

[image: ]




[image: ]




Dedication

This book is for the lady, 
Leslie Blanchard Ware





Epigraph

When, therefore, we inquire why a crime was committed, we do not believe it, unless it appears that there might have been the wish to obtain some of those which we designated meaner things, or else fear of losing them. . . . A man hath murdered another; what was his motive? He desired his wife or his estate; or would steal to support himself; or he was afraid of losing something of the kind by him; or, being injured, he was burning to be revenged. Would he commit murder without a motive, taking delight simply in the act of murder without a motive? Who would credit it? For as that savage and brutal man, of whom it is declared that he was gratuitously wicked and cruel, there is yet a motive assigned. . . . To be exempt from the fear of the laws . . . and the consciousness of his own wickedness. . . . So it seems that even Catiline himself loved not his own villainies, but something else, which gave him the motive for committing them.

St. Augustine’s Confessions, Chapter Two,

“The Love of Evil”
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Prelude

A Native Son of the Golden West

DUANE BOGGS, WAKING EARLY ON WHAT HE HOPED would be the last day of his life, looked out the window and saw no light in the sky. There would have been none in his room, room 102 of the Camino Real Motel, if not for the faint glow slithering through the filmy curtains from the floodlights of the convenience store half a block away on the frontage road. For ten or fifteen seconds, he lay without moving and listened to the tinny ring of his alarm clock wind down into silence. From outside came the sound of cars and trucks climbing the overpass on Highway 99. Boggs sat up slowly, yawned, and rubbed his eyes clear of sleep. The clock’s luminous hands drew a pale vertical stripe in the darkness. Six A.M. The only thing that had ever given him a reason to get out of bed at this time, or at any time before noon, had been school or work, and he’d quit school at fourteen and hadn’t held a job for longer than three months in his life. He hated the morning, and the earlier it was the more he hated it. The mere sight of dawn made him feel like a ruptured blow-up toy, absent the muscle, bone, and will to rise and face the new day. Often, before going to sleep, he would walk the streets till well past midnight or drink himself into a stupor just to make sure he didn’t see even a minute of the hour when the sun extended its bright arms over the world and held out its phony promise of a fresh beginning. He preferred to sleep well into the afternoon, or, better yet, until dusk—dusk, the dawn of night.

Today was different. His feelings on this, his life’s last morning, were those of a convict on the day of his release. He wanted to see as much of the day as he could, to savor each moment, knowing that each was bringing him closer to the final one. If everything went according to plan he’d be free and gone before the evening news, and the whole world would know it because he was going to be on the evening news. The lead story, no doubt about it.

He stretched and swung his feet onto the cheap, wine-red carpet that rubbed his soles like a scouring pad. He switched on the nightstand lamp. Its light, mottled by the mildewed shade, flooded over an army of toy soldiers deployed throughout the room: blue infantrymen with arms crooked to throw grenades, red ones charging with bayonets fixed, green ones hunched behind tiny plastic machine guns. The sight made his heart beat faster. He was a soldier now, a sacrificial warrior with a purpose, a direction, a mission. Hezbollah.

No . . . Hezbollah meant “party of God.” Fedayeen meant sacrificial warriors. Or was it mujahadeen? Sand niggers couldn’t make up their minds what they meant with all their oogabooga talk. Boggs looked into the minifridge and took out the last beer in the six-pack he’d bought last night at the convenience store. He downed half of the can before going into the bathroom to shave.

They darted for the cracks and crannies as soon as the light went on. They were so fast—here then not here—he would have thought them fleeting hallucinations if he didn’t see the dead ones lying beneath the sink. Boggs hated cockroaches. He’d waged war against them all his life with powders and sprays and homemade poisons in the dumps he’d lived in with his mother, the dumps he lived in on the road: trailer parks like that one down in Florida, where on nights thick with the stench of sewage and low tide, lean, dark Marielitos shot each other in duels over crack and women; in rooming houses in the kinds of neighborhoods where the rent came due on the same day the welfare checks were issued, and in motels like this one, LOW RATES DAY WK MO—XXX MOVIES. In all the places he’d been, coast to coast and border to border, la cucaracha appeared to remind him that he had to live with the lowest of the low. He, a native-born son of the San Joaquin Valley, had to live in dumps and scrape by on dead-end jobs while wetbacks and beaners and boat people got everything handed to them. That was la cucaracha’s message and so he killed them whenever he could.

Kneeling under the sink, he picked up the dead roaches with a piece of toilet paper and dropped them into the toilet bowl. A watery grave for la cucaracha. These had been killed by one of his own concoctions: Doritos soaked in Black Leaf, a nicotine concentrate. The roaches had died of a nicotine overdose.

“Proves that roaches shouldn’t smoke,” he said, addressing the film-dulled, blue-green tile walls. He urinated on the insects, flushed them down, and then lathered his face with shaving cream.

It was a face that some women, and some men as well, had called handsome. His cheekbones were high like an Indian’s and his eyebrows, hair, and mustache were Indian black—Grandpa Clovis said there was Choctaw blood in the family—but his skin was white and his eyes pale green, the color of shallow seawater over white sand yet lacking seawater’s clarity and softness. He shaved carefully around his mustache, trimming it with light strokes of the razor. He wanted to look good for his appearance on the evening news.

By the time he finished dressing in his combat boots and camouflage pants, the sky had gone from black to oyster. Standing by the window and smoking a cigarette, Boggs watched the convenience store’s floodlights go off. Its sign, atop a high pole so it could be seen from the overpass, continued to flash GAS 4 LESS—FOOD MART. A trucker pushed his eighteen-wheeler up the overpass. The rig whined, seemed to give a cough of relief when it reached the top, then rumbled down the other side toward Fresno, or L.A., or San Diego. Boggs pictured some red-eyed redneck long-hauler listening to a country station to stay awake. Farm report. News. Weather. Music. Good morning to you, truckdrivin’ man!

He turned away from the window, shook another cigarette from the crumpled pack on the dresser, and flicked on the TV. A local early-morning news show. The interviewer, one of those TV bitches, was talking to a fat guy with curly, reddish hair. A politician or a cop. Boggs reached into the black AWOL bag beside the bed, drew out his stainless-steel Taurus, cocked it and held it with both hands, aiming at the red-haired guy’s head. He was talking about a gang problem in San Joaquin, Asians versus Latinos. “Let ’em have at it,” Boggs said to the two figures on the screen. His finger took up trigger slack and the hammer fell with a click. “BAM! Kill each other off, save us the trouble.”

The pretty interviewer, done with the gang problem, turned things over to a weatherman who stood in front of satellite photographs of clouds and storm fronts swirling. The weather in the Valley was going to be clear and unseasonably warm, with visibility of such and such. . . .

I ain’t gonna need a lot of visibility, he thought, and knelt down and pulled Calvin out from under the bed. It was wrapped in a canvas tarp on which he had drawn, in black Magic Marker, Calvin of Calvin and Hobbes, his favorite cartoon strip. He paused a moment to admire his artwork. It was pretty good: the scowling face, the hairdo that looked like spikes growing out of Calvin’s skull. Boggs had made the drawing last night while he drank a few beers to help him get to sleep early. Drawing always relaxed him, made him feel more in control of things. He didn’t know why. He was not bad at it. Art was one of the few subjects he’d passed in school, and in those days, when he still believed in the illusion of a future, he’d dreamed of becoming a famous cartoonist or an illustrator for the comic books.

He unrolled the tarp, the face of Calvin the cartoon character peeling away from Calvin the Street Sweeper. A mean gun for a mean world: a semiautomatic twelve-gauge with folding paratrooper stock, a twelve-round detachable drum magazine, and a ported barrel to dampen the recoil. It would sweep the streets clean of scum, all right. He’d bought the weapon in Florida from a cracker named Willy Owens, and Willy had told him it could fire twelve rounds in three seconds flat. Pop the magazine, load the spare, and you could put out more double-ought buckshot than a claymore. “A real crowd pleaser,” Willy had said. “You can take out a mob with this all by your lonesome. Have ’em stacked up like trashbags back of a busy restaurant on Friday night, yes, sir.”

He uncased the shotgun, disassembled it, and laid the parts on the tarp. Willy had told him to keep the gun spotless because a Retaliator’s major flaw was a tendency to jam. And this one had jammed just a few days ago, when Boggs was practicing with it up in the mountains. He got out his cleaning rod, bore brush, patches, and bottle of nitro solvent and swabbed the barrel, scrubbed the trigger mechanism and receiver, and then put the whole thing back together, loving the sound and the feel of the pieces fitting into one another, the smell of oil on unforgiving steel.

When the weapon was reassembled, he loaded both magazines, locked one into the shotgun, put the spare into a belly-pack, and belted the pack to his waist. The weight of the magazine pulled it low over his hips. He held Calvin at high port and posed in front of the tarnished dressing mirror bolted to the back of the door. The mirror threw back an image of a young man whose knobby shoulders, prominent collarbone, and nearly meatless ribs showed through his tight-fitting army T-shirt. Boggs set the gun down momentarily and pulled a flak jacket out from under the bed. He put it on and looked in the mirror again. Okay, he looked okay now, bigger and bulkier.

He snapped the gun to his hip and remembered the first time he fired it, in a patch of Everglades not far from Willy’s house. Even with earplugs on, the gun sounded like the wrath of God. Bambambam. Twelve rounds. Three seconds.

Now, in the Camino Real Motel, on the frontage road off Highway 99 in the city of San Joaquin, Duane Boggs drew in a deep breath to inflate his narrow chest, his imagination expanding it further until, in his eyes, it looked like a weight lifter’s. He bent his knees into a combat crouch, aiming Calvin at his reflection, the reflection aiming back at him,

“Bam! Bambambam!”

He swept the gun back and forth.

Bambambam!

Hezbollah.

He holstered the Taurus, threw on a camie shirt and let the tails hang out to hide the gun’s bulge, wrapped Calvin in a blanket, and went out to his truck, a gray, clapped-out ’73 Dodge. The morning was fine and fresh and smelled of oleander. He started the truck. A puff of blue smoke shot out the exhaust pipe. That makeshift ring job he’d tried at Grandpa Clovis’s place hadn’t worked out, but what the hell, nothing ever worked out. Grandpa, that retard Okie full of Jesus fevers. Whole damned family a bunch of retards except for Dearest Mom. Dumb she wasn’t.

That was Boggs’s final thought before he pulled out onto the frontage road, leaving in the room everything he owned: his clothes, his shaving tackle, his soldiers. He wouldn’t need any of it anymore.





Friday, April 16th, 1993

TALL, BIG-BONED JOYCE DELUCA, HER RIDE IN THE darkness done, led Ghost to the barn. As she walked, the lead rope sagging behind her, a breeze stirred her long, light hair, fanned out beneath her riding hat, and the horse blew steam in the cool foothills air and shied as if sensing danger though Joyce knew no danger was near. The high-strung mare had been unusually skittish all morning, taut muscles quivering like drawn bow strings, and almost bolted once, Joyce short-reining her, gentling her with soft words. Steady, girl . . . What’s got into you . . . ? Steady now. . . .

A difficult, exasperating animal, yet Joyce loved her for her unpredictability and for her color—a bluish gray set off by a black mane. Two summers ago, she had seen the mare for the first time, running with a herd across a New Mexican mesa below the reddish, sage-speckled slopes of the Mogollons. It was late afternoon, and a thunderstorm to the east raised a purple-black wall as solid-looking as the mountains. The sunlight reflecting off the clouds had an eerie cast that made the blue roan look supernatural, like a spirit horse out of some Apache myth. The sight brought a tightness to Joyce’s chest and she bought the horse on the spot from the outfitter who’d guided Alex and her on a week-long ride.

Under the barn’s eave, she got out her hoof pick and curry brushes and reached to shackle a crosstie to Ghost’s bridle. Suddenly, the pale mare spooked, backing hard and tossing her head so the lead rope swung like a whip and cracked Joyce an inch below her eye. Both eyes began to tear and she grabbed the lead high up and jerked it and kicked Ghost hard in the ribs.

“Damn you!”

The horse settled down immediately. It had been one of Ghost’s unexplainable fits, over in a second. Instantly, Joyce’s temper cooled and guilt overcame her. She wasn’t sentimental about disciplining horses when they needed it, but that whack had been gratuitous and misdirected: had been a show of the anger that had been in her when she woke up before dawn and had stayed in her, lodged like a bone, and not even an hour’s hard riding enough to get it out.

“Sorry, girl,” she said, patting the mare’s neck. “Okay? Sorry.”

She snapped the crossties, undid the cinch straps, and, enjoying the smells of old oiled leather and horse sweat, pulled the saddle off and laid it over a rail. Alex had given her the saddle for her thirty-fifth birthday, which was getting to be longer ago than she cared to remember.

Twenty minutes later, she had everything done—the mare curried and put in the stall, saddle and bridle stowed in the small tack room. Joyce could think of nothing else to delay her return to the house, and she started toward it with stiff strides that suggested a Civil War soldier marching toward an enemy battery.

She wished she could go to work as she was, in jodhpurs and boots. She wished she did not have to enter the big house of quarried stone where she would have to look at Alex’s long, somber face and behave as if nothing were wrong. She did not want to give the sharpeared, sharp-eyed Theresa the slightest evidence that she and Alex had been quarreling. Theresa had been with the DeLucas for years and had become Alex’s surrogate mother since his own had died. If she thought there was trouble in the marriage she would speak to Alex with glances and well-timed silences calculated to inspire remorse and guilt. This unhappiness is what you get, Alejandro, it’s your punishment for breaking the laws of the Church.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a loud rustling and crashing among the tangled sycamore and cottonwood in the ravine that writhed through the DeLuca vineyards. The noise sounded like a large animal running. She paused and listened. The noise stopped. A deer? Or something else? Maybe Ghost had heard or sniffed some menace human senses could not. As she looked into the ravine, where pools of night lingered in the low spots, an apprehensiveness rippled up her back and down her arms. Last week, the local paper reported that a cow had been killed by a marauding cougar on a high range in the Sierras, but Joyce couldn’t imagine what would drive a mountain lion into this winemaking country, unless it had acquired a taste for zinfandel.

She stood still and alert for another few seconds, but heard nothing, saw nothing. Her gaze rising from the gully toward the regimented rows of vines on the hillsides, she blamed the noise on a flock of birds, a trick of the wind. Far off, crows or buzzards gyred like smoke above a hill topped by fir trees. She doubted they were eyeing a predator’s kill; yet the possibility that something lethal lurked in this serene landscape seemed to darken its character. Even the vines looked a little sinister, canes twisting like serpents over the trellis wires.

The kitchen smelled of coffee and the batter that Theresa, a bowl locked in the crook of one fleshy arm, was mixing by hand. She was dressed in a green sweat suit and tennis shoes, a costume that did not go with her heavyset figure, her lined face, with its look of reserve, her thick hair pulled into a stern, matronly bun. She would have looked more appropriate draped in the black of a nineteenth-century duenna.

“Well, hello there, Joyce.” Thirty years in the United States had taught Theresa gringo informality, which suited Joyce: having help troubled her prairie sense of democracy, and she could not have borne being addressed as Señora DeLuca.

“So, where will you go riding this morning?”

“I’ve already been,” Joyce said, and took her hat off and fluffed her hair.

Theresa, not missing a beat with the wooden spoon, regarded her with narrowed eyes.

“You went riding in the dark?”

“Yep.”

“I cannot believe you went riding around these hills in the dark. Alone.”

There was a note of disapproval in her husky voice. Another point in Joyce’s disfavor, more evidence that she was peculiar, unsuited for Alejandro. Theresa’s heart remained loyal to Elaine, Alex’s first wife. Elaine would not have done anything so foolishly daring as to ride a horse in the dark. She didn’t ride at all. Joyce took a mug from the wall rack beside the stove and filled it from the ancient, enameled pot Theresa insisted on using in place of the electric coffee-maker.

“Someday I’ll tell you about the midnight ride of Sybil Luddington, another mad gringa. A revolutionary heroine. The lady Paul Revere.”

To this capsule history lesson Theresa responded by raising her black eyebrows—a gesture of impenetrable meaning, or no meaning at all. Then, graceful and light on her feet, as plump women sometimes are, she glided swiftly across the kitchen and put the bowl in the refrigerator.

“What is that?”

“Ricotta and other things. Filling for tonight’s lasagna.”

“I went riding early because I’ve got to go in early and pick up my bilingual aide,” Joyce said, annoyed that she felt compelled to offer a justification. “We’re taking the class to Sutter’s Mill. Teach them about the forty-niners and the Gold Rush, although I really don’t think a bunch of Cambodian and Vietnamese kids are going to be much interested in that.”

“Everyone is interested in finding gold.”

“Verdad,” Joyce said, and left.

She passed through the hall on her way to the bedroom, but paused under the archway to the living room, where Alex was reading the Wall Street Journal with the aid of his glasses, a magnifying glass, and a three-way light turned to its brightest. A breeze guttering down the chimney ruffled the remnants of yesterday’s fire in the fireplace and breathed into the room, faintly, a scent of charred wood and ashes. It was a big, dim room with varnished beams and a lot of antique furniture that spoke of missions long gone to dust, of long-buried haciendados. What had made Joyce pause was the picture of age Alex presented there, his Ben Franklin glasses pushed down to the tip of his nose, the creases in his lugubrious face deepened by the shadows. Of course he was no kid—fifty-two this year—but she saw in him now a prefiguration of the old man he would become.

Sipping her coffee, she watched him as he moved the magnifying glass up and down the stock tables, pretending to be too absorbed to notice her. He took out a pocket calculator, made computations. Joyce knew what he was up to, besides ignoring her. He, too, was still upset about last night’s quarrel and was seeking to calm himself with the cool arithmetic of profit and loss. Before he went into commercial real estate and became one of the more successful land speculators in central California, he’d found refuge from emotional turmoil by taking long walks through the vineyards first planted by his great-grandfather and nurtured by every generation of DeLucas since. But the vineyard was poetry, and Alex had no time for that anymore. Nowadays he preferred the unambiguous facts of the stock market. They told him where he stood, and he liked to know where he stood. He did not like it when life got messy, when the unruly heart, whether his own or someone else’s, threatened to subvert the order of his days. His divorce had given him enough mess to last a lifetime.

“How are we doing?” she asked.

Feigning surprise at the sound of her voice, he straightened his shoulders as he half-turned to face her, a question in his deep-set brown eyes. Joyce gestured at the Wall Street Journal.

“I meant that.”

“Pharmaceuticals down, cyclicals up,” he answered in his rich, solemn baritone. A beam of sunlight slicing through one of the casement windows lifted the shadows from his face and erased its appearance of a premature old age. “In a nutshell, we’re about eleven percent ahead for the year.”

“Thanks for the report. I won’t be at breakfast. Have to get in early.”

“How was the ride?”

“Okay. Theresa thinks I’m a little loco for riding in the dark.”

“Theresa,” he said through a thin smile. “Old Mother Hubbard.”

“Ghost was a tad jumpy.”

Alex squinted and raised a finger to his cheek.

“She give you that?”

“Yeah. Tossed her head. The lead rope . . .”

“Never know what she’ll do. Sometimes I think we were had by that Marlboro man.”

“We weren’t had, okay? I know horseflesh. She’s just temperamental.”

“Or half a quart low.”

“Something might have spooked her. You don’t think that cougar . . .”

“Last one in this neck of the woods was shot by my great-granddad. 1887.”

“I’ve got to get ready.”

She went upstairs, showered, and put on her makeup and brushed her hair, alert for signs of gray. She had hoped for a signal that Alex was having second thoughts: a word, a gesture.

She took off her robe and backed away from the mirror so she could see her naked self from her hair down to her somewhat oversize feet. Her body had hardly changed since she was twenty-five, but that did not please her this morning. The woman staring back at her had the overexercised look she had seen in obsessively active, middle-age females. Preserved, pickled were the words that came to her mind. Breasts never suckled out of shape by a greedy little mouth; flat, hard belly innocent of stretch marks; thighs sinewed from riding and hiking, unblemished by the burst blue veins that tattooed her mother’s after she’d given birth to the second of her two huge baby daughters. Joyce had weighed nine pounds at birth, her younger sister, Kristen, nine and a half. “Like shitting a watermelon,” Joyce had once overheard her mother tell a friend, and that repulsive image—of her infant self as giant turd—had stayed with her all her life, sparing her any unrealistic notions about the miracle of childbirth.

After Kristen was born, their mother had her tubes tied—no more squalling excreta for her—and didn’t try to “get her figure back,” as women said in those days. Joyce had felt shock and disgust one hot summer when she saw her mother stripped in the dressing room of a lake resort. I’m never never going to look like that, she’d thought then; now she found something to be admired and envied in her mother’s loss of beauty, as a handsome but untested young man might admire and envy a warrior’s disfigurements. Was childbirth the fullest expression of womanhood? Was a woman who had never given birth the less for it, condemned to some eternal girlhood? What about all the women who could not get pregnant?

Fill me up, fill me, she’d cried the first time she and Alex made love. She heard herself crying it out again in her imagination, and saw herself, ass bearing down hard on the bed, he plunging into her fill me up and he does, sending ten million of the little bastards on a spawning run to batter her ovum’s walls and one of them gets through fill me up, oh, do.

Then he was at the bedroom door, as if the fantasy had beckoned him. He started to come in and she told him to wait, she wasn’t finished dressing.

“What the hell? This the Victorian age? A guy can’t see his wife with her clothes off?”

She quickly put on khakis, sneakers, and a pullover, then opened the door.

“I’ve got the green light?” Alex mimicked a courtier’s bow. “It’s permitted to enter her ladyship’s chambers?”

“I hate it when you try to be comic. You and comedy clash.”

“I thought I was being ironic, not comical.”

“Look up ironic in the dictionary. You’ll see that you weren’t.”

“Teacher. Mizzzz DeLuca . . .”

He moved through a cube of window light into a shadowed corner of the room, where he sat resting both arms royally on the arms of the chair.

“I think we need to talk.”

“I really do have to get in early.”

“Is this jaunt timed to the minute?”

“It’s not a jaunt. It’s a field trip.” She took a chair in the corner opposite Alex, putting between them the desk where she wrote letters and corrected papers. “I suppose you want to talk about what we’ve talked about.”

“I think the air needs clearing.”

“Talked and talked and talked about and now you’ve settled it, so there really isn’t anything to talk about, is there?”

He twisted around in his chair.

“I can’t look at you, us sitting like this.”

“I don’t particularly want you to look at me.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake . . .”

He rose, and passing again through the light that gilded the gray in his hair, sat on the edge of the bed, his big, awkward-looking hands clasped between his knees.

“Answer me one question. Do you want to have a baby or not?”

“Talked and talked and talked.”

“You can’t make up your mind. You’ve been saying that for months. Maybe yes, maybe no. To me, that means no.”

“To me, that means I don’t know. There are times when I want one, times I don’t. Okay?”

“The times you do—why?”

“I know what you’re up to. I’ll give you my reasons and you’ll show me why they’re unsound. Your little railroad track of Jesuitical logic.”

“Franciscans. I was taught by Franciscans.”

“Your Franciscan logic, then. Anyway, who cares what my reasons are? You know you don’t want one. You don’t want to be tossing a football to little junior with a pacemaker in your heart. You don’t want to go to a high school graduation and be mistaken for a grandparent.”

He let out a breath.

She looked out the window, which squared a picture of vineyards and walnut groves and the barn and the winery below the hill where Alex dry-farmed the century-old vines that made their zinfandel classico. The gravel road she used as a bridle path ran alongside the hill, disappeared, reappeared atop another hill farther on, disappeared again, and then all she could see were foothills, splashed with purple lupine and California poppy as they mounted toward the high Sierra, its white peaks towering over all.

“What’s that old saying about lupine?”

“That you’ll find gold under where it grows.”

“I love this place,” she said quietly. “I don’t want to leave here. Not ever.”

“That’s how I’ve always felt about it.”

“But it isn’t mine. None of it. Not this house, not those vineyards. None of it belongs to me. It never will.”

“What are you talking about?”

She turned to him.

“I’m kind of a visitor here, aren’t I?”

“Visitor? You’re my wife . . .”

“You said it a couple of minutes ago. I’m living in this house. It isn’t mine the way it was Elaine’s. Still is, in some ways.”

“Hon, what’s the . . . Have you forgotten, I transferred title to the house. . . . She doesn’t . . .”

He paused and pulled his brows together, in the same way Joyce had seen her students do when stumped by a test. She looked at her watch and stood up.

“I really have to go.”

“I wanted to clear the air. Still seems pretty foggy to me.”

“Okay. There is no good reason for that operation. I don’t want you to go through with it. I insist you don’t. If you do, I’ll probably hate you for it. How’s the fog now?”

He looked at her gravely, then got to his feet and paced the room, the vague odor of ashes trailing after him.

“You’re not saying that you’d leave?” he asked, as if that were beyond imagining.

“Theresa would love that. By her lights we’re living in sin. Who else would love it? Your kids. They still think you would have gone crawling back to Mama if I hadn’t come along. Think of all the people I’d make happy.”

It thrilled her to see that she’d wounded him, and then she felt the way she had after she kicked the mare.

“All I want is for us to go on like we have,” he said. “That’s the whole reason I’ve been thinking about doing this.”

“What are you afraid of? That I’d go off the pill without telling you? If you want, I’ll use a diaphragm too, and insist you wear a condom,” she said wickedly. “Just in case one of the little sneaks found a way through all that armor, I’d load up on spermicide. Turn myself into a reproductive death-trap . . .”

“Damnit, Joyce, we discussed this . . .”

“We did not discuss a damn thing and that’s the whole point. You told me what you decided to do. That’s your idea of a discussion. Julius goddamned Caesar.”

“Who said anything about deciding? I said I was considering it, all right? Con-sid-er-ing.”

“You’ve made up your mind. Don’t kid me. I could see it in your face. That look you get. Like this.” She stuck out her chin and drew her lips into a tight, upside-down U. “Like those old pictures of J. Edgar Hoover.”

He gave her his back and stood silhouetted by the sunlight flowing through the window. “A kid would ruin it, everything we’ve had together.”

“All that operation would tell me is that you don’t trust me.”

He turned around.

“It’s accidents I’m afraid of. It’s me I don’t trust.”

This was new to Joyce.

“That means what exactly?”

“I don’t want it ruined, that’s all, and it would be.”

“It’s not like you to be enigmatic.”

“The trips to Tuscany, the weekends in San Francisco. All that. I don’t want all that ruined.”

“What has ‘all that,’ ” she said with rising anger, “got to do with not trusting yourself?”

“You’ve got to get going and so do I. Zoning board has a ten o’clock hearing. They’re going to rule on the variance for that—”

“So that’s it?” she interrupted.

He put his hands in his back pockets and shrugged and the brief, jerky movement of his shoulders somehow made her despise him. She went to the closet and put on her suede jacket, another of his birthday presents. Her thirty-sixth. Or was it the thirty-seventh?

“In other words, now that you’ve decided you don’t want to talk about it anymore, we’re through talking about it.”

“You said you were in a hurry.”

“Fine. Let’s not talk about it ever again.” She smiled brightly. “And I promise I won’t hate you too terribly long. So you can go ahead with it, and since it’s foolproof you want, darling, you might tell the doctor to cut your balls off while he’s at it.”

He leaned backward, as if she’d slapped him. Before he could retaliate, she left the house and walked quickly down the flagstone path toward the garage, her feet stirring the cherry blossoms that lay along it. The birds far off still circled, dark specks against the bright, untextured sky.

 

On the freeway, she kept a sharp eye out for the highway patrol. She eased up on the gas as she approached an overpass—a nook favored by state troopers out to fill their monthly quota—and went through at a sedate sixty before accelerating to eighty. A vibration in the steering wheel reminded her that the Nissan needed an alignment and forced her to trim five miles off her speed. Seventy-five was an easy cruise down the highway, which ran straight as a plumb line across the San Joaquin Valley. Level and wide, the Valley reminded her of western Minnesota, though it lacked the vast and somehow threatening vacancy of the midwestern plains. The Sierras in the east and the coastal ranges in the west—visible boundaries never more than fifty miles away—promised quick relief from the monotony of a horizontal landscape. Back home—Joyce still thought of Minnesota as home, though she’d left fourteen years ago—you could drive two hundred miles in any direction and the highest thing you’d see would be a grain silo or a windmill, its vanes turning in a wind unchecked by anything more than a barbed wire fence or a farmer’s cottonwood windbreak.

She crossed a branch of the Calaveras. Placidly winding toward a walnut grove in full blossom, it did not seem like the same river that had drowned one of her students, Vanna Lim, in a spring flood last year. Now migrant pickers in bright shirts bowed and stooped in a field beside the grove and fallen blossoms blew over them like confetti over a parade. A peat fire was burning in a distant tule marsh. The smoke whirled in a funnel that recalled the dreadful shape of a tornado, then drew out into a long, black reef that lay over the land between her and the city, giving the impression that she was farther from it than she was. She looked at the clock. Almost eight. If traffic wasn’t heavy she would be on time to pick up Sokhim. She wished she hadn’t made that last remark to Alex. She’d read somewhere that depression was frozen rage. Was the opposite true? Rage as molten depression? It was the idea of foreclosed hope that depressed her. Nature was going to do its own foreclosure in a few years anyway, so why did he feel compelled to hurry things?

A green and white sign appeared. SAN JOAQUIN—NEXT 3 EXITS. She slowed down and, putting Alex and the quarrel out of her mind, slipped into the right lane. The exit ramp made a long curve onto Calaveras Avenue, the street that ran the whole dreary, anarchic breadth of San Joaquin and its suburbs. Joyce had tried to like this city where she had taught for so long, but it never requited her attempts at affection. It was a cowtown without rural virtues, an inland seaport—linked to the distant Pacific by a navigable river—without a grain of salty glamour, a cannery town as hard and sharp-edged as a hex nut. Thirty years ago, Alex had told her, it had been a third its present size, a backwater where ranchers and farmers came to shop, drink, watch a movie, and see to the shipping of their grain and cattle. Now, swollen by tides of Asian refugees and Bay Area exiles who could no longer afford San Francisco or those parts of Oakland where the murder rate wasn’t off the charts, San Joaquin had grown big enough to accommodate modern metropolitan horrors, from crack to gangs.

As she followed Calaveras toward downtown, she felt as if she were in the shaft of an archaeological dig that had been turned from the vertical to the horizontal. A century of the city’s history passed before her in twenty minutes. On the outskirts were strip malls and the planned communities of today: enclaves surrounded by security walls from which pennants flew gaily to attract home buyers. The walls and pennants made each suburban patch resemble a medieval town decked out to welcome a visiting king—provided he could get past the private guards manning the electronically controlled gates against criminal invaders from the slums. The next layer, consisting of split-levels, each with its proud picture window and emblem of lawn, dated from the Eisenhower era, when walls and guards weren’t needed and a home of his own lay within the grasp of every working man with a job. Rows of clapboard cottages recalling Steinbeck’s California followed, then a strata of turreted Victorians with wide verandahs upon which cattle kings and mine barons and other ranks of commercial nobility once passed their prosperous evenings. Front yard signs told what had become of their castles. ROOMS FOR RENT . . . LEGAL AID CLINIC . . . SOCIAL SERVICES DEPT. ANNEX . . . ROOMS FOR RENT . . .

At last she came to Sutter Square, a broad green shaded by white oak and palm and with a fountain in its center, flinging spray over beds of poppy and marigold bright as wedding bands. Locking her doors and windows, she turned onto Fremont, a scary street but the shortest route to Sokhim’s apartment. Fremont had been queen of San Joaquin’s commercial and entertainment life, but the screens of the movie theaters had been blank since the days Doris Day and Rock Hudson held pillow talks, and the department stores were now either vacant lots or the lowest sort of discount houses, steel grates shielding their windows against thieves and vandals.

A red light caught her at the intersection where the Southern Pacific tracks ran past the abandoned passenger station. She was tempted to run the light—even in broad daylight, this wasn’t a neighborhood for a woman alone to linger. A crackhead or schizo appeared to be staring at her as he danced a patternless jig under a marquee that advertised the theater’s only feature: —LOSED. Next door, fidgeting and scratching their forearms, three winos waited for a liquor store to open and the day’s first swallow of Night Train or Mad Dog. Another man sat beside the building, holding a sign: HIV POSITIVE & HOMELISS—PLS HELP. My God, what succor did he expect to find on this derelict street of derelict men? Her eyes moved from him toward the train station’s bleached rose walls, blackened by gangs’ tribal markings, by peculiar nicknames—VERT . . . EROC . . . MERLIN—by bizarre drawings and indecipherable runes. Nonsense sprayed by punks who should have been doing their homework instead of wandering the streets with aerosol cans. The end of language, a devolution to primitive glyphs and pictographs that said law and learning and government would not triumph in the end; entropy would.

VERT . . . EROC . . . MERLIN . . . Sounds like some weird law firm, she thought, and pounced on the gas when the light flashed green. Down the block was evidence that some graffiti writers still believed in conventional communication. She didn’t like the messages but at least could understand them.

EAT SHIT AND DIE, WHITEBOY . . . AFTER YOU, JIGABOO . . . GOOKS GO HOME . . . BOAT PEOPLE BACK TO YOUR BOATS . . .

The esperanto of hate.

Traffic was heavy on the drawbridge that took her over the river to the west side of town. She pulled to the curb beside a small, shady park across from the Park Lane Apartments, a tony name for four drab blocks of two-story buildings arranged in a rectangle, with a courtyard in the middle. Old Plymouths, Fords, and Chevys, a few up on blocks, formed a rusty necklace around the compound. At the entrance to the courtyard, three brown Khmer workmen were assembling long-handled paint rollers. Joyce went jauntily up a path worn into a groove, and then noticed that the men had stopped their work and were staring at her. At first, she thought they were only curious, possibly wondering if this tall blonde was a landlord with an eviction notice or a social worker on a checkup. But as she drew closer, she saw hostility on their faces. At their feet were cans of whitewash and paint. In bright blue letters, someone had sprayed a message across half a wall facing the passageway into the courtyard.

CAT EYES EAT DOG MEAT & W.A.R. EATS CATS!!!

Children were everywhere inside the courtyard, which had been trampled long ago into grassless dust hard as pavement. Three boys shot marbles in the dirt; girls played a jumping game with a chain of rubber bands and were watched by teenage boys in satiny jackets and high-top sneakers. Across the way, an old woman in a brilliant sarong cooked over an oven outside her apartment and the smoke rose swirling into the light. Joyce climbed a set of grimy stairs to the second-floor balcony and smelled the old woman’s cooking and heard Khmer laments playing on radios and tape recorders. The whole dense texture of foreign life crowded in on her and made her feel as if she had left her country, but the games and toys and dress of the kids, like the American slang on their lips, told her she hadn’t. A Brooklyn ghetto might have been like this eighty years ago, she thought. Old people clinging to the ways of an old land, their kids becoming strangers.

“Good morning, Joyce. So happy to see you!” Sokhim said in the somewhat stilted tones learned at her English lessons. She looked stunning, as usual. Dark oval eyes, skin the color of antique ivory, hair piled up like a turban made of raven’s wings. Joyce stepped into the cramped apartment, her head missing by only an inch or two the big colored ball that hung from the middle of the ceiling. Sparkling garlands spread from it in all directions and made the room look as if it had been decorated for a party.

“Sit down, please,” Sokhim said with barely audible D’s and T’s as she gestured at an unmade sofabed. “I am sorry for the bed. . . . So sloppy! Mrs. Or again. Early, early this morning, very frightened . . . She asked to stay and slept so late!”

Joyce waved away the apology.

“Some tea?”

“No, thanks. We should be going.”

“Yes, of course. One moment.”

Sokhim went into the bedroom, where, leaping fluidly between Khmer and English, she passed last-minute instructions to her three children and Pandra.

The toilet flushed. Mrs. Or, frail as thread, came out of the bathroom in an ankle-length silk skirt, a white blouse, and checkered shoulder sash. She stood in the doorway for a moment and, sensing a stranger’s presence, looked in Joyce’s direction with fearful eyes that could see and yet did not. She called out to Sokhim. The two women spoke briefly: an exchange in which Joyce heard her name uttered by Sokhim with emphasis and some irritation. Joyce DeLuca, Joyce . . .  Mrs. Or, the fear fading from her eyes, adjusted her sash, smoothed her blouse. Wraithlike, she moved into the living room and greeted Joyce with a slight bow.

“Good morning, Mrs. Or.”

The corners of the woman’s mouth twitched slightly in what might have been an attempt at a smile. Then, in the uncanny way the blind can find their way through a crowded room, she passed in a whisper of silk around a floor mat on which breakfast bowls awaited washing, and sat on the rumpled sofabed.

She faced the Chuns’ family altar, a shrine of an ancient and exotic faith made out of the modern and commonplace: Woolworth’s dust ruffles and table linens, Mylar and tinfoil. Joss sticks awaited burning in a Tupperware bowl. A portrait of Buddha torn from a magazine and enclosed in a ready-made frame hung over the altar and the walls around it were covered with photographs of dead relatives. The Khmer Rouge had provided the Chuns—and a million other Cambodians—with a gallery of those.

Mrs. Or, lone survivor of a clan once numbering forty, was exceptionally rich in that regard. Husband, four children, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, brothers—all hacked, shot, beaten, or starved to death in rice paddy and jungle. One day in 1978, the Khmer Rouge tied her up and forced her to watch as her last living child, a four-year-old boy, was picked up by the ankles and bashed headfirst against a tree. Mrs. Or screamed and screamed, felt something drill through her skull like a bullet, and had not seen a thing since.

Carrying a leather shoulder bag, a crimson peony pinned to her hair, Sokhim returned from the bedroom. She squatted in front of Mrs. Or and, holding the blind woman’s hands in hers, spoke to her gently, the Khmer words sounding in Joyce’s ears like music. Except for a slight frown, Mrs. Or made no response to whatever was being said. Sokhim said a few more words, then rose and went to the door. Mrs. Or turned toward it and spoke sharply, holding up a thin, brittle finger in what appeared to be a rebuke. Sokhim started to respond, had second thoughts, and left.

“Is she angry about something?” Joyce asked as they walked along the balcony toward the stairs.

“Oh, maybe. I tell her every day not to be frightened. Khmer Rouge are not here and no one is going to kill her. Every day the same. I tell her every day to go back to the clinic. The doctors know nothing wrong with her eyes. In her mind. That’s what I tell her just now.”

“Hysterical blindness.”

“What is that word? What kind blindness?”

“Hysterical. A kind of madness that makes a person not see anymore.”

With a diligence Joyce wished for in her students, Sokhim withdrew a notebook and ballpoint from her shoulder bag and stood at the top of the stairs, poised to write.

“You will spell it for me, please?”

Joyce did, and they went down, the concrete steps so dusty their feet left prints.

“But what did you say that made her angry?”

“To see doctor! She doesn’t want doctors to cure her eyes. Doesn’t think it is the right thing to do. She said something strange to me when we leave. Difficult for me in English, one moment.” Sokhim paused, her lips moving as she translated the Khmer to herself. “She says, ‘I have seen the true things . . . ’ No. ‘I have seen the truth of things.’ Yes, that’s right. ‘I have seen the truth of things. The world is become . . . ’ No. Has. ‘The world has become too terrible for me to look at. It is too terrible for you to look at, but you can because you do not see the truth of things.’ ”

They walked past the workmen painting over the graffiti.

“This is what frightens her.” With a languorous movement, Sokhim pointed at the letters faintly showing through the thin whitewash. “She hears them, the men who did this. She hears so well! She comes to our apartment. ‘Khmer Rouge here, come to kill us,’ she says. ‘We must run!’ Mrs. Or, she thinks everything is Khmer Rouge. She hears children on their bikes and thinks they are Khmer Rouge. I make her calm, but very soon I can hear these men. Know they are not Cambodian because I can hear them speaking English. Then they call out, ‘Cat eyes! Cat butts! Go home! You don’t belong here!’ Then I hear their car go away, very fast. Like this.” She mimicked the sound of squealing tires. “What is this W.A.R.? Like war? Like fighting?”

“The White Aryan Resistance. A white supremacist group. Racists.”

“White Ah . . . Ar . . .”

“Air-ee-an. Another word for white people.”

Pen and notebook came out again as the two women passed by a knot of noisy children waiting for the school bus. Joyce spelled the word, Sokhim wrote it down, the tip of her tongue peeking through a corner of her lips.

“They are making a resistance against what?”

“I guess the future. Maybe the present. Maybe both.”

They drove off toward the McKinley Intermediate School. Realizing that her answer had done more to confuse than enlighten, Joyce explained that the Aryan Resistance was bands of angry young white men, down on their luck and filled with frustrations and a conviction that people with dark skin were to blame for their misfortunes and failures.

“They’re more like street gangs than anything else. Usually they beat up on blacks, but there aren’t enough blacks in this town to count.”

“But there are many of us.”

Joyce nodded.

“They think we eat dogs.” Sokhim let out a high light laugh. “How silly. We are cats who eat dogs. I am thirty-five years in age and never have I eaten a dog. Even in Cambodia, Joyce! When we were starving! Not even there did I eat a dog.”

“I have,” Joyce declared, and saw, in her peripheral vision, Sokhim’s slender eyebrows arch in surprise. “In a Chinese restaurant in Sacramento.”

“Ah, yes! Chinese. Now they eat dogs.”

“It wasn’t on the menu. A couple of days after we ate there—Alex and I—we read in the papers that the health department closed them down. They found dog meat in the beef chow mein. Cats, too. A big scandal.”

“Cats?” Sokhim asked with a grimace. “Cats and dogs. No, Joyce. You did not eat a cat?”

“Not that I know of. Dog for sure.”

“So. You should say to those white gang people, the W.A.R. people, ‘I am a white person and I have eaten a dog and I liked it!’ ” Sokhim’s laugh was lovely as a wind chime. “That’s what you should say. Then maybe they will stop saying we do.”

“Doubt it. They’d find something else. That you dry your meat and vegetables outside. That you cook outside. That you’re too short. Too dark. Or maybe not dark enough. That you don’t work. Or you work too much. That’s where hate has it over love, Sokhim. You can always find something to hate in somebody else.”

They were passing through the Eisenhower era of split-levels, picture windows, and lawns. Sokhim folded her hands in her lap and gazed pensively at the houses, lined up behind rows of straight and soldierly royal palms.

“This is so hard, so hard,” she said. “Understanding this country. In Cambodia we don’t have gangs. We don’t have word for gangs. We don’t know what a gang is until we come here and now our boys in gangs to protect themselves from white gangs and Spanish gangs. We don’t understand. Cat eyes. Cat butt. You know, we don’t have racism in Cambodia . . .”

“That’s because you’re all the same. It’s when people are different . . .”

“But we don’t have it.”

Joyce checked an impulse to say, “With the Khmer Rouge around, racists would be superfluous,” and to remind her companion of the venerable enmities that had caused the Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Laotians in the city to segregate themselves into ethnically pure enclaves a Balkan politician would envy. She drove on in silence, musing upon Mrs. Or’s parting words. Was it possible to see too clearly? To apprehend the truth of things so completely that, like someone staring without protective glasses into a solar eclipse, you went blind from it? Seared the retinas of your mind?

“I don’t understand how she does it,” she said, thinking aloud.

“Yes?” said Sokhim.

“Mrs. Or. I don’t understand how she does it. Goes on living, I mean. Doesn’t go crazy. I couldn’t do it.”

“Do you remember what I tell you? About karma?”

Joyce nodded and asked what Mrs. Or could have done in a past life to deserve what had happened to her in this one.

“I know. Very hard for you to understand.”

“The punishment didn’t fit the crime. Mrs. Or would have had to have been Genghis Khan.”

“All the same, she believes these terrible things happen to her because her karma is so heavy. Buddha spares her from death so she can lighten her karma. She lives like, you know the word . . . a woman monk?”

“Nun.”

“Yes, like nun. She follows the eightfold path. She speaks right. Thinks right. Eats right. And gives her great gift to the people. She is fortune-teller, you know. That is her gift.”

Joyce, turning onto a side street, glanced at Sokhim to see if she was serious. She was.

“You remember last year, when the three boys are drowned in the river? During the big rainstorm? You were there when they find the bodies, I think.”

“One of the boys was in my class. Vanna? He was one of my better kids. I’ve got his younger brother this year. God, that was a damned shame. The parents were holding this ceremony . . .”

“Yes! Because Mrs. Or tells them to. These parents go to her, asking her, ‘What must we do to find the bodies? Very important for Buddhist to have the body for proper burial, you know. Mrs. Or, she instructs them to go to the river with offerings of food and to pray and to bring a monk to call on the river spirits to release the bodies. If they do this for two days, on the night of the second day the bodies will be found.”

Joyce said nothing, goosebumps rising on her arms. Sokhim looked at her coyly.

“So, what do you think? This is coincidence?”

“Well . . .”

“The people don’t think so. They think the river gives up the bodies because it was convinced to, and Mrs. Or, she foresees this. You know, I think that also is why she won’t go to the clinic for help. She believes Buddha takes away her eyes for this present world so she can see into the future and in this way lighten her karma.”

 

The William McKinley school covered a square city block: a one-story, L-shaped classroom building of buff-colored stucco, a gym, and a playground and ball field enclosed by a cyclone fence. The surrounding neighborhood was one of fathers who went to work and mothers who stayed home with kids, and its antiquated, Saturday Evening Post atmosphere made the writing on the school’s front wall seem uglier, more jarring and menacing than what she had seen at the Park Lane Apartments.

CAT EYES EAT DOG MEAT & W.A.R. EATS CATS!

Fran Bigelow, the principal, was standing near the front doors with Gillis, the chief custodian. They were looking at the graffiti.

“Nice, isn’t it?” Fran said as Joyce and Sokhim came up the front walk, only minutes ahead of the school buses. A short, caramel-colored woman with prematurely gray hair, Fran had been named principal this year.

“They did the same thing over at the Park Lane,” Joyce said with a half-turn toward Sokhim. Standing between the two women, she felt pasty and monumental, like a statue molded out of dough. “Must be the same people. Same message. Same blue paint.”

Fran’s lips drew into a dash. “They must have had a busy night. The principal at Elgin called me a few minutes ago. Same endearing sentiments on his wall. Ditto for the Taylor Homes, where all the Vietnamese live. Not very creative, are they?”

Joyce looked at the writing and felt violated and angry and frightened, like someone whose home had been ransacked by burglars.

“What do you expect from white trash?” she said. “I’ll bet some local boys did this. Our very own San Joaquin Valley rednecks. California good old boys. Like to bang around in pickup trucks, listening to their daddy’s old Merle Haggard tapes and calling everybody who doesn’t look like them gooks and niggers and beaners. Those creeps make it impossible for me to read The Grapes of Wrath with any degree of sympathy.”

“I know the type,” Fran said. “I also know the black version.”

The school buses pulled up and formed a yellow and black line that stretched almost to the street corner. Doors opened with wheezes and snaps, and students spilled out and flowed in colorful streams down the sidewalks, across the playground and ball field: sixth-graders still wearing the charm of childhood, eighth-graders awkwardly treading the border between childhood and adolescence. Their shouts and laughter released the neighborhood from the oppressive residential quiet that would return at the first bell. A lot had changed in the years Joyce had taught at McKinley. When she began, most of her students were towheads; now most had straight black hair and spoke among themselves in tongues that sang like birds. But the morning ritual had not changed, nor had it lost its magic. The start of a new day, with a new day’s hope—too often disappointed yet fulfilled enough to make the effort worthwhile—that her students would end the day more enlightened than they had been at the beginning. A simple thing, and a joy.

“You’re off to Coloma today, aren’t you?” Fran asked.

Joyce nodded.

“The flyers went out to the parents? The Asians, I mean.”

“Well, I gave them to the kids to take home.” She turned to Sokhim. “The parents know their children are going to be late coming home today?”

“Oh, yes. I think so.”

“Sokhim translated the flyers into Khmer for us,” Joyce said.

“Good. With all this crap going on, I don’t want parents calling up, wondering why their kids aren’t home at the usual time.” She pointed at the wall with her thumb. “I called the police. Asked them to have a patrol car cruise by here at lunch period and when school’s out. Just in case.”

“In case of what?” Joyce asked, slightly alarmed. “We didn’t get any phone threats, did we?”

“Nothing like that. But when it comes to these Nazi creeps, or whatever the hell they call themselves, you never can tell.” Fran pivoted on her heels and led the way inside. Behind her, Joyce glanced warily at the graffiti, the way she might at a vicious dog. The words did seem strangely alive, as if, imbued with the hate of the men who had written them, they had the power to lunge from the wall and draw blood.

She spent twenty minutes of the first period quizzing the class on the history of the Gold Rush.

“Who first found gold in California?”

A hand shot up in the back of the room: Billy Pate, red-haired and eager.

“Captain John Sutter.”

Joyce shook her head and scanned the rows of white and brown and saffron faces. No one moved or spoke. Her eyes fell on Paul Lim, brother of the drowned Vanna. He was tall for a Cambodian and had crooked teeth and a bowl haircut.

“Paul, can you tell us? Who discovered gold in 1849?”

He glanced uncertainly at Sokhim, who put the question in Khmer.

“James Wilson Marshall,” the boy said, his tongue picking its way through the thickets of treacherous consonants.

“That’s correct,” Joyce said, and wrote the name on the blackboard in her clear, curving hand. Those old-fashioned penmanship classes. “Now who knows where the gold was found?”

Once more she was met by blank and silent faces.

“Oh, come on. This is easy. Where are we going at the end of this period?”

Rose Ortega’s arm rose tentatively.

“Coloma?”

“Is that an answer or a question, Rose?”

“An answer.”

“Be more specific.”

Rose’s thick eyebrows knit in thought.

“Sutter’s Mill.”

“Yes. In the tailrace of Sutter’s Mill, which is on what river?”

Waiting for a response, Joyce looked out the window. Dappled light fell through the trees onto the bus that was to take them to Coloma. It was the one the school used for field trips, a boxy vehicle nearly as long as a city bus. A battered pickup truck cruised by, spewing exhaust fumes as thick as sprayed insecticide over the school lawn. A California good old boy, listening to Merle Haggard?

“Well?” she said to the class, keeping her back to them to signal her disapproval of their performance. Suddenly, sadness washed over her and she mentally left the room, picturing herself in the place of the elderly woman who was shuffling down the sidewalk across the street. A vasectomy. She was going to outlive Alex by many years, and saw a long, lonely widowhood stretching before her.

A voice behind her spoke in a near whisper.

“The American River, Mrs. DeLuca.”

She faced the class. The voice belonged to Sandra An, a girl with a perpetually downturned mouth and her shyest pupil.

“That’s right!” she said, with an enthusiasm she hoped would encourage the girl. Joyce identified with her, for she had been withdrawn and awkward when she was in school.

She went on with the quiz until a restlessness swept through the classroom like a wind. The kids, anxious for their day in the open air, began to look out the windows, to squirm in their seats and fidget with pencils and notebooks. When she announced that it was time to board the bus, she had to shout, “Quietly!” to restrain them from rushing the door in a mass.

They filed down the corridor. Wall lockers, redolence of floor wax, school. Sokhim seemed as impatient as the students; without a car and with three children to take care of, she led a confined life.

Outside, as the kids climbed into the bus, Joyce conferred with the driver about the route and schedule. He was an older man, with a hard, spare face.

“Blecch! It stinks in here,” someone said in the bus. Others began to cough.

Joyce stepped up and caught a strong odor of exhaust fumes.

“Is there something wrong with the engine?” she asked the driver. “It smells like a garage in here.”

“The engine isn’t runnin’,” he answered with a sly look. “It was some fella burnin’ more oil than gas. Come by twice and near to choked me to death. Thought they had laws against that. Emission control.”

The man’s speech clung to the twangs and rhythms of the Southwest. Eee-mission control. Probably came out here as a young boy. Out of the Dust Bowl in a jalopy piled high with old furniture, a Dorothea Lange photograph.

“If it’s all right with you, I’ll let the kids open the windows for a while.”

“I don’t mind, long as none of ’em sticks their head or arms out. Got rules to abide by.”

Later, with her pupils settled down for the long ride, Joyce sat in a rear seat beside Sokhim. On the freeway, the bus lumbered along in the slow lane. Westward lay the part of the San Joaquin Valley known as the Delta for the rivers and canals and sloughs that spread through it like blue arteries. Off to the north, thick black smoke continued to rise into a cloudless sky, but Joyce could not tell if it was the same peat fire she had seen earlier or a new blaze.

“You know, this makes me think of Cambodia,” Sokhim said, her face glued to the window. “All the rivers, the farms, the green.”

“I’ve seen pictures of it. It’s a beautiful country. Do you miss it much?”

“No!” Sokhim answered sharply; then she turned from the window with a smile, to show that she’d meant no offense by her tone.

“You wouldn’t want to go back? If they ever get things settled over there.”

“Never settle things over there. Never. If there is one Khmer Rouge still living, things never settled. Anyway, Khmer Rouge are not the only reason I don’t want to go back.” She leaned toward Joyce and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial undertone. “Women here so free!”

“Uh-oh, we’ve corrupted you,” Joyce said with a laugh. “But we’re not as free as you think. Nobody is. We’re all trapped by biology.”

Sokhim gave her a puzzled frown.

“Yes?”

“Oh, nothing. I say goofy things sometimes.”

Joyce leaned back and closed her eyes. She supposed it was the glory and the curse of the American to live by the illusion that all things were possible, that anything you get into can be gotten out of, that the idea of fate or destiny belonged in a stale Old World museum. Yet biology was fate, wasn’t it? Women knew that in their marrow, while for men it was an abstraction understood only as an equation or a law of physics is understood.

A fire truck wailed past. The kids on the left side of the aisle pointed out the windows, shouting, “A fire! A fire!” An entire wheat field was ablaze. Pillars of flame rose flashing out of the wheat, then vanished in an instant, consuming the subterranean gases that had given them their moment of life. A fireboat, streams shot from its water cannons making vague rainbows, chugged up and down a slough bordering the field. The smoke nearest the ground looked as solid as tar. As it rose, it thinned gradually into a gauzy curtain that drew itself across the arch of the sky and over the freeway and the fields beyond before it dissipated into a haze. The bus passed beneath the pall and a stench of sulphur blew
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“A white-knuckle thriller
replete with violent racist
conspiracies, Kinky sex,
and a cool twist for an
ending.” —Esquire
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