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The Body Adorned…
In Fact and Fiction



			

      	
ELIZABETH McCRACKEN tells a tale of romance, loss, and a walking, breathing love letter…

      


      	On a literary canvas WILLIAM T. VOLLMANN paints a portrait of a skinhead girl who wears her rage on her thigh…

      


      	
KAROL GRIFFITH recalls how she animates her art, from fruit to flesh…

      


      	From a historical palette, MADAME CHINCHILLA tracks the sinuous, true trail of the illustrated woman…

      


      	
RICK MOODY describes how he paid homage to his literary achievement in a place where no prize committee can find it…

      


      	In a story of deliverance, ALEJANDRO MURGIA follows a motorist who picks up a temptress with the mark of danger on the highway to hell…

      


      	
DEENA METZGER reflects on her own liberation through illumination of an intimate bodily scar…

      


	  


      Dorothy Parker’s Elbow
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      Once the terrain of drunken sailors and circus freaks, in the past twenty years the American tattoo parlor has attracted individuals

         as diverse as our nation’s population. Whatever the motivation or background, no matter how large or small the design, baring

         your flesh to the tattooist’s needle initiates you into the tribe—a tribe that has grown enormously in recent years. Celebrities

         and star athletes flash tattoos for the paparazzi and fans. Across the country, yearly tattoo conventions draw thousands of

         the curious, the initiated, and the deeply committed. The local newsstand carries a variety of tattoo trade magazines, with

         images and articles that range from the obvious to the erudite. Grocery stores display temporary tattoos to boost point-of-purchase

         sales, and henna tattooing has replaced face painting at community art festivals. Business magazines recommend temporary tattoos

         as an alternative to traditional promotional gifts like pencils and paperweights. Even Butterfly Art Barbie—a recent incarnation

         of that icon of regressive femininity—wears a tattoo on her belly. Though Mattel deleted the word tattoo from Butterfly Barbie’s box to appease conservative parents’ fears, they also include butterfly stickers for children to

         wear, just like Barbie.

      


      Clearly, tattooing has emerged from the underbelly to the surface of the American landscape. And as the popularity of tattoos

         has expanded, so has the art itself. No longer restricted 

         to Bettie Page look-alikes, muddy blue anchors, and ribbon-wrapped hearts reading Mom, today’s tattoo images make bold statements of personality, as individualized and varied as any art form.

      


      Unlike other fashions, hobbies, and interests, tattooing, by its very definition, does not lend itself to fads—it creates

         permanent art. Perhaps that explains why, despite its move from the social fringe to a newly won place in the American mainstream,

         tattooing retains an aura of glamour and edge. In a culture that fears commitment, loves individualism, and takes guilty pleasure

         in the macabre, tattoos fascinate. Ask anyone who sports a tattoo—as soon as you reveal that you have one (or two, or three),

         the questions begin: “What did you get? Where did you get it? Can I see it? Have you ever regretted it? Did it hurt?” Or,

         as our mothers asked us, “Why would you want to do that?” Behind every tattoo stands a story that people want to hear. Our interest in those stories led to Dorothy Parker’s Elbow. In fact, the title came about when we discovered that this irreverent author, always ahead of her time, had a star permanently

         inked on her elbow.

      


      A few well-known authors from previous generations—including Herman Melville, Flannery O’Connor, and Sylvia Plath—wrote tattoo

         stories in their time. And when we put out our call for contemporary writing, we found some of our most talented authors following

         that lead, offering us varieties of experience and attitude that match the wide-ranging meanings of tattoos themselves. It’s

         not surprising, of course, that tattooing, a language of symbols, should find some correspondence in literary language, in

         stories and poems that use symbol and metaphor to probe the meaningful moments of human experience with sharply etched words.

         Not surprising at all that top-notch writers would produce such a fascinating 

         array of work on an art form that, since its beginnings in ancient Egypt, has helped to define and challenge our sensibilities.

      


      Dorothy Parker’s Elbow includes offerings from several well-known writers and a few newcomers. Herman Melville writes about a nerve-racking experience

         on Typee, where he feared that natives would tattoo him against his will. In Flannery O’Connor’s “Parker’s Back,” we read

         about a man who attempts to keep the love of his devout wife by having Jesus inked on his back. Mark Doty tells the stories

         behind his tattoo, while J. D. McClatchy explores everything from primitive ritual practices to Modern Primitives. In her

         lyrical reflection, tattoo artist Madame Chinchilla covers the history of the tattooed woman, while Karol Griffin teaches

         us how one learns to tattoo, first on a grapefruit, then on a devoted friend’s skin. Joy Williams, Rick Moody, Darcey Steinke,

         and others contribute short takes on the practice. In “A Toda Máquina,” Alejandro Murguía takes readers on a fast-paced road

         trip with a vato who falls for a tattooed stranger and throws his own self-destruction into high gear. Poet Denise Duhamel gives us a pantoum

         that begins with—who else?— Tattoo, the diminutive seventies star from TV’s Fantasy Island. Auschwitz survivor Paul Steinberg remembers the day a concentration camp official tattooed his wrist. Deena Metzger describes

         the liberation she feels, symbolized by the tattoo that winds around her mastectomy scar. As this partial list of contents

         shows, tattoo literature covers the range of human experience, from the absurd to the profound.

      


      Ultimately, tattooing, like writing, taps into existential questions: Who are you? Where do you belong? These days, in relationship

         to the tattoo world, everyone belongs somewhere: You are tattooed, you are thinking about it, you are 

         disgusted by it, you create tattoos on others, you almost did it, you wish you hadn’t, you’re afraid of needles, your cousin

         has the names of five ex-girlfriends on his forearm, you are hiding an inch-wide butterfly on your shoulder blade, you have

         orange and red flames crawling up your legs, you have always wanted the words Carpe Diem emblazoned on your rear end. No matter how you feel about tattoos, these writings will get under your skin.
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      As he entered the shop, he felt himself to be in a mysterious region, a place more precious than any he’d visited. Here must

            be his sexual desire. White papers of all sizes covered the clean, white walls. Female pirates, snakes winding around razor-sharp

            white swords, sapphire cats larger than a human head whose fingernails were black or blackened roses, anchors stuck into the

            tails of large scarlet and magenta fish whose eyes held the maps of treasure seized through murder, and other oddities of

            the rainbow covered the white pieces of paper.

      


      The walls were worlds.

      


      KATHY ACKER


      Empire of the Senseless


   

      
from The Illustrated Man
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      RAY BRADBURY


      It was a warm afternoon in early September when I first met the Illustrated Man. Walking along an asphalt road, I was on the

         final leg of a two weeks’ walking tour of Wisconsin. Late in the afternoon I stopped, ate some pork, beans, and a doughnut,

         and was preparing to stretch out and read when the Illustrated Man walked over the hill and stood for a moment against the

         sky.

      


      I didn’t know he was Illustrated then. I only knew that he was tall, once well muscled, but now, for some reason, going to

         fat. I recall that his arms were long, and the hands thick, but that his face was like a child’s, set upon a massive body.

      


      He seemed only to sense my presence, for he didn’t look directly at me when he spoke his first words:


      “Do you know where I can find a job?”


      “I’m afraid not,” I said.


      “I haven’t had a job that’s lasted in forty years,” he said.


      Though it was a hot late afternoon, he wore his wool shirt buttoned tight about his neck. His sleeves were rolled and buttoned

         down over his thick wrists. Perspiration was streaming from his face, yet he made no move to open his shirt.

      


      “Well,” he said at last, “this is as good a place as any to spend the night. Do you mind company?”


      “I have some extra food you’d be welcome to,” I said.


      

         He sat down heavily, grunting. “You’ll be sorry you asked me to stay,” he said. “Everyone always is. That’s why I’m walking.

         Here it is, early September, the cream of the Labor Day carnival season. I should be making money hand over fist at any small

         town side show celebration, but here I am with no prospects.”

      


      He took off an immense shoe and peered at it closely. “I usually keep a job about ten days. Then something happens and they

         fire me. By now every carnival in America won’t touch me with a ten-foot pole.”

      


      “What seems to be the trouble?” I asked.


      For answer, he unbuttoned his tight collar, slowly. With his eyes shut, he put a slow hand to the task of unbuttoning his

         shirt all the way down. He slipped his fingers in to feel his chest. “Funny,” he said, eyes still shut. “You can’t feel them

         but they’re there. I always hope that someday I’ll look and they’ll be gone. I walk in the sun for hours on the hottest days,

         baking, and hope that my sweat I’ll wash them off, the sun’ll cook them off, but at sundown they’re still there.” He turned

         his head slightly toward me and exposed his chest. “Are they still there now?”

      


      After a long while I exhaled. “Yes,” I said. “They’re still there.”


      The Illustrations.


      “Another reason I keep my collar buttoned up,” he said, opening his eyes, “is the children. They follow me along country roads.

         Everyone wants to see the pictures, and yet nobody wants to see them”

      


      He took his shirt off and wadded it in his hands. He was covered with Illustrations from the blue tattooed ring about his

         neck to his belt line.

      


      “It keeps right on going,” he said, guessing my thought.


      

         “All of me is Illustrated. Look.” He opened his hand. On his palm was a rose, freshly cut, with drops of crystal water among

         the soft pink petals. I put my hand out to touch it, but it was only an Illustration.

      


      As for the rest of him, I cannot say how I sat and stared, for he was a riot of rockets and fountains and people, in such

         intricate detail and color that you could hear the voices murmuring small and muted, from the crowds that inhabited his body.

         When his flesh twitched, the tiny mouths flickered, the tiny green-and-gold eyes winked, the tiny pink hands gestured. There

         were yellow meadows and blue rivers and mountains and stars and suns and planets spread in a Milky Way across his chest. The

         people themselves were in twenty or more odd groups upon his arms, shoulders, back, sides, and wrists, as well as on the flat

         of his stomach. You found them in forests of hair, lurking among a constellation of freckles, or peering from armpit caverns,

         diamond eyes aglitter. Each seemed intent upon his own activity; each was a separate gallery portrait.

      


      “Why, they’re beautiful!” I said.


      How can I explain about his Illustrations? If El Greco had painted miniatures in his prime, no bigger than your hand, infinitely

         detailed, with all his sulphurous color, elongation, and anatomy, perhaps he might have used this man’s body for his art.

         The colors burned in three dimensions. They were windows looking in upon fiery reality. Here, gathered on one wall, were all

         the finest scenes in the universe; the man was a walking treasure gallery. This wasn’t the work of a cheap carnival tattoo

         man with three colors and whisky on his breath. This was the accomplishment of a living genius, vibrant, clear, and beautiful.

      


      “Oh yes,” said the Illustrated Man. “I’m so proud of my 

         Illustrations that I’d like to burn them off. I’ve tried sandpaper, acid, a knife…”

      


      The sun was setting. The moon was already up in the East.


      “For, you see,” said the Illustrated Man, “these Illustrations predict the future.”


      I said nothing.


      “It’s all right in sunlight,” he went on. “I could keep a carnival day job. But at night—the pictures move. The pictures change.”


      I must have smiled. “How long have you been Illustrated?”


      “In 1900, when I was twenty years old and working a carnival, I broke my leg. It laid me up; I had to do something to keep

         my hand in, so I decided to get tattooed.”

      


      “But who tattooed you? What happened to the artist?”


      “She went back to the future,” he said. “I mean it. She was an old woman in a little house in the middle of Wisconsin here

         somewhere not far from this place. A little old witch who looked a thousand years old one moment and twenty years old the

         next, but she said she could travel in time. I laughed. Now, I know better.”

      


      “How did you happen to meet her?”


      He told me. He had seen her painted sign by the road: SKIN ILLUSTRATION! Illustration instead of tattoo! Artistic! So he had sat all night while her magic needles stung him wasp stings and delicate

         bee stings. By morning he looked like a man who had fallen into a twenty-color print press and been squeezed out, all bright

         and picturesque.

      


      “I’ve hunted every summer for fifty years,” he said, putting his hands out on the air. “When I find that witch I’m going to

         kill her.”
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         The sun was gone. Now the first stars were shining and the moon had brightened the fields of grass and wheat. Still the Illustrated

         Man’s pictures glowed like charcoals in the half-light, like scattered rubies and emeralds, with Rouault colors and Picasso

         colors and the long, pressed-out El Greco bodies.

      


      “So people fire me when my pictures move. They don’t like it when violent things happen in my Illustrations. Each Illustration

         is a little story. If you watch them, in a few minutes they tell you a tale. In three hours of looking you could see eighteen

         or twenty stories acted right on my body, you could hear voices and think thoughts. It’s all here, just waiting for you to

         look. But most of all, there’s a special spot on my body.” He bared his back. “See? There’s no special design on my right

         shoulder blade, just a jumble.”

      


      “Yes.”


      “When I’ve been around a person long enough, that spot clouds over and fills in. If I’m with a woman, her picture comes there

         on my back, in an hour, and shows her whole life—how she’ll live, how she’ll die, what she’ll look like when she’s sixty.

         And if it’s a man, an hour later his picture’s here on my back. It shows him falling off a cliff, or dying under a train.

         So I’m fired again.”

      


      All the time he had been talking his hands had wandered over the Illustrations, as if to adjust their frames, to brush away

         dust—the motions of a connoisseur, an art patron. Now he lay back, long and full in the moonlight. It was a warm night. There

         was no breeze and the air was stifling. We both had our shirts off.

      


      “And you’ve never found the old woman?”


      “Never.”


      “And you think she came from the future?”


      “How else could she know these stories she painted on me?”


      

         He shut his eyes tiredly. His voice grew fainter. “Sometimes at night I can feel them, the pictures, like ants, crawling on

         my skin. Then I know they’re doing what they have to do. I never look at them anymore. I just try to rest. I don’t sleep much.

         Don’t you look at them either, I warn you. Turn the other way when you sleep.”

      


      I lay back a few feet from him. He didn’t seem violent, and the pictures were beautiful. Otherwise I might have been tempted

         to get out and away from such babbling. But the Illustrations… I let my eyes fill up on them. Any person would go a little

         mad with such things upon his body.

      


      The night was serene. I could hear the Illustrated Man’s breathing in the moonlight. Crickets were stirring gently in the

         distant ravines. I lay with my body sidewise so I could watch the Illustrations. Perhaps half an hour passed. Whether the

         Illustrated Man slept I could not tell, but suddenly I heard him whisper, “They’re moving, aren’t they?”

      


      I waited a minute.


      Then I said, “Yes.”


      The pictures were moving, each in its turn, each for a brief minute or two. There in the moonlight, with the tiny tinkling

         thoughts and the distant sea voices, it seemed, each little drama was enacted. Whether it took an hour or three hours for

         the dramas to finish, it would be hard to say. I only know that I lay fascinated and did not move while the stars wheeled

         in the sky.

      


      Eighteen Illustrations, eighteen tales. I counted them one by one.


      Primarily my eyes focused upon a scene, a large house with two people in it. I saw a flight of vultures on a blazing flesh

         sky, I saw yellow lions, and I heard voices.

      


      The first Illustration quivered and came to life….


   

      
A Toda Máquina
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      ALEJANDRO MURGUÍA


      She was hanging around the parking lot at an AM/PM in Sacramento, a little Chicanita with tight jeans tucked into lizard-skin

         cowboy boots and a small suitcase held together with duct tape. Her sunglasses sparkled with rhinestones, giving her a glitzy

         look that didn’t fit in around here among the trash and homeless pushing shopping carts. This was the rough part of Sacra,

         where desperate women turned tricks in cars under the shadow of the State Building. She wasn’t exactly hitchhiking, me entiendes, but she didn’t need a sign that said here was a huizaready to split Dodge.

      


      I’d nearly finished pumping the fifteen gallons of Supreme when she came up behind me and said, “Can I ride with you to the

         freeway?” Her voice had something about it that made my stomach tighten up a notch.

      


      I turned around real slow like and there she was in the shimmering heat of the parking lot, suitcase at her feet, hands on

         her hips, and jeans that looked like she’d taken a brush and painted them on, being careful to detail the seams and pockets.

         I didn’t know if she carried good luck or bad, but I should’ve known. Lizard-skin cowboy boots. Rhinestone sunglasses. A wild

         bush of hair framing her oval face. I’ve always been a chump for women, so I said, “Órale, hop in.”

      


      Without another word she threw her suitcase in the 

         backseat and slid in front, against the window, away from me, a coil of plastic bracelets bunched up on her left wrist. I’d

         been a long time in the country without female company except for Sage Pumo, a Hoopa Indian, wide as a bear, so this little

         smoke of a woman had most if not all my attention.

      


      I floored the Camaro and shot out of the parking lot. “So what’s your name?” she asked. I told her mine and she told me hers—Adelita

         Guerra. “Nice to meet you,” she said. “It’s always good to make new friends.” She offered her hand, and I shook it. It was

         a worker’s hand, rough and stained from picking walnuts, maybe yesterday. She dug into her front pockets for a frayed pack

         of Juicy Fruit and offered me one. “Naw. Go ahead,” I said. I didn’t tell her I hate gum. She chewed smacking her lips, happy

         as a kid on a school trip. I had Los Lobos playing on the tape deck, “La Pistola y el Corazón,” music that makes you crave

         a nice cold one. It’d been years since I’d drunk a beer, but you never forget.

      


      When we came to the freeway on-ramp, she sat up. “This doesn’t look good. Can I ride to the next town?” I glanced at her from

         the corner of my eye, and that tightness in my stomach just got tighter. I couldn’t exactly kick her out in the middle of

         nowhere, so I hit the on-ramp with a thump and revved the Camaro out, angry at what I’d gotten myself into.

      


      I kept my mouth shut and my eyes on the road, not wanting to look at her. Still, I could sense her gauging me, like a good

         hustler on the prowl. On my way to Sacra I’d seen a head-on collision by Redding, two cars twisted into pretzels with no survivors,

         and that’s what I was thinking about a few minutes later when she asked, “Pues, where we going?”

      


      I checked the rearview mirror for Highway Patrol and ignored her question. Adelita shrugged as if she didn’t care, and tapped

         her boots, grooving to the music. It took a few miles before I settled in to enjoy the big monster working under 

         the hood of my cherry-red Camaro Z-28 that made the white stripes of the road zip by in a blur. A string of red-and-black

         magic beads swayed from my rearview mirror, keeping time. Then she started drumming her fingers on the dashboard, like she

         was playing a piano or something, and I had to sit up and pay attention. She held her head up, like a prize filly, with arrogance

         and confidence. That’s what first pulled me to her, made me question myself. I moved into the fast lane to get clear of an

         eighteen-wheeler that was hogging the road, but I had no real hurry to get anywhere. I pulled on my goatee and pondered her

         question. Where are we going? We? I hadn’t thought about us as we. More like—her there, and me here. ¿Qué no? I lived happy outside of Weaverville, along a desolate stretch of gravel road at the edge of the Trinity Wilderness, a free

         man, just me and my music. My nearest neighbor, Sage Pumo, occupied a cabin several miles down Highway 299. At night, I had

         a clear view of the stars in the California sky. So I didn’t need complications, and I had enough grief since my dog Reagan

         got squashed by a logging truck.

      


      I looked her in the eye. “I’m headed south.”


      “Then I’ll ride with you. I’m going to Vegas.”


      I took a closer look at her. “Why’s that?”


      “I’am a singer. I sing rancheras, huapangos, boleros. I also play the accordion. I’m going to be a star.”

      


      “There’s a lot of talent in Vegas. Lots.”


      She frowned for just a second, like that thought had never crossed her mind.


      “But I’m good, I’m real good. When I sing, I feel it all inside me. In here.” And she jabbed a thumb at her heart.


      Man, some people are real naïve. I didn’t want to discourage her with tales of good girls gone bad selling themselves for

         a dime of meth, so I flipped the tape to the other side.

      


      

         We were crossing the heart of the San Joaquin Valley, miles of tomatoes and strawberries separated by irrigation ditches,

         and crop dusters flying low, spraying a fine pesticide mist over the perfectly laid-out furrows. Two thin vapor trails, almost

         faded, crossed in the eggshell blue of the sky. The sun was slanting down behind us, setting the mountains on fire. Adelita

         removed her sunglasses and laid them on the dashboard. She squinted at the mean farm fields, and the corners of her eyes crinkled

         up where the first crow’s-feet were beginning to take a grip. She crossed one knee over the other, drummed her fingers some

         more on the armrest, and hummed a tune I couldn’t make out. I didn’t want to stare at her, but she was kinda pretty in a country

         sort of way. In her late twenties, I guessed. Don’t get me wrong, Adelita seemed game, like she’d been around the block a

         couple of dozen times. Her mouth had that hard edge women get after twenty-five when they figure out life’s not going to treat

         them right.

      


      But I wanted some details. “So where you from?”


      She tossed her head back over one shoulder. “From there.”


      “Sacramento?”


      “Colusa.”


      Colusa, land of dust and walnuts. I could see why she’d want to leave. “How’d you get to Sacra?”


      She answered with a throaty, wicked laugh that stood the hairs on my arm at attention.


      I took a wild guess. “You running away?”


      “You could say that.”


      “A bad relationship?”


      “Sort of.”


      “What? Husband?”


      “Are you loco? No husband”

      


      “You have family? Kids?”


      

         “You sure ask a lot of questions.”

      


      “Maybe you should go back.”


      “Never.”


      “The kids’ll be worried about you. I can always turn around.”


      “Try it and I’ll jump out right here. I’ll never let a man tell me what to do. Ever. I’m through with that.”


      I could tell she was serious. And it really wasn’t my business. We passed Santa Nella and I had the Camaro doing eighty and

         thinking that driving alone ain’t so bad. I checked the fuel gauge and figured out when I would need to make another pit stop.

         Up ahead, a black, ominous cloud funneled out of the middle divider; something was burning. I eased off a notch on the gas.

      


      I noticed she was staring at my tats.


      I had the Virgen of Guadalupe emblazoned in India ink on my right forearm. Two chubby angels beneath her feet unfurled a banner

         that said Perdóname Virgencita. On each knuckle of my right hand was tattooed a letter. My other forearm had a blue heart, and inside the heart Norma/PorVida. I was sixteen when I did that one. I even had a little Native American glyph on my shoulder for Sage.

      


      Adelita was eyeballing the Virgen, so I said, “You want to touch? Go ahead.”


      She scooted closer to me and touched the Virgen de Guadalupe. Her fingernails were like needles puncturing my skin. She left

         her hand on my arm a second longer than necessary, as if feeling my strength.

      


      “Ever seen tats like these?” I said.


      “Not really. Where’d you get them?”


      I shrugged. “Tough tattoos. Long, sad stories.”


      “You don’t want to tell me, do you? What’s the matter, don’t you trust me?”


      

         “It’s not a question of trust.’

      


      “What is it then? You afraid I’ll tell The National Enquirer?”

      


      Crazy woman. I don’t know why I said, “You’d look real fine with one.”


      She shot a look at me that burned right through my skull.


      “Where would you put it?”


      That surprised me. Where would I put it? Where would I tattoo her for life? I pressed my thumbnail just under her blouse into her shoulder, leaving a red

         mark like a half-moon. The air around that part of the valley must have been highly charged with electric particles, because

         touching her hit me like a live wire. A pure jolt of energy. I would not lie, carnal. At the same time, I saw the object on the middle divider was a semi rig that had jackknifed, the steel cab all mangled,

         charred, and smoking like a plane wreck. A fire crew hosed the wreckage with streams of water, but it was too late. No man

         could have survived that accident. We passed by it in a flash.

      


      Adelita scooted back to her seat and I mentally rehearsed the business I had in El Ley. Under a false compartment in the trunk

         were forty Ziploc bags of red-haired sinsemilla. This stash belonged to Sage, her whole harvest. Her first husband had left

         her seven hundred acres of prime mountain real estate complete with underground springs; her second husband had left her a

         tractor. I was just her neighbor and a hired hand, but already I felt like husband number three. I helped plant the crop during

         the spring and watered it in summer, running a PVC pipe from the underground source to the budding plants. Sage held the main

         percentage, and I usually made enough to keep in buds during the winter months, and, if I was lucky, to survive till the next

         harvest. This year, though, I had offered to unload the crop with my main man 

         in Pico Rivera. Tyrannus Mex was a boxcar of meanness, the main connect in East Los, and he paid cash on the line. So I was

         making the run with ten pounds of the highest-grade herb in the world. Real triple-A stuff. Sage and I were looking at maybe

         fifty grand in pure profits, just like the big boys running paper scams. My percentage would be enough to live in style for

         a whole year.

      


      But working up close in the mountains has a way of stripping you down to bare emotions. After toiling in the herb garden,

         I would relax with Sage in the sweat lodge, where I had a chance to consider her ample, hairless body and her sizable breasts

         under braided black hair. One of her nipples pointed up and the other pointed down, and that just increased my curiosity.

         During those late summer months a female bear had taken to showing up every morning around my cabin, and when the bear started

         looking good, I feared for my sanity. So instead I squeezed my skinny hips between Sage’s broad thighs, and she rubbed us

         both to warmth and human comfort.

      


      The night before my trip, Sage and I were snuggled under her Pendleton blanket. Suddenly she sat up. “Maybe you’d better not

         make this trip. I had a dream last night about you, and your luck’s about to run out.” “Naw,” I said to Sage, “I don’t believe

         in dreams.” Then we humped like bears in the woods, with lots of growls and thrusts and groans and moans, but not much passion.

         Sleeping with Sage Pumo wasn’t exactly love, but it was convenient.

      


      I did have other business in El Ley, and the thought of it kept me quiet for miles. El Ley had stopped being my town a long

         time ago. I was going back to bury my only brother, a half brother really. Even though he was the product of my father’s affairs,

         and we never lived in the same house, we spent a lot of time together as teenagers. We have a saying in the barrio 

         that fit the two of us—Blood is thicker than mud. But he’d been on the streets awhile, and I’d lost touch with him. Ten years

         maybe without hearing from him, then the yellow envelope from the V.A. office with the cold notice. He’d either been robbed

         or beaten, or both, nothing in his pockets but thirty-four cents when they found him drowned in the El Ley River. The El Ley

         River that’s about three inches deep. I wondered if they would bury him with the box full of medals he’d brought back from

         Vietnam. He’d been an honor student in high school—who would have guessed this would be his end? But it was. And the anger

         of it kept me burning, kept me awake many nights. I was going back because it was the right thing, but I wanted to leave quick

         and clean before the jaws of El Ley clamped down on me again.

      


      Adelita pressed her knees together and withdrew into her own world. I scraped all thoughts about her out of my mind and drove

         on. We were by Kettleman City, the road like an arrow aimed at nothing, the sky big as a canvas, with two small puff clouds

         blowing across the blueness like tumble-weeds. The only signs on the road warned PATROLLED BY AIRCRAFT. This empty land could make anyone a desperado.

      


      “I’m taking this exit,” I said. “You decide what you want to do.”


      She sat up, looking at me as if I’d insulted her, then she turned away and looked out the window, like there was something

         to see, the Grand Canyon perhaps.

      


      After parking, I went to the head and took a long leak, taking my time to shake my thing dry, hoping that maybe Adelita would

         be gone by the time I got back. But when I stepped out there, she was still scrunched down in the car. So I bought a pack

         of sunflower seeds in the Quick Stop and kept my eyes on her just in case she’d step out to stretch her 

         legs or use the head. But she wasn’t taking any chances. I felt sorry for her and brought her a soda when I came back.

      


      “I guess that means you want to ride,” I said.


      “That’s right,” she said.


      If women are a puzzle, this one had a thousand mismatched pieces. I pulled back onto the freeway and tried the radio for a

         while, but picked up nothing but static and a country preacher begging donations and spewing hate and prejudice. Just what

         this country needs. So I snapped it off. Adelita was chewing on a hangnail, not looking at the road.

      


      Finally I said, “So what songs you know?”


      She looked up at me like a puppy that wants to please. “You want me to sing?”


      “No. I want you to tap dance backwards.”


      She put one hand over her mouth to hide her smile. Then she sang, bajito at first, a little unsure of herself, one of those classic boleros from long ago, “Perfidia,” a song of passion, heartache, and betrayal. Linda Ronstadt had nothing to worry about. Not yet

         anyway. Adelita went off-key on the high notes, and she forgot every other line and just kinda scatted her way through the

         lyrics. But her voice and phrasing simmered with raw emotion that moved even a coldhearted vato like me. With a few lessons, who knows how far she’d go?

      


      Then she did something I wish she hadn’t done. She hummed a few bars of “Historia de un Amor,” and I remembered everything

         I wanted to forget. Of all the songs in the world, “Historia de un Amor” held bitter memories of three summers I wasted in

         Soledad Prison, lifting weights, playing dominoes, killing some slow time. Another pinto, Shorty from Visalia, a tattoo artist with a disfigured face, did my tats. He plucked a thread from a blanket, tied three

         needles to a Popsicle stick, then dipped the jailhouse invention in a bottle 

         of India ink. He outlined the Virgen first, a jab at a time, then filled in the details, the rays shooting out behind her,

         the hands folded in prayer, the two angels. It was my idea to add the banner and the words. Working from a photograph, Shorty

         made the Virgen look like Reina Sarmiento, my outside woman. Later, he did the moon and the stars at her feet. It took him

         six months to finish. This was late-at-night work, another pinto keeping a lookout for the bulls, while Shorty worked the needles, and each jab stung like a betrayal or a false kiss. At

         lockdown time, with the cell block quiet, I spent each night in my bunk tracing the cracks on the gray ceiling, knowing my

         friends were living their lives, having kids, going to parties, and I was doing time, eating off metal plates, walking the

         yard, watching my back, and going to sleep rubbing my cock to those train whistles blowing lonesome as coyotes, wondering

         if anyone remembered me on the outside. And her singing that one song brought it all back, indelible as any tattoo.

      


      After Adelita finished she was silent for a moment, like she was waiting for the applause. I was lost in my own memories.


      “What do you think?” she asked.


      “You’re sad. But you have talent.”


      She smiled, and I noticed she had one black tooth near the back of her mouth. “The minute I saw you, I could tell you were

         the man for me.”

      


      Let me tell you, carnal, sometimes a man gets tempted to throw everything away for a woman. Like there’s one of those Oaxacan carnival devils on

         your shoulder, the ones with the red horns, giving you bad advice. Just pushing you to do something stupid. A man has to be

         on guard for these moments. And it looked like one of these moments was upon me. I took a closer look at her. She wasn’t much

         you could hold on to, thin as a fence post really, and that Colusa soil still 

         dirtied her nails. But I had a powerful urge to bury my face in that wild hair of hers and smell it. I wanted to feel what

         it was like to squeeze her in my arms and wake up in the morning with her dark face next to me. And I could feel myself sinking

         into her temptation like I was waist deep in quicksand.

      


      I’d stayed away from temptation for years. Especially Chicanitas, my only heavy vice, those brown girls. I’d been through

         the bad hurt before. Real bad. Back in the days with Reina Sarmiento. My one true love. My always and forever babe. Her name

         in blue letters on the knuckles of my right hand. I ruined my life for her, lost three years in Soledad, taking the rap when

         we were busted holding two kilos of some potent Jamaican ganja. I threw a beer can at the cops when they busted the door down

         and got an assault tacked on the possessions charge. That meant a felony, some extra time. And when I came out, what did Reina

         have waiting for me? I had a stash of nearly ten grand before the takedown, and she couldn’t tell me where the money was.

         Down her arm and up her nose. I loved that woman so much, had kissed every nook and cranny of her body, had dipped my tongue

         between her legs and over her breasts, now I wouldn’t kick her in the ass if she bent over. So you see? That’s why I don’t

         believe in love.

      


      After the pinta I had gone north to get as far as I could. To get as far from the grief and drugs and booze of East Los as probation would

         allow. Now my colors were neither red nor blue, I was neither Norteño nor Sureño. This was my first trip back in ten years,

         and I was tense. I meant to make the deal with T-Mex, sign the forms for my brother’s funeral, and be out within twenty-four

         hours. And never go back.

      


      Adelita pulled down the sun visor, then, looking in the mirror, rolled her hair up and knotted it in a bun. A small curl slipped

         out of the knot and down her nape, and that just drove me crazy. Right there I would have sold my soul to hang 

         like that curl and kiss the back of her neck. She reached into the backseat and hauled her suitcase up front, ripped the tape

         off, and I could see all she had in there was a beat-up accordion and a pint of peach brandy. The real sweet stuff. She shoved

         the bottle at me.

      


      “Have a drink with me, cowboy.”


      I licked the dust from my lips. “No, thanks.”


      I fished in the ashtray for the joint I’d been hitting on the night before with Sage. Up to this minute I had forgotten about

         her premonition. Now here I was with a woman who was a dream chaser.

      


      I fired up the roach with the car lighter, sucked in a little jet stream of smoke, and held my breath like a blowfish. Then

         I blew a rush of purple smoke that clouded the Camaro. I’d been sober for years, just smoked a little—once a vato loco, always a vato loco, and the last thing I wanted was to start drinking. Booze was poison to me. I had too much Indian blood, that’s what Sage

         told me. But Adelita tipped the bottle to her lips, and a thin line of brandy trickled down her mouth. I noticed her mouth,

         wide with full lips, the kind I like. She wiped her mouth with the palm of her hand.
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