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And thus cruelty, envy, revenge, avarice, and the passions purely evil, have never formed any portion of the popular imputations of the lives of poets.


—Percy Bysshe Shelley, “A Defence of Poetry”


What you seek is seeking you.


—Rumi










Poet


Before I met Viridian, I didn’t know any poets, any real poets. “Real” meaning other people agreed that you were a poet, and published your poems in books and magazines, and made a fuss over you. Was she a famous poet? What did that even mean? What was a poet anyway? Was that a trick question? I didn’t even know what to ask.


Viridian hadn’t ever been on television, which is usually what famous means in America. Neither she nor any of her circle would have expected such a thing. Every so often a poet might be singled out and elevated by reading at a presidential inaugural, or the dedication of a monument, but that wasn’t exactly steady work. People said that books of all sorts were losing ground to videos and podcasts and blogs. The whole enterprise of poetry had been pushed into a kind of outer orbit, unseen but still capable of exerting a gravitational pull, a slow shaping of thought and language that people call culture.


Of course, the poets themselves kept track of their prizes and awards and who had the hot hand. They gossiped and nursed intricate grudges among themselves. They harbored secret hopes of literary immortality, of their poems bursting into bloom a hundred years or more from now, like fireweed. And who was to say it wouldn’t happen for them?


But these were all things I came to understand later. At the beginning, she was just Mrs. Boone, and I was there to put in some plantings she wanted.


What did I know about poets? Nothing, or maybe less. None of my schooling had exactly set my soul on fire when it came to literature. Poets wore berets and drank too much—this at least was often true—they lived in Paris or New York or they were already dead, they wrote about going down to the sea again, to the lonely sea and the sky, or else they wrote in scrambled words and sentences that an ordinary person couldn’t follow, although they were no end impressed with themselves. I’d gotten along just fine so far without poetry.


I was so perfectly ignorant, an irresistible blank slate. No wonder everyone took it upon themselves to try and mold and educate me.


My boss, Rick, was going to meet me at Mrs. Boone’s house so he could introduce us, as Mrs. Boone did not want people just showing up. “Even girls,” Rick said, one more of his helpful remarks. He thought he deserved all kinds of credit for hiring me in the first place.


I had to be in San Rafael to drop off a part for an irrigation system, so it was no problem to head out west to Fairfax, where Mrs. Boone lived. It was May and the sky was already blue and hot, even early in the day. I hoped I could get the job knocked out before the air really started to cook. Northern California is supposed to have this perfect climate (in between mudslides, forest fires, and earthquakes), but a dry heat is still heat. It could get really hot in Fairfax, where the hills kept the cooler ocean air from piling in. Thirsty deer came down from the higher ground and munched the roses and vegetable gardens into stubs.


I reached the little downtown, with its yoga studio and coffee shops and ice-cream shop and brew pubs and natural food grocery. Fairfax used to have a doped-up, pleasure-seeking hippie vibe, and there was still an air of that left, even as the price of real estate had soared. More shiny new restaurants had opened, more of the old, haphazard houses had been torn down. The vibe was now more like expensive mindfulness. Green Party candidates won elections here; they actually ran things. Nationally owned chain stores were banned, as were pesticides, plastic bags, and Styrofoam. Fairfax was an official nuclear-free zone, for God’s sake. Like nukes were some pressing local threat.


I lived in Petaluma, which was less than an hour away but was all box stores and fast food. It was fine with me. It felt more like the real world.


I took a couple of wrong turns off Bolinas Avenue through the flat and sunny parts of town, before I got the GPS on my phone to stop squawking at me and I headed uphill. The road climbed and curved along a canyon, and on its outer edge people had built homes into the hillside below. They parked on pads built out along the roadway and walked down to their front 
doors.


Mrs. Boone’s house was on the opposite side, on the hill itself, at the end of a steep lane. A gate in the board fence stood open. I nudged the truck through the gate and pulled over to one side of a wide, brick-paved courtyard. Rick wasn’t here yet, so I stayed behind the wheel to wait for him.


The house was brown-shingled and sprawling, two stories, and it looked like it had been here awhile without much updating. Parts of it seemed to have been built out as additions. One wing ran back to connect with a barnlike garage, while another made up a kind of breezeway with a screened porch at its end. For a hillside house, there was a good amount of sun. The courtyard had a center island planted with agapanthus, it looked like, along with poppies and succulents and lavender. Someone had made an effort at plantings around the house foundation. There were overgrown rosemary bushes, daylilies, Mexican sage, plumbago, and a section where trailing nasturtiums fought with foxtails.


Through the big windows of the breezeway, I saw a flat space of sunny lawn, with deer fencing all around. It enclosed a square of vegetable garden, a few fruit trees, and a great many weedy, terraced beds. Beyond that, redwoods and ferns and the green tangle of woods. The gardens had the look of the house itself, things thrown together and improvised over time.


Rick arrived ten minutes later. His big Ramcharger truck came close to knocking the gate off its hinges. I rolled my eyes at him to make sure he knew I’d noticed. He took off his baseball cap and ran a hand over his black hair to slick it in place. He was always convinced that his sweaty charms impressed the lady clients.


“Oh Ricky,” I said. “Hold me tight.”


“You’re weird, Sawyer.”


“Why thank you.”


He shook his head. “Nice attitude.” His real name was Ricardo, but he thought he’d get more business if he sounded white.


Rick rang the bell, which sounded somewhere deep inside the house. “Any special instructions?” I asked while we waited.


“Try not to screw up.”


I might have said something smartass back at him, but the door opened and Mrs. Boone, I guessed it was her, stepped out onto the front porch. She had long gray-and-silver hair brushed straight back from her forehead and standing out like a lion’s mane. She was barefoot. She wore loose white linen pants and a blue knee-length top with wide, drooping sleeves. I saw older women wearing clothes like these in Marin, equal parts yoga practice and Star Wars costuming. I wondered how old she was. Sixty? Seventy? Then I found myself asking another question: whether she had been, or was perhaps still, beautiful.


All this in a moment, only as long as it took Rick to say hello and tell her we had everything she’d ordered. “This is Carla, she’ll be doing your work today.”


I don’t remember Mrs. Boone saying much—hello, probably—
looking me over while I tried to appear obliging, capable, harmless. She had a wide forehead, and her blue eyes were wide-set also, and there was something about her eyebrows that made you think of birds, the wings of birds, although not until later when you tried to recall what in her face had struck you.


And what would anyone have seen in me? I was tall, a full head taller than Rick, which was why I got away with giving him shit. I wasn’t one bit big or muscled, but I could lift my share of loads. My hair was tied up in a knot under my canvas hat. I wore shorts and work boots and my skin was red-brown from sun and full of different half-healed scrapes and bites. At least before I started working this morning, I had been clean.


Mrs. Boone went back inside, and Rick and I unloaded the nursery stock from his truck. There were rhododendrons and hop bush and guara, some dwarf cypress, and salvia and shasta daisies. These were all meant to go in the back of the property, in the terraced beds. Rick went over the plan with me, gave me a little more grief, and drove off.


I’d been working for Rick for almost a year now. It wasn’t my dream job, though I couldn’t have said what was. After graduation I took some courses at Santa Rosa JC, but I have one of those brains that doesn’t process words on a page very well, and I hated composition classes and anything else that was reading-heavy. I was considered “intelligent” (which was something that seemed to be used against me), but also an underachiever. And although the brain wiring was beyond my control, everyone seemed exasperated with me. They believed I was not trying hard enough, not applying myself. My mom kept telling me to go into a medical field, like taking X-rays or working in a lab, but those jobs just screamed boredom. At least, working for Rick, I was outside every day, seeing actual results, things growing. I didn’t have to dress up or put anything on my face except sunscreen.


I lived with my boyfriend, Aaron. On weekends, we went out to listen to music, or maybe we’d take his dog, Batman, to the beaches or go camping. We were good together. I figured that one of these days we’d get married, and life would fall into place for us without a lot of special effort, the way it happened when you loved each other. We were lucky to have found each other and we knew it.


But from time to time, I was overcome by a sadness or strangeness, a feeling of too much feeling, if that makes sense, of standing just outside of something desirable and urgent and important. And then I had to get a grip and tell myself, as my mother surely would have, that I must not have enough real things to worry about.


I had a lot of nursery stock to get in the ground for Mrs. Boone. I started off well enough. I had a load of mulch in the bed of my truck, and I shoveled a wheelbarrow full of it and walked it out to the backyard. The edges of the bed with patchy shade, where the rhododendrons would go, were easy enough. The soil in the sunnier portions was hard and compacted. Some kind of deep-rooted shrubs had died there, and I had to dig them out. It was a chore and a half and slowed me way down.


And then came the heat, right on cue. Even in the shade, the air was breathless and unmoving. The house behind me was quiet. In the woods, a sudden bird squawked and then went silent. I had a big thermos of water and a jar of Gatorade. I kept pouring fluids into my mouth and it tells you something about heat and sweat that I only had to pee once in about six hours. I found a wooded part of the lot that was out of sight from the house and, also very important, didn’t have any poison oak.


The dwarf cypresses about killed me, as they had the biggest root balls. I watered them in right away, a slow soaking. I needed a break, not just for rest but from my own frustration. It was past three o’clock now, and although I’d saved some of the smaller and easier plants for last, by the time I got everything planted, watered, and mulched, it would be a longer day than I’d figured.


Behind me I heard the door to the screened porch open and I jumped. I heard Mrs. Boone say, “Here’s some iced tea for you,” but by the time I turned around the door had swung shut again. I saw her head of silver hair as she walked back to the house through the breezeway.


“Thank you,” I said, though I doubt if she heard me. I hadn’t planned on stopping, but I didn’t want to seem impolite.


I opened the door to the porch. The screens were covered over with trumpet vine and the dimness inside made me blink. A ceiling fan turned overhead, and a big electric box fan whirred cool air across the floor. The tea tasted good. I have to say, it all felt pretty good.


There was a wicker couch and chair with some upholstered cushions, and a little table where she’d set out the tea, a whole pitcher of it: hibiscus, which I liked, with a separate tall glass of ice cubes. There was also a plate of small sandwiches, cream cheese and brown bread. I hadn’t eaten any lunch. I sat in the path of the whispering electric fan and scarfed it all down.


I should have eaten standing up. Because of course between the food and the dimness and the cool breeze, I closed my eyes and fell asleep. I woke all of a sudden, knowing exactly what had happened and that I’d made trouble for myself. The light outside was sloping into late afternoon. The sweat had dried on me and I felt unwell.


Back outside, I calculated what I might get done before the light failed, which up here on a hill was likely to be early. I’d water and mulch everything I’d already put in the ground and clean up so that everything was tidy and looking good. There was no way I could avoid coming back tomorrow. Rick would have to be told something, but I hadn’t yet figured out what.


I texted Aaron to tell him to get home early enough to feed and walk Batman. Then I got to work watering, raking, sweeping up after myself. I spread the mulch around and dumped an extra wheelbarrow-load of it on a tarp to one side. I set the unplanted items together in a place where they’d be out of the morning sun.


When I was done, I carried the iced tea and the empty plate up to the back door of the house. It stood open. I knocked, then called. “Mrs. Boone?”


There was no answer. I took a step inside, to a pantry area with a kitchen beyond. I walked in just far enough to put the pitcher, glass, and plate next to the sink. I was nervous about being there and anxious to get back outside. I couldn’t tell much about the room; it was big and dark and there were layers of smells within it, of cooking but also of something dense and muddy, spices or incense, maybe.


“Mrs. Boone? I’m sorry, I didn’t quite get finished but I’ll be back first thing tomorrow if that’s all right. It won’t take me real long.”


No answer.


I wasn’t quite awake yet, and I had a moment of true weirdness, as if everyone in the world had disappeared while I slept. Like Rip Van Winkle, but nuttier.


I backed out of there, got in my truck and headed out, stopping to close the gate after myself. I went down the canyon road, careful on the turns. When I reached downtown Fairfax there was still daylight in the sky, but I decided to go all the way to 101 rather than take the back roads to Petaluma and dodge the deer, who liked to practice jumping in front of headlights right 
about now.


I texted Aaron that I was on my way, and he texted back, cool, no rush, be careful


Of course the traffic was a slog and slowed me down. It wasn’t entirely unwelcome to have a little time to myself, a chance to shake off the peculiarness—if that was a word—of waking up alone in a strange house and come back to myself again.


By the time I parked next to Aaron’s car and opened the front door, I was good and tired in a way I hadn’t been when I left. Batman thumped his tail from his bed in the corner. Aaron had heard me pull up and already had a Sierra Nevada in a holder 
for me.


“You’re the best,” I said, reaching for it, but he held it above him until I kissed him. He was tall, like me, so we were always knocking our heads into the cupboards.


“I need a shower,” I said. “And then I want to eat a lot of whatever is in the oven.”


“Enchiladas. Chicken with green chiles. Hurry up, I’m hungry.”


Maybe this day was turning out well after all. I stooped to pet Batman. He was an eight-year-old German shepherd, getting gray around his muzzle. He was Aaron’s dog, at least to start with. I was still getting used to the idea of things that were his, things that might now be ours. We’d been living together almost a year now. A year seemed like an important marker.


The shower felt good, it melted the soreness right out of me. I knew I’d struggle to stay awake after dinner. It was hard to be good company during the week. Aaron had an office job, in the IT department of a banking headquarters in Santa Rosa. Computers. Smart guy, or at least, smarter than me.


“Hard day in the field?” Aaron asked me as we ate. He had a shaved head and a dark moustache and beard that he kept trimmed short, and people sometimes mistook him for a biker if he wasn’t cleaned up for work, and maybe even then. He was so not like a biker. He was a total sweetie.


“It shouldn’t have been that hard, but it stretched out longer than I wanted.” I wasn’t going to talk about falling asleep, literally, on the job. It was embarrassing. “I have to go back tomorrow and finish up. Ricky will be unhappy. How was work for you?”


“Good. Nothing broke down. Nobody threw anything.” We never spent much time talking about work. We didn’t really intersect there, and there were more interesting things to talk about, like what to do on the weekend, or the people we knew, or what movie we wanted to watch, or, though we didn’t say it in so many words, how lucky we were to have each other.


After we ate, I went out to water my fruit trees, apricot and plum, and the two olive trees I was nursing along. I checked the soil moisture in the rest of the plantings. The landlord had let me do over the yard with ornamental grasses and other low-water perennials. I was trying to make it into something people would notice, something that showed what I could do with my materials.


Before bedtime, which came pretty early, Aaron and I took Batman for a walk. The pavement was still hot under our feet, but the air had cooled way down. Our neighborhood was between 101 and another main road and was an unfancy mix of mobile homes and small bungalows like ours. It had ragged bits of open space along the roadways and in between developments so you didn’t feel closed in or on top of somebody else. I thought it was a fine place to live. I had just turned twenty-one and it was my first real place after moving out from my mom’s.


I was dragging as I walked. “Sorry,” I said, trying not to yawn so hard I fell over.


“You figure out what you’re going to tell Rick?”


“Yeah, my truck has an oil leak. It’s not so hard to believe.” Mrs. Boone was being charged by the job, not the hours. It wouldn’t make any difference to her.


“It’d be great if you could be your own boss,” Aaron said, in that casual way he had of sneaking up on a suggestion. He didn’t fool me for a minute.


“Then I’d have to work harder.”


“You wouldn’t have to. You’d be a better manager than him.”


“He’s not so bad at it.” I had a perverse urge to defend Rick.


“Or you could run a nursery. A greenhouse. You wouldn’t have to drive all over the Bay. I’m just saying, there are possibilities. If you want to stay in this line of work.”


“It’s okay for now,” I said. I appreciated that Aaron was looking out for me. But I didn’t want to feel like a problem everybody had to solve. You could get tired of all the encouragement.


The earliest we were supposed to show up at a client’s house was eight a.m., and I was going to push that a little with Mrs. Boone, so as to head off the wrath of Rick. I was out of the house way before seven, while Aaron was still sleeping. I took the back roads this time. They were prettier, you just had to not be in too much of a hurry, especially since there was still fog in the valleys and along the reservoir, and not much out here except cattle if, say, your truck sprang an actual oil leak and you needed help. Aaron had a point about all the driving I did for work.


I went over White’s Hill and on into Fairfax and found Mrs. Boone’s road without too much trouble. When I reached her gate it was shut, and I had one of those oh shit moments when I saw all my cleverness coming apart, and I’d have to call Rick and tell him how I screwed up so he could call Mrs. Boone to give me access. But the gate wasn’t latched from the inside, and so I opened it and pulled up in the same spot as yesterday and closed the gate behind me.


My plan was to sneak around to the back, ninja quiet, get the rest of the plantings in, water, etc., then ease my way out again. I was careful with the tools so as not to drop or bang anything together, even though from what I could tell of the house, I wasn’t close to any bedroom windows.


I started in and worked as fast as I could. In my mind I was already done and on my way to the job in Corte Madera where Rick was probably even now using my name as a swear word. Then a man walked around the edge of the house, the same way I’d come. He stopped short on seeing me, held up one finger of one hand, and I think the word I’m looking for is declaimed:


I heard an old religious man


But yesternight declare


That he had found a text to prove


That only God, my dear,


Could love you for yourself alone


And not your yellow hair


He stopped and gave me an expectant look. I mean, WTF. “My hair’s not yellow,” I said, just to be saying something. I’d left my hat in the truck. Mistake.


He shrugged this off. “It’s close enough.” He was about fifty, I guessed, with a fleshy, sagging face, a high forehead, and long, droopy hair. He had one of those big chests and big bellies supported on skinny legs. I’ve had to deal with obnoxious men before, who hasn’t? A couple of times on the job, and once I had to use the electric hedge clipper to get a guy to back off.


I had to make up my mind about this character in the spaces between words, since there were at least a couple of ways things could go wrong. Just to buy more time, I said, “Are you Mr. Boone?”


He seemed to think this was funny. “Ha! No such person!” He wore long, baggy shorts, a black T-shirt, and rope sandals. In Marin you could never tell if people were bums or billionaires.


“But you live here,” I said, since it was easiest to keep talking. “With Mrs. Boone.”


“Is that what she’s calling herself now. I’m in residence. Is Viridian up yet?”


“Who?”


“Viridian. Like the pigment.” I expect I had the same suspicious look on my face. “It’s a color,” he told me. “Green.”


We were back to colors now. “I just got here,” I said. “I haven’t seen anybody.” I started in digging again. I wasn’t afraid of him by then, but a planting spade is a good thing to have in your hands just in case.


“You’re the gardener, huh.”


“I work for a landscaping company.”


“That must be great. It’s the closest you could come to being a plant yourself.”


I looked up to see if he was making fun of me, but he had such a blissed-out, pleased expression on his face, and I remembered my mom saying you could never tell when somebody might be a little bit off, a little simple-minded, and you should treat them charitably.


“You mind if I do my exercises here? I won’t get in your way.”


“Go right ahead.” I was all right as long as it wasn’t naked yoga or something like that. I kept digging and didn’t look up.


Whatever kind of exercise it was, it involved a lot of loud breathing and grunting, a lot of bending himself double and reaching this way and that. This went on for a while. Then he stopped and clutched at his knees and puffed out his cheeks. His face was bright pink. He didn’t seem to be in very good shape. When he caught his breath again, he said, “So how do you like California?”


“Fine, I guess.”


“I find it takes some getting used to. I mean, it’s like walking around inside a giant piece of fruit, isn’t it?”


Yeah, whatever. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t lived anywhere else.”


“A California native? Wow. I didn’t think there were any of those.”


“We were hunted almost to extinction for our pelts, but we’re making a comeback.”


I thought I’d stepped in it and was going to get myself run off the place, but after a moment he started laughing, or wheezing was more like it, anyway, he wasn’t mad, and if I could get these last few plants in the ground, watered up, and covered over, I could make a break for it.


Then I heard him say, “Virdie, look what I found in your garden!”


Mrs. Boone was standing in the breezeway, looking through an open window at us. She came out through the screened porch, holding a coffee mug. The man said, “Look at her, she’s perfect. She’s like something out of a Thomas Hart Benton mural.”


To me, Mrs. Boone said, “Is he distressing you?” I shook my head. I didn’t trust myself to give any other answer. “Oscar?” Mrs. Boone said to the man. “Would you go get something from the house for me?”


“Sure.” He braced himself again on his skinny knees and stood up straight. “What do you need?”


“Anything that’s going to take you a long time to find.”


He opened his mouth, closed it, then shrugged and went in through the screened porch. When he was out of sight, Mrs. Boone said, “I’m sorry. He shouldn’t be pestering you.”


“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m in the way. I should have finished up yesterday.”


She was wearing a big gray sweater over some kind of long white dress or nightdress. I kept my eyes on the salvia I was tamping in, but I’d already noted the deep hinged lines around her mouth, the lines in her wide forehead. It was like a beautiful face carved in stone.


“Carla, is that right?”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Would you like some coffee, Carla?” Her voice was husky, a little rough, maybe from sleep.


“No thank you. I really do have to get to my next job.”


Mrs. Boone said, “It’s my fault for letting you sleep. I should have woken you so you could finish. But you looked so tired.”


It made me feel odd to learn that she’d come in and seen me asleep. I couldn’t decide if it was no big deal, or a little creepy. “Honest,” I said, “I just took too long. I’ll get everything squared away for you and watered in. You’ll want to water every day for at least a week. The cypress need more water than anything else. Early morning’s best, it helps prevent wilting.”


“I used to be able to take care of this whole yard myself. Not anymore.”


“That’s what we’re here for,” I said, making myself into a we and trying to sound as businesslike as I could. I didn’t much like people watching me, looking me over, whether I was awake or asleep. I didn’t like being an object of somebody’s stupid comments. I got to work with a rake to spread the mulch around and when I looked up again, she had gone back inside.


When I was done with everything, I packed up and left without seeing either of them, nor did I expect to see them again, until of course I did.










Mom


My mom works hard. She’ll tell you so herself. She runs the medical records department at Memorial in Santa Rosa. It’s the reason she keeps after me to get a hospital job. She hears about the openings and she knows how to get things accomplished. If I worked at the same place, we could complain about all the people we didn’t like, and she could check up on me five times a day. I’m not sure she thinks I could manage to get myself married off to a doctor, but maybe I could snag a pharmacist or a physical therapist.


No thanks. I love my mom, she’s awesome, but she never lets up. Her latest big idea was that I should grow legal pot. She had it all figured out: the permits, the expenses, the marketing. I told her she should take it up herself.


It’s not just me. My older sister is married with two super-cute kids and she’s as settled down as it gets, nice house, loving hubby, etc. And she’s still in line for plenty of mom-grief about how she could be doing it all different, or better. Of course, my mom dotes on those kids and she’d do anything for any of us except leave us in peace.


“Your skin is so dry, Carla,” she told me. “Your face is going to look like a yard of corduroy if you don’t use a better sunscreen.”


“I’m thinking of the chicken salad. What are you going to get?” We were in line for lunch at Panera, so I was especially pleased to be having a conversation about my complexion flaws. People were going to be sneaking looks at me, thinking, Yup, yup.


“I thought I wanted soup but now I’m not sure.” My mom pushed her sunglasses up on the top of her head so she could see the menu better. You had to let her throw one of her mom bombs, then she’d settle down and we might have a nice time.


We got our drinks and found a table and waited for the buzzer thing to go off. The place was crowded, and I sat with my feet and elbows pulled in so as not to trip anybody up. “I like your hair,” I told her. “It looks kind of surfer girl.” Or like, Surfer Mom Barbie, but I didn’t say it.


“I guess that’s a good thing. They put in more highlights.” She patted her blonde hair with one hand. My mom takes care of herself. She gets facials and manicures and she’s got the makeup thing down but exactly. I expect she’s right about sunscreen. She dresses up for work because, she says, she’s a supervisor and she’d better look like one. Today was a Saturday so she was wearing casual: pink denim jeans and a white linen top, white sandals. Her fingernails and toenails were pink, as was her lipstick. I always tell her she’s way prettier than me, and she says that pretty was a long time ago.


She and my dad divorced when I was five. He lives in Phoenix and he’s more or less a nonperson in our lives. Mom hasn’t had a really serious boyfriend in all that time. When my sister and I were younger, she’d say she didn’t want to upset us by bringing somebody around who might put on a dad act but then go away again after a couple of weeks. She doesn’t have that excuse now, she could do what she wants, but I don’t believe she’s been out on a date for months. Years, even. She says it’s too much trouble.


We settled in with our food. “Daniel has another ear infection,” my mom said. Daniel is my sister’s youngest. “It’s that day care. The kids there are always sick.”


I knew where this was headed. Something my sister was neglecting or screwing up. Anita and I don’t get along all that famously, but we have a mutual defense pact: We don’t let mom trash one of us to the other.


My mom took her turkey sandwich apart and set the top piece of bread aside. She’d been on a diet since 1989. “I wish they could keep him home. Find somebody to come in.”


“Nobody can afford that, Mom.”


“They could if they made it a priority. Netflix is not a priority.”


Even I knew that the monthly Netflix bill wouldn’t pay for one hour of childcare. If Aaron and I had kids, we’d move to a sealed biosphere. I said, “Day-care kids develop better immune systems, they’re exposed to more germs.”


“You read that somewhere and accepted it uncritically.”


“It stands to reason.”


“As long as nobody brings in tuberculosis.”


I said, “Nobody has tuberculosis anymore. Seriously, what is it you’re so afraid of happening, Mom? You’re always pick, pick, picking at stuff, mostly little stuff nobody else worries about. Don’t you get tired of it?”


“You mean you get tired of it.” This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation.


“When are you going to ease up?”


“When the world is a righteous and beautiful place. When the lion lies down with the lamb.”


“Never mind.”


“You think you can go through life being careless. You think there’s nothing out there you can’t talk your way out of or maybe just give it the finger. I know you, Miss Juvenile Delinquent.”


“I was never a juvenile delinquent, come on.”


“No, but you wanted to be.”


So maybe she did know me. “What does any of this have to do with sunscreen?”


“You know what, bake yourself like a potato, I don’t care. But women can’t get away with things the way men can. That’s the world we live in.”


We always seemed to get back to this. How women had to fight with one hand tied behind their backs. How we would be held to unfair and unforgiving standards, how we had to play a rigged game. Didn’t I watch the news? Didn’t I see what might be visited on me? On any woman? Hadn’t I been paying attention? Somehow, confusingly, this all filtered down to things like my failure to keep my eyebrows plucked.


You’d think, after all this, she’d be telling me to run the other way from men, all men. But no. Life was about finding a good man (while avoiding the many varieties of bad ones) and using strategy and guile to keep him home at night. It was not exactly a feminist message, as even I, from my one-half unit of study, could recognize. It was more like she saw it as a hopeless fight.


At least my mom liked Aaron, or said she did. “Just don’t get pregnant,” she was always telling me. And I never got tired of putting my hands over my ears when she talked about the pros and cons of different kinds of birth control.


We finished our food, and I cleared our trays and plates. My mom fixed her lipstick and we headed out to the parking lot. I asked her what she was doing tonight and she said she was going to catch up on some shows. “Come on out with us,” I said, meaning it, but sorry as soon as I said it. “There’s a zydeco band. Aaron can take turns dancing with us.”


She shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that to Aaron. He’d be mortified.”


“No he wouldn’t. He’d be up for it. He says I dance like a farmer.”


She stopped to take her car keys out of her purse and looked at me a little sadly. “You know, sometimes we think things are going to last forever, and they just don’t.”


“Yeah, okay.” I leaned in to give her a kiss on the cheek. I’d meant it as a joke. I wish I could live my life so that I didn’t disappoint anyone.


Aaron and I headed out early that night to get something to eat before the band started. We were going to Rancho Nicasio, this little bar in the middle of nowhere. There was a dusty town square with a baseball diamond, a church, a flagpole, a one-room post office. It was like a stage set from an old western. Sometimes people rode horses there and tied them up at a hitching post, mostly for show. Real cowboys don’t eat brunch.


We ordered burgers. We were both hungry and we scarfed everything down. Aaron didn’t have the daintiest table manners sometimes but that’s part of him being so goofy, a big kid in spite of his smarts. “You should get a cowboy hat,” I told him. Some of the men in this place wore them, it being horse country. But then, they might have driven over from Berkeley for all I knew.


Aaron ran a hand over his shaved head. “You think? I can’t imagine they fit right with no hair.”


“Tie a bandana underneath.”


“So what are you going to wear?”


“Prom dress with cowboy boots.”


“Totally hot.”


I started to fill out the details of our new looks, but instead I clamped my mouth shut and got busy with my plate of food. “What?” Aaron said.


I shook my head, a warning. It was no good. He’d seen me.


“Garden girl!” He was standing over our table, grinning down at me.


“Hello,” I said. I wasn’t on a job. I didn’t have to be nice to him. Without looking up I could feel Aaron paying attention, trying on answers. “A jerk from work,” I said, not making much effort to keep my voice down.


He was Oscar, I remembered. I don’t think he heard me. The room was filling up and getting louder. The band was wandering around the stage and making their electric squawking noises as they tuned. Oscar was wearing a coat and tie, which was the only kind of getup that stood out here. His shirt was red and the tie was lavender with a sheen to it. The coat was black corduroy and he’d been wearing it long enough to bake permanent wrinkles into the elbows. His hair was pulled back in a little ponytail. 
Nice touch.


Nobody had invited him to sit down, but then, we hadn’t told him not to. He pulled up a chair and stuck a hand in front of Aaron. “Oscar Branco.”


Aaron had a look on his face like, what’s an Oscar Branco? But he’s polite. He shook hands and said his name. We were both wondering, Now what?


Oscar said, “So amazing that I’d see someone I know here!” I could have pointed out that he really didn’t know me, but I was hoping that he’d go away if I ignored him. “I love this place! It’s like, a mashup of American culture. Creole accordians! Suburban cowboys! Dispossessed Spanish and Native Americans!”


He had a way of admiring things, me included, that made you want to smack him.


“I wouldn’t go around saying things like that,” I said. “People think you’re making fun of them.”


Oscar leaned in, peering at me. His big loose face worked visibly at remembering. “Carol.”


“Carla.”


“Carla, I apologize. I talk too much. Everybody says so. How about I buy you both a round of your favorite beverage.” He was already waving at the waitress. Aaron and I traded glances. 
We didn’t want to party with the guy, but a drink is a drink.


“Thanks,” Aaron said when the drinks came.


I was getting the same feeling as before, of being mad at somebody who couldn’t help themselves, like a socially inept child. He was as annoying as hell, but here he was dressed up like he was going to a clown funeral, acting like we were now his good buddies. Clueless.


Aaron must have felt something similar, and because he was nicer than I was, he said, “You haven’t been here before, huh?”


“Total virgin. I came with some people I met.” He looked around the room, didn’t seem to locate them. Aaron and I were drinking beer and Oscar had ordered a glass of white wine. Wine isn’t what people usually drink when there’s a band. It’s not really frowned on. But it was one more thing about him. He said, “Virdie’s having one of her workshops. I thought I’d better clear out.”


“Virdie?” Aaron asked, still carrying water for both of us.


“The lady I was working for,” I explained to him. “Mrs. Boone.”


“Viridian,” Oscar said. “Boone is an alias.”


“An alias for what?” Aaron was still trying to puzzle it out.


“She’s the poet,” Oscar told us, and if that was supposed to clear everything up, it really didn’t.


“Sorry, we don’t speak poet,” I said.


“Hah, well, who does these days.” Oscar shrugged and stuck his nose in his drink. “More people should,” he said. “They really should. They should especially know her. It’s criminal that they don’t. She’s the goddamn real thing. The women poets all get put in the same basket. So she’s not as angry as Sharon Olds, okay. Not as popularized as Mary Oliver. Blah blah blah.”


Aaron and I looked at each other. I guess we’d disappointed him or hurt his feelings, but what were we supposed to say?—Oh, hey, we were just reciting poetry the other night.


“And Mathias. She’ll never get out from under his shadow. Even now when he’s long gone.”


“Who was Mathias?” I asked. Oscar gave me a look that was half pity, half loathing.


“Mathias, oh, only the most famous, brilliant poet of his era.”


“Well excuse me,” I muttered. I really hadn’t heard of him.


Oscar put his drink down. “‘It is difficult to get the news from poems, yet men die miserably every day for lack of what is found there.’ William Carlos Williams. He knew a thing or two about a thing or two.” He nodded at us and picked up his drink again.


I guess I still hadn’t learned my lesson. “So what does that mean,” I persisted. “What are you supposed to find that you die miserably without.”


“Poetry is breath and bread”—he leaned forward, snapped his fingers like a magic trick—“changed into words.”


“So,” Aaron was laboring over this. “I guess it’s supposed to be super important. Like, the Force in Star Wars.”


“Lord help me Jesus.”


“Are you some kind of a poet?” I asked. “Did you write that one about yellow hair?”


“Some kind of a poet, yes. Did I write it, no. It’s William Butler Yeats.”


I said, “Maybe you need a middle name. Like the other poet guys.” I’d had a couple of drinks and I didn’t care what he thought of me. Poets were from some other planet. Though I’d liked 
Mrs. Boone all right. At least she didn’t go around throwing poems at people.


The band started up then and put an end to all the intellectual conversation. They had a hot fiddle player and a keyboardist who kept up with him. People got up to dance and then Aaron and I did, too. In spite of what I told my mom, the two of us were fine together on a dance floor. More than fine. Nothing showy, but we could turn loose. If anybody could find words for how it felt to be dancing right on the edge of the music, high and righteous and sweaty and sexy, now that was a poem I’d read.


The first song led right into a second and a third and after that we headed back to the table for a break. Oscar was gone, I didn’t see him anywhere. I can’t say we were too torn up about it. We saw some other people we knew and we had another drink with them. We danced some more. Rinse, repeat.


Shit happens, is pretty much my go-to explanation for the universe. Not fate, or God’s plan, or everything happens for a reason. If we’d left the bar a little earlier, or stayed a little later? Who knows. Then we wouldn’t have walked out when we did. Maybe shit happens for a reason.


Aaron saw me yawning and we got up to leave, even though the band was still cooking.


We came out the front door and into the lit space just beyond it, the covered porch that bordered the parking lot. The bouncer, Roy, was standing over someone seated on the ground. Roy was as tall as Aaron but jumbo sized, and I couldn’t see around him.


Roy said, “Let’s work on getting up. Count of three.”


“The honor of a lady was at stake.”


“Yeah, great, but you can’t stay here. Either go home or we’ll let the sheriff’s department sort it out.”


We stepped around Roy. Oscar was the shit that was happening. He held a white towel over his forehead and one eye. Blood was seeping through and he kept refolding the towel to try and stop it. “What happened to you?” I said.


“A contretemps. A liason dangereuse.”


Aaron and Roy and I looked at each other. I said, “I don’t think he got brained. I think he’s always like this.” One sleeve of his jacket was torn loose at the shoulder, giving him the look of a coming-apart doll.


Roy said, “He took a swing at a guy and the other guy connected.”


Aaron bent down and poked and prodded at the towel. Oscar mewled a little, but he let him.


“I’m thinking he’s gonna need stitches over that eye.”


I bent over him. “Oscar? Hey. Where are the people you came with?”


“He’s a coward and a putrid piece of monkey meat.”


Roy said, “I think his friend’s the one who hit him.”


I tried again. “Do you have insurance? Do you have your insurance card on you?”


He muttered something that sounded like “uninsurable.” Finally, Roy said that one of the volunteer firemen was in the bar. He could get a medical kit from the fire station, clean Oscar up and probably keep him from bleeding all over our back seat. We were going to take him either home, home being Mrs. Boone’s, or to Marin General, whatever the fireman thought advisable. I was so tired, in spite of all of Oscar’s drama. I got the keys from Aaron and fell asleep in the passenger seat while I waited for the men to get everything settled.


I woke up when Aaron loaded Oscar into the back seat and started the car. “How is he?” I asked, trying to see behind me. There was an Oscar-shaped heap back there, making distressed noises. Whatever he’d been drinking smelled pretty bad by now.


“Hey man, keep your head elevated. Remember? Sit up. He’ll live. We’re taking him to Fairfax. You have to tell me where.”


It was lucky I’d been to the house twice already, because driving around in those hills in darkness was confusing, and Oscar wouldn’t be any help. His head hurt, and he didn’t suffer in silence. “So where are you from?” I asked, to keep him from mooing and moaning and carrying on. I didn’t want Aaron to get distracted while he was driving. It was too easy to end up in a ravine out here.


“Are either of you a lawyer? I intend to file a lawsuit. Personal injury.”


“I hear you threw the first punch.”


“Any gentleman would have done the same.”


I could see Aaron’s face in the green dashboard light. It was not a happy face. I knew he was sorry we’d gotten involved in this rescue mission, going miles out of our way for some silly man he didn’t know and didn’t want to. He was driving too fast, another sign of pissed-offedness. Nicasio Valley Road was a two-lane through empty ranchland, with the dark curling in over the headlight beams. It wouldn’t have hurt him one bit to slow down.


I walked my fingers up Aaron’s arm toward his shoulder, but he didn’t look my way. Now it was turning into my fault, too, though I didn’t see why. I couldn’t remember exactly how we’d ended up driving Oscar. I didn’t think it had been my idea or anyone else’s. The situation had sort of evolved.


“Where you from?” I asked Oscar again. Really wanting to fill the space with a little normal conversation.


“Providence, Rhode Island.” His voice was muffled. He was trying to get his coat off and his head was caught inside it.


“How interesting,” I said, though it wasn’t especially. “Rhode Island, the smallest state.”


“It’s been miniaturized and now fits in most home offices.”


I thought that was pretty funny. Even later, after I found out it was something he said a lot, I still thought it was funny. I laughed. Aaron didn’t.


“Do you miss it?” I asked, trying to keep my streak going.


“Haven’t seen it for years.”


Guess not. “Where have you lived instead?”


“London; Johannesburg; Houston; Ann Arbor; Durham, North Carolina; New York; Boulder; Buffalo. Some others. I forget.”


“Why so much moving around?”


“Work.”


I waited for him to say more, but he was slowing down, running out of words, finally. Maybe the night was catching up with him. “I didn’t know poets worked. I mean, I didn’t know there were poet jobs. Like in the classifieds.”


Later I learned that there were nooks and crannies in the economic wall, places a poet might get a toehold and hang on. Things like fellowships, residencies, visiting jobs at colleges and 
universities. Temporary appointments of a few months or a year. 
A poet could cobble together an itinerant life, as Oscar had, teaching at one school while applying to the next, subletting apartments, cajoling favors, getting hired at summer conferences, scoring maybe an award or two, and when none of this was going well, moving in with friends until the next gig came along, as he was currently doing, sleeping in the guest quarters above Viridian’s garage.


There was no response from Oscar. I turned around and saw his head sagging into a corner of the seat. Eyes closed, mouth open. “Oscar?”


Aaron said, “Let him sleep.”


“Aren’t you supposed to stay awake if you have a head injury?”


“It’s quieter this way.”


We’d passed over White’s Hill and were heading into Fairfax. “Turn here,” I said. I wasn’t going to start an argument by asking, Why are you in such a bad mood? He’d only tighten his jaw and say, Why did I think—meaning, he thought he’d be back home having sex by now, though this would not be said in so many words. Then I’d say something reasonable like, You didn’t have to say we’d drive him home. But being right wouldn’t 
help.


I guided him up the canyon road to Mrs. Boone’s lane. The gate at the top was open and the courtyard was lit up, as was the house. Three cars were parked inside the gate. Aaron pulled up as close to the house as he could. “Oscar,” I said. “This is your stop, buddy.”


He stirred but didn’t wake. Aaron suggested we put him in somebody else’s back seat, but I ignored that. We got him out of the car, upright, and walking, sort of, with Aaron supporting him. I knocked on the front door, then rang the bell.


A woman I didn’t know answered. She had impossibly black hair cut spiky short, and glasses made of clear pink plastic. Two aggressive fashion choices, I thought. She was staring at us and keeping the door mostly shut. “Hi,” I said. “We gave him a ride.”


Oscar opened his eyes then. “Christ,” he said. “The hens are still here.”


The door closed.


Now what. Could we leave him on the porch, even if they refused to accept delivery?


The door opened again. This time it was Mrs. Boone.


I was ready with another speech in case she didn’t remember me.


“Carla?” she said. “What’s this?”


“He was, ah . . .”


“Never mind. Is he all right? Can you get him inside?”


We could, barely. Aaron half-lifted, half-dragged him across the threshold and through the small entry, into the room beyond. Here in the brighter light, I could see how unlovely Oscar looked, his face splotchy and swollen, a butterfly bandage and stitches on the welt in his eyebrow. There was a lot for me to take in, including Viridian herself, who always eluded any quick first glance. As well as the room we stood in and the two or three other people in it. I was tired and a little drunk and I kept yawning and wondering how I’d gotten my head so far up my ass as to be here.


Viridian—I might as well call her that, it was her name—said, “He’s getting too old for this.”


Her voice, as before, husky, with a roughness that must have been age.


“I am not.”


“Oh do be quiet, Oscar. Can you see my finger? Can you follow it?” She didn’t seem all that worried, only grim, in a way that did not bode well for Oscar. She was wearing black pants and a loose white shirt.


Aaron said, “Where do you want him?” He was still propping up Oscar’s not quite dead weight. Viridian said they should get him upstairs to bed.


I wasn’t all that anxious to help tuck Oscar in. So I stayed behind while Aaron did the heavy work of bumping and laboring Oscar down a corridor, with Viridian following them.


The two women in the room with me, the one with the black hair and goofy glasses, and one with sandy hair and a dry little face, looked me over, sized me up as a temporary interloper, and spoke around and over me.


“I don’t know why she puts up with it.”


“She has the kindest heart.”


“Too kind.”


“He certainly takes advantage.”


A third woman came in then, carrying a tray of ceramic mugs. “I’m making some matcha. It’s sustaining.”


“Oh I love matcha.”


“White dragon matcha with pine pollen, reishi mushroom, and coconut cream.”


“That sounds amazing.”


“I’d wait until—”


“Of course.”


“She should be more careful. You never know who—”


“Exactly.”


They weren’t bothering to whisper. It seemed that I was included in the contagion that was Oscar, another piece of riffraff for them to disapprove of. This third woman was, like the others, about my mom’s age, that is, forty-something. She and the others had an artsy-funky look (earrings, ethnic print fabrics), which my mom would have described as “rich hippie.” I thought of what Oscar had called them, the hens, and I decided I didn’t like them any better than they liked me.


Trying to ignore them, I examined the room. Without being entirely crowded or untidy, it was full of a great many things: books on shelves and in piles, pictures in painted frames, candlesticks, pottery, an overgrown ficus, a chandelier made of pink crystals. There was a big sofa, brown velvet with a carved wood frame, sagging at one end. Some other, newer upholstered chairs and one of those lumpy leather ottomans that serve as coffee tables. A sheaf of typed papers was spread out there, and just as I noticed them, and bent closer, one of the hens came along and whisked them away, like I was about to blow my nose on them.


Aaron and Viridian came back then, minus Oscar. Viridian looked tired, but she was smiling, as if there was some humor to be found in the evening, and I guess there was. Aaron, too, looked as if his bad mood was gone. He inclined his head toward her so he could hear whatever it was Viridian was saying, some version of thank you, I imagine, and then she turned her head so that the smile included me.


It was a transporting thing, that smile, as it had probably been all her long life, and I felt its power to fix you where you stood (or sat, or fell); it lifted her beyond age, in a way that the other women present, with their more effortful looks, were not lifted. These women came toward her now, fretful and hovering, offering teacups, concern, questions, and although I still did not like them, I began to understand how they and others might want her attention and approval, wish to be a part of whatever she did, wherever she was. But I did not know if that had to do with love, or possession, or poetry, or all three.


Viridian spoke above them now, saying, Yes of course, and, In just a moment. She walked Aaron and me out the front door and we stood on the steps and she laughed and shook her head and we laughed, too. Beyond the yellow light from the house and the yard lamps, the woods were deep and dense, busy with all the animal life we couldn’t see, things prowling, grazing, burrowing. She said, “I hope nobody else got hurt.”


“I think he was the only casualty,” Aaron said.


“He shouldn’t drink. He’s been told. At least he doesn’t drive anymore.”


At least he’s good at getting other people to drive him, I thought but didn’t say. I said, “I hope he’ll be all right.” I was mostly being polite.


“He’ll be embarrassed in the morning. And feeling sorry for himself. This time tomorrow, I expect he’ll be bragging about it. He’s very proud of his bad boy credentials. He’s so smitten with the notion of the misbehaving genius.”


Viridian brought her hands together, indicating that we were done talking about Oscar for the moment, and I realized I was feeling exactly like the hen-women, wanting to be protective of her for expending good will on the likes of Oscar.


“Anyway,” she said, “you’ll have to come back some time, both of you. I’ll have a garden party, we can admire all the beautiful flowers Carla planted. Would you come?”


“You bet,” Aaron said, all enthusiasm, and I said, “Sure, we’d love to.” She took a step back inside for a pen and paper and wrote down my cell phone number, though it was one of those times when everyone was riding on a tide of cresting good feeling, and I figured that when the tide receded, we’d just as likely never see her again.


We turned to start down the stairs. “You know what I’m going to tell him? Oscar?” Viridian said. “There’s an active warrant out for his arrest.”
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