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What do you think of when you read Yenbo?

Yenbo, the place.

Read and learn.
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Preface

In the late 20th and early 21st centuries the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia made significant investments in its landscape and people. The Kingdom transformed resources from its vast sand and stone deserts. They turned their oil and gas products into energy and water to develop health, education and liveable cities for their people.

CJ, bringing water and gardens to Yenbo, must resolve their uniquely complex environmental, botanical and horticultural problems. In doing so, he buries himself in his work. Why and how did he get there? Had he planned it as a professional move?

After graduation from university, CJ built his landscape architecture career. It was not simple or usual. He returned to the New Mexico landscape where he had grown up; but life had other plans for him. Southern California and W Kurt Milligan re-entered his professional life. Then unplanned-on personal events prompted his move to the Arabian Peninsula. There he found the landscape was way more than his job, way more than he imagined—a most threatening combination: the Tropic of Cancer, the Red Sea and Araby’s chimeric desert sands.

It wasn’t the green new town or the arid, lifeless deserts that arrested CJ. It was a landscape unseen that beguiled him—mysteries from the past, hidden by the drifting sands.

I’ll let California surfer and landscape architect, W Kurt Milligan, CJ’s long-time colleague, friend and narrator, set in detail the Yenbo Palms context in his foreword.

Edward Flaherty


Foreword

Readers, try to get into this.

In my boutique Santa Monica, California Landscape Architecture office, CJ worked for me. First while he was a student doing his summer internship. Then years later, after he was a licensed and well-experienced professional landscape architect, he rejoined for five more years. We were colleagues for over a decade. We became friends. We had bonds. He was an awesome go-getter.

About seven years ago, when CJ, seeking much larger responsibilities, took on a new job in Saudi Arabia, I agreed to become his Executor.

Then in the last year, all hell broke loose. I received a Special Delivery letter notification that CJ had died in Cairo. Details were scant.

He was a guy, a friend I brought into the world of Los Angeles landscape architecture. Dead? Cairo? What the hell? I was incredulous. Something mysterious… strange aura. My life was about to change. Never figured on this.

Yenbo Palms? It’s only the beginning.

Keep your stuff together,

Kurt


1-W.Kurt Milligan


LAX-Schiphol-LAX

…Kurt explains…

Me and CJ? Here’s my take.

CJ left SoCal (Southern California), getting on to eight years ago, to begin his expatriate landscape architecture work. We had been buds—but lots of time had passed. I was busy with my office and he had become little more than a memory… except for his postcards. They were from the places he took vacations—mostly from the UK and the Netherlands.

Not too long ago, I was home in my beach bungalow on Pacific Coast Highway. My view was the Pacific Ocean west to the horizon. Non-stop waves rolling in. I heard them crashing. And, as far as I could see, the sun’s rays sparkled and danced… sweet—my idea of heaven on Earth. I had just sat down on my terrace for lunch when my doorbell rang.

The postman had a registered Special D (Special Delivery) envelope for me. It came from Amsterdam. I had no idea what it was. I signed for it.

In the quiet of my bungalow, I opened it up. There were two documents from the legal department of an international Dutch bank headquartered in Amsterdam.

The cover letter was short and direct. It notified me that Christopher Janus was dead. Dead? I choked on my own saliva.

What?! I never dreamt this would happen. My lunchtime appetite disappeared. I sat down and looked at the front and back of each of the two documents. Was it a joke? Was someone having me on? Pulling my leg?

Reality bites. Bitter, it tasted bitter. This reality shocked, stuck in some strange place that made everything else meaningless—took the air out of life. I read and re-read both documents. Sadness. I felt sadness. His landscape architecture career cut short? Unfinished, his career like him and me, unfinished.

The single attachment was a certified copy of the death certificate. CJ had been officially declared dead by unknown circumstances in Cairo—Cairo??—by joint simultaneous declarations from his employer and from both the Egyptian and the United States authorities. Unknown circumstances?? What does that mean, or what doesn’t it mean?

I didn’t want to believe what I was reading. It didn’t seem right. He had been into a huge landscape architecture project in Saudi Arabia. He loved that challenge. That was the CJ I knew. Was I mistaken? I couldn’t put any of it together.

I went to my desk drawer to review his most recent postcards. I needed a timeline. Cairo? I thought he was in Saudi Arabia.

He had regularly sent me postcards—but I didn’t pay them much attention—threw them in the back of a drawer. Now, however, I was interested. I dug out the postcards. The most recent were strange. They were not his usual.

A year and a half ago, his last postcards came from Thailand and Switzerland. I didn’t think too much about it then—just shoved them in the drawer. But now as I thought about it, he had never been to either of those places before. I was still in shock.

His very last postcard came from Switzerland about 18 months ago. So, I speculated CJ had worked approximately six years in Saudi Arabia. Then he, as best I could figure, probably went on some kind of walkabout gig—Thailand, Switzerland—likely ending up in Cairo a month after he left Saudi Arabia.

It was all guesswork, the best I could do under the circumstances. I was stunned. I wasn’t really sure what to make of the whole thing.

The date on the cover letter was recent. The date on the death certificate was one month ago. The cover letter asked me to telephone the Dutch bank offices on the first working day after receiving this package.

I made the phone call. The telephone exchange was business-like and brief. My life was changing—faster than I realized.

As CJ’s executor, I had to go to his bank in Amsterdam. The bankers verified my identity, then wired the tickets and funds to my account.

In less than a week I was on an international flight—not really my gig. From LAX, I flew direct to Amsterdam Schiphol. I never imagined all the Executor responsibilities on an international death.

CJ never gave me a copy of his will; but the bank did. After expenses, his assets were to go 80% to his mother and 20% to his father. I verified their names and contact details. The bank assured me they would take care of all the particulars. Surreal. Was this really happening?

The will named me as Executor and had further stipulated a generous sum for my use in accomplishing my duties. And as CJ had told me that LA night in Trader Vic’s when I agreed to be his executor, his personal diaries and design journals had been bequeathed to me.

Yenbo Palms would begin later. That story was still the farthest thing from my mind. Hell, I had a landscape architecture business to run.

Amsterdam—the BIG thing I learned in Amsterdam—not only was the legal death by unknown circumstances, but CJ’s body had not been found. No body was recovered. That threw me for another loop. I was already having difficulty believing he was dead. Now there were no clues or clarity on suicide, accident, murder or… off-the-grid. It wasn’t just how and why. It was how, why and if he was actually dead. The confusion and lack of details overwhelmed me. But as Executor I had work to do.

From CJ’s safety deposit box in the Amsterdam bank, I took possession of his diaries and design journals and prepared them as accompanied baggage in my return home. CJ’s last bank account activity in Cairo was a $3,000 withdrawal seven months ago—nothing since.

But that wasn’t all. CJ had a collection of solid gold bangles. The banker told me that it wasn’t unusual for Western expatriates working in Saudi Arabia to buy 22-karat gold jewellery and send it home. They had it assayed and confirmed it was 22-karat. They suggested they could sell it locally and add the proceeds to his account for distribution. I agreed. CJ had no financial debts. He was always careful about staying out of the red. No issues in closing out his accounts.

In my three days in Amsterdam I had assisted the bankers in bequeath distribution to CJ’s mother and father. CJ had never talked much about his parents. I knew he wasn’t close with them. The bank’s legal department contacted and handled everything with them. That suited me just fine.

The bankers shared with me contact details of the Cairo authorities and others who had certified CJ’s death. And that was it. No additional details.

Before I knew it I was on a flight from Schiphol back to LAX. Finally, I had some time to think through the last two weeks. My emotions ruled. Wipeout—tumbled. I was tumbled and didn’t know what to think. I felt the strangest mix of deep sadness with disbelief. Craziness sloshed through my head. Even the flight hurt. CJ—a friend—a loss—big time.

***


The Executor (Kurt)

…Kurt continues…

On the flight home, business class was only half full. I put my feet up, tried to put my sadness aside and review everything from the beginning. When and how did it actually begin? Was he really dead? What had actually happened? And Cairo? Why was CJ in Cairo? Eight years ago, I was just being a nice guy, a friend. Now I was knee deep in an international mystery I knew next to nothing about.

Let me take it from the top.

My name’s Kurt, W Kurt Milligan, undergrad in Fine Arts at Berkeley and Masters in Landscape Architecture from Cal Poly Pomona. I’m born and bred Californian. Los Angelino. I love the year round, mild, sunny climate, my Harley, the Pacific Coast sunsets and the surf.

If I have all those every day, I’m happy. Single, getting on to middle age, I’m an old-time confirmed bachelor, dedicated surfer and I love my work. I make my career as a landscape architect and majority owner of a boutique landscape architecture firm in Santa Monica. I handle the books, all the legal stuff, and in my spare time, I oversee design for the firm.

If you can absorb all of that about me, I’d be surprised. It’s pretty heavy.

Let me summarize. Berkeley? Left wing, arts. I got into Art Deco. I got into the mix of geometry and glitzy, sweet emotion. Cal Poly? Taught me practical landscape-based landscape architecture. I loved the lines of geographic units, latitudes and longitudes. Showed me how humans simplified the landscape to live on it.

And surfing? Hell, who doesn’t like California beaches, the waves, the girls, the sunsets. I blended all those together while managing the design and all the regulatory office admin stuff. Anyhow, all of that was in place when CJ came into my life.

I first met Christopher Janus some 15 or so years ago. He was a student intern for one summer in our firm. The story is long. My memories hurt, so I’ll stick to the main points.

CJ came to us first as an intern, I was his mentor. Then some years later he returned as a properly licensed landscape architect. Though he was from flyover country, he settled in pretty well to our SoCal (Southern California) lifestyle. We hired him to oversee project installation, but he also did project management.

Above it all was, I guess, the best way to say it… he had a penchant for design. He liked to call me practical, in a cynical way, until he saw me on my Harley. I told him don’t be a stray cat. My Harley is practical out here in the beautiful 365 California sun.

Design had always been important to me. And LA has always been the hub, the nexus of the “latest thing” in architecture/movies/television/media influencers. I knew if I wanted life cycle success from my office, I had to do more than follow-the-leader. In LA competition is intense, fierce. I just wanted to surf, to get by. But I was enough of a business man to know if I slacked I would lose clients. CJ had given my business the design edge it needed. Style, he gave my firm its distinctive LA style.

So, who was this Christopher Janus? Here’s how I knew him. After settling in, he became a Los Angeles guy. He had teeth, tan, blond hair. He was slender and cool—that quintessential look, George Hamilton, LA guy. He knew how to talk when he was on his game, but his hair was not quite perfect.

To me, he struggled with an inner noise. Everyone around him felt it. In particular, I could not take it when he pushed his design agenda. Pushed! That was the key offence.

He could always be found drinking Piña coladas at Trader Vic’s looking for design arguments, where he would, to quote Warren Zevon, “… rip your lungs out, Jim”. He started things. He looked for trouble. He was a fighter, while also a good guy. But there was something inside him that pushed him to edges, on everything.

Together, we won a lot of SoCal design awards. I loved him for that. He kept my firm on the cutting edge. He knew how to keep his balance when it was important. I credited that to his original roots.

CJ didn’t talk a lot about his past, but he had Midwest roots. His dad was born in Detroit when Detroit steel and Detroit autos were proud and strong symbols of American post-WWII success. Detroiters and the Midwesterners in general are known as flyover people; but they are hard-working and dependable. That was CJ’s stock.

Los Angeles? That was his mainstream professional career and you can’t get any better quality, finer finish or well-wrought craft than Los Angeles landscape architecture. He was all into that.

CJ and I both taught design in the UCLA Extension programs. And I chaired the regional SoCal Landscape Architecture Design Awards Committee.

I am not a traveller, not a tourist. Like I said, I like LA, its climate and my Harley at sunset on Pacific Coast Highway. I can’t ask for more. But professional obligations sometimes make us suffer hardships.

My only time out of Southern California has been once a year when I have attended weeklong International Design Conferences in places like Kyoto, Geneva, Firenze. I go to those historic places like a tourist on a weeklong break. Last year I was in Dubai for that same conference, where I gave a talk on Landscape Architecture Design, SoCal Style.

On design, I thought design had become boring. CJ thought landscape architecture was missing the big picture, missing the force, missing its strength. But both of us agreed change was not coming from naïve university graduates.

And he didn’t think our commercial work afforded the substantial design opportunities he sought. That’s how I knew it. That’s the basis of our professional landscape architecture relationship. It worked… until one day.

***


Executor?

…Kurt continues…

One day, CJ asked me to meet him after work at Trader Vic’s in the Beverly Hilton, on Wilshire and Santa Monica, in Beverly Hills.

Trader Vic’s is the kind of scene—hip, relaxed, in-crowd—that I dig, especially the relaxed bit. I suppose CJ figured he’d fit right in to the LA scene by being a regular there. And he did. He’d been a regular at Trader Vic’s for the last five years.

On the evening, I looked around. He wasn’t in the middle of the action. I found him at an out-of-the-way table, far from the TV, far from the pulsating entertainment. He was sitting quietly, nursing his Piña colada. I ordered the same. When the waitress came with my drink, he chugged his Piña colada and upgraded to a 151Punch. I questioned him with my eyes. He just sat there looking serious. I wasn’t reading him at all.

After his 151Punch arrived, he took a sip and started, “Down deep something has been brewing.”

“Bring it on,” I said, expecting another tit-for-tat design fuss; but that wasn’t the case.

“Kurt, listen. I have to get out of LA. Every discussion, every project anymore is like a broken record—can’t find any new paths—feel like a hamster on an eternal wheel. Even my design squabbles with you, which I have often enjoyed—now, they’re nothing but a symptom of my tedium—and that’s just the surface.”

CJ had it going.

“Design ‘success’, awards, have become meaningless. How many downtown plazas? How many suburban headquarters? How many residences in the Hollywood Hills? Exciting at first; but after five years—boring.

“I need challenges, but around LA, every office is doing the same projects. Not interested in government work. Can’t even consider that. Politicians interfering with planning and design. The adage—good ’nuf for gov’m’t work—no can do.”

“So, c’mon, like what’s up,” I asked.

He paused for a moment, then began, “We’ve had our design quibbles, squabbles, out-and-out arguments over the years…”

“So? Old news.”

“Seriously! All that led to you helping me get that teaching design gig at the UCLA Extension Program. That was great stuff—made me think through the automatic private practice design routine and turn it into a can-do series of logical steps for beginners. Loved that exercise. Thanks, big time.”

“Get to the point, CJ. What’s this all about?”

“I’m making a change and I need your help.”

“What do you mean? Take it from the top.”

“Long story short, I’ve taken a new job… in Saudi Arabia.”

“Wha? Saudi Arabia? Dude, what? Why? This doesn’t have anything to do with that time you left our place for six months with another company, does it?”

“No, no… not at all…”

“That always confused me—you wanted more money, bigger projects…”

“Yeah, but those guys had a design project in Saudi Arabia and they were just drafting circles on planting plans—they paid well but it was crap work—had no design or hort realities. That’s why I came back.”

“When you came back… those were the good days… CJ, when you helped set up that Landscape Soccer League—eight teams. You got our company to team up with Hooters to sponsor the league and each team was from landscape and hardscape firms who bid on our jobs.”

“Yeah, that was fun—remind me.”

“The league worked because each company had a slew of Mexicans and a handful of Americans. Hooters arranged the refs and cheerleaders. We arranged coolers and beers for each game. Everyone had a blast.”

“Oh yeah!”

“We got more quality installations on all of our projects because of that and the Hooters girls—phew—too much—every Sunday afternoon. Good times had by all. What are you talking about Saudi Arabia—give up the Hooters?”

“Yeah, good times. But I have a chance for responsibility, and control of landscape planning, design, construction, operations and maintenance for a new town of 200,000 that is already under construction. I’ve been looking for bigger projects and this is it. Plus the pay is excellent.”

“No kidding?!”

CJ wanted two things. He wanted a big project challenge. He also wanted me to be his Executor.

“Executor? Why?” I asked.

“I have no brothers or sisters. I have no longer any connections with my divorced parents.”

“Is that it?”

“Well, frankly Kurt, I’ve been keeping personal diaries and design journals for years and I’d like to leave them to someone into landscape architecture, into design—someone like you… we’ve known each other since I did my internship here… so, I was thinking… should something happen to me while I’m out of the country, I’d turn them over to you.”

I thought. My landscape architecture work and Manhattan Beach surfing kept me fully engaged. I didn’t even think I might have to leave LA to execute the duties. And CJ? Well, I had enough of his way-out design arguments at our office. But, hell, sure, if something happened to him, I could take his landscape architecture design effects. That didn’t mean I agreed to wade through his tedious search for design perfection, so….

“Sure, for sure CJ, I’d be glad to.” I was thinking that CJ, knowing how much I depended on his design input, wanted me to have his innermost thoughts on design (daily diaries and design journal writings) for reference in my firm. He did have a thoughtful, helpful side to his personality. At least that was my thinking on the day.

“Wonderful,” he said, “that’s a load off my mind.”

Little did I know then that in seven years, courtesy of CJ, I would become engulfed in the strangest international mystery.

In two months’ time he up and left LA, after five years of award-winning projects with us. He left for the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. His explanations didn’t help; I never really understood.

Me? I didn’t need to understand. I just strapped my surfboard to the side of my Harley, went out to the beach, and caught a couple waves. Surf, sunset and the Pacific Ocean air. My LA world. I was cool, totally cool.

***


I Had to Read

…Kurt continues…

I summarize. CJ was approaching the sweet spot of his career, in his early 30s, and very successful. A landscape architecture design award winner in Los Angeles when, about eight years ago, he just pulled up stakes and left to work in Saudi Arabia.

CJ did have baggage. Despite his awards, many of which helped grow our office, his professional design insecurities often erupted in heated arguments with colleagues in the office. He had deep uncertainties that undermined his professional relationships—could never find the balance.

But after chewing on that a bit, I concluded, “So what?! Every designer has design arguments with other designers!”

He turned his back on his Los Angeles problems. Put that in a basket with his strange attraction to Araby. When he took the job in Saudi Arabia, he looked forward to larger design management responsibilities and the arid desert culture of the Arabian Peninsula. He called it a clean landscape, a new canvas. It’s clear he was searching. Tell me he doesn’t sound like TE Lawrence!

And there’s more. CJ didn’t carry on about his past; but from time to time after a long night at Trader Vic’s, he would talk about his mother and father.

Listen to this, CJ had serious personal family problems related to his decision to go to Saudi Arabia—even further back—his parents had long been divorced. They both were overbearing. He disowned them. When CJ left LA for Saudi Arabia, it was the final straw. He became persona non grata to his mother and father.

But again, after consideration, I thought, “What was that? Wasn’t as if he turned to a life of drugs or crime, joined a cult, or whatever. Was there something he didn’t tell me?”

From outside, who can say what happens inside a family? It’s popular for people to complain about dysfunctional families. I say a dysfunctional family is normal. Every family has unresolved weirdness somewhere—sometimes out front—sometimes in the closet. Bottom line though—CJ was in deep—deeply imbalanced—deep with insecurities.

And his journals? I had to read them. At first, I did a quick run through them. He seemed to use them like he used his work—a cocoon, a place of shelter—shelter from things that troubled him.

After six good years in Saudi Arabia, everything in CJ’s new life came unravelled, setting in motion not just a quest, not just a pilgrimage, but a most unusual series of events.

He appeared to have it all together. He was a problem solver—he fixed things and with style; but his catch, paradoxically, was that the one problem he wouldn’t, couldn’t solve—his own existential problem—he wouldn’t, couldn’t touch it!

In his journals, he saw plants as central to landscape architecture. I already had seen this when I worked with him in SoCal. But in his journals he got into it—deep, very deep.

He saw the landscape and garden professions—horticulturists, gardeners, landscape architects, ethnobotanists—were chock full of people determined to make all things plants and humans complicated, way too complicated. In his own words, “people who couldn’t tell the forest from the trees”.

He was searching for something basic, simple, straightforward and clear. I thought CJ might be on that path.

Nobody had ever written a dummies’ guide to plant, garden and landscape design—every book was like a never-ending whack-a-mole exercise.

CJ, despite his professional sparks, his family issues and existential uncertainties, was into something and he was committed. He passed away. Couldn’t have been suicide. Death by suicide? Can’t be. He wasn’t the type. He was 100% into design, landscape and landscape architecture.

***


How?

…Kurt continues…

I was smack in the middle of a mystery. CJ had disappeared in Cairo. He had not been heard from. He had not been found. I could do my Executor duties as if he was truly dead. But something inside me told me I should dig a little deeper.

I had put aside 10 days for my Amsterdam Executor work. I began re-reading his diaries and design journals—this time with care. I was able finally to work through the sadness of “losing” a close friend.

His diary entries were carefully dated. He was disciplined that way. But the entries were almost shorthand. They were hastily scribbled down details. He included descriptions of natural and social landscapes. He included events, happenings, settings. While his entries weren’t daily, they were frequent. They always included the location, the date, the time of day, and the weather.

His design journals, that is what he called them, were another level altogether. They looked to be smoothly written stories. They filled several numerically sequenced workbook binders. The stories often incorporated his diary details. Sometimes his design journal stories were lucid. I thought perhaps he was building content for a future autobiography.

CJ wrote an introduction to his most recent design journal. He told his inner thoughts. I quote: “…little did I know that diaries and journals would be my way of life. They worked for my jobs and for my own analysis of design and understanding the strange events I encountered in my journeys in exotic landscapes. They became my portal to myself.”

Some of CJ’s design journal stories were like stubs. They were not fully worked out. He was questioning what he saw in the landscape and what he thought about it. What was clear were his uncertainties; but even his uncertainties gave me pause for design reflection. He did know how to tell a story. The more I read, the more I was intrigued; but clues and answers were not easily forthcoming. They reminded me how much I, my firm, missed his design presence.

I had to put some kind of timeline together. I tried to contact CJ’s employer for details; but their Human Resources people refused to release any of his personal files. And his parents? I reached out to them. They were aggrieved but CJ had long ago stopped regularly communicating with them. They had fewer postcards than I. Dead end.

I had hoped to track what happened to CJ. Specifically, I was curious to understand in the period between when he was traveling the landscapes of Thailand and Switzerland and 18 months later at his administratively documented death in Cairo. His writings told me a lot; but I couldn’t do it all. Cairo’s information was thin.

The strangest thing about CJ’s passing away was, in the notes made by the US Embassy personnel in Cairo, that they found no body. No other people were involved. I was amazed how little information I had about what happened to CJ in Cairo. When I tried to piece it all together, the most recent timeline still had curious gaps.

Following six years of cryptic diaries and richly veined design journal stories from Saudi Arabia, his documents continued with similar detail from both Thailand and Switzerland. That lined up well with the postcards I had received from him 18 months ago. That was all. Nothing after his last post card from Grindelwald, Switzerland and nothing at all from Cairo.

CJ, my colleague and friend, had mysteriously passed away in an exotic locale. I had to summarize what I knew. I had to timeline it. I counted back from the date of the death certificate.

1. Seven years and seven months ago, CJ left our firm in Los Angeles to work in Saudi Arabia. And he kept working in Saudi Arabia for six years.

2. In the last year and six months, I did not hear from him. Didn’t think too much about it. His postcards were never more than “Hi, how are you”. Besides, I was running a landscape architecture business. That kept me fully occupied. But this time I scrutinized his postcard dates. His last was from Grindelwald, Switzerland, 18 months before his death certificate. I had nothing later. So he worked in Saudi Arabia for six years, and did a road trip in Thailand and Switzerland for a month. That’s all I knew before my trip to Amsterdam.

3. In Amsterdam I received slightly more details of the last 18 months as assembled by the Bank from CJ’s employer, the Egyptian authorities and the American embassy staff. Those details follow.

a. Eighteen months ago, CJ did arrive in Cairo to begin his job. That jived with the date of his last postcard I received from Switzerland.

b. Twelve months after his Cairo arrival, CJ apparently “passed away” in an off-road automobile accident in Giza. It involved no other persons or cars. They did not find his body. Those were the only accident details. And I had no details at all about what CJ was up to during his twelve months in Cairo.

c. Then six months after the apparent accident, joint simultaneous administrative declarations from his employer and from both the Egyptian and the United States authorities, proclaimed CJ officially dead. It all sounded to me like administration just had to clear up outstanding paperwork. Administration? Paperwork? No details, no facts. But at least the timeline was making sense.

d. It took the Amsterdam “legal beagles” a month to clear all their admin hurdles before I received the Special D. And that was just two weeks ago, a year and seven months after CJ arrived in Cairo.

Well, I made my timeline but it didn’t tell me anything, except what I didn’t know—CJ’s twelve months in Cairo were void of any details prior to the accident. And the accident itself? Next to nothing.

CJ’s passing away seemed more likely a cover-up rather than a death. If it was an automobile accident, why no police details? Why no photos of his vehicle? Why no hospital reports? Things didn’t add up. I needed more info. I needed to dig deeper. And that’s how the idea for this story began.

I thought I might find in his diaries and design journals the clues to clear up the mystery of his death. I have taken primarily from his design journals. I have edited his stories to give a travelogue flow to CJ’s rich natural and social landscape content. Not much editing was needed. Primarily, I pared down the volume to keep the flow quick and continuous.

CJ and I had never seen eye to eye on many things, especially design. But he had an energy. His energy and know-how contributed a great deal to our regular design awards for built projects. And his journals had that same energy.

Drawing upon CJ’s diaries and design journals, I decided to let CJ tell his own story of Los Angeles, Saudi Arabia, Thailand and Switzerland. He was a design generator. For him, design was mysterious. He was searching, a lifelong design hunter; but at the same time he won design and built project awards. He grew our workload. Success overlapping uncertainty—that’s how I remember him. Maybe I knew him… maybe not… but I had to get on with it. I had two quests—his death details and the results of his hunts—his design directions.

I figured the closer I looked at his writing, the closer I might come to understanding what happened. He always dropped breadcrumbs in his design.

So, let’s get on with it.
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2-Goodbye SoCal


Accident

…in CJ’s own words…

After I graduated, I married my university girlfriend of six years, Sachy, to whom I gave my heart and soul. We stayed in the university town where, with a local one-man office landscape architect, I found my first professional work.

Those were tumultuous years, both at home and in the office. Tumultuous? Yes! I picked up something unspoken from my time in northwest Africa; and I still didn’t understand what it was. Was it from the landscape? Was it a mental tentacle that had its roots in that landscape? I did a whole lot of speculation without certainty. The uncertainty and my daily real-world mentality made my personal and professional life hell.

Something had to be done, but what? As soon as I earned my professional license to practice landscape architecture, we moved to New Mexico, where I had grown up as a young boy and teenager. I figured, perhaps something in the landscape that had formed me, might heal me from my awkward imbalance.

Sachy and I moved to a suburb of Albuquerque. I would drive three days per week up to the Taos region where a Navajo Shaman worked to remove a “problem” from my hearing. To make it short but not so sweet—my hearing “problem” was some kind of “spell” that had lodged itself in me when I was doing my design study in Morocco.

After six months of the Navajo shaman “treatments”, I felt a normalcy gradually reappear. Over the next five years, so many good things happened. Once Sachy and I re-stabilized our relationship, we started a family. She gave birth first to a son, then a year later to healthy twin girls.

Meanwhile, I became familiar with local New Mexican real estate development business, artisans, contractors, maintenance companies, engineers, architects and, of course, the multi-level governmental regulatory structures. I built a team, a loosely linked home office network of planning, design, construction, and maintenance. We were doing well. The kids were healthy, growing up; and Sachy home-schooled the three of them.

Twice a week Sachy took our kids for a picnic at the nature reserve—combining it with some science and math. She always texted me when she left home, when they were having lunch and when they got back home. Me, I was always on the go with landscape architecture projects.

I always kept the police band on the radio—good heads-up on traffic problems. On the day, I heard on the police radio about a traffic accident involving a refrigerator truck, a car, a lot of people, a huge fire and deaths on Coors Blvd, not far from the nature reserve.

Didn’t think twice about it until I didn’t get the lunchtime text from Sachy. When she didn’t answer my text, I tried to call her—no signal from her phone.

Worry began. I was on a project site, south of town. The worry was building inside me; then I had an incoming call from the County Sheriff. I picked up immediately. Asked me if I was the owner of the vehicle with New Mexico license plate number “Lil Wing”.

That was Sachy’s car. Fear walked all over my worry. I couldn’t hear anything on the phone. I drove immediately to the site of the accident. It took 25 minutes.

Those 25 minutes never existed. I finally arrived at a confusing chaotic mess. The accident had twisted her car into a ball, totally blackened by the now extinguished fire. Ambulances all over. Sirens and flashing lights all over. Police and EMS running everywhere.

A heavy truck and its trailer, full of illegal immigrants, had run a red light and t-boned her car at high speed—then rolled over on it. Both vehicles had exploded in flames. There were twenty or twenty-five illegal immigrants being loaded onto a police bus. That much I could see. I could not find Sachy or our kids.

Then I found the County Sheriff. He took me aside. Sachy was in serious condition and already taken to the nearest hospital. His face filled with grief when he next told me they had found my three children all dead on the scene.

I felt like someone shoved a fist down my throat, ripped out my heart and everything attached to it. I raced to the hospital with the only hope I had. They told me Sachy was in a coma, but I could sit next to her.

And then, as if my life hadn’t already been shattered, she briefly opened her eyes. She recognized me and asked, “The kids?”

She saw my eyes. Her eyelids fluttered. Her eyes rolled back into her head. Grief descended on her and became her blanket of death. I couldn’t breathe.

After that, I have no memories. For the rest of the week, I have no memories. I couldn’t sleep in our bed. I couldn’t use our kitchen. A horrific loss. I moved out of our house—it was unspeakable, the depth of hurt.

The guys I worked with did everything to help me through. But after six months, nine months, one year, I was still useless, still devastated. The car, everything in my life, reminded me of Sachy and the kids. Every day. I could not rise above it. Every day, I faced an emotional mountain to climb. Pain and emptiness reinforced everything I saw and did. Memories hurt my heart and suffocated my head.

In desperation, I called the West LA office in SoCal, where a couple of years ago I had done my internship. I explained to the owner that I needed a fresh start. He needed another landscape architect and welcomed me.

I sold the car and all our possessions. I took one suitcase with me on a Greyhound bus to Santa Monica. As soon as I arrived, I contacted the owner, W. Kurt Milligan, the landscape architect who mentored me when I was a student intern.

I couldn’t talk about what had happened in Albuquerque—didn’t want to be questioned—wanted to be free from the loss. Burying my head in a new job, I figured, would be the ticket. I hoped the change would, like a Pacific Ocean high tide, wash away all remaining hurt.

I hoped the new job, new people, new location would fill the emptiness in my life. And it did. At first.

***


Kurt Says

What the hell!? First I heard.

Accident? Deaths? Wife and kids killed? I had no words as I read this. Slack-jawed.

In SoCal, CJ never talked about his family or this episode. He carried this stuff inside.

Made me think—with this kind of hurt, this kind of pain—bottled up inside—maybe it was a suicide.

He was running away from something he kept inside.

Not just that but a curse from North Africa? Shaman? CJ had baggage, I mean real baggage.

Could I call it bad juju?

I wondered why CJ would even have written his story. Maybe he was trying to cleanse his pain, his internal hurt. Did it work? I don’t know. He never talked about it. I was definitely getting into his writings.

And his parents—he never talked about them. He made me his Executor and never said anything about his parents. It all had to do with the deadly tragedies in New Mexico. I dug deep into his diary entries. It appears that his mother gave CJ leeway and made herself available should he want to talk. He did not want to talk with her. She apparently had a strong bond with Sachy and the kids. He just wanted to get away from anything that related to Sachy and their kids.

CJ’s father told him not to give up his business—build it larger—fill his life with it. But CJ had to get away from his New Mexico memories. He ignored his father.

He cut himself off from his parents as part of his technique to keep Sachy and the kids out of his thoughts. For CJ, I don’t know what to say—big time hurt on every level.

Was he under a spell from Africa? Did the New Mexico shaman cure him? Who knows? He did his job well in SoCal; but… he did have a strange edge.

And, after thinking more about our times together in my Santa Monica office, I recalled CJ had a wood plaque on his desk with a verse with the 23rd Psalm of David: “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.”

I asked him then. All he said was, “I’m just a Christian believer.” Often he did not have much to say and as I recall this was one of those times. He gave no further religious belief details.

***


Nursery

…CJ continues…

The first couple years in Los Angeles were great. I was busy; and I liked my work in SoCal. All our projects had high budgets with the best architects and developers in LA. That meant we could use large trees and the best materials for paving, walls, lights, benches… including art works and water features on nearly every urban project.

I worked closely with Kurt and we won lots of built project awards. No office environment is ever perfect, but we worked through our disagreements and I was thoroughly engaged. Thoroughly engaged? My thoughts were on the design and construction of our works. That was what I needed. No thoughts of the past.

One day, sourcing large trees for the interior of a new shopping mall, I had to go to a huge regional nursery. I needed 6 matched nos. Ficus retusa, about 24’ tall, 9’ clear single trunks with nicely formed foliage crowns. The nursery grew its trees in natural ground and dug them as required. My job today was to select six—six that had all around 360-degree balance. They would be planted as individuals, not in a group.

I had learned a lesson from another SoCal landscape architect, Ruth Shellhorn—an excellent lesson. Each tree was individual and most often had a distinctive good side—a preferred face. That’s what made walks through the nursery so much fun—looking for the best face of trees. But today was different. I needed the best face all the way around on six. I had to carefully inspect all faces on each tree.
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When Kurt, as CJ's executor, took possession of CJ's diaries and
design Journals he found six years of diaries, a dozen of them,
all handwritten; but the design journals, there were several in
A4 size hardcover, looseleaf nn%(bmders They were filled with
hard copy computer print-outs. Kurt found more--plastic
sleeves holding memory cards and thumb drives with all of CJ's
Saudi Arabian landscape photos.

GJ'S
DIARIES

CJ wrote his
daily diary entries
longhand, in simple
staple: e-bound, B5 size
school notebooks,
like the one shown,
that he found in
local stores.
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