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To Radio Valencia, a whimsical cafe from days of yore in San Francisco’s Mission District— full of music, full of creative souls— where we first met, waiters’ trays in our hands.









“There was a part of her she hadn’t yet allowed to be born because it was too beautiful for this place.”


—DENIS JOHNSON, JESUS’ SON


“My favorite thing to do is to go where I’ve never been.”


—DIANE ARBUS








[image: A sepia photograph with ragged edges and a black frame. A lone figure in dark slacks and a dark shirt stands at a distance from the camera in the middle of a grassy field. In the further distance to the right of the figure is a rocky mound.]




How do you describe a person? Is it their smell, the rhythm of their breaths? The way they pinch their lips without even knowing it, the crimp of their brow? Or is it the force of their longing? The determination of their steps? Their wild joy? You can feel a person, can’t you, feel them even when they’re in another room, even when they’re gone? I think we all possess something inside us like electricity, a pulse, an energy—you feel it, but you can’t see it. It’s there even when it’s not. I suppose that’s a soul.

I know that none of us sees quite the same world. I know that as much as I touch and hold, grasp and yearn. I know that I am alone, even when I am not alone. And yet there’s always something beckoning us in the clouds. Something like a scent in the air, something out there in the distance. That’s the way I think of Dawn now: out there in the distance.



“It seems like it’s humans’ mission to fill all of the vacant spaces on this planet,” Dawn said.

She loved golf courses, especially those carved into the desert. Swaths of lushness bordered by desiccation. “The land of eternal green,” she’d say in a sing-song voice. “Everything painted so perfectly.”

[image: A color photograph of a billboard at the side of the road. Short dry grass and shrubs surround it and behind it are train tracks and an expanse of flat desert with mountains in the distance. The billboard features a lone figure in blue jeans and a red shirt swinging golf club. The text reads Turn here to beautiful Smoky Valley. Other text is printed on the billboard but harder to read. The words Golf Course are readable, and in the bottom corner it says 2 hours to Tonopah.]




She hated golf courses. “Utopias of stolen water,” she said. “Everything painted so perfectly.”

We once drove across a golf course at night, our headlights shining down the narrow fairway, darkness cocooning us. I drove up onto a green, and she demanded that I do a donut. We stopped the car on top of a hill and lay on the hood under the stars and listened to the owls hooting. She cried, thinking that the chemicals sprayed on the grass infected the owls’ eggs. She emptied our gas can on the grass and lit a match. The gas burned in a dramatic conflagration, but then it died out, the grass too moist with the daily drenching of water. “I hate losing,” she said, climbing back into the car.

We drifted to sleep listening to the odd sounds of the desert surrounding us. A cathedral of coos and scritches and scratches. We woke to flints of early morning light that pierced the windshield. The bleached dome of the sky hung above us huge and empty. A man driving a lawn mower was heading toward us, yelling, and I hurried to start the car. She laughed when she looked in the rearview mirror and saw the lawn mower chasing us, the man having a fit. “A conniption,” she said.

As we skidded back onto the highway, she saw a hawk flying by with a rat squirming in its mouth. “Which one are we: the hawk or the rat?” she asked.




[image: A saturated color photograph with a purple border featuring a desert landscape with mountains in the distance and several tall palm trees in the foreground. The trees stand out starkly in a bright blue sky with white scrims of clouds. A low barbed-wire fence is in the foreground surrounded by dry shrubs.]




“The palm trees are like statues,” I said.

“No, they’re like dancers,” she said.

“They’re reaching up to God.”

“They’re trying to touch one another.”

“They want to escape.”

“No, they’re afraid of being alone.”

“Why do we see two different stories?”

“Because you’re always wrong.”




[image: A color photograph with a black border featuring a large pool with clear blue water and blue-and-white square tiles. The poolside has multiple levels of surface featuring cacti and other desert shrubs in large planters. In the background a U S flag is flying.]




I learned one thing in high school physics: When light leaves the sun, it takes eight minutes to get to Earth. I like to wonder if I’ll see the sun’s next light. It seems like time opens up into endless adventures, but then God taps his stopwatch and all of life narrows. You’ve just got to keep moving, looking for the next circus, dancing the next dance—because you can’t die when you’re laughing, you can’t die when you’re spinning around. Or that was Dawn’s theory.
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