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I see it all perfectly; there are two possible situations—one can either do this or that. My honest opinion and my friendly advice is this: do it or do not do it—you will regret both.

Søren Kierkegaard








Duck Duck Goose


1

People, and by people I mean them, never look for truth, they look for satisfaction. There is nothing worse, certain painful and deadly diseases notwithstanding, than an unsatisfactory, piss-poor truth, whereas a satisfactory lie is all too easy to accept, even embrace, get cozy with. Like thoughts that carry with them a dimension of attendant thoughts, so actions have attendant actions, with unpredicted, unprompted intentions and results, good or bad, and things, things themselves, have attendant things in unforeseen perspectives and dimensions. An unsatisfactory truth? Like Banquo’s ghost, such thoughts sit in the king’s place, literary allusions being all the rage. Such thoughts. It is slavery that inaugurates the path to freedom.

hic et nunc?

I am Zach Wells. Wells is a good name for a geologist-slash-paleobiologist, and so I was one. I knew a lot about fossils and caves, especially the bones of creatures left a long, long time ago. I would tell my daughter that we had to take care of our bones because finally that would be all that was left  of us, all that was left to tell our stories. I knew an awful lot about one particular hole called Naught’s Cave in the Grand Canyon and the bird life that once lived in it. How arcane is that? Well, I knew more than most people. To make it all clear, I should point out that most people knew more about nearly all other things than I did. All of this was and is of little significance, or perhaps transcendence, except that it clues you in to my profound and yawning dullness. It lets you know that I could spend endless hours with bones, rocks, and sediments, and, not only that, but in one very particular cavity in one very particular red wall some forty-four meters above the Colorado River, in a spot that no one can get to except by helicopter or, at one time, a tough-hulled boat. That says something about me, I suppose, if there is much at all to say about me. A friend of mine died in a helicopter crash trying to get to that very particular cave. Asshole that I am, I have returned to the cave again and again and have thought of him only briefly each time. That tells you something, though it’s none too flattering.

Before graduate school I was in the Marines. It was a mistake that I never had to regret. I served in no war and maintained no relationship with the corps after I left. I made good friends that I never saw again. I never got a tattoo.

I lived in a town called Altadena in California. It was north of a town called Pasadena. Altadena means “higher dena,” as in Pasadena. I do not know what Pasadena means. Apparently no one does. There are many things that no one knows, which is comforting, up to a point. At the time of this writing, I do not know whether I will live much longer, and you don’t know what I’m talking about. I was led to this point by a simple note, marks on an odd scrap of paper,  words that could have meant nothing, that I could have allowed to mean absolutely nothing. But that’s not really possible, is it?

Sicut in spelunca

Aechmorphorus occidentalis. Two fragments found in pack rat middens. Pieces were too small to allow measurement and subspecies identification. The grebe is a common transient and winter resident.

I had a family, a wife and a daughter, Meg and Sarah. I tried to tell my daughter, while she could understand, that women are hunted in this world. I tried to tell her without telling her, without saying it in plain language. I did not want her to be afraid in life. Finally she was not, but that was only because she knew no better. It was a sad, good thing.

Across the long and very old Stanton Street Bridge from El Paso, Texas, is a not-so-little town in Mexico called Ciudad Juárez. Friendship Bridge, Puento Rio Bravo, Puente Ciudad Juárez-Stanton El Paso. Hundreds of women had been hunted there, on the other side of that bridge, pursued, raped, imprisoned, tortured, and killed. They were mostly dark haired and of slender build, as was my beautiful Sarah. Believe it or not, that story is, in a shapeless and vague way, a part of this story.

Some said that two hundred young women had been killed or disappeared in some twenty years. Others said it is closer to seven hundred gone. People are like that about numbers. They will say it is not seven hundred, but only three, two hundred, as if one hundred would not be truly  horrible, fifty, twenty-five. No one knew who killed and kidnapped these people. Maybe drug cartels, some said. Maybe roving gangs of sexual predators. Devil worshippers. Perhaps invaders from space. Men. It was men. It was always men. Always men.

The numbers were so very large, obscene, fescennine. Olga Perez. Hundreds of women have no name. Edith Longoria. Hundreds of women have no face. Guadalupe de la Rosa. Names. Name. Maria Najera. It was so uncomplicated, safe, simple to talk about numbers in El Paso, a world away. Nobody misses five hundred people. Nobody misses one hundred people. In Juárez, it was one. One daughter. One friend. One face. One name. Somebody misses one person.

De Corpore

Some people are just no good at being happy. And by some people I mean me. It was not that I was forlorn, not that there is anything wrong with being miserable, or that I wanted to be wretched or blue, but I was not really contented, whatever contented meant, means. That I was not satisfied in life was odd, as I fairly had much of what one would think would be happiness-making. I had a smart, lightsome partner whom, though I was not completely in love with her, I valued and with whom I was satisfied to share the daily, mundane business of life. I appreciated the fact that I should have loved her completely, but being the unhappy wretch I am . . . I had a beautiful child with whom I was completely in love, more every day. Still I had this palpable swath of melancholy that ran through me that I simply could not shake. Our house was warm, comfortable, and, if not big, it was big enough. I had a  job studying what I had chosen to study, dry as it was, working with people who were more or less interesting and decent, dry as they were. I was proficient at my work, was recognized for it on occasion, couldn’t imagine doing anything else. And yet I would come home now and again, sit in my car in my driveway, and quietly contemplate, coldly measure that most selfish of acts, suicide. The guilt that these suicidal thoughts stirred in me was enough in itself to make me want to kill myself. Don’t cry for me, Argentina. The mornings after having these self-centered, idiotic, indolent thoughts were always extremely bright, or at least I was, or tried to be, wanting badly to mask any trace of my despair and self-loathing, a show for the family, for my daughter. I considered that I might have been clinically depressed and rationally understood that there was nothing to be ashamed of were it so, that it was a medical problem, a matter of brain chemistry, but I thought, finally, So what? So what if I was not happy? My happiness was overrated. My daughter was happy. My wife was unworried. But I moved through my life with caution, and caution in love is the most fatal to true happiness.

Teratornis merriami. Three specimens of this giant teratorn were discovered: a partial right humerus and two crania. The crania were obtained in the main room in the 25–50 cm stratum, which is late Pleistocene. After casts were made, the humerus was submitted to the Department of Geosciences at USC for radiocarbon dating. The age was approximately 14,000 BP.

It was a careless, not even reckless, but simply unguarded, move, not in the least like her. She was never unguarded  in her play. I studied my daughter’s face, observed her brown-eyed focus, recognized it, having seen and marveled at her intensity so many times before. Her gaze was bright, aureate, penetrating, and yet this unmindful move seemed somehow important. Easily, clearly a mistake of inattention, one that I would have made over and again, but it was sufficiently uncharacteristic for her that I actually asked if she was certain about making the move. It had been a couple of years since I had put to her such a question and she was puzzled by it, or at least mildly indignant. She watched as I captured her knight with a hardly difficult-to-spot bishop.

“I didn’t see that,” she said.

“Clearly.” I held her captured knight in my palm, not wanting to amplify the event by placing it on the table. “Not like you.” She had for a year been a better, much better, chess player than me. “Anyone can miss something. Take me, for example, I employ such nescience as a tactic.”

She didn’t look up from the board.

“Are you okay?”

“I think so,” she said. She glanced at me, gave the board another steady look, and then resigned, removing her king rather than toppling him, as was her custom. “What the hell is nescience?”

“Tossed it out there just for you.”

“Nice word.”

“Glad you like it.”

“Are you two nearly done?” my wife asked as she passed through the room, her way of saying that someone should start dinner.

“That’s my cue,” I said.

Sarah followed me into the kitchen. “How could I miss that bishop?” she asked, of herself more than me.

“It happens. We all miss stuff. You probably haven’t noticed how handsome I am today. It’s because I forgot to shave.”

“Yeah, me too.”

I opened the refrigerator. “So, what are our options? Is it going to be lamb, or will it be lamb?” I grabbed the paper-wrapped rack.

“Anything but lamb,” Sarah said.

“Then lamb it shall be. The due date should be duly noted.” I gave the package a sniff, then pushed it toward her. “What do you think?”

She pulled away. “I hate the smell of lamb.”

“I think it smells just bad enough to eat. Broccoli and rice to go with?”

“Sure. Might as well live it up. I’ll make a salad.”

I placed the lamb on the heavy cutting board we bought during vacation in New Mexico, then turned to grab a pan for the rice. “The lamb will be good,” I said. “Not oversalted and overcooked the way some people make it.”

“I won’t tell her you said that.” Sarah opened the back door and called Basil. The big mutt wagged his away inside. “Who’s a good boy?” She loved him up and reached for a treat for him in the cabinet.

“Something little,” I said, nodding toward the dog. “Basil-boy is packing on a bit of a tire there.”

“Just following his master’s example.”

“Hey, I resemble that remark,” I joked.

Basil wiggled and waited. Sarah asked him to sit for his treat, then handed it over. “A Rathbone for Basil.” A family  joke that was never quite as funny as it sounded, but it refused to die.

Meg joined us in the kitchen. “Now this is more like it.” She sat at the table and watched us. “So, sassy sister Sarah, how was the social studies test? My, that was a lot of s’s in one sentence.”

“Easy peasy.”

“I remember eighth grade,” Meg said.

“Oh no,” Sarah said.

“I hated eighth grade,” Meg continued.

“Why was that?” Sarah peeled a carrot.

“Mrs. Oliphant. We hated Mrs. Oliphant. We called her Madame Elephant, but it wasn’t so funny because she was a rail.”

“And why did you hate her?” Sarah asked.

“Well, if you’re just going to make fun of me . . .”

“No, really, I want to hear it.”

“Me too,” I said. “Please tell us about Madame Elephant.”

“I hate you both. I’ll just sit here and enjoy my tea.”

“You don’t have tea,” Sarah said.

“Yeah, about that.”

“I’ll put on water,” I said.

“Thank you.”

As happens, just as I was about to say something like that knife is really sharp, Sarah nicked her finger. It was easy to forget that she was twelve until moments such as this, when the pain was actually fear. She held her finger in the air in front of her face, staring at it as if in disbelief, her eyes welling.

“Come over here and let’s rinse it off. Let’s see what we’re working with here,” Meg said.

I stood back and let her handle it. Meg was good at mothering.

“Oh, it’s just a scratch. It’s good to bleed a little every now and then, lets the bad stuff out of our bodies.”

“It hurts,” Sarah said.

“Well yeah, it’s going to hurt a bit. A little pain is not such a bad thing. Hurts less already, doesn’t it?”

“I guess. Yes.”

“I’ll get a bandage,” I said and turned to the medicine drawer.

“Just a little pressure and then the band-aid,” Meg said.

“It’s only a band-aid if it’s made by Band-Aid,” Sarah said. “Ours are made by Curad, so they’re not band-aids, they’re bandages.”

“Do you and your father rehearse this stuff?”

“Your bandage, mademoiselle.” I peeled the paper free.

“Merci, monsieur.”

“May I?” I asked.

“S’il te plaît.”

“Très bien,” I said. I wrapped the strip around her finger.

Meg took over preparation of the salad.

Cathartes aura. At least five individuals were recovered, one of those being a juvenile. Cathartes appears to become increasingly common at the end of the Pleistocene, perhaps with the extinction of large scavenging birds such as Gymnogyps and Teratornis.

So often stories begin at their ends. The truth was, I didn’t know which end was the beginning or whether the middle was in the true middle or nearer to that end or the other, one  being the beginning and the other the end, but, again, which end, or if the ends connected, like a snake eating its tail. So, here I have begun with my daughter, my family, a right place to start, logical and in all ways the center. Though my end is here, was there, my telling unfolds here. Much like the sounds of the birds in the dark outside my tent when I am alone near my cave, my story never hushes. I would lie in my bag and follow their songs one to the next, owls and corncrakes, nighthawks and poorwills.

resulting from autosomal inheritance of mutations in the gene CLN3

I watched my wife perform her nightly yoga routine. My routine was to watch.

“There’s something wrong,” Meg said.

“What?”

“I have a bad feeling.”

“I can’t talk to you during downward-facing dog.”

“Sorry.” She switched smoothly to warrior pose. Slightly better. “Just something in the air.”

I nodded. Such a statement would not have meant too much if I had not been feeling the same thing. I didn’t tell Meg as much. She was already worried.

“Are you ready for class tomorrow?” Meg asked.

“Did I mention that I hate this class?”

“Why?”

“I’m sick of describing and discussing the formation of rocks with people who are essentially rocks themselves.”

“You’re a geologist.”

“Your point being?”

“Why don’t you teach that karst course next semester?”

“Maybe. Are you done trying to turn me on yet?”

“Yes, I’m done. But I’m not prepared for class.”

“Well, you read your poems and poem-likes and I’ll lie here contemplating the metamorphic rock that is my penis. Perhaps it’s hornfels or marble. No, it’s novaculite tonight. The rhyming is for you.”

“Very nice. I’ll be in the den.”

“Gneiss, that’s what it is. Gneiss is nice. My plagioclase won’t last.”

“Good night.”

“Too late for my slate.”

“Good night, Zach.”

“Enjoy your iambics.”

As I fell asleep, I knew I would dream, and I dreamed first that I knew why I dreamed, why humans dream. We dream, quite simply, so we know we’re not dead. Pure blankness, deep, unmoving darkness, would be so terrifying, so paralyzing that we would never wake up. My dreams were not my entertainment but a lighthouse of sorts. I knew somewhat as I drifted off to sleep that I would dream about my daughter, and so I did. We were, as in life just hours before, playing chess, but the pieces were too large for the squares of the board, and all thirty-two of them were the same color insofar as all of them kept shifting color, red, blue, white, black, all together at the same time, and yet we continued to play. Sarah, her thick hair ever thicker, pulled to the back of her head, hovered her hand over the same knight that in life died so ignobly.

“Don’t you see my bishop?” I asked before she touched the horse’s mane that was now green, pink, brown.

“What bishop? I don’t see a bishop.” She stared at me. Her eyes became fixed but not on me, through me.

“Sarah. Sarah. Sarah.”

She would not respond. She could not respond.

“Do you see the bishop?” I asked.

But I was not there in her eyes. And in that dream I wondered if she was seeing me, if she was seeing, realizing, at least contemplating the limitations of vision, how we, she and I, could see light waves that were only a fraction of the total spectrum. I thought of my eye’s blind spot, that all-too-human blind spot where the optic nerve connects to the retina, the spot the other eye tries to make up for, that hole, a hole where things can disappear or retreat or simply sit. Was I in the holes of both of my daughter’s eyes? Her eyes were open, her vision was engaged, but she was not seeing me.

“Sarah. Sarah.”

I awoke with a start. I did that so that I would not die.

Falco mexicanos. Four bones of this species indicate at least three individuals: an adult, a male-sized immature, and a female-sized immature. It should be noted that, of the larger falcons, this species, which nests on cliffs, is most frequently encountered in southwestern archaeological sites. Some consider the prairie falcon a statewide resident that was formerly more common.

Meg was asleep in bed beside me. I put my hand on the small of her back. She was warm. It was difficult to know if I was comforted by her presence or her warmth. The truth was that I was not comforted at all. I recalled when my daughter had  come into our room every night and climbed into my side of the bed. I never encouraged it, but I never discouraged it either. I knew that it would stop, and it did, abruptly. She was a preteen. It bothered me that it would feel creepy if she had come in now. Yet I wanted her always coming to me; I wanted that child again.

the gene CLN3 is located on the p12.1 region of chromosome 16 and contains at least 15 exons spanning 15 kilobases

I was standing outside my classroom. It being early in the semester, I was about to give for the fiftieth time my lecture on how Eratosthenes calculated Earth’s circumference. I was preparing for the glazing over of eyes as math entered the subject.

“Professor Wells?”

I turned to find the young woman who always sat right in front of me in class. She wanted an A, that was clear. I would no doubt give it to her because she sat in the front row and wanted it; it mattered to her. “Miss . . .” I searched for her name.

“Charles. Rachel Charles.”

“Miss Charles. Do you have a question?”

“Do you believe Eratosthenes actually used the obelisk at Alexandria, or did he use a scape?”

She was, she thought slyly, letting me know that she had done the reading. I was pleased that she had done the reading, but I truly could not have cared less. For this I felt bad. Briefly.

“I just want you to know that I really like the class.”

“Thank you, Miss Charles.”

“Would you mind calling me Rachel? I don’t like my last name.”

I studied her stunningly average face. “Why is that? Charles sounds like a good, sturdy name.”

“It’s my father’s name, and he wasn’t much of a father. Isn’t much of one. So, would you mind?”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Okay, Rachel.” I looked at my watch. “Almost time to start, and I have to draw some stuff on the board.”

“Okay.” She looked down the hallway. “I’m going to grab a quick coffee. Can I bring you one?”

“No, thank you.”

She turned to walk away.

“Rachel.”

“Yes?”

“Thanks for asking.”

I had said her name just so she would know I remembered it.

I felt my shoulders sag as I stepped into the classroom. I knew that the only thing most of the students would remember years after would be the joke “schist happens.” Yet none of them would even get “subduction leads to orogeny.”

Centrocercus urophasianus. A left coracoid and left scapula from the surface of antechamber 1 are referred to the same individual. Both are in the female size range, as is the surface humerus reported in an earlier excavation. Another, well-preserved right femur was found in a pack rat nest in the upper end of antechamber 1. Its minimum axial length is 68 mm, maximum 73 mm, putting it also in the size range of a female sage grouse.

At home I found a package left by the postman. It was addressed to me, always a thrill. I seldom bought anything online, but I had ordered a tin cloth Filson jacket on eBay and there it was. I set it aside and gave Basil a long greeting, then turned him out into the backyard. I was alone in the house and so fell onto the sofa to enjoy the quiet. I put myself to sleep by recalling my lecture. The last thing I remembered thinking of was my overly excited proclamation that the Greeks knew in 200 BC that Earth was round and about twenty-five thousand miles in circumference. When I woke up five minutes later, my box was still there. I opened it and tried on the jacket. It fit perfectly, was perfectly rugged, was perfectly old fashioned. Meg and Sarah would find it perfectly boring. It was perfect.

I lay back down on the sofa and looked out the big window at the hills. There was not a cloud in the robin’s egg–blue afternoon sky. From our house we could see the trails in the foothills of the San Gabriel mountains. I had half a notion to take Basil on a long walk up the hill, but the Santa Ana winds were blowing, and I was sick of the heat. The house was cool and I was comfortable. I would just lie there and get fat like my dog.

My wife and I loved our daughter, and so we were together. Had it not been for Sarah, I doubt we would have continued as a couple. We liked each other well enough and I was a faithful and devoted husband, but I was bored, and I am fairly certain she was as well. But that was okay. I was not bored with my family. I was not bored with my child. I was not unhappy with Meg. I was not unhappy with my job, which incidentally bored me most of the time. I was, to say it again, simply in love with my daughter, with being a father.

Accipiter striatus. One bone, a tibiotarsus in the size range of a female. This species is uncommon in this area now. Buteo jamaicensis. Quite common in the area, this species is represented by a complete tarsometatarsus. One burnt and broken buteonine pelvis. A coracoid within the range of at least three buteonine species.

Things developed, as they will, and usually when we speak of such development, “things” means bad things. And so it was.

A bad mark on Sarah’s social studies test prompted her to confess that she was not seeing all that well. The whiteboard was a blur. Pages as well. It was an easy enough problem to address and to accept. My wife had worn glasses since early childhood, so it was no surprise to discover that Sarah had her eyes.

The appointment with the eye doctor was on a Wednesday. I didn’t teach on Wednesdays, so I took her. The doctor was a pleasant young woman who hummed a lot, more and more as the examination went on. I asked her why she was humming. She didn’t answer. She had my daughter stare at a distant farmhouse.

“Is this better or worse?”

“Worse.”

“Better or worse?”

“Same.”

“Now?”

“Same.”

“How about now?”

“Same.”

She moved my daughter and took another look at her eyes through the phoroptor. To me the doctor said, “I can’t  prescribe glasses because I can’t figure out what’s going on. She seems to be both near and farsighted and neither.”

“What are you telling me?”

“Nothing. I can’t tell you anything. I think she needs to see an ophthalmologist. I can’t find anything wrong with her eyes.”

That was, to say the very least, disconcerting. To say the most, it caused me to climb my interior walls like a crazed cricket. I relayed the thin substance of the appointment to my wife and we spent the rest of that night climbing our respective walls, taking turns supplying optimistic nothings.

“What do you think is going on?” she asked again.

“I made an appointment with Dr. Terence. Tomorrow at three. She’ll tell us what to do next.”

“I’ve never liked that Dr. Terence. She’s always trying to be funny.”

“She’s a kids’ doctor. Anyway, she’ll give us the name of an ophthalmologist. If we need one. Might be something simple.”

Meg nodded.

Meleagris crassipes. A distal end of a tarsometatarsus was obtained from a pack rat nest. The nest had been burned by vandals, so the bone was somewhat calcined. The fragile specimen was damaged after identification, then restored. The plane of the trochlea and curvature of the distal-most end of the shaft distinguish this species from the common turkey, M. gallopavo.

In my dream, a dream that I did not trust from its onset, probably because of the furnishings, I was not myself but  instead someone who knew me well and pretended to be me. He, as me, arrived home to sit at the dining room table with a woman who pretended to be my wife and my daughter, who was, in fact, my daughter. My daughter knew that neither of her parents were really her parents, but she didn’t let on. She was frightened, quietly so, the worst way to be afraid, more scared than I had ever seen her. Even the fake me was taken by this fear, and wherever the real me was, I was feeling cold deep in the pit of my stomach. My daughter moved her food around on her plate with a spoon, and the fake me found this odd. Her fake mother and fake father talked about things that never happened. Then, in my dream, I complained about my dream, singled myself out as the maker of the dream, then laughed. Laughing, I didn’t know if I was me or the pretend me. I awoke with the same feeling.

Some officials in Juárez considered that devil worshippers might be the killers of the women. They sketched a map showing that the locations of past murders outlined a pentagram. People see what they want. With so many sites of murders one could construct a Christmas tree or a poodle’s face.

Hilary Gill was an assistant professor. Her area was earthquakes, and unfortunately she had yet to do anything groundshaking. She was extremely young, an attribute that upon her hiring had suggested genius but now after five unproductive years came across as immaturity. She came to see me in the eleventh hour, asking how she might gain tenure and escape dismissal.

“What’s in the works?” I asked. “Any papers near done?” I already knew the answer to this question.

“Not really.”

We were sitting at a café on campus near the football and soccer practice fields. Flip-flop-clad athletes, men and women, strolled by with their shuffling gaits. Hilary kept looking around uncomfortably.

“Where does your fieldwork stand? What kind of shape is that in?”

“I have a lot of data.” Always a bad answer.

I sipped my coffee and watched her as she wouldn’t look at me. A couple of years earlier I had instructed her to ignore the advice of colleagues who told her to attend every conference she could. I had suggested that she refuse all committee work. She hadn’t followed my advice and here she was, scrambling to make scant data fit into poorly conceived experiments. And, of course, no grants.

“What should I do?”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Hilary. Sometimes things get to the point where it’s just too late.”

“What are you saying?”

“I think I’m saying you should start looking for other jobs.”

Hilary didn’t show it, but she was weeping. It was then that I had the realization that this was not the first of such conversations she had had. I was not special. She was no doubt seeking out colleague after colleague in search of either a strategy, or at least encouraging, even if misguided, optimism.

“Sometimes it’s just too late.”

Truth and satisfaction.

While waiting with my daughter to see her pediatrician, my wife and I held hands. I could not remember the last time we held hands.

There was a large aquarium embedded in a wall shared by two waiting areas, one for sick patients, the other for well. We were on the well side.

Sarah studied a movie magazine. We held hands. My phone sounded. I turned it off and shoved it into the pocket of my newly acquired jacket. In that pocket I found a small slip of paper, the kind of slip that often says something like “Inspected by 53.” But this slip of paper said, “Ayuadame.”

“What’s that?” Meg asked.

“It was in my pocket. It says, ‘Ayuadame.’”

“What’s that?”

“That’s ‘help me’ in Spanish, right?”

“I don’t know.”

“I wonder where it came from. I just bought this jacket.”

“It’s not new,” she said.

“No, it was pre-owned, as they say.”

The nurse called for us.

Phalarope fulicarius. The proximal end of a right ulna was recovered at the 35–40 cm level. The phalaropes are similar osteologically to the small sandpipers.

A note in a gutter. Does it mean anything? Is there any propositional content without a context? The note says, “the horse is yellow.” Found in the city street, does it mean anything? Is there a horse? Is it yellow? Was a child practicing her handwriting? Were the letters typed by a monkey? A  sentence by accident? Marks on a page? What if the note read, “the horse is and is not?” It is senseless, but what does it mean?

My daughter loved the infinite monkey theorem. She realized, of course, that the idea did not concern actual monkeys, but she wondered, rather correctly, why that mattered. She laughed and asked, “What if Shakespeare was just hitting keys?”

“Shakespeare didn’t have a typewriter,” I said.

“What if he was just making marks on paper? And that’s how he came up with Macbeth?”

“I doubt it. Maybe Measure for Measure. I could see that with Measure for Measure. Not Macbeth.”

Dr. Terence was a very young woman. My wife didn’t trust her age and lack of experience. I figured because she was young she was up on all the latest journals. And perhaps because she was young Sarah liked her. That was important.

“So, what’s going on?” she asked.

“You tell her,” I said to Sarah.

“I’m not seeing very well.”

The doctor tipped back Sarah’s head and looked at her eyes while she talked. “Things blurry?”

“The optometrist couldn’t find her problem,” I said. “Rather, she couldn’t solve the problem.”

“Okay.” She rolled back on her stool. She looked at the chart and noted the vitals, listened to and observed everything much in the way that I might stare at a car’s engine.

“Any pain in your eyes? Headaches?”

Sarah shook her head.

Dr. Terence held her hands wide on either side of Sarah’s head, well past her ears. “Keep your eyes pointed at my face. Can you see my hands?”

“No.”

She brought her hands forward. “How about now?”

“No.”

Forward some more, her hands now well in front of Sarah’s ears

“There, I can see them.”

“Okay.”

“What do you think it is?” Meg asked.

“I don’t know. I’m going to refer you to Dr. Peterson over at Children’s Hospital. He’s a pediatric ophthalmologist.”

I could see that Meg was unhappy.

“How are you sleeping these nights?” Dr. Terence asked Sarah.

“Same as always.”

“Hard to wake up?”

“No.”

“What does that tell you?” Meg asked.

“I’m just asking questions,” the doctor said.

“I see. So, the ophthalmologist will be able to help?” Meg was leaning forward in her chair, making a show of leaving.

On the way out of the office, Meg said, “That was a waste of time.”

I rubbed Sarah’s head. “We got the referral. That’s what we came for. We’ll get this figured out. Right, bug?”

Galinula chloropus. The species is represented by the distal end of a tibiotarsus. This species does not require extensive vegetation for breeding but permanent water and aquatic plants.

That night Sarah went to bed easily and quickly. Perhaps the doctor’s appointment on top of a full day of school had worn her out, or maybe it was simply anxiety. If she wasn’t anxious before, her mother and I had probably stirred some.

Meg was not tying herself into her usual yoga poses, and I suppose I read this as a gesture.

“The ophthalmologist is squeezing us in three weeks from tomorrow.”

“That’s the soonest?”

“Apparently.”

Meg opened and closed her book.

“What is it?” I asked.

“You,” she said, as if she had been waiting for me to ask.

“Me what?”

“Flirting with Dr. Baby.”

“What? What are you talking about? I said hardly anything in there.”

“Right.”

“Are you seventeen all of a sudden?”

“Good night.” She turned off her bedside lamp.

“No. What the hell? I think I would know if I was flirting.”

“Because you’re so familiar with the behavior?” She said this more or less into her pillow.

“Meg.”

It was unlike Meg to worry over such things, and so I worried that I had actually been flirtatious. I searched my memory of the brief encounter for something I was missing. I couldn’t even remember Dr. Terence looking directly at me during the examination. I tried to be angry with Meg, but I couldn’t hold on to it.

“If I was flirting, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t realize I was.”

“Okay.”

Her “okay” was so flat, so distant, so blaming, that it actually did make me angry, and so I said nothing else. Instead I fought the urge to say something mean under my breath, not that I could have come up with anything, and stared through the open window until I believed I was asleep.

I walked Basil up into the hills. I wondered what made any given spot pee worthy. Why did he sniff and sniff at one spot and leave a couple of drops, leave nothing at the next, and then drench another? I asked Basil as much and he offered no answer, at least none I understood. I also recalled as I walked how much I had been softened by my daughter. Since her birth I was a much kinder person. Not that I was ever a mean man, but I was, before her, direct enough, blunt enough, and unfeelingly honest enough to come across as an asshole on more than a few occasions. It surprised me when Meg agreed to marry me but perhaps not as much as my asking her.

On a clear day I would have had a view of downtown far off, but it was not a clear day. I scanned the ground for scat of any animal other than my dog. Occasionally a bear or lion would wander down into the neighborhoods below, hanging out in pools or on porches. It happened frequently enough that the television news caught some on video now and again, but I had never run into anything but coyotes. Coyotes were everywhere. They strolled through downtown Los Angeles at night. Evidence of them was everywhere. I had never even found sign of lions or bears. I was very fond of coyotes, but they weren’t lions, bears. I was not afraid  of coyotes. There were rattlesnakes up there too, and I was plenty afraid of them, but I didn’t want to see one.

“What did you say to Hilary?” Horace Golightly asked me. Horace hated both his first and last names and insisted on being called by his middle name, Igor.

“What are you talking about, Igor?” I asked.

We were sitting in the coffee shop behind the library on campus. We each had coffee, and I was pulling free crumbs from an overly dry muffin.

“When I found her, she was in tears.”

“When was this?”

“Couple of days ago.”

“I told her she’d screwed the pooch. Not in so many words. I didn’t mention a dog. Or screwing, for that matter.”

Horace stared at me. “You do have a way with people.”

“I told her that it would be in her best interest to start looking for jobs. She’s not going to get tenure.”

Igor nodded agreement.

“I wasn’t going to be one of those colleagues who gives false hope. She needs to be ready for reality. Not that I care all that much. She knew what she had to do, and she didn’t do it.”

Igor laughed. “You sound like you sounded when we first met.”

“Sorry. I’m a little cranky. Home stuff.”

“How’s work?” he asked.

“Coming along. My grad students are pretty good. The undergraduates are going to kill me.”

“You got any hot ones?”

“Come on. They all look like they’re thirteen.”

“Except the ones that look nineteen.” He laughed at himself. “I’m a dirty old paleontologist.”

“You’d run for the hills if one of them looked twice at you.”

“No doubt. But you, you’re a young man.”

“I should point out to you that forty-two is still twice their age.”

“I hate math.”

“Hey, I want you to look at something.” I took the slip of paper from my pocket. “I found this in my jacket.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know.” I handed it to him.

“Help me,” he translated it. “What is this?”

“I found it in my jacket pocket.”

“So?”

“What do you make of it?”

“Somebody’s fucking with you.”

“New jacket. Well, used new. eBay.”

“Help with what? Homework? The laundry?”

“It’s just weird, that’s all.”

“Weird is the new dean.”

I pointed to my half-eaten muffin. “You want any of this?”

He waved it off.

“Do you think I should talk to Hilary again?” I asked.

“No. What could you say?”

“Thought you could help me out.”

Igor finished his coffee and nodded toward a young woman walking past.

“What?”

“Don’t tell me you didn’t see her.”

“You know you can count on me to come visit you on every third Sunday,” I said. “Now, I’m going to prepare for class.”

“I know you. You’re going to take a nap in your office.”

“As I said.”

Fulica americana. Five individuals, represented by twelve bones, were located in pack rat middens. The requirements of this species are very like those of ducks discovered in the cave deposit.

It seemed odd, but right, that Children’s Hospital in Los Angeles should be a cheery place. The lobby was lively and colorful. Bright colors, not pastels. A couple of clowns strolled through. Children laughed in the corners with their laughing parents. We checked in at the desk with a smiling young man who already knew our names and which doctor we were there to see. He instructed us to follow the light blue line to the east wing. On our way we passed a giant aquarium filled with angelfish and black ghosts; the angelfish actually had wings. This made me pause, and I stood there staring, a fish staring back at me.

“What is it with doctors and fish?” Sarah asked.

“Fish are supposed to be calming,” Meg said. “Fish calm everyone down. They use fish in prisons during riots.”

That’s not true, I thought, but I said nothing. In what prison were they using fish and how?

The outer waiting area of the ophthalmology department was done up in all red, various shades from pink to burgundy. Our wait for an examination room was, however, brief. The exam room was as one might expect. Posters of eyes and ears covered the walls. A square nurse came in with a clipboard, took Sarah’s blood pressure and temperature. She was talking the whole time, but I cannot remember what she said, if I even knew what she was saying. The nurse looked at the thermometer and nodded the nod of an expert at reading such things. “Let’s try the other arm,” she said about the blood pressure. “The other arm is not the same as that one.”

Sarah didn’t respond but looked at me as if to ask, What the fuck? And though Sarah would never have said that, not in those words, she actually did. “What the fuck?” she said, ironically.

“Sarah,” Meg said. I thought it was a reprimand at first. It wasn’t. “Sarah,” she said again.

My daughter looked strangely into the air in front of her. Her head fell back ever so slightly.

“Zach?” Meg’s voice shot through me.

Sarah was not herself, was not right. I took her hand, felt the small bones under my thumb. I thought it was odd that I was taking time to appreciate her delicate construction. “Bug?”

Sarah’s eyes fluttered and rolled back in her head. For some reason I looked up at a poster of the parts of the eye as if for an answer.

The nurse was to the door quickly. “Dr. Peterson!” she called down the hall. “Emergency in three.” Then, “Calling Dr. Peterson, calling Dr. P., trouble in room three, Dr. P. I rhymed.”

Dr. Peterson was an enormous man, near seven feet tall. He squeezed through the door and gently moved my wife and me out of the way. His giant head hovered over Sarah. “She’s seizing,” he said. So calmly he said it. But it wasn’t his daughter, was it?

And then it was over. Sarah looked at me, disoriented for only a second. I asked her if she was all right. She asked me why I was asking, smiled.

Dr. Peterson stood and bumped his large head on the ceiling. “Whew. An abscene seizure, not obscene, but abscene. But an obscene seizure is something to see, believe you me.”

“You rhymed,” the square nurse said.

“I believe I did,” the doctor said.

I awoke, sweaty and confused. I looked at my watch. I would be only a couple of minutes late for class.

2

There was a bus that transported the gear, but most of the students chose to carpool out to Anza-Borrego, to the Yuha Desert at the south end of the park. It was a two-day field trip that I had made several times. I was in my aged Jeep with Hilary. She had apparently gotten over our last, awkward conversation, but still, there was not a lot of talking during the first part of the long ride. It was near one hundred degrees, and with the soft cover, there was, in fact, no air-conditioning, so we sweated and drank water.

“Think we’ll see a lion?” I asked.

“Have you ever seen one out here?”

“A couple of times over the years,” I told her. “From a pretty good distance. I think I prefer it that way.”

“Just how much chaperoning are we supposed to do?” she asked.

“They’re college students. If they want to fuck, they fuck. Who can stop them? It’s all cool as long as we don’t fuck them. Perish the thought.”

“I understand. Though it’s really not going to do much to make my job security any worse.”

I ignored her comment. “We can’t let the underaged ones drink booze. That’s the only policing we’re required to perform. And all that means is that we don’t supply the booze. Might as well accept that they’re all going to drink and smoke pot.”

“And fuck.”

“And fuck.”

After some more small talk, Hilary asked if I would write her a letter of recommendation for fellowships.

Turns out I am not a nice man. “Hilary, what kind of letter do you think I can write for you?”

“Never mind,” she said.

“No, Hilary, I’m serious. I would like to help you, so tell me what I can write. Do you have anything I can read? Do you even have your raw data in any kind of shape for me to look at?”

“Why are you such an asshole with me?”

At this I smiled. “Good. I’ll write you a letter. A good letter.”

She tossed me a confused glance.

“If you can tell everybody else to fuck off the way you just told me and do your work, you’ll be all right. I’ll write you a letter.”

“That’s all it took?”

“Apparently.”

“Thank you.”

“What kind of shape is the data in?” I asked, trying to make nice.

“Not very good,” she admitted. “I’m really not cut out for this. I’m no scientist. My sister is a great scientist. I’m not.”

“I wouldn’t say that. You’re plenty smart, but as you can see, you don’t have to be smart to be successful.”

She laughed. “What do you think I should do?”

“I’m not one to offer advice. Mainly because I, unlike you, am not very smart. What do you want to do?”

“Classical piano.”

“I didn’t know you played.”

“I don’t.”

“A couple of lessons then.” I felt more comfortable with Hilary. She had turned some kind of corner, though I don’t know what that corner was. She seemed to accept her situation; still quite obviously she was full of fear, but with good nature. I wished I could help, but I knew I wouldn’t.

Larus pipixcan. A partial ulna and the distal end of a humerus were recovered from the cave in pack rat middens and on rocks. Some other bones, yet to be identified because of the size of the fragments, were also discovered in similar nonstratigraphic contexts.

I imagined my little Sarah at home. She had not complained about her vision for a few days, and we all seemed to relax a bit. Meg had even begun to talk again about finishing the volume of poems she had been working on for a while. I doubted she would complete the project. For years she had blamed motherhood and marriage for her lost momentum. It was probably true enough. Though I considered myself a  present father and capable roommate, it was different for her, as it is different for mothers. As much as I did, she did more. But at least now she talked about the book the way she once did, and I read this as a good sign, tried to read it as good.

Still, regarding Sarah, or just in general, I had a sense of something looming. I felt myself drifting, sinking, and I didn’t want my mood to affect my time with the students, so I started thinking about things like magma formation and subduction boundaries, alluvial fans and headward erosion, canyons and V-shaped valleys. But the V-shaped valley became a metaphor in my mind for the newly formed watershed that was my daughter’s vision. We wondered for months after her birth just what color her eyes would be, dark brown like mine or amber like my wife’s. They turned light brown but not amber, so they were her own, and that turned out to be an indication of her personality, always her own person. Perhaps all parents think as we thought about our child’s individual and singular attributes, but that made her development no less unique. I always wanted to see through her eyes, to see her world. I imagined, realized, that if I could think like her, have my mind open like hers, so much of the world would be that much more available, magical, mysterious to me. I would be a better scientist, a better person, a better father.

We made a planned stop at a little convenience store in the middle of nowhere, just outside of a nothing called Ocotillo. The flat-roofed, one-story adobe was newly painted, but no amount of cosmetics could cover its age and wear. The sign was not newly painted but spelled out, peeling and weathered, Coyote Stop. We would buy  sandwiches and drinks and connect before the last leg of the drive to the campsite. Many of the students had never camped before, so this isolated island of desert commerce served as a bit of a buffer between town and the true middle of nowhere. The ancient couple who owned and operated the gas station had seemed for years as old as the desert itself, and as tough and grizzled as anything that grew or lived in it, but still they carried on. They were both named Pat. Man Pat was a squat man with broad shoulders, clearly at one time quite muscular, and thick glasses. Woman Pat was built similarly, and though she walked with a severe limp, she somehow managed a kind of dancy grace.

“Professor,” Woman Pat said as she stepped out into the dusty parking area. She gave me a hug.

Man Pat came out onto the gravel yard.

“Are you still alive?” I asked. “Why hasn’t someone buried you?”

“Dying is too expensive.”

“That’s what I hear.” I shook his hand, his grip surprising me, as always. I nodded toward Hilary. “Pats, this is Professor Gill.”

“You’re too young to be a professor,” Woman Pat said. “We’re used to these old farts like Zach.”

Man Pat shook Hilary’s hand in an exaggeratedly flirtatious way, stopping just short of giving her knuckles a kiss. “Professor Gill.”

“Hilary, please.”

“Did he make you ride in that microwave of his?” Woman Pat asked. “He’s not a nice man. Come in and let’s find you something cold to drink.”

A couple of cars of students rolled in, and the quiet little store was quiet no more. Another car arrived. Rachel Charles got out of that one and waved to me. It made me feel awkward as none of the other students had greeted me at all. Hilary caught my reaction and laughed to tease me.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. I followed her and the Pats into the store. We stood around at the counter and drank soda while the students stocked up on snacks, drinks. I looked at the array of fan belts that hung on the wall behind the register. They were all dusty, and I was fairly certain that most wouldn’t fit anything on the road now.

“Excuse me. This is okay, right, prof?” a young man asked, showing me a six-pack of beer.

“You realize that’s pretty shitty beer?”

“Yeah, I know, but is it okay if I buy it?”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-two,” he said.

“Then it’s okay. But please go easy, and don’t share it with the folks who aren’t legal, all right?”

“You got it.” The lying bastard.

“How long have you been out here?” Hilary asked the Pats.

“Going on sixty years,” Woman Pat said.

“You’ve been married for sixty years?”

“Hell no,” the old woman said. “I’m not the marrying kind. This old fool asks me every year.”

“But she always says no,” Man Pat said. “In fact, she says hell no, just like you just heard. She seems to enjoy saying no to me. I actually don’t really have any desire to get married myself, but I ask anyway to make her feel wanted. You can’t imagine what it’s like to grow so old and unattractive.”

“He just talks like that to get me turned on,” Woman Pat said.

Rachel Charles came to the counter to pay for a couple of yogurts and some apples and peaches. She looked at me and then at Hilary. To Hilary she said, “I don’t know how you can ride in that Jeep without air-conditioning.”

“It’s not so bad,” Hilary said, then shook her head. “Actually, it’s hot as hell. It really is uncomfortable.”

“We could trade,” Rachel said. “Trade vehicles. I’m in the Audi with Danica. It just feels so comfortable I don’t think I’m in the wilderness.”

“Well, I don’t know.” Hilary looked at me.

I hoped she could see that I was begging her to turn down the offer. I didn’t want to make an issue of it by inserting myself into the discussion.

“Danica is in your section anyway, Professor Gill, and I know she’d like to get to know you better,” Rachel said. She was sounding pushy, if not desperate.

Hilary caught my eye for a second and then said, “I need to stay in the Jeep. Professor Wells and I have to discuss our lectures.”

“Oh, okay.” Rachel left us.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Someone has an admirer.”

“You think?”

“So, how do you handle something like that?”

I looked out the window at Rachel leaning against the Audi, chatting with her classmates. I was afraid to imagine what she might be saying.

“Does it worry you?”

“It happens. You just ignore it and it goes away. I can’t imagine what’s going on in that brain of hers. I realize that I’m a beautiful specimen of a man with a dazzling intellect, but I’m twice her age.”

“Exactly,” Hilary said.

“Now, see, I just don’t get that. Are you talking about daddy issues?”

“Some call it that.”

“In six years my daughter will be that student. Six years. What do you think I should do?” I asked.

“You could kiss her and scare the hell out of her.”

“You’re joking, right? Yeah, you’re fucking with me. Can you imagine what would happen if I let her kiss me? What would you do?”

Hilary looked at the tray of candy bars on the counter, handed one to Man Pat. “I’ll take this,” she said. Then to me, “I’d do what you’re doing, pretend it’s not happening. But sooner or later you’re going to have to say something.”

“Well, let’s get these people moving.” I thanked the Pats.

Everyone paid up and we were on the road again, this time as a convoy, moving slowly behind the bus on the gravel road. Thirty minutes later we were standing in the harsh midafternoon sun erecting the awnings for shade.

Hilary called for everyone to “get hydrated” before the afternoon’s short hike under the sun and before her lecture. As I watched her, I appreciated her youth and thought she was, in fact, pretty good with the students, better with them than I was in many respects. So she wasn’t going to shake up the world with her research and scholarship. I’d published many articles and hadn’t shaken much of anything. Rachel was near my Jeep talking to one of the football players in the class, leaning close to  him in a flirtatious way. For a moment I felt a bit of relief, and then I caught her stealing glances at me, and when she caught my eye she leaned closer to the kid. The athlete was taken in. It was quite sad.

I shook the trouble out of my head and called for everyone to get ready for the hike. “It’s not a long walk, but bring your water. Professor Gill will lead the way and I will be at the rear. Let’s move quickly so that we can be back well before dark. Okay, Professor Gill, take us out of here.”
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