.

After 72 hours, the minimun to be certified, I was sent to the
front office. Marium was waiting, she didn’t come around with a
hug or bother with a kiss. She was holding my paperwork and told
me I was free to go.

I thought, what a bitch.
Then, as I was walked out the door, she said, “Careful, Noah.

It’s a jungle out there.”





Epilog

I went back to Marin and tried to live among my old friends, but
no one wanted my company. I was a loose cannon with a story no
one believed. So I headed back into the city.

Two years later my old landlord was on the 11 o’clock news:
SWAT had surrounded the Presidio Hotel. His wife had been
chained to a tree in back. Tear gas flew and he out he came with his
shotgun ducktaped to the head of the guy living downstairs: seems
he finally found his rat!

Next day at work I pointed to the newspaper and told my buddy,
Sherman, “See. It was true. All true. I wasn’t nuts. It was all true.”

But he wasn’t listening.
No one was listening.
That day had passed.
That war was over.
My old friends long gone and the story of those times faded.

Whatever it was I was used to do, had been done. Now, I was just
a house painter painting houses with a bunch of ex-cons, perverts,
and users. I fit right in. I missed the brass ring but, what the hell, I
saved the girl I loved.

Ten years later, I’m riding my Norton to work on the Grateful
Dead house when I hear my name being called. It was Hoff driving
a brand new Mustang convertible.

It took three more years to ask her out.
Three years on top of that to marry her (much to her parents’

chagrin.) and ten years after that, we had our own baby girl, Em to
warn, “It’s a jungle out there, make it your own.”

. .but before that, this. . .



Sellable Sorrow



Prolog

There came a year in the life of Noah Stinson where
everything that was, might not have been and everything
he understood, he might have understood wrong.



Should I sit outside your window,
Tell tales of more than I could be,
Would you wonder what ever happened
to the man that was once me?

And if I stop while crossing the Golden Gate,
To take on another view.
Would you wave to the heavens
And know that I saw you?

And should a day arrive uninvited,
Give no warning nor pause.
Cause my life to end too quickly,
Would you hold on to me at all?

Would you take me to the garden?
Would you place me on a sill?
Build me a pyramid pointing?
Bury me on a hill?

Fear not sweet love,
Do not let your sorrow grow.
Do with me whatever,
Trust I’ll never know.

No One Ever Jumps

1 Year Falling





Part Four
TuBags &

all that is Saidwell

“There’s good news and there’s bad news. The
bad news is that we are at war with China—the
good news is we won’t have to go there.”
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A Man with a History

When you sleep with Queen Thorazine, you have no
thoughts or anger. You have no dreams or wonder. And when

she leaves, you have little of yourself to remember.

I had been certified and released. Now, a ride over the Golden
Gate to find my place but as I approached the middle of the bridge,
a violent gust blew my Norton into the ‘suicide’ lane: my wheel
crooked and I stopped dead in my tracks. My bag fell and the
wind sent my photos hovering over my head like paper airplanes
too afraid to arrive or depart. Then a fog horn and two ladies in
dull gray uniforms burts out of the fog racing towards me, reaching
for my photos of Sellable Sorrow.

One held hers in her right hand declaring it ‘worthless’, spouting
about children, church, and other lewd acts. She saw my work as
porn and tossed it over the bridge.

But the other held hers in her left hand declaring it ‘wordless,’
put it in her mind as it told of backyard swims, sunny days, and
true love. She saw my Pageless Wonders as I saw them and I
knew, however few, there was an audience.

As they retreated back into the fog, the one fussed about a
wasted life while the other informed me that I had just traded
Noah’s Art for a bridge toll.

I straightened out my motorcycle and headed into the fog with
mixed feelings: excited that my Sellable Sorrow had already been
accepted, but worried that I was selling it under false pretenses. I
was at war and came behind these friendly enemy lines only as the
Tight Whites had instructed.

Once across, I headed to a diner at the corner of Chestnut and
Van Ness. There was a newspaper on the table and a help wanted
ad already circled. It was for the ‘Persidio Hotel’ which just
happened to be across the street. How coincidental. “Room and
Board in exchange for labor.” How handy.

I walked over to check it out and meet my new boss.
Inside were a dozen or so old ladies sitting on sofas reading the

newspapers, weekend magazines, smoking, and drinking tea. I
walked over to the front desk. There was a album, “Live Dead” by
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 The first photo I ever sold, I traded as a bridge toll.
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the Grateful Dead hung on the wall. I waited a moment, no one
behind the desk so I tapped my palm on a small round silver bell
next to the phone on the counter. The kind of bell they ring in
those old 30’s movies where rich people flounder about in
expensive hotels with old black men to carry their heavy bags.

RING, RING. I tapped the button.
RING, RING. I tapped the button again.
“Stop with the damn bell!” A woman called down half dressed

or half undressed but still dressing or undressing then leaned
over the rail. “I swear, here one minute, gone the next. Can’t you
just do what I tell you to do?”

“I saw your ad,” I said unsure what or who she was talking
about, but showed her the ad in the newspaper hoping even if I
wasn’t who she thought I was, I might still get the job.

“Of course you did,” she laughed, “Where did you run off to
anyway?” She waved me to come around to the stairs. “I send
you to clean the toilet in 201 and all you do is ring the bell?

? T O I L E T S ?

Did you forget or just leave?” She fussed with her boobs then
fiddled with her blouse as if it were too much a bother to fasten the
buttons. I followed her up the stairs keeping a stair or two behind
so I could see up her skirt (did that make me a creep? Sure it did.
Then my little man told me I should trip and touch her butt,

C L U M S Y - M E

It was good to hear from my pecker again—seems he went into
hiding once Queen Thorazine made the scene.) But thankfully, I
reached the top of the stairs before I could make an ass of myself.
Into the corner room she patted the bed for me to sit and I sat as
she opened one side of the bay window, looked out into the city,
then turned towards me and saw the bewildered look on my face.
“This is your room, or have you forgotten that too?”

My room? I have a room with a view?
She let her bra straps slide off her shoulders, twisted left and

right, her boobs moved like hair in a shampoo ad—and this was
how they greeted their janitor?
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The hotel clerk held no reservations.
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Imagine that!
I was not about to complain or move a muscle, not sure if she

was doing a strip tease for me or just mimicking the billboard out
the window where a woman in a big black Macy’s bra stood over
the traffic, reminding everyone that there were better things in life
than what they had so they better get to work.

“You can get to that toilet tomorrow,” she said and I thanked
Jesus for sending me to this hotel in this wonderful city by the
bay. Where jobs were for the asking and women undressed in the
window as easy as not pulling down the shade.

“Well, I can see you’re not up to taking any photos today,” she
snapped her overalls back up over her shoulders, then walked out
the door leaving me like a schoolboy with his first hard-on.

Y I P E E

My room with a view even a bathroom, a bathtub, a toilet, and a
window that opened over the street which had a fire escape outside
that window that I knew could be use as a deck to watch the
world. It had a ladder up to the next floor and an accordion ladder
wound tight, ready to stretch to the sidewalk with a single flick of
the safety latch. I stepped out of the bathroom window and onto
my new escape: below ran hours of traffic in an endless stream,
above the sloping arches of the Golden Gate. Trucks and cars in a
constant flow off the bridge, rushing down Lombard to jobs in the
city. Everyone could see me. Yes! Noah’s Art had arrived.

I sat on the ledge of the escape relishing my fantasy that in this
city I could produce. Shoot to sell and all the fame that came with
it. Create images with more life than I might have ever imagined.
Yes—I flicked my smoke over the edge—I could make it here.

Rise to the top and win. Hang my prints on a line stretching
over the bathtub and out to the far edge of the escape like a
clothesline. Advertise my work day-in-and-day-out like tiny
billboards flagging interest from the passers-bye.

“Knock, knock.” I leaned back into the window and found a
pretty girl standing in the doorway between the bathroom and the
bedroom. She may have been sixteen or so, wearing a long tight
dress. Brown blond hair with green blue eyes.

“Here we are,” she said showing me a picture of her in the
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Hope was to be a handful.
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newspaper. A photo of her and someone looking a lot like me
standing at the foot of the big brick fort under the Golden Gate
next to a typewriter. The caption read, “Hope Saves Young Artist.”

“What’s it mean,” I asked stubbing my toe as I came in.
“It means I brought you back from the dead—just like I said I

would. I knew you’d come crawling. And here you are.” She
laughed, “My little escape artist.”

A sudden chill ran down my spine as a shiver and I shook.
“You brought me back from the dead with a typewriter?” I asked.
“I was typing your story. This story—our story.” She scanned

the photo in the paper with her finger as she read aloud, ‘..it was
cold and you were freezing, so I wrapped you in the cotton dress
I had in my two bags,’ and well, here you are.”

And as soon as she said that I knew I had been here before yet
never here at all. Like a recurring dream that wakes up into itself.

Like entering an elevator and walking out two stories up and
ten days later. As if I had just stepped out from a deja-vu: this
moment out of context and out of reach. I needed to catch up with
myself.

“Where am I?” I asked.
“You’re with Grenda and me,” she touched my forehead.
“Who are you?”
“Hope, silly, now let’s get you out of that dress.”
“I’m wearing a dress?”
“It was your idea to take the plunge,” she laughed.
“The plunge?”
“Jesus.”
“Jesus?”
“Jesus drove the truck.”
“What truck?”
“The truck on the Golden Gate Bridge,” she pointed out the

window. “Saidwell called Jesus to fling you over.”
“Jesus made me jump off the Golden Gate?”
“No one ever jumps, Noah. Jesus plowed into you after your

fall from Grace. You, your bike, and all your Sellable Sorrow toppled
over and down into the bay. Don’t you remember?” She pointed
to the front page and the article that followed:
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        Artist Vanishes in Bridge Mishap

Recently certified as a man with a history of mental illness,
an Artist was seen leaping from the Golden Gate Bridge
late Saturday in what witnesses reported as a flirtation
with death in an (a)parent suicide. A witness reported, “I
saw him hovering over the suicide lane, foghorns
bellowed a warning, but it was too late. It was horrible. I
had to turn away.” The driver of the truck gave his
account. “I was driving my load of unWanted children
when I saw some young gun hovering over me. He was
causing such a stir he frightened the children. Then he
held out his arms as if ready to play ‘chicken.’ Well I’m no
chicken, and no heathen from the Festival was going to
force me to swerve, so I gave him no sway.” Tourists
walking along the span reported seeing the artist crash
on the truck’s hood then bounce over the truck bed where
one of the small children was said to have reached for the
artist’s leather bag. A brief tug of war ensued until the
man, the child and the bag tumbled over the bridge into
the deadly waters below.”
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Just as I thought I might remember something, Grenda returned
in a silk slip with a to-do list. Hope got up and left. I took the list
and wanted to asked Grenda about Hope, but as soon as she
handed me her list she struck a pose. I waited a moment, but she
kept her pose; her hands along the door jam.

“I don’t get it?” I said.
“You said you wanted something different.” Then she changed

her pose. “Well, this is different.”
I read from the top of her list. “Mrs. Whitewig’s toilet?”
Grenda relaxed her pose, “You’ll need a plunger for Whitewig.

She hasn’t been too happy with you. She likes a look of
commitment. Let’s go. We can fetch your things together—and
bring your camera this time, I’ve got ideas—dark ideas.”

So I followed Grenda downstairs and to a door that came in from
the wall but looked more like a cabinet door than a door, door. She
lifted the latch and we stooped under and crawled in, taking tiny
small steps down the wooden stairs.

At the bottom of the stairs there was a Sears Catalog holding
down a stack of papers like a paper weight. We stopped along
piles and piles of bags stacked high along cinder block walls.

“Looks like a room gone bad,” I said as this was the kind of
room that gave children nightmares and could even scared parents
into believing there were more than memories linked to the eyes
lurking in the folds of the clothes—or hands reaching out to touch
their backs as they tried to run away. More a tomb than a room.

Culture Clothes
“What’s with those?” I asked about the trunk stuffed full and

over it, hanging like corpses: robes, slips, and dresses. Looked
more like someone’s closet than a crawl space.

“They are the clothes of those who come and never leave.
People who have been warehoused and forgotten. Leafs of lettuce
in the sandwich of their rooms. Buried alive.”

“Buried alive?”
“Living in their day dreams and leaving everything else for the

taking. Go ahead, take something and hear the voices that sing in
the dark. It’s your only chance to hear past all that is Saidwell. A
chance to sing through someone who lives without fear.”
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I followed Grenda into the cabinet door.
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“Who lives without fear?”
“The dead, dummy.”
I pulled a handful of clothes from what could have been the top

drawer of some woman’s life; wrinkly worn undershirts, blouses,
scarves and underwear. Sewn and embroidered from a time past.
Dingy with decades, yet there was still a dignity in their folds.
There were bags of big old lady girdles and layer-over-layers of
cotton dresses, slips, and shoes. Bags of hats and wigs, belts and
you name it; lady clothes from generations past, clothes of pinup
posters and WWII. A graveyard of fallen fashion. But all that
remained to hold a clue that any man might have ever lived here
was an old tuxedo hung from a pipe. “It’s all lady clothes.” I said.

“A man can be a frightening sight, but a woman sitting pretty
brings no particular worry—not even noticed by her nosey
neighbors. A woman in a window can leave her mop resting against
the stove in plain view and later easily exchange it for a sniper’s
rifle with no one to notice.” She grabbed a blanket and we went
deeper into the room. “Shall we explore,” she asked.

? E X P L O R E ?



337
SELLABLE SORROW

I hadn’t explored since I was a kid: crawling into the fort in the
woods behind our elementary school. I don’t remember who
owned it but someone always got credit for digging the hole and
laying the plywood. We would call it Fort Greg, Tony’s Dugout, or
Debby’s Den. I was in the sixth grade and us boys were just
learning about feeling up girls and the girls were already on their
3rd year of learning how to control boys with just a wink or a nod.
We all wanted the nod.

If the fort was small, we’d have to take turns: break off in pairs
and crawl in. One fort was three feet deep and that was pretty
cool. But what was really cool was not only had if been covered
over with plywood, the plywood had been covered with sod. None
of us had ever even heard of sod, but there it was, strips of green
grass, thick with dirt, laid over the wood. Sure, laying there in the
field it stuck out like a sore thumb, but this was a first and the sod
kept it plenty dark: perfect for practice.

One day after school, Wendy and I crawled in. She had brought
a pack of matches and a paper written on how to kiss. We propped
up the candle and did our best to do things right while two other
couples struggled in other parts of the fort. Lot of giggling. Lots
of ’no’s’ and ‘not that’ and ‘not there, here.’ Some lucky guy was
getting a lot of nods I figured.

I put my hand on Wendy’s hip and to this day I can still remember
the tingle. It was so out of the world and so inside me. She blew
out the candle, felt for my face and kissed me. I tried for second
base, made it, but forgot where to find third.

So here I was with Grenda wanting to explore in the dirt in the
basement of this old western hotel. Even as there were so many
cobwebs, spider tracks, and rat pellets, I was afraid to breathe.

“Well,” she asked slipping off her slip and laying it down like a
blanket, giving me the nod as she laid herself on top of it.

I stood on my knees, my camera in my lap. I really wanted to
man up and take hold of the situation. But she was freaking me
out. Could I have been scared? She laid to her side then pulled her
pantyhose down to just above her knees. It was so weird but so
cool how she could relax among the trunks of the dead and smile
for the camera.

So while she relaxed, I did my best to ignore the rats and spiders.
Focused as she posed ready for her ‘clothes up.’
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“clickCLICK”
I shot her laying back, on all fours, on her knees. Crawled circles

around her, trying to fix the angle of her angel just right. Setting
my f-stop as open as I could and pushing my film to capture every
ounce of light that might reflect off her skin. One more shot of her
hand over her forehead, and then I continued to shoot even as
she finished up and got dressed. It was like shooting a crime
scene; so little light and down in the dirt. I knew the images would
be dark and textured, showing everything except the murderer.

“That was fun,” she said.
“You’re so relaxed down here.”
“Well, it’s not like this was our first time,” she smiled, and before

I could focus on her again, she was upstairs shouting down, “You’ll
find all you need for Whitewig behind the robes. And don’t forget
to checkout what’s in those two bags this time.”

Two bags? I wrapped my camera in my shirt then crawled on my
knees to the trunks and robes hanging from the plumbing. Behind
them was a set of shelves wired to the wall filled with janitor
supplies: Brillo pads, Ajax, bleach, and a dozen plumber’s helpers,
wrenches, screw drivers and light bulbs. But there was more. In
the corner there were two bags filled with darkroom supplies and
a Besler enlarger, the same as the sisters had back at EMU.  Another
chill ran down my back—was I right where I oughta be? Then a
light broke through the darkness of the corner I couldn’t see so I
pulled the robe aside and for one quick instant, I saw but wasn’t
sure I had seen so I let go the robe and it lit the corner in a glow
just as a whistle of a wind blew and the corner closed like a candle.

Ghosts
After scrubbing Mrs. Whitewig’s toilet, I returned my plunger

to the cellar. Left it at the foot of the stairs with the Sears catalog.
The catalog had been opened to a page selling hummingBird heels
and I wondered if that was coincidence, or something I had done
and already forgotten. Then I looked over to those haunting two
bags of photo supplies. Stopped a minute then ran back to my
room. I wanted to develop my film and print but something about
the two bags didn’t seem right. I needed more time. I needed a
better reason to need them. I needed to find a camera store.

I asked Grenda where I could buy film. “Down Geary,” she said



339
SELLABLE SORROW

I saw (d)evil peeking out from the corner that wasn’t there.
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and off I went and when I got there, displayed right inside the
front window, was a silver camera no bigger than a tube of lipstick.
I’d love one of those spy cameras. Take it with me everywhere.
Shoot unNoticed and unDetected. It would be like being invisible.
I stepped closer and cupped my hands to the window to read all
about it, but stopped at ‘$700 with case.’ So I just went in and
bought fixer, developer, paper, and four rolls of Tri-X Pan, 36 shot.

Back at the hotel, I went back down to the cellar and grabbed
the enlarger then returned to my room and arranged the bathroom
into a darkroom. There was even a red light to screw into the
overhead. Then I headed outside to begin shooting the sights
and sounds of San Francisco. But in the short steps it took to get
to the lobby, I found myself stepping off that elevator again. Lost
in a rush of confusion as echoes of Hope’s story began to erode
my conviction of who I knew myself to be. Could I really have
already been here before and was now little more than a dope-on-
a-rope? A baby chick cracking open its egg only to discover it was
already soft boiled and not even part of the omelet?

Suddenly, a strange sensation. As if the culture clothes were
reaching up through the floor boards into my toes. Histories lodged
into my heels like bread crumbs trapped in a butter dish. I trembled.
I had had a few of these episodes as a kid: paper bags over my
mouth, mom screaming about my tongue, collapsing to the floor.

When my arms stopped quivering, I got up and tried to leave
the hotel once again. This time, I stepped out into the street as if
in a dream: leaving the house without pants. I held onto a lamp
post and looked both ways. As if I were cautiously crossing the
street for the first time. Then I ran as fast as I could  hearing fog
horns calling me back to the bridge.

I pulled the diner door open. A rush of cold fog followed me in
and those already perched on the chrome stools, and those sitting
snug in the warm vinyl booths, turned their heads with looks of
disapproval. Letting me know how annoyed they were at holding
the door open. I let go the door and they returned their glances to
their newspapers, cups of coffee, toast, and soft boiled eggs.

I sat but I no longer felt like taking photos. What had seemed
such a great idea just moments ago seemed adolescent and
pointless now. I felt older, bitter, and sat at the window watching
pedestrians offer snarling glances and snarls.
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Then a wave of deja-vu flew through me, I was myself again but
unable to move as it hovered like it does while waiting to pass,
and it left me the impression that deja-vu might mean that I had
just narrowly escaped death. That just moments ago I had been
robbed of a moment in my life while death opted for its options
debating on taking or leaving me. Maybe a truck out of control or
a brick from a roof had ended my life. Whatever it could have
been, at the moment deja-vu seemed like a fast-forward to put me
back in phase with myself. That it was a good thing and worth the
time. It meant that one of the gods had gotten their wires crossed,
knocked their players off the chess board and bothered to put me
back. And I was back. The dumb numbness of Queen Thorazine
had totally worn off. I ordered a Coke and a Cheeseburger. The
waitress smiled. I smiled back and noticed her name tag. ‘D’Lingo’
She seemed familiar, and I wondered if she had come from Marin.

Grenda Strikes a Pose
Next morning Grenda was at my door only this time standing

with her robe half opened. “Ready,” she asked.
“I haven’t even developed yesterday’s film.”
“Does it matter? I thought you were all about capturing the

moment. Well,  you lost a moment yesterday, better buck up today.”
Why argue? It was great having a woman wanting me to

photograph her. So I grabbed my camera, she dropped her robe
and went into the bathroom. We shot one roll, she handed me $20
and I worked the rest of the day cleaning rings around toilets of
the ladies living on the second floor. I was happy as a clam.

That evening I sat at the window waiting for darkness and when
it arrived, I developed both rolls of Grenda in my bathroom
darkroom. White light off, red light on. Always a surprise in hand,
always something unexpected—the result of badly processed film
or having not turned my settings in the right direction: camera
lenses and shutters are all backwards—but then maybe that’s just
because dad was right and it was only because I was left-handed.

I hung the strips of film at the far end of the shower rod so that
air would circulate around them but dust falling from the ceiling
wouldn’t settle on the emulsion. Settle as interesting tid-bits that
would print as white clumps orbiting over some part of the picture
sending me off on a thought that I had just discovered something
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that wasn’t there. I didn’t need fairy dust to distract me more than
I would distract myself. Then curiosity suggested I print the last
frame I had taken of the corner and the robe. So I did.

I slept good that night wrapped in a dream about that print still
on the line and in it I saw her. She whispered, “I am TuBags” and
I knew this was the best Pageless Wonder I had ever taken. I
woke, pulled the print off the line and laid it on my table when
Grenda’s to-do list came sliding under the door. I went out into the
hall and ran into Hope. “Who’s TuBags?” I asked.

“TuBags can suck time through a straw. She’s been known to
fool men into believing she has more to offer than even I have.”

“Jealous?” I asked sensing she was on the tease.
“Jealous of an old robe?” Hope laughed and kept on her way.

It was Friday. I had finished Grenda’s list early so I brought the
old trunk up from the cellar. Planned to spend the weekend holed
up in my darkroom with enough Coke, smokes and props that I
wouldn’t have to leave my room until Monday.

I set up camp and I stared out my bay windows.
I really liked those bay windows. It was like being a pilot in a big

bomber. Little frames of glass outlining different sections of the
world. ‘12 o’clock high’ stuff. Boys dream war dreams because
they can live as heroes: get shot down, get up, and kill again in an
non-ending fix of testosterone.

Light footsteps came softly creeping up the stairs. I looked to
my watch, it was nearly midnight. I listened hoping it was Hope
coming with more ‘Noah the Hero’ fascinations.

Hope was beginning to look more a perk than a pain.
A perk I was willing to partake. I waited for her to step up to the

door when I sung it opened. It was Grenda.
“You were expecting someone else?” Grenda asked stepping in,

dropping her robe and sitting on the bed.
“I wasn’t expecting anyone.”
“I thought you might want to fool around,” she said as she laid

back ready to be taken.
“Fool be me,” I said and grabbed my camera.
She rolled into a pose and I took a couple of shots, then she got

on to hands and knees. “Doggy style,’ she ordered and an hour or
so later, left $25 on the table and me feeling like . . .
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T H E - H O T E L - W H O R E

Next morning I hung my photos on a line from my tub but to my
disappointment, they just hung there. I tried seeing them for more
than they were, but they were nothing and I realized not every
shot would become a Pageless Wonder. I knew there was nothing
spectacular about some of them just as there was nothing
spectacular about some of me. I shot what I saw—or chose to see.
I was just your average guy with a plumber’s helper and a cheap
camera. Banging the hotel manager when she wanted was just
part of the package, nothing more.

I looked over the city but I was no longer a pilot on a dangerous
mission. Just a guy looking into all the windows looking back at
me knowing inside each window sat someone doing their best to
glorify their unspectacular life. I took a sip of Coke and a splash
spilled over one of Grenda’s photos, the one I had taken of her on
all fours, and when I wiped it off—her aimless look stared off the
page as if it had come alive—I was back in business.
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Hopeless
Next morning Hope was at the door. She paused a moment waiting

until she was sure I got an eyeful of her shape and beauty. I did.
She pranced in, hip over hip, ‘soft, soft’ then stood at the side of
my bed tossing another newspaper over my legs as she decided
which hip to lean on then gave up and just sat next to me.

“More news?” I asked.
“Read for yourself.” She sat on the bed, grabbed a smoke and

watched out the window as I opened up the paper to a report of an
(a)parent suicide. Something about a man with two bags leaping
off the bridge after leaving the Festival of White Tents.

“I don’t see anything about me,” I said.
“Of course you don’t. You don’t know how to read our

newspaper. This isn’t your town.”
“OK, so tell me what it is I can’t see for myself.”
She swung her legs over onto the bed, got comfortable, draped

the paper over her lap, and pointed her finger to a small ad that
had a picture of four ladies playing bridge. Then she bent her
knees, lifting the paper to an angle, allowing a little bit of light to
come from under the spread and suddenly I could see the Golden
Gate superimposed across the card table as a giant Chinese
character draped across the entire image and their faces.

“What you see is Saidwell, and everything anyone reads in the
news; the ads, the articles, the photos, were all created by Saidwell
Advertising.” She traced her finger over the outer edge of the
image. “And that woman there is Saidwell’s judge for the day—
it’s never good to be the judge. This lady here,” she pointed to the
one on the right, whose hand was written in the column beside
her, “I wrote to her that you survived the fall, you and I arrived in
the city unDiscovered, and Grenda and I have you tucked away.”

“You wrote her about me?” I asked as I continued trying to read
the picture of the bridge hand as a Chinese character, deciphering
a code that according to her everyone understood except for me.

“And look there,” she pointed, “That confirms how I coaxed
you to crawl out of the freezing water and onto the cement slab at
the foot of the fortress under the Golden Gate: it was dark and
there was only one street lamp. I was sitting on the bench, my
typewriter on my lap, and two bags beside me when I heard you
splashing and calling for help. That’s when I saw you clinging to
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the rocks, cold and shivering. ‘Help, I’m freezing,’ you whined but
I ignored you. It was cold and I was warm and wanted to finish my
story, so I let you crawl out on your own and here you are.”

“Are you sure I’m the Noah Stinson you were fishing for.”
“Will you stop with that?” Then she read from the sheet of

paper she had just typed: “You crawled out of the water. Your
leather jacket shined like sealskin in the yellow light. I called over,
‘You look frozen.’ You stood shivering like a baby. I undressed
you and helped you dry off. You started to dance in your tighty
whities, crying that you were a ‘SuperSpy’ and I thought ‘what an
idiot.’ But you were so cold, I put my scarf around your head and
tied it under your chin. Then I pulled a handful of thin silk slips
over your head. You whined as I handed you another and another
until your rough edges had been smoothed over. Then I gave you
a cotton dress and you all but disappeared.”

“What happened then?”
“All of your photos were covered in seaweed, algea,and creatures

moving on the sheets. You started shouting ‘Noah’s Art is alive.’”
So I kissed you to keep you quiet but you continued to squirm
and broke away still screaming so I dropped my typewriter on
your toe. You started hoping in circles. Do you remember that?”
She waited for me to remember.

“I thought I had stubbed my toe.”
She continued, “I grabbed your leather jacket and stuffed it in

my bag, then stuffed your wet jeans and T-shirt into the other. You
asked where you were, and I told you that you were in two bags.
I told you we had to hurry because I could Saidwell’s domesticSpies
were already rustling through the weeds.”

“Did we get away?” I asked.
“Of course we got away. I had you disguised as one of the

cotton dressed men. We limped back natural as litter. Saidwell
can’t see what doesn’t show well. That’s her Achilles heel—she
can’t see what she hasn’t named.

“Who are the cotton dressed men?” I asked.
“What’s a man in a dress other than disarmed and defenseless.

Chided by children and un regarded by society. Men once on a
mission who tossed their Sellable Sorrow aside for all things
Saidwell, only to discover, Betty don’t need their love. But what
the hell? I’ve only dated a few. They’re okay. Most of them.”
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? D A T E D ?

“Nothing serious. But Grenda was so pleased that I brought
you back to her hotel she promised I could keep you until she
figured out how to deal with Saidwell.”

“Did you keep the others here too? The ones you dated?”
“Some. The interesting ones. Most just kept to the alleys. But

you’ve got bigger fish to fry. More important things to know.”
“Like what?”
She whispered, “Like Betty Saidwell is Grenda’s sister.”
“Sisters?” And I thought, ‘here we go again!’
“Betty’s the oldest, the one in charge but they hate each other.”
“Saidwell has something for me,” I said trying to remember

exactly who Saidwell was and what she had to do with me.
“Words Saidwell are law and the lawyers are all Chinese.”
Then I remembered, “She was told that the secret to my photos

is that they silently speak louder than words. Sing like music and
will appear to the Chinese as if translated to all native tongues.”
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“Good for you, but Saidwell’s images are real. Life and death
real. She discovered her secret while still a child. While looking
for an answer in ads she had cut out from the newspaper. Tossed
them out the window in a fit of frustration and found what she was
looking for in the twisted 3D images of the pieces that fell.”

“What was the answer she was looking for?”
“How to avenge her father who had just been blackmailed. They

lost lot s of money and she wanted whoever it was, dead. She
knew what she saw in her falling images were not real but linked to
the anger in her mind’s eye—so filled with hate that anyone with
the same would see what she saw. So she went to work and came
up with a way to twist her images into suggestions. Turn the page
over and Saidwell’s magic dragons dance like Chinese characters
dressed as something else all together.

She improved on her trick by making note on the random blend
of unconnected ideas printed on both sides of the newspaper. A
trick that when a page was lifted allowing light to shine through,
the effect was produced. Nothing ever concrete, but full of haunting
possibilities and when she had worked out the exact details, she
got a job with her father’s advertising agency and created an ad
for home improvement, “Western Wonder Makeovers”.

“I know that ad,” I said remembering. “It was an ad designed to
run on both sides of the page.”

“Two pages that when lifted to the light developed into an
unPrinted (but all inspiring) third page seen by only a very few,
but the very few who had the same inclinations as Betty’s. No one
else would ever make the connection—or so she thought.

Seems the Chinese had been printing propaganda in cleverly
crafted want-ads and news-clips just like hers for decades. They
printed their ideals under easily spun slogans that regular
Americans couldn’t see or read but reacted to just the same. So
while the Chinese were destroying the American way through
small changes in lifestyle, their constant attack went unchallenged.
Suddenly, Betty came along jamming their signals with her
‘Western Wonders.’”

“What did they do?”
“What did she do. She sold them ‘Madam Saidwell’s Western

Wonder Makeovers’ and they showered Saidwell Advertising with
all the work they could handle. But the reason for Betty’s quick
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riches came in the form of a typo that got hundreds of husbands
calling ‘Madam’ Saidwell to inquire about easy sex, thousands of
wives calling about keeping up with the Jones’s, and dozens of
murder-less killers calling in response to the unPrinted third page.
She not only had money, but had an instant army of dissatisfaction.
Suddenly, Saidwell was not only selling-out, but had an arsenal of
perverts ready to satisfy greedy housewives by ‘offing’ their
husbands—and that’s how the domesticSpy Network took root.”

the domesticSpy Network
“Once Saidwell knew she could reach the dark side of the social

mask, she built a client list of deviant church goers and their
unhappy wives. Her potential for power and profit took a life of its
own and the Chinese sweeten the deal: soon Saidwell could do as
she pleased and keep what she wanted as long as she kept the
papers filled with both her message and theirs. Then Betty filled
both city papers with Saidwell advertising written like news and it
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wasn’t long before readers were interested more in the stories
behind her products and services than the news rocking the world.
The city became more and more isolated as Saidwell’s ads were
delivered as gossip every morning. Door to door.

And those who found themselves on the phone answering the
ads never understood the deal they were making was not the deal
they sought or bought until their family had been destroyed.
Headlines sang of suicides that destroyed the family unit. Followed
always with a mention in the classifies of an estate sale. As Saidwell
lined her pockets she made room for the Chinese’s quiet invasion
by ridding the city of happy lovin’ couples, one family at a time.”

“So Grenda hates Chinese?”
“Grenda hates Betty for leaving her out in the cold.” Then Hope

stopped as if she heard a thought ushered in from behind the wall.
“Let’s take a shower,” she said and I watched her undress then
followed her into the bathroom. We took a shower under the warm
tumble of the hot water over our bodies and I asked just to keep
the conversation warm,  “So America is in danger of a domesticSpy
Network formed by a woman posting ads offering kitchen
makeovers performed by sex offenders?”

“Saidwell uses bait no one can resist. Take a nibble of the
forbidden fruit and there’s no turning back. Once you’re in you’re
in for good. Once someone at Saidwell Advertising answers the
phone, wheels are set in motion. A call made is a deed is done.”

“Is that why we’re in the shower whispering.”
“No, I just like seeing you naked,” she laughed, turned around

and rubbed my back as she whispered, “Betty sends her people
into the homes of her callers. The women get what they want and
husbands show up late for dinner—whether the wives asked for it
or not. Husbands were heading to the Castro or leaping off the
Golden Gate. That’s why we say no one ever jumps—Saidwell
keeps them leaping.”

“So the Chinese have been beating us with our own sticks?”
Hope sighed as if I hadn’t heard a word.
“Betty knew her crews of domestic labor would work unmolested.

She understood the ladies who called, called from homes lived
with men who found their wives (and Betty’s crews) too
insignificant to notice. They’d never demean themselves paying
attention to house painters on their knees painting floor boards.
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But the women who answered the ads found new comfort with
these strangers in their homes. Enjoyed their curious looks. Found
them flattering as they lingered in the kitchen, flirting in small talk
while sipping coffee in the kitchen. Even when, at the end of the
day, these flirtatious crews left the back doors unlocked, windows
a jar, and the security gates open.”

“So how long did this go on?”
“It’s still going on can’t you tell by all the children running

loose in the city?”
“And no one ever complained?” I asked.
“Betty had already begun to write daily testimonials about these

new widows, their trials and tribulations. Turned these
unsuspecting ‘murder for hire’ women into overnight celebrities.
Their grief became the city’s grief and there was always a story
and a picture on the feature page about new life possibilities after
a Western Wonder Makeover. But then,”

“There’s more?”
“Plenty more. The phones stopped ringing with complaining

housewives. So, Betty altered her ads to target husbands. Selling
big trucks and boob jobs at discounted prices. Enticing husbands
to dump their freeloading wives for a fun and free lifestyle.”

“A call for the big dogs?” I asked.
“Stray dogs is more like it. She stroked the boy inside the man

and soon the Golden Gate was leaping with housewives. Saidwell
was back in business.”

“And it just keeps going?”
“There are still thousands of happy homes that have not been

touched by all that is Saidwell. Families happy to be as they are,
not trying to over take the Joneses—not everyone is motivated
by easy sex or greed offered in the latest fashion or newest car.”

I didn’t know what to say about all that. Were all hard working
dads really in bed with greed? Was the pond really that shallow?
Aren’t there were those who just stop reading the news or never
bother to answer ads. People who would rather make their own life
than ‘own’ a life sold at Macys.

“The Chinese won’t stop until everyone is marching under the
influence of Saidwell’s self absorbed fashion. So when word spread
about Noah’s Art and its ability to entice action without anyone
lifting a finger, you can imagine the excitement.
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Saidwell could send the couples she has selected as suicides
over the bridge without anyone being the wiser. She won’t be
dependant on bickering households anymore. They’ll climb the
bridge on their own and leap in search of hope.”

It was finally all coming together. My images were to be the
path to help them find their way into the unSeen, unSpoken haunt
that has failed to become their lives. ‘Noah’s Art’ was to become
Saidwell’s ‘Banner of Hope.’ After all, who could resist the fantasy
that is seen without thought or opinion?

Time to Smell the Roses
It was 6 am, I was tired after having printed some of my old film

late into the night. Grenda outside my door and I wondered if it
was a toilet day or photo play. Grenda came in and she handed me
a to-do list then turned to leave but before she left I asked if there
was any way to make some extra cash.

“Extra cash?” she shut the door and walked to the edge of my
bed. “How much did you want to make?”

“I don’t know, enough.”
She pulled her sweater dress up passed her waist and looked

me dead in the eye. “$10—blink and you eat for free.”
I watched her eyes watching mine and when I blinked she smiled

a smile of satisfaction, lay back on my bed, hands behind her head
and I watched her rose tattoo breathe just below her belly.

“Start there,” she said and waited as I continued to sit like a
chump watching her red petals—he eats me, he eats me not. “It’s
time to smell the roses, Noah.” She was angry at my hesitation so
I closed my eyes, and leaned forward just as Hope walked in.

D O E S N ’ T - A N Y O N E - K N O C K ?

I pulled away from Grenda’s rose garden.
Grenda rolled off the bed, and stepped away.
Hope walked past and sat on the bed where Grenda had just

left. I was thankful for her intrusion, then stunned when she laid
back and I saw her bright red rose.

Now there’s something to dig for!
Hope presented herself to me and all the world as her short skirt

slid up past her thighs with nothing under to hide her garden.
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It was time to smell the roses.
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“Hope?” Grenda asked as she adjusted her dress. Pulled as it
fell to her hips and waited for an answer as to why she had intruded.

“I was reading the newspaper to Noah last night, and wanted to
see if he’s read any more.” Hope snatched up the paper from the
foot of the bed and spread it over her rose garden.

“Fine,” Grenda finished fussing with her sweater, put her to-do
list in my hand and left, slamming the door behind her.

“Nice save,” I said, still recovering from Grenda’s sudden offer
and my willingness to dive in for ten bucks.

“Oh, you’ll be worth it,” she said with a giggle, gave me a kiss,
then got up, sat at the table and laid out the newspaper.

“What do you think you’ll find in there today?” I asked.
“New news of you,” she said, and she read out loud while I

looked out the window at the intersection below: the day so young,
yet the traffic was already angry and at a standstill.

Across the street a small van parked in front of an apartment
building. A crew of house painters dressed in white with black
suspenders appeared to go over a plan of attack.



363
SELLABLE SORROW

One held a big brush while the others were sipping, spitting,
and smoking their breakfast. The driver took a long look up at the
wall of fire escapes and windows, pointing to different locations.

Then the one who must have been the foreman pointed to a
window on the second floor, sending one of the men to grab a
five-gallon bucket and climb up the escape.

Another man grabbed his bucket and climbed up to the second
floor, and finally a third grabbed his and climbed to the third floor.
The fourth climbed to the roof and appeared to be looking over
the city, a lookout watching for who knows who. Then the first
three pried open their windows, ducked inside and disappeared.

But by the time the shock left my face, they all reappeared onto
the fire escape; the roof man climbed down, and each floor followed
until they were back on the sidewalk. They had invaded, searched,
and ransacked the building within five minutes and it was all so
familiar.

But what was it?
“What was it?” I blurted only to find Hope had wandered into

the shower for another romp. The bathroom filled with steam. I
stripped down to join her, my underwear at my ankles, when I saw
my line of photos wet and dripping. I grabbed the line and it
snapped, sending all the photos down into a pile. Hope stuck her
head out from behind the curtain as I did my best to peal the
photos off each other before they stuck to themselves. With my
underwear still around my ankles, I pigeon walked out to the front
room when, to my surprise, Grenda was sitting on the bed in what
looked like one continuous piece of pantyhose.”

I kicked my underwear up and they landed on the bed.
She grabbed my underwear like holding a rat by its tail, “You’re

in San Francisco, Noah. You don’t need tighty whities anymore,”
then she tossed them into the corner. “Still interested in earning a
few dollars?” Grenda spread her legs and held $20 in her hand.

I laughed a nervous laugh and only then realized I was standing
naked with my extension ladder ready to poke her eye out. I turned
only to exposed myself out the window.

W O O D Y
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I tried to see through to her darkside.
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Then she stopped. Behind her, Hope had stacked the photos
then pushed her comb through the side like a book, then fanned
the prints like pages. “Given a backbone, a handful of images
becomes one story, complete with a beginning, a middle, and an
end,” she said and flipped again through the pages while holding
it out to me and I saw the images jump like bad animation, but even
so, I saw detail I had never seen before.

“So what do you think?” Hope handed me the book showing
me how the prints printed mirror images of themselves on the
backs of the wet pages. Spreads of mirrored images exposing odd
3D figures staring back from the gutter.

I held the book and it felt good to hold.
Thick and solid.
As if there was indeed something to be said about volume.
Something to read even if it was just a trick used by animators.

Hope took the book, fanned through the pages and the illusion
filled with Grace. “It’s a story about you told through images of
God knows who is that girl?”

I gave no answer.
I too was mesmerized by the humm of images flipping like

dancers, like water pouring over river stones. Still photography
unleashing hours of beauty from the single moment of capture.
My Pageless Wonders on steroids telling a story different from
those told as Pageless Wonders set apart and alone.

This story was filled with detail about neighbors and sung like
caged birds suddenly singing songs only they knew like my friends
on Ibiza—keeping their chirps secret and unKnown .

As if the mere act of holding the prints together gave them a
point of reference and direction. Extending their presence beyond
the frame and whatever wall might hold them to the war we called
society: everyday meets and greets with those we’d rather not.

As if having shot a photo of a woman and now seeing her
getting dressed and undressed, work and play, everyday. Had it
always been that simple? Was a spine the trick to God’s creations?
A spine piping words into a language like God’s breath into man?

“There’s more,” Hope said. “Every time I read through it, it’s
like a new chapter. I can see further into each image with each
read. Deeper and deeper. At first all I saw was the woman in the
pose, but now, I can see her as myself.” She turned with a look of
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surprise in her eyes as the images tapped out the thousands of
words known to be hidden in every picture. “And sometimes, I
see her as you.”

Grenda reached for the book.
Flipped through the pages, but all she saw were silent images

stuck in the pose they were in when I took the photo. “Is this all
there is?” she asked then looked again.

Speeding through the pages this time. Fast forward, catching
choppy glimpses of a life within, one step at a time, as if she were
walking through a long narrow window, but nada. All she saw
were my photos—only a moment’s still and not even my Pageless
Wonders. There was nothing about the pages pressed, the
neighbors near, that helped her to read further. But for Hope, it
was like walking through a magic door where the first photo opened
one idea into another, like a door to a room—the kind of room that
keeps expanding inside itself offering more rooms hidden inside,
and every photo subject to instant interpretation by every photo
seen just before. Like pages of Russian dolls. Hope could read
jazz where Grenda saw only jingle.

While Grenda bumped against walls of exit-less frustration Hope
could follow trails of dreams, leading the charge, one page into
the next, like notes on a musical staff. Leaping bridge-to-bridge,
thought-to-thought—but Grenda wasn’t following. For her, time
had crystallized. She handed me the book and left me thinking
about language, words and sentences: how they hook up like
trains, taking us through time from the moment we are born to the
instant we die—and then some? Saw our lives as passenger cars
rolling down the track as the sun rolled around us. Each day
exposed a little more detail until our day was done, a new
generation begun, and the train never stopped. Never took notice
of the passengers or their thoughts. Riding railcars of possibilities
that weren’t possible just moments (or decades) before. Genius
one day, common place the next. Images battling the printed word
for clarity of the moments measure.

I wondered how it was that words could be misunderstood
while the same image seen now could not have been recognize
before and so quickly forgotten by what was seen next? What
was the puzzling spiral of human kind spinning between the known
and the unKnown?
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Hope’s Book of

Grace

























I nearly saw God
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Maybe we weren’t meant to put it all together back in the caves?
Maybe we just had to wait our turn? Let other things get done.
Maybe there’s something else on its way and when it comes—

’wham-bam-thank-you-mam’—it will come as an image with a
(k)new word. A (k)new age spoken to a (k)new people?

 I caught myself getting caught up in myself. I saw an age of
wisdom—a time where random moments dictated entire histories
because all things possible were part of the timeline.

Hope had held images together with a spine and created a
moment that could walk on its own. Imagine what God could do
with time like that on His hands—Neanderthal man? Modern man?
Really, really modern man?

“What do you see, Noah?” Hope asked.
What could I say? If I did not see what she saw, what were we

looking at? Was it journalism or art? Propaganda or a sales pitch?
A book with a soul to communicate or a simpleminded fantasy
good for a plane ride across country?

Was it able to translate itself into only one interpretation
meaningful or meaningless, or was it better served to translate as
anyone saw it? Was it art or propaganda?

Was it my job to see as she saw or force her to see as I saw?

H E R M E N E U T I C S

Should I hunt for her vision until I saw how she translated this
work into her needs? “I can’t make heads from tails,” I said. “It’s
like a revolving door of suggestion,” I suggested.

“Holding this is like having you inside me,” Hope pulled me
onto the bed, and I wondered if reading my own work meant I’d be
screwing myself. She held the book to her chest as we rocked the
bedsprings, freeing all sorts of bed bugs, exotic hopes, and
creatures out from our heads.

I held her waist thinking as she pounced, how these once-
random photos now sang for her like musical notes. How by
installing time with her spine, Hope had transformed chaos to
commentary and in the process sprouted the seeds of suggestion
inherent in everything—known or unKnown.

Then at the height of our rocking, the bed springs sprung, the
comb fell out from the pages. The spine broke fading pages to
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prints. Their story frozen back in time like sticks in Popsicles.
Their secrets once so revealing now hidden in a quiet rest. I
gathered my prints while Hope walked back into the bathroom,
and turned on the shower.

“Come on in and I’ll tell you what you need to know. How
Saidwell’s new widows are forced into the domesticSpy Network.”

“More Saidwell?” I asked.
“She has them pose for pictures. Dirty pictures like yours.”
“I don’t take dirty pictures,” I said stepping in.
“Well she does and she has her domesticSpies work in teams of

two: one to sex up the widows while the other shoots pictures
from the window. Widows and windows. It’s her favorite combo.
And she’ll keep those women posing in their windows until she
uncovers what you have and how you do it.”

“What do I have?”
“Exactly. And that’s why you’re here at the Presidio Hotel.

Grenda believes you’ve got what it takes but I think it’s all talk.”
“You think I’m a fraud?”
“I think you’re great, Grenda thinks you’re a fraud. But most

importantly, Betty thinks you’re the guy with the camera who can
help her rule the world. Grenda just wants to slow her down.”

“What’s the point in that?”
“I’m not sure there is a point. Revenge maybe. Grenda wants to

dash Betty’s dreams but Saidwell is banking on you. She frames
her photos not to duplicate your work—but for insurance. To
give her ‘captured women’ a clear understanding that someday
she could use their images in her ads for no other reason than to
humiliate them should they fall out of line.”

“I thought she was already blackmailing those women.”
“Not blackmail, Noah, motivation. These women allowed their

lives to be opened to public opinion. ‘Regular folk like us love
good gossip,’ (she spoke as if she were a back woods hick).
Especially when the news is so easily transformed into toilet talk.
There’s little sympathy for rich widows who have dug themselves
into hard times the rest of us call life.” She pointed out the window
to the two tall apartment buildings across the street. “Those
buildings are full of Window ‘this and thats’ sitting like statues in
the dark. She’s replacing the gold of Hollywood with images of
her own falling stars.”
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“What about the Chinese?”
“Who do you think owns the buildings? And it gets worse;

widows too old to service are forced to dress as Madame Saidwell
and sit at their windows as haunting reminders to the young.

Women still young enough to engage are forced to play whatever
roles have been directed by people writing to the editors. There’s
even a couple of gossip columns that take requests. Readers who
write to the paper about what ads they like or don’t like and within
a week there are photos acting out. Nothing pacifies the public
than buying into public desires.”

“What if the women refused?”
“Who can refuse what is said well? Fashion is fashion. We’re

not communists (yet) you know. No, it’s better to be a sheep in
wolf’s clothing until you find the entire herd is hiding with you.
But the worse thing of all is the hardest thing to know. Because
once you know it, disbelief disappears. It’s the pathetic reality
that you, me, us, we can’t to anything about anything. Can’t help
or hurt anyone. It’s all out of our hands. We are the second hand
on a clock that ticks through decades, measures in centuries. We
are less than one in a game that counts in billions.”

She began to cry so I held her. Rocked her side to side. She was
so young to be so scared and I thought of how I failed to hold
Hoff. How she trembled with fear when they led her out of her
house and I did nothing.

Hope rested her head on my arm and we watched a woman in a
window watching us. Seeing her now as someone different.
Someone who had once had a life and was now forced to be a
fixture in a window.

“And if they do resist,” Hope spoke slow and in a monotone,
“Saidwell will send a crew out for the children. Lure them to the
flat beds like children drawn to ice-cream trucks. Taken away for
some loathsome pleasure then driven to the top of the Golden
Gate and told to leap for Jesus. Imagine the horror in a mother’s
eyes seeing her child wave from the back of that flat bed.”

“Like the truck I hit on the Golden Gate?”
Hope fell back on the bed. “There were just so many children let

loose into the city Saidwell had to separate those she chose to
train and load her flat beds with the others.”

“And you escaped?”
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“I was picked-up to become one of her chosen: pretty girls
marching side-by-side with her urban work force of window
washers, house painters, maids, and gardeners.

We were her ‘red riding’ prostitutes, leading the working poor
into the homes of the yet-to-be converted. Bright eyes, big smiles.
We were her ‘quick-to-convert’ and we came with coupons.
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? C O U P O N S ?

“As we grew into our figures, Betty gave us rank and sent us
out in teams. That’s when the domesticSpy Network really took
root. We were younger and more dedicated than thugs merely
answering want ads out of their fetish desires. We had hate in our
hearts. We wanted revenge and were young enough to get it.

Saidwell ran bogus testimonials next to her ads offering prices
so low no one could compete. Then she took the elite of us and
gave us license to go the limit. She called us her Painted Zebras,
because we called the shots and we always called them right.”

“White?”
“Right. She gave us keys to the city and access to intimate

secrets hidden within all her targeted homes.
We were groomed to look like all-American kids so the

homeowners would never see us coming or recognized our
cunning. They handed over the keys to their homes unaware that
we had been trained to influence their children. Seducing them to
spy for us, steal intimate details of their parent’s lives. Their own
children setting them up as future clients for Saidwell’s makeovers.
But what did they know? They were just latter day latch key kids
without parents looking after them.”
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She held her hand up for a smoke. I handed over my Coke, she
took a sip as I lit her smoke off mine, then we exchanged. She blew
a big well rounded smoke ring and continued, “We would stir
things up from the inside.” She laughed a private laugh. “We did
simple things like stealing someone’s scarf, then hiding it over at
their neighbor’s house. Made phone calls to their spouses where
to find their wallets. Or by sending mystery porn of ourselves
through the mail.

Sometimes we’d see them out and about town and shout,
‘Daddy,’ or ‘Why haven’t you returned my calls?’ We’d hang out
in their garages, or park outside their homes. When they went to
bed we let them know we were here and would always be there.”

She laughed and shook her head, “Nothing speaks louder than
a pair of mystery panties in the laundry basket.”

She took a big hit then blew it out like I had seen my grandmother
do so many times when she baby sat for us on the sofa watching
what she watched on the tiny black and white TV. Always watching
murder mysteries, knowing why the bad guy always got away.
She had lived a tough life. A welder in the war. Her sisters on the
red-light’s prowl. No father, no love. Not impossible, not glorious.
Yet she made it through with grace.

Hope’s talk of all the destroyed lives made me remember about
some of the losers grandma brought home. Eager old men with
short angular ties. Always wanting to get rid of us, always pulling
at her skirt asking for beer. Maybe these guys would have
answered one of those Saidwell ads. Maybe grandma had, and
that’s what happened to grandpa. Maybe he never did get hit by
that train or die in the war or whatever it was she told us once too
many times answering one to many questions.

“As we outed more and more couples, Saidwell established city
zones for their specialized perversions. Answering her ads was as
good as saying, “I’m a such-and-such.”

The people began to digest the ads as drugs and like any good
addiction, they needed more. Needed to read more, discover more
about their neighbors and fed their emotional gremlins until they
grew into unTamable beasts. They were hooked on the need to
know and allowed all else to fall to the wayside.

Stay-home moms, men at work, couples from the society page,
they all made the call and all of them were put to work as Window
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Wives, Window Widows, and Window Pilots. Betty Saidwell
turned the entire city into pre-press production dedicated to
controlling the life and death of everyone on the streets. So you
can be sure she will have your work printed on billboards, box
tops, flyers, buses, you name it—one look and the hook is in.

Better than tobacco. Better than cocaine. Saidwell would rule
without anyone lifting a finger! Everything would fall to ruin and
in your name. Anyone could read it, see it, or ignore it—didn’t
matter because her message would permeate the atmosphere. Seep
deep into our soft heads as we bow to new masters—all because
Noah’s Art opened the flood gates to ruin.”

The Generals of Potrero Hill
After asking for a way to earn more cash, and my stumbled

attempt to cash in, Grenda set me up with a general contractor
who sent one of his crew to my door one evening telling me they
needed a boy to take out some stubborn toilet stains.
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His name was Patti, Princess Patti. He was a nice enough guy,
very quiet, very clean cut, but kept a smirk on his face that made
me wonder what job he did. I followed him out to the corner where
we caught a bus and headed into the city.

“It’s a house at the top of Potrero Hill,” Patti said, “We’ll get off
at the end of Vermont, right at the beginning of the long winding
road.” He waited to see if I was tracking what he said. I nodded
that I got the general lay out. “Go to the backdoor and ring.”

“Why the backdoor?” I asked and he told me that he met the
generals in a Victorian Club on Clay street. Where men sat on
toilets connected to cardboard tubes and shit on young boys
sitting on toilets in the basement. I laughed, Patti was one funny
guy. But then he grinned that weird grin and I got a feeling he
wasn’t joking and had just offered me his job description. Worse,
offering an invitation that might be offered again.

! B L U C K !





one man had boobs





the other a riding crop
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As the bus pulled to a stop, Patti directed me towards the back
where the two generals were already waiting—at the back door!

One wore riding boots, the other wore boobs.
The one with the boobs, I think he must have been the very first

man to get boobs because he was already old and looked like an
old woman. Maybe that was his look? Frumpy loose clothes, a
cotton dress of a blue and white print. His boobs hung like old
lady boobs. Every time he moved, his boobs moved—maybe that
was the turn on—feeling his own boobs knocking about?

Looks aren’t everything. He was a nice enough guy and I had
no problem talking to him like he was a woman, but he was a guy
in a cotton dress and even he seemed to know it.

The other guy was a different story. He was your father’s
Cadillac. He was all about looks, power and control. He was tall,
wore riding pants and high tight boots. Carried a leather book he
kept tucked up under his arm and in the other hand a little ‘riding
crop’ as if he were going to whip his Mercedes. Whip it into a
gallop every time he turned the ignition.

I’d never seen gay guys like this up close and I never knew
they’d look just like us only better. I could see why women
preferred them over the rest of us: the Cadillac was clean and
shiny, the boob easy and relaxed. They seemed like they could
hold a conversation about anything and actually would. But it
didn’t take long before the Caddy pulled rank and let me know
that I would find work in this city only as he allowed it—and he let
me know that he didn’t allow just everyone and his wink let me
know I was in for some special care.

They had three of toilets in this three-story house. The boob
showed me the garage where they kept all their cleaning supplies.
I’d never worked with such none stains before but they said go
ahead, that it was imported porcelain—direct from China. So I
spent the morning scrubbing their crystal clean toilets.

I worked in the master bedroom first. That went smooth as silk.
The middle john was not a problem either and I wondered why
they just didn’t have Patti do it for them. But the basement toilet
was brown like coffee. As if no one had ever cleaned this thing
and then, as I pulled the string of the light switch, I saw a giant
cardboard tube hanging down over my head.



393
SELLABLE SORROW

I was either to become Saidwell’s boy or Grenda’s bitch.
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Can’t say I wasn’t warned. I ran out back where the two of them
lay back in lawn chairs under a lemon tree, smiling inviting smiles
and that’s when I saw the cunning in the Caddy man’s eyes. This
guy could shit on anyone he wanted—as often as he wanted.

? A N D - I M - T H E - C R A Z Y - O N E ?

Caddy said if I was finished to come upstairs to get paid, “We
should go in and talk about this, don’t you agree?” I didn’t agreed.
I just wanted to get paid and get out. But we went upstairs ‘to
talk.’ He suggested I stay for dinner and that I could clean up: he
had spare clothes, a nice warm shower, and a Jacuzzi.

I didn’t need a shower and what the hell was a Jacuzzi?
“Oh but they both have lots of heads—you do like head?” he

asked, and sorry to say, I knew what a blow job was but had no
idea what ‘head’ meant. I didn’t get the joke—but I knew enough
about this shit head to keep my back to the wall. And so I did and
it was from that wall I noticed a photo tucked between two dish
cabinets. It was a photo of Hope and it was the kind of photo a
parent would keep from first prom or graduation. Something a
parent keeps to hold memories of their child so innocent and young
and I wondered why a guy like Caddy would have a photo of
Hope? As I pondered the photo, daddy Caddy walked over to a
teapot in a cupboard, pulled out a wad of twenties as thick as a
hockey puck, and removed two bills.

“A token for your efforts today,” he smiled, “And I expect you’ll
be returning tomorrow to finish?”

I watched him lay his cash ever so neatly on the table and knew
showing me his ‘cash on hand’ was his way of letting me know he
was rich enough to trust a ‘scruffy young lad’ like myself to steal
from him. I took what he owed me and put it in my pocket.

Then he pealed off another bill and another and another until a
hundred bucks lay out. He smiled that cunning smile, laid the
twenties on the table again, leaned against the wall leading back
down the hall, towards the john and his hot steamy Jacuzzi.

He offered a cold Coke, and another lively discussion on my
need to disrobe and shower all that shit and sweat. He said his
name was Roger, but asked me to call him, Betty.
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? B E T T Y ?

“Well, Betty, I’d like to stay but I’ve got a bus to catch.”
“Oh, no! Don’t leave. You don’t know it, but we have so much

in common. We could talk. It could be beautiful.”
He sounded like a man on fire.
I lit a smoke, which really set him on fire, telling me to put it out

and asking why I would engage in such a habit.
“Because my parent’s did?” I took a wild guess, because it was

all I could do as I realized I was just a kid from the mid-west, green
to the queens of the world and wet behind the ears standing here
toe-to-toe, with some guy who wanted to be called Betty.

I had no clue what to do other than listen to the murmur coming
from deep inside my head where my dad whispered warnings about
guys like this. That they could steal your soul because ‘they’d do
what you don’t even know can be done. They win because they
have no sense of loss in who they are.’ I looked at Betty. He was
tall and handsome. He had money and power. He held all the
strings and tied all the knots. He didn’t look like a loser to me and
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Power clipped on like fashionable chestbirds
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he may have been the enemy of my father but was he the enemy to
me? He was everything America said well and sold as success.

But I still didn’t want a ‘Jacuzzi’ and meandered over to the
photo of Hope and asked, “So why do you have a girl posed in a
photo like that, Betty?” when suddenly a light flashed in the room.

Outside was a Ford pickup parked across the street.
Then the room lit again.
It was flashing its lights like a naval destroyer signaling its ferry

home—truly a sign from God. And in a flurry so fast it could not
be interrupted, I ran down the stairs, out the door, and kept running
even as I heard Betty laughing a belly laugh.

“I’ll be here,” he bellowed and walked back inside.
When I reached the corner, the Ford had followed. It didn’t stop

but flashed his interior lights and drove away. I swear I knew that
guy from somewhere and where had I see that truck before? I
caught a bus and realized I had been given a choice on how to
make extra cash: take a Jacuzzi or stop to smell the roses.

Back at the hotel I went straight to my escape and sat in a
depressed stupor looking down Lombard, imagining a string of
billboards advertising my fall from wiz-kid to wizzed-on. Billboards
inviting the world to join in the view for only a few dollars.
Billboards of my lousy childhood, failing school, lost travels, lost
loves, and the toilet ring around my neck.

But the only billboard to be seen was the same Macy’s billboard
with its giant red star and the latest black bra and I suddenly
found myself wondering what it would feel like to have my work
up there in lights for all the city to see.

I smoked my entire pack of smokes in one continuous chain,
tossing each butt down to the road as I contemplated working for
Saidwell. What could I do with that power and fame? Was it even
something to consider? Would that make me a domestic hero or a
domestic spy?

Next morning I unclogged Whitewig’s toilet as she sat on the
bathtub. Sat with her legs a yard apart like bold ladies do and I
remembered that was to mean something. I looked straight up her
skirt, but try as I might I just couldn’t remember what it was I was
looking for or why.
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Time Trolls

With my head in the toilet, days tended to roll into each other
and one day I woke late. I thought it might be the weekend or that
Grenda let me sleep in because neither she nor Hope had come
knocking. So I got up and sat with a smoke at the window when I
saw a white step-van wheel around the corner, turn with a screech,
and keep going. It was then I noticed a window across the street
with some kid looking right at me, her hands to her face screaming

P E E P E R

She looked like she had seen the boogeyman. I could see an
orange light from the bathroom as her mother came racing up
behind her. She was naked but for the towel wrapped around her
head. She leaned down, looked out the window, and when she
saw me looking back, I could see she thought I was a peeking in at
her kid! She looked at me like I looked at the general. Then she
flipped me off shouting out the window and across the street,

P E R V E R T

then she slapped the kid upside the head, and pulled the shade.
Holy smokes. I leaned back feeling as if I needed to hide from

view, but why? I hadn’t done anything wrong. I was just looking
at nothing. How was I to know there was some kid at the window
and a lady in the shower? Don’t I have a right to look out my
window? Looking at nothing, minding my own business? Maybe
so, but I suddenly became very aware of tomorrow’s headline:

Man with a history of mental illness caught peeping.

I pulled further back worried that I had see her mother.
Maybe I did follow some wall shadow waiting for a nibble.
Maybe I got caught with my pants down, but was every guy

staring out a window a peeping tom?

P R O B A B L Y
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I heard Hope talking to a woman down the hall and shouted out
the door if she wanted to get some breakfast. She did and we
headed to D’Lingo’s diner. It was rainy and cold and we ran across
the street in a spray of traffic mist. The windows at the diner were
fogged with steam suggesting nice and cozy. I needed a little
cozy. We walked inside and yes, it was nice and cozy in a wet and
harsh way: the linoleum floor slippery, the walls wet with cigarette
smoke, but there was a faint hint of bacon and coffee.

The counter crowded with old men talking about the old days,
booths crowded with young women talking about the night before.
Hope and I stayed near the door waiting for someone to leave
right now. Anyone would do. A couple at the counter or a booth.
A booth would be better. Hope leaned against the booth nearest
the door. I leaned against the big display window. No one was in
a hurry to leave and I was sure it was because we were watching
with sour faces as they sipped their coffee and dipped their toast
into their eggs. Me with my camera, Hope shifting hip-to-hip hoping
one of the old farts might take fancy on her and give up his seat.
Didn’t happen. I leaned against the wall and watched the fog turn
to drizzle, when to my horror, the kid from the window—the kid
who thought I was watching her—walked passed.

Stunned, I watched like a deer in headlights as she walked with
her umbrella. I rolled back behind the wall as fast as I could. Turned
so she could not see my face and peeked as she walked to corner
the across the street. Holy shit, an accusation come true—I was
watching the kid like some evil piece of crap.

I looked back out, my eyes darting left and right. Where was her
mom? Was she just a step behind ready to pounce noticing me
noticing her kid? What was going on? What the hell was she
doing here anyway? I was trapped in the diner. No way I could
leave without finding myself on the same corner as the kid. The
mother beating on my back, screaming for the cops.

How do days like this even get started?
I closed my eyes wanting to escape. Leaned away from the

window wondering if I should put a scarf over my face? Try and
hide who I was. What was the ticket to get me out the door? What
was she waiting for? Was this a set up? Was she there waiting
ready to point me out in a lineup?

What a mess.
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Then more kids came from other directions.
And more from across the street. It was the Village of the

Damned. They were all huddling together under the overhang. A
couple of them looked my way. Two turned, and one even pointed
at the diner. I saw them laughing. Were they all laughing? Talking
about me? Talking about her mother and the man in the window?

Dear Jesus!
I tried to catch my breath, I was sweating in the cold air. But  was

I ready to make a break? (God forbid I should call for help again.)
Should I run out the door and down the street before the cops
came barging in to catch the man with a history? I leaned for
another look, and saw the kids had lined up for a bus with its
doors opened. Older people got on first, then the kids.

“They’re gone,” Hope said.
“JESUS!” I jumped out of my boots, “Who’s gone?”
“The two old farts. Let’s grab their stools.”
So we took their seats at the counter, and I waited for my heart

to stop pounding. I was suddenly quite aware of the consequences
of being a marked man. That at any moment some kid, some mother,
some anyone could point me out and accuse me of anything.
Every thought I had ever had raced in my brain. Every photo I had
ever taken rose up to be reviewed, censored, and destroyed.

“It’s not porn!” I shouted but thought I was thinking.
“Of course it’s not,” D’Lingo said pouring coffee. “It’s noaZart.”
“What?” I couldn’t understand D’Lingo. “I need to go.”
“But we just got here,” Hope whined.
“I got to go.” I laid five dollars on the counter and left.

Union Street
I headed up Van Ness and in just a few blocks, turned right onto

Union Street, loaded with art stores selling framed sets of Sellable
Sorrow. The drizzle turned to rain and walking in the rain is the
perfect setting for wallowing in self pity. Movie stuff with great
unSeen personal drama. I think everyone walking in the rain is
reliving personal misery. I fantasized myself as a lone ranger. The
stranger in town, the great unKnown, too soon to be discovered.

And with every drip dropping off my eyebrows, I could see my
rising-star in the sky. Oh, that would be a day all right. And behind
every window, my own brand of Sellable Sorrow. Maybe even do



403
SELLABLE SORROW

some signings or sell only to the highest bidder.
Not sure if that’s how it worked.
Didn’t know a lot about marketing. Didn’t know anything about

the business of selling sorrow to those so protected from the likes
of me. I stopped walking to watch a few of the shop keepers, all
tucked in behind the glass. Their warm shops with logo floor
mats. Ladies with collapsible umbrellas being dropped off by their
drivers. As I watched them, some guy came up to me, wet with the
weather, and asked if I wanted to buy any.

“Any what?” I asked.
He held out is palm holding two tiny white envelopes no bigger

than a stick of gum. There was light blue logo on it of a backward
P and an R back-to-back.

“What is it?” I asked.
“Poo Ray,” he said pushing it towards me as I held my hands up

and backed off.
“No thanks,” I said.
“You won’t get stuff like this anywhere else,” he insisted but I

kept backing up and he pulled his junk back and waddled off as
two fancy ladies got out of their limos and went into one of the
many brightly lit galleries. Greeted by the warm smile offered by a
tall thin women with long thin skirts and expensive looking hair.
And no sooner had these ladies entered her shop when she peered
out the door shouting, “Junkie!” and waved her hand as if shooing
me away like an alley cat.

Junkie my ass.
I wished I had bought some Poo Ray to shove it up her nose—

such tough thoughts from a guy dripping in the drizzle.
So I walked away, my head hung lower than ever. Depression

displacing anger. Wondering which of these fine ladies would
want to see my photos? Which one would want a photo of the
coach’s wife? Hang it in her ‘foier’ with a small bright lamp pointing
to the ceiling, reflected light only on the delicate print.

Brag to her friends, “Oh this, yes, it’s an original.”
And they’d reply, “It’s Noah’s Art. I’d recognize it anywhere.”
“Yes, it is, and I have his signature.”
“Noah signed your print?”
“No, he signed my breasts after rearranging my shoes and pulling

my unmentionables over his head.”—again my despair wandered
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into underwear where I always seemed to find a good fit.
A comfort sure to have sprung from those afternoons on

Gaylord. Down in Wendy’s basement, hiding from my family.
Laying with Wendy in the cool damp piles of laundry, my wounds
wrapped in a week’s worth of her mom’s soft silk slips and undies.
Playing word games with the names sewn along the hems of her
day-of-the-week undies. So soft, so cool, so secure.

A bus sizzling past splashing a mist up over the curb brought
me back to the misery of the day; off the bench and into the rain.
What a wacko, no wonder that mom screamed when she saw me.

Maybe I looked as freaky as my fantasies felt.
Imagine if that were true. If we could see people by what they

were thinking. The whole world have to change gears if that idea
was ever taken out for a spin. But then, maybe that’s what fashion
helps us hide: the individual lurking within? And those out of
fashion? We’d all be arrested by those busy writing laws to fit to
their fashion fantasies. Writing them then make the world adjust
to their point of view. But who are the people we need?

People we could trust not to get all hyped up when we ask for
directions. People we could trust to tell us which way to go. Honest
people. People just going to work then trying to get home. Get
back to their families. Where are they? Where do they hide?

I always thought I would grow up one day to be one of those
guys. Someone anyone could come to, ask for help and get it.
Never thought my brief moments of fantasy were anything to be
worried about. Never thought they would lead me into manhood.
Never thought it might flicker out my eye like some evil wish, to be
chased away. Never thought who I was allowed to be was just a
matter of laws changing in the neighborhood.

I walked another block then came to a corner and took a seat on
a bus bench kept dry by an overhead enclosure. Sat listening to
tires sizzling on the wet pavement. Cars and trucks sizzling like
bacon. There was a newspaper on the bench. The copy read, “Girl
Found Missing,” a photo showed some poor child being frightened
as some (d)evil influence in a mask stood behind her.

I turned the page trying to see if this was just a Saidwell ad
when I saw another photo with the caption, “Missing Girl Found”
as the (d)evil had become her.

I flipped the pages over and back wondering what it was they
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Girl Found Missing



406

WINBERRY

 Missing Girl Found



407
SELLABLE SORROW

were trying to sell with a tragic beginning that ended with relief?
Or was it just two separate stories: two kids, one missing, the
other found? I was intrigued because there was something familiar
about the kid in the photo. But before I could put my finger on it,
a loud ZAP of blue light startled me to standing. A bus turning the
corner lost its electric props off the wire and stopped right in front
of me. There were a dozen or so faces looking out the bus windows.
Tiny kid faces all looking out in silence. Some sticking out their
tongues, some picking their nose, others just staring.

They were the kids still on their way to school and there she
was, the girl from the bathroom window was the girl in the photo
and the girl staring at me from the bus right now. What was I to
make of that? Coincidence? Was she me looking at a looser on his
way into Fred’s? Had my life gone full circle already?

The driver wrestled her prods back on the wire with long
marionette springs. “Are you getting on the bus?” she asked. I
didn’t answer. She didn’t ask again. Got back in, sat down and
closed the doors with a big

S W O O S H

I let the bus pass. I felt like a fugitive as I tried not to notice if the
little girl had noticed me or noticed that I had noticed her and left
fearing some future encounter. I waited for the bus to get a block
ahead. I sure as hell didn’t want to see it unload, and when I finally
got to Filmore St., I looked north, and saw that the sky was
beginning to clear. The fog pushed back towards the ocean, and
the sky quickly turning blue. If I could stop fearing little children
or remembering fantasies from years ago, this could turn out to be
a good day. And sure enough, soon I was squinting, reaching for
my sunglasses. The sky over head bright blue, the drizzles gone
and everything shiny and new. Maybe I wasn’t criminal after all?

I walked back up Union Street and came upon a bench across
the street from a display window with manikins posed to dance in
hummingBird heels while cocked in the latest high fashion support
wear—looked like Noah’s Art to me. I grabbed my camera and
stood staring at the half dressed ladies when another heavy set
woman stepped in front of me and blocked my view.

He was a big woman with broad shoulders.
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She looked like the general with boobs only this lady was poor
and wore a thin cotton dress stained from years of wear. I leaned
a bit to the left, held my camera higher in case she hadn’t seen it.
Gave her a chance to notice so she could move her fat ass.

But when she turned around, her five o-clock shadow, oily dirty
hair, and harsh voice told me she was in no mood for back talk.

“Bus been?” she asked. No, it was the other way around. She
said, “Butt head,” and I thought she had asked if the bus had
been and left.

“Been and gone,” I said.
“Then why aren’t you?” And he left.

G E T - O U T - O F - T O W N

I had just been told to leave town by a man in a cotton dress.
Hope’s fantasy was knocking at the door again. I waited a moment
(to save face) then, pretending I didn’t want a photo anyway,
began to walk when I heard another woman calling my name.

Betty Saidwell
“Noah Stinson.” A woman sitting like a manikin on a kitchen

chair called from behind the display window. By the time I realized
she was real and talking to me, she turned, one leg at a time,
flashing God herself. She got up, walked out the door, and slid
into the passenger side of a white convertible limo where she
extended her hand, then let it fall limp at the wrist, and dangled it
for me to shake. When I didn’t move, she pretended to walk her
deep red finger nails along the car door, as if leaving it up to them
to coax me over and greet her.

“Betty Saidwell,” she introduced herself.
“Betty Saidwell?”
She was quite the sight. I could do nothing but gaze at this

woman with whom I had heard so many terrible things. Wondering
how it was she came with such long silky legs, beautiful lips, and
radiant eyes.

“Where have you been?” she asked.
“Isn’t that my line?” I looked over to her driver for that ‘yeah

you’re cool’ smile, but she just sat there, and kept her cap low but
looking over at me from behind her dark sunglasses. She had a
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Betty Saidwell came alive as all things said well.
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great set of legs too, and I realized what a perve I was, that even in
a simple introduction I was checking them out.

Then I wondered if they were checking me out too. ‘Oh baby,
look how tight his wet jeans cling to his ass.’

“So tell me, Mr. Stinson. What is it about half-dressed women
you find so appealing?”

“Is there an answer to that?” I asked, wondering if she had
noticed that I noticed her legs.

“Your reputation precedes you but I think it’s time you get to
work. The world waits for Noah’s Art yet I haven’t seen anything
news worthy or do your photos only speak to those who can’t
even see them? Is that how it goes?” She smiled.

“I’m not sure if anyone has to see anything.”
“Why not let me be the judge of that,” and she held out her

hand and I handed her a print from my bag. She smiled. “It’s like
the king’s clothing. That’s the trick isn’t it. You say there’s
something, but there’s nothing there. But even so, I guess this
isn’t meant for me because I can’t read a word.” She handed the
print to her driver.

“We know your art speaks, but maybe it doesn’t speak to
everyone,” the driver said. “Maybe your images carry a message
for only you and a chosen few. We mean no disrespect. We know
it’s possible you were sent with a message unknown.”

“We know why your here,” Saidwell said, “and here you are so
why miss an opportunity to win a place in the sun? You have no
money yet you’re living in the richest country in the world. Think
about that, then join us. Saidwell Advertising is on the march.
Let’s talk before you decide we have nothing to offer and you
have nothing to offer us.”

The driver leaned over the seat and handed back my photo.
“Hop in, we’ll do lunch,” the driver said and I hopped in back

and landed between the two brown bags. I was sure that was no
coincidence and sure as hell was no deja vu. I knew I should have
peeked inside them, but not with the driver watching me from her
rearview like she was; it seemed just too obvious, too risky, and I
didn’t want to give myself away. So I pushed the bags to the side,
leaned back, and drove away feeling like the eagle had landed and
I was ready to save the world.
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We drove down Filmore to Chestnut, then up to Van Ness. The
driver pulled over into the bus zone right outside D’Lingo’s diner
and across from the Presidio Hotel. Did she know where I lived?

While the driver stayed with the limo, Saidwell and I went inside.
Saidwell was nearly 6 feet tall and I figured a good deal of that
came from her bright white hummingBird heels.

They must have cost a fortune.
We sat in the second booth from the door. D’Lingo came to the

table, wiped it over then laid down the menus and it was when she
turned towards the counter to pick up a tray of coffee that I was
jolted by the shape of her hips: there was no mistaking that tight
white skirt as belonging to the First Lieutenant. And then it came
to me, I looked out the window to the limo and sure enough, it was
the Captain posing as the chauffeur giving me a thumbs up.

Saidwell kept talking but I didn’t hear a word because I suddenly
realized everyone in the diner was watching me. Gave me thumbs
up. Gave me a feeling that I was truly in too deep too fast. As if
being woke while sleep walking and suddenly realized I should
have looked into two bags before leaping into the limo.

That I was now the skid mark in the nightmare planted by the
Tight Whites. Stuck in the crotch of their mission. Planted as their
SuperSpy. Sitting with Saidwell behind enemy lines and clueless
on what to do, or why to do anything at all. And then it got worse.

Gonzales and Mary
“Seams in your coffee?” D’Lingo winked as she slurred her

words while she poured. Saidwell didn’t bat an eye—maybe she
didn’t hear it, maybe she only heard things that were said well.

I couldn’t say, but I did my best trying to figure out if she had
said something, or was just saying ‘keep your trap shut.’

Then I noticed D’Lingo’s finger in my hot coffee—another
‘heads up’ as that had to hurt. I looked away, turned towards the
back of the diner just as a girl came in from the back.

She was a girl looking every bit like Marium and Grace—now
that was a surprise. But if that wasn’t surprise enough, coming up
right behind her was the spitting image of Gonzales. So true to life
that I knew it was Gonzales—back from the dead?

He walked up with his middle finger on the bridge of his nose,
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Mary was booked as Marium Grace.
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S T A Y C O O L

I stayed cool and got up from my seat. The two of them stopped
and stood next to Saidwell.

“Oh good, you are here.” Saidwell touched the thigh of the girl,
pulling her closer and said, “Noah, this is Mary, my most beautiful
and vivacious prodigy. You wouldn’t mind her posing for your
camera every morning now would you?” she asked. “What do
you think, Gonzales?”

“Only a fool refused,” Gonzales answered.
Mary hung her coat on a hook. Her hair braided in pigtails, and

she wore a tight red vest that could kill the average man.
“Our Mary looks much like the girl in your photos, wouldn’t

you agree?” Betty asked as she pulled a photo from her own bag
that was not only a photo I had taken back at school, but with
Marium wearing the very same vest.

“I thought you hadn’t seen my work.”
“Oh, do you think this was your work,” she smiled, turned, then

turned back, “Don’t take forever, Noah, I want you, I want what
you do, and I don’t like wanting.” She held her hand over her
head, snapped her fingers, and the driver opened the limo door.

Saidwell turned to Mary, “Persuade young Noah to enjoy his
stay, and see that he fits in accordingly,” then she walked out into
the limo and they drove off.

“Impressive,” Gonzales said as the limo pulled away.
“Saidwell doesn’t fuss over just anyone,” Mary said.
“She thinks I’m someone,” I said sitting down next to Mary.
“And so you are,” D’Lingo said standing at the end of the

booth and pretending not to notice Mary or Gonzales. I wanted to
say something, but I knew to just shut up. I didn’t know the game
or the rules and still couldn’t put money on who the players were.

“Did you like the trick with the vest?” Mary asked.
“How did you know about my photos?”
Once D’Lingo left, Mary whispered so that only I could hear,

“We do a lot around here with Noah’s Art. You’ll catch on soon
enough.” And I wanted to pinch her just to see if she was real.
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Notes from the underground
Then Gonzales leaned behind Mary, tapped my shoulder,

nodding towards the tables in back, “Notes from the
underground.”

I looked back and saw a woman fanning her knees in and out,
flashing a bright patch of yellow as she placed her hummingBird
heels over the checkered tile beneath her like a woman playing
chess with her toes while having to  pee.

It was nerve racking to watch her dance, I was so afraid she
might catch me watching, but she wasn’t looking at me—she was
reading the newspaper and danced as if tapping out a tune only
she could hear. Tapped like code. Like Morse code on checkered
squares. I finally stopped watching when I noticed she was
repeating the same steps over and over. It made no sense to me.

Then Mary tapped my shoulder to explain that Saidwell made
plans for me to start work with Gonzales as a photographer for
Saidwell Advertising.”

“But I’m cleaning toilets at the Presidio Hotel,” I said.
“Searching for Poor Salynn? Mary asked with a bit of a giggle

as she bit into her burger.
“I don’t get it.”
“You’ll just have to moon light like the rest of us.” She put her

burger down and put twenty in my pocket.
“Isn’t life grand!” Gonzales said as he bit into his burger. “This

morning you were just another jerk with your head in other people’s
shit, and now you have Saidwell’s cash in hand.” Gonzales gave
me a ‘thumbs up’ as if we’d been given the same seat on the bus
headed for summer camp. So I bit into my burger having no idea
what I had been corralled into, or what warning the woman in back
might have tapped to me. When we got outside I said to Gonzales
first chance I got, “I heard you were dead.”

“You call this living?”

China Wall
The three of us walked over to a white Ford pickup. The very

Ford that saved me from the general the other night. Gonzales
hopped in as I held the door open for Mary and we drove just a
few blocks north and parked near a pier at the end of Van Ness,
then walked to the water’s edge and looked out to Alcatraz.



415
SELLABLE SORROW

The message was being sent in a flash...
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. . . the tap from the tips of her hummingBird heels.



417
SELLABLE SORROW

“That prison sits on a rock, but that rock has risen helped all
who look upon it to walk on water,” Mary said then pointed to two
very tall buildings that appeared to block the view of anything
built within the city, even those up on the hill in Pacific Heights.
“They call these apartments the China Wall and if Saidwell has her
way, soon there will be hundreds of them, built shoulder to
shoulder, surrounding the city like prison bars made of the masses.”

“What’s the point of that?”
“To keep a blind eye to the world outside.”
“But what about all the windows?”
“We white wash windows with whatever we want them to see.”
“How can you do that?”
“We are the domesticSpy Network. We control the media and

the media controls the lives of those living within the China Wall.
We guard the view because we know how to present the future,
obscure the past, and ‘not see’ what isn’t seen.”

? N A Z I ?

Her eyes glazed as she spoke. As if she saw a wonderland that
may have been there but I couldn’t see it and I wondered if she
was privy that I knew Gonzales from a time before her and Saidwell.

We walked off the pier and headed up a small road along the
coast where wooden barracks built in the 1800’s lined the path.
Below the road and above, tucked in the bushes, hid the cardboard
homes of the homeless, rattling in the off shore breeze.

Their bags of clothes hung with their bags of food from thin
bent branches. The wind tossing them this way and that. Exposing
their position even if they were thought they were  hiding. I saw
myself rolled up like a ball, laying on my side, doing my best to
close my eyes to the day. Doing my best to escape time. Doing my
best to belong, but failing.

We passed an old World War II ship docked near a place called
Fort Mason and watched a line of tourist go aboard.

Fort Mason was now more a warehouse than a fort. Brightly
colored signs hung over the doors, and the rooms appeared to be
used for teaching native crafts and dance.

“Betty uses the fort to train her Painted Zebras,” Mary said as
if I knew what Painted Zebras were—and I did.
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A short distance from Fort Mason was an area called the Marina
Green—a big rectangle of grass, a park without trees. Dug deep
below was a highway to Peking that was nearly finished. I laughed
a nervous laugh, as just the thought of that was frightening.

We sat on a bench looking out towards the Golden Gate watching
a fog bank waiting to roll over the traffic in a steady white blow.

Below the bridge, dwarfed by the monster arch, tiny sailboats
darted in a zig zag across the bay, and I imagined them all working
for Poo Ray. Moving Poo Ray’s cargo of cocaine up the coast,
and back down with his millions.

“They dock on China Beach,” Mary said.
“Poo Ray?”
“The ones prepared to leap,” Mary added.
“Those unable to leave,” Gonzales said.
“Are they afraid to jump?” I asked.
“No one ever jumps, Noah.”
Then joggers jogged in front of us, blocking our view of the

bridge and the tiny dots of the hopeless splashing into the bay. A
dog on a thin leash leaned it’s ass over the stonewall with steps
into the water. Dropped his load while his owner praised him: this
Marina was filled with activity of things people do who live near
the coast but do not make their living on the water.

People like us.
People sitting and talking small talk while laying on the grass

smoking and joking. Letting the cares of the city roll into the bay,
drift away until all that’s left are the city lights.

Mary’s Bed
I woke the next morning in a big fluffy bed with thick full pillows

and lace. Mary sitting on the edge of a trunk like the one I brought
up from the cellar. She was sewing a hem along a blue slip draped
over her lap, and I knew I was in trouble.

“Good morning,” she said, putting her needle down and leaning
over, giving me a kiss with a look that let me know we’d gotten to
know each other better last night.

“How did I end up here?” I asked.
“I couldn’t keep you away,” she smiled, picked up her sewing

again and continued embroidering the word “Monday” along the
hem of a blue slip.
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Mary posed on Pandora’s trunk.
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I pushed a pillow up against the wall, leaned back. Her room
was identical to my room only draped in slips and scarves.

Every piece of furniture was draped over too and there were
hooks and clotheslines strung wall to wall. There were even a few
dangling from the ceiling, and they all filtered the light from the
bay windows through their sheer pastels.

“What’s with these?” I asked as I reached up to touch a pink
silk slip hung near the window like a shade from a sweat shop.

“TuBags brings them for me to sew in the days-of-the-week.”
“And you sew this stuff for her every day?” I asked.
“Some days more than others. Depends on how many she

needs.” I figured Mary was telling me something in her sewing,
but I couldn’t read her as I constantly fought to find Marium in
her. Even Grace could have stood in her eyes, but Mary wasn’t
Marium nor Grace. She was just a great stimulation, and what I
heard didn’t add up to what I wanted to hear either.

I wanted to ask her about Hope, and her newspaper.
If she had read about me or ‘noaZart’?
Ask her why Gonzales, dead just a month ago, shows up alive

and well in San Francisco.
And what about the Tight Whites, the limo, or the diner?
Does she know about them? Are we on the same side?
Does Saidwell know about us?
I wanted to ask everything, but I couldn’t.
Something wasn’t right.
Even as we spoke the same language, I was not speaking hers.

I just didn’t know how to ask, and worse, wouldn’t hear the answer
even if she wrote it on the wall. I was lost in a soft bed with frills
and lace and couldn’t say if I had slept with the enemy or never
slept at all.

I got up and looked out the window. All I could see now was
Alcatraz, and I wondered if there really was a road under the Marina
green on its way to China?

Then Mary finished her stitch. She stood up as I sat down. She
stood at the window, her nightgown off with one smooth motion,
and stood wearing a big black bra for all the world (but me) to see.

I wanted to see. I wanted to be a prisoner on Alcatraz. I wanted
to peer into her window. But all I could see was that Macy billboard.

“You should pay attention Noah. Seeing what is Saidwell can
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I tried to find Grace in Marium and Marium in Mary.
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make a woman come alive,” she turned around and faced me.
Seeing her standing in my window in front of that Macy billboard
brought Macy’s promise to life. “Wouldn’t you agree?” She asked
with her hands behind her ready to unfasten her hooks.

“Only a fool refused,” I smiled, prisoner of her promise, ready to
bury myself in her world, when she said, “Oh, it’s nearly noon.
Don’t you have toilets to tend to?”

“Toilets! Holy shit, Grenda will be pissed.” I gathered my stuff
and knew not to mention what Hope might be thinking.

“I only hope you haven’t been diddling Hope,” Mary cautioned
as her bra dropped to the floor.

Damn! I ran down the hall.
“What’s the hurry?” She tried to call me back, but she was just

messing with me. I ran down to the cellar, grabbed a handful of
rags, then went in search of porcelain.

Urban Kings
“Time to expose the Urban kings,” Gonzales said as I got into

his truck on my first day as a domesticSpy. “Urban kings and a
chance for you to learn how to hide in the open.”

I hopped in, he pulled into traffic and we drove west until we
came  to  the backside of the Golden Gate, a place called Sea Cliff.

We drove along wide avenues wrapped by huge stone towers
and impressive brass plaques. Double wide houses packed
together, where large bubbled lights and palm trees lined the curb.

He parked his truck in front of a home that over looked China
Beach. It was a two story house from the front but four stories
high on the ocean side. Down the cliff with a sidewalk that turned
into a balcony as it wrapped about the parameter. The yard was
rich in fruit trees, and thick with tall hedges hiding statues that
pissed into fountains. “No one’s home. Perfect.”

I opened the door and saw that he had parked in front of a
security sign that warned of ‘armed guards’ and ‘first response.’
But where were the moats to keep out the likes of us?

Where were the watchtowers, and dogs gnashing their teeth?
Had these urban kings grown complacent behind the security of
rent-a-cops? Were they this way before they became easy pickings
for Saidwell’s network? Or had they been conned into surrendering
without even knowing it?
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“It’s show time,” Gonzales said as he removed a big wooden
sign that read, “Western Wonder Makeovers,” nodding for me to
grab a sledgehammer.

We walked a foot onto the lawn in front of a giant hedge. It was
still too early to see lights flicker from the neighbors but soon,
families would wake and go about their morning routines, safe in
their sanctuaries even as we make camp outside.

“It’s time to wake the neighbors,” Gonzales said.
So I held the post as he hammered our sign in front of the

security sign the echo reverberated off the homes like shotgun
blasts.

BAM...(bam), BAM...(bam), BAM...(bam), BAM...(bam)
“That’s sure to piss them off,” I said.
“They won’t know we’re here if we don’t knock.”
“What if they call the cops?”
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“As soon as our sign goes up, their alarms disarm and we
disappear—who’s to worry about a couple of house painters?”

“It’s that simple?”
“That’s all there is,” Gonzales gave me the sledgehammer and a

nod. I whacked the post four more times until Gonzales shook the
stake, and the sign held firm. “Good enough. Now I’m going to
walk up to the house. You stay here and fiddle with your camera.
If you see a neighbor lady come to her window, shoot me first then
turn and focus on her. Smile. Let her know we’re friendly.”

“What if a man comes to the window?”
“Depends on the man, doesn’t it? Now pay attention. I’m going

to show you how to make friends of the neighbors, break into an
empty house, grab a snack, and leave without anyone the wiser.
Stay ready with your camera and when you see someone at a
window, let me know where they’re at.”

“How do I do that?”
“Lady at 3 o’clock. Man at 6. Like that. I’ll do the rest.”
“Is that 12 o’clock?” I asked, pointing to the house.
“Sure, make that 12,” Gonzales answered.
“Then this is 3 o’clock?” I asked, holding my arm out towards

the neighbor to the left.
“No, that’s 9 o’clock. Is this too difficult for you?”
“Lady at 6 o’clock,” I pointed my lens.
Gonzales looked straight across the street to a woman standing

behind her mini-blinds. “We’re on,” he said, walked up towards
the front door then stopped and hit himself against the side of his
head with his open palm.

“What are you doing?”
“Pretending we forgot our ladders,” he said.
“We don’t have any ladders.”
“I know, now pretend we’re talking about it.”
“We are talking about it.”
Gonzales kicked at the grass in frustration though I thought he

was continuing his pantomime. He then pointed back towards the
house, waved his arms around in the air.

“What are you trying to tell me?”
He pointed again to the roof of the house, then down toward

the windows, upstairs, and downstairs, all the while pacing with a
look of consternation.
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I watched through the window as the lady watched me.
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“Now,” Gonzales said, “look like you understand that we’ll need
to climb the walls and point up to the second-story window, next
to that drainpipe coming down from the gutter.”

So I obliged and pointed just to see him do it.
“Keep your camera on me,” Gonzales cautioned.
I gave a quick look back to the window. “She’s still there.”
“Now I’ll give her a little bit of drama.” Gonzales then pointed

up to the second-story window. “Shake your head ‘no,’” he
directed, and pushed me away.

“No problem.” I pushed him back and he fell.
“Fake it, idiot.” Gonzales jumped to his knees then punched me

right in the gut, pulling his punch then stepped on my toe as I
tried to step back. I fell. “Now get with the act.” Gonzales then
pushed through the thick hedge alongside the house, grabbed
the drainpipe and began to climb. “Keep watching her,” he
whispered, and then pretended to slip. The woman put her hand
to her mouth—thankful the handsome young man didn’t fall.

Gonzales climbed then reached over and with exaggerated effort
pried the window open, making it appear a near impossible task.
Then he looked across the street, wiped his forehead, and waved
to the woman still smiling and nodding her approval.

Gonzales opened the window and climbed in, then peeked back
out, and tipped his imaginary hat. “Ta da.”

The woman in the window turned a glance down at me with a
stern look for putting my partner to such trouble. “clickCLICK”

“While I’m inside, take a walk around the yard, snap some
photos,” Gonzales called down. “Smile and be sure to let her see
you. Keep shooting her and try and catch her smiling—we can
use that.” Then Gonzales disappeared into the house.

After about half an hour, he came out the front door and signaled
me to head back to the truck, then stopped at the sign we had beat
into the ground. “We just broke into a house with a neighbor’s
approval. How’s that for invisible?”

He opened the door to the truck and we climbed in as he pulled
a package from under his shirt, placed a sandwich on the
dashboard, and handed me half just as another family gathered to
watch us from their window.

“See them?” Gonzales nodded towards the house. “The man
and his wife, their two children stand like royalty looking down at
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us. They look at us as if we’re dirt.” Gonzales took a big bite of the
sandwich, “Yet their mother was once one of us. Graduated from
the same streets and alleys, then promoted herself to the realm of
wife and family. Now she sneers, hating everything about us.”

“Why would she hate us?”
“We’re Painted Zebras. She knows we know her for who we are

and she knows we’re here as a reminder of taxes due. Of what
she’ll need to do when we call to collect.”

“What will she need to do?”



428

WINBERRY

“Tether herself to her convictions. Force her hand onto herself,
remember it’s all in the call of duty and to think twice before picking
up that phone again.” He took another bite of the sandwich, “But
that’s how it goes. The next time she sees us, she’ll be all smiles
and willing to do as we ask. Offer refreshments while she selects
the outfit to match the pose as she invites me into her chambers.”

“In to do what?”
“She’s a woman finalizing her transformation from alley rat into

the role of Urban Queen. Ready to search for porcelain with her
neighbors still asleep at the wheel. Perform as a dutiful Window
Wife—all to keep herself from becoming a doubting Window
Widow. “How do you kill a hippy?—sell her a mortgage.”

I looked at the lady like a kid looks at an animal in the zoo.
Wondering if it knew what I was and what I thought.

“And her husband,” I asked.
“He has no understanding that we are those who only want to

destroy what he has for no other reason than he has it. Never a
notion that it was the woman at his side who left the door ajar and
invited the thieves in through the window. Never fathom the idea
that the handsome young man hugging the family dog would in
fact be teaching that bitch to leave the yard unguarded.

As far as he knows, they are just a regular family, full of love for
each other, none of them fearing that the crews she hired from
Saidwell’s army of domesticSpies are in fact an invading arsenal
of cons, thieves, and liars with evil intent hidden under their
invisible costumes of domestic labor. A crew of misfits who will
someday draft their son and daughter as their own, while his wife
is forced to nudge deeper and deeper into her private thoughts
and hidden desires to please the unKnown masses reading
Saidwell’s newspapers who have attached themselves to her
decline. All to keep her secret and her husband alive.”

Could it be true? Was she the mother, the wife, the other woman
from a distant village? The enemy under cover waiting only to mix
the bank accounts and bloodlines long enough to control the
future? Was all mankind just a hideous attempt to clear the garden
of weeds? Why did she pick up that phone and answer that ad?

How many days in her youth had she spent at the bar, looking
over her shoulder, looking for her man. Or did they meet in college
or a midnight cruise? It doesn’t matter how she got here, here she
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is and he is sleep walking. She is wide-awake and he is sleeping.
She is unable to forget when all things were desperately ‘me, my
and I’ but has forgotten what it’s like to rent moment from moment.
Robbing Peter to pay Paul. Having nothing but seeing everything.
She has property now. They are owners.

They have no time for guys like us. Men with no ties, no reason
to care about tomorrow other than to grab what we can. We smoke
our smokes, drink what we have. We’ll date a girl 14 or a mother 40.
Doesn’t matter because they are women and we are men. We see
neither wife nor daughter. We look for love in crude sex. We live as
we do because we had no idea of what was behind that look of
fear in our own father’s panicked eyes.

Dads coming home only to fall onto the sofa, remove their shoes
and think one glorious thought before being asked to cut away
another peaceful moment. We take because it’s in front of us and
have no reason to think anyone would miss it. We are the rat
children laughing at those who try so hard to build better
mousetraps.

So I watch them stand in their window and felt the beat of the
war drums pounding. Hating that they have the luxury to forget
the likes of us and by the time Gonzales had finished his sandwich
I hated everyone in that window and it was so easy to hate it was
embarrassing. I knew it was wrong, yet, it was so easy. Easy to
believe everything they had belonged to me one-way or the other.
Fuck them and fuck you!

Panty Lines 101
When he was through eating his sandwich, Gonzales pulled

another bundle from under his shirt and dropped it onto my lap
and unraveled a dozen pairs of ladies’ underwear in different colors,
styles, and shapes. Most with a day-of-the-week factory-sewn
into the side but none of them with the stitch Mary sews. These
were tailor mades. The real thing. Macy’s.

“If you’re to be of any help to the Tight Whites, it’s time to
review your dailies,” Gonzales said, grabbed a handful and laid
them out over the dash. “Each will tell you something in a flash. A
series will tell more. It’s up to you to figure out what the message
is and what you’re to do next. You’ll find your instructions signaled
to you as they hang on the clotheslines, sit folded in drawers, or
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flashed from some lady’s skirt sitting across from you—but catch
it quick and be the wiser: get caught looking up the wrong skirt
and all you’ll get is a slap.” Gonzales laughed as he pushed the
colorful fabrics into a line under the windshield. “Keep your eye
in surprise, your hands out of your pockets, and your mind on the
job—know what you’re here to know.”

“Where will they be sending me these signals?” I asked.
“Every where and anywhere. So be ready to read what has been

sent to you,” he ran his hand across the line:

BLUE- w h i t e - WHITE- yellow - RED - PURPLE

“Up skirts will be the easiest. They’ll spread their legs only as
long as needed. So be quick. One color? Dash or dot? Direct order
or link to another? Check the color and the count first. Check for
understanding. If you can’t get a bead, check their shoes. Heels
down, look at the direction of the toes and whatever it might be
that they are pointing to. Find the pattern in the dance. Heels up,
go back to the color.

Clotheslines are a different animal. Lines can be read from either
direction. Check to see it’s a palindrome first. If it isn’t, it just
laundry hanging in the wind. If it is then go with your best guess.
Got that?”

“Got it.”
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“So, what do you make of this line?” He waited a moment then
answered, “Here’s how I read it: blue before white—everyone
return to ship. If the whites are bigger than the blue, then ‘there’s
no one in command.’ Now, white and yellow—there’s nothing for
that so you break it down to white—Sunday—surrender, yellow—
everyone returning. So far, I see this line as saying, retreat. Red—
danger or dangerous cargo. And purple, as good as black,
Saturday—dead or disqualified. So here’s how I read this line: get
away. There’s no one in charge but there’s a danger lurking—
leave now—take no photos. That’s how the line reads but don’t
forget to match it against your day for context.” He looked at my
expression and asked, “This is all in the manual.”

“I still don’t get the underwear.”
“Well, the way I see it is that most people won’t. Undies loom

like a riddle: they are everywhere and nowhere. Constantly hidden
yet exposed in a flash or hung on the line for all to see.”

“And that’s what makes them a wonder to behold?”
“No, it just makes them accessible because they are unSeen

while in the open. Pen and paper. Easy to change in a moment’s
notice from just about anywhere. Easy to grab a girlfriend and flag
something new in an instant. Besides, you can relax; if you get it
wrong, the panties won’t argue with you.” He laughed, started up
the truck—it backfired.
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S O N - O F - A - B I T C H .

It backfired again.
“It’s just a back fire,” Gonzales tried to reassure me.
“But I know that back fire. It’s the backfire I heard when Marium

had made her visit back in FairFacts. That was you in FairFacts,”
I shouted. “She came to meet you.” I turned in disgruntled
disbelief. “I was just business as usual. Damn!”

He laughed a friendly laugh.
Looked at me with that look of number one.
He was once again the quarterback, the homecoming king. He

was the ‘it’ and I was the guy who picked up his scraps!
“Hey, she cared about you, Noah.”
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“Great. Friends forever.”
“Sorry buddy.”
And I knew he was.
He was just like my big brother who couldn’t help being who he

was any more than I could try being who I wasn’t. He was better
than me. Faster, stronger, and better looking.

“Get back to now, Noah,” Gonzales said, “We’re here to be seen
so when we return they will open their doors and greet us.”

“What about the underwear?” I asked.
“The underwear I took for you,” he said and stuffed them in my

bag, started the engine and drove off.
And that was the day I learned to be invisible while standing in

plain view. How to invade privacy in the guise of day labor. How
to rape a woman’s panty drawer then raid her refrigerator. How to
accept my role as number two because number one was already
getting the job done.

TuBags Calling
Gonzales dropped me off at the diner.
D’Lingo brought me over a burger, asked how I was getting on,

how the day had gone, if any of it was making sense. I spun my
finger around my temple and rolled my eyes. She laughed and left.
I figured to have lunch then go back and scrub toilets until dark. I
ate a burger when Grenda came running across the street carrying
a large bag with straw handles. She knocked on the window before
coming to the door, came in and sat. “I got your photos,” she said
laying the bag on the table. “You made me look so good. You’re a
master,” she said, “best there ever was.” She was truly please.

“Take a look,” Grenda held a photo when D’Lingo came over.
“Nice,” D’Lingo poured a cup for Grenda then walked away,

winking ‘caught a live one’ to me as she did.
“When can you take more?” Grenda asked.
“Anytime,” I said embarrassed that D’Lingo had noticed.
“I know exactly what I want,” she stood up and opened her

coat. She was wearing her giant black pantyhose. Period.
“Wow,” I said.
“Now?” She asked, “I brought everything we need.”
I looked at the clock. It was only three. Plenty of light left to do

all sorts of posing and shooting. “Let’s go.”











438

WINBERRY

We left the diner and met in the back yard of the hotel. We shot
a dozen images with her pressed against a fence or looking over it.
Then she searched her bags and changed outfits, we shot a few
more and she gave me another $20.

I returned my camera to my room, got my to-do list and spent
the rest of the day plunging, scrubbing, and looking at old world
beavers and knees—nice old ladies who had once ruled their worlds
but have since out lived their families, lovers, and others leaving
only me to entertain. Having scrubbed the last toilet on the list
and said my good-byes, I return my cleansers to the basement,
but before I returning, I crawled through the dark towards the two
bags and as I looked through them, TuBags peeked out from
behind the robe hung over the corner that wasn’t there.

“Noah Stinson,” she said in a very soft voice.
I looked into her bright light smile, lit as if she were a billboard.
“Welcome,” and she stepped aside inviting me in.
I crawled through the corner. We walked down the hall and into

her room and drawn instantly to the window and spectacular sight
that shone in as the world from TuBags’ cellar window.

A view that reached straight down the long narrow hall and pull
me to the towering wall of windows gleaming like gems off a disco
ball rotating outside. Thousands of windows casting images of
other windows, clouds, and sky. Even the China Wall, (where all
the windows were set like a matrix of steal columns and cinder
block rows surrounding a vertical football field broken into four
by six sheets of glass) offered insights into rooms and lives and
the urgency of invaded privacy. Yet, for as fantastic a view as this
might be, I couldn’t escape that behind each window, a set of eyes
watched from their isolated lives into mine. I walked with TuBags
to the front window and looked side to side over the roof tops:
from the Golden Gate to the left, to Coit Tower peeking over from
the right and saw an entire wall of windows open and shut their
shades forming giant Chinese characters, one-by-one. I wondered
what it said and what effect it might have on people like me who
could not read Chinese and found myself wondering if anyone
missed their second son.

“Title or rank?” TuBags turned me to face her. She spoke from
deep back in her throat. Without a quiver in her lips. Spoke the
way the Chinese have learned to speak so that even the distant
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TuBag’s window read like a scroll of Chinese characters.
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eavesdroppers could not read their lips.
“Second son. Is that title or a rank?” she asked again.
“Title or rank,” I had to laugh, but was I slipping again? Was I

mumbling my thoughts? Speaking as I daydreamed? Then she
stepped back from the window and asked, “Do you like my outfit?”
She turned side-to-side, bending a leg, tipping her toe.

“You look great,” I said watching her as a reflection in the window.
“I dress as Madame Saidwell dressed. Do you know that?”
“Should I?”
“It’s a fashion I’m loyal to, and loyalty, like a pair of silk hose,

should never run. Don’t you agree?” She slid her foot forward
exposing her leg. “Lost loyalty is treason. I take care to see that no
one extends a finger over these fine hose. You can see that, can’t
you, Noah?” She tapped her thigh, then tapped again.

I saw her hose had a big hole the size of a silver dollar with runs
screaming out like roads to Rome. I was blowing it again. She was
teaching me something in the open, under live fire from the peering
window looking in and all I could do was stumble. I looked over to
the wall of windows, then down to a balcony where a woman was
standing behind a sliding glass door.

Window Wives
She was in her kitchen. There was a gray-haired black man at

the table reading the paper. They were lit like store manikins.
“You know what they do with Peking-toms, don’t you?” TuBags

leaned into me, spoke quietly in my ear, “They let them see what
they want them to see. Live as they want to live, then lock them in
as kloset(K)ings.” She put her hand on my shoulder and shot a
tremble that there really were such things as kloset(K)ings!

Together we watched the woman standing over the stove,
blatantly flashing her body out the window next to her husband.
“She draws you in, Noah. Why would she want to do that?”

“Is she doing that?” I asked.
“What do you suppose she’s selling you? Can you decipher a

message as simple as her? Can you, Noah? Shouldn’t you?” she
whispered even softer. “She’s there because she knows you’ll be
looking for her, that you won’t resist. She uses her husband’s
finger to lift the paper to ensure you read the morning headlines
so that you can’t escape a day without knowing what is Saidwell.”
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All was not as it seamed.
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I looked at the lady’s hips, her breasts, and her thighs. I looked
at her chin and her cheeks and her hair. I looked at my watch to
note the time then looked at her ass as she bent to pick up a strip
of bacon that had jumped out of the pan and only then did I notice
her husband’s head buried in the paper and the headline read:

“Window Wives Save Lives.”

I mouthed the words as I tried to make out the photo printed
behind the headline when the light flickered, and poof, the window
went dark but I could still see them in the darkness, moving out of
the kitchen like actors might hurry off the stage.

I had an uneasy feeling that it was more important for me to be
seen as a peeping tom than caught reading the paper.

TuBags leaned over the table and wrote something on a scrap
of rice paper then slid it over to me:

She is a Window Wife. Just as you watch and wait for her, she
watches and waits for you. Her window is your view. Her
weapon her robe, her victory your inability to look away.

TuBags pulled the note back and put it in her tea with a stir and
a look, letting me know there would not be another note and when
she was done, she put her spoon to the side and emptied her
pocket of six handmade rice-paper dice.

She placed them on the window sill while I continued to peek
out the window to the neighbors across and below like a kid staring
through the window of a candy store waiting for a free-be.

“This is how I while away the hours,” she said referring to her
book of the I-Ching and her dice. “I avoid rotting in the wait by
allowing years to pass as days unNumbered.”

She sighed then flicked her finger to topple her dice.
“When the dice comes to rest it’s my task to reveal what has

been revealed in that moment—eternity in the moment, isn’t that
it Noah? Isn’t that the secret behind your Pageless Wonder?”

She showed me the dice—they were light as air. She showed me
how each side was numbered and I knew those numbers from the
book I found in the trash at Xerox. Only she turned her pages with
rice dice instead of sticks or coins and never wrote down what it



443
SELLABLE SORROW

Window Wives dress as Madame Saidwell.
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was she had asked.
She opened her book of the I-Ching to: “the Cauldron—a time

for readjusting relationships.”
I knew this was how she spoke with the woman in her head and

I knew too that she was letting me know that we were all manikins
in the window, subject to the opinion of Peking-toms holding
court within the caves carved in the wall of windows.

“Would you put my bag of groceries on the counter and fill the
cupboard?” She pointed to a bag near her leg and to the sink in
the kitchen then walked back down her short hall to the bathroom.

There were no doors on the cupboards, just opened shelves.
All empty but for a few dishes and one small red can of ‘deviled
ham’ with a picture of a little red devil on it. I thought that was
funny and called back, “What’s with the little red devil?”

“Damn!” TuBags shouted slapping her thigh.
I ran back to see what had happened only to but find her standing

in front of the mirror in the hall. She looked like twins holding the
straps that had sprung the trap from under my nose.

I stood staring at her and said nothing as I couldn’t help but
notice how good she looked in her hose and garter. I didn’t know
ladies her age could look so good or even bothered to try. I should
have known better—every guy should know better.

“You popped a button?” I asked.
She leaned back into the bathroom, flushed the toilet and said

while the water whirled and the tank filled, “With whispering
widows, be careful not to flush your innocence trying to fool them
into believing you are not who they think they are fooling you
into believing you are.”

What? I had to run that through my head five times over but I
guess that made sense to her, and she was leaving it up to me to
make sense for myself. I knew she was telling me something, but
the most I could muster was that one of my toilet widows must be
looking in from one of the windows across the way.

But why did she have say that in her underwear? Was I really
just a Midwest kid, unSure and easy? New to the big city, willing
to get a pity screw from a woman who had been around the world
even though she never left her room. Or was she screaming for
attention? She reached into her walk-in closet, and put on a robe,
an Oriental robe with a dragon that hugged her hem—I had seen
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TuBags communicated with body language.
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that dragon before. It was the robe that opened the door. She
wrapped it around and twirled her finger. Then, like a twist of
magic, I turned around and found myself looking out the window
as the China Wall drifted towards us like a pirate ship.

Bulging white eyes peering out from the dark windows like baby
owls silently screeching from the darkness of their nests.

The 12 story apartment building moved so close, so fast, I could
have jumped into any open window, into any room and like a
pirate ready to ransack, taken hostage who and what I willed.

I wasn’t sure if it was the power of suggestion or just an eye
strain, but I wasn’t too freaked out. That kind of stuff has happened
to me before: like when I’m walking down a sidewalk when
suddenly, I swear, I’m a foot taller. I feel a foot taller, and can see
down the road further and worry if I had been living my life bend
and broken. It was a feeling that came and went, but I got it a lot.

“It’s further than it appears,” Tubags said as if eavesdropping
on my thoughts again. She walked up, put her hand on my shoulder,
and turned me around to face her. “But only a fool would believe
that a leap of faith would take you from here to her. And never let
jilted lovers push you into doing what cannot be done.”

This lady was baking biscuits that were too hard to decipher or
digest. She leaned forward, fixed her hose to her garter then stood
up and tied her robe shut. Ok, maybe she was coming on to me? I
could handle that. Maybe.

I turned back towards the window when I saw that the entire
wall had returned to the other side of the street. Ok, now I’ll just
blame it all on nerves. Maybe she was making me nervous. Maybe
she wanted a pity screw, and I was the one to get screwed.

“Now, what about the Deviled Ham?” she asked.
I pointed back into the kitchen, and attempted to ask ‘what

about it,’ when she put her finger to her lips. When I tried to say
something else, she stopped me by planting a kiss, ever so gently,
ever so long, and I felt as if I were floating.

We held each other in front of this sea of windows. We kissed
like passionate strangers shipped away from home, never to return,
lucky to have lived so long. I felt sad and homesick, but it felt
good. Too good maybe.

And when she pulled back I pulled the tab on the Deviled Ham
and the wall of windows floated away like a Chinese junk
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I woke under TuBags
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vanishing behind a steady blow of fog. I liked her and I liked being
her. But it was time to get back.

“Will you return?” she asked.
“As soon as I can,” I told her and crawled back across the

basement, through the dirt while floating on cloud nine. I had
finally met a woman who knew all about me and didn’t give a crap.
I felt like a seventh grader having gotten my first kiss. I flew up the
stairs and leaped into bed but no sooner had I gone to sleep when
TuBags asked, “Back already?”

Had I walked in circles, in and out through the same corner?
She stared down at me. Not saying anything when ‘CRACK’

like a jar rolling off the counter into the kitchen sink—it’s loud and
near but you can’t tell if the noise came from inside your head or
outside the room. I must have been listening in my sleep.

I opened my eyes and she was still staring down. Saying nothing.
I think she was embarrassed that I had returned uninvited. Or
maybe she thought I’d be prettier in the morning (I wasn’t).

Like a bird that couldn’t stop watching the cat, she watched my
every move. Watched as I looked in the mirror. When I went to her
closet. Watched as I ducked into the bathroom to see if I needed
a shower. Watched as I found my pants and crawled back through
the open corner and into the dirt that was becoming my life.

the Constant Threat of Suicide
Soon I was loving my time with TuBags more than anything

else and finding more and more reason to be with her. She was so
much easier than anyone else and our time together was often
spent under cover, away from view, and without speaking. Which
worked for me. It’s easy to say things to girls your own age, but
what can you say to older ladies who had more going on. And no
matter how old you were, they knew more, had done more, and
could see right through your feeble attempts to impress them.

She lit a smoke, handed it to me, then walked to the kitchen
where she put on an apron, turned back towards me and gave me
a look that suggested I should mention how attractive she was.

“You look good for your age,” I said. Those weren’t the words
she wanted so I tried again. “You look good for any age.”

That was better but only slightly and when she walked back
into the kitchen I let my eyes feast on her figure and I suddenly
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TuBags had an apron full of patience.
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saw her ‘younger woman,’ looking back at me through the shape
of her hips and I wondered how our younger selves can survive
under our skin for so long? No matter how old we get, they find
ways to light the light of the aura surrounding us. Letting on that
it was they who once walked in these old shoes.

TuBags came back with a teapot and two small cups.
The hot pot was steaming, the steam clouded the window. She

kissed me again then filled our cups with Plum Wine.
“To your health,” (which sounded like ‘to our hell’) she toasted,

but I drank the wine anyway. I liked it. It tasted like warm flat Coke
and as soon as I as finished the first, TuBags poured another.

“Warms the belly,” she said as she sat down across from me
then asked, “Can you tell me how you see the pictures you take?”

But before I could answer, a cold breeze came in through the
corner of the window and crept up my back like icy fingers. I saw
the wall of windows lean in as if falling towards me and I saw
spying spiders inside the windows peering with vengeance as a
strange new strain of paranoia pulsated through me.

The buildings took on the look of bug-eyed monsters and came
to life as living things one might see in stories about title waves
destroying Tokyo or Hong Kong. Buildings housing too many
people in too little space. Psyches mixing in an unGodly mix—all
those eyes behind the glass! I wanted to flip them off. Both hands!

“I better get back,” I said and turned to get up but just as I did
my body trembled and I fell to the floor. My arms quivered. My
neck stiff and I knew it was only a matter of moments before I
would loose all control. My eyes jerked back into my head. The
room went dark and my body convulsed in a seizure.

I could hear TuBags talking. Felt her at my side. But I had already
left my body and was floating towards the ‘coo’ Grace made as
she called from a near distance in the dark.

Out of my head and leaving my body on the floor, I went to
Grace and we watched from the corner of the ceiling as TuBags
draped her robe over me. Watched TuBags connect my ankle to
her ankle with a small silver chain no bigger than a dog leash.

“Why have I been tethered to TuBags?” I asked Grace.
“God only knows,” Grace said, “But my guess is it’s to teach

you to know that even the smallest obstacles can take a lifetime to
conquer.”
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We watched only a moment more when the quivering eased,
Grace faded and I returned to my body. I gave my leg a quick jerk
but the chain didn’t break or give way so I got up on my knees and
looking out the window, saw a woman looking out hers:

“Is he there?” she asked as she slid the curtain to the
side, looking out her bathroom door and through the
bedroom and the bedroom window to the Window Pilot
peering from the darkness. Hoping the coast was clear,
she dropped her towel and made a dash to her closet.
Where, safe within the darkness, she ran her fingers along
the clothes rod, quickly tapping and sliding hanger,
hanger, hanger. Separating Sunday, Monday, and
Tuesday—every touch sorting one pastel slip from
another—Wednesday, and Thursday.
She stopped on Thursday then stood still. Stood ready.
She knew the Window Pilot would be watching. Her every
move noted. And when she was sure they were on separate
sides of fear—his eyes wide open, she pulled the light
chain hanging from the ceiling.
! F L A S H !
The Pilot’s eyes snapped shut at the sudden burst of
light. When he tried to refocus his camera, his eyes teared,
and blurred, as her purple slip jerked to a stop at her hips.
Her message sent.
His message delivered.

I asked TuBags, “What have I done with myself?”
TuBags stood over me. “You’ve been taken prisoner by your

tight whites. Surrendered to your younger man even though you
now know it only takes a thin thread to chain us to the reality we
refuse to be.” She put her finger to her lips and pointed to the side
of her hip which had “Thursday” sewn along the hem, then to the
day on the newspaper, “Tuesday.” Then she leaned over and
tapped a small silver key hanging from under the table.

As my arms stopped tingling, I turned the lock open. Free, I
looked up and saw TuBags in a whole new light.

I saw her ‘wearing’ America.





I saw TuBags wearing America
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Saw her in Levis and a motorcycle leather though she wore
granny panties, pantyhose under stockings, and flats instead of
hummingBird heels.

Yet everything about her screamed America, and everything
she wore shouted American, and I wondered if that’s how yeast in
yogurt turned to culture. Everything wants to move to the next
day, but bits and pieces try and hang on to what has been before.
Culture. Motorcycle leather. Culture. Granny panties. Culture. Slips
and pointed bras. Culture. Nine-Inch Heels. Culture. Garters.
Culture. I wanted more culture. I wanted Marlon Brando. I wanted
Wendy’s mom. I wanted Veronica and Betty. I wanted to stay with
TuBags, chained or not—God and country be damned.

“The key to living is to recognize yourself in your own
reflection,” she said, “Roadside attractions are the festivals of
life. Permanent distractions are the train wrecks.”

I placed the key back onto the hook and she handed me my
leather and grabbed her kimono. “Do your job, Noah. Finish what
it was you came to do so that you can get on with your life. Create
something (k)new (she wrote the “(k)” in the steam still on the
window with her fingertip then just as quick, erased it by rubbing
her palm across it). She let her toe rub up my leg just a bit. “So, is
there anything to Noah’s Art or is it just clever marketing?”

? M A R K E T I N G ?

 “Noah, please. I know what it’s like to have wonderful ideas.
You’re not the only one with a muse.”

“What are you talking about?”
“Who am I talking about.” She pulled her foot away, “I’m talking

about you, your guardian angel. The woman you have living in
your prints,” she said. “The woman who is more than most of us
can see. Tell me about her and why you saw fit to bring her story
to a city like San Francisco.”

“Maybe she’s a Window Pilot?” I asked only to bait her.
“A Window Pilot?” She asked, then paused, then spoke as

honest as she could. “I man this window for Betty Saidwell. It’s a
position I suffer after Saidwell’s domesticSpies put me on hold.
This is where I live out my days and fly through the night as her
Peking tom.”
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“Peeping Tom?”
“Officially sitting as a beacon helping misfits find a way to fit in.

Just as I‘m doing with you now.” She filled my cup with more plum
wine, and as she slid it over, it occurred to me that she was not just
speaking to me, that we were already in full view of all that was
Saidwell. Everyone behind glass taking notes. That everything
going on was going on under someone else’s direction. That the
windows across the way were in fact filled with spying spiders—
and I was the one across the way.

She was speaking in the open because there was no hiding
behind these walls of windows.

Every window on Saidwell’s China Wall had a front row seat
looking in on all we did. Opinions made on every gesture we
motioned into. Every look on our face judged. And it hit me that,
just perhaps, there really was an enemy and the last thing I should
do was to let them know I saw them—because once they knew I
knew, the door would slam tight, and any freedom found in the
fool would be chipped away as the fool danced the dance of
obedience in front of the two-way mirrors.
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“It’s a thick brick that separates a storyteller from one who has
a story to tell,” she said. “Which are you?”

“I am Noah Stinson,” I declared.
She grabbed her hot pot of tea and poured it over her ankle.
She didn’t scream, I screamed. The tea continued to burn as I

pushed away from the table and began rubbing her ankle as fast
as I could. Doing my best to chase away the invisible rats as they
nibbled into my memories, forged or forgotten. When the pain
reached her brain, TuBags spoke, ‘they sit with hair triggers.’

I felt her paranoia creep down my back.
I knew her fear as my own.
But if she was passing secrets, I didn’t know how to receive

them. If she was asking for help, I didn’t know how to give it and
if she was offering help, I didn’t know what to do with it.

She leaned close and whispered, “So how does one turn a page
in a Pageless book?” and she answered, “By thinking it over.”

Pier Pressure
After an hour, her ankle cooled. I rubbed her hair off her forehead

and told her, “You are my unfinished story, and everything I need
to know would be shown through my unSpoken and unSaid images
of you. You are my living Pageless Wonder.”

She stood up, “You sound like a sissy. Let’s get some air.”
So she went to her closet and handed me a robe identical to

hers. Complete with an oriental design of strange vines and
dragons. She held it to my shoulders to put it on. I did, and in an
instant everything changed.

We looked like twins of nothing; shapes with no individual
detail. We were both left and right, front and back, two as one and
neither anyone at all. We were snipers in gilly suits lost to ourselves
and our surroundings. We were ready to go out into the real world.

We crawled out the corner, up the stairs and headed up Chestnut
to Van Ness then turned and headed down to the tourist along the
coast walking side by side hidden in our robes and walked out
over the bay on a long pier where Chinese men stood along the
sides with fishing poles.

We walked to the very end where the pier turned in a gentle
curve and what looked like a miniature light-house built in the
center. The flow of sightseers moved around the lighthouse like
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We were invisible under our robes.
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Muslims at Mecca, then back down the pier. We lowered our chins
to hide our faces as we walked with them then pulled away and
came to a spot against the cement wall where we continued to
watch this pilgrimage of tourists bumble pass.

They did not change their pace nor their looks as they marched.
We were as natural as the chocolate bars in the shop behind us.
We were what they expected to see. We were exactly what had
been advertised and sold so well in the brochure. We were a local
attraction to be talked about over lobster or Rice-a-Roni.

There was no TuBags. No Noah Stinson. Just faceless humps
in robes looking very oriental and learning to hide among the
Chinese who so long ago learned to heal the pain of the undeclared
war that serves only to put an end to personal freedom.

TuBags took a drag from my smoke then handed it back to me,
turned away from the Golden Gate and looked in towards the city
and Ghirardelli and that’s when we saw it floating in the water.

“Take a look!” I pointed.
It looked like an octopus; formless, light in color. The water

moved it or it moved in the water making its way over to us.
“What do you think it is,” she asked.
“Treasure?” I guessed.
We continued to watch as whatever it was began to take shape

the nearer it got to the pier. But as we kept our watch, I was
suddenly aware of others around us watching too.

Did they see what we saw?
Were these the fish they were fishing for and were ready to leap

in and grab them before we could stake our claim?
Was it a bag of Poo Ray, sent over board to drift ashore and into

their waiting hands?
I leaned further over the side and watched as the lights flickering

over the choppy waves kept them lit and when a sudden series of
waves came cascading in from the passing Sausalito ferry, setting
our fortune in motion and closer within reach.

TuBags gasped as a lifeless white hand floated to the surface
and suddenly the entire form claimed a familiar shape as it rolled
over, wide-open eyes of death stared up at us and we found
ourselves treasuring the dead. It was Kayon

Her skin white and flaked. Her eyes empty and filled with fish.
Her limbs entangled in rags of cotton.
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TuBags couldn’t look and turned away.
I suddenly felt sick and weak. Vulnerable and exposed.
“Leave her, Noah,” TuBags whispered. “Please.”
I heard her fear but kept my eye on Kayon wondering if it was

my scout’s duty to jump in and grab her by the collar and drag her
to shore. Didn’t I have to at least try?

“Please, Noah, take me back,” TuBags begged.
I looked around and it seemed as if the Chinese fishermen were

closing in and I knew the only one to rescue now was TuBags.
I pulled her off the wall and back into the parade of tourists

where we allowed ourselves to be swept up in the pace of the
Muslims circling Mecca just as I recognized the Christian, my
monk comrade from Ibiza.

He stepped up and filled the gap I had left along the wall as if I
had never come or gone. Then he cast his fishing line in the
direction of the dead and the Golden Gate.

Once back in TuBags’ room, I locked the tether around my ankle
as TuBags sat at the window, crying.
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“Have you always been tethered to this table?” I asked kicking
the tether and letting it rattle around the table leg.

She studied one of my Pageless Wonders saying, “I never search
my mind for lost moments that should have happened into
memories.” She leaned over and unlocked the tether from my leg
and wrapped it around hers. “Besides, what’s the harm in a tether,
Noah? UnWanted or not, we all belong.” A cool wet breeze rushed
in from over the bridge. She stood so proud  as she filled her lungs
with the night’s promise.

“You sound so convinced,” I said.
“Convicted would be a better word.”
“Is that how Saidwell got to you?” I asked.
“I was on my way from the Festival of White Tents, same as

you. I made little boxes of rice paper painted with dots as dice with
fairies and flowers. I saw no harm in them, but who was I to judge?

I took the long cold ride through the fog over the bridge and
when I arrived, I met a woman standing on the corner. She invited
me to the diner and we ordered dinner.

We talked and I told her about my Sellable Sorrow, the Festival,
and she told me about a friend who might be interested in my work
and pointed to this exact window in this apartment building. She
asked if I wanted to meet her.

What luck!
But when we got up to leave the diner, sirens and flashing lights

filled the intersection. A fire engine pulled right up onto the
sidewalk, crashing into the line of newspaper stands on the corner.

Newspapers filled the air like paper airplanes as the paramedics
charged to the rescue.

We followed them in. Ran up the stairs to the fourth floor and
down the hall to the her apartment—this apartment—the door
was already opened and we rushed inside.”

“Was it her friend?”
“There was a woman in black nylon. She had written, “No one

ever jumps,” on the window with lipstick. She had a tether tied
around her neck and her ankle; she had tried to strangle herself.
She wasn’t dead, but death was in the room. They cut her down,
and rolled her over. I looked with shock as we looked so alike. The
woman could have been me or my mother. Her eyes were scared
eyes and she kept staring at me. I could see the history of her pain.
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Her call for help was murder.
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The paramedics opened her robe past her shoulders exposing her
to the world. I felt so ashamed but she was beyond shame. I began
to whimper seeing him laying there so helpless, that look of lost
desperation, the look of knowing ‘she’ was living her last moments.
I tugged at her hand just as one of the paramedics stuck a needle
in her chest. She squeezed my fingers and it scared me. I pulled
away just as the white death displaced the pink in her cheeks.”

TuBags stopped talking and the quiet of the room held her for a
moment then she continued. “They lifted her onto the stretcher
and wheeled him away.” She let go my Pageless wonder and as it
floated to the floor I watched TuBags speak through her reflection
on the window.

“Did anyone ever tell you what happened to her?”
“Not a word. He was just another (a)parent suicide trying too

hard to fit into this city.”
“But how did you end up here?”
“Just like you, I saw an ad in the paper. It was an ad for a

designer at Saidwell Advertising. I took a bus downtown, Union
Square. She offered me $250 a week and an apartment.

Betty Saidwell brought me here in her limo. I was surprised to
find it was in the same building and speechless when she brought
me to this very room. At first I thought it must be coincidence
even though I knew there had to be something more. But I wanted
the job. I wanted the room with the view.

So I said nothing even as I realized I was replacing the dead
woman with myself, cloning her, moving into her life and world.

I sold out without ever seeing the price on my head.”
“Why didn’t you leave?” I asked.
“Because I’m how they get to people like you,”

? P E O P L E - L I K E - Y O U ?

I punched my fist through the window. The glass cracked and
the deception of my reflection shattered—and in that single
moment, I saw myself separate from TuBags and (k)new my
defining moment had finally arrived.
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People Like You!
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Often reCurring

With TuBags gone a calm settle over me as I felt once again like
the kid I knew I was to me. I stuffed my Pageless Wonders back
into my bag and ran to the diner like a (k)new man.

“Late night?” D’Lingo asked.
“I’m beginning to believe in ghosts,” I said.
“Ghosts are very real to those they haunt. The trick to keeping

them in their place is knowing they are ‘here, there and everywhere;
but never acknowledging them being anywhere.”

“What’s the harm in a ghost or two?”
“Ghosts have a habit of wrapping the fabric of their being over

you. Leaving an impression where an idea might have once lived.
Give a ghost an ear and she’ll steal your mind.” D’Lingo laughed,
“I suggest you focus on what you need to know to get to where
you need to be.” The she pointed back in the diner and to the two
women sitting at the counter. One flashing red, the other green.

L E T - U S - T O M A T O

I ran up Van Ness to Green Street then headed west wondering
who it was I was to meet. And once I met her, would I know what
to do? I reached Green Street but saw no one in particular or
anything out of place. So I sat on a bus bench looking for signs up
and down the street. As others passed I would listen in on their
conversations, searching for a word to be passed as a point of
direction.

Then it came: a woman in a red skirt pushing a blue stroller
stopped across the street from me. I noticed there was no baby in
her stroller, just a small dog, and when she kneeled down to feed
it a biscuit, she shot her signal right across the street and right
into my eye. It was bright blue, warm and inviting. I took her
message to mean that whatever meeting had been called had just
been called to order. So I stood up and continued my walk around
the neighborhood. The streets getting dark, the alleys darker.
Windows lit the back stairs and fire escapes.

I looked house-to-house, window-to-window, to see what I
would see but it didn’t matter what I saw. Every detail in every
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room seemed important that I should see it and I realized, that’s
why I was sent here. It was important that I be here, so easily seen
by anyone looking out their window tonight. Anyone who might
look in my direction. See me for the moment as a person of interest.

That I was to come again, and again, every night until the interest
in me was gone. Until they could look in my direction and see no
one at all. See me like the city lights, common place, regular. So
that I could walk this way again, any time of day or night, and they
would see me as ‘normal.’ Their guard down because I was of no
import—all or any devious intentions hidden under the guise of
my (k)new daily routine.

This was how I was to live among prying eyes.
This would set me free to shoot for Saidwell.
I was sure of it—but I was wrong. I would forever stick out as a

sore thumb. I would never blend in. They would never see me as
one of their own. I would forever be a stranger on their street
because I was the break in their routine. A distortion to their
neighborhood web, and each person living there had universal
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spider eyes searching with invested interest, feeling every slight
tug and pull to their webbed network.

But how was it I could have grown so old, traveled so far, and
still not know how people lived together?

How they circled their wagons to fend off the enemy?
How societies formed as a spiral of time and space, forward and

outward. Constantly spinning in place to keep themselves intact,
give birth to babies, protect their children, and triumph tradition
even within the smallest block of neighbors.

Why didn’t I noticed my neighbors growing up?
Noticed Mrs. Friedly, who wore her fur coat even when it was

hot and she hung her laundry. Or Mr. Klope who lived next door to
Wendy and who never paid more than a quarter to anyone who
mowed his lawn. I should have noticed the milkman, his Wednesday
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smile, and how Wendy’s mom greeted the UPS man with his timely
diligence. If I had, I could tell about the fruit man too, and the two
moms who never missed a chance to peel his bananas. Or the cars
parked forever in the driveway, and the one left in the street. Those
that went away every morning, and those that arrived home
constantly late, and the shouting from the windows of them with
those. The bikes left unRidden, and the kids who wandered reckless
looking for play. Had I known to look would it serve me now?

Was it useful knowledge or information to be kept to ourselves?
Was it to be forgotten as common and instinctual?

Could I have seen them as my day-to-day? Seen the strangers
or what was out of place? An act taking less thought than attention?
Just an itch of awareness or a double take to know that the
neighborhood was not at peace—there were enemies at large?

But here on Green Street I would forever be the blue light special
strobing for attention. Standing alone, seen by all—for only what
I might do. I was the danger. The unTrusted commodity. An
outsider with a permanent bulls’ eye pinned to my back. And I
guess that’s when I let Saidwell’s offer seep into my soul—I was
tired of being the outsider. I wanted in. I wanted more in my life. I
wanted to be accepted. I wanted to escape the confines of my
tighty whities and all the tethers they might chain me to and I
wanted to be more than TuBags.

I wanted to out of my program and join up. March with all that
was Saidwell and take part in the parade. Fit the fashion and aim
my sights high. Take my camera everywhere. Shoot out and into
any window. Be everywhere and become commonplace. Let my
art speak for me. Let them see themselves in every shade of gray
running through my prints. Free myself to work the simple trick
used by both the candid photographer and the peeping tom—
cousins in voyeur. Let them know I wanted what they wanted.
Make an effort. Make a difference.

Turn these silly procedures into habits of routine until they
took on a life of their own and became my everyday adventures. I
wanted out of the cold and ran back to the hotel.

Flags of Surrender
Tuesday morning, Gonzales came up to my room.
“What’s up?” I asked.
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“We’ve got a busy day,” he said then leaned over and pulled
my blanket off me. “Let’s go Mary.”

 Mary was having a lazy day too.
“We’ll be at the signal house today,” Gonzales told her.
“Sounds so official,” Mary said as she searched her dresser

drawers, and giggled when she found a pair of painter’s whites.
Held them to my waist and sized them up.

“They look like sailor pants,” I said.
“Well, try them on, sailor.” Then she pulled a pair on herself.

Tied her zipper and said softly, “I’ll paint in broad strokes, you
shoot with a soft focus. We’re working for the domesticSpy Network
and they’ll apply any hurt you expose to any of your loved ones
to get what they want—remember: humiliation can kill, and the
Chinese have no second sons.”

“Here’s to all that is Saidwell keeping the population at bay.”
Then we drove to Baker’s Street to a Victorian east on Lyon.

Gonzales lowered the tailgate, pulled two five-gallon buckets of
latex primer and a tool bucket filled with brushes and rags. We
walked along the side of the house to the backyard where a scaffold
had been erected along the back wall facing the Presidio’s Euclid
trees and the Golden Gate.

“This is a signal house, Noah. We’re to paint a flag of surrender
for those coming across the bridge,” he said.

I grabbed the iron bars of the scaffold already caked with years
of paint, caulk and other dried goo then climbed along the sides
until I was up on the first plank, then climbed another until I was at
the second floor.

The day was already hot and the sun direct.
I took off my shirt and stood staring at my reflection in the

window when I saw through the glass and discovered the woman
of the house separating laundry. I watched her as Mary and
Gonzales climbed up and sat on the plank on the other side of the
house away from the window.

“Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em,” Gonzales said and I went over to
join them. The three of us sat looking out over the yard into the
trees of the Presidio out to the Golden Gate waving through the
thin branches and above the long strong buildings that had once
housed the Army. Gonzales handed me a smoke and asked, “So
what do you know, Noah?”



481
SELLABLE SORROW

Mary delivered her message in sailor paints.
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We painted the signal house like a flag on a warship.
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“I know I don’t know nearly as much as I should.”
“Well here it is in a nutshell,” he paused, Mary nodded and he

began, “Since the day you dropped out of college and headed to
Europe, you’ve been the apple of the government’s eye.”

“I didn’t drop out. It was an affirmative action,” I insisted.
“Call it what you will, they’ve been training you for this moment

and that moment has arrived,” Gonzales said. “God works in
mysterious ways and the government scripts the mystery. Do you
really think your life has been a series of happy-go-lucky
encounters? Uncle Sam wanted you, took you, and here you are,
same as me. Same as Mary. Same as everyone.”

“You’ve made the grade Noah—welcome aboard to all that is
never shown, known, or sold to the public,” Mary added.

“I’m in?”
“And so are the parasites.”
“Parasites?”
“The lingering hearts of guilt that will latch on to everything

you have done. Know from this day forward everything you say
and do will be used to trip you up. Learn what is Saidwell so you
can keep your eyes open and your mouth shut.”

Mary slid a little closer. “We can only go over this once.”
She nudged Gonzales and Gonzales began:
“One day you will look out your window but it is no longer the

view you knew. You’ll hear something, a voice, a tap, a scratch
from across the hall, another room. It will grab your attention
because you’ll hear it as clear as if it’s your name being whispered
by a stranger.

But it’s not your name, just a great simulation. That night a light
will flicker in a window and the shape of a silhouette will appear
and look like you. Move like you. You’ll watch and you’ll listen as
your heartbeat fills the room and only when you steady your
nerves and quiet yourself, a TV announcer speaks through the
walls, floor, or ceiling. It doesn’t matter. You hear this whisper
loud and clear and watch as the silhouette in the distance begins
to do as the announcer directs and you wonder who’s watching
whom when you see someone from another window looking in at
you like you’re looking out at them. The three of you are on the
same timeline but set to different moments and different faces of
the clock. You are a chord about to be played.
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Next day, coincidences form of what you’ve heard.
You try not to respond but you can’t help but react. You see

images in the newspaper and grab the pages to see if it’s really
about you. Words randomly over heard now paint themselves as
memory posted like billboards—that’s your rational mind needing
to fit you in.

Suddenly, you find yourself scanning random ads convinced
there is something written about you hidden in the string of words
that fall near the photos. The mark has been made; you have the
look of our host as you search for hints about your life. Soon, you
can’t start the day without reading the news for fear of what you’ll
miss. Convinced of your secret celebrity, you can’t pick the news
up or put the paper down.

Coincidence unfolds like the ticking of a clock. You listen in on
passing conversations, sneak peeks over the shoulders of
strangers to get a glance at pages in the books they are reading.
You want to read, but you’re afraid to turn a page for fear of
destroying the message. You become afraid to be a part of the
trap. Hands off everything. Day-by-day you hunt for confirmation
when, WHAM! It’s over. You’re in and you can see any way out.”
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“We’re all in, Noah,” Mary said as if to reassure me. “Prisoners
of a war started long ago, left to sort out our future ‘might dos’ like
so much unWorn laundry.”

Gonzales continued: “And once you’re in, they target your
friends and family until everyone is in with you and playing along
like everyone else. You don’t have to believe, you just have to
obey. They want us all and plan to include everyone. It’s dominoes
and the drugs they set loose in the water are obvious, it’s their
civilian military that goes undetected.”

“Saidwell’s network seeps out of the television and hides behind
the walls of our living rooms, bedrooms, and hallways and the
only proof anyone has that anything is out of order appears only
as ‘accidents of coincidence’ which can only alarm but will not
rescue. What is Saidwell is everything heard and unHeard.”

“But her fight continues only as long as you wrestle with her,
Noah,” Mary said. “Once you surrender, she fades as nothing
more than a moment passed and all that’s left is a feeling of deja-
vu. Then, one day you wake up as if your life had never been
anything more than a bad dream. You don’t see yourself in the
papers. You’re dead in the news and left to drift as the grateful
dead. And now, once bitten, twice shy, you isolate yourself and
keep to familiar surroundings. You’re afraid to think out of the
ordinary: straight and narrow mimicking only that which is Saidwell.
Your world shrinks to avoid confrontation. You watch TV.

Defeat forms the expression on your face as you tumble into
planned obsolescence. You become boundless, formless, and what
words you might have only play to the character you’ve refused
to become. You won’t trust us and we won’t be able to trust you.
It’s a very thin line that keeps us in our world, close to our families,
connected to our loved ones. It’s a vulnerable line that can be
easily crossed and destroyed by so many strangers. Either through
carelessness or evil intent, they’ll knock on our doors and our
lives will never again rest on a bedrock of happiness. You’ll hide
under your table with that sinking feeling that they’ll be coming
again. That you’ve done something terribly wrong, and it’s only a
matter of time before they knock down your door and take you
away.” Gonzales lit a smoke.

“It’s a hard, ill feeling that will make you irritable and edgy.”
Mary said. “You’ll listen to every footstep, see every pointed
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finger, every thump behind a wall. Take notice of every photo
frame cocked to the side, convinced they know everything about
you and like the Romans, will do their best to fatten you up only to
feed you to the lions.

You’ll try to be normal. You’ll want to walk around like everything
is all right, but you won’t, because you know you’ll jitter and
pace. So you’ll call for TuBags to return, wear your cotton dress
under her dragon robe. Sit in the dark, watching and waiting.

Tie yourself to your chair to keep yourself from jumping out the
window as they taunt and tease. Toy with your silence. Cat and
mouse. Watching you think yourself crazy until you know they
know your every thought. You’ll follow fashion to avoid becoming
you. Strangers will have a familiar look and smile—because they
too had traveled the path you are walking. The days of the week
will have no meaning. Tuesday might as well be Thursday and
then, the end: you fall deeper into your chosen perversion because
it’s the only place you can call home. You’ll run their maze and sit
on the fence that caught your fancy because it’s the only place
you can’t mess up. The only place you know your arrest will be
part of the play. The only place where you have been trained to
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prepare for the worse. You’ll think you’re going insane—but you’re
not—you’ve been driven! And only then will you leap to do what
needs to be done to protect yourself and the ones you love.”

“So I’m to become a fuck-up?”
“You’re already a fuck-up,” Gonzales laughed.
“Listen,” Mary motioned us to be quiet and in the distance we

could hear the waves slowly lapping along the coast, under the
thunder of the traffic over the Golden Gate.

“Do you hear that, Noah?” Mary asked, “That’s the sound of
democracy marching over the lost goals of Saidwell’s suicides.”

T-Sells
I met Gonzales at the diner then we headed for a day of  Saidwell

extortions. Entered homes at will and while Gonzales sexed up the
ladies for their photo-sexcapades, I wrapped rope for Gonzales,
lifted jewelry for Grenda, snatched panties for the Tight Whites,
searched the news for Hope, and took a shot of the whole scene
for Saidwell. I was pleasing everyone and taking special note of
folds, rips, or tears, as if everything ‘out of the ordinary’ held the
key to the message that would win the war and save the world.

If I could zoom in, I would check out their tags for size and make.
If not, I’d bring them back to the hotel. Some days we worked on
the scaffold, and I would wash the windows looking both inside
the house and behind me. Keeping one eye looking through the
glass as Gonzales did his magic, keeping the other eye watching
the reflection behind me, catching signals from women passing
below in cars or buses, flashing in small tuffs of red, white, or
blue. My camera always at the ready, I shot mothers and fathers
and anyone I pointed my camera towards and sent every thing to
Saidwell. I shot into well lit Victorian windows and dark windows
stamped in every high-rise. Panned my frames to the left or right
to include carpenters as they drilled tiny holes through the walls,
or gardeners hiding in the bushes, or painters leaving the gates
unlocked or window washers peeping and peering.

Some days I shot orders hung on the clothesline by the Tight
Whites. Shot silhouettes of office workers sitting at their desks or
streetwalkers letting the wind lift their skirts as if ‘taking them by
surprise.’ Focused on women standing in the dark of their rooms
but in front of their open windows and entertain myself with stories
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I read from the looks on their faces.
Gonzales called me over to the truck.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“Where that silent scream shakes the cotton in their sleep.”
“Where is that?”
“Where all that is said well is not what’s being said. Come on,

there’s something you need to see.”
We climbed up the fire escape all thirteen stories up to the roof.
The wind blowing from the Golden Gate nearly blew me off so

we took cover behind the rooftop stairwell until the wind died
down and we walked to the edge.

“Do you see what I see?” Gonzales asked pointing to the crowds
filling the streets. “Who do you see?”

I leaned over, “My God. The Chinese are already here!”
“Don’t be such an idiot, Noah. The Chinese are not the enemy.

Look hard. Look for something that shouldn’t be.”
I looked and looked, but all I could see were the Chinese.
Then Gonzales waved and Hope waved up to us from the corner

wearing a bright red coat. Then, just as I waved back Gonzales
pushed me to the ledge—and in that instant of fright I saw Hope
on every corner—and Gonzales pulled me back.

“Jesus!” I pushed him away but he did what he needed to do as
fear triggered insight unSeen in my sleepy routine of acceptance.
Suddenly, I could not ‘not see’ as all the red Hopes standing on
every corner, waved to me.

“We call them T-Sells, Noah. They provide the backbone behind
Saidwell Advertising. They’ve been given free reign to flow
through the city turning culture into conflict. Clinging like an
infection to all who lend them an eye as they enter their ears.”

“Hope?”
“These women in red direct the attention of their prey to all that

is Saidwell by all means possible. They bleach the home grown
right out of their skin, wash away their values, ideals, and morals.”

“Hope?”
“Blur your focus until all you see is the color of her coat, and

you’ll see the unSeen that serve her.”
I squinted my eyes as if looking at the sun, blurring my focus

until Hope faded to a slur of red and I saw the blue and white haze
that rotated around her. Moved as the she moved. Stopped as she
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stopped. Hesitated as she hesitated.
I saw men and women dressed in white and blue, surrounding

her like shadows allowing no one to enter or touch their dictating
red centers as they read and sang ‘white noise’ to her prey.

Then they all began to move. Crossing streets and heading up
and down the avenues. Moving like a faceless crowd. Moving as
if hypnotized in a routine that appeared to be city life.

“Those circling the red centers are the white blood cells of the
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domesticSpy Network. They parade as patriots selling Saidwell’s
agenda. T-Sells are mindless cells reacting to any thing Saidwell.
They influence themselves in a defense of themselves. Eat
themselves as they guard around the red Hope that holds them.

They rage against anything unKnown, replacing their words
with all that is Saidwell. Dulling their target’s senses with a view
of the world filled only with politically correct slogans, and all
things fashionable. Welcome to the city ‘buy the bay.’”

I watched the Hopes and all the orbiting drones and knew I had
been taken in. Told to see only what Hope wanted me to see.
Convinced and convicted, dressed fresh, money in my pockets,
and willing to do whatever to keep my status quo—even the finger
up my ass if it meant a promotion. I had been taken alive.

“Its attack is a subtle, passive maneuver,” Gonzales said. “If
she moves pass a bus stop, they become passengers waiting to
embark. If she passes a store window, they become window
shoppers. Whatever she does, wherever she goes, they provide
proof to everything she has said. Her victims never see the city
nor suspect a thing because she knows exactly how to work their
private agenda until they are swept away in the misbelief that they
are here as conquering heroes.”

“Hope?”
“Hope swells his head and he has no reason to notice—that the

crowd morphing around them is replacing reality with coincidence
and deja-vu. By the time he begins to react he will have already
become one within the membrane, completely bleached of self
and taking his first step into becoming a domesticSpy.”

We stepped back from the ledge and took cover from the wind
again and lit our smokes.

“Why do you think the Tight Whites sent you of all people?”
he asked. “Why do you think you have done so well with
Saidwell?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”
“Because you hear what you want to hear. See what you want

to see, and spend the rest of the day trying to convince everyone
else that they should see as you do. Even when you knew you
had nothing to offer you still brought your work over the bridge.
You came to this city armed with a bag full of crap believing if you
believed in it, you would succeed.”
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A R R O G A N C E

“I like my stuff.”
“The Tight Whites used you, Saidwell used you, and Hope

used you because they all knew you could be used. You’re so
gullible, you’d do anything for a glint of recognition even while
hiding in your room wrapped in your silly robe sitting in the dark.
But you believe, so they believe there must be something in you.”

A R R O G A N T

A R R O G A N C E

“So it was never about the art?”
“People only buy what has been sold them.”
“So what do I do now?”
“You’ll continue to screw up a lot of lives before you catch on.

But fair warning: it’s not easy watching others suffer; it’s even
harder when you realize they suffer because you’ve fed them to
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It was never about the art.
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the lie ons. Took photos that shouldn’t have been taken. Described
a life that shouldn’t have been lived. That’s how it works here.
This city is the transition of the translation, a prison, and Saidwell
means to keep you here until a (k)new Hope embraces the country
and only that which is Saidwell is put to print.”

I flung my arms up in surrender. But before I could protest, I saw
a line of laundry flickering, flapping and snapping from the rooftop
next to us just as a guy came running across the roof towards it.
We watched as he snatch every letter erasing the chalkboard.
Watched as his Hope came running out from the stairwell, chased
him to the ledge where he leaped from rooftop to rooftop, dropping
bits of his bundle word after word until he missed the last leap and
fell between the two buildings.

“Did you see that?” I asked.
“Just keep your camera loaded, and your opinions to yourself,

or the next guy you say is a priss will become a priss. The woman
you say is hot will blow you by noon. The kids yelling in the yard
will never be heard from again and the lady across the street won’t
stop showing you her titties. It will go on and on until the day you
figure out that these words of Hope are hints of hell, and by then
you’ll know exactly the time of day they send the children to the
bridge to start their leaping. You’ll look to save them but see only
swarming gulls diving for the tourists.

The bay is loaded with lovers of those who could not see at
photos or understand the headlines written as obituaries.”

“And no one ever jumps?” I asked.
“No one ever jumps. They climb to heaven and fall to hell with

the conviction that it’s all for God and country. Someday they’re
going to come for you. Be the voice of treason, piss in her eye,
and make her throw you over.”

“Damn,” I said,
“Damned,” he corrected.

Saidwell’s Made Man
I pondered all that Gonzales had said as I continued to shoot for

Saidwell because to those in the know I was still the ‘comer.’ The
newest celebrity in the domesticSpy Network and, like Poo Ray,
found society was ready to find a place for me and my money. I
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was in. Betty Saidwell’s made man—with license to over look my
faults and shoot anywhere I pleased. Noah’s Art was high fashion
and the backbone of Saidwell’s propaganda. I was turning the tide
of public opinion and sending them off to work believing anything
I fashioned. I knew Gonzales was right, but I knew I could win this
thing if I played both sides. Paid attention to all laundry sightings.
Watched how manikins were dressed in their windows and focus
on every day and every color—then print it all in black and white.

I was going to the front lines and taking no prisoners. Hand-to-
hand combat and rising through the ranks. When a line of fresh
white undies hung overhead, I’d read that as ‘take a break’ and go
lunch. When a breeze lifted a woman’s skirt exposing her red and
white checked slip, I’d take the rest of the day off.

Seeing a couple of women sitting relaxed at a bus stop, one in
black, and the other blue, I’d cross the street and avoid the danger.

I was focused on everyone and selling every photo to Saidwell
Advertising. And Betty blended my photos into her text creating
ads that peeked, seeped and sold everything from soap to Sunday.
Used them on billboards, flyers and as graffiti, exposing her
message to be seen by all without anyone lifting a finger—just as
she wanted. The city had become my playfield, and those in
position of power and influence offered their celebrity to allow me
to shoot through their windows as well: smiling, posing, laughing.

I had friends for the asking.
Strangers told tales of what they saw, and how they saw it. How

my images opened their hearts and changed their life. Changed
their fortunes as my images spoke to them so intimately they were
forced to change their ways—convinced to take the deal offered
by Saidwell Advertising as the best deal in town.

Noah’s Art was big.
I was big.

Union Square
Gonzales drove up to the diner and together we drove downtown,

to Union Square, an inner city park that served the rich and housed
the poor. A haven for druggies, pan handlers, and the homeless.
People who live without hope, huddle in hedges that hide their
activities. Hidden from everyone within mugging distance, but
not from the employees and customers of Macy’s department
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I was Saidwell’s made man.
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store that surrounded the square watching as this mix of humanity
ate, raped, robbed, and slept in the open.

The giant red star of Macy’s unattainable goods—constantly
lit in their finest display windows—served as nightlights and
constant reminders to the homeless that they were hopeless—
criminal at best. That their lives would only be filled with more
piss and poop as the couples copulating in the doorways would
attest nine months from now.

Gonzales put the truck in low and we slowly weaved around the
cotton dressed men roaming out from the alley to the park. Cops
routing them like heffers to the slaughter pushing their shopping
cart trailers to their family reunion. It was San Francisco’s Summer
of Love held over one too many summers.

A Woodstock gone bad.
“It’s time to step down or join up, Noah. Keep the keys to

Saidwell’s city, or help those already locked in her grip. Think of
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yourself as a stud in training and training days are over, stud—
and it’s less about what you can do than what you’re willing to let
be done to others.” He laid out a handful of washer rags’ that were
once the prized purchase of some urban queen—to be worn on a
special occasion. This must be that special occasion.

The panty line warned: ‘keep your eye in surprise.’
“Surprise?” I asked.
“Union Square is a living graveyard of those who trusted in

everything Saidwell. Those who took her at her word, exposed
themselves to public opinion, only to discover the truth of all
things Saidwell was hidden far up the ass of betrayal.”

I watched as a parade of women masquerading as men and men
masquerading as women marched towards the square that couldn’t
(or wouldn’t) shelter them from the Macy’s manikins dressed to
display the right in all its might.

“Everyone of these cotton clowns had their chance to walk
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away, but they chose to reach for the fantasy their mother’s warned
never to touched. Fathers threatened never to get too close to.
Parents who warned their children to stay free from the temptation
of a better life than the one they had been born into.

Everyone of these cottons turned a deaf ear to those who taught
them to suffer silently.”

“Suffer silently? Why should they suffer at all?”
“Because we all suffer, Noah. Everything else hides the lie.

Noah’s Art had the power to reshape hope. Offer a peek into
heaven while walking these alleys of hell. But you betrayed the
very people you came to help when you started taking your cues
from Saidwell.”

Gonzales was finally pissing me off.
I’d been doing everything my Tight Whites had asked of me,

and now he tells me I’m the traitor? “You’re so full of it, Gonzales.
Your parents gave you everything! and all you ever wanted was
more, more, more. And now, I have more. I have riches and the
same fame in my name as you had. If life is the prison then living
is the only escape and you act as if I don’t deserve it.”

“You deserve everything coming to you. But the ones marching
to Macy’s are the ones who learned to see Noah’s Art because
they trusted what they saw in your photos. They are the ones
who heard Grace speaking to them. Found life in the unSpoken
and unSeen even as you slowly poisoned them with the trappings
of words Saidwell. You led the ones you came to save to the
slaughter. Wise up Noah— the Tight Whites don’t fear the Chinese,
they fear people like you. You are the Piped Piper leading your
own people to the bridge. Silence all things Saidwell, and show
them your Grace.”

“What the fuck. I feel like I’m in church!”
“This ain’t heaven, Noah. You’re in an old Ford creeping down

a dark alley filled with old men in cotton dresses. If you can’t find
God here, you won’t find God anywhere.”

“I wasn’t looking for God.”
“Neither were they. All they wanted was an end to the sin. An

easing of the pain of believing they would never find peace on
earth. Now, as Noah’s Art floods their heads with Saidwell’s candy
coated sensations only you can show them that there is truth in
all of us—God does not make mistakes. Let them see that it’s okay
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I had friends and people who wanted to know me.



500

WINBERRY

to believe in themselves as themselves. Resist the temptation to
tattoo their lives as old men with images only younger men can
keep alive. It’s natural to desire. It’s human to obsess. Everything
passes, and fantasy by its very nature will be left behind when it
has been out grown.”

“I won’t get far talking that crap here,” I said.
“How far do you need to go, Noah?”
I wiped my forehead with Tuesday wondering if I could still

believe that these day-of-the-weeks had any meaning at all. I could
already feel my desire to have everything I wanted, as I wanted,
when I wanted it, was just the cry of a spoiled child demanding to
suck mother’s tit long after her blouse had been buttoned.

I suddenly saw my perversions and diversions as little more
than baby aspirins, temporary relief from the pain of everyday,
and not a cure from joining the greedy hunt for a free feast offered
by the infatuated leering of lust. Sex was a sales tool of Saidwell
Advertising. Period.

Then a monster of fear, the fear of going against everything I
(k)new to be right. The fear of suddenly seeing the Tight Whites
as having made a deal with the devil. That I should have known
right from wrong before the draft blew down my neck disguised as
God and country. I felt the fear of treason and understood the
poverty of the sisters. That I had tripped myself into the trap not
because it was the right thing to do, but because it might have felt
good. I waved good-bye to Gonzales, but Gonzales was already
gone, and I was alone as if he had never been here at all.

Festival of White Tents
Back at the hotel, I sat with Thursday at the window, cursing

this hell I called wife. Wife? Life. Life?—the daily routine that
defines us as it secretly becomes a significant part of our lives—
I wanted out. I wanted a divorce. I grabbed my bag, hopped my
bike, and rode down Van Ness towards the pier, turned up towards
Fort Mason and came out near the Safeway where I passed myself
playing a silver “C” saxophone with the traffic on Bay Street. As I
passed I heard every note I played as if I were speaking...

. . .I played in two part counter point, where every note of
mine mated with a note from the traffic, producing a third
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We dress our desire to fit our notions of self.
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note, and it was the melody of these thirds that created the
image of an ancient Chinese courtyard, (s)words drawn and
all the heads that rolled. . .

Down Bay Street, I headed through the Presidio and out where
I could see all the way to China Beach and banners with my photos
and images were waving like praise having been strung across the
entrance to the Festival of White Tents.

I weaved my way down Lincoln up to Camino del Mar and
parked near a clump of trees where the crowd funneled down the
steps to the tents shaking in the beefy bay breeze. The festival
looked as if it were pieces of a whale brought back to life by red
ants, lady bugs, and sharp billed birds swooping as the beast did
its best to remain whole.

I parked my bike then laid on a patch of grass debating just how
far I’d have to go to win. I tried to light a smoke, but the wind blew
it out, so I laid flat on the grass and closed my eyes—tried to find
that ramp to that Astral plane and take the tour from there. But I
missed the tour bus and just laid there like Mt. Tams’ lover.
Pretended I was as big as a mountain as blades of grass tickled my
cheek like trees and the breeze blew over my back. I could have
stayed the entire day right there in my little moment of paradise if
it wasn’t for. . .

“Excuse me?” A woman nudged my foot with hers and said in a
very calm but assured voice, “Dawg run.”

Her southern accent was so sweet and disarming.
“Dawg run, hun.” She nudged again with the point of her

hummingBird heel, this time she was lifting my face. I rolled onto
my side. It was Wendy’s mom standing as tall as the sun was
bright. No, wait. It was the coach’s wife pretending to be Wendy’s
mom. Wait, no, it was one of the Window Dresser’s manikins come
to life and inviting me up her tall, thin, and shapely legs. Inviting
me up with two uncaring eyes that could shoot through any man’s
desire. And she was wearing clothes so sheer the light shone
right through them. She might as well not have been wearing
anything!
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And the way her head blocked the sun her hair appeared to be
ablaze like an angel out of Revelations. I leaned on an elbow and
over to the side to study details all the way up her very long legs
when she stepped back and let the sun shoot into my eye.

“Easy, boy,” she said stepping back to cast her shadow over
my face once again. I waited a moment, then cautiously opened
one eye and continued my glance up her belly, past her chest,
then darted a glance back down to her hips. But once again she
shifted to the side and hit me with another jab of sunlight.

“Damn.” I rolled back towards the grass. “Why do you keep
doing that?”

“Well quit lookin’ where you shouldn’t ought a,” she gave a
kick to turn me around again. She was no store dummy.

“Jesus, lady.”
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“I didn’t stop to be ogled,” she said.
“Well then why did you stop?” I asked.
“Dawg run.” She pointed to a sign near a trash can then leaned

lower and whispered, “Dawg shit, you’ve been laying in it.” She
stepped back as I scrambled up onto my feet, barked and wagged
my tail. Then much to my surprise, I barked again and again as I
chased my tail wagging over my uncovered ass. Then, at the snap
of her finger, I sat up, and let her know I could do other tricks too.

“Good puppy, good boy.” She attach dog tags to my collar.
Gave me a quick choke. Yanked me off the ground and rumbled me
down onto my chin. Another yank, “Good puppy.” When I was
up on my butt again she pointed to the banner strung across the
park where two of my images were pinned on the line. She said,
“We’ve been expecting you, Noah Jerome. Waiting for your
translation of all that is Saidwell into all that is SeenWell.”

I tried to let her know I would do my best, but all I could do was
wag my tail and bark.

! B O W ! W O W ! W O W !

She hung the strap of my bag into my mouth and fixed a bow
into my hair. It matched her outfit. “When you win Best in Show
your Sellable Sorrow will be the talk of the town. You can come
live with me and I will parade you up and down the avenue for all
the fine ladies at all the fine affairs to have a look and a pet or
two.” She winked, grabbed hold of my chin and allowed her
diamond fingers to cut my cheek, asking, “Do you think you have
enough sorrow to win them over?”

I barked and barked again. No longer caring about the Tight
Whites or Saidwell or all the injustice in the world. I wanted to win
this. I wanted to win her. I knew a good thing when I saw it, and
my bag was so heavy with bloated sorrow, even I believed I could
lift the world. So I sniffed her leg and lifted mine—just one squirt
to let her know I’d do anything to sit on her lap.

She tugged at my leash and off I went, walking in step beside
her, noticing only then that every woman at the Festival looked
like her, dressed like her, smelled like her. Giant billboards sang
praise to her and drive-in movie screens had her glowing smiling
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face looking over the crowd. Her figure had been molded into
statues lining the walkways and I knew I was with the keeper of
the gate—the image of all that was to be coveted. How could I
lose? And when she led me to my tent I was more than ready to do
my duty for God and country. Damn she was good!

She sat me on my ass and went about setting up my tent. Hung
my prints on the line like so many pages while I sat like an RCA
Victor puppy listening to whispers whistling out from each twisted



506

WINBERRY

image on the line. Watched in dog-like fascination as my images
muttered (k)new meaning to a plot I was yet to become a part of.

And when she had finished, she removed my leash. “Don’t
sniff your butt or eat poop. When they come to you, sit still. Let
them have at you. If they want to put their finger in your ass, let
them. They judge on first impressions.”

“Finger up the ass?” I barked, took another look up her silky
long legs, and barked again—I can do this!

“The first in line will lick the finger of the next in line. Everyone
judges their own shit by the shit on their neighbor’s finger. This is
how we stir the cesspool of public opinion.” She stepped back
and allowed me a free peek and I pissed on myself.

“Do I let them call me boy?” I barked.
“If I were you, I’d let them call me Betty.”
She left the tent just as other unleashed dogs came in barking

small bark about this year’s festival; the lack of promise and
originality. Some suggesting running away while we had the
chance.

“No money in that,” barked a Collie as we sniffed butts.
“We’re worth more dead than alive.” A poodle chimed in.
“Saidwell is on the Golden Gate handing out Suicide posters

and the cotton dressed men are already lining up to write their
names on them,” a Pit Bull warned, “Better we stay put.” And I
thought, wow, even a pit bull worried over what was Saidwell.

“What’s it like to be judged?” I asked a thin blond hound who
looked like Andy Warhol.

“You get used to the finger in the ass—but the butt sniffing
sucks.” The hound barked and sniffed my ass anyway. .

I kept my butt to the ground. It was great that dogs and bitches
liked my work but what could I do to bring the Festival ladies into
my tent? How could I sell them on my sorrow?

Could I learn to be lovable? Roll over and let them rub my belly?
Jump for a biscuit? Do the finger thing?

I sat with my bag of Sellable Sorrow between my legs. I was the
focus of the Festival, yet they came and went. I was unable to
please anyone. Had I tumbled into a life of personal porn only to
please myself?
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She set me up for display.
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Then, I spied a  man in a robe peeking out from behind his tent.
He waved because he was happy to have seen his story told and
I realized Grace had wasted my entire life shooting images for all
those sitting at the window with no will to escape who they were.
Who are these people no one ever wants to see in the mirror?
Who are these people like me, hiding from who we can be just to
discover there is nothing to escape?

My success was failure, my fortunes none. I had destroyed the
woman living in my head for fear of becoming the man living on
the planet, but at what cost?

Now, wasted and worn.
Tired from all those years of uncertainty, I had no fight left.
The crowd growled—rolled their eyes into their heads, and I

saw their god peeking out from their collective stare and she spoke:

“You have baited your traps with an illusion of my beauty
and you will be judged accordingly. Welcome to hell and

the judgment of your unAccepting neighbors.”

The crowd blinked to life and I begged the woman of the Festival
to give me a second chance but she was already searching the
classifieds for the next younger man to feed her need.

“So that’s it?” I asked.
“You can not please the masses, you can only feed them.”
She lossened my collar and I was once again stranded in the

suicide land of the Golden Gate Bridge.
My Norton idling like a bull too tired to charge.
My bag of Sellable Sorrow ready for the next round.
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In Memory of Gary Gonzales

1951 - 1976


