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LIMITLESSAND FREE

Every mission through time and space to save Jim Morrison's life failed. He
always died, no matter what. Always at four-ten AM, on Saturday, July the third,
nineteen-seventy-one. Each of Jim's many deaths—in Parisor L.A.; bearded or shaved;
drunk or sober—reminded me of my father, at home in the year two-thousand-and-six, in
ahospital bed at St. Luke's, who, like Jim in nineteen-seventy-one, had death written all
over him.

People do crazy things when they know they're about to die. Y ou hear about
them—cancer patients or leukemia sufferers. Doctors give them afew weeks or months
to live, so they go climb amountain or circumperambulate Texas. My father built atime
machine. | found it in his garage under atarp, next to a stack of books about Jim
Morrison. | put two and two together: Dad wanted to see Jim and his beloved sixties one
last time. Death has away of peeling life to the core, of stripping layer after layer of
imposed needs and unnecessary wants, until your true center is exposed, until your one
true desireisreveaded for al, including yourself, to see. For my father, that center was the
sixties. His relationship to The Doors and the music of that decade was always dive,
even after he traded in his bellbottoms for slacks. | flew across three time zones and set
out in my father’s time machine to save Jim Morrison.

Thiswas after | saw my old man for the first time in ten years—just a sack of a

man, really, in hospital room 320. Y ou think of those you have left behind and they are



2
frozen, motionless in memory. Life does not go on for them in your absence. Here in the
hospital bed, tubes running from his wrist, nose, and chest to various hanging bags and
silent machines, was someone else’ s shrunken father. Must be, | recall thinking: his curly
hair gone; his strong hands motionless and empty. Here too, at his side, was someone
else’s mother: little knitting woman in the shaded room. Despite the long hours to myself
on board the plane home, | had not come up with anything to say to my folks. When |
saw these strangers who could not possibly have been my parents, | was glad. | would sit
there, in hospital room 320, then get up, and fly back to my comfortable life, satisfied that
| had eased some strangers’ pain, satisfied in the knowledge that nothing had changed at
al in my absence. | took one step into the room.

And then the old lady said, “Ray.”

It was the same thing my mother had said to me the day | left home. We all were
standing in the driveway next to my packed Subaru. It was morning. The sun had not yet
cleared the mountains in the east, and the whol e valley was shaded and cool. It would be
another hot, mid-June day in Utah.

| stood there in sandals, convertible cargo pants, and a deadhead tee. In my hand |
held a sack full of food from Mom’s pantry.

“Where will you go?’ Father said.

“Doesit matter?’ | said.

Mom'’sflowerswere in full bloom: day lilies, lavender, and Indian paintbrush;
purple clematis wrapped around an arched, cedar trellis Dad and | built two summers

previous.



“Come by when you can,” he said, managing to avoid an argument, deflate my
departure, and, | think, give hisapprova all at once.

| set the sack of food on the passenger seat and shut the door. | hugged Mom
before my father could say anything else. A few faint wrinkles showed in the corners of
her eyes; otherwise, her face was smooth and tan from hours spent on her kneesin the
garden. She said my name when we embraced.

The sun rose to the peaks of the mountains behind me as | drove off down the
street, asif to light the path before me or to pull me back home with its warm arms.

In room 320, this knitting stranger, my mother, rose to feel me near her, setting
her hooks and yarn on my father's chest. How short she was! Life had not paused in my
absence; it had accelerated. She was wrinkled and gray, worn down and used up. Like
gnarled tree roots, her arms fastened around my back, and her head reached only as high
as my chest. | held her exhausted frame and looked beyond her to the picture of my
father, prostrate in bed. He watched me. Beside his bed rested a paper grocery sack filled
with colorful trivets my mother had been crocheting. There must have been thirty trivets
in that sack.

| felt tears wetting my shirt. “He's very weak,” my mother told me. “Y ou may
not hear from him this afternoon.” My mother was the only woman | had ever known
who could cry and talk in a steady voice, as though crying were a common, involuntary
phenomenon, like blinking.
“You can give him ahug,” she said.
| walked to his bed and leaned over him. | laid my head on his chest. Helifted his

right arm over my back. My mother said | should talk to him.



“1 don't know what to say,” | told her, standing.

“He's your father,” she said. “ Say anything.”

| looked down at the old man. His eyes were half-open. He smiled, and | could
tell it waskilling him: the disease; the treatment; the stagnation; the reunion.

| asked again: “What should | say?’

Nothing! | said nothing to my dying father. Asfar as prodigals go, | wasn't ready
to come home the penitent wretch; | thought | was still treading water on my own. But in
that moment, when every thought in my head, every defense, justification, blame, every
sentiment, came up selfish or untrue or both, | realized | had been drowning for some
time, and now father was dying. | said nothing. Mother patted me on the back, and father

fell asleep. | ran two stop signsin my rental car on the way home from the hospital.

The time machine—still wrapped in its blue tarp—stood roughly four feet in
height, three feet in diameter, with tapered top and base. It looked like a dlightly flattened
egg and | found it in my father’ s wood closet three or four hours after arriving at my
childhood home—the last rambler on a street full of remodeled two-story “mansions,” as
my mother called them. I’ d been wandering the halls and rooms well past my old curfew.
The home hadn’'t changed at al. Everywhereinside were traces of me: the baseboard
behind the living room couch where, as afourth-grader, | carved my full namein cursive;
atoad on the mantel piece that lit up when you plugged it in—a gift from thirteen-year-
old me to my father on hisfifty-fifth birthday; a picture of me at two, holding out my

long, never-been-cut, brown hair, next to my father, who held his curly locks out as well.
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Once, | asked my long-haired father how the stars got in the sky. We were sharing
ahammock out in the yard, staring up into the night. He said that God was a painter, and
that he had dipped the ends of hislong hair in white paint, and danced through his earth
gardens by night, singing songs of creation. Millions of bright dots stuck to the dark sky.
“We're dl tiny dots, son,” he said to me. “When we |leave here, the lines of our lives
connect one dot to the next, and tell our story.”

In my bedroom, posters still hung on the walls: Janis, Jimi, and of course, The
Doors. The clock on my CD player told the correct time. My clothes still occupied the
closet. Everything almost as I’ d left it except for one detail: my father’swool blanket sat
in awrinkled heap on my otherwise made bed. | studied it for several minutes before
noticing on my desk, under ablock of wood, a stack of papers. The top sheet came from a
recent issue of Woodsmith magazi ne—step-by-step instructions for building floor-to-wall
shelving. Below this, afew printed and paper clipped pages about constructing a ten foot
trailer from angleiron and plywood. | flipped through the entire stack. How to make
guitars, wooden chests, a kayak, meat smokers, a motorcycle sidecar; some were recent
additions to the pile, others, not so recent. | grabbed up the pile of loose papers and
walked down the hall.

My father wore his freak flag in the sixties, on the campus of the University of
Utah, where freak flags were rare. The one-against-thousands attitude he adopted made it
easy to like The Doors, and their darker interpretation of the hippie dream. He worked
odd jobs after graduation; apprenticed with carpenters, electricians, and metallurgists.
The sixties ended, and my father rolled with the changes. He married, and a year | ater, |

came into the world. Only a few hippie holdovers remained by that time: the pony tail,



the love of sixties music, and the stubborn insistence on self-sufficiency: do it yourself;
live by the sweat of your brow and by the strength of your hands. My father believed he

could solve any problem with his hands.

There was one day, the summer after | turned seventeen, when my father and |
were in his workshop, constructing roll-top bins from oak for food storage. My father’s
record player was on, playing some old EP from the collection he kept in the garage. The
buzzing whine of various saws sounded over much of the music. We did not speak. My
father worked on the complicated roll-top design with arouter and jig—he could use any
tool, create any project. | worked on the bin frames.

| followed the pencil line on the wood with a circular saw. My father had taught
me how to cut a clean line, but there | was straying and not correcting. | heard my father
shut off the router and come over to where | was.

“If you use a carpenter’ s square your cuts will be more even,” he said, standing
over me.

“1 know,” | said, and continued cutting.

Sawdust covered the floor below me. The sour stench of fresh planed oak filled
the garage. | finished the cut and the scrap fell to the floor.

“These bins are to store food—they need to be crafted with care, son. Smooth
those uneven edges with sandpaper.”

“Dad, | had other plans today.”

“What?’

“Topher got some devil sticks yesterday. We were going to go to the park.”



My father picked up the scrap and said, “When we've finished here. Work before
play.” He handed me a square of sandpaper.

The sun was climbing higher into the sky; it was amost noon. | grabbed the
sandpaper from his hand and rubbed it hard and fast along my uneven cuts. “There,” |
said, tossing the wood aside, moving on to the next piece.

“Good, but let'sdo it the right way,” he said, taking the sandpaper from my hand
and running it along the edges of the oak smoothly.

| stood there with my hands on my hips. | knew how to sand wood. “Okay, will
you just let me do it?’

Focused on sanding, my father said, “Aesop’s ant was every bit the hippie the
cricket was, maybe more so. To everything, son, there is a season. I'm a hippie, too, Ray.
The park with Topher sounds like fun to me too. ”

| snorted. “Right,” | said, gesturing to the lathe, jointers, saws, and planer. “A
hippie. More like my shop teacher.”

My father looked at the tools in the garage. “ Sure, son. Just finish the sanding,” he
said, handing me the sandpaper. He walked back over to his station and turned the router
on.

When | finished, | walked out of the garage, down the driveway, and al the way
to the park, where | eventually spent the night under atall, live oak with some friends,
just to prove my point.

How then shall | explain the sudden urge | felt, standing once again in my father’s
wood shop, to construct shelving units at one-thirty in the morning? One moment | was

looking down at his table saw, shuffling through the papersin my hands, and then | was



positioning two foot long sections of two-by-four in the brace and flipping the switch.
The wood felt solid and smooth in my hands and | guided it through the saw blade three
times. Fresh sawdust covered my shoes. Had my conscience settled anywhere near rock
bottom yet? Yes, | think so.

So Dad thought he could mend us by making a few shelves, | thought. | would
start them, then, later in the day, I’d go and see dad, get some advice. He' d love that.
Thusit was | found myself standing in hiswood closet, a small room at the end of the
garage he called hisinner-sanctum, staring at whatever lay hid under the tarp: my father’s
final project.

Probably a giant bird feeder or an upright bass. Perhaps | could completeit. |
lifted the tarp. When it fell to the ground, and my eyes rested on the object before me, |
laughed. Here was the strangest bird feeder I’ d ever seen. It was afrog, a giant green and
yellow frog. He had stout little legs that appeared to balance his rather precarious body,
and tiny arms and webbed hands hanging unimportantly at his sides. From his closed
jaws arubber tongue dangled. Big, yellow snow globe eyes protruded from his head to
the right and to the left. Across his belly my father—I presumed—nhad christened him,
“Peace Frog”.

Peace Frog looked completed to me. His construction plans lay on a workbench
next to a stack of books. The plans were far more complex than the finished product led
on; Peace Frog was full of wires, solar cells, and a gyroscope. | removed the frog's belly
panel and saw that a cushioned space had been carved out from the wires and hardware
for one person to sit. | sat down in the belly of the beast and a few levers poked between

my legs—cozy. An eight track took up some space to my right.
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The construction plans made no sense to me, but | continued to flip through them,
until | came to a page which in part read: “Solar Powered Circumvolution Time Travel—
Single Unit.” | laughed a second time that night. Here the instructions were very clear:
“Manipulate time and destination levers; pull circumvolution lever into locking position;
raise lever marked ‘' Legs’; control balance levers to stabilize gyroscope during journey.”
Someone—my father, perhaps—scribbled in the margins after step one, “Pop in eight-
track.”

| tossed the stack of papers from my room aside; father wasn't mending us with
shelves. | grabbed the workbench and pulled myself out of Peace Frog. As| did, | noticed
the stacked books—every single one of them about Jim Morrison, except the book at the
bottom of the stack. This book was familiar to me; it was my father’s old photo album
from the sixties. He used to show me these photos and tell me his wild stories. One of the
pages was marked: photographs from a peace rally on the campus of the University of
Utah. The sixties, JJm Morrison biographies, atime machine; seemed pretty clear to me
then that Dad was fixing to see Jim and The Doors one last time.

One biography from the stack showed Jim on the cover in an dtered state, staring
through the camera, to another time. During my late teens | fought with my dad over
what | thought was his desertion of the hippie lifestyle. | had seen his photographs; |
grew up trying to be just like him. In my arrogant eighteen-year-old mind | was the true
hippie, my dad the traitor. Ultimately, | had to leave to show him who wasright. | tried to
livethelife | knew from Dad’ s stories and photos, but it didn’t take; the realities of my
apathetic generation couldn’t live up to the fantasies of my father’s. Pretty soon my life

was confined to a series of cubicles. Pride kept me away from home nine more years.
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Peace Frog looked surprisingly legitimate. The hippie in me—the one buried
somewhere deep in corporate America—believed it could work. Of course, the thing sat
only one, which ruled out bringing Jim to my dad or taking my dad to Jim. In my mind,
there, in my dad’ s inner-sanctum, with Peace Frog glaring at me, his tongue hanging
stupidly from his mouth, the only option was to save Jim Morrison, to keep him from
expiring in a Paris bathroom so that my old man could see him perform once more before
giving up the ghost. Jim's drugged face on the biography seemed to nod in agreement.
Only the gift of Jim Morrison could atone for my neglect and pride.

Cradling books and papers in my arms, | stepped into Peace Frog, one leg after
the other—slow, and situated myself, closing the hatch behind me. Light from the inner-
sanctum’ s fluorescent bulbs streamed through Peace Frog' s eyes, onto my smiling face. |
adjusted the levers accordingly. Each ridiculous maneuver | made inside Peace Frog
loosened my laughter until my belly ached and | started to cry. By the time | popped
Srange Days into the eight-track, | fully believed the machine would work. “When the
Music’'s Over” came on, about eight minutesinto it. | pulled the circumvolution lever into
locking position, and the gyro below me lurched into slow revolutions. The whole frog
shook; wires uncoiled from their neat, tucked-away places. Wiping tears from my face, |
raised the legs and took hold of the stabilizing controls, one lever in each hand, like a
tank operator. The Doors sang, “We want the world and we want it” and Jim’s splitting

scream, “Now!” propelled Peace Frog into a spinning, psychedelic dimension.

My journey through the psychedelic spacescape ended in darkness. A door framed

by pale light stood before me. Not knowing where | was, or even if | had traveled through
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time and space, | huddled in Peace Frog until the gyro below me came to afull stop. |
kept quiet, listening for sounds outside Peace Frog's hull. Then | figured anyone around
probably would have noticed my entrance, and would aso be huddled up somewhere, not
making any noises, keeping two eyes absolutely fixed on the giant frog that just spun into
their existence. | pulled the lever to lower Peace Frog' s legs, and | opened the hatch.

Carpet under my feet—I wasn’t in the inner sanctum. Complete darkness. | stood
up straight, and immediately jumped back into Peace Frog—thank goodness | had
lowered his stout little legs. | had brushed up against someone: the familiar scratch of
wool on my face. | ducked behind Peace Frog. No one reached down to grab me by the
collar. | stood again. Complete darkness, carpeted floor, wool coat with no onein it; |
solved the mystery. Feeling along the walls of the closet with the palms of my hands, |
stepped to the door.

A ray of soft light beamed through the closet door | held open a crack. No one
was outside. | took a step, then another, and then one more. The light belonged to the
moon, and it came in through a set of French doors that opened onto a small balcony
cluttered with flower pots. No artificial light shone in the apartment. Even so, in that low
light, I could appreciate the spare beauty of seventeen rue Beautreillis, the penultimate
resting place of Jim Morrison.

A clock on the wall said three-fifty-four. The coroner’ s report in Jim'’s biography
claimed five 0’ clock in the morning as time of death. | passed from room to room
searching for Jim. | found some of his writings—the beginnings of a Dionysian rock
opera—on asmall ivory desk beneath awindow onto Beautreillis. | pocketed them, as

some kind of hedge against future Jim refusing to play for Dad. In another bedroom |
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found strong-smelling cheese and an empty bottle of wine on a nightstand by the bed.
This bedroom had a connecting bathroom.

| knew | would find him on the other side, in a bathtub, unconscious. | stood
outside the door and thought of what | might say or do to save hislife. Deciding that |
had no clue, | pushed open the bathroom door. Prostrate in the tub lay Morrison. Here,
too, moonlight colored the room in pale blue light. Jim was bearded. Traces of blood
showed on his shirt, like he had used it to wipe a bleeding nose or mouth. A few empty
bottles of wine stood on the cold, tiled floor, on the toilet next to the tub. He looked dead
already. | called out, “Jim!” | put an ear to hisface, hischest. | felt hiswrist—afaint,
slow pulse. | didn’t know what elseto say. | said more to him than | had to my father.

| had never seen a dead body before—I had never witnessed a death. That day,
split between Utah and Paris, the present and past, | had seen two near-dead bodies, but
not a dead one, nor an actual real -time death. | wanted to see one—I thought | needed to.
Father would die soon. This mission was life-preserving, but there, perched on the lip of
the tub, morbid curiosity laid hold of me. | stopped calling Jim's name and trying to
revive him, but | did not let go of hiswrist. The pulse was so hard to feel, and sometimes
| thought it had stopped altogether. The beats stretched the silence, and then | felt death
happen. | didn't try to stop it. When nothing moved in Jim’s veins, when the tub’s cold
transferred into my legs and back, | tucked his hand to his chest, and kind of let my hand
linger there. That was how Jim Morrison, The Lizard King, died in abathtub in Paris,
France. First death | ever witnessed. The clock on the wall said four-ten as | walked

down the hall and into the closet, shutting the door softly behind me.
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Peace Frog whirred to life as soon as | sat down and closed the hatch. | hit play on
the eight-track, and before | knew it | was bouncing down that kal eidoscopic space

highway once again. Peace Frog took me back to the inner-sanctum at the exact moment
inwhich | left. Froggy knew his way home.

| rounded up some supplies: smelling salt and aspirin from Mom’s medicine
cabinet; an air horn from Dad’ sfirst aid box in the garage; some beef jerky from the
pantry; awatch. Tearing into the jerky, | hopped back into Peace Frog.

| walked straight out of the closet and down the hall to Jim’s bathroom. | paused,
turned back up the hall, and went in to check on Jim'’ s writing desk. The Dionysian rock
operawas not there—of course not, it was in my pocket—but something else was. aletter
to fellow band member and longtime friend, Ray Manzarek. He described Pyrenees
cheeseinit, and closed with mention that he’ d been writing some new materid. |
pocketed it, and headed for the tub.

There hewas, just as | found him fifteen minutes previous, only—his beard was
gone. My watch read threefifty-nine, no time to wonder about time travel’slittle quirks.
| knelt in front of Jim and called to him, “Jim, Jim.” | slapped his smooth cheeks. The
bathroom was small, not at al like American bathrooms, so it was difficult to put the
considerate amount of distance between Jim and me before blowing on the air horn. The
sound was worse than loud. Jim stirred. | blew it again. He opened his eyes alittle.
Mother’svia of smelling salts wasin my hand, but | dropped it, because a voice from
another room in the house called out.

“Jm?" It was awoman’s voice.
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| froze into a corner behind the open door. Jim was drifting back into
unconsciousness. My watch read: four-o-six. | looked through the crack in the door, and
then dove for the salts. Snatching them up, | hobbled on my kneesto Jim's side. He
caught awhiff of the salts, and then afew slaps, and he sat up. Footsteps sounded down
the hall. I held Jim’s head in my hands, smiled, and said, “Y ou’re going to make it, Jim,”
right as he puked all he had onto my lap.

That is how his girlfriend, Pamela Courson, found us.

“Jim? What? Who are you?’ she said.

Jim’s hot vomit seeped through my jeans. “I’'m Ray,” | said, looking at my lap.

Pamela wasn't entirely together herself. She leaned forward, holding the door
frame with both hands. She looked at me through strands of hair. “What are you doing?’

Feeling like | had nothing to lose, | said, “I’m trying to save Jim’slife.”

“Jim’'s dead?’ Pamela said.

“No, but he's going to be,” | said, checking my watch. Four-o-eight. | slapped Jm
afew times. He slumped over the tub’s lip; atrail of spit connected him to the floor.

“You're going to kill Jim?’ Pamela advanced into the bathroom. | held up my
hands and said, “No, I’m going to save him”, but she had put her wobbly body into
motion, and now it was falling down on top of me. We wrestled on the slick floor. She
clawed me with long nails and bit my shoulder; | managed to cram afew smelling salts
up her nose. That distracted her long enough for me to check Jim and my watch. No
pulse. Four-eleven. My efforts to wake him were useless.

| spun around to face Pamela. “Happy? Now he's dead.”
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“You killed him!” she said. Her nose ran and her red eyes ran too. She lunged for
me from the floor.

| ripped a solid blow from the air horn right in her face, and she crumpled to the
floor holding her ears.

“You killed him,” | said over the horn.

“Jim, Jim,” she said, rolling around, holding her ears.

“Was it heroin, Pamela? Too much booze? | should call the police,” | said.

“Oh, you killed him, you—he was beautiful,” she said.

Jim's dead body slumped over the tub. Pamela's wrecked body rocked slowly on
thefloor. | could fix this. | had all the time in the world.

“Jim'snot dead,” | said, slamming the bathroom door behind me as | left. |
stomped back to the closet, covered in scratches and vomit.

Peace Frog got me back home safely. | sat inside him for awhile, cooling down.
Srange Days ran to the very end. Music is your only friend.

After | cleaned up, | found a new cassette for the eight-track, Morrison Hotel.
With my eyes on the road and my hands upon the levers, | headed back to nineteen
seventy-one, more determined than ever.

Determination is no insurance against failure. Jim died athird time, and then
twenty-seven times after that. Jim always died. Sometimes in the tub, sometimes
elsewhere in the apartment, depending upon how far | could drag him. In spite of my
warnings Jim drank, and when he keeled over | sat him upright and slapped him awake,

but death came to him still, as he stared me in the face.
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Each journey back to Beautreilliswas like atrip into one of Jim's songs. weird
scenesinside the gold mine. | met poets and aristocracy there, hustlers and drunks. Music
and colors, silence and pale light filled the space of Jim's apartment. One time a mangy
dog greeted me outside the closet. Most everyone | met was high. Some gave me a hand,;
some punched me in the face. One romanced me, unsuccessfully, and some ran for help.
One guy, painted white from the waist up, spoke to me from under Jim’s bed where he
was hiding from the cops. The belligerent ones got the air horn; the nice ones cried with
me in the bathroom. Twice | was moved to sing “The Unknown Soldier” at four-tenin
the AM for Jim, as akind of eulogy.

The beard came and went, as did the gut. Different documents showed up on Jim's
desk. In addition to the rock opera, | have a collection of sonnets, persona letters to each
member of The Doors, a screenplay for abank heist film, and an acrostic poem titled,
ABSNTHE.

| tried reaching Jim before the third of July. | warned him, ambushed him,
abducted him, bribed him—anything to get him away from the Beautreillis, and France in
general. Once, | had him all to myself for awhole week in a cottage as far away as
Alsace. We trekked through old-growth forests, baguettes and cheese in packs on our
backs. We discussed Nietzsche and Kafka, Rimbaud and hashish, and we debated the
merits of corporal punishment. He died in my arms on the trail back to the cottage, the
stars sharp above us, Saturday, the third.

| got Jim to follow me all the way to Placido, New Mexico once, because he
believed me when | told him | was a Hopi Shaman, with nothing left to offer the world

but enlightenment. “We're close,” | kept telling him as we traveled further into the desert,
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heading for my—our—ancestral home. Jim said, “Thisisit,” and | began to think so too.
We moved by night. Outside a drug store on July the third, at four in the morning, he was
vibrant and full of life. We wrote a song together, me, a sham shaman in beads and
headdress, and he, a staggering rock poet sucking on a Coke. So caught up we were |
didn’t check the time, nor did | see the station wagon full of lost and delusional senior
citizens take a sharp turn down our hidden, little road. They jumped the curb and
plastered Jim to the drugstore facade.

| sought Jim before he was Jim, back when the self -destructive gene in his body
was just developing. On dawn’s highway | hitched until the Morrison family picked me
up (it took four trips in Peace Frog, and I’m not sure why they picked me up on the fourth
and not the first encounter). In the backseat | turned little immy’s head from the carnage
of the wrecked Indians and hummed “My Wild Love” in his ear. On many occasions
Jimmy and | hid from Admiral George Stephen Morrison, when he had a mind for
dressing down his son. When Jim went off to college | went with him, saying no for both
of uswhen he was first offered pot. | replaced his Elvis 45 swith Gene Autry, and | got
him interested in Engineering instead of film. The results of my efforts were remarkably
consistent—Jim always died at the same time, on the same day; and yet remarkably
different. Sometimes it took me days to find his obituary when | got back to two-
thousand and six, because he died a school teacher or construction worker, not arock
legend. Efforts like these frustrated my own purpose: to save Jim Morrison of The Doors,
not Jim Morrison of A-1 Heating and Cooling. Each time | had to go back and set

everything right. | laid off on the formative years—they were exhausting and fruitless.
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Once, in Vancouver, from the bowed middle section of the world's longest
suspension bridge, Jim told me that the aim of all lifeis death.

“Can you elaborate, Jim?’ We were lying on our backs, staring up at the stars,
shivering against the wind and chill.

“Everything begins so that one day it can end, like a movie.”

“Only you don’t know when it will end.”

Jim turned his head to look at me. It felt like we werein amovie, and in areal
poignant scene, too. The bridge swayed and creaked. Then he stood up, assumed the
position of the cross, right there on the bridge's edge, took aim, and leaned forward into
the gorge below. In the wind his body tossed end over end once, and then hislife collided
with water and rock and death. The future is uncertain and the end is always near.

Morrison fatality number thirty: Seventeen Rue Beautreillis, in the bathtub. |
stumbled into the bathroom, like I'd just had along day at the office. | sat down on thelip
of the claw footed tub, and pulled a sandwich from my pocket. JJm Morrison and | shared
the small space of a Parisian bathroom for ten minutes, and | never felt so lonely in all
my life. After so many failures | needed to see someone worse off than | was. | could
think of only two people, and | couldn’t bear to return to room 320. | came back to the
Beautreillis because it was such a pathetic scene, the larger than life front man for one of
the biggest bands of the sixties, slumped over in a bathtub, dying of alcohol poisoning or
of aheart attack or of a heroin overdose. Mr. Mojo Risin’ set to die alone, to watch his
life recur eternally forever in the great theater in the sky. He told me once that death is

just that, arepeating movie, so I’d better have some good incidents happen, and afitting
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climax, otherwise, what a drag to watch. Did he have some good incidents? Had I? And
my father?

“What a climax, Jim,” | said, pointing my sandwich at him. And what a climax to
my life aswell.

As| sat there, picking at my sandwich, Jim lifted his head from the tub’slip and
stared at me. Thisrarely happened. He reached a desperate hand to a stranger. | took it.

“What do you want, man?’ he said to me, as though nineteen-seventy-one stupor
Jim Morrison was cognizant of having suffered thirty future deaths that never really
occurred, and that | was responsible for each one.

My sandwich sagged and a piece of |ettuce fell to the floor. Our eyes locked onto
one-another. Jim might have described the connection as, “cosmic.” | saw his entire life
before me, and | know he saw through me as well. It was amost four-ten. | had seen all
the deaths | needed.

“Don't die,” | said.

Jim nodded and slowly tipped back into the tub.

| climbed in with him, and we lay there on our backs, staring at the perfect
paleness of that room. For the second time in what seemed like the same day, | held his
hand. My pulse beat with his, and then only my pulse beat. | rested his hand on his chest,
knowing that this scene, like all before it, was to be replayed soon, in two-thousand and

SiX.

After the longest night of my life, I finally slept afew hoursin Peace Frog in

Dad’ s inner-sanctum. In the morning | went to the hospital.



20

Mother rose to greet me from the chair that was also her bed in room 320. She had
completed afew trivets since my first visit, the night before. Her hug felt good, solid and
real. We both looked at father, asleep. Mother sat back down, and | sat in achair facing
the bed.

Though she was present all through my life up until the day | left, | could not
recall any specific memory of mother like | could with my father. | suppose she was
disappointed when | took off, but like father, hoped | would come around. She had that
way about her, with me and with Dad.

Mom’s love for Dad was the enduring kind. She could sit there and crochet a
thousand trivets while a disease slowly ate her sweetheart from the inside out. She could
be witness to that, and endure that kind of pain. There Dad was, dying, and there | was,
knowing it, and running around, performing all manner of craziness, and there was Mom,
sitting in her chair, crocheting.

“You look exhausted,” Mom said.

“1’ve been back in the garage,” | said.

“What have you been doing there?’

“I"'m trying to finish dad’ s last project, maybe it’'ll cheer him up.”

“Thefrog?’

| looked up from the trivet she was working on. “Yes. A big green one.”

“1 thought he was done with that one. He said it was for you—said he had to get it
done. | think he worked on it up until the day he came here. What' s |eft?’

Dad’s chest rose and fell. | stood up, gave my mother a kiss on the cheek, and

rushed home.
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In the inner-sanctum | flipped through dad’ s photo abum until | came to the
marked page. There was my father waving an American flag at apeaceraly at the
University of Utah. All around him were hippies—probably every last one in the state of
Utah had shown up—chanting and sitting on the steps of the administration building. My
father stood in the foreground, looking larger than anything else in the picture, waving
that flag. He had long curly hair, and that same stubborn determination to do things for
himself. The picture was cut from the front page of Salt Lake Tribune. On the backside of
the picture my father had scribbled some notes: “Peace rally. U of U. Park building.
4/12/69.” Maybe dad' s stripped-away desire was not to travel back intime at all.

Peace Frog shook to life, and the colors came at me fast. | appeared behind a
cluster of pinetreesto theright of the Park building. The hippies were out; they packed
the steps of the administration building. They sang “Where Have All the Flowers Gone.”
My father was easy to spot, standing in front of the building, where students who dressed
like accountants passed between classes.

| crouched in some nearby bushes and took in my first peace rally. The hippies
smiled as they sang. They swayed; they knew all the versesin the song. My year as a
counterculture vagabond resembled the scene before me in absolutely no way.
Woodstock ' 94 had nothing on this. Here was community. Here was what my teenage
heart desired. | could hide no longer. Leaving the bushes, | approached the rally, wishing
I had something on other than the oxford and slacks | had been wearing for what seemed
like weeks. At least they were dirty.

| passed my father on my way to the Park building steps. He was breathing hard,

from waving the giant flag and singing. | had spent enough time with Jim Morrison to
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feel confident in a setting like this, so | walked right up the steps and joined in the
singing. The hippies cheered when | did; | guess they thought they had turned one of the
accounting students.

| swayed and smiled. Where my body odor ended and another’s began, | don’t
know; we were a community in that sense, too. My father never stopped waving that flag.
His hair was long and his arms were strong. The many verses in the song eluded me, but
each time the chorus came around | sang loud and proud.

We finished the song. A few hippies hugged me, congratulating me. The day was
drawing to a close. We milled around; some of us headed for the quad, to stretch on the
grass. | hung around my dad, not saying anything. He acknowledged me, but also, said
nothing. | watched him fold up his flag, and stuff it into arucksack. A couple wearing
beads and buckskin jackets stopped and chatted with him. They spoke of California. My
father laughed and shook hislong hair. They embraced and the couple departed, flashing
apeace sign to my father asthey did.

My father pulled a bulging handkerchief from the rucksack. Inside it was a
sandwich and an apple.

“Need some food, brother?’” he said to me.

| took the sandwich half he offered.

“You come up for therally?’ he said.

“Yeah,” | said, wishing again that I’d worn anything but slacks.

We both nodded and watched the hippies on the quad.

“Do you think thiswill ever work?’ | said.

“Will what work?’
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“The protests and sit-ins. Do you think the hippies will win?’

My father finished his sandwich.

“Yeah, | do.”

A few administrators exited the building and the dispersed hippies broke into
song.

“How long have you been ahippie?’ | said.

“All my life.”

“How much longer?’

“All my life.”

This time the crowd sang “Blowin' in the Wind.” Down on the quad they joined
in, but a beat behind, echoing the smaller group on the steps, asin arow.

“Do you like The Doors?’ | said. “Cause I’ ve got some origina stuff Morrison
wrote.”

“Far out.”

| showed my father the rock opera, which we both agreed was turning out pretty
awful. Jim’sletters however, were philosophical, and my father liked them very much.

“Takethem,” | said, handing him the letters and the opera.

“Far out man, thanks. Here,” he said, digging through his rucksack. “Here, man.”
He handed me a small wood carving. It was a simple sun image—my father was probably
just beginning to work wood.

“Thanks,” | said, then, “man.”

“We're headed for California, want to join us?’
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| thought of mom back home crocheting, of father in bed dying. | thought of
Peace Frog stashed in the bushes.

Here was my father, the hippie: long-hair, rucksack over his shoulder, heading for
Cdlifornia. There was Jim in his tub, watching hislife repeat over and over again. How
many times did | show up in his movie? Thirty? How many times would | show up in my
father's?

“Yeah, man,” | said.

“Alright. I'm Joel,” Dad said, holding out a hand.

“Ray,” | said.

| returned serene and bearded to hospital room 320 in the year two-thousand and
six. From the doorway | smiled in on my mother, who still sat in her chair crocheting,
next to my unconscious father. Same sack of trivets on the floor. Her hands looped and
hooked yarn in a steady rhythm; they looked to me as though they would have pressed on
no matter what, even if my mother closed her eyesto sleep an hour, even if my father
never regained consciousness. | watched her, and as | did | thought of Peace Frog, snug
and content in his new home in the garden, a couple of seed trays hanging from his
eyeballs—put out to pasture, for I’ d been to the Golden Gate, Monterey, and the Sunset
Strip, and here was mother, not going anywhere.

“Ray,” Mom said, looking up from her work as | walked into room 320. She
studied my beard.

Something else had had changed since my last visit: Dad’s photo album lay on a

nightstand next to his bed.
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“What'sthis?’ | said, sitting down next to Mom.

“It was here last night when you got in; you know what it is—Dad’s album.”

| flipped through the familiar sights: shirtless guys strumming guitars; braided
hair and long, colorful dresses; the Microbus—until | came to the Utah Peace Rally.
There he was, exhausting himself waving that flag for peace and love. | turned the page.
Stuffed in an envelope pasted to the backside was the Dionysian rock opera and letter to
Manzarek. The singing, the smells, the feel of my father’s calloused hand in my own—all
of it was so clear in my mind. | felt like singing or crying or both.

“Did you experience all of that, Ray? Did you find what you were looking for
when you left?” Mom said.

Mom was crying, but | never would have guessed it had | not looked up from the
album. “Yes| did,” | said, smoothing the album’s spine in my hands.

“Good,” Mom said. “Dad would have liked to hear about it.”

| returned the photo album to its place on the nightstand. | rested one hand on my
mother’ s knee, and with the other | took hold of Dad’'s hand and counted the beats.

Days after the funera my mother sat with me in my old bedroom, listening as |
told her of my time away, when | drove to Haight-Ashbury in a gutted ' 56 V olkswagen
with six friends, sitting on boxes full of wood and tools the whole way, carving suns and
poets and trees as we did. About how we worked our way down the coast and then west,
trading our wares for food and shelter, the VW’ s whining, twenty-five horsepower, four-
cylinder finally giving out one night in the Mojave Desert off route sixty-six, the limitless
gpace and silence intensified by its absence until we sang “Moonlight Drive” long enough

to collapse into the cool sand from exhaustion and then ook up and connect the stars.
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Lying on my childhood bed, my father’s wool blanket for a pillow, my smiling

mother asked if | knew anymore stories.
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GODSPEED, MR. BO JANGLES
Chapter One

My birth was a public event. People paid twenty cents apiece to see me after | was
born. It's not everyday the Bearded Lady gives birth to a son, but for Paunch Hardiman of
Hardiman's Rarees it had to be that day, the twenty-ninth of July, nineteen-twenty-seven.
Paunch knew the route card; the thirtieth and thirty-first found us between towns, where
my miraculous entry into the natural world would have shocked and amazed no one,
except my mother and closest friends, and they wouldn't have paid Paunch even anickel,
on account of their everyday dealings with the shocking and amazing. Paunch hoped and
prayed for an early birth, that | might come during the Chicago stand or even Kansas
City, where we always sold out; but no amount of prayer or Castor oil would coax me
from the womb. Lady Philistina, our palmist, foretold a July birth, which ruled out the
August, dime-heavy towns, like Denver and Wichita, and so it had to be the twenty-ninth.

Paunch spent the night of the twenty-eighth in my mother'srail car, in acloud of
burning Cohosh, spoon-feeding my mother a half-teaspoon of Evening Primrose every
hour, while our wild man, Togo of the South Seas, chanted in the corner. Something in all
that did the trick, and | wanted out. The advance had done their job, for a modest crowd
greeted us when we reached the station. A little while later, and Paunch's will was done: |

showed my hairy face to the natural world at New Union Station, Salina, Kansas, on the
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twenty-ninth of July, nineteen-twenty-seven, but when people ask me where I'm from, |

say, “I was born on atrain.”

Thomas, the frog-vomiter, loved Shelly who had no legs. They married on the
midway in Des Moines. Weddings were joyous occasions on the circuit. | saw fat ladies
marry skeleton men, midgets marry midgets, and | saw the mule-faced woman marry
three times, once to a successful banker; but Thomas marriage to Shelly topped them all,
because | shared the stage with them that day. On that day | turned twelve.

“Highpockets,” | said, as the giant strode past me dressed for the wedding as Rgja
Highpockets, Turkish Prince. “Do you know where my tuxedo is?’ | wasto wear a
tuxedo and play the piano for Thomas and Shelly, but | could not find my tuxedo.

“Have you lost it, Son of Sasquatch?’

“No, it'sjust that | can't find it.”

“Would it be foolish of meto ask if you have checked the costume car?’

Ordinarily, yes, but this day, no. | started for the costume car.

“Son of Sasquatch,” Highpockets said, laying a spider leg hand on my shoulder,
“please hurry, you're up in fifteen minutes.” He squeezed my shoulder, removed hisfez
with his other hand, and bowed, saying, “And happy birthday.”

| smiled and bounded away.

Busy as they were, my fellow performers still found ways to celebrate my
birthdays. Each year, Robusto gave me adlightly heavier kettle bell than the year before,
and | usually got a knick-knack or two from the others. One standout gift is the spool of

thin wire given to me on my seventh birthday. That year my birthday fell between towns,
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so | had an entire day on the train to play with the wire. A prop hand’s son, Joe, joined
me; we constructed bridges, cars, and animals with the wire. We had a whole town set up.
At one point, Joe built little figures to represent his entire family. “What are those?’ |
asked him. He told me, and then he moved aside the animals we had built to make room
for hismany siblingsin our wire town. “Let’s build some more animals,” | said, but Joe,
whose family tree it seemed ran on forever, only wanted to reconstruct aunts, uncles, and
cousins. My wire badgers seemed so pathetic in comparison. | was not at all disappointed
when Joe' s father came for him.

That night, | pestered Highpockets about family, and if | had one, and where it
was. Did | have brothers and cousins and a mother? He had planned an evening of
celebration for me, but all | could think of was that rascal Joe, and his prodigious family.
| brought it up after the happy birthday song, after the cake, and after Robusto performed
seven feats of strength for my seven years of life. At last, when everyone had retired to
their cars, Highpockets said to me, “ So you want to know something of your life?’ and |
sad yes.

“You're sure?’

“Yes.”

“Those wire badgers you built are really quite fine; we could build some more of
those instead?’

“No.”

“And this present | got for you, I’ll keep it for myself then?” He held a small box
with abow on it to his ear for alittle shake. “Waell, if that’swhat you prefer, alittle bit of

knowledge over what’ s inside the box.”
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Now | was unsure. | held out my hand to hold the box, to test it. Maybe it was
better than family.

“No,” Highpockets said, holding the box up high, near his head. “Make a choice.”

“Tell me,” | blurted out. “Tell me something.”

“Okay, are you ready?’

| nodded.

“Areyou sure?’

“Highpockets.”

He knedled on the floor; we still weren't face-to-face, but closer. His giant’s
hands curled around my shoulders and down my back. | looked into his deep socket eyes
when he leaned to within inches of my face.

“Son of Sasquatch,” he said, “your real nameis, Monte.”

Monte? | was something, someone other than Son of Sasgquatch? How fantastic.
My little mind lit up with possibilities: | was an explorer, a deep-sea diver, an acrobat;
my family—Mont€e' s every one of them—drove Model T’s and flew airplanes across
oceans. Joe was just Joe, and | was happy for awhile, but soon | wanted to know more. |
asked Highpockets follow-up questions, but his reply was always the same: “When you
are older.”

Y ear after, when | was officially older, | would tell Highpockets, after the parties
and cakes, “I am older now,” and Highpockets would unravel further the mystery of my
life. Gifts of self-discovery are not the kind to sit on a shelf, gathering dust; they claimed
a space inside of me where they rolled around like sticky dough, absorbing bits of

forgotten memories, scraps of overheard conversations, and pieces of imagination, until



31
they grew solarge, | could hardly kept them from bursting out my mouth each time |
spoke.

What might Highpockets have for me on my twelfth birthday?

Less than fifteen minutes remained until my big part in the wedding. Off the
midway, behind the attractions, | raced to find the costume wagon. Behind me loomed
the big top, and asmaller tent next to it for the wedding. | passed wagon after wagon—
each one containing its own share of the midway’s mystery. The wagons lined up front to
back forming two rows that ran like arailroad straight into the big top. The space
between was the midway, where dreams and nightmares mingled, and anything was
possible. | ran along the outside of the midway, where nothing was decorated, so | could
see the upper right hand mark on each wagon, telling me what it was. “CON” for
concessions; “GAM” for games; “COS” for costumes, but | wasn’t seeing it. Some
roustabouts lay on their backs in the shade under a wagon.

“Where' s the costume wagon?’ | said.

One propped himself up on his elbows and said, “ Ought to be down round the big
top.”

| shook my head no.

“Chanceit’s up front, with the pushers,” another one said.

A crowd milled around the entrance, craning their necks, making up their minds
whether or not to enter the midway. Colorful banners and flags clogged the entrance,
wagging in the breeze just enough to revea alittle bit of what lay beyond. The calliope
was pumping its steam and song, and al around were clowns, pushers, and afew

oddities—every one of them single-minded: get folks through. On a pedestal stood
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Paunch, barking through a megaphone about the spectacle that was to be Thomas and
Shelly’ swedding: “Living amphibians and reptilesin his belly, that’sright | said living.
From tadpole to full-grown, he will spew them out for your amazement on this, his
wedding day to the box girl.” To the right, removed from all this, rested the costume
wagon alongside the pie car.

Lady Philistinawas inside digging through a chest on the floor. She wore no skirt,
only aturban, atop, and knee-length flannel underwear.

“Lady P, | need my tuxedo, do you know where it is?’

“Tuxedo? What about my fota? Am | to read palms like this?’

| sifted through clothes in chests along the wagon’swall. “I’m on in ten minutes.”
| tossed all manner of apparel and accouterments over my shoulder: swallow-tailed coats,
cummerbunds, academical's, muftis, regimentals, wigs, beards, pinafores, bustiers,
pantal oons, rompers, mackinaws, negligees, scanties, and bowlers, but no tuxedos. “I’'m
on in ten minutes!”

Lady Philistina stood and placed her hands on her flannel hips. “Okay, I’ ve got no
skirt, but no matter, let me help you. What do you need?’

“A tuxedo.”

“Tuxedo? Fleet Admiral Dan iswearing atuxedo.”

“Dan? Whereis he?’

“Working the midway.”

| jumped the wagon’ s stairs and ran for the midway’ s entrance. Fleet Admiral Dan
was a midget, and one of the finest grapplers | ever knew. He was sy, aways finding

ways to catch me unawares with the flying submariner or the U.S.S. Backbreaker. Paunch



33
believed any good freak was one step away from becoming a great freak; al he needed
was an added flair. He used to say, “Bring me your oddity, and | will enlargeit.” Hence,
Dan Merton, Woolworth’s shop sweep, became Fleet Admiral Dan, highly-decorated
Navy midget.

He was difficult to spot, but | found him, herding a pair of stupefied old ladies
toward the ticket grabber. Without announcement, | launched myself, elbow first, into
Dan’s back. Dan yelled out, and one of the old ladies mistook me for adog and
pummeled me with her purse. | had fewer than ten minutes to strip Dan of his tuxedo and
get to the big top.

While | had the advantage, | pulled the pants and shoes free of Dan’slegs. By
now acrowd had gathered, and | owed down, realizing this was probably not the best
way to get my tuxedo back. Dan saw an opening, and he took it. | caught a quick jab to
the throat. He got up and encouraged the crowd. Standing behind me, he grabbed my
wrists and pulled my arms backwards. Planting his feet square on my back he completed
the maneuver: the deadly U.S.S. Backbreaker. The crowd was ecstatic.

Paunch rushed over. “Don’t give it away,” was something €l se he used to say, and
Dan and | most certainly were giving it away. But Paunch knew an opportunity when he
saw one.

“Son, son, what's going on?’ he said to me, loud enough for the crowd to hear.

| could barely speak because of Dan’ s throat-jab. “ The wedding,” | managed.

Paunch leaned over me, cupping his ear. “What'’ s that you say? The wedding?

Y ou have to make it to the wedding?’ He stood up straight and addressed the crowd. “He

says he's got to make it to the wedding, folks.”



“Why are you in such arush to get to the wedding, son?’

“The piano,” | said. Paunch knew the program.

“To perform you say? Ladies and gentleman, he says he’s got to get to the
wedding because he is going to play the piano in a tuxedo as a gift to the newlyweds!
Run, dog-boy, run feral child,” he said, stripping Dan as he did. “Run you Son of
Sasguatch and amaze us!”

| did astold, and ran straight down the midway, my arms full of tuxedo.

The midway was the big top’s funnel; locals started at the top, where the space
was, literally wider. They began with pockets full of money, and as the space shrunk, the
attractions grew. The next one was always better than the last; the salty and sweet
concessions came before liquid refreshments; and before they knew it, there they were, at
the big top, with just enough money to buy aticket, a program, and one last bag of corn.

Asl ran | pulled on the tuxedo. The butchers, concessionaires, and game
attendants shouted encouragement as | ran past; the local's stopped tossing rings and
baseballs, and stared after me. | drew them with me all the way to the ten-in-one, situated
outside the smaller tent where the wedding was schedul ed.

Temporarily closed, the ten-in-one served as a changing station for the wedding
party. | hurried into the rest of my costume. The ten-in-one was full and busy with rarees
preparing for their wedding acts. Highpockets stood alone in the back. | knew he was
preparing to officiate during the wedding, so | didn’t bother him. Highpockets was a
religious and spiritual man; in stature he measured only afew feet closer to God than

most, but in his heart no distance existed: Highpockets had God written there deep.
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Looking at him | was reminded of my birthday. In my rush for the tuxedo | had
almost forgotten | was a year older that day. Even afifteen minute reprieve from these
kinds of thoughts was rare; my little life had been growing more complex with each
passing year, and the boundless energy | threw into my performances was evidence of the
restlessness mounting inside of me.

Robusto was inside the tent, dressed as always, in his singlet, Atlas belt, and Titan
boots. A whole group of midgets stood around him, as though the strongest man on the
lot needed protection. Lady Philistinawas there, in her fota, with another made-freak,
Issachar, the painted man. Thomas paced from one side of the tent to the other. When he
passed to the far side | notice Iceman, standing alone. | watched him move like aglacier
to the back of the tent where two boys' faces from outside peered in through aloose
seam. The boys didn’t notice him—his deliberate movements hid him somehow even
though he stood right in front of them. With two cold hands he pushed their surprised
faces out, closing up the seam as he did. | looked away when he turned and his tight
countenance fell on me.

The ceremony began with Togo standing blankly on the stage while Paunch
narrated his exotic history. When Paunch was through, Togo performed what Paunch
caled, “The Marriage Dance.” After Togo afew made-freaks plied their trade on stage:
contortionists, inked ladies and men, fire-breathers, and a metal-eater. Robusto came on
next, pressing above his head a dining table with the midgets from the ten-in-one seated
around it eating afive-course meal. Paunch noted that the dinnerware in use was a

wedding gift from the rarees to Thomas and Shelly.
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Now Thomas came on stage. Nothing about him singled him out as unique in any
way, but | knew his merit grew inside his belly. Now Shelly joined him. Robusto carried
her. She sat in a harness Thomas had built that tied round his waist and was supported
with apair of shoulder straps. They wore it on the train and along the midway all the time
during their courtship. They held hands on stage and smiled face-to-face, six inches apart
while Highpockets read from the Bible.

“Bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh...”

Not an eye in the crowd was not fixed on the happy couple; not an ear did not hear
Highpockets' voice from on high.

“...cleave unto his wife and they shall be one flesh.”

A solitary freak in histiny performance domicile appears singular and distant;
seeing him like that, people can’t help but be reminded of what it meansto be loved and
not alone. This sight however, of two rarees on stage, in the open, embracing one another,
had the power to shatter misconceptions and inspire.

“And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed. Amen.”

Thomas did not vomit even once during the ceremony, but afterwards, during the
reception, he would vomit three frogs, one salamander, a garter snake, a mighty spew of
tadpoles and small fishes—enough to fill awash basin—and a pearl necklace for his
bride.

Now came my part. | walked onto the stage in my tuxedo to applause and
laughter. | sat at the piano bench. Highpockets taught me to play between towns on board

thetrain. | knew “Froggy Went A-Courtin’” and “Mighty Is the Fortress of Our Lord.”
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When Highpockets played his arms, wrists, and hands didn’t move, only his ever-
reaching fingers.

For my first number | played a piece Paunch wrote, titled, “ Sasquatch’s Hymn.”
Theideawasto wak out as formal as can be, and then pound the keys right out of the
piano, accompanied by some loud roaring. It went over well, and | was pleased by that.
“Froggy Went A-Courtin’” was next; | dedicated it to Thomas and Shelly.

As| took my bow, al the rarees filed back on stage. They formed a half-circle.
Paunch informed the crowd that it was my twelfth birthday, and on cue, my raree family
sang happy birthday.

That night, after everything was dismantled and stowed back on the train, my
birthday celebration joined the wedding reception. We took up two passenger cars.
Through all the people, the congratulations, the pats on my mane, and good food, |
sought out Highpockets.

Hewas in hisown car. It was nothing like his performance domicile, which
appealed to the Midwesterner’ s sense of how a Turkish palace ought to look:
multicolored rugs on the walls; spear rack next to a stuffed cheetah; palm fronds reaching
out of aclay pot on the floor; an elephant-tusked throne; all of it scaled downinsizeto
aggrandize Raja Highpockets. By contrast, the sparse design of hisrail car included
objects scaled up in size to accommodate his frame: afour-poster made from the trunks
of ten mature lodgepol e pines Robusto had pushed out of the earth, canopied with asmall
boat sail, a gaggle of geese feathers for a mattress; two bookshelves filled with the

classics and books on religion, small in his platter-hands; arocking chair reinforced with
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the leftover bed-pine, high backed by two planks, set atop a lettuce crate. It was from
such reclined height he taught me to read.

“I’m older now,” | said.

“I’'m glad you remembered, Monte.”

| smiled. Highpockets smiled too, he got up from his| ettuce-crate rocker and
walked the length of his car, amost bent at the waist.

“You aretwelve now. | think | can tell you more. | mean, more than | usually tell
you each year.”

| nodded.

“Can you handle that?’

“Yes.”

He could not stop moving. The smile on his face contradicted his nervous body.
Finally, he stopped in front of me, handed me a photograph, and began.

“Y ou were born on atrain. You were born on thistrain, in this car, to the bearded

lady, your very own mother.”

My mother lay on her iron bed, beneath the hand-casted headboard scene of
Stephen's transfiguration. It was a beautiful old thing, the bed; arare luxury for a show
train, one my mother could claim as Paunch's top draw. She worked to control her
breathing. Perspiration soaked the roots of her beard, braided expertly into two long tugs.
In neat tresses her arm hair wound around her forearms. She gripped her bent knees with
two woolly hands. The bed seemed to shake from the speed of the train, but my mother's

exertion could also have been responsible.
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Paunch sat on the edge of a chair next to her, one hand holding a censer filled with
the burning Cohosh root, the other a teaspoon. The bottle of Evening Primrose sat on the
floor in front of him. His suit jacket hung over the back of the chair. The cuffs of his pant
legs stopped short of his ankles, revealing colorful argyle socks and an inch of thick,
white leg. Paunch mumbled inaudibly with his eyes closed. Great drops of swest rolled
from his face onto the belly resting in his lap.

My mother's breathing and the tic-toc of Paunch's censer kept rhythm with Togo’'s
chant. Togo was a shadow in the corner of therail car, stepping into the light of a
kerosene lantern above my mother’s bed only when the birthing dance he performed
pushed him so far.

Highpockets, Robusto, and Lady Philisting, the palmist, herbalist, occultist, and
soothsayer midwife were also there. Lady Philistinasat at the end of the bed enunciating
Latin phrases through cigar-clenching teeth. Over her airy robes she wore a purple Jupiter
smock. Highpockets loomed over the whole scene; anywhere he stood he was
everywhere. His wingspan stretched the width of therail car and afew inches more. He
appeared on the verge of gathering us under his arms for an embrace or to swallow us
whole. Robusto sat with perfect posture in a chair against the wall. His bare arms were
folded. Serious and strong, he sat completely unaffected by the scene around him, save
for his black locks, wet with sweat, stuck to his face and shoulders.

Thetrain rattled on. Paunch's mumbling, Togo's chanting, Philistina's
enunciating—all rattled on, and Highpockets wearied of standing with his arms
outstretched, braced against the walls. He lowered himself to his knees and then to the

prone position on the floor. Robusto—thick-chested, broad-shouldered Robusto—rose
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from his chair against the wall, threw his arms from side to side, and sat astride
Highpockets' thighs, looking for all the world like a small, singlet-wearing child playing
with his father, and pulled the giant's arms backwards until his vertebrae popped into
place like massive lock tumblers. Leaping up, Robusto clapped his hands together, and
said, “Like pulling tree from dirt.”

“How isour girl doing, Philistina?’ Paunch said.

Lady Philistina handed her cigar to Paunch and ducked under my mother's sheet.
She said, “Uh-huh,” and then, “Soon.”

“Good,” my mother said, breathing in quick sets. A flash of her impressive legs
showed when Lady Philistina came out from under the sheet: intricate rows of downy
hair woven into tight designs.

“Highpockets, if you please,” Paunch said, motioning to atrap door in the roof.

Highpockets rose, unfolding his limbs like a mantis. He unlatched the trap door
and fit his head and shoulders out into the night air. The wind swirled around his fully
extended frame down into the car. Robusto smiled and lifted his arms above him to air
them out.

“What is our estimated time of arrival?’ Highpockets said to the prop hands and
roustabouts who sat atop therail car, waiting for updates.

“Thirty minutes,” one of them said.

“Thirty minutes,” Highpockets said through the trap door.

“Can you see Salina's water tower?’ Paunch wanted to know. No, Highpockets
said, and remained standing as he was, half in, half out of the car, periscoping for the

close-quartered below.
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“Thirty minutes, Philistina, what do you think?’ Paunch said, still holding the
censer intheair.

“Do you want a healthy baby or do you want a cash-grab?’

Mother looked at Paunch, but said nothing. She punctuated her breathing with a
soft grunt.

“By al means, a healthy baby, Philistina,” Paunch said. “The welfare of my
performers is something | keep closeto my heart. If he—or she—refuses to come until
tomorrow, then so be it, we welcome him—or her—to our menagerie on the way to
Topeka. All I'm asking is if he—in all good health—can be enticed to show his sweet
face to the good, staying-up-late, paying-us-twenty-cents-a-piece folks of Salina, Kansas
within the hour?’

“This can't wait,” Mother groaned, “until tomorrow.”

“I'll seewhat | can do,” Lady Philistina said. She produced avial from the folds of
her robes and tipped a small amount of clear liquid into her palm. Back under the sheet
she went.

Paunch turned his head to the corner of the car and said, “ Double-time, Togo.”
The wild man quickened his steps and chant. Sped up, his dance led him out of the
shadows much more. He wore a small leather flap over hisloins—not the grass skirt for
daytime performances—and face paint no one in therail car had ever seen before.

“Hal” Robusto said. “Dance for babies?’ The strongman stood, arms folded, and
kicked hislegs up high in front of him, one at atime. Each mighty leg—thick asa
trunk—shook the car's floorboards when it came down. Robusto fell into his chair,

laughing.
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Paunch swung his censer in rapid revolutions. Between my mother's bent knees
Lady Philistinabusied herself. From the knees down, her legs stuck out from under the

sheet, kicking and turning in time with Togo's tempo. She lifted the sheet over my
mother's knee to breathe, and then ducked back under it. From outside the car came
Highpockets' voice: “ The water tower isin sight.”

Paunch set the censer on the floor and got out of his chair. He tugged at
Highpockets' trousers, and the tall man bent back into the car.

“Tell those roustabouts to get everything set up. | want ten men to join the
advance, canvasing the streets. Make certain the newspaper men from The Star show up.
| want the butchers out with light concessions—no sense in giving them the bellyache
tonight, we just want to give them a sniff. | want the plugs pulled and the calliope
uncovered. | want this car pulled up to the station.”

Highpockets stretched himsalf back out the trap door and relayed Paunch's orders
to the workers up top. The scattering sound of feet on wood sounded as the men hurried
to prepare for my anticipated arrival.

Two cars back, lashed to aflat car, lay the calliope. Thiswas the steam organ built
into acarved, painted and gilded wagon. There were neither doors nor roof to the small
wagon; the exposed interior sat one person, the calliope player. Behind the wagon driver's
bench rose ten pipes ranging in width and height. The wagon driver wore wax plugsin
his ears when he drove the calliope on the haul route, from the station to the yard. Paunch
liked to uncover the calliope when the train neared town venues, to let the wind play

upon its pipes, announcing our arrival.
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It was uncovered now, and all its pipes unplugged. Gusts of wind sucked through
the pipestrailing long strings of discordant harmonies. Asthe flat car shook and as the
train rounded bends in the tracks, wind struck the calliope's pipes at different angles,
producing different sounds almost every second. A stout wind pocket charged over the
passenger car ahead of the calliope, and collided with its thickest pipes, releasing a burst
of low flat notes.

Everyone on board knew the tune. The people of Salina, Kansas, knew the tune as
well. They set down their papers, turned off their radios, quieted their dogs, rose from
their tiny beds, and cocked their ears. Faces appeared in their second-story windows;
screen doors opened and rattled shut. Out in their yards they gathered and listened to the
sound. It swept through their streets, front rooms, cellars, fields, and attics, conjuring
visions and smells everywhere it sounded. Thiswas the call of summer evening, of
spectacle, the big top, and wonder; it called down the length of the train, searching every
car, finding my mother's car, snaking through Highpockets' legs, around Robusto's
shoulders, in and out of Paunch's censer, up and down Togo's chant, and past Lady
Philistina, into my mother, where it found my little womb ears, and called to me: come
out and play.

“l seeahead!” Lady Philistina said.

The car shrunk in size as everyone gathered around my mother's bed, everyone
except for Togo, who continued to dance. The train rounded the final bend and hit the
straightaway. The calliope howled. My mother pushed and pushed. She grit her teeth and
almost forgot to breathe, or maybe she could not breathe.

“Push,” Lady Philistinasaid.



“Push,” Paunch said.

Chug, chug, chug went the train.

Mother pushed, and when my shoulders cleared, Lady Philistina helped me out
with atug. She performed her duty as a midwife and wrapped me in atowel for Mother.
Thetrain pulled in to the station.

“My little pup,” Mother said, for | was covered head to toe with fine, glistening
hair. | struggled against the towel and tried to shake my limbs, but Mother held me tight,
and soon | found arestful place beneath her chin, nestled between the tugs of her beard.

Highpockets said: “'Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting,”

Togo finished his birthing dance and began to sing alow, plaintive dirge, as
though I'd just died. It put me and my mother right out, as everyone else looked on, with
tearsin their eyes.

Outside the car, a crowd gathered. The butchers cried, selling their cheap
concessions. Paunch said, “Lend me a hand, Robusto?’ The strongman sguatted, and
Paunch sat upon his shoulders. To get Paunch through the trap door Robusto stood, and
then extended Paunch upward, gripping him by the feet, until Paunch could scramble
onto the roof of therail car. It was done in a single motion, as though lifting round men
like Paunch was part of the strongman regimen. From the roof, Paunch called down into
the car, “Ten minutes, friends.”

The crowd outside hushed. “Ladies and Gentlemen,” began Paunch.

My rail car companions readied themselves. Highpockets removed his trousers,
shirt, and eight-panel cap for checked pants, a striped caftan, patten sanda's, and fez.

“Prepare to pass beyond reality and belief,” Paunch continued.
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Robusto did side-bends and toe-touches. He remained in his singlet.

“Into the folds of fable, myth, and fear.” Paunch moved up and down therail car,
made eye-contact with many in the crowd, and spoke with his hands.

Togo slipped out of hisloin cloth and into his grass skirt. He carefully wiped
away hisface paint.

“To tremble at the cry of the phoenix; to wonder at the ancient hippogryph; to
dream with the kel pies; to witness amazing feats and shocking betrayals of natural
science. To gaze into the eyes of Iceman, and feel the cold that blooms within him.”

Highpockets—now Raja Highpockets, Turkish Prince—sighed, and in avoice
imitating Paunch's, said to those in the car: “To gaze upon my rarees and remind
yourselves, happily, that you are average, ordinary citizens, utterly un-alone.” Lady
Philistinawoke me and my mother.

“You sir,” Paunch said to a boy in the front. “Have you heard of the sasquatch?
The terrible beast of the Northwest? Skin like a bear, strength of twenty men, temper of a
spurned woman? No? Well rub two dimes together, son, and pass right this way, for
directly from the faraway land of Alaska, we have for your amazement, the Son of
Sasquatch.”

A roustabout on top of therail car unfurled a poster featuring an artist's snarling
rendition of the Sasquatch. Robusto threw open the rail car's sliding door. A pair of
workers hurried to the car with aramp. When it was positioned, they ran up the ramp and
lifted my mother’ s bed, with me and mother in it, high enough for Robusto to squat

beneath it. “Okay,” he said, and the workers et it go With the bed on his shoulders, he
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squatted me and my mother and our bed high into the air, and walked us down the ramp,
Highpockets, Lady Philistina, and Togo trailing us, to much applause.

The newspapermen from The Star were there; at some point in the night they
photographed me and my mother, with Highpockets, Robusto, Togo, Lady Philistina, and
Paunch standing around us. In the photograph my mother's eyes are half-closed and sheis
looking at me. No one is smiling, except for Paunch. | am looking directly at the camera,

trying to see, as Paunch barked earlier, beyond.

Highpockets finished. It was now the day after my twelfth birthday. | continued to
stare at the photograph that had occupied my attention from the moment | received it.
“Well, Monte, Son of Sasquatch?’

My one-word response was this: “Mother?’
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ALAMEDA BANDIT

When I'm hiding in the canyons of the Big Tujunga | like to feed the legendary
Overland mules we stole from the army. We've got all twelve of them in alittle glade
down West Chilao, hardly visible from up high on the rocks. It's our ace in the hole. |
gather nopales, tunas; the mules whinny and honk when they see me coming down
Pacheco Pass. Nothing makes me happier. There's been lots of talk about the mules, what
we should do with them. They're legendary, says Pio. He wants to ride them to the mines
and haul everything that shines out of that country, down to the last Chinaman's eye.
Cushies and fried bacon will do a mule no good, but that yack Chorin thinks they're
stubborn, so he's aways pressing handfuls of grease to their faces. I'm careful to watch
him. Bonifacio is taking his time, but he knows what | do, that these mules are marked
bills.

The mules are standing in arow behind a crude fence built from wagon wheels.
They eye us and our dinner: nopalitos and huevo. Despite the lovely grazing the glade
offers and the feed | bought for them, they line up every night. They beg like dogs, and |
blame the army. One of them raises his hind leg and stomps it into the ground. “Hey,”
he's saying, “1'm standing right here. Did you forget?” No, not me; | can't forget them. |
push some guiso to the side of my plate with a corn tortilla, and hold the plate up for the

mulesto see. A few of them honk in response.
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All ten of us are here, seated around the fire or elsewhere, on the rocks, under the
junipers. After dinner we will plan tomorrow's Cerro Gordo holdup. Seated to my right is
the newest member to the gang, Narciso, a hound out of San Francisco whereit is
rumored he killed two Germans and made off with their sheep. All night he has been
telling the story to me and our youngest member, Chorin.

“What did you do with the sheep?’ Chorin says.

“Led them to a cliff and kicked them over, one by one. A big, bloody pile of
maggots. Funner than the Germans,” he says, and makes like he's sticking himself in the
throat with his knife, his tongue out, eyes rolled back.

“Funner than the Germans,” Chorin says, slapping his wide thighs, and the two of
them fall to pieces laughing, stabbing the air with their knives, double-killing those good-
for-nothing German sheepherders.

No better than Sydney Ducks, my grandfather would say. Back in the rancho days
men were killed, but never with such casual disregard. Then gold began to shine from the
earth and everything changed for us. Men from al over spilled into our borders staking
clam with fist, pick-ax, and gun to whatever they could. Lucky for my grandfather then,
to die without having to see what's become of his beloved California. He is at home on
his rancho, and | am more there with him than | am here with these two.

“Gil. Hey, Gil. | have here one of their ears,” Narciso says and pats his breast. He
looks like any town drunk: paunch; unsteady; thick-fingered; unkempt beard, soaked to
the root in whiskey and bacon grease. But he is quick and sharp, and he has akiller's

heart. | hold out my hand.



49

The ear looks like adried peach and feels like any bit of warm, oiled leather. |
don't ask if it was separated from adead or alive German.

“That'sjust fine, Narciso,” | say, and hand back the ear.

He's beaming. Looks like he's a good fit for the gang. Maybe I'll point that out
later tonight, and comment on Bonifacio's wisdom in picking Narciso over the other
bandits that vied for our open spot. It'swhat | do: agree, compliment, say, bully for you,
Pio! | never disagree or say what | really think, that we ought to give up banditry and
farm our little glade using the mules, and raise up a peaceful town called Carbgal, for my
grandfather. We could pickle nopales and chile.

“It looks like a peach, little and all dried up,” Chorin says.

| like Chorin. Despite his young age he is the biggest member of the gang. Unlike
most of the men, he has no vile past, but he throws himself into the work with
enthusiasm, and he is strong like abull. That he too thinks the ear looks like a peach isn't
surprising; heisan innocent, like me, an innocent with an appetite. His face has probably
never felt arazor and his hat is enormous even for aman his size.

“It does,” Chorin says.

“Didn't taste like one,” Narciso says, snatching the ear from me.

They carry on like this as others emerge from the surrounding dark to sit at the
fire. Pio stands by, listening, and then he says, “That's no German ear.” Narciso beat out
Pio's cousin for the opening in our gang, and he's been on the outs with Pio ever since.

“Come alittle closer and see for yourself,” Narciso says.

Pio spitsinto thefire.

In the silent bravado that follows, Bonifacio, our leader, appears. By our standards
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heis a sharp dresser, wearing a black waistcoat and a maroon vest. His dusty boots and
frayed black pants however, betray him as a man of the saddle, not of leisure. In his
breast pockets he keeps a pair of beloved thefts: Sheriff Telford's gold watch, and his
mother's spectacles, which he keepsin asmall case made of mother of pearl. Around the
glade Bonifacio uses ablack oak walking cane; it accentuates histall, slender build.

Bonifacio looks at Pio, then Narciso. He removes his mother's spectacles from
their place near his breast, puts them on and says. “How many of you know the story of
Tom Béll, the one-time physician turned bandit? The artist we all might thank, were he
not deceased—hless his soul—for his pioneering work in highway robbery?’

Thisiswhat we do in our downtime: listen to stories. Bonifacio saysthey help us
stay focused, and that it can't hurt to learn from the past. To be a better gang, he says.
Some of his material comes directly from Sheriff Telford's publication, The Pacific
Monthly, like the poetry he has been reciting and encouraging us to memorize: “I love
thee with the breath, smiles, tears, of al my life! And, if God choose, | shal but love thee
better after death.” It sells with the ladies.

Bonifacio begins Bell’ stae. He stomps around the fire as he narrates; hislegs
bow under the conjured weight of Bell's six revolvers, nine bowie knives, and boiler-iron
breast-plate. Bell robbed and killed, and his gang grew, until it boasted over fifty outlaws
spread over five counties. The fire casts shadows across Bonifacio’s lean Tom Bell-face.
The climax: Bonifacio stops stomping, throws his head and arms back, and shouts, “I've
been shot!” He clutches his heart and curses the traitor, Juan Fernandez, as he fallsto the

dirt. We applaud.
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Stories like this are common in our gang, and each time Bonifacio tellsone |
wonder at him. | reconsider if he's more like me than | give credit. Maybe he longs for
the rancho days, for cottonwoods and sycamores, shade in the heat. Perhaps as a
grandchild he listened along an arroyo’ s banks to fantastic cuentos of Cahuilla hunting
parties, Santa Anna and the boy heroes of Chapultepec, the bonanzas and the Murietas.
Maybe thisisn’t his place either; maybe he, too, still has a place to go that isfar removed
from here. But then, he always smiles wide when the papers decry the atrocities of the
Alameda Bandits, led by the charismatic Bonifacio Vasguez. And | know that days from
now, | will struggle for sleep in adark adobe along the Livermore; Pio and the rest will
be full asticks at Greek George's bodega; some whore will smile over the timid bulk of
Chorin and call out to the other whores, “between hay and grass, this one”; Narciso will
kick up arow down every street, endangering us all; and Bonifacio will open his door
and his bed to three soft raps at his window, and he will long no more for the shade of a
sycamore or tales along an arroyo’ s edge.

Dusting himself off, Bonifacio asks what the doctor's story teaches us. Chorin
wonders whether too much iron on a person will tire a horse too quickly. Narciso
suggests killing one person a week, to discourage traitors and the like. Pio cursesthe
damn fool traitor Juan Fernandez, as though he'd been personally wronged by him. To
this Bonifacio replies, “Pio, the lesson here is that large gangs create problems for
everyone.”

| feel foolish for having followed Chorin’s line of thought, but smart for not

opening my mouth about it.
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The Bell method for robbing stagecoaches, which is all about numbers and
anticipation, is explained. Assignments for tomorrow are made. | get rear flank with
Narciso and Chorin. The men let out awhoop, and they’re all up, clomping around the
fire like Clydesdales, playing Tom Béll, taking bullets to the chest but clomping forward

still.

| stack the men’ s discarded plates in my arms and walk them over to the mules.
Some of the men leave for their own corners of the glade. The mules reach for the plates |
offer with hairy lips. These were Farnsworth Holladay’ s mules, used to carve out the
Overland Trail. Where ateam of horse or oxen would kill themselves hauling wagons up
ahill or through arocky stretch, these mules found different routes. They led the entire
outfit, from Julesburg on. The army leased them from Holladay to haul artillery during
the war.

Pepino is the shortest at fourteen hands. He is a pepino-thief and our cook, Frito,
despises him. Frito tends a small garden in the glade, one that he is forever protecting
from Pepino and the other mules. He has relocated the garden and built fences, but the
mules always find access to his sweet crop. A dark bay named Salto jumps the low fences
Frito constructs, and the biggest of the bunch, Ogro, another bay with ringed eyes and a
shaggy forelock, simply topples Frito’ s rag-tag fences with a nudge from his massive
hindquarters.

These days Frito sits on arock outside his giant, mended fence, keeping watch
over his garden day and night with along pole and afrying pan. When a mule comes near

he makes a rude gesture, and says, “Here is your pepino, come and get it, jpinche burro!”
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For my part, | hope Frito can keep up the fight, because heis an excellent cook,
and athough it gives me great pleasure to see a bandit thwarted at every turn by ateam of
mules, | would miss hisfrijoles ala charra and nopalitos were he to give up the garden.
We enlisted Frito when Bojorques, our old cook, and a belly-cheater at that, deserted us.
Bojorques served food but he did not cook it. He always said he had problems of his own
to deal with. We found a note one morning that said he'd left, that he was GTT, gone to
Texas, and that we were to tell no one. It’ s been butter-fried delights ever since: fresh
eggs, bacon, sweet cushies, donuts, and seasoned meatswith jellies.

The mules have licked the plates clean. | pat them down, checking to see how
well they are eating. Their backs are flat and | can count their ribs, though it is getting
harder. What they need is a plow to pull. Bonifacio approaches with a second helping of
food. “I love Frito’s nopalitos,” he says, tearing strips from a corn tortillato scoop the
guiso into his mouth. When the guiso is all gone he soaks up the leftover juice on his
plate with the remaining tortilla strips.

“You have away with the mules,” he says.

“My grandfather had ateam of draft mules on hisrancho,” | say.

“Where was this?’

“Monterey County.”

“1 suppose he also had stock and pigs and goats?’

“Yes, dl of that.”

Bonifacio licks his fingers. Wiping them on his maroon vest, he says, “We all had

something back then, but the times have changed, and we are wise to change with them.”



The mules leave their posts along the fence. A few stand together with their
compact heads turned towards camp, thinking perhaps, of the garden.

“For this reason you turned outlaw?’ | say.

“Yes, at first out of anger, but there is so much more to banditry.”

| was too young to understand why my family had to leave grandfather's rancho,
and | looked on the Y ankees who set up tents on my grandfather's land with wonder, not
anger. They spat more than anyone in my family did, and they spoke funny English. They
were Sydney Ducks.

| understand now, but anger has not overcome me, like it has Pio and Narciso. |
turn to sadness and longing, not to my gun and knife. It is nice to hear that Bonifacio
misses the old way, too, but this does not comfort me. Beneath his charm and his words
heisakiller. He has killed three men.

Bonifacio loops his wire-framed spectacles around his ears.

“Do you know the story of Joaquin Murieta?’ he says.

| grip one of thetin plates. | am the only one here—this story isfor me.
Grandfather used to tell me stories of the Five Joaquin's who terrorized southern
Cdlifornia. Their control of thisterritory lasted fifteen years. Four of the five were shat,
hanged, and stabbed to death; but the last Joaquin, he lived on.

“Joaquin Murieta—the last one—was a famous mujeriego. He had an enamorada
in every town. | don't haveto tell you the man was handsome. It has been said of his
pencil-thin mustache that it grew the very day he lost his innocence to a Spanish gypsy

from across the sea, and that it never required razor.
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“The women of Californiadesired him for his bravado and hisfame, but lover and
bandit are two roles difficult to play together. The Santa Biblia says we cannot serve two
masters, but the last Joaquin, he made the effort. For two years he kept awoman, the
beautiful Elizabeth Morrow. She waited for him at his hideouts, she traveled with the
gang, and shelaundered his shirts with lavender soap. What do you think of that? His
gang thought it unbecoming of a Joaquin. In place of holdups, the last Joaquin and
Elizabeth took walks together in the hills, no gang members allowed! Unless they each
brought with them agirl, agirl Elizabeth approved of, who wasn’t to be ‘ entreated
sexually’, which was the worst part, because that’ s what gangs like most about women,
entreating them.

“And so it went, robbing and killing, holding hands and kissing in the shade. He
agrew soft. When thejob called for clubbing a man, he clubbed only alittle, or he passed
the clubbing on to another. | tell you, Gil, growing soft is a sure way to get yourself killed
in this business, the gang knew it and so did the last Joaquin.

“One day, hisright hand man, Sape, said to him, ‘ Joaquin Cinco, when was the
last time you used your knife? and the last Joaquin almost answered but Sape corrected
himself, saying, ‘ For something other than carving little wooden hearts or little wooden
rabbits?

“The last Joaquin drew his knife from its place on histhigh. Heturned it in his
hand before his face. He saw that it was clean. Perhaps wondering if it still worked, he
drew it an inch across his forearm, leaving a thin line of blood. He held the knife up once

more and watched his blood trail down the blade, from point to handle.”



56

Bonifacio hands me his knife. It isn’t filthy, but it isn’t clean. Thereisadeep
orange stain along the back edge, like burned-in grease. Where the handle connects with
the blade thereis dirt and grime. | don’t have to draw it across my skin to know that it is
sharp. Bonifacio’'s knifeis heavy and it feels good in my hands. | have no experience
killing with aknife, but | am good with one; | practiced with knives on my grandfather’s
rancho.

“In the week that followed, the last Joaguin was not seen at camp. Not even
Elizabeth knew where he had gone to. After seven days he returned. His throat was dry
and his stomach empty, but his mustache—sharp and fine. He ate sixteen fried eggs and
drank straight from atrough. On his hands and knees he drank, and when he finished he
looked up and saw Elizabeth. Without a word he took her by the hand and led her down
one of their walking trails. The last Joaquin came back from the walk, Elizabeth did not.
His beautiful mustache was thick and ragged. He never said her name again, and he never
kept another enamorada. He threw himself into his work, vicious as ever. Some say too
vicious, but that iswhy heis alegend today.”

“What became of Elizabeth?’ | ask.

“Who knows? Some say her body was found at the bottom of a deep, hidden
canyon, shot twice. Others say the Spanish gypsy appeared and snatched Elizabeth away,
raking her gypsy nails across the last Joaquin’s mustache as she did, disenchanting it, and
rendering it athing subject to the toils and cares of life.”

Somewherein thisthereis alesson just for me.

“You must kill the mules,” Bonifacio says.

| drop my plate. It clatters on the rock below me and the mules turn their heads.
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“We cannot sell them or trade them. They are too legendary. We can hide easy
enough up herein the Tujunga for weeks and not be found—not even atrace of us. But
these mules are like a signpost for lawmen everywhere, especially Sheriff Telford. They
are driving our cook insane, and everyone here agrees, Frito is too valuable an asset to
this outfit to lose over afew mules.”

“If 1 kill what | love | will not die, like the last Joaquin.”

“No, kill what you love and you will not die next week, but you will die. The last
Joaguin died. | have seen his pickled head. His dense mustache pressed up against the jar,
spreading in all directions. A lit candle behind the jar made hislong hair to appear as
weeds in agreen pond.”

Bonifacio reaches down and collects the plate | dropped.

“He looked magnificent, Gil, like he had spent his final moments riding bareback
through California s hills, firing al his bullets.”

Drawn by the familiar sound of tin on rock, afew of the mules stand nearby,
shaking their heads over the fence.

“The last Joaquin loved two things, but in the end you can only love one,”
Bonifacio says, standing up. “The end of arope waitsfor all of us. It will find you at
home with your mother, at ease on what used to be your grandfather’s land, on the road
to Mexico, in the mines up north, or here with us; but it doesn’t have to find you over a

dozen mules. Narciso will kill them if you do not.”

| am hidden in the brush near the highway with Chorin and Narciso. The Cerro

Gordo coaches will pass soon; we are to follow them, picking up jumpers and tumblers.
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Riding south flank is fine by me, because nothing much ever happens behind the
stage, but with these two, who knows. They hate south flank; it's the hind tit run, Narciso
says. They havetheir horses high-stepping in place and pulling at their bits. Narciso is
explaining to Chorin how to stick a man with aknife.

| could quit the gang and take the mules with me. No one here is keeping me
against my will. It'sreally just a safety issue: I’ ve got no place elseto go where | won't
be hanged for amurder | didn’t commit. There are pencil drawings of me in courthouses,
in sheriff stations, in Sheriff Telford s gazette; most of them show me with mustache.
I’ve shaved it. They also can’t seem to get my nose right, which isfine, | suppose, but
really, it'snot as big or as flared as they make it seem. Beneath my pencil face isthe
name, “Gilberto ‘Lieutenant’ Cordova.”

They say | stabbed a Constable to death at a fandango, and that | did it with my
friend Santos, as some kind of act against the Anglos who had come to live peaceably
among us. It is true, he was stabbed that night, but not by my hand, nor Santos'. The
Constable had stolen my dance partner—a pretty blonde—and | had to stand by, witness
to his clumsy feet and sweaty face. He was always doing this. Did he have enemies? Yes
he did, and one of them chose that night for retribution. | saw the Constable fall—it was
the first time he moved with grace all night—and | ran. Santos did not. When | crept back
into town, | saw my childhood friend, Santos, hanging from a cottonwood. The great
tree’ strunk was furrowed, and scattered drops of white cotton drifted from their burst
seeds against the bright green canopy above. By torch light Santos stood on air, his hands
behind his back, head bowed—Ilike he was caught in the middle of a prayer.

Santos was guilty then, because he was dead, and | was guilty because you
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couldn’t say Santos without saying Gilberto, so | knew my fate, and so did my mother.
She packed for me a small sack of cornmeal and frijoles, prayed with calloused hands and
beads to Santa Blandina of the exiles, and shut her door on me in the dark, early morning.
To the canyons | ran.

| could take the mulesto Mexico, aplace I’ ve never been, but the road is well-
known, and I’ m scared to die. | have no real prospects outside of this ouitfit, | think.

We hear the coaches before we see them: hooves and wheels grinding girt,
spitting pebbles to the left and right of the highway. | close my eyes and can almost make
it sound like ariver running full in spring.

Two coaches surge past us. four horses each, two men up top on both, five inside
thefirst, six inside the second. As per orders, we watch the coaches pass and count to
fifty. Narciso and Chorin count out loud, each number louder than the last. Fifty! they
yell, and dig spurs to beat the Dutch, and | keep pace because it's nothing but dust to
follow.

| can't see the coaches anymore—the road winds down and away, to Bonifacio
and the rest. We fan out and train our eyes on the sage, the hillocks, looking for jumpers.
Three quick gun shots sound from the coaches' direction, then one more.

We arrive at the designated spot. Our men are tearing up the empty coaches for
anything of value, and Pio is leading the passengers away from the highway to some hills
not far off. Chorin jumps from his horse and runsto join the pillagers. Our job was easy
thistime. Good for these folk from Inyo, who know not to run or jump. All save for one,

it seems: abody liesin the grass.
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Narciso and | dismount and head to the hills where we are to guard the passengers
with Pio so they can be searched. | was paying attention at our meeting last night, so |
know how thisis supposed to work, but Narciso is taking charge, waving his pistol
around, telling evil tales about his knife, and shouting for everyone to shut their damn
mouths. | silently pray they do as told, because his knifereally isall he claims, and heis
crazy; they dl are.

The rest of the gang joins us. They move through the seated stage passengers
without saying anything, their hands patting down trousers, pockets, dresses, hair, and
hats. When they feel something weighty or see something that shines, they snatch it.
They are quick.

A pretty blonde girl screams when her pearls are snapped and the guilty party
searches for more beneath her dress. Seated on the ground, a mutton-chopped old man
near tears, her grandfather perhaps, starts a commotion, crying, “Isabelle! Isabelle!” She
has alook that reminds me of the fandango girls | used to see years ago: perfect curls
spilling out the back of her bonnet; white skin that | know is smooth, because | touched it
years ago, dancing, and it was softer than anything my rancher's hands had ever known.
The Anglo girls that came with the gold rush nearly redeemed it of itsfilth, greed, and
hate. Santos and | frequented the fandangos just to see them. They wore their dressesto
the floor, and once they removed their wide hats they began to dance, swinging their
curlsin ¥ timeto @ coyote and la malaguena. We danced with them when we could. We
were better dancers than the Anglo men, who could not move their hips.

| watch Isabelle struggle with one of the men and | remember the dances. The old

man on the ground is reaching out to her. | want to reach for her. | want to wrap my arms
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around her and breathe in her rose scent, deep enough to take me from here, to my glade
and my mules, to the fandango, to grandfather and his rancho. A shot from Narciso's
pigol reminds me of my place, and the old mutton-chopped grandfather is wheezing,
straining to clutch at the bleeding hole in his breast.

When Narciso showed Chorin how to cut a man, he said, “Just like that.” Just like
that, and muttonchops is dead. Just like that, and | could end the lives of twelve legendary
mules, and join Bonifacio, Narciso, and Joaquin Cinco as a man undivided in word,
thought, and deed.

Pio spits and says, “Damn fool Narciso!”

Narciso smiles at Pio. He draws his knife. Pio draws his knife, too.

“Damn fool Fernandez traitor!” Pio says. He does not cower.

The coach passengers scream. Pio and Narciso circle and feint; clearly, Piois
outmatched. Narciso laughs. One quick lunge and his knifeis hilt-deep into Pio's gut.
Pio's knees give, but Narciso holds him up and stabs him twice more. Finished, he wipes
clean his bloodied hands and knife on Pio's clothes, and releases Pio's dead body to the
ground.

Some of the passengers are weeping as Bonifacio and Chorin join us. Chorin’s
armsare full of Cerro Gordo spoils.

“Why are there two men here in the grass, shot and stabbed?’ Bonifacio says.

The stagecoach passengers turn their heads towards Narciso.

“They were causing astir.” Narciso says.

“A gtir?” Bonifacio says.

“They were stirring.”
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“Likeastraw in adrink?’

“That’sright.”

“They were mixing everything up, were they, until it was right frothy back here,
behind the hill?”

“You could say that.” Narciso is grinning.

Bonifacio folds his arms and rocks alittle on his heels. He looks at a passenger
and shrugs, and then pantomimes a straw that stirs adrink.

“A stir is caused, Narciso, when two stagecoaches are knocked over but five miles
outside Inyo City. You could say that a stagecoach driver killed for raising his pistol
against me might cause a stir. A raggedy-old dromedary come down from the canyons to
drink water with the stock—that would cause a stir. An old man crying out to his—"
Bonifacio gestures to the girl 1sabelle weeping beside the dead man, but she doesn’t
respond—"granddaughter? | don't think so, but killing him for it? And then killing your
compadre, Pio? You've stirred a big straw today, Narciso, bigger than we need.

“Try to remember, Narciso, the story of Felipe Soto, the murderer.” Bonifacio
reaches for his spectacles.

The men and | sit down in the grass with the startled passengers. Bonifacio
stretches his arms from side to side and then begins. He affects the accent he always does
when performing before a non-gang audience. All of the story's actions are exaggerated:
Felipe in the mine when the braces split and the world collapses; Felipe in the center of
the earth, dealing his soul to the devil for the chance to be born again, thistime to stalk
the earth's surface in the devil's employ, not to toil beneath it for gold and silver; Felipe

above ground once more, resurrected and bent on killing. The story ends as it always
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does, with the second death of Felipe Soto, this one caused by his own lust for blood—
“the devil offers no insurance against that”—and the determined effort of an entire town.
Before us Bonifacio acts out Felipe's second death, by burning, getting stabbed and shot,
and by drowning.

“Inthe end,” Bonifacio says, his hair and clothes disarranged, “you reap what you
sow. Felipe Soto overindulged his pleasure for killing—he grew daring and arrogant, and
soon he was killed. Shot, stabbed, hanged, burned, drowned, and thrown back into his pit,
never to be seen again. Kill and bekilled, steal and lose al, love and be loved—that’s
how the world works.” Bonifacio walks off and gives the story time to settle. He picks a
fully-blossomed sprig of desert gold.

He' swrong, | think. That’s not how the world works, not here anyway, in
Cdifornia. If the world's so fair, why am | riding with bandits? Why is my grandfather
dead and all hisland stolen and spit upon? Why did Felipe, working the only way he
knew how, have to run into the devil and become a murderer? Why must | kill my mules?
| don't see Bonifacio's logic, but then, the story wasn't for me.

Narciso is fingering his pet ear.

Bonifacio picks hisway back through us, like a player taking his paces on stage.
He offers awordy apology for the death of the old mutton-chopped grandfather.
Bonifacio has the gift of aflannel mouth. He says hisheart, though long in the saddle
with the vicious and degrading things of the world, is not so numb it cannot fedl pangs of
empathy when a father falls, and is left for the cool ness of the morning. For, he says,
turning away from the played-out passengers, his father, too, tasted the lead plum,

leaving a son to live off the world, and suffer at its hands. Then he goes quiet, and stares
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out past the sage. Some of the folks from Inyo County are whispering, others stare; they
have no idea what we, their captors, have next for them. Chorin's balled-up face offers
them no clues. Isabelle has stopped weeping; she holds in her hand a fresh sprig of desert
gold.

We mount and prepare to |eave the overcome passengersin the dirt. Narciso
approaches Isabelle with his knife drawn. She's screaming, but all he wantsis her

grandfather'sinitials.

Back in Tujungal sit in the glade near the mules while the men hang around
camp, recounting the events of the day. Frito is preparing a pork shoulder in alarge pot. It
boilsand | can smell the meat from all the way over here.

Pepino idles by. He knows Frito is cooking, which means plates for licking. | hold
out my hand, and he can seethereisnothing iniit. | sit because | do not think my legs will
support me, and | hold my head in my hands because | cannot believe what | am about to
do.

Pepino, the last Joaquin knows a place for you, at the bottom of a canyon not far
from here, choked with mesquite and saguaro and bleached bones. His restless head bobs
in pickled water. Ogro, what would the coward bandit, Noratto Sepulveda, do for you?
Would he lead you out of the Tujunga or would he pat your shaggy forelock once, and
turn tail? We' d ask, but he drowned in the river Pecos once upon atime. Salto, you and |
know, we don’'t even have to ask, we don’t even have to talk—Iet’ s not talk about what

Narciso might do.
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Santos, are you still praying? What do you pray for? | can hear hemp on wood
groaning. | see the cottonwood still sheds cotton drops for you. Why did | have to leave
my home for others to spoil? Why did grandfather die not aranchero, but an old manin a
dank adobe? | didn't even know the Constable, | barely noticed him at the fandango. |
was stuck in one place al night, not moving, watching a girl like that blonde, Isabelle. |
ran and hid because everyone else did. | am sorry, friend.

Bonifacio—what aliar! Thereisno justicein thisworld; there is no reckoning.
What ishisline?'l love thee with the breath, smiles, tears, of al my life! And, if God
choose, | shall but love thee better after death? Isthisalie, too? | hope not. Heis just
playing his part. | wish there were areckoning. How would Bonifacio and Narciso play
out their final minutes?

Thisworld has no need of stubborn mules, Pepino. Nothing but quarter horses
here, fast and uneasy.

| rise and lay an arm around Pepino's neck. | lead him away from the other mules
to the glade's bottom. My pistol isin my hand. | am running from death, not from the task
at hand, and this thought makes me laugh, like Narciso did when he killed Pio, because |
feel closer to death now than ever before.

These thoughts are grand; better | shoot the mules than Narciso.

| raise my pistol and fire a single shot into Pepino’s head, just above and to the
left of hisright eye. Immediately, gun shots sound from all over the glade and camp, as
though waiting for my signal. They have come for me! | am akiller! It must be Telford,
on thetrail of the stolen Overland mules. | can hear men screaming. | drop to my knees

beside Pepino. Hisright eye blinks; his legs move but he cannot get up. His face and neck
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are dick with blood. I remove my shirt and pressit to the wound. With my free hand |
stroke hisright foreleg.

What have | done? The glade is exploding with gun fire My shirt is completely
soaked in Pepino’s blood. With my bare and bloodied hands | try to cover the wound.
Fewer gun shots call out now. It is difficult to steady my arms. Tears blur my vision. |
can smell gun smoke. From behind me | hear arifle cocked.

“Put your hands up, we' ve got the gang,” avoice says.

| raise my arms.,

The man with the rifle picks up my pistol where | dropped it, and removes my
knife from my side. He looks down at Pepino, and then at me. Without aword he firesa
shot and finishes what | started.

Back at camp | seethat Sheriff Telford and his deputies have captured Bonifacio,
Narciso, and two others. | suppose the rest of the men are dead, among them Chorin, but |
don’'t see their bodies, only the bodies of three lawmen.

“Get over there with the rest,” the man with therifle says, and | am shoved in the
back.

| am one of them now; | am Gilberto “Lieutenant” Cordova.

Our hands are tied and we are mounted upon five of the remaining ten mules—another
must have been shot or slipped away during the gunfight. A long ropeistied round my
neck, and the slack goes round Narciso's, then Bonifacio’s, and then the necks of the
other two. We are about to leave the Big Tujungawhen Telford speaks: “Hold up just a
minute.” He dismounts and walks over to Bonifacio seated atop Ogro. Telford reaches his

hand into Bonifacio’s waistcoat pocket and pulls out a gold watch.



67
“Okay, boys,” he says, stuffing the watch into his own pocket, “let’s bring them
Telford didn’t get al of the men; Frito escaped. Narciso says he's GTT—saw him

bouncing away to the south on the mule Salto. Maybe he' Il run into Bojorques, and the

two can swap recipes.

Bonifacio, Narciso, and | are in the Santa Clara County courthouse for our
hearing, on charges ranging from murder to thievery to evading the law. Narciso and | are
seated on a bench in shackles; the court has made concessions for Bonifacio, who is
acting as our defense—only his feet are shackled. He has use of his arms, and he uses
them in wide arcs as he stands before the judge and jury, telling stories.

Narciso leans over, grinning, and says, “It'sal just aformality, Gil. They're
going to hang us. Sycamore blossomsin fall.”

| nod. Thisisabandit'sfate, and I, like Narciso, am a bandit. We have given
ourselvesto thelife, lock, stock, and barrel. Bonifacio, on the other hand, heis playing a
role and nothing more. Heis more like | was than | guessed—torn by two masters. The
people of Californiawill tell his story for yearsto come, but he will not hear it even once.

Bonifacio takes miniature, shackled steps across the courtroom floor to stand
before the judge.

“If it pleases the court, may the defense wear glasses?’

“Do you need them to read?”’

“Not to read, your honor, but to affect the proper mien.”
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“Fine.” The judge rests his head in the palm of hisright hand. Maybe thisis how
it works, one small concession at atime, until we wear them down.

Bonifacio scuffles back across the courtroom floor to Sheriff Telford, who opens
the mother of pearl case, and places the spectacles around Bonifacio's ears.

“Your honor and gentlemen of the jury. The defamatory and vilifying remarks
you have heard in this courtroom today cause God’'s very angels to weep, and | for one, a
God-fearing brother of Christ, will stand for it no longer. Have you al heard the story of
Epifanio Maria Astorga Gracido, the so-called pig-thief of San Jose?’

“Your honor,” the prosecutor says, “we have been seated in this courtroom for
going on three hours, mostly listening to his pointless tales. He is a dead man stretching
hisfina minutes to hours, to days if welet him. | object to this story.”

“Doesthe story have apoint?’ the judge asks.

“All stories have a point, your honor,” Bonifacio says.

“Yes, but will it ever reach, the point?’ the prosecutor asks.

“Who can say? The story is the master, not the teller. | am not prepared for how
the story and its point will manifest themselves each time | tell it, perhaps—"

“In that case, dispense with the story of Epifanio Maria Astorga Gracido, the so-
called pig-thief of San Joseé, and get on with your defense,” the judge says.

Bonifacio is speechless. He rocks back on his heels and says, “Alright then,”
clapping his hands together. The Cerro Gordo speech was just awarm-up for this
moment. He makes use of the space, the desks; heis on his knees, heis standing tall, his
arms are outstretched. Thiswill be the performance he is remembered for. Bonifacio

empties his mind, heart, and soul of everything: ranchos, squatters, and greedy foreigners;
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unreliable witnesses, jurors with personal grudges, and biased lawmen, who arein fact,
foreigners themselves; Aaron Burr, Ulysses and Penel ope, and the forbidden fruit; the
Tower of Babel, and the Lord did not smite Cain dead, He merely set amark upon his
forehead; the gates of heaven, sycamore groves, and the Big Tujunga; Whittier, Emerson,
how do | love thee, let me count the ways; black clouds of prejudice; golden chalice sto
be filled with blood, crushed silver pitchers, and the bitter cup.

Itisall just aformality.

Thejury deliberates. The verdict is passed. Our lawless ways, our pillaging and
our murders are denounced. Our names, the judge goes on, are synonymous with all that
iswicked and infamous. We are scheduled to hang. Guards escort usto our cells.

We havetheright to a priest, and so a priest named Prado visits with us. Prado is
meek and lowly of heart. Our atrocities truly pain him, but so too does our scheduled
hanging. He weeps when we sit with him in confession. Bonifacio confesses all, and asks
Prado to admonish the parents of children everywhere to raise their babies aoof, as much
as nature will allow, from the degrading, deplorable companionship of al things immoral
and vicious. To Narciso, confession is a game; he makes up false sinsto see how quickly
he can get Prado to shield his eyes and say, “My brother, God loves you.” Thisiswhat |
tell Prado: | haven't been a good son; | have hatred in my heart for the outsiders who
robbed California; | am a murderer. It feels good to confess.

“What do you think of my confession?’ Bonifacio says.

“It was very fine, Bonifacio,” | say.

“Yes, people will be talking about it, | think,” he says.

“It will be afine addition to your story when you are gone,” | say.
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Bonifacio looks at me with furrowed brow. “When | am gone?’

| watch Narciso carve apoem into the cell wall, and | get the idea to write mother.
Prado transcribes what | dictate: “Mother, I’'m sorry. | ran to the hills because | didn’t
want to die, but now | am sentenced to hang. | am amurderer and that is the fate of all
murderers. If thereisaplace for killers after thislife, then | go there. If not, | will press
for the companionship of grandfather, wherever heis, and if God willsit, there you can
find me. | have confessed my wickedness to a priest named Prado, and he tells me that |
am good. He teaches me to pray as you do. All the kneeling has bruised my knees.
Adios.”

Narciso’'s poem goes like this: “Kickin’ sheep is my itch, no one kills Germans

faster; I'll do it again, because I’m a son of a bitch, so hang me now, you bastard.”

Sheriff Telford reads our desth warrants outside, behind the courthouse. The
gallows are a short march away. He finishes reading from the prepared warrants and
begins to speak from his heart.

“Today marks the end of threelives. It also marks the beginning of the end of
lawless living in California. To the outlaws who have come today to see their own die, |
say to you, get used to this sight. Get used to seeing your associates twist at the end of a
rope, because | am sweeping your kind out of the hills, the valleys, and the woods of this
state. You will feel the rope against your own skin even before | come to pluck you out of
your hideouts and your waste places. Thiswill be anew world, with a new way of

living.”
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AsaCadifornio | lived in arancho; asabandit | lived in the Big Tujunga. Now |
live a condemned man, about to see the beginning of anew world. All thisin twenty-

seven years, and without traveling even one-hundred miles from home.

Telford leads our procession to the gallows. The sky is blue without any clouds. |
can see the men on the gallows working with ropes, tying hangman’s nooses. They form
alarge bight for the head and a smaller eye four hands up for securing the knot. They
wrap the loose end around the bight, creating tight coils—eight of them—that nearly hide
the eye. What remains of the loose end dlips through the eye, the bight is pulled tight, and
the knot is ready.

It isabeautiful knot. My grandfather taught meto tie it when | told him of my
plans to snare game aong the river that ran through his rancho.

“What do you plan to snare, Gil?’

“A deer.”

“Oh? And how will you drag it home?’

“I’ll drag it with the hangman’ s noose.”

“That knot isn’t for dragging. Let me teach you the timber hitch.”

Asalast request, Bonifacio asks if he may go first, and says something about his
audience. He addresses the gathered crowd, but is cut short right after, “Procopio, Quarte,
Escalante, and the famous travails of the One-Name Gang.” His lengthy defenseis il
too fresh in everyone' s minds. The men position him beneath the crossbeam. He has a
face for arithmetic, and his eyes scan the crowd, the horizon. He is pinioned and hooded.

The hood rises and falls with his breath. The executioner pulls alever and Bonifacio falls
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through the trapdoor with less grace than | thought he might. Hemp strains against wood.
| believe hislast word was, “Wait.”

“Pass the end of your rope, Gil, round the hind leg of your deer, then round the
standing end of the rope. Wrap the end round itself three times and tighten the knot so
that the three turns are gripped against the deer’s | eg.

“Thisknot isagood one, it will hold. But the deer on my rancho are large and
healthy; will you drag it all the way home?’

“1 have all day, grandfather.”

“Show me, then, that you can tie the knot for dragging your deer.”

“1 wrap the end round the deer’ s hind leg and then round the standing end of my
rope. Then | wrap the end round itself three times and tighten the rope against the deer’s
leg.”

“That isright. You are good with arope, Gil. You will make afine rancher.”

Narciso is positioned beneath the crossbeam. For alast request he asksto hold his
knife in his hands. They won’t allow it, but they give him a piece of its hilt.

“So hang me now, you bastard,” Narciso says, gripping his broken knife, just
before dropping through the trap door.

| am led to the spot. Because | cannot hang from a cottonwood, | ask to hang
without a hood, like Santos. My hands and ankles are wrapped tight with leather straps.
The nooseis set around my neck. Itstouch is careless and rough; now | know thisisreal,
and that | will hang. The prayer Prado taught me for this moment is on my lips.

They will read my sentence. The executioner will pull alever and the floor

beneath my feet will disappear. | will dlip through that hole, and the world of stagecoach
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hol dups, robbery, and murder will follow. My fall will end with ajerk, so terrible my
spirit will bounce free of its body, high into the clear sky. And when | look back down at
my tiny dangling corpse, | will hardly recognizeit, for it will appear so hardened,
grotesque, and dim.

| will soar above it al, until | can no longer see my body or the gallows or even
Alameda County. Nothing but grandfather’ s voice will reach me.

“We will have an asado when you return, Gil.”

“You will clean the deer?’

“You must do that before you drag it back, Gil.”

“Perhaps | will let it go, then.”

“Let it go then; we will eat when you return.”

“1 will pick tunas and nopales on my way back.”

“Y ou will bring back nopales and tunas?’

Nothing makes me happier.
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QUETZALCOATL'SLOVE SONG

Theday, asin, “Today's the day,” began with this: Weepy Ramos on the floor of
my cubicle at Starwood Reservations, shedding tears into his flossy beard for Lourdes.
Me, | rocked forward and back in my new spine-friendly desk chair, listening only alittle
to his latest lament, fantasizing alot about Sam, the new interpreter for the deaf in HR. |
stood bare-chested on arock in my fantasy, twenty slain ninjalords and one truly
impressed interpreter at my feet, who was deaf—an impossibility for an interpreter, |
knew—nbut it was sexier that way. | couldn't get to the part where she signed our passion
words though, because Ramos started tugging at the crease in my Haggars.

“Watch the Haggars, Ramos,” | said.

“Oh,” he patted my left calf, “oh, Joshua, it's Lourdes.”

It was not uncommon for Weepy Ramos to get emotional around the call center,
usualy over Lourdes, his wayward wife, but sometimes over positive things, too, like a
compliment or a patriotic office email making the rounds.

He wanted to know what | thought of his most recent sorrow. I'd heard alittle,
that Lourdes was at that moment blasting west through the salt flatsin her LeMans with
Gene, the airbrush instructor. | knew Lourdes from previous tales, and from a chance
encounter at the Wonderbread warehouse downtown, where | saw her slide flattened
packs of Twinkies down the back pockets of her jeans, winking at me on her way out the

door past security, asif to say, “ These could be our Twinkies.” | looked down at Ramos
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and thought what | always thought in his moments of grief and despair: Y ou poor man,
what dark spell locks you to that troll? Love?

“Counsel me, Joshua.”

“She'saTwinkiethief. Did you know that?”’

“Ah, the Twinkies! Those were happy times!”

Ramos balled his thick fists under his chin and beamed with the recollection of
Lourdes' pocket Twinkies. | stopped rocking in my chair and marveled at him. He took
up athird of my cubicle's floor space like abum hogs a park bench. His full, white beard
mingled with the alpaca sweaters he always wore, giving him a snowy, abominable
appearance. Fifty-two years old, a thrice-failed business owner working with a bunch of
teens and twenty-somethings, and smelling of cedar, Weepy Ramos sat against my
cubiclewall, causing it to heave each time he sobbed. | thought my cork board might fall
on his head, and with it all my “personal touch” items from home, including a scale
Gollum cutout wearing a broken headset with a caption bubble that read, “ Thank you for
planning your vacation with Starwood, hack! Go