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For Lara

you are my yesterday today tomorrow

my compass

my horizon

the shoreline of my odyssey

And for Katie

the spark of my inspiration

the galaxy of my dreams

the streambed of this voyage

both, embodiments of love






AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a work of fiction. I am rendering my sense of this historical time the way I remember it, and the language then was more incendiary than the language we use today. Today the language herein may be viewed as insensitive, but it is historically accurate.

—MW






the first property of thirst is an element of surprise





YOU CAN’T SAVE WHAT YOU DON’T LOVE.

—he knew that. Christ, he’d learned that from the cradle, in his father’s house, at the knee of someone whose fierce love of money poured like baptizing water over every aspect of their lives. If you want to keep a thing alive (like this business, son) you need to will it. No one ever made his fortune from the milk of human kindness. Thirst. You have to want it, have to have the perseverance, self-reliance, stamina.

—all that. His father’s frothings at the mouth.

—man stood sixty inches on his toes, could knock a person backwards with his pixie apoplexies, carnal heat for making money—knock a person down: his son, especially.

Hadn’t called him “Punch” for nothing.

—christ he’d jump up on a table—full regalia—lifty shoes, the twill, the vest, the fob the starch the silk the onyx links and he would start to punch a person, punch a person with his finger, punch a person in the chest, digit homing heartward like a ferret on a rat: he would even treat his wife that way.

—go at Rocky’s mother on the stairs or in the parlor—always with an audience—punching at her sternum telling her howto and whatfor, while Cas and Rocky cowered on the landing:

Fronting by example.

Christ, she’d been a stoic woman.

—but why now, why was he thinking of that little bastard, here, this morning?

If he wanted to have Punch along all he had to do was summon the little shit for christsake but what he didn’t want and what he couldn’t understand was how, like now, the reverse could happen, his father, gone these many years, seeming to summon him.

—from air.

—the dead.

How do they get away with that?

Well—they outnumber us, Rocky reasoned. Plus, they have a lot of time to spare.

But what had set it off—

—agents of recall (as Rocky remembered them: scent, of course; Ol’ Faithful in the brain… a bristlecone, its history buried at the root, as old as God:) (No. He hadn’t smelled his father.) (Had his father had a scent?) Yes. (Peppermint.) (And money.)

—music.

Music played with time in him—it was a function of time-telling, traveling over distance, dying, a dysfunction—but there hadn’t been the sound of music yet this morning; only distant sounds:

Owl.

The train.

Maybe that was it: the distant train—but he heard a train every waking morning and his thoughts didn’t always run to Punch:

Something had set this ticking:

Some one unnoticed thing.

He was a man of science—or so he liked to think—an educated man reasonably versed in the Shakespearean and more current theories of behavior, and stopping in his boot tracks under this familiar sky, he was certain he could dog this damn thing down. Punch: I’m done with you this morning. You’re not going to interrupt this exercise.

To certify this little triumph, he looked up and clocked the point where the sun was climbing from behind Mount Inyo and noted out loud to the world, December seventh.

Thoreau had boasted (coot had been a feral boaster) that you could wake him up from a spell of several months and he’d be able to tell what time of year it was within two days from the way the plants and animals around his sainted Pond were interacting. When Rocky had first come out here, he’d traveled with Thoreau’s writing, ragged copies of his journals in his bindle. You look to other men to guide your manhood, he supposed—every man does that. Every boy, at least. It was Thoreau and Emerson, that pair of old Transcendentalists, who’d lit Rocky’s fuse, articulated the arguments to force his insurrection and cannon him straight off the East Coast into this great wild desert. He’d built this ranch, he’d built his life, as acts of emulation of those two thinkers, those two men. Emerson had cooled for him with age, his aphorisms petrifying into righteous stone, but Thoreau could still ignite the last loose shredded strands that lingered from his youth. He still made visits to the books—turning to a random page to trace a line or two—although he didn’t read them anymore, he didn’t need to, having translated them into living memory, something that was his. Like Thoreau, he’d fashioned shelter from the ground up, listing, diligently, materials he’d used, quantities and costs. Unlike Thoreau, he had constructed a true residence, a house; and—crucially unlike Thoreau—he’d built it for a woman. Not unlike the people around Walden Pond had said about Thoreau, those who came by to speculate on Rocky’s enterprise had ridden back to town to say he was an idiot. Madman. Word in Lone Pine since the earthquake had been that timber was the only safe material but Rocky had had a soft spot for Indian and Spanish masonry ever since he’d come out West and walked into his first adobe. Beams. Baked earth. Sustaining walls built eighteen inches thick. Bafflement of sounds. The sense that one’s surround was earth. The fact that out here, in an adobe home, even in the driest months you could smell the rootstock in the walls:

You can smell the water.



The East, whenever its restrictive memory surfaced, made him wince. It felt like a tight shoe. His childhood there seemed a disease, a crippling limp he had had to overcome. While at Harvard, that one disastrous half-a-year, he’d gone out to Concord, out to Walden Pond (knapsack on his back) to pay homage, breathe the air, the stuff (perhaps an extant molecule or two) that Henry David had exhaled.

The place had disappointed him.

—far less than the stuff of dreams, the Pond seemed tame and manicured, a city park, a Bronx or Brooklyn arboretum, the sort of place a clutch of ladies might descend on for tea and a controlled embrace with Nature. Thoreau had made it seem masculine and raw—a frontier, on both the borders of the safe world and the limits of rebellion, but there it had been, a stagnant pond around which one could hike without breaking a sweat while listening to the clatter of traffic. Scale was disproportionate—unless Thoreau had been a midget or a superannuated child. Rocky, himself, was over six feet tall. Thoreau could not have possibly considered Walden Pond so large unless his sense of distance had been narratively diminished.

Maybe only tiny people walked the past. Most heroes are not giants, but the diminuendo of Rocky’s expectations, there, at Walden Pond, must have primed him for the West. Nevertheless, even now Rocky carried in his pockets, in large part, what Thoreau had carried in that other place, a hundred years ago:



	Thoreau

	Rocky




	
his diary

a pencil

a spyglass

a magnifying glass

a jack knife

twine


	
his diary

a pencil

binoculars

 

a Bowie knife

wire

wire cutters

 

water.






Thoreau had never had to carry water around the Pond—Thoreau had never had to carry water in (what Rocky called “walking water”):

Thoreau had rain.

Thoreau had water-sated vegetation: he had otters, woodchucks, turtles, muskrats, sheldrakes, herons, ospreys, loons, and other waterbirds.

Rocky had a redtail dogging him this morning, threading its hawk hunger through the sky.

He had coyote skat and cheatgrass, alkali sink, scrubs and dust. Thoreau could tell you in what week the pitcher plant would bloom or when pond larvae had been laid but Rocky doubted Henry David had ever seen the cholla flower, heard the echo of an avalanche in the Sierras, tasted cactus.

Thoreau had never tasted West-of-the-Rockies thirst.

Walden had been Thoreau’s calendar but this Valley was Rocky’s clock. His water clock. His Stonehenge. When he walked out here, when he walked out from his adobe ranch house, south, about a half a mile, to this footprint where the Owens River used to hit an underscarp of granite and veer west, across the property: at this point where it used to go off south again, where there was still a footprint of its bed, one version of the Valley’s clock ticked in: from his experience (and from the earth’s), he knew that on December 21, on the winter solstice, two weeks from today, the sun would strike the limit in its southern course behind the Inyos, hit the notch beyond which it could never stretch, hang there for a cosmic exclamation and then reverse itself toward summer, back across the sky. On one side of the Valley: the Sierras: las sierras nevadas, the snowy sawteeth (sierra meaning “saw” in Spanish; nevada meaning “snowy” from the verb nevar, to whiten, to cover with snow). From the south, from where he stood, he could see, ranging toward him, the snow-covered peaks of Lone Pine, McAdie, Muir, Hitchcock, Rooks, Thor, Mt. Whitney, Williamson and Russell, their blazing white arêtes blush with alpenglow even now, before the sun peaked above Mt. Inyo on the Valley’s other side. He could tell you where, exactly, behind which jagged notch in the Sierras, the sun would disappear. On any given day he could tell you where the sun would rise and set. In daylight, he could tell the time (to within five minutes). He’d been taking this same morning walk for thirty-seven years and he knew how to watch the land for signs better than he knew his face. (When his wife had died he’d stripped the house of mirrors.) And yet, this land would always startle him, this land had never failed to be, for him, substantively, one big Surprise.

He never knew what might turn up.

What he was looking for this morning was something specific, but the things he wasn’t looking for never failed to comfort or delight him. (A bear’s tooth; some silver ore, a whole fish skeleton.) (The latter having been robbed, then dropped, most likely raw, by a careless baldie, scavenging.) Once, he’d found a button from a U.S. regimental uniform, Civil War. Once he’d found a coin, a Mex cruz española from godknowswhen, out in the middle of shit-blasted playa. Thoreau, he knew (from reading), had had these moments, too: these moments on the land, out walking, when time and history spoke to him. (One morning, Rocky remembered, Thoreau had found red snow. Emerson had mentioned it, that Thoreau had “found red snow” on one of his walks, but neither man explained it.) On his first walk after his wife died, Rocky had come out here, alone, from shock or grief or godknowswhat. There had been a freeze the night before—the night she died—and what small amount of moisture that was in the soil had hardened, heaved up like sugar crystals in a pie crust, and as he’d walked, there hadn’t been a sound except his footfalls—just like this morning—mimicking the sound of someone wrinkling paper for a fire, someone walking through discarded news. Too early for the birds—the birds were sheltered in the foothills—too early for the quails, their silent running. The dogs hadn’t been with him either—they had stayed inside with her, sensing, as dogs will, another ghost.

And then he’d found her footprint.

There it had been, plain as day.

It had taken the polio, from first to last, eight months to kill her—for the first three months, she’d walked with canes and for the last five, she hadn’t walked at all.

But there it had been, the impression of her right foot, frozen in the soil, preserved, as live a thing among the gravel toss and bladdersage as a hidden nest or a fresh egg.

No doubt it was hers, her boot, its size, he’d know it anywhere—but its effect on him, the fact the land had saved this for him, the moment of its discovery on the morning of his rawest grief, brought him to his knees. He hadn’t thought about her walking, then, for months—he’d denied himself that vision of her freedom, so to find this evidence had been too circumstantially miraculous for him, in his fragile state. He had swung around and looked back at the adobe house where her body had been laid out and asked himself if it were possible that this could be the footprint of her soul. Could it have been the very last place she had trod on earth, could it have been the place her soul departed?

For a while, he’d thought about casting it, making a reverse mold in plaster, and over the succeeding months of grief he’d built a stone circle around it to keep out the wind. No worry about rain, the Valley’s average, in the shadow of the Sierras, was a sparse inch every year, at best—but he’d known that when the earth thawed and spring arrived again the footprint would decay and evidence of her would then be left unseen.

“Some circumstantial evidence,” Thoreau had written, “is very strong. As when you find a trout in the milk.”

He might have saved the footprint, had he truly wanted. Saving it had been well within his means but what had happened, as the months wore on, was that the meaning of it, his imagined meaning of it—that the ground needed to be sanctified because her sole, her soul, had lifted off from there—migrated: his imagined meaning of the place, itself, transformed. Consciously, unconsciously, he let the footprint go. At first, in the early days of desperation, he’d allowed himself to mythify the evidence, to seek solace in its mystical suggestion. Evidence of the Eternal was what his grief demanded and her footprint was the circumstantial proof of his thirst. God was in the landscape—that’s what he’d come to depend upon out West: Something-Very-Large, alive and present—and Something-Very-Large had designed to leave her footprint, designed for him to find it on the first morning of her death.

What had happened next had been another form of miracle, a human one. He had walked out every morning to this single spot, this place he’d been preserving, to look at it and touch it. What he’d wanted most was to return to her, to bring her back or to rejoin her and the only place where he could manage that was in his solitude, his privacy, his silent thoughts. If he’d had the selfishness he would have walked into the mountains, becoming, like a monk, a kind of holy absence, a human desert, surviving on the barest trace of her. But he had two children, three-year-old twins, and his absence would have doubled their dispossession. So every morning, he had clocked the change, clocked his life and willed her back to being, watching as the footprint had faded into something else.

It was not for her to decide to leave; it was for him to keep her memory. If the memory of her was not to perish, it was for him to keep it alive.

She hadn’t left.

All that life, all that complexity of thought—her way of speaking, her vocabulary, all the vital synapses, her surprise at stars, her knowledge (culinary; medical), her unique experience: all that was gone; but the noise she made on waking, her specific warmth, the way she’d take his hand at table as the meal began, the way she tasted food, the way she tasted, moist, beneath her clothes: all that he could remember, his memory of that would never fade.

Christ, even as he stood looking at it, now, the ranch was her, the house, every line and slope of it, every wall and tile he’d set in place for her.

Las Tres Sillas: that’s what he’d named it all those years ago:

—Three Chairs.

One for meditation.

Two for conversation.

Three for company.

According to Thoreau.

He’d named the ranch in honor of his hero but he’d built the ranch for her.

—including the bell tower. Sainted pain in the ass to assemble (tallest adobe structure in the county) but she’d made the goddamn thing a condition of her coming West, and of le mariage, and so he had constructed it. Her beffroi, she’d called it (he’d refused to call it that): sainted mère had had one in the native village back in France. There were things, largely culinary, that his wife had found impossible to express, except in French (mirepoix, garde-manger), and there were things, largely Western, mostly topographical, that he could say only in Spanish (barrada, ceja). The sainted mère had told his wife the story of the village bell: if you traveled farther than its reach, walked far enough to where the bell’s hourly tintinnabulation could no longer reach your ears, then you were lost. In foreign territory. On someone else’s strange (and hostile) turf.

The bell was how you knew that you were home.

Bigger the bell, bigger the sound, bigger the quitclaim.

—this was the West, this was her future and her mariage, so she wanted a big bell.

He thought it made the place look like an institution. Rescue station. He thought it made the place look like a mission.

She thought it made the place a home.

They had rung the bell the day they’d been married. They rang it every Fourth, Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year. Rang it at the birth of the twins.

He would ring it on his daughter’s marriage, he hoped:

He would ring it on his son’s.

Last time he’d rung it had been the morning after his wife had died.



On that morning, as on every morning since then that he’d made this walk, he’d turned back toward what he’d built, toward the adobe house, the people in it, and resolved to keep the memory of her alive. Keep her, daily, with him. Save the thing he loved.

    Turning back, now, he watched the signature of smoke from the kitchen woodstove spill like ink across the sky, turning sharply north, downwind, on the prevailing current. Blue light. Deeper blue in shadows, the sense that water ruled—water in the vapor of the darting low flat purple clouds specific to this valley in the mornings, water in the blue ice on the mountains; water, water everywhere, except where he needed it. He leaned down and picked up a shin of tumbleweed and tossed it for the dogs as a signal it was time to turn back home. These dogs: not the ones that she had known—Cyrano, the last one to survive her, had died a couple years ago and now these three on the run ahead of him were the most current of the maybe twenty mixbreeds that they’d had these thirty years. They’d always kept between two and six at a time (the greater number when the kids were young): he had picked the first one up when he was out here the first time. (Uncle Tom. Hound mix.) Next couple dogs picked him: once he’d settled on the property and begun to build the house they had turned up, itinerant and hungry and, like the Mexicans, who had also come, hardworking and blood proud. He’d named the dogs after characters in fiction. Heathcliff. Pudd’nhead. Pickwick. (His wife had named her share too, in French: Lulu. Cousine Bette and Quasimodo.) Now his pointer (Huck), his border collie (Jane Eyre) and the manic orphaned Jack Russell that Sunny had brought home from Bishop earlier in the week (conveniently pre-named Daisy) raced around him. The Mexicans called Jane Eyre enero (Mex for January) and “Huck” lodged in their throats, like something full of gristle: chuck. Those older dogs were having none of Daisy’s antics, turning on her, baring teeth, but she kept coming, pouncing on them, forepaws jabbing at their snouts, jabbing at their chests…

… and there it was: Punch: the connection: the little bitch had all his father’s moves: her gambols had evoked his image: those combative feints: tireless, persistent.

Well that was one mystery solved.

… fathers.

… he should be the one to talk.

Hardly any better at it than his own had been. (At least with Stryker.) (Sunny was a different story.) (Daughter was a different story altogether.) Maybe there had been something in the mix from the beginning, from the time the twins were born, that had soured Stryker toward him (christ knows he, himself, had waged a private war with Punch as long as memory served), but whatever fuse had been lit, whatever friction had existed between Rocky and his son was redefined the moment his wife was dead.

She wouldn’t of died if we’d of had more chairs. Stryker, at age five.

—cruel, accusative, precocious.

—almost funny in its childish logic:

Stryker squaring off against his father, showing Rocky he was no dummy: the house should have been called Four Chairs.

The underlying message was I blame you.

—that had been the road with Stryker, now, for, christ, too many years.

There was something almost chemical about it. Stryker’s rancor. Even after he was old enough to understand how polio infiltrates, nothing could diminish Stryker’s anger, or refocus it away from him.

Three years—long time to maintain a void in nature, sustain a breach of such ascetic stoniness, estrangement from a parent, but Stryker was having none of him, no proximity, no communication; nothing, since The Incident. Rocky hadn’t said Get out or I never want to see you again, in fact he’d engineered the getaway that had kept his son from the law. Sunny had heard from Stryker, of course, she had been his conscience, his outer (inner) compass, since his birth six minutes after hers. He wrote to her—maybe even telephoned—then Sunny would pass the news to Rocky days later (maybe weeks). In that way he knew his son was still alive, still kicking dust: christsake he’d joined the Navy of all things, goddamn Navy knowing how precisely rooted, how devoted Rocky was to land. Who was it—Victor Hugo? Dickens? Samuel Johnson had written that being in the Navy was like being in prison with the added advantage that you could drown. Thing that galled him was not the rejection (hell he’d rejected Punch’s favorite pastime—making money—too), what galled him was the fact that Stryker was so well suited to the land. He could sit a horse sideways and backwards from the time that he was two; rope, fish, trap, track, birddog, wrassle, and take down prey like he was Zeus. Rocky’s own New York City childhood had not prepared him for ranch life—(His first attempt to run away from home, escape from Punch when he was six years old, had been prompted by the governess who’d pointed out the roof of “the Dakota” way across the park, inspiring the young Rocky to cross what he’d believed to be the greater part of the United States—in truth, Central Park—to go West.) (He’d got as far as the west side of Fifth Avenue before one of New York’s finest walked him home.)

Everything he’d done he had had to think through, learning from books before he’d had the chance to learn from doing. There were few things, now, that daunted him (and those were bears and mountain lions; threat of thirst), but accomplished as he was on foot and horseback, he had never had the talent Stryker had, the natural ease and grace. The boy just knew—knew his footing, had an instinct for it, knew his balance, his next move. Always something reckless in that knowledge, Rocky thought, as if his son had had no need to learn how quickly things could go bad—still, Stryker’s poise in the outdoors had been a constant source of pride, even when, to his unspoken skepticism, Stryker voiced his longing, in his teens, to grow up and be a cowboy movie stuntman.

Not the guy who falls in love; the guy who falls off horses.

Gets shot, falls off the stagecoach, falls, backwards, through saloon doors.



Tom Mix, America’s First Cowboy, had been coming to the Valley to make his movies since the 1920s (since the Department of Water in Los Angeles had paved the roads), and it still made Rocky smile to think that the enduring image most early movie-goers had of a Cowboy had been the sight (site) of granite strewn at the foot of the Sierras in the Alabama Hills, a mile from his ranchland. Stryker had started jobbing out (the pay was good) along with other local boys each time a movie came to town, and it hadn’t taken long, with his good looks, before he’d started getting speaking parts, hadn’t taken long for him to change his horse, mid-dream, and start to want to be a movie star.

—hard to say if Rocky would have disowned him. (Having inherited, himself, half of Punch’s wealth, Rocky didn’t like to think along those lines. Property lines. He was of an age when Lear had started meaning more to him than Hamlet.)

Anyway, The Incident had ended it. (Though Rocky still believed, given his history with Los Angeles, that Stryker never would have gone to Hollywood.) (That would have been the final straw.)

He still believed (though he’d never confessed as much to anyone, especially to Sunny) that one day Stryker would return. And all would be forgiven.

—doesn’t every father of an errant son believe in that?

Not for nothing is the legend of the prodigal son still kicking—hell, Punch had probably breathed his last, hoping Rocky would come crawling, start to see the glory in zinc mining, borax, tungsten—you name it, Punch had dug it up, extracted it from earth and made a nickel on it (tricked the nickel from the ground, himself). What captain of industry hasn’t hoped to add “And Son(s)” to the family business, hasn’t seen the sign, the hereditary blazon go up on the family’s storehouse of his dreams?

Even Thoreau, senior, who for the larger part of his son’s youth had tried to gang press him into the family enterprise (PENCIL MANUFACTURING).

Incense cedar, Rocky knew: wood preferred for making lead pencils. Durable. Good for fences, too; native to the Eastern slopes of the Sierras, life-hardened, scrappy trees whose little bell-shaped cones looked like tumbled fleurs-de-lis. He’d strung his fences from them, timbers shaped like pencils, “Thoreau” pencils: Western literary joke. His wife had had it in her head to come out here and run a herd of sheep (among the other things she did), reminiscent of the life the sainted mother had known back in the sainted French village.

—what a grand folie that had been:

Sheep.

They’ll eat you out of house and holm.

Also: phenomenally stupid.

He’d built the fences (he’d have built the fences anyway) and the resident/nomadic Basques on this side of the Sierras had jobbed up to roam the flock in the foothills on a summer basis. He had never wanted a lot of livestock on the land (certainly not beef): no ready market, to begin with, and herbivores were fatal to the semi-desert soil—the numbers had never added up, but he’d agreed to a starter string of a dozen ewes, and had sequestered sixteen acres for them to winter over, closing the parcel off inside the pencil fences. Back then, he’d been running eighty acres in alfalfa—now only one of the six windmills pumped, irrigation ditches drifted out of recognition with backfill of desert duff. Captured water—stream piracy. Geologists had a name for streams whose courses had been altered, headwaters interrupted, cut off or, literally, beheaded—called them decapitated streams.

His was decapitated land.

—stranded on all sides by de facto Los Angeles, its water authority having soaked up the deeds of the surrounding lands decades ago, rendering his ranch afloat, a body without access to its throat.



This land.

—he had tried to save this land for what was now the greater part of his life—tried to save it, first, when he was young, from the course he reckoned Nature had set it on:

What a young turk’s cocking venture.

What he’d learned: Don’t fuck with Mother Nature.

—don’t fuck with her, don’t underestimate her superior logic, don’t think that you can improve upon her grander something, you are a nameless nothing in her cosmic mojo.

Second lesson: You can’t save what you don’t love but loving, simply in and of itself, is not enough to keep death out.

Only so much one man’s love could do.

Surrounded by the pencil pushers. In the face of so much Punch.

Between what this place had been, once, in his dreams and in its history, and what it was now was a lifetime—lifetimes: his, hers; the family’s. It was a losing proposition, he knew, only a matter of time before the last remaining well ran dry, what then:

He was sure that Sunny knew (how could she not?), sure Cas had suspicions, too. When they’d started losing legal recourse, started seeing nothing but postponements, stalling in the courts, Rocky had told his sister not to bring the subject up before the children, he’d put everyone on notice not to speak the words Los Angeles inside the house. He had told his sister he was willing to spend his half of their fortune to have their water rights restored but he’d be damned if he’d waste another evening, morning, goddamn minute talking the damn thing to death.

Once the sheep were gone (he’d turned them over to the Basques, no charge), he had let the fences go unmended and three years ago, when he’d first suspected that the wells were being robbed, he’d dug up a dozen cedar fence posts and replanted them in a straight line above what he knew to be the one remaining water dome beneath his soil; fed, underground, by springmelt from the Sierras. If the posts began to shift, he’d know the water table, too, was going down. Granted, water tables ebb and flow (with the moon, like tides), but he’d notched a high and low on every cedar post to mark the normal range. Twice a month for three years, on the mornings of the half-moons, Rocky had registered the heights to determine if the watershed was sinking and the news, so far, had provided cause to hold out hope.

Not so, this morning:

Even for the season, first week in December, when the underground supply of last year’s snowmelt was the most depleted, the posts above the well had sunk two inches deeper than they’d been this time last year. Rocky checked the data (handmade, such as it was) twice: looked at the vapor rising off the Valley floor, then let his gaze lift slowly up the mountains into the warming sky. Snow, you sonofabitch, he breathed. His version of a Sunday prayer. The dogs were halfway to the house, beading a straight line on breakfast and by the time he joined them at the kitchen door they were raising hell from habit. He fed them from the pail of scraps Sunny had brought back from the restaurant, and while they dug in he took off his boots and entered into warmth.

Across the room Cas faced him leaning on the cool side of the stove, cup of that black foreign tea she preferred each morning in her two large hands.

Room smelled of coffee, carbon fire, fresh-baked dough.

Cas was dressed in characteristic monochrome (she favored charcoal greys), a fashion “trick” she’d picked up years ago: supposed to make her look “less large.” She was his twin in every way, six-three in her stockings, and sometimes when he looked at her he saw, instead, himself.

Other times, he thought she looked like Spencer Tracy.

She took a sip of tea and asked him, “World intact?”

“Sun rises: Jesus walks.”

He poured a cup of the strong coffee Sunny brewed all day.

“Cold?”

“I made it twenty-seven. Thermometer claims twenty-eight.”

“How’s the new Jack Russell?”

“Puppyish. Jane Eyre’ll teach her a few things.”

“—‘the governess.’ ”

“How’d you sleep?”

“Sound woke me up. —around two?”

“Dogs found some rabbit fur this morning.”

“A kill?”

“Looks like.”

“Must have been it I heard screaming. —a coyote?”

“No—no trace. I’m guessing owl.”

Cas began to finger something in the pocket of her sweater with her right hand: piece of paper, perhaps, or an envelope. He knew his sister, knew this thoughts-gone-elsewhere look, she was itching to make note of something, write a thought down, probably this thing about the rabbit, the sound, he could see her wondering how it had been made, that panicked noise, what hand in evolution had produced no rabbit language, as such—except a scream to express its terror. He knew that Cas’s distracted look meant she was making a mental note to get Sunny to find her one, next time she dressed a rabbit: find Cas the bone or bones—the pipe, the cord—inside the rabbit’s neck that had produced that sound.

Maybe she could use it. To make music.

Rocky tried to lift her from her reverie by asking, “What’s Sunny into?” He raised the corner of a towel over a baking tray set out on the center table.

“Spatchcocks,” Cas said. “And that pheasant you brought down on Friday.”

He calculated servings. “We expecting guests?”

She shook her head.

“Music group ain’t staying?”

“Group’s playing at an Advent concert, up the road.”

Rocky sent a look that asked her, You’re not playing with them? and she sent back a look that answered, You know how I feel about the yearly birth of Christ.

“Cards later?” he proposed.

“Counting on it.”

He topped up his coffee and moved toward the double doors that opened out to the portales.

“Where’s the girl?”

Cas pointed: “Creamery.”

He raised his hand to signal say no more. A couple years ago his daughter had started keeping goats and talked him into building her a free-standing north-facing hut where she could try her hand at making cheese. (The cheese was pretty tasty but he couldn’t stomach going near the goddamn place because—to his nose, at least—the smell reminded him of retch.)

“You know where to find me if you need me,” he said and entered the portales.

—favorite indoor place, even more than the kitchen or his marriage bedroom with its views of the Sierras. This is where he liked to sit, under the slanted roof, sound echoing down the long arcade, its four sides enclosing the open courtyard (zócalo) where he still kept a barbacoa for outdoor roasting. Visitors presumed this was an added space, a patio or porch, an afterthought, but the portales had preceded everything, its rooms on all four sides housing the first brazos who’d hired on with him to build the place, housing their wives and children; the first kitchen; the workshops. There would have been twenty to thirty people here (pueblito, a small village), infants, chickens, earthy tang of masa, epazote, carne asada. He had welcomed his bride here that summer night—white roses, white bouganvillea blushing pink (as if it, too, had grown flush in anticipation of the marriage bed). He’d taken her to Yosemite for the wedding and when they’d come back they’d found the Mexicans had unloaded the bride-doctor’s medical equipment and whitewashed one side of the arcade (opposite the house). Above the door of what would be the entrance to her examination rooms someone had painted the words PREVENCION Y TRATAMIENTO in blue, in an arching script over the red cross—words still there, though faded. Thing about the Mexicans—well, first: they know how to throw a party. Second, they could take the simplest thing—a tile, say, or a display of fruit—and make it beautiful. He’d find some flourish in the house’s finish, unrequired decoration that he hadn’t ordered—a scroll carved in the cornice of a viga, recessed oracion sunk into a bedroom wall. No reason, just to please the eye. No function, just the joy of it. And she had got that, his wife had, from the start, which is maybe why they’d trusted her, had kept coming to her for her help. There were other docs around—hell, the City of Los Angeles had sent a mobile hospital to minister to the men who built the aqueduct—but his wife was unique not only in being the only woman physician practicing in Inyo County but as the only practicing physician to employ a curandera, a Mexican partera to work with her and to archive traditional practices, the native apothecary, superstitions about the body, the Paiute and Shoshone foods. (Brine fly larvae, he remembered. Acorns. Pandora moths. Crisis food.)

LA GENTE NO PUEDE ESTAR SANA A MENOS QUE TENGA SUFFICIENTE QUE COMER

They were going to do great things, the two of them. Back then.

AYUDE A OTROS A PENSAR EN AL FUTURO

All the slogans on the clinic walls had faded and he’d finally had to padlock the doors and windows to keep people from ransacking for drugs. He had wanted to preserve what she had started but once word of her polio had taken hold people had stopped coming even though the curandera stayed and tried to help. Eventually the county came and took the records (and the medical supplies) and he had turned the equipment over to the health authority in Lone Pine. Now the clinic’s rooms were moldering, littered with domestic stuff they couldn’t part with (player piano; kites; a train set)—and standing in one room by itself under a drop cloth—like a casket—her iron lung. Stryker hadn’t let him touch it for what seemed like months and when he’d finally agreed to let him move it from the dining room (where she had had a good view to the kitchen), the boy had refused to let him cart it off the property, as if the thing, itself, the apparatus, still contained her.

Things families do:

When she was still alive Stryker used to sit on the floor beneath the apparatus, sometimes lying on his back and lifting his feet to touch the underside of the machine. They looked like whales, Rocky had thought: the two of them: mother and her calf.

—weight of water on the skin; weight of memory.

What sadness there had been had been brought in by outside forces (her infection; the destruction of this ranchland by the city in the south), but he had to confess, now, to a dolor, a daily sadness laying siege to him from inside, from what he knew to be a place in his mind, a place that he had made himself.

—yes, busy hands are happy hands, all that self-motivating shit, Emersonian outline for a useful life, a life of programmed purpose.

—yes, he knew how to keep his body occupied, even an amoeba could do that: this was a working ranch (struggled to be one), there was always something needing fixing, something needing to be done.

But on Sundays what he liked to do was sit in the portales and make chairs.

—ladder-back: hand-planed.

He had a lathe (had several) both electric and hand turned, but what he’d recently been trying to achieve was something turned entirely by hand—spindles, slats, the rockers (in the case of rocking chairs); the works.

—take it back to when the world was young.

When the craft had been a man, his hands, the wood, a saw, an awl, a knife, the plane.

Like a lone voyager, what he missed most was the noise of human conversation—not just talk, he had plenty of that from his twin sister and his daughter (and the dogs), but the improvisation from a crowd, from a community, the way when you get a bunch of human beings in one place all hell was bound to break loose in one form or another on a daily basis. He missed that—the unexpectedness built into the routine, pan fires, interruptions, outbursts of opinions, laughter, singing; dance. When he sat out here, now, truth was he was sitting all alone. People dropped by but there were fewer neighbors since the water deals and most of the other ranchers had gone north. Movie people came, seemed like the place’s reputation had become a kind of legend, that you couldn’t make a movie in Lone Pine without riding out and visiting Three Chairs, as if he was just another eccentric codger, the place another Xanadu, some kind of Castle, like Hearst’s ornamented pile or Scotty’s weird stone mansion in Death Valley. He had entertained the best (and worst) of them from Fatty Arbuckle (worst) to Cary Grant (jury was still out). Bogart had showed up earlier this year—Rocky had opened the door and found him standing there, this familiar face with that familiar lisp, saying, “I’m told this is the place to come for a good meal.” They were shooting something they called High Sierra with Bogart in the lead as Mad Dog Earle, villain on the lam who buys it in a final shootout up the Whitney Road. On his last night at the place for dinner Rocky had given him a rocking chair: the actor had almost cried. “Nicest thing anyone has ever done for me,” he’d kept saying. Rocky couldn’t tell if he was acting it, that was the thing with actors (screen actors, anyway): they may have made a seriously flawed life choice in picking a career but most of them (the best, anyway) knew how to please, how to assume the coloration of the person they were talking to, what to say and do to make themselves attractive, as a companion, like a well-loved dog, a man’s best friend. No wonder Stryker thought he’d heard the siren’s call, the boy had always sought to please all comers—except, of course, his father. But especially the women.

Movie star material:

—another bullet dodged.

Overhead the sun was hitting the cold roof tiles, loosing their foaled steam. He could hear a faint refrain from Sunny’s radio inside the creamery, o christ dee-vine, exhausted Christmas carol urging him to fall on his knees. He turned on the shortwave in the workshop to drown the nonsense out. With the shortwave he could usually bypass the religious jukebox-of-a-Sunday—soon enough he found a frequency broadcasting opera out of San Francisco, not his favorite choice but it would tamp the Christmas noise and keep him company.

—it didn’t take him long to recognize Madama Butterfly: what a story. A commentator whispered, sotto voce, a description of the action and the names of all the leads: a Russian singing Butterfly; Spaniard singing Pinkerton; libretto in Italian on a stage in California decked out to be Japan.

What a world we live in.

He liked the music, and it passed the time even though the story, like most opera plots (as well as Shakespeare’s) seemed outdated. What sounded modern, though, was the emotion, and just at that part in the Second Act when Butterfly’s presenting her son by Pinkerton to Sharpless (Sharpless, Rocky couldn’t help thinking: good name for a dog)—right when Butterfly is telling (singing to) her half-breed son to tell (sing to) Sharpless that his name is Sorrow (Il mio nome e Dolore), there was a clatter on the roof—something running—and a roof tile hit the ground in front of him and shattered.

—critters.

—they insinuated themselves into the tunnels of the rounded tiles and wreaked havoc on the underlying structure.

Squirrel, likely. Pocket rats.

Have to get up there and see (actually: he welcomed the distraction). He went around the back side of the portales and set a ladder solid on the earth, shouldered to the eave. He shook the thing to test it, steady, before starting up. Stepping on the bottom rung he could feel it hold beneath his weight but halfway up he thought he might have set the thing too steep and as he stopped to reconsider, the music stopped and everything went silent before a voice, different from the opera commentator, started talking in a sudden way, a rush of words, that sounded, almost, like a foreign tongue. Rocky froze. He could not make out the words but he’d heard that cadence, most recently, in the reports from Britain and, longer ago, in the Hindenburg disaster when the newscaster had kept repeating oh god, oh god as if the gates of hell had opened up in front of him.

The man speaking could not control his voice and by the time Rocky had climbed down the drama had hit home:

Who in his Wright mind would use an airplane as a weapon?

—coward’s option, coward thing to do, to drive a triggered fuse into a sitting target, at civilians for christsake—who in his Wright mind?

He stood at the threshold of the workshop and stared at the radio.

Hawaii, jesus. One thing for the Germans to fly bombs across the Channel but these sonsofbitches had to have been flying over open ocean for christknows how many miles, how many hours—

Pearl Harbor.

—where the hell was that? He thought of going in and getting out the map but the news kept building up and pinning him to where he stood, the growing certainty, the fact acquiring its shape. Oh shit, he knew: we’re in it now. We’ve got ourselves another War.

In the house someone was running, then he heard the sound of women’s voices and, Cas running with her, Sunny burst into the portales. Wise child, she had always been wiser than her age and Rocky could see, now, in the terror on her face that she understood the larger sadness in this news unfolding, elsewhere, in the world—until she spoke two words which made no sense to him:

Stryker. Honolulu.

—two words, to Rocky’s mind, that made no sense, together, in a sentence.

“Stryker. Stryker’s at Pearl Harbor.”

It seemed to take a while before he answered, accusingly, “But you told me he was with the fleet. In San Diego.”

“I told you…” Words slowed, but her voice got higher: “Don’t say I didn’t tell you, Tops. The fleet was moved last year.”

He knew that.

—he knew that, it had been reported on the radio—last April—Roosevelt had ordered the Pacific fleet from California to Hawaii as a warning to the Japanese but stubbornly or blindly Rocky had allowed himself to think “Pacific fleet” did not mean Stryker—“Pacific fleet,” to Rocky’s mind, was a code word, a specific cover, for all those other fathers’ sons.

Not Sunny’s fault—not Cas’s either—he had made it near impossible for them to talk to him about his son.

Cas stepped forward, brought out the envelope she had been fingering—hiding—in her pocket. “This came yesterday.”

She held it out to him and when he hesitated she said, “You need to have a look. He’s married.”

That caught Sunny by surprise.

Rocky took the letter and scanned it for a return address—there was none: only “USN, Honolulu” in Stryker’s adolescent penmanship—then he opened it.

Sunny could see the letter was a single page and that a photograph was tucked inside.

Behind them, the man’s voice on the radio halted, then started up again, recounting what sounded like a lesson in geography, an atlas of the Western states—Nevada, Arizona, Oklahoma, Utah—until she realized he was naming ships.

She watched her father give her brother’s letter a quick read with no change in his expression. Then she saw the muscles in his face go slack as he examined the photograph. He looked up, locked eyes with Cas and held her gaze for what seemed to Sunny time enough to write a treaty. Twins. She felt left out: at an instant when the world, as she had known it, seemed in pieces, when she needed both her father and his twin the most.

She couldn’t stop herself: “Are we under attack? Are they going to bomb us next?”

Rocky folded the letter back into the envelope and handed it to his own twin before he answered. “Put that from your mind, honey. California is too far away.”

“But they got Hawaii—” She took his arm. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”

Rocky laid his left hand, with its missing fingers, on top of hers. “You want to ride with me to town? Phones’ll all be down. I’m going into Lone Pine to the Western Union.”

“Everyone will be in church,” Cas warned, and then Sunny took a few steps back from them and said, “Someone please explain to me what’s going on—”

The last time death had felt this close inside this house she’d been three years old.

And her father had rung the bell.

“Let me go and try and find some facts about your brother,” Rocky told her. “Come and ride along. Do you good to be with other people.”

Sunny shook her head.

After Rocky left, Cas put her arm around her shoulder and handed her the letter. “I was going to show you this, regardless. There aren’t secrets between you and me. Who knows why Stryker does the things he does. I don’t know why he didn’t want to tell you first.”

“I do.”

It had been because of Stryker that her fiancé had fled the county. Stryker was the reason Sunny wasn’t married.

She turned the letter over in her hand, hesitating, as Rocky had, to find out what it was, exactly, Stryker had in store, this time, for them.

The first word was written large in capitals and jumped off the paper:


T W I N S !



Sunny’s eyes ran down the page—great kid named Suzy—Stateside, Christmas—relatives in Sacramento—then: “Named the 1st 1 Ralph the other Waldo, that should score some points with the ol’ man (Emerson, get it??) Don’t tell Sunny cuz she’ll flip, me getting hitched before her! Imagine me a Dad! Times 2!!”

His handwriting hadn’t changed since he was ten.

—and no she couldn’t imagine him as a husband or a dad.

But there he was, in the photograph, a tall blond handsome Navy ensign in his starched whites leaning over the shoulder of the small woman looking up at him, her face partially obscured by a pair of aviator sunglasses, her very dark hair coiled along her forehead like a wad of cash or a fat sausage, lips pulled back in a smile. She was wearing a light-colored dress with large, darker flowers on it—big flowers, the kind they have in Hawaii—and she was wearing silk stockings in the sun (the light diffused along her calves). She had tiny feet in tall black pumps and tiny hands, although Sunny couldn’t see the wedding band.

Stryker had landed in Hawaii over a year ago and Sunny had received half a dozen letters from him in that time, none mentioning the “great kid Suzy” who looked half his size, Sunny had to admit, and top-heavy, balancing in her arms two identical shapes that looked like swaddled torpedoes. Ralph and Waldo. Third in line of consecutive twins in the family—Rocky and Cas, Sunny and Stryker before them. But these two had broken the mold, Sunny thought. Unlike herself and their father, these two would be identical. No one but themselves—and not even they—would ever be able to tell them apart.

Sunny took her aunt’s hand, nearly twice the size of her own. Since their mother’s death Cas had been the defining woman in Sunny’s and Stryker’s lives, arriving to help her grief-stricken brother and sacrificing her own chance at parenthood. There was no woman Sunny loved more. No one more greatly trusted. “If something happened to Tops,” Sunny said. “If you and Tops weren’t living near each other, if he was living far away from you and something happened to him, if he got sick or had an accident—or died—don’t you think you’d know it?”

“What do you mean?”

Cas stiffened, somewhat. Sunny felt her aunt’s attention drift to the radio.

“—I mean don’t you think you’d feel it, like a premonition…”

“Oh for christsake.” Cas withdrew her hand. “What’s the matter with you, button…?”

“—as a twin, I mean.”

“Where are you picking up this garbage?”

Where?—the first distinctive sound Sunny had probably ever heard in life must have been the sound of Stryker being born, the sound of Stryker screaming. Whole years had gone by when she’d believed Where’s your brother? was her name. She’d walk into a room alone and the first thing she would hear was Where’s your brother?, raising the alarm that Stryker had escaped again, somewhere on or off the premises, unaccompanied, unattended, untwinned. Where’s your brother? meant You’re not doing your job: every time he gets in trouble, so do you. Every time he gets in trouble it’s your fault.

Sunny’s life had been engineered by others to the service of her brother. Who could blame her for the habit of surveillance, for the guilt she experienced when she didn’t know where Stryker was?

“I don’t have the feeling Stryker is in danger. I don’t have that feeling at all. I don’t feel like Stryker’s… dead.”

“—oh for godsake don’t be asinine—the nation’s been attacked, boys are dying and you’re behaving like some walk-on seer in the First Act. Premonition my ass. Pull yourself together. Your mother would be ashamed to hear you talk this way.”

—big gun, Cas’s invocation of the artillery: Sunny’s mother. What would Sunny’s mother have thought or done? How did Sunny measure up against her unknown mother’s dreams for her?

Cas could see she’d landed a hit and instantly regretted it. She patted Sunny’s hand. “Let’s focus our intelligence on doing something useful. Despite what your father says I’m going to man the telephone. We must know someone who knows someone high up in the Navy. I’ll make the calls. What are you going to do?”

Sunny stared at her. Everybody in the family had the same blue eyes. Different pieces of the sky.

“Cook, I guess. Start to make a lot of food.”

“Always useful.”

Neither of them dared to turn off Rocky’s radio so they left it there, echoing in the empty portales as Cas went toward her appartement, and Sunny walked, with no real thought or plan, from habit, to the kitchen.



He used to laugh out loud in his sleep.

Until they were three years old they had shared a bedroom and some nights, after their mother died, Stryker would wake her with his laughter and she’d steal out of bed and watch him as he laughed with his eyes closed, sound asleep. Other nights, he’d bang his head. He’d bang his head against the bedboard or, during the day, pick up things—a book, a spoon, a stone—and bang with them. Very nearly all the time he had a black eye or a cut along his forehead, or his cheek was swollen underneath the watermark blemish he’d been born with. If there was anything to break within his reach he’d find it, break it. At some point he’d broken every one of his ten fingers, several of them twice. He broke both arms, a wrist, his legs, an ankle, and his collar bone. Before she put them both to bed at night Aunt Cas would stand him in front of her in his pyjamas and make him move each joint. Then she’d poke her fingers in his ribs like someone searching for a clue inside a pillow. He was particularly fond of running jumps from heights and loved to flip from Rocky’s shoulders. When they were old enough to learn to ride a horse Stryker had refused to sit and learned by standing, bareback. Rocky liked to tell the story about the first time Cas had entered the house after his wife’s death and Stryker looked up at her and swore, “Holy mountain of God.” But of course that wasn’t true; nor was it true, as Rocky also liked to say, that the only person who could even halfway wrangle Stryker was Cas. Truth was, no one could wrangle Stryker, he was one of those people, despite being a twin, born with a personality left over from some ancient pantheon, indomitable, incorrigible, intact. Sunny would have bet her soul that there had never been, in Stryker’s life, the shadow of a doubt as to who he was. Where’s your brother had never once begged who’s your brother—who-is-he?—because, unlike Sunny, Stryker had never stood in anybody’s shadow, but had grasped, unlike his twin, how to be a selfish person from the get-go. Rocky had wanted both of them to have the education of their choice—the finest education possible, as he had had—even if it meant flying in the face of his parental predilection (as he, himself, had flown in the face of Punch’s and gotten himself out West, away from Harvard). Though he would have preferred to keep them in the West, he had sent Cas with them, separately, to see the East Coast colleges (Stryker disappeared in New Haven and got himself arrested). An indifferent student, Stryker had made it clear that he considered programmed education a rat’s-assy waste of time and that as soon as he was eighteen, as soon as he could collect on his inheritance, what was owed to him, then he was history, sweetheart: outta here. All these things—the physical bluster, the bravado, his daredevil outbursts as well as the quiet instances, when he had been lost inside himself—she had preserved these images of him with purpose, kept the pictures vivid in her mind when he went away so he wouldn’t fade, become an abstract equation in her thoughts the way her mother had. She was used to keeping him alive so how was today any different.

—except that it was.

No denying: might be the worst day in American history.

The difference in the way she thought about him after he had gone away and the way she was being made to think of him today was the difference between being active in the world and being history, and she was angry with the world—afraid of it—for forcing history to intrude on private life, for forcing history to the forefront, for making History instant.

She turned off the flame under the coffeepot and turned on the kitchen radio.

People were lining up on the streets of Washington outside the White House. Roosevelt would go to Congress in the morning, ask for power to engage in War. Resident alien Japanese and Americans of Japanese descent, over a third of the civilian population of Hawaii, were being rounded up and detained in Honolulu and elsewhere in the islands. Sunny took Stryker’s letter from her apron pocket to examine it again. She tacked both it and the photograph to the message board beside the kitchen door so they’d be forced to see it every time they passed. Even though the woman’s eyes were hidden by the aviator glasses there was definitely something about the shape of her face, her physical proportions, that led Sunny to suspect, on second sight, that her brother’s wife was not Caucasian. Reading it again, she saw there was nothing in the letter to support that suspicion—but there was nothing in the letter, anyway, nothing concrete, not his new wife’s family name, nor how they’d met, his sons’ birth weights nor their size nor, even, their date of birth. Instead, the letter read like a notation of a stream of consciousness, self-consciousness, a jotting-down of unordered details as they’d entered Stryker’s thoughts. Unjoined thoughts in unjoined cursive—not so much a page designed for someone else to read as it was a private memo Stryker had dashed off as a quick reminder to himself:

Like her mother’s recipes.

Her mother’s recipes had come to her through Cas, on Sunny’s tenth birthday. Since an early age Sunny had been drawn to where the cooking happened, to the places on the ranch where the women gathered—and, sometimes, a man, or two—in the daily preparation of the food. Because, in the face of death, what else are you going to do, where else are you going to go after your mother has died except to the heart of the house, its nurturing center. Stryker had stayed under the iron lung, refusing to move—until Rocky had lifted him, kicking and screaming—but Sunny had gravitated to the portales, where the Mexican women were shaping the masa, where she could join in, use her tiny hands to mix the dough for the fry bread, pat tortillas, not even knowing how angry she was, as angry as Stryker, for being deserted, not even knowing there was a word to describe it—death—a word she would eventually equate with the loss of love.

You go on loving them, but the dead can’t love you back.

—what persists is solitary love. Some of the women encouraged Sunny to think there was a place above, cielo, where her mother abided, looking down, still dispensing love. But when she’d asked her father and her aunt where her mother had gone, neither mentioned this Heaven, this place above the earth. They merely answered, “Death took her.”

“Is Death bringing her back?”

“No.”

“Then who’s bringing her back?”

“We are. With our thoughts.”

The concept of Return: this is the day she could remember believing—this is the day she’ll come back because I am thinking of her.

Death is so easily misunderstood by a child.

She doesn’t want to have to go through that again: waiting: and waiting: the diminishing hope.

There were films of her mother, home movies Rocky had made which he ran for them after she had died but the images had panicked the children (Stryker had charged at the screen; Sunny had burst into tears) so he’d kept the reels unlit until they’d both grown older. What Sunny had found comforting, from the start, had been the stories people would tell. Her mother had been an incomparable woman, not only adored but revered for her kindness, her service. Along with all the private things she’d been (lover, wife, mother), she’d been a healer: doctor: herbalist and gardener: chef, and the longer Sunny stayed in the portales the more people started telling her Chica, you have your mother’s touch. The reaction to her presence turned from Where’s your brother? to You have your mother’s gift for food: your mother would have made this soup this way: this tastes exactly like your mother’s. Stryker had been whelped a person on his own but Sunny had required something else, a recipe, to shape her personality, her own place in the world.


“BEAR,”



the first card in her mother’s recipe box had read:


Yellowish and rank.

Rocky refuses to consume it (for religious reasons).

“BUTTER,”



the next one read:


WINTER (white): best for icings

SUMMER (yellow): eat with bread



Then:


RAINBOW HASH

Discard fish heads. (Trouts’ eyes will

follow you around the room.)



The cards themselves, stained with mold and desiccated proteins, were kept in a metal box, three by five inches long, the kind one saw in banks and offices: clerical green, for filing data.


TRIPE

Wash hands. Can cause a rash. Treat as

poison ivy.

CAPON

Castrate the rooster.



Cas had claimed she’d found the box in the potting shed behind a row of seed catalogs and its discovery, so long after Sunny’s mother’s death, when Sunny was already collecting testimonies from people who had known her mother, came as monumental—a moment such as Hamlet’s on the parapet with his father’s ghost, Moses with the Tablets.

— until she read them.


FOOD FOR THE ILL

Slice the dove in 1/2. Lay the wings across

the patient’s chest.

GAME

Old: roast, fry or broil

Young: stew, braise or jug



In the sense that a recipe should offer instructions, Sunny’s mother’s were puzzles. Worse, they were betrayals—to a ten-year-old, at least, they betrayed the promise of what Sunny hoped to have revealed to her, the promise of some greater knowledge of her mother, her methods and her secrets. Instead of an ordered index, what Sunny found were traces of a person taking notes, a shorthand, the way some people talk out loud as a self-reminder, to jog memory, a memory in which Sunny would never find an active part until she, herself, followed her mother’s shadow and began to try to cook.


EN GELÉE

Protein in liquid will always set, when cooled.

RABBIT

Same muscle structure as PORK.

Overactive hearts (tough).

Skin in one piece. Soak in vinegar and water. Ragu.



Her mother had been steeped in Anatomy and Chemistry, versed in the volatility of enzymes and the combinative properties of molecules, the properties of blood, so she had come to cooking with a surgeon’s eye (“… same muscle structure as PORK”). What a doctor knew, and what Sunny would subsequently come to learn, is that every living thing has an inner structure, a covert reality, which must be apprehended (“slice with the grain”).


SPATCHCOCK

(From the British: “Dispatch the cock.”)

Can’t be done in less than 2 incisions.



All that life, Sunny was now thinking: all that experience, the complicated web of craft that’s mastered from the cradle—how to grasp a fork and spoon, how to fit a button through its buttonhole, how to tie a knot, how to cast a line into a silver lake, how to jump bareback from one stampeding stallion to another, how to charm your way into the woman’s bedroom, how to survive, mano a mano, against an archetype of masculinity like Rocky as your father—

She’d be damned if she’d allow all that specificity that was Stryker to be ended:

She told herself he wasn’t dead.

She floured her hands and punched the dough down in the bowl and formed it into equal loaves and laid them in their tins to rest beneath clean towels.

She told herself he was on another ship, somewhere.

She took the pheasant and the two hens from the icebox and shocked them under running water, checking with her fingers for quills. Then she laid them out and dried them.

If she had gone with Rocky into town she wouldn’t have been able to keep busy, keep the thoughts, the memory, at bay. She would have had to see a lot of people, town people, people from the Valley who had known her, known Stryker, since the time that they’d been born. Old water, Cas called them, or source water: what she meant was salt of the earth. They would have been in shock, as she was, but without the added burden of direct involvement, the mirror of the twinned experience. Some, the ones with sons, would have started to withdraw into themselves as acts of conservation when they began to suspect the distance between Lone Pine and Pearl Harbor—personal and fatal—was shrinking, that a different kind of gravity was acting on them. She would have had to stand with them in an office on a street where Stryker had once stood, still, attentive, quiet, as if this Sunday were intended as a daylong churchgoing exercise, and she would have dreaded keeping vigil there, among them, untwinned, inactive, and alone.

The radio confirmed the Arizona had gone down.

Sunny took the first bird in her hands and cracked its backbone.


SPATCH   COCK



If she ever wrote a cookbook of her own she would describe “spatch cock” as a form of presentation not unlike the process of deboning a joint, a leg of lamb. Deboned, the flesh is “butterflied,” laid out concertina-fashion, like an expanded accordion, with “wings”—except, when dealing with a hen, the wings are real. Spatchcocking is a butchering skill that requires the removal of all the chicken’s bones except the thighs and legs and wings and Sunny’s mother had written on her SPATCHCOCK card that it “Can’t be done in less than 2 incisions.”

Sunny had taught herself how to do it in just one.

It had taken years of practice to perfect the method but she had finally taught herself a skill that had eluded her own mother, the trained surgeon, and every time she made the cut it felt like carving her initials on the bone of time:

She made a single one-inch clean incision through the neck bone just above the broken spine.

Then with one swift move she deboned it through its anus, using just her thumb and middle finger.



So imagine what will happen to the man who falls in love with her.




the second property of thirst is recognition





THERE WAS NO OTHER WAY TO GET THERE, to get in and out, except by road, this two-lane hard top, and that was good, that was very good, because if any Japs thought they could escape by rail or other means—on foot—they’d be in for a surprise from Mother Nature wouldn’t they, worse than Moses in the desert, worse than all them displaced persons from the Dust Bowl on their way to California and now that we’re on the subject what’s so great about all that? Cal-i-forn-eye-ay, my cracker jax, nothin’ here but wetback country. Desert. Ugly desert. Where did this idea of a pretty desert come from? From the movie pictures… Strewn. A word his mother could have used, describing some catastrophe befallen the front yard. Strewn with all manner of junk, fruit pits, bits of rusted pipe, wheels off a bike, a sand-blasted blanket, somebody’s bony dog. Sloppy country, Hauser recognized, his native Southern tastes rising like trapped flies off a sheen of oil: he knew junk when he saw it and this pit, this part of Cal-i-forn-eye-ay was about as junky as it gets.

Up—you gotta call it up when you are driving north in these United States—up from some sandy junction only God could sanction—Mo Jave the General called it while Schiff, the smart Jew, told him, no, excuse me, General, the people here pronounce the name Mo Havy so maybe we should try to say it that way, too, like it was something from the O.T. Mo Army Bull Shit, Hauser might have told them, if only rank allowed him. Mo Bull: He’d driven these two north, up from the junction called Mo Havy through shit pits of scenery strewn with the ugliest of cactuses, until the mountains started. That’s when the Jew moved to the front.

He liked the Jew. The Jew was OK, not Army, not even in the slightest, couldn’t speak in Army time, recite the Army clock. Ignorant of protocol, regs, codes, systems of parlayance, the slightest comprehension of who, precisely, was on top by virtue of the uniform. The Jew was from some high rung on the ladder in Interior and spoke to Hauser, a mere mortal from the motor pool, with the same lack of starch he used when answering the General. There was something going on between them, The General and The Jew, something Hauser liked to watch because it tickled him, the same way he enjoyed watching those movie Jews, the Marx Brothers, stick it to the rich fat lady. Schiff was sticking it, somehow, to General Macauley, though Hauser couldn’t figure out how. There was something going on that he couldn’t comprehend, as if he were a catfish in a river, monitoring a person cutting bait on board a boat, above. The General didn’t like the Jew, that much he understood—but so far, in the three days of this miserable trip, Hauser hadn’t figured out how, exactly, he knew this, except to notice that the General never turned his eyes to Schiff when he was talking to him, never turned his nose in his direction, as if he’d catch a whiff of something like the stink of nightshade in the air.

Schiff, for his part, had been fielding anti-Semitism from stiffs like Macauley from the time that he could read, so no amount of proto-military camouflage—sir, yes, sir—could put him off the scent of what was really up the General’s nose. Not only was Schiff, himself, the ranking authority on their mission, but he was a civilian one. A Jew, to boot. German Jew, in the General’s estimation, judging from his name. A Jerry, somewhere back there on the family tree.

Hauser was a German-sounding name as well, but the General never called the boy who drove the car anything but Private and probably never thought of Ricky—his family called him Ricky—as anything but an entity over which he, Macauley, was, by far, the ranked superior. Schiff liked the boy who drove the car. He liked this boy from Gadsden, Alabama, where he’d learned to swim and fish in a shiftless body of tea-colored water called the Coosa River. This boy who’d named their Army-issue car The Sweet Louisa the first hour he was on the job, who seemed to take apart the engine every night and blow into the units, one by one, and shine them on the rag tucked in his belt. Grit, he had explained to Schiff that first night, adding another syllable around the “i” and never really exercising any effort to assure the “t” was closed. He spoke Schiff’s name as if it were a koan or a linguistic paradox


she/if



and it amused Schiff that the kid was a category of rube, gem-like in his transparency, a kind of kid he’d never had the chance to meet out on Chicago streets, a trusting Christian Southern boy. It amused Schiff that the kid could sense the General’s bias but couldn’t grasp its origin, hadn’t measured Schiff the way the General had, by his sallow skin and quick dark eyes. The Jewish question had arisen not because the kid had raised it—he didn’t have the skills for that—but because Schiff had let loose a shtetl expletive while they were talking late one night, the two of them.

Yiddish, Schiff had explained. First language of choice for cursing.

On the kid’s vacated look he’d tried again.

Judische deutsch. The slang of certain kinds of Jews.

Oh this is going to be fun, he’d reckoned:

Surely there are Jews back home in Georgia where you’re from.

I’m from Alabama.

Surely there are Jews back home in Alabama.

Sir, yes, sir. But only in the Bible. Sir.

Up to that significant exchange it had not occurred to Hauser that Jews were people in the modern world, that a Jew could walk around the same as him in pants and speak American. Up to that moment, to the extent that he had thought of them at all, he had thought of Jews the way he imagined dinosaurs, as things he’d been told existed in the distant past and roamed the earth before America or he, himself, was ever born. There were several hints, even back in Gadsden, that Jews existed to this day, but, like kangaroos and zebras, they were creatures that might be real, somewhere, but that he, himself, would never live to see. And wasn’t that the Army for you. Sticking you in front of things you never thought you’d live to see.

If Hauser had to say what made Schiff different from the people he’d known in Gadsden, he’d be hard put to put it into words. Unlike the General, Schiff was talkative. But Hauser’s mother’s sister’s daughter Cousin June could talk the ears off corn, and she was not a Jew. Cousin June could talk a blue streak about nothing, really, but Schiff made sense in everything he said, he opened windows in the conversation, asked polite but unexpected questions, and Hauser came away feeling he’d learned a thing or two even if he couldn’t say, exactly, what it was. The second day into this trip he’d come to feel that he was getting smarter, that Schiff was teaching him something, and that kind of went along with his preconception, from the Bible, of what a Jew might do, if he could meet a Jew in person. Which, of course, he had. Courtesy of the U.S. Army.

I play with the idea—believe me—I play with the idea every day: of signing up, Schiff had mentioned on the second night.

He had come out after supper to the lot beside the hotel, where Hauser was polishing the Packard in the dark, to make conversation and observe the desert stars.

Hauser said, I reckon every man in these United States is thinking that.

And every woman, too, Schiff added.

That had stopped Hauser in his tracks. And Schiff had been quick to smile.

Fightin’ ain’t a woman’s work, the boy had suggested.

I’m not saying put the ladies on the front lines, but there’s plenty of ways to serve one’s country. Look at us.

Hauser hadn’t answered back. He was chomping at the bit to know what they were doing in the desert. He didn’t know the details of the mission—all he knew was what the Army needed him to know, that he was the General’s driver and that the General was a big hat.

You pulled a plum assignment, son, Schiff had ratified.

Sir, yes, sir. But, still.

You wonder why they didn’t ship you where the action is.

Yes, sir.

Because you’d be an asset anywhere they need to put a crankshaft in the field.

Hauser had felt a blush of pride that Schiff had noticed he was good with cars.

Truth is, I didn’t finish school, he’d told the older man.

That’ll never stop you.

And the other thing. I’m not so good at reading.

I know.

For the second time since they’d been talking the boy had come to a stop. For years he had been faking it, fooling his teachers and employers, learning how to conjure meaning from the signs, dissemble, recognize the words by the pictures that accompanied them or by the ways that other people, readers, were responding to them. He had fooled his parents that way, fooled the people at the railroad station where he’d bought his ticket, fooled the bureaucrats along the way and even fooled, or so he’d hoped, the U.S. Army.

How’d you guess?

I saw you couldn’t read a menu.

Menu? Hauser had asked.

I like watching people read their menus. Tells me something, watching people make their minds up—or not. Some people have no interest in imaginary food. They prefer the food they’ve tried and tasted, food they’ve had before. They scan their menus for the things they’ve been digesting from the crib. Some, like you, look around, at other people’s plates. Others eat by price, enslaving gustatory pleasure to the dictates of their wallets. There’s even people—couples, mostly: marrieds—who approach the menu as a recitation, an out-loud reading, as if the person they’re with is still a child. Or an illiterate.

It’s not like I never learned my letters, sir. Most times I can read my words. Just sometimes they get jumbled up.

How do you read a map?

There’s lines, sir. The names of towns ain’t as important as the lines atween ’em. Do you think the General knows?

I don’t think Macauley spends a lot of time on thoughts about you, Ricky.

Do you think the Army knows?

Oh I’d bet my life on it.

So that was why they’d stuck him Stateside, a uniformed chauffeur to a General with an undisclosed assignment and a Jew from the Department of Interior. The “WRA,” whatever that stood for. He thought the “W” must stand for “War.” “W” was one of those letters that sometimes shifted round for him—it flipped—and looked, for all the world same as “M.” He envied Schiff the way he spent his time alone inside a book, the way he always had a written page in front of him—a document, a manual—alive in two worlds at the same time, the world outside, the real one, and a world encoded on the page. The General, on the other hand, sat stony in the seat, staring out the window, or behind the aviator glasses that he wore to cut the glare or to disguise the fact that he was sleeping.

Would you like me to read to you while you’re driving, Ricky? Schiff would patter from the back beside the General. I’ve got a riveting report here on animal husbandry, in particular, on chicken farming—

Quiet, the General would snap.

Right you are, General. Let’s exclude all conversation, shall we? Inappropriate in time of war. Serious business. Let’s outlaw things. Let’s practice exclusion. Let’s write our own Exclusion Act. What about a whisper? Should we whisper? What about a hum? Let me hum you something. Let me hum you “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.”



Schiff was trying to be funny, Hauser knew, but it sounded like a kind of humor Hauser wasn’t used to, more a kind of cruelty, a humor lacking kindred spirit, without laughter. Schiff could sometimes say things with a smile that came out sounding like they shouldn’t have a smile attached, and maybe that was something else, Hauser thought, another thing, peculiar to a Jew. He had yet to see the General smile—at all—so it was hard to know if Schiff was using a certain tone of voice to try to get a rise out of the General or because it was Schiff’s brand of humor. On his own part, sometimes when Schiff listened to his own voice, that note of sarcasm, the bloodlessness in it, made him feel ashamed. He wondered where in godsname that had come from. Where, what dark place in him had that kind of anger in it, that sound, non-musical, of retaliation. In the days after the 7th, after the attack, as the pictures and the film footage, the details and statistics, had started coming through, his grasp on humor had disappeared—as had everybody else’s—it had seemed as if no one in the nation was ever going to laugh again. Nothing—absolutely nothing—could be funny anymore, the country had been plunged into an ice bath of seriousness: This-is-war. We’re in it now. We’re out for revenge. Maybe that—the voice of vengeance—was what he heard in his own voice when, at last, two months later, he had tried to make a joke. What was there to joke about? The jumped-up Austrian with the paintbrush mustache? That little manic freak? All you had to do was watch the newsreels to know that this insane aberration, this throwback to the worst of human history, was as bad as any tyrant from the past and worse than anything America, in her raw youth, had ever produced, and here he was, this Nazi jackass, in the middle of the twentieth century, as modern as you could get, on the planet at the same time—simultaneous—with Schiff. What were the odds? Nebuchadnezzar, cholera, Cortés, the plague, smallpox, Genghis Khan, George the Third, Attila, Tamburlaine—Schiff had dodged those former scourges, thanks to fate. Thanks to the Diaspora. But now, the hand that fate had dealt him—the utter chancy dice-toss of his birth—had landed him in a shrinking world, on a modern planet where people could fly, a place already mapped and re-mapped, a smooth totality with no hard edges, no old-fashioned horizon lines beyond which dragons flourished. From Europe, his parents had washed up on a lucky shore—a place so often called the Land of Opportunity that to think otherwise became a tribal heresy. Everybody his parents knew was better off—financially, politically, defensively—than they had been in the Old World and although there were whispers, rumors, of blackguards and stragglers for whom the struggle to make good had not panned out, the majority opinion was that the story of coming-to-America was a story of success. Failed stories were rarely written, rarely told. Failed stories didn’t fly. Not in a century like this one. Stories of the failure to succeed had moral implications—if you failed then you were lazy. Only the wanton or depraved could not succeed here, the drug-addled, the debauched, the undevout. There was a thirst for betterment as plain, as basic, as the thirst for water and the satisfaction of its need was as expected and assumed as rain from heaven, rain in summer, rain in Spain. If you could not make it here, in this land of opp, you did not deserve to call yourself American.

Then, out of nowhere, the hammer blow of the Depression: it seemed to hit the hardest not in the urban ghettos, not in the tight-knit warrens of first- and second-generation Americans in New York, Chicago, Baltimore and San Francisco, but at the people in the middle, on the plains where you might have to walk ten miles to find a neighbor—places too expansive for a safety net, places with no bread lines, no help of any kind except some lines from Scripture, from the Book of Job. Schiff had been fifteen the day in October ’29 when the market crashed—old enough to understand the headlines but not to grasp the consequences. Some of the men in Schiff’s Chicago neighborhood had lost their savings and some had even lost their jobs, but the community was relatively unscathed compared to others that his parents had heard about. They had been prudent in their banking—conservative, even—never trusting in the empty language and false promise of the boom. They’d put away enough to pay a little toward college, but Schiff had had to work his education off—first as a busboy, then as a waiter—through both his undergraduate years and his study in the law. He’d lived at home into his twenties—lived with his parents in the same house where he’d grown up and, until he left Chicago to go to Washington after law school, he had never been outside the state of Illinois. He hadn’t been a brilliant student, but he had made important friends among the faculty, impressing his professors with his capacity to argue any side of any question—a trait, certainly Talmudic, that he’d inherited from his father and his father’s father and his father’s father’s father before him. Most people, in their historical narratives, he believed, celebrate their victories. But Jews remembered slavery. Jews memorialized their losses. They kept past suffering alive as if it had happened yesterday, turning, with each new generation, to a tradition of both prior endurance and prior reflection on their pain. Schiff had argued in one of his early papers at the University of Chicago that if there had been but a single rebbe at the Continental Congress, the history of slavery in the United States might have been dramatically altered. Eradicated, had there but been two lone devout Jews at Liberty Hall in place of those two Yemeni from South Carolina. He brought not necessarily the best mind but an argumentative viewpoint of the law’s fragility, a zealous Mosaic protectionism to observe, obey, the Bill of Rights as if it were a set of Commandments. If his parents were at all disappointed in his decision to go to Washington they disguised the minor hurt with pride in his commitment to what he called “a life of doing good.” From the time, when he was still a teenager, that he’d seen those first photographs of the people who were soon to be labeled “Okies”—poor, despairing, dispossessed—he’d decided that he wanted to work so that their kind of poverty, their kind of enforced nomadic transhumance, shouldn’t ever again have to happen in the country his immigrant parents had chosen to call home. Few of the expected totems stirred Schiff’s patriotism—not the flag, not the singing of “The Star-Spangled Banner” before a White Sox game—but those Depression-era photos of families in their broken-down jalopies with their undernourished bodies straining through the gritty air of the Dust Bowl tore him up. They looked like ghosts upon the landscape, living ghosts out in the desert. So fucking Old Testament, he’d thought. So fucking Jewish.



In his first year at Chicago a female professor walked into one of those cattle-call required lectures and berated all the freshmen for never having read her books. You owe it to yourselves, she’d said, to know the minds of the people that you’re learning from, to read the books they’ve written and plan your courses not on how to meet the minimum requirements or how to schedule for convenience but to put your mind into proximity to other minds that stimulate your own, spend your time in the company of teachers who will light you up, live your whole life by that dictum: to position and align yourself with men and women you admire. Choose professors, choose employers, not mere courses and mere jobs, and your lives will be a whole lot richer for it.

After that, Schiff had made a list of faculty who seemed interesting to him, from whom he wanted to learn. It started—the list—as a doodle in a notebook but it grew, over the years, into a dream map of his college expectations. In law school the list expanded to people he would want to work for and the fact, when he finally noticed it, that his father wasn’t on the list came as no surprise. If there was a single patriarchal exemplar in Schiff’s young life it was Justice Louis Brandeis, America’s most famous Jew, the Supreme Court jurist who had halted J. P. Morgan’s railroad and whose writings on freedom of expression and the right to privacy got even middling minds fizzing with the possibilities of how a free and equal society might expect to function, against greater, vested, selfish, odds.

Schiff’s dream job would have been to clerk for the old man—Brandeis was eighty-one the year Schiff finished law school, and still on the high bench—but Schiff knew he didn’t have the legal chops to qualify. Still, University of Chicago Law was not without its own door-opening power in Roosevelt’s cabinet, and the most frequent recruiter on campus had been a man who, if not as refined in his wit and jurisprudence as Justice Brandeis, was nevertheless a free, if not radical, thinker whom Schiff would certainly leave Illinois to learn from: Secretary of the Interior Harold LeClair Ickes. Favorite son of Chicago and a former reporter for the Herald, Ickes had started as a Republican but jumped that plank with the crazed fervor of a born-again converso right about the time that socialism started leaving footprints in the foyers of the nation’s ruling institutions. In Harold Ickes you had a guy—sometimes a little weird, sometimes a little too fervent (as when he wanted to set aside a big part of Alaska for European Jewish refugees)—so incorruptible he got the name in even the most tainted press of “Honest Harold.” Schiff loved the man. He and ten other Chicago Law recruits had come to be known in Ickes’s Department of the Interior as The Gang, young men in their mid-twenties, most unmarried, who lived and breathed New Deal reforms and would have gone to hell and back for FDR and Uncle Harold.

Beyond happy, a fifty on the happy scale of one to ten, too happy in his daily work to realize how rare this was, that this kind of physical and mental stimulation wasn’t what life offered up for most men on a daily basis, too physically exhausted but mentally alive each night to start to dream because who needed dreams when you’re already living one.

Starting with the Public Works Administration and then the revamped WPA, Schiff had become a civil servant—he loved the term—in a dedicated corps of government employees whose sole motivating force was to save the country—save it from the famine in the plains, from the poverty in cities, from the private vested interests, from the heresies and scandals of the 1920s, of their fathers’ generations. As an administrative agent of the WPA, he had gone to places he’d never dreamed of going—into the field, traveling the back roads, working with his hands as well as with his mind, meeting his nation face-to-face. He’d overseen a program to construct a dam, another to build roads, others to put poets, authors and photographers to work archiving the country’s migrant men and women, listening to their dialects and voices. He’d worked among the dispossessed and underfed, the undereducated and the IOUs, the transients and zealots, grifters, drifters, carney men and con men, goobers, rubes, and shoeless Revenuers, screw-loose do-gooders and sky-blue Sioux, and one thing he had learned about the great American passe-partout was that once you got outside the larger cities there were hardly any Jews.

And he’d learned something else:

—that what it meant to be American—what he’d thought it meant—was a portion of the whole, that what was out there was a spectacle beyond his keyhole view, that once you’re truly in it, even from an airplane, as far as you can see—everything is still too vast too large too big to be a unified idea—nothing out there but unmitigated Nature, terrifying in its nothingness, in the breadth and depth of its emptiness: how the hell the whole thing came together under one defining nationality remained a miracle to him, the sort of thing that begged for a belief in a higher power, in the hand of God, Man could not have bound these separate parts together, Man could not have made it doable, the North, the South, the East, the West, the whole place should have ended up like South America, a patchwork of plutocracies. Open places scared him. They threatened to abduct his man-made reason to a place of logical dis-integration where constellations trotted out their ancient plots and ordinary shadows dancing on the foothills foretold acts of natural vengeance he could not control. He liked to see Man’s footprint on the landscape, count the clocking telegraph poles along the roadsides, hear a train. The world without some fingerprints all over it was a clueless puzzle for him. And—you’d think his Semitic rootstock would have overcome this prejudice—the desert, in particular, bored the pants off him. He couldn’t see the point. Why would anybody in his right mind choose to live in one.

“Lotta rain in Gadsden, is there?” he’d asked Hauser, for the conversation.

Schiff had moved into the front seat after the last road stop—just opened the door and shoved in, much to Hauser’s consternation, abandoning the back seat and the General as if both were unnecessary freight. Since they’d left Mojave, every time they’d passed a roadside stand hawking JERKY PISTACHIOS DRIED FRUIT HONEY Schiff had told him to turn in so he could grab a sample, and this last time when he’d come back with elk jerky he’d just switched into the front seat like the whole thing was his business. Schiff hadn’t asked for permission to consume his foodstuffs in the car—maybe Schiff thought he didn’t need permission as the ranking member of the mission—but it was an Army car and Hauser was in charge of it, in charge of keeping it shipshape and he didn’t think anyone would fault him for proprietary feelings, especially when it came to Schiff’s oranges. Schiff had started the trip with a crate of California Sunkist oranges, which he expected Hauser to maintain as part and parcel of the Packard’s gear. It wasn’t that Schiff was a sloppy eater—he was very neat—but regardless of how neat you are, oranges are messy. He liked the smell—good, sunshiney—but even though Schiff threw the peels away, the stickiness remained, some seeds remained, and Hauser had to wipe down the door handles and every other thing that Schiff touched several times each day. The General didn’t sanction Schiff’s intake, either, Hauser noticed, and punched the back vent open every time Schiff tore into something, sitting with his lip curled and his nose stuck in the desert air.

I wouldn’t say it rains a lot, Hauser had answered. I’d say it rains the normal.

Through the year?

Throughout the whole year, yes sir.

Schiff pointed out the mountains rising on the left. “Because these mountains here, these Sierras, stop the rain from falling where we’re headed.”

Hauser kept his eyes on the road but stole a glance at him sideways.

“In fact,” Schiff said, “where we’re putting up for the night I’ll bet you’ll see the tallest mountain in these United States from your hotel window. Mount Whitney. Fourteen thousand five hundred and ninety-five feet up in the air. That’ll snag those Japanese air balloons, won’t it, General? Good old Mother Nature. That’ll keep us safe.”

Hauser saw Schiff didn’t turn when he addressed Macauley, he was looking at a map spread on his knees and he spoke into his chest the way, all his life, Hauser had watched the women in his family talking to their dead.

Schiff had his finger on Mount Whitney’s peak on the page as if it held a pulse.

“—Jesus, that’s two miles and three-quarters high…”

He looked at the Sierra Nevadas and repeated the Lord’s name.

“You ever see the Pacific?” he asked Hauser.

“I’ve never seen any ocean, sir.”

“Well it’s that way,” Schiff told him, pointing left, “about a hundred eighty miles.” He knew that on December 7 after the attack on Pearl the Joint Chiefs had anticipated another raid on the Pacific Coast and for five nights running there had been a defensive blackout in California along the coast from Bakersfield to San Diego. The very vastness of the inner nation, the same scope that made Schiff feel alone and edgy, was the main factor in its safety: the Japanese did not have planes equipped to cross the ocean and encroach on U.S. airspace—none of the combatants had that kind of flying power, including the U.S.—but, with the prevailing winds, from west to east, incendiary air balloons could be launched from boats in the Aleutians or in the mid-Pacific to do the trick. Japanese balloons could reach Washington State or Oregon or Santa Barbara in a day and even though the tactic had a less-than-perfect air-to-target accuracy, the threat of any air attack was cause enough to spark concern. And once the mind went there, once you started believing you were vulnerable, that your borders were not safe—that your homes were not—that way of thinking would lead you toward suspicion, into thinking that the enemy might even be among you in the city where you live. It hadn’t taken much persuasion to convince the President that friends-of-the-enemy might be found among the Japanese in Portland, San Francisco and the Central Valley. Along the coast, you got these ranges that stalled the cool Pacific air moving east. Around Lone Pine, at the base of Mount Whitney, the annual rainfall for the last sixty years had been less than an inch. The mountains threw their fists into the sky and stopped the clouds. Rainshadow, it was called—an event from Mother Nature that made him nervous. How could a thing as periodic, as spatially diffuse as rain ever have a goddamn shadow? You had to watch these people out here in the open places naming natural things. They could mess you up with terminology as masked and crooked as the Army’s. EXCLUSION ZONE. The creation of the new “Exclusion Zone” was the reason he was here, Executive Order 9066, a law breachbirthed in the wake of fear that mandated an exclusionary area, a “rainshadow” across a map, where certain elements—rain, the Japanese—were prevented from existing. It hadn’t taken long—three months—for the President to ban all citizens of Japanese descent from living on or near the western coast of the United States from Canada to Mexico. The problem, now, was where to relocate them. “Freedom in a box” was how one Department of the Interior lawyer had described the situation to him. ANTICIPATORY DEFENSIVE ACTION. TACTICAL DISCRETION. The rounding up of all Americans of Japanese ancestry. Which, in Schiff’s off-duty opinion, meant involuntary internment. Fuck habeas corpus. You were now entering the rainshadow of universal Law.

“Big place, is it, your hometown?”

“Oh yes sir. Gadsden used to be the second-largest shipping center in the state, second only after Mobile.”

OEBPS/e9781416573456/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781416573456/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		The First Property of Thirst is an Element of Surprise


		The Second Property of Thirst is Recognition


		The Third Property of Thirst is Memory


		The Fourth Property of Thirst is Desire


		The Fifth Property of Thirst is the Thwarting of Desire


		The Sixth Property of Thirst is Truth


		The Seventh Property of Thirst is Spontaneous Combustion


		The Eighth Property of Thirst is Re-Invention


		The Ninth Property of Thirst is Submersion


		The Tenth Property of Thirst is the Taste of the Inevitable


		The Last Property of Thirst is Evaporation


		Afterword


		Gratitude List


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Afterword


		About the Author


		Copyright








		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462


		463


		464


		465


		466


		467


		468


		469


		470


		471


		472


		473


		474


		475


		476


		477


		478


		479


		480


		481


		482


		483


		484


		485


		486


		487


		488


		489


		490


		491


		492


		493


		494


		495


		496


		497


		498


		499


		500


		501


		502


		503


		504


		505


		506


		507


		508


		509


		510


		511


		512


		513


		514


		515


		516


		517


		518


		519


		520


		521


		522


		523


		524


		525


		526


		527


		528


		529


		530


		531


		532








OEBPS/e9781416573456/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781416573456/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781416573456/images/title.jpg
PROPERTIES of THIRST

a novel

MARIANNE WIGGINS

SIMON & SCHUSTER

New York  London  Toronto  Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781416573456/images/9781416573456.jpg
MARIANNE WIGGINS

“Legitimately great ... This is a big, bold book, generous of spirit
and packed with prose that gleefully breaks the rules.”

PROPERTIES
"

THIRST

— HHTTHISLS4d9 1TVNOILVN

Funaitst tor te PULITZER PRIZE ana NATIONAL BOOK AWARD

3





OEBPS/e9781416573456/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781416573456/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


