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  Dedication




  This one has been a long time coming and is for all those brave hearts and souls who opened their lives to me and trusted me to tell their stories. I have never forgotten you and remain grateful for your trust.




  Introduction




  Ordinary is often very extraordinary but experiences in this realm are usually overlooked. Although my life has been far from ordinary, many of my experiences are just that—wonderfully ordinary.




  A touch of a baby’s hand, the line of light fading into the arms of darkness at twilight, the first time you realize you love someone, the moment your child reaches out in a gesture of simple fondness that breaks your heart with the weight of emotion.




  That is life. Your life. My life. All our lives.




  My life also continues to be extraordinary. I am a writer, an author, and a journalist who prods the folds of the world for every piece of life that I can swallow. I have been to war in Bosnia and held the hands of dying babies. I have walked the often-tense lines between being totally objective and making certain someone knows I am a human being. People have tried to kill me and rape me and push me off cliffs. I have fallen from the sky and landed on the shoulders of hundreds of goddesses.




  All these stories, all the times that I have danced with the FBI and held hands with the world’s underbelly, have added to the vitality of my own spirit. These experiences, no matter how small, have helped me move from one phase of my life to the next and have helped me maintain my stride. That is what I call extraordinary.




  These stories, some of them written a very long time ago, are the ones that have risen to the top, the pieces of my life puzzle that needed telling and sharing immediately—perhaps a beginning memoir. There are other stories, simmering just below the surface that will rise soon, and even more that are forming around me and inside of me at this very moment.




  I struggled for a long time trying to decide if I should publish these pieces of my life. Some of these stories were written when I was physically and emotionally a different woman. That also means I was a different writer. In the end it simply seemed foolish to hide them away. Really—what the hell!




  In a few stories I have changed names—to protect the seemingly innocent and myself—and these are my remembrances. They belong to me and now to you. I am far from perfect and you may think the stories are far from perfect—but here they are.




  In many instances my life has changed drastically since I wrote these pieces. I have been married, and divorced, my children have left the nest, I have moved several times, I’ve become a full-time novelist, I’ve leapt into, and then out of menopause—and yet, I’m still Kris Radish.




  In these words and with these stories I hope you can find a part of yourself. Because even though we may have never met—you are a part of me and in the cosmic rules of life that I follow—I am a part of you. We laugh and cry and feel, and there are moments, every day when we pause to watch the horizon at the exact same time.




  Think of that, and of me, when you imagine your own life as ordinary. Nothing could be further from the truth because there is no one like you, no one like me, no one like us.




   




  Kris Radish




  Jesus Drives a Thunderbird




  The road to my mountain cabin is a curving snake of a thing that graces me with views of winding streams lined with fields of watercress, edges of mountains that reach out to caress my eyelids, and intoxicating smells of sage and pine that make me feel like a staggering drunk.




  My legs are made of rubber each night as I approach the huge metal gate that keeps the world away from the buildings I am hired to guard as a caretaker after my other job as a journalist is over for the day. This feeling is a combination of too much work and the boozy feeling that erupts like sudden gunfire with a simple glimpse of my gorgeous environment.




  No one is ever at the lonely gate, which is much larger than the antique car I drive. I paddle up these hills in a fading blue Datsun that I can often outrun but I always manage to make it. Sometimes when I am alone, I push open the gate and hop onto its wooden edges, swing my hand into the air, and it is as if I am riding a wild pony. When I tilt my head back, I see mountain ridges, shades of western blue sky, and a canopy of green that heightens my already woozy senses. Sometimes I see dancing deer. When they try to sneak past the gate they are always high-stepping and if they were whispering in human speak they would say, “She’s nuts, you guys. Just walk quietly and we will slip past her before she even knows we are here.” Once, I swear to God, a cougar jumped the entire width of the road and I memorized its track and my wild-man friend, who knew every animal in the world, told me yes, that was a cougar.




  Tonight there is a car waiting at the gate. It is a black Thunderbird totally out of place in this world of beat-up trucks and foreign cars that are normally used for target practice and I am torn between backing up and seeing who the hell is at the gate.




  I am not a small or a large woman but somewhere in between. Tall. Fast legs. A little thin but definitely not the kind of broad who will make a man cry for help. Any goofball could push me over if he tried hard enough but I am always thinking that I would be able to maim him first so the cops would recognize him. “Look at that scar,” the policemen would say. “This poor son of a bitch must have been up at the gate.”




  Today, like always, I have a stick the size of a baseball bat alongside me in the car in case a tribe of crazed hula dancers tries to overtake me but how can I hide this weapon under my blue down jacket if I need to beat the hell out of someone without them knowing it?




  Thinking nothing but, “golly gee,” like a trusting fool, I pull close to this car, just to its left side, and get out. It is winter but there is no snow on the ground and the wind here, higher than in the valley, cuts into my face and slaps me awake.




  My shoes crunch on the frozen gravel as I edge around my car door, stepping like I am one of those damned deer who think I never see them. I’m smart enough at least to keep the door open in case I have to pull a Lois Lane and run like hell. I approach the Thunderbird cautiously.




  As a journalist people pay me to observe things, and I memorize the license plate, and then I look for strange marks on the car so I can scratch something about what I notice into the dirt when I lie bleeding to death on the frozen gravel. There are two heads in the front seat. One head is very low and I realize it is a child, a young boy, maybe about thirteen years old. What the hell?




  The other passenger is a man who rolls down the window after I tap on it to get his attention. He is gone to his happy place. His movements are fluid and practiced like he is telling himself, “Okay, move your arm and then your lips.” His pupils are dilated but I can’t smell marijuana so he must be in a much deeper and more severe happy place than the rest of the potheads I have come to know and love.




  The boy looks nervous. He also looks frightened. His shoulders are hunched over, his hands are tucked between his thighs, and he is trying not to look anyone in the eye. Father and son? An abducted neighbor boy? A runaway? What the hell?




  My inner voices are beginning to rage. Their sounds are like gurgling fountains that are about to erupt. “Get the holy hell out of there!” they are trying to tell me, but I choose to play out my hand, even though I do not have a full deck myself.




  “Hello,” I say calmly, far enough away from the window so that he can’t grab me.




  “Hello,” he says, and his voice is surprisingly clear. I see his fingers tap-dancing on the steering wheel. He’s thinking very hard and very fast.




  “Can I help you?”




  “I don’t know.”




  This is going good so far. I have not seen any machetes, machine guns, or sawed-off shotguns, but the interior of the car is kind of dark.




  “Well, who are you?”




  This is the million-dollar question and when I ask it this guy turns his head and sticks it out of the window so he looks like a little duck bobbing for air after a frosty dip.




  “I’m Jesus.”




  Well, I am not dressed for this encounter. My nails look like shit and I am dying for a glass of beer but here it is, my first interview with Jesus, and wouldn’t you know it, I’m not prepared.




  “Jesus?”




  “Yes, I am Jesus.”




  This is not how I imagined it. I want a choir and beautiful angels rubbing my shoulders. I want to be suddenly razor thin, have my acne scars evaporate, and I want to have long blonde hair that curls around my shoulders. It would also be nice to have my legs shaved and all my bills paid and to maybe have done something remarkable with my pathetic life.




  “Who are you?”




  Here is where I blow it. Here is where I cannot help but be the smart-ass woman that I am. Here is where I always get in trouble. You can count on this as sure as you can count on Republicans to be conservative and women to always have to struggle for every single thing they need and want and deserve.




  “Well, if you really are Jesus you would know who I am.”




  This agitates Jesus to no end. He is now pissed but I think fast.




  “I can get a key to the gate. Is that what you want?”




  “Yes,” he says, clearly relieved. “I need to get in quickly.”




  “Is something going on?”




  “People are up there—they are waiting for me. Lots of people.”




  This is why my drug of choice is a cold beer. It is bad enough just being myself. Can you imagine this conversation if I were stoned out of my mind?




  “Listen, I’m going to go get the key and I’ll be right back. Wait here. Just, well, pray or something.”




  Holy shitski! I lunge for my car and begin backing up to the neighbor’s ranch, which is about half a mile away. I’m really good at this because often in the winter I gun the living hell out of the car and drive backward through the gate so I can coast past the snowdrifts when I have to leave in the morning. Well, okay, sometimes I run off the sides of the road and I have to stick my one good jacket or the car blanket or the car mats under the wheels to get out, but I always seem to get where I need to be.




  My neighbor, Ron, is home and he has the longest pistol I have ever seen in my life. When he tucks it into his pants I am surprised it does not come out at the top of his black leather cowboy boot.




  “Jesus,” I tell him gasping for breath. “He’s at the gate.”




  This strikes none of us as funny because we live in a place where people like to do bad things. They drive up the canyon and try to rape each other. They throw kittens out of their car windows and push garbage into my streams. They tromp through places that are not meant for human feet and they try to steal things that they could never use in a million years. Jesus at the gate is not a funny thing. Not yet. Not until we are safe.




  Ron heads up to meet Jesus alone and Joy, his wife, passes me a cold beer and asks if I can help them pick night crawlers later that week. This is something I do for extra money. I put a little headlight on top of my hat and crawl around in the horse fields and pick night crawlers. Believe it or not, it is not the worst way I have made money. I will think about this particular job the rest of my life, especially when I am broke, and when people do not buy my stories, and when I feel sorry for myself. I will often say, “Hey, stupid, you could be picking night crawlers.”




  But I will also remember how calm it was in the middle of the night when I was in the fields. I’ll remember how the night crawlers poked their heads out and then I grabbed them and how I would count each one—ten cents, twenty cents, I just made a dollar. I will remember how I wore my jeans through at the knees and how I stood in the shower when I got home until I could feel blood rushing again through my frigid veins. I will remember how I threw my head back and laughed so hard thinking about what I looked like crawling around in the fields, just like an animal myself, and I will always remember how I loved the mountains where the worms moved unafraid and how I cried the day I left.




  Back to Jesus.




  Joy and I are pacing, but she has confidence in this man of hers, because she doesn’t know yet that he is screwing a woman much younger than she is, who lives down in the valley and is already pregnant with his baby. Joy, with the polio that makes her legs work like an unbalanced seesaw, who has kind eyes, and who falls for stupid-ass men and who has never had more than two pairs of shoes her entire life. Joy doesn’t really need Jesus right now either.




  Ron comes back very quickly and tells us that Jesus has decided to leave.




  “Who was he?”




  “Some damn fool.”




  “Did he tell you anything?”




  “Nope. I just pulled back my jacket and showed him the gun and he left.”




  “I can’t believe he waited for me to come back.”




  “That’s Jesus for you.”




  Later that night, I am waiting for nothing but the morning. It is dark outside and I have the porch light on for company. That big old gate is locked. No one else is due home until tomorrow. I am alone.




  The crunch of feet on gravel is a light echo that seeps in through the bathroom window and makes me go wild with fear. I crawl on my belly into the living room—there are only three rooms in this cabin—and I grab the pistol that someone’s old boyfriend has given us for protection. The shotgun is in the bathroom. I have already used that once to save a woman who was on the verge of being raped, and when her attacker heard me drop the shells into the chamber he froze, and she leapt past me and into safety like a little baby rabbit. I also know how to use the pistol but tonight I’d really rather shoot at empty beer cans and not people.




  The sound of crunching gravel gets closer and closer and then I see the door begin to open and I have the gun in my hand and drop to the floor. When I roll onto my hips, I have the pistol cradled just like those babes in Charlie’s Angels. My left hand is holding my right wrist and I am ready to shoot. I’ll even shoot Jesus if I have to.




  “Hey,” says a woman’s voice as she spies the weapon. “It’s me, Naomi.”




  “Shit, I thought you were Jesus.”




  My heart is like a rocket that is just a second or two from takeoff. Sweat is running down my back, my legs are shaking, fingers twitching, and my head is bobbing like it’s being pulled on a string. I have the safety off and I am ready to shoot. I am overcome with the stiff feel of adrenaline and it will take a week for the muscles in my legs to fall back into place.




  The woman at the door is just Naomi waltzing through the early evening looking for a canyon fire and some friendly conversation and I am poised to shoot her. We laugh, but just a little, and I ask her to maybe call the next time. Just in case, you know, Jesus might be visiting.




  Later, my police friends trace the license plate of the car at the gate for me, and I am relieved to know that not only does Jesus drive a Thunderbird, he also lives in a crappy apartment complex down in the valley.




  Go figure.




  Jesus in an apartment.




  Just when you think you know everything.




  Even Now




  I was so young when all those babies died.




  I didn’t know a damn thing about love and holding your feverish baby daughter in your arms at 3:25 a.m. or giving up the job you love so you can stay home and teach your son how to read and bake cookies that taste like burnt chocolate.




  I didn’t know about the anguish of leaving, even for a quick run to the grocery store. The idea of losing something that came from inside of you, that had the fabric of your heart and skin and soul was as foreign to me as the shores of lusty Cuba.




  I was responding to one of those quiet emergency fire calls where everyone hurries but there really isn’t anything to do. There wasn’t a real fire. The whole damn thing was a fluke. Little angels coming down from heaven, some fools believe, to put a hand over the top of the stovepipe so everyone dies from poisoned air.




  It was a long drive from my cabin home to this fire-call site, up the side of the river, across the mouth of the canyon and into the flat growing country that supported farmers and people who loved to live away from stoplights. My job as a newspaper reporter took me everywhere, at any time, almost all of the time. I was always on call, always ready for the next tragedy—or so I thought.




  It was easy to find the house where the dispatcher had sent me because of all the fire trucks that were lined up in front of it, and then when I stepped from the warmth of my car and into the early-morning mountain air—those body bags, one, two, three, four—lined up like rows of rising carrots greeted me like a slap across my face.




  Four children. Someone’s babies. One maybe just barely into his teens and the parents away for the first time ever—to celebrate an anniversary.




  Their plane had not even touched down at the edge of the ocean and someone had to meet them at the airport and tell them all but one of their children were dead.




  Dead.




  That’s the scene I imagine while I am driving with the window open and my coffee cup steaming in the freezing air. The mother, falling back in disbelief, and the father, a silent stone, and all those people watching and saying, “Oh my God,” and their endless ride back home. Even then there was no understanding the horror of something like this. Even now.




  I was nervous when I arrived and who wouldn’t be. Me—a tall, young reporter with her notebook and a heart pounding like a bad engine. Wondering, as I walked from the car, past the ambulances and toward the door, what I would ask, what I would see, and least of all what I would write.




  Something caused me to look up and a kind woman, a friend, a neighbor, the lady from their church told me, “Yes, you can come in, it’s okay.” There was a wisp of smoke, as thick as half a cigarette moving like a prayer from the silver chimney top. A killer. The killer. It seemed impossible that the body bags I walked past, shiny and black, were filled with the hopes of hearts that fluttered away just hours ago.




  The kitchen was a buzz of women. Aprons flying. Food stacked upon food. Windows cracked, not just for the heat, I think, but to be sure there was air, fresh air. The women were matter-of-fact, talking about the church service, who was going to the airport, who would take the first shift so no one would be alone.




  Jesus, I said to myself. It was a prayer. A curse. Something to say so I would not lose control. I kept imagining those children dying. One by one their heads would slump and then the dreadful silence and the night air finally lifting and the women who discovered them opening first one door and then the next and then, just like that, nothing is ever the same again.




  The police chief in charge was the big burly guy who liked me. He told me what I needed to know and then he told me what I can never forget.




  “The one boy, I think he knew,” sighed the officer, talking wildly, arms flying like spinning saucers to keep himself from crying. “He was coming out of the bed like he knew something was wrong but, well, hell, I guess he couldn’t make it. None of them could make it. The others were just there. You know, sleeping. I don’t think they knew a thing. Just sleeping. Just sleeping.”




  “Would it hurt?” I ask. “Would they feel anything?”




  “Nah. That’s the good thing, if you know what I mean. It was like a dream, I think. Hard to breathe but they wouldn’t realize what was really happening.”




  “Well, that’s something.”




  “Well, it’s something but hell, this is about the worst thing I’ve ever seen around here.”




  There were chalk marks in all the bedrooms where they had discovered them. Outlines of tiny bodies. A leg here. A head turned sideways. Arms reaching. When I saw the first one my stomach rose to my throat and I could have reached inside my mouth and felt it. “Oh my God.”




  The body outlines were so tiny. If I would have been alone I would have pushed my hand inside each white circle. Feeling for what? A spot of warmth? A missing leg? The last breath of a baby’s soul? I don’t know. It’s just what I thought about. What I remember now.




  It didn’t take long to get what I need to write my story. To look around and see the socks on the floor, the pizza pan in the kitchen sink, the notes mom had left on the refrigerator door, all the bikes lined up in the driveway.




  It was almost impossible to leave the house. I wanted to bake a cake with the women in the kitchen, or wash out the bathtub, or hell, I don’t know, sit in the backyard and watch all the new stars float toward the tip of Mount Timpanogos, looming there in the distance. A simple news story was not going to cut it, but that’s all I could do.




  Winding back down the canyon highway, I cried. I knew the dead babies were dancing in the heaven they all believed in, and the parents had their faith, but I cried for something that I must have been nudging closer to each day without knowing it. It was an awful ache, just a sample of greater pain really, that swelled from a place that maybe never existed inside of me before that day. A place reserved, I think, for mothers and others who have felt the depths of love and loss and sacrifice.




  Weeks later, when I heard the coyotes wail late at night from my canyon cabin, I wondered if it really wasn’t that mother pouring out her grief into the same air that had claimed her precious souls. I bet it was. I am a mother now and I know it.




  For years and years as I passed by that tall, brown house where I walked past the body bags and saw the chalk marks in the bedroom with the plaid bedspreads and baseball bats, I had to practice not crying.




  Many, many times I did cry but I knew I had to try to forget about it all. But, I never could. I remember it now and when I am home alone and the phone rings and it is the school nurse or a strange voice asking who I am, I sometimes flip back through the pages of my mind and all I can say over and over again is just, “Oh my God.”




  Turquoise Ring




  The first time Ray would not look at me.




  He came in through the restaurant’s dark front door like a shifting shadow and slipped into the seat, his seat, at the far end of the bar. I moved from beer to coffee cup to beer until I reached him and said, “Hello.”




  Right away I could tell he must have had a stroke. The left side of his face would not work. It was frozen as solid as the Provo River in late January and he immediately moved his hand to cover his eye, his cheek, and any piece of flesh that he could reach with his gnarly short fingers.




  “New?” he asked. It was a question that was laced with spit and more than a slur.




  “Yep,” I answered. “My name is Kris and all these crazy people I work with already told me your name is Ray.”




  He smiled. Just a half smile but it was a smile, even if he was looking past my shoulder, out the wide window, and into a clump of trees that blocked the view of the mountains just beyond the river.




  “Nice to meet you,” he answered and slapped the counter with his right hand.




  I already knew that gesture meant he wanted his coffee. From the fresh pot, with a little cream and plenty of napkins.




  The first-shift steel mill crowd came in then and Ray left in a flash but not before I noticed that he had on a beautiful silver and turquoise ring. I didn’t say anything about it. It was our first date. He was shy. I had twelve cowboys and those steelworkers waiting for me. Tips were my life.




  The next time Ray came in, which was the next night I worked as a waitress/barmaid, I watched him for a while when he wasn’t looking. I didn’t know anything about him except that he wore an amazing ring and that he was embarrassed by what had happened to his body. No one seemed to know much about him—where he came from, what he did, how he had even discovered this little joint in the middle of nowhere.




  He was a short man, probably about sixty-five years old and even by the look in his fine, bright-blue right eye—the good eye as he would have called it—I could tell he was sad. I imagined him, from just this second meeting, going home each night to some little side street apartment down in the valley and watching television until he nodded off and eventually walking alone down the short hall to his single bed.




  Even now I believe that everything I thought about Ray was real. He had two shirts. One plaid and the other more plaid. His shoes were simple, worn-out, brown work boots. He walked with a shuffle and seemed to slide into his seat like a cute little snake so that no one would see him dragging his bad leg. His dark hair, what was left of it, was tinged with clumps of gray and from that very first afternoon I always wanted to hug him.




  In my world hugging was supposed to take care of just about everything from a broken foot to a damaged heart and I think I was born with a little tactile feeler implanted just behind my eyes that led me to people like Ray. Just a hug. That would have made him smile without his hand in front of his face and his eyes planted down, always down.




  Gradually, Ray and I developed one of those interesting and comforting waitress-customer relationships. He knew that I was a struggling writer and needed to work two jobs. I told him about my newspaper stories in between customers and I always told him how much I loved his ring. He told me—what? How it was going to snow next Tuesday and that we were in for a tough winter. Not much but just enough to keep us going.




  From the very beginning, probably because I had once worked in a hospital coffee shop where customers were often dripping blood, I remembered to give him extra napkins. This may seem like a simple gesture but I thought Ray was going to cry each time I did this. Sometimes he was so embarrassed he actually jammed the wet napkins into his pocket so I wouldn’t have to see or touch them.




  Ray could not drink his java or move his mouth without having coffee, saliva, or whatever else might be in there slip out. I am certain that’s why he never ate anything in front of me, that’s why he rarely had more than two cups of coffee, that’s why he always sat at the far edge of the bar, in the dark corner, away from lights, people, the bathroom doors.




  “Ray, baby,” I would say when he slithered to his seat. “Get in here.”




  “Did you miss me?”




  “Were you gone? I thought you were in the restroom for two days.”




  “I was, but I was in the women’s restroom; I was waiting for you.”




  Okay. We flirted a little bit. Just wild banter and the kind of talk that makes people feel as if they really know each other. Often I mentioned his ring and after months and months he let me touch his hand to look at it closely. It wasn’t a hug but what the hell, it was sure something.




  It was not perfect turquoise but a rugged stone that was laced with dark veins and shaped in an uneven oval. Around the edge, from base to top, an artist had wound a snake of silver. I imagined a jewelry artist doing this, tucked away inside of a small studio, turning the silver and stone into this piece of beautiful magic.




  “Oh, Ray,” I gushed, “this ring is beautiful. Where did you get it?”




  “I visited my daughter once in Arizona and I bought it from this man on the highway.”




  I was shocked. A daughter! A trip to Arizona! My fingers may have trembled a bit before he moved his hand back to the comforting warmth of his coffee cup. He had just told me more in the last two minutes than in the past twelve months.




  “It’s the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen, Ray.”




  My writer’s mind went crazy then and I imagined all sorts of wild things. His wife left him. He never married. He only saw his daughter once and this ring was all he had to remind himself of his past.




  Maybe every thought was true. Maybe not. But I think so, even now, dozens of years later. Ray was a sad, lost, and lonely soul who touched the world through the edge of his cup of Joe.




  I must have worked at The Chalet a good fifteen months and for fifteen months Ray was always there. We talked, laughed, he was my friend and I like to think he thought of me the same way. We never exchanged a harsh word and there were always more than enough napkins for his chin.




  It was comforting for a young, struggling, writer-woman like me to know a friendly face waited at the end of my murder trials, obituary notices, and city council meetings. I probably let out a sigh each time I saw him. All of my own anguish and loneliness melted away in the shadow of his simple presence. I needed a hug just as much as he looked like he needed a hug.




  I switched newspaper jobs, finally, and had to move down into the valley myself. It was time to become a customer at The Chalet and out of all my regular fans and friends I struggled for days with how to tell Ray that I was no longer going to be there every night.




  Someone else must have told him because the last week or so before I left, he came in only once. I didn’t know what to say but was sadly glad that it was busy when he came in.




  “Ray …,” I tried to say that last day but he put his hand up and simply shook his head from side to side. I wanted to tell him how much he meant to me, how I loved to turn and then look back and see that he had appeared, like magic, in his special seat. “Your good eye,” I would tell him, “it’s the kindest eye I have ever seen.”




  When I went back to clean up his coffee cup, the puddles of milk, the drips from his chin, I found a tiny ring box placed where he usually put my fifty-cent tip.




  When I opened up the box, inside was a turquoise ring, almost like his ring. Instead of a snake there was a feather, a delicate symbol, I suppose, of all our time together. It fit perfectly and when I placed it onto my finger, it felt like a hug.




  Could he have driven to Arizona? Stopped at every roadside jewelry vendor? Called his lost-again daughter and asked for help? How did he know my ring size?




  I never saw Ray again. Not once. But I think about him all the time and I have the ring and I have this story and a memory of my friend in the corner, his heart beating, a stifled laugh, and fingers as light as a feather dancing against the side of my arm.
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