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8.18.70

Tuesday

Tijuana, MX

7:00am

Last night I made my first mistake. I asked a man who had been on the bus to San Isidro where I might find a room in Tijuana since my bus to Mazatlan’ didn’t leave until the next morning. My second mistake was letting him lead me to a hotel that I would never had found on my own, nor would I have considered staying there if he hadn’t assured me he knew the place well and stayed there anytime he was passing through TJ to Mexicali. But when he seemed to be trying to get close to me, I recalled Jack’s advise regarding those who will try to get close, don’t want to take you for whatever you have, yet will try to get whatever they can because they are forced by the circumstances of their lives. Romero whom I met was probably one of those, and I certainly had been naïve given my romantic view of Mexico.

I had first seen Romero in L.A at the bus station then sat behind him on the bus. He sat next to a loud Gringo who was going to Ensenada as I had the previous year. When we arrived at San Isidro, I used the facilities after the long bus ride, and there was Romero counting his money, hiding most of it, saying to himself, “There, now I’m ready.” Yet, when he had finished and saw I had seen him stash his money, he assured me how poor he was. 

That’s when I asked him about where I might find an inexpensive room for the night and I allowed him lead me to a hotel near the bus depot in a section I had never been with Jack and would not have gone were I alone. I was anxious about where he might be leading me and what might suddenly happen, but I went with him anyway not wanting to expose my fear. 

When he spoke with a young woman about my wanting a room for the night, she never looked at me nor at him but studied the busy street. She seemed anxious about offering me a room. A short, heavy set man appeared in a guayabera, a long, loose, white shirt much like a tunic made of hemp I’ve seen men wearing everywhere I’ve been in Mexico. Romero greeted the man as if he knew him well even though he had insisted he hadn’t been to TJ in a long time. 

Not knowing I understood Spanish, I heard Romero with a sense of conspiracy use the word “pescado” and I felt he was referring to me – a hooked fish. We went to the room. Romero took the key and opened the door almost like a servant. The room was hot but clean, plain and good enough for my brief stay.

What followed could have been a scene from a comic opera had I not been anxious. Jack’s comment had set me off. Romero had been the first who had hooked into me. Jack’s comment meant to be supportive didn’t help. I remembered, too, his statement that I, a Gringo, would never be completely safe in Mexico because I would be expected to have money, more than most whom I encountered.

Romero suggested we have something to drink. I left my suitcase, we left the hotel, walked a few stores from the hotel and turned into an open front liquor store. We selected two large bottles of beer, had them opened. I paid in pesos I had gotten in L. A. when I had bought my bus ticket to Mazatlan’. We returned to the hotel. 

Invited to sit on a bench in the foyer, the woman who had assigned me the room brought us plastic cups. The bench stood opposite a lighted room, the shade only slightly drawn. A young woman stood before a mirror combing her hair. She wore a thin gown that filtered the light revealing she wore nothing beneath. Of course, my flesh responded to what I viewed.

Romero began talking about my getting a girl like the one we watched if I were willing to pay. My defensive response was caution and silence. I drank some of my beer but nursed it until I told him I was going up to my room. 

He went along telling me he would only stay for a while, drink his beer and leave. I let him drink the rest of mine after he had finished his.

As he drank, he began to talk. He told me of his life, of his brother’s success, of his own failures and troubles, his bad teeth, his operation (he showed me the scar). He suggested he needed to eat but complained of only having eleven dollars, apparently forgetting that I had seem him count and stash more money than I had, most of mine in traveler’s checks, and he had tipped the woman who had brought us cups. I knew he wanted me to go with him to eat so I could pay for his meal. More than once he suggested I might want a girl. I ignored him. 

He talked about his wanting to get married, of his going to see his father whom he hadn’t seen in 16 years. He talked of a man he had seen lose everything through divorce. Romero compared Gringo woman to Mexican women. Gringo woman he judged wanted anything they could get. As he talked, I thought of my own life and my own divorce and my giving up everything just to end the turmoil and uncertainty.

I suggested he return the bottles for the deposit. He suggested something stronger because beer gave him too much gas. I declined. I gave him a dollar. I thanked him for his help. He suggested he might come back if he didn’t go to Mexicali and that he might bring a girl and if I weren’t here, he could ask the clerk to let him in. He would sleep on the floor. I offered him the bed telling him I would stay up, that I would be here if he returned, that if he brought a girl, I’d let him use the room while I went for a walk, but he took the bottles and the dollar and left. I watched him holding the bottles in two fingers as he turned the corner and was gone.

After all that, I tried to relax. I closed and locked the door. I laid on the bed. I listened to the clash and blare of music, the crying of children, the sudden scream of a woman, the surging multitude of voices and noise from the street that I knew would continue all night. I thought of Romero’s concern about wandering the streets. He had insisted he would return. I lay there in the dark watching and listening to a couple in the room across from mine, what they were doing apparently tempting me to respond. I waited for a knock on the door. I waited for I knew not what expecting Romero’s return. I remembered I had only a buttermilk bar and a cinnamon twist and coffee since morning in the LA. bus station. I was hungry but afraid to leave thinking that Romero was in league with those who ran the hotel. But from the comments made between Romero and the clerk when we arrived, the people in the hotel were concerned because they knew what Romero was up to yet accepted what he was doing because they would be paid for the room.

I finally slowly undressed, washed, then laid on the bed waiting, wondering, comparing my mistakes during the game of chess I had the night before with Jack’s son. I had won even though I had made more than one blunder. Red had just made more mistakes than I had, so I wondered if I could win this game. I was aware of how much a game all these people were playing and that some, perhaps too many, were playing for more deadly stakes than I was willing to play. I thought of what I had recently read about sex being more an attitude we learn from others than what we actually experience. So I thought of all the whores and studs paying for rooms in which “to make love” when what mattered most was the money that would buy whatever magical toys or substances they desired.

I finally slept, woke several times to listen to the noise, the whirl of sound so difficult to describe with detail, the church bell ringing out the hour. When I woke again the noise had quieted, the music diminished, but the traffic had increased. I began to prepare for the day and traveling south to Mazatlan’ then from there northeast to Monterrey.

I had said to Jack that in these end times it’s hard to grab onto something. He said, “there’s nothing to grab on to in the age of Aquarius. We have only the moment. We can see what’s happening now and not ahead. The 21st century will not happen for us. We can’t go back to 1870 when we didn’t exist or ahead to 2070 when we will no longer exist.” 

I might add that he made us sound like ghosts. Yet outside my hotel window on the adjoining roof I hear hammering, boards being wrenched from rest, words in a language I can barely understand even though I’ve studied it by listening to ghostly voices on magnetic strips of thin plastic that too often break. Well, I’m not sure I can remain a ghost. I can’t fade into this society, this culture and my always only grabbing for the moment. In some way I am a ghost because to most I’m just a Gringo. My physical presence will always be noticed especially because of my stature, light coloring, and light auburn hair cut flat on top, a style passing out of use once widely followed twenty years ago.

No one here knows me for anything other that I’m from El Norte, “so far from God, so close to the [dis]United States.” Some people here, perhaps too many, only want my money for which some will take my life without a qualm so they can buy a few moments of pleasure until they’ve spent all I’ve worked so hard to earn.

I wait and look ahead to Mazatlan. Aunt Juana I can do without. I know that especially in the context of last night in a cheap Tijuana hotel room. I must look only to myself by keeping to myself.

I’ll look for a panadaria, a money exchange to get more pesos. Then the long bus ride to Mazatlan’. At least I have that Aztec pronunciation right with the emphasis on the last syllable.

I resurrect yesterday’s fleeting images through fading feeble light: L.A. bus station with TV on back of seats. The Gringo who sits next to me on a bus to TJ loaded with Mexicans. He commented on the traffic, revealed his life. He had an accent, complained of where he worked, but the money was good. He wouldn’t live there but for his brother and the good money. He didn’t like living so close to the border. I recalled Romero’s remark about Mexicans resenting Gringos.

Una abuela with her mirror on the bus powdering her wrinkled face then using rouge to redden her puckered lips. The feeling I had with the light fading, the sky growing dark reminded me of last year after my drunken weekend as I neared the border at sunset, the dark adobe shacks, the shadows that passed me, the fires in the dry river bed below me as I passed on the bridge. I remembered all as I followed the man who rushed ahead past lingering adolescent Gringos, boys playing at being adult. Romero had said “if you don’t have anything, sometimes you have to pretend to get what you want.” Surely, he was talking about himself, although he just as surely was talking about all of life.

Felix spent a restless, almost sleepless night worried whether he would be challenged and robbed or worse after witnessing a young couple in the room across from his engaged in foreplay apparently staged for his benefit to entice him to respond exposing himself to a charge of spying. When introduced to the clerk at the hotel who resided most of the day in a closed cage outside the hotel, the man who had guided Felix to the hotel told the clerk in Spanish that he had brought “un pescado,” (a caught fish,) the men not knowing Felix could understand what they were saying and that he was the fish they considered caught. Then the man Felix met on the bus left and Felix stayed in a room where he spent a restless night W wondering why he always was letting himself get in such troubling situations to test his courage?

Having slept little, waking early, after dressing and writing in his journal, he left the hotel in bright, early morning sunlight, placed a quarter tip at the registration cage that was empty, walked through streets just beginning to stir, reached the bus station where he presented his reservation for a ticket to Mazatlan’. Having over an hour wait for the bus to depart and having checked his borrowed suitcase that with intent appeared as battered as others, he left the station and wandered the neighborhood, found a panadaria where he bought a bolillo hard roll and a sweet roll then continued his stroll past dwellings little more than shacks that appeared about ready to collapse. 

From one of those shacks as he strolled by, a woman concealed behind a screen door, the room behind her obscure, she called to him offering her services while behind her the voices of several children loudly quarreled. Quietly thanking her, Felix declined her invitation and wandered on thinking of the young girl he had seen a decade ago squatting beside the road leading to the playa, her faded dress pulled above her knees, revealing she wore nothing beneath, her eyes that appeared dead meeting his as he gazed at her exposed, hairless vulva. Where was that young woman now, he wondered as he wandered this foreign, seemingly squalid city just below the border of the land of his birth he was leaving behind?

Returning to the bus station, he with others finally boarded the bus that stuttered and coughed and roared to life then pulled out of the station carrying him through what appeared a derelict city, he wondering if it had ever been new, the bus carrying him now into a country he did not know so far from God, so close to the country of the damned.

Somewhere beyond Mexicali, the bus traveling along the border of Mexico briefly re-entered the US at Sonoyta where passengers had to unload their bags, walk through a shed lit only by sunlight where a typically short, stout man in tan uniform surprised to see Felix, a Gringo, scrawled some sign in chalk on Felix’s blue, battered case that indicated it had been inspected even though never opened, and Felix re-entered Mexico, loaded his suitcase back beneath the bus and climbed aboard to recover seat numero 17 in front of a mature woman of Spanish heritage dressed in black dress and a pearl necklace with two adolescent sons, one who possessed the window seat beside her, the other glumly occupied the aisle seat beside Felix while ignoring the smug superior grin of his older brother.

Later somewhere along the way after the bus stopped to allow them to use relief facilities and buy drinks and snacks, Felix returning to his seat found it occupied by the boy who had been assigned the aisle seat, his mother quietly ordering him to move, but Felix quietly telling the boy he could have the window seat, the handsome woman with dark hair, eyebrows, and lashes quietly thanking him and he quietly responded, "No hay de que,” and she offering Felix a lovely smile with perfect teeth and rouged lips.

From then on during the twenty-eight hour trip to Mazatlan’, they became somewhat of an accidental family, Felix without surprise becoming interested in the mature woman who although full-figured appeared increasingly attractive from her gracious manner, her apparel and her features and coloring that unrecognized at the time reminded him somewhat of the woman with dark hair, dark, sad eyes, and film-star beauty from whom he thought he had fled.

The bus stopping at a roadside inn, the woman invited Felix to join her and her two sons to share the same table while they ate and Felix had a dish of stew that had meat with skin and hair still attached. By the time they arrived in Mazatlan’, they had exchanged brief bios, she and her sons on their way to Tampico by way of Monterrey where she and her sons had parientes, her sons’ grandparents, who anticipated their arrival, she inviting him to meet with them if he should stop in Tampico during his stay in Mexico, and while Felix eagerly agreed to meet, she did not offer her name or an address where he might contact her, he too shy and polite and cautious to ask, even though he waited with them at the station in Mazatlan’ until they boarded their bus for Monterrey and he watched the bus chortle out of the terminal sending back a cloud of blue, diesel exhaust and rattled off under the blue, clear Mexican sky. 

Then he turned to make his way alone toward the so-called Gold Coast of resort hotels that lined the beach on the Sea of Cortez where he could use his Diners Club card. Yet after walking for what seemed some distance and some time under the glaring sun, not knowing the distance to the Gold Coast not finding public transportation and wanting to avoid the expense of a taxi, Felix decided to abandon that goal of staying on the beach and walked back to El Centro, stopping at the first hotel he came to in a green stucco building along a line of other pink and blue pastel stucco buildings, the entrance of the one he stopped at with an open arch doorway to the tall, well-worn wood counter where he inquired about the price a room for a one night stay.

The gray-haired woman (una abuela) with squinting eyes behind wire-rim spectacles climbed with him to a room consisting of red enameled walls exposing white plaster where they had been chipped, gray enameled concrete floor with cracks on which rested a well-worn bed with obviously well-used but clean bedding and a shower with no curtain but with a drain in one corner of the gray enamel sloping floor. When Felix offered his approval, she asked him in Spanish if he an obvious Gringo actually wanted to stay there, and when he affirmed his decision in Spanish, they returned to the desk where he paid the three dollars (thirty pesos) for one night, returned to his room to leave his suitcase, then wandered out to explore the area adjacent to the hotel.

8.19.70

Wednesday

Mazatlan’

Romero, as I suspected, didn’t show. I woke, I wrote here, I exercised, I showered, I dressed. I left depositing my key and a quarter at the abandoned cage at the entrance to the hotel. I have no idea why I left the quarter other than I thought I might be expected to leave a propina, for what service, I don’t have a clue since I had received none, and the quarter was in full view and easy reach of anyone passing who might notice. I turned onto streets already busy, about nine, the church bell telling me so. I made my way past stands issuing the scent of lime, the whiff of frying meat, of fried onion and ripe vegetables, the day’s struggle already underway. The street crowded, traffic was hectic. I ran to avoid a bus that bore down on me. I stopped at a bank to exchange 15 dollars to pesos. The clerk seemed surprised at my using Spanish. Then I headed for a panadaria I remembered from last year, found it, bought bolillos from a woman who appeared annoyed at having to serve me. (Later on my way to Mazatlan’ when we stopped at 10 o’clock that night for dinner, I observed another woman, the waitress, who looked so much like the woman in the panadaria, they could have been sisters.)

I took my bolillos, went back to the libreria where I browsed the books in Spanish. Twice I was shooed aside by the young, dark-haired woman who swept. The second time she was annoyed that I didn’t move fast enough and scolded me, so I finally left, deciding that the cost for the books in Spanish I had wanted was too much.

I walked to the bus station. I hesitated wondering what to do next. I thought perhaps I should check in. I wasn’t sure. I was equally unsure of my Spanish. So I took an empty seat and watched people. I ate my pan—every piece, not having eaten in about twenty-four hours and then what I had was only pan. I ate and watched the little devices people used to separate themselves from others of a different social status: One heavy set man neatly dressed in clean, pressed clothes carrying himself as if he thought himself of more importance later turned out to be our bus driver. He had features of mostly Spanish (Criollo) heritage, his hair slicked straight back. He wore a white shirt, neat, gray pants, black polished shoes. He had a paunch like so many other men. All the bus drivers, most of the police, those who have held steady jobs but have had little exercise seem to be overweight edging toward obese. Also common were people carrying brief cases. I watched people parading on the mezzanine above or queuing up to the baggage counter showing by their manner they were worried about missing their bus or wanting to be sure they would get a seat.

After eating, I finally went to present my reservation slip. Speaking not a word, the man took it, gave me a ticket, I thanked him in Spanish, returned to my seat, and waited to check my bag.  Here again I was uncertain. The sign said one hour before loading. With the already pile of luggage behind the counter, I didn’t want to lose mine, so I waited until others began lining up and I followed.  One boy I had seen in L.A. I recognized from his open jacket and long hair. I checked my bag then left to wander the streets. Along the way as I entered what seemed vast confusion people confronted me, silent store keepers keeping vigil. I turned left down a hill, stumbling, jarred from the sudden step I missed because of my fascination with the bare dirt of the street, the litter, the buildings stained, patched, plaster patchwork crumbling, the auto repair yards with oily parts strewn across oil-blackened dirt.

I turned right crossing the street, hurrying to avoid traffic mostly roaring taxis, I the only one who did so. Walking again, I had my first encounter: “Hey, honey!” I continued on not knowing she was calling me. “Come here!” for some odd reason I was shocked when I understood what she meant, whom she meant. I turned back, saw the dark screen but nothing else. Traffic zoomed along the dirt street behind me. I turned right again heading for the street that would return me to the bus depot. Here, too, from behind dark screens in small, dark shacks I heard the same invitations and I marveled that some would actually consider the possibility inviting. The second time I turned to see the heavy face with its makeup and thick rouge. In the first encounter, I had heard children squall. This time, too, behind her heavy form I saw quick movements. I moved on, stopped at a small book store, browed, then decided to wait to purchase books in Mexico City or Guadalajara. Here again I surveyed the multitude of comic type magazines based on a preoccupation with romance involving voluptuous women and macho men. I went back to the bus depot.

Settled in his three-dollar room in central Mazatlan; Felix left to sit in the cathedral across the Zocalo with its park and bandstand and small stand beneath selling snacks in small, cellophane bags and sweet, fruit-flavored drinks dipped from large, glass jars. In the cathedral, Felix sat in a pew and watched the faithful at prayer. An old man in faded, well-used clothes sweeping with a large broom fashioned from palm leaves stopped before the main alter glittering with gold and gems, knelt to sign himself, then rose to continue sweeping. All that Felix observed he studied through the perspective of his excitement finding himself alone in Mexico more than 1100 miles south of the border prompting him to send a postcard of the cathedral and Zocalo to M reporting his travels in progress:

8.19.70

Mazatlan

Dear M—28 hours from Tijuana—Estoy aqui!—

And so much to say with so little room to say it in.

The country is beautiful—awesome—interesting.

Many things to tell you about. I hope this picture

helps remind me when I see you again. The photo on

The other side shows the plaza and church I sat in

thinking of you. Most of the time I’m too busy to really

miss you, but alone at night in my very unusual room

that’s an experience in itself, I miss you terribly. 

I knew I would, but I had to do this alone.

How strange we are. Say hello to the kids for me.

I will get my return ticketwhen I get to Mexico City.

Tomorrow I go by bus to Monterrey.

After a night of fitful sleep in Tijuana and occasionally dozing on the twenty-eight hour bus ride, Felix slept soundly in his three-dollar room in Mazatlan’. Wakened early by the sounds of people beginning their day, having shaved and showered the night before because of his long trip by bus, Felix dressed, went down to buy a fresh sweet roll and coffee and returned to his room to write in his journal:

8.20.70

Thursday

Mazatlan’

This morning I leave for Monterrey. The room I slept in was comfortable despite it’s less than five-star condition: the dirty window blinds, no towels or soap. Just a shower I stood beneath after returning early, tired and scuzzy from having walked the town and my long bus trip. Fortunately, following Jack’s advice, I had squirreled away soap in my bag and I used the bed sheet to dry. As I climbed the stairs to my room, the desk clerk turned on the hall light. I called back a gracias. He followed turning on other lights. I had trouble with my door. He stopped to help. He seemed anxious to help, yet as I entered, I had taken his helping me differently with my usual suspicion perhaps because of the line of late adolescents who looked me over at the open doorway and the dingy quality of the hotel.

The dawn was cool and quiet, more quiet than most. Last night a light wind came up. I used the fan I at first was hesitant to use, for I had to plug it in a socket dangling on the wall. Yet the breeze from the fan and light wind relieved the stuffiness of the room. I finally tried the water on the small table. It was warm but didn’t have too many floating things, so I had a glass and felt better, but then I remembered Jack’s admonition never to drink the water that isn’t in a sealed bottle, so I worried a while about that until I had to tell myself it was too late for me to worry. I listened to the chatter of people and the shrill voices of children at the park in the Zocolo. I watched the lightening, listened to the wind and the music and singing from some nearby tavern. 

Yet this morning at dawn the Zocolo was quiet. No music or traffic. Only trickling water in the shower drain, the breeze rattling the blinds, the wind from the twirling fan as it swept over me, someone snoring.

I recall yesterday’s dawn: the quiet as we came from desert to jungle in the tropical regions with pools of brown water from a passing storm, the swollen river rippling between banks lined with palm, the brahma type cattle with huge humps and enormous horns yet seemed so docile as they soaked in muddy water, a thatched village with huts made of mud brick and sticks among dark green foliage.

At Los Moches where we stopped at a hotel I felt the humid heat, studied more brown puddles in cobbled streets while breathing the sweet smell of sizzling meat and a sour mix of fresh cattle dung and urine and ripe fruit while viewing wet, muddy streets, palm trees, thatched houses, men in faded gray pants and shirts, women in faded thin dresses of blue or pink or yellow.

While trying to write I find my thoughts scattered and uncontrolled. I find I am reluctant to put down details, the images I just offered so many they won’t form or gel, so I need time to absorb them. What I want to do now is simply put down sketches to help me catch up so I can recall the details later. The problem is what to select.

Of course, some images come naturally: for example, my parting with the handsome latina woman and her young sons that compels recall of partings at other times; the self-important posture of the stout bus driver in uniform and cap taller than most in the bus station. Those details can be used well through a narrative that reads like fiction. At any rate, I find that with my setting down sketches I feel I’m beginning to relax.

I decided yesterday on the bus that I want to let myself go and just enjoy myself after I recalled Jack’s words as we entered the maze of downtown L.A., the complex of buildings and my comment about grabbing onto something other than what we were passing through. Jack said,  “People have survived in Mejico for thousands of years.” So I will too. Seeing people along the way here, I understood that they have and will survive because they’re resilient and humorous and sad all at the same time. They see life as neither tragic or comic but something to endure until a better one follows, and while I find that commitment naïve and unfounded through ignorance, I somehow see it as needed. So I must try to relax yet be watchful, cautious yet try to enjoy the situation and the comic games we all play trying to endure for the limited time we’re allowed.

From Mazatlan’ up across the Sierra Madre Occidental then through the desert to Durango where Felix suffered the first effects of the roadside meal of stew with hairy meat or the water he had drunk in his room in Mazatlan’ or both and his first experience using well-used public facilities no one seemed to even try to clean. From Durango he traveled through Saltillo and Torreon to Monterrey where he spent the night.

The hotel he stayed in for the night appeared built in the 20s or 30s, the room large with high ceiling, floor of small white and black ceramic tile, ceiling fan with huge wood blades slowly turning moving the air but not offering much relief from the heat. The hotel without elevator, he climbed steep, well-worn wood stairs to his room. As he sat in his room writing in his journal, hearing lilting voices speaking Spanish and lively, brassy music from below, Felix thrilled to his awareness he was actually deep in the heart of Mejico alone. !Que maravilla!

8.21.70

Friday

Monterrey, Nuevo Leon. MX

I almost lost a day. Some people here as everywhere don’t change calendars. I guess one day is much like the other. On top of that I spent almost a day in a bus from Mazatlan and when I arrived I followed my plan of buying my ticket to the next place I’m headed before I looked for a room. But I ended having to go back to the clerk at the bus station because he had given me a ticket to Tampico for the same day I arrived. I really had to use what I know of Spanish, and I find I’m using more and more everyday, so at least I’m trying.

The ride here was spectacular. Some places we were above the clouds on a narrow road between peaks and nothing else but lower peaks and sunlight below. The old, grizzled man who sat next to me and all the other Mexicans on the bus were excited by their trip over the mountains chattering and laughing most of the way. They gaped at seeing the beauty of blue green peaks far below and beyond. And still we climbed until we reached a wide plateau with green meadows beneath towering thin pine and houses of wood and horses and ponds and red earth and rocks and blue sky and sunlight filtering between the trees until it suddenly began to rain with thunder and lightning.

I would like to see that place again, so isolated and primitive it seemed enchanted. It might be a place for a cabin where I could write and read and refresh my soul.

The mountain village we stopped at is close enough to Durango, the birthplace of Pancho Villa, a town that seems modern and friendly with quaint, narrow streets with adobe houses in some places or quite modern stores in others. Durango doesn’t have the tourist traps that Monterrey has. Maybe that’s why although it has a lovely setting and its own beauty. 

I don’t like Monterrey, a town where everyone seems to be selling something to someone else and I also had trouble buying my bus ticket for Tampico when the clerk gave me one for a bus leaving two hours after I arrived. The clerk was very reluctant to help until I showed how difficult it was for me to communicate with him in Spanish but I managed, so I was both relieved and proud that I had stuck with it and carried through. I, of course, thanked him even though he had caused me difficulty. Perhaps he misunderstood me when I had requested a ticket for Tampico.

When we stopped at Durango, I finally let loose – boy did I ever! No toilet paper, of course, and no hot water to wash my hands, but I had been somewhat prepared. Remembering Jack’s advice, I had taken a roll from the hotel in Mazatlan’ and I already had the bar of soap.

After 742 miles in 19 hours to Monterrey, I don’t like the attitude of too many people who seem surly, impatient, and rude because of my faltering Spanish. Although there’s a tourist section (like the Gold Coast in Mazatlan’) that’s posh and very expensive and very phony everything built or arranged to please tourists, especially Gringos. The place I’m staying near the bus station is 50 peso a night (about 5 dollars) and since they take Diners, I can use reserve my cash for when can’t use my credit card.

More about attitudes of so many who seem to glare at me or mimic what I do: One boy followed me stopping when I stopped, mimicking my movements while I walked around a fountain. At the post office where I went to mail a postcard to M, the woman shoved the change at me and fled.

The churches are all locked. Finally seeking relief from the heat, I sat on the steps in shade before the basilica with some interesting relief figures on the portal reminding me of photos I had seen of Chartre I actually might get to see next summer on a field study course.

A group of peddlers stopped and chatted buying from each other or just exchanging products while they talked. They seemed to study me without ever looking directly at me. Two while passing crossed themselves glancing at me where I sat on the steps before the basilica. Resting in the heat, I noticed people who passed looking at me as if they felt distressed. Maybe they were just dealing with the blazing sunlight and heat.

Tomorrow I leave for Tampico where there’s a bull ring. Perhaps there will be a corrida on Sunday. I’ll stay for it if there is one. I wonder where the woman and boys might be? Why I didn’t ask for the address where they would be staying in Tampico I don’t quite know, my usual wanting something without actually going after it. I’m aware that one of my problems is that I don’t take advantage of situations dealing with people from my shyness on first meeting them. So I didn’t get the address of the woman and boys. I wonder if I could find them? That would certainly be something to solve practicing my Spanish. But how would I even begin? 

I also didn’t say goodbye to the old man on the bus, nor did I get his name. I didn’t talk long to the stout woman here in Monterrey who offered “to show me a good time” even though I was interested to find out what her life was like, but as I left the store where I met her another man approached and she turned to him to offer her services. What a life that must be.

Throughout the afternoon Felix roamed the area surrounding his hotel and stopped to rest from the heat in the shade on the stairway of the basilica and watched boys buying sweet drinks ladled from large jugs on a stand, a scene he would see throughout Mexico. He strolled to the end of the esplanade under pine trees that provided shade for the wide, tiled walkway until it ended at the massive bottom of the saddleback mountain that soared above the sprawling metropolis, the long walkway of the esplanade on both sides bordered by trimmed lawn crowded with families and couples enjoying the cooling afternoon. On his return walk along the esplanade, he stopped to view the murals in the municipal palace and witnessed what appeared the successful conclusion of a trial with a group of men some in jeans and boots and sombreros, others in suits and ties and polished shoes emerge through the tall, wide doors of a courtroom and gripping hands exclaiming excitedly the judgment apparently in their favor.

Felix wandered back to his hotel where he sat at an outside table and had a cold beer. While he enjoyed observing the passing promenade, he was suddenly observed by a group of adolescent boys, one who studied him in what seemed surprise then something else like anger or fear perhaps because of Felix’s obvious displacement and his flattop haircut. He was greeted by an overweight woman obviously past her prime who offered her services in English: “Hi, Honey! You want me to show you a good time?” Felix, of course, graciously declined her offer with a “Gracias, no” but then approached by a portly man asking in English whether Felix needed any assistance in enjoying his stay. Felix again thanked the man and replied that he was enjoying his stay and needed no help. In response to what he had experienced, Felix sent another report to M by means of una tarjeta postal: 

8.21.70

Monterrey

Dear M—Arrived here his morning after a trip of 19 hours

through mountains that reminded me of WA State. I definitely

want to see such serenity and beauty again. Tomorrow I head

for Tampico and maybe Vera Cruz. I’m learning my Spanish

muy pronto. This morning I had trouble getting my ticket

for Tampico. I had to use a lot of talking to straighten things

out. I met an old man on the bus who used a rubber band 

as a rosary on his first trip across the mountains. I shared my 

bread with him. In a mountain town we entered through mud

then had to back out the narrow single street. The old man on

the bus bought me a hot, fresh tortilla. I miss you. I want to do 

this again. We should do it together.

8.22.70

Monterrey, MX

I will be glad to leave this town. Last night I went for a walk after eating. The meal of tacos and a beer was nothing special. I’ve noticed places which appeal to tourists don’t serve much of a menu. I thought of bakery and of the park with rides, so I walked. I had changed into blue pants and yellow shirt. I felt clean. I felt better for writing. I stood in the door before I went to eat. A girl in the crowd looked me up and down as she passed. Her look again seemed as if she thought me distasteful. Then as I walked, I stopped by the panadaria — a very good bakery. The people who bought seemed happy. I was conscious of the darkened street. The houses were dimly lit behind walls with palms and flowering bushes and bars on windows. In one, Beethoven’s 5th piano concerto seemed out of place yet welcomed because it’s my favorite, although it reminded me of Linda. 

In the park, young couples sat together affectionately contending with each other. Some walked together stiffly, awkwardly past the area of slides and swings upon which fathers pushed their sons. I was conscious of people watching me watching them. I thought of Rachel’s son and how I had pushed him and his sister whenever we went to the park. 

Here the people had come to sit in fading sunlight and growing shadows, and it seemed as if they had stopped struggling with each other, but their lives seemed just as self-centered as mine. Young couples clung to each other in the park while around them children played. I among older couples wandered past fountains with colored spray and streams from mushroom pedestals, cages with captive birds. I came to a lighted house nestled by pine trees before the tan ground base of the towering Saddle Back Mountain.

A very pretty young girl dressed in fashionable apparel passed obviously very self-aware that she was pretty. She primped her ribboned hair. I recalled the man’s comment at the travel bureau, “Some of them make good wives. They know how to please a man.” I felt despair upon hearing those words when mine had recently got rid of me. I felt so alone, so sad. I walked back to the hotel.

I had discovered the game of life people play and it had seemed so unimportant. Yet everyone took it so seriously as I did my loss. A boy who passed spit at my feet. Many do, yet I think they don’t do it from habit. I considered again how they brave the cars that threaten them as if they were fighting a bull. I had learned from them how to play the game and have stopped running across streets in front of oncoming traffic and like the others I cross cautiously watching an approaching car as if it were a bull in a corrida compelling it to slow, the driver seeing how close he could approach and make us bolt for safety or have to finally stop, his bumper almost at our legs, his expression one of obvious annoyance at our stupidity and having made him stop.

On my way back to my hotel, a portly man spoke to me in English. “Looking for something, sir? Anyplace in particular” He offered to show me a place to have a good time. I said I was going to my own bed. He corrected my faltering Spanish. Then he turned to a group of adolescents with the same statement he had used greeting me. 

I fled to my hotel, waited for the key to my room. The desk clerk also corrected my Spanish. Why did no one seem to speak the way I had heard on language tapes I’ve listened to since last summer? I went up to my room happy with the thought that I’d be leaving this town, tempted to go to Mexico City and try to get an early flight home. 

Then I decided perhaps it’s just my monthlies. Yet I reconsidered my desire to spend my sabbatical here. Certainly being in this situation, an object of continual scrutiny makes me aware of myself. I understand that all I actually have is my writing, the only thing that keeps me going and gives me meaning and purpose. Yet I do so little. What a challenge here in this burgeoning society. 

How can I make them notice me in a positive way when they approach me only through scams. I learned, too, how romantically I had thought of Mexico. How disillusioned and how I persist in my illusion about the nature of Mexicans. They are no different only more are so obviously poor. Now I’m aware that perhaps two reasons for living here would be that it would make me aware by giving me the sense of suspension I need for my writing, and living here would be cheaper. Then, too, there’s this beautiful land that seems so eternal with its sublime colors, and I haven’t actually seen all of it. I still have Mexico City and Guadalajara to see, and from what I’ve seen in Monterrey, the place for culture and art is Mexico City as well as Guadalajara is supposed to be friendly so I expect it to be more relaxed. 

Maybe someday I’ll learn enough Spanish to converse with people other than those who think the only thing I could possibly be interested in was “having a good time.” I guess that’s the image Gringos portray with their loud talk, their loud, conspicuous clothes and clichés at posh hotels with fawning mozos to serve them and graciously receive the propina offered them. I recall the comment I heard in TJ long ago the first time I came to Mexico: “If you Gringos didn’t want it and didn’t offer us your money to get it, we wouldn’t sell it.” Their attitude, the spitting, the studied, calm approach to traffic, their correcting my Spanish, the clerk at the bus station reluctant to exchange my bus ticket until I was obviously desperate and sufficiently humbled and at his mercy all apparent ways of equalizing my apparent wealth with their lack of it. 

All with whom I’ve had contact so far seem poor, preoccupied with food and wealth both of which so many don’t have enough. I understand their need. I felt it last winter when I had thought of nothing but food to satisfy my need for comfort from a sense of failure and loss, wanting to gorge myself while worried all the time about overeating and getting fat but then only eating more.

These people: the peddlers in front of the basilica, the peddlers before the hotel made me aware both young and old spend their whole day, morning until night struggling for their existence to stay alive and declare themselves while at the same time believing in a better life after death from a savior who promised to return but never has. For what is he waiting when they need him so badly? All things I witness here declare themselves: crowded buses. Young lovers in the park talking loudly enough to be heard, walking arm in arm. All the houses with wrought iron grating on windows and doors signifying safety supposedly protecting them from a sinister, undeclared threat. Work becomes as much a dedication. Eating, too, helps declare, “I am. I exist!”

The plastic, gaudy items along the promenade attract them, especially the young who also declare themselves. Knowing nothing, they accept the glitter as most people accept the turmoil of life, as most people accept work as an end in itself to give them a sense of direction and of self. So the late adolescent men in banks and tiendas working from morning until 8:30 or 9:00 at night – 12 hours they work. Yet, at least they work, so they exist.

So, too, my work offers me direction, gives form to my writing and gives my life purpose. Here the struggle seems more apparent, the challenge more like the challenge of facing El Toro, the minotaur at the center of the maze we call life.

Yet what I’ve found here has changed my perception having thought their struggle noble. Seeing now the way they grab for things, I find the effort pathetic. The scene in the courthouse appeared so intense, yet so accidental, so incidental. And I have met The Old One who shared with me my bread and then hurried away into the dawn at Torreon. I watched him go until he disappeared. His bowed legs carried him away. He didn’t look back, our meeting another passing incident in both our accidental lives.






Mexican Bus Ride

We rode the mountains to the sky 

beyond the clouds so that the blue

distant peaks as we ascended

broke through like islands far below

All gasped chattering laughing

with excitement in a language

only recently falteringly mine

All joined in hallelujah chorus

all except el viejo at my side

so tanned so shrunk he seemed

as still as dirt or death gazing

from the heaven to which we

had been heaved by our prayers

and chortling bus

From Mazatlan’

he had broke with me my bread

And now he shared with me

beneath his breath

the prayer he offered

praise wonderment or fear 

mumbled on the rosary 

of rubber band he stretched

twirling it in gnarled twisted hands

Then we  descended:

Each town we came through

across the flat, starlit desert night

he spoke its name as if it held 

a magic or a mystery only he could bear:

Durango, Saltillo, Torreon,

where we arrived at dawn

And I  descended

wrinkled shrunk cramped

following him

his brief vaya con dios 

as he scuttled off

hurrying past the old cathedral

through the slowly gathering

market crowd captured

in the holy aura

of a new golden light

Before the basilica, the caretaker spraying his very small son with cold water, the man seemed to almost torture the boy. I wonder how much the boy would hate cold water later. A peddler sent his son after something shouting, “Basta!” I’m not sure what he meant, but his expressive voice said it all.

Last night, walking back to the hotel, I heard a cricket like the one I heard in the dimly lit bus station in the middle of the vast desert on our way to Durango, our River of Stars spread gloriously above me in the dark night. Its sudden quiet chir-reep, chir-reep seemed like the greeting of an old friend. I’ve read that some keep crickets in small cages for good luck, some for companionship. How sad.

We Gringos play their game by feeling threatened. Their accepting the challenge and the brutality of life equalizes their sense of inferiority or inadequacy facing Gringos who conquered them once and humble them now continuously with their consumer lifestyle. I wonder if our effort is only part of a brutal game. We determine the quality of our lives to satisfy our needs. 

Yesterday a slim boy fought with another, lost the fight, ran away down the street mocked by those who had forced him to flee. Searching, he clawed up a stone, threw it, the stone just missing me. The boy sought shelter in the doorway of an abandoned building. From its shell, he quietly offered me a stone as I passed, his ego returned. What did he want me to do with that stone?

I study young men working in banks as clerks. I wonder when they had graduated from being shoe shine boys.

Outside in the dawn darkness, a horse and wagon. The wet streets are filled with busy ghosts all night. The dawn cools before it warms from the rising sun.

Now having understood the pathos, I appreciate more what I experience. So I focus on the details perhaps to check my conclusions or to understand the variations. I have to be aware and accept the sordid pathetic quality of life to fully appreciate the unity and beauty, even a seemingly endless bus ride, yet another metaphor for our existence. 

I become suddenly aware of the people on the bus, the driver, and how Buñuel in his film Los Olvidados (the forgotten ones) has captured the Mexican character and attitude toward the struggle of life. Perhaps my appreciation of that character becomes more certain now that I understand the nature of a personality that accepts the challenges of life by meeting them and losing most of the time. 

So they fight for a seat to get there first. For example, the small, shriveled woman at the inspection station on the border in Sonoyta rolling her bags forward, blocking everyone, getting there first, as if that was all important. We Gringos patiently wait our turn while griping about the delay while Mexicans crowd in line to be first in line for getting whatever everyone is seeking. Most likely they learned what’s so prevalent and so important because so many have so little of what they need from having too many babies that will struggle all their lives to do the same always hoping for something better falsely claimed.

The endless desert landscape with cactus that mimic the quality of life. Pale green cactus with thorns and bright blossoms reveal the beauty and the struggle. Sharp, black volcanic rocks jut like bones from yellow desert sand.

I hope to travel to places throughout Mexico first then settle in Mexico City the rest of the time I’m here. I’ve considered a side trip to San Luis Potosi and other places for ferias, but those would only offer people playing games at their most intense. No more romantic Mejico. How appropriate the flag of Mexico has cactus and a writhing snake with an eagle clawing at it. It’s a bitter land indeed – sordid and terrible even in its so-called sports (e.g. la corrida, where everyone roots for the bull but praises and rewards the man who kills it with ritual). Once upon a time, Mayan warriors fought each other in a ball court, the winner rewarded by sacrificing the one he defeated. Appropriate prize for all that effort so much like life.

Yet to appreciate and understand what’s being offered, one must accept the cruel beauty of cactus, the cleansing beauty of mountains in rain, the beauty of a quiet desert night, the quiet bus, the hiss of propane gas light at the quiet reststop and then the endless white sand, the blue blackness of the sky and stars, the vastness of the quiet night above, the thrill of the sublime that fills me from the sudden chirping of a cricket in the night. 

At such brief moments there is stillness here and serenity: the mountain village with smoking chimneys from houses set among rock and trees jutting from red earth. The waiting room in Durango and the quiet murmuring crowd waiting at the bright blue stucco bus station. The hushed colors of the earth contrasting the brightness of the building and the sounds of constant movement. The boy with black hair and dark, sad eyes running after the bus whistling, calling for us to stop then waving at us leaving him behind. Such stirrings are important, part of the declaration of our existence: !Estamos aqui!

In Mexico City I hope to settle down to shape up my report and fill in details I’ve missed. Along the way, I hope to catch up on some of the things I’ve only touched on: the bus ride from TJ. The mature woman with her two boys. One thing I’ve neglected is description of landscape and how it reflects the people. How do we in El Norte do the same. Is our struggle any different? Yet it is different, in some way more material, perhaps more brutal and distinctive because it is more refined, more deliberately contrived. We expect so much, expect things to go our own way at the same time we know they won’t, so Mexico is teaching me something. 

Interesting that one of my first stories about Mexico (still to be published) should end in the death of an aficionado of Mexico who is murdered in an alleyway so his body can be sold to a medical school. Perhaps I wrote the story almost as if I anticipated the disillusionment I’m experiencing now.

8.23.70

Sunday

Tampico

A sudden change of plans. After a 9 hour, 360 mile bus ride, I discovered there’s no corrida in Tampico. The city is hot, humid, small, and very crowded. I thought at first of going to Vera Cruz or straight on to Mérida, but the trip to Vera Cruz would take another day just to get there, and I’d have to transfer again and probably have to stay overnight in Vera Cruz. Suddenly the thought of going west again to Guadalajara appealed to me. So I leaped out of bed while looking at maps and bus lines and hurriedly got dressed. 10 o’clock at night, I threw caution to the wind. Why I wondered, as I had been wondering all day, should I be any more fearful here than at home. The same type of people would go after me anywhere. I admitted my paranoia, and I knew that my attitude probably showed and was a signal for others to respond. I was setting up the reaction I expected. Yet I’m half again as tall than most but always unaware of my difference in size, so I too often feel timid, if not threatened.

Then there’s my reluctance to use Spanish. So when I went out tonight with purpose, I still felt the stares but ignored them and I enjoyed myself more. I found the bus station, studied the Honoria schedule, waited for a ticket to Guadalajara, answered when the woman jabbered at me and I understood! 

I celebrated by going for coffee and pan, not having eaten since morning. Here the waitress could understand me even though I didn’t try to be exact. It seems I do better by not worrying what I want to say and how it comes out. The coffee was black and so thick it hardly poured from metal pots, one of coffee, another of hot milk. In most places, they also offer a basket of assorted sweet bread, I paying for however many pieces I eat. In this small, narrow café down the cobbled street from the hotel that rises in a half-circle from the plaza, the coffee was only tepid and thick. I sat at a cracked vinyl covered counter and asked for heated coffee. She insisted it was hot but heated it with steam from the brewer. She gave me a basket with only one piece of sweet roll. I asked for another and I got it, so I discovered that when she spoke directly to me I understood.

Here in trying to distinguish between café chico and café grande, a man beside me asked for pastry by asking “quien es” or “cual es,” and one place my bus had stopped had offered tacos “mixta” while here the hotel clerk used the word “como” (“How’s that?) in responding to what I asked when he didn’t understand what I had said. He also seemed somewhat condescending but perhaps that was my perception of his response to my reluctance and shyness in speaking Spanish, so I understood that the magic here is my being assertive. 

I must learn to be more direct, more positive, and show or at least suggest I know where I’m going and what I want. I must meet and respond to people directly, and when I do, I seem to receive a better response. Of course, I could use that idea in every aspect of my life. My trying to do something I wanted to do might work better, so I must learn to relax and enjoy, observe and learn about Mexico, the country, the people, and about myself as I respond to what I learn.

Perhaps my need for assertiveness made me change my plans and go to Guadalajara rather than trying to find the woman and her sons. At least I’m doing something different rather than simply doing what seems the easiest because it’s planned or the most romantic. I can also compare the East with the West. My experiences in the East haven’t been too good. I haven’t enjoyed people. They seem more closed, more distant. Perhaps it’s the humid climate, perhaps the fact that from all the signs in English more Gringos come through here, so people have learned of our condescending arrogance toward anyone not Gringo who doesn’t understand Gringo English. Perhaps its simply my perception, my Monterrey experience being generalized. But when I get to Guadalajara, my new assertiveness will not make the situation quite parallel. I have to consider that I will see country I haven’t seen. Going to Vera Cruz would have only shown me more of what I saw yesterday on the way here to Tampico. I can also go to Mérida later as I’ve planned, but I’ll be able to go more directly by going through Mexico City. My plans now are to go to Guadalajara, spend two or three days, travel the circle through Morelia, Guanajuato, San Miguel, and arrive in Mexico City by Saturday so I can see a corrida on Sunday. Next week I’ll go to Yucatan perhaps by train and return by bus. I want to spend the last week in Mexico City and really look around, get info from the university, visit museums. 

In Guadalajara, I want to look into guitars. Maybe send home gifts. See all of Orozco’s murals. Might go to a Lorca play. I saw an add in a Mazatlan’ paper that Boda de Sangre is playing in Guadalajara. I should get a copy to read before seeing the play. So I’m moving again, taking control, my depressed mood having suddenly gone manic. No surprise. Look at the time of month!

Monterrey—“So far from God, so close to the US” (as dictator Porfierio Diaz cursed) seems too much like Gringoland: hair style, clothing style. The world is becoming like the country to the north. I’m not sure that’s good. But the real point is the nature of the attitudes being adapted, a different way of developing. The bogus lifestyle of the US is accepted because it focuses attention upon itself. My job is to focus attention on something other than myself without being phony or distorted, without caricature, avoiding disrespect and scorn.

Images from previous days: the woman and the boys on the bus from TJ to Mazatlan’. I thought at first she was German. The fat, sad-eyed policeman at Mexicali made me recall Sancho Panza and his brief island government. The military at Los Moches ominous with automatic weapons after killing hundreds of protestors in Mexico City. One of the boys I rode with on the bus offering me an apple. The younger boy sitting by me when we stopped along the road. He being called away by his mother. The corrugated tin shack customs station at Sonoyta on the border between Mexico and the US, I aware I was so close to the US yet so far from home. The rain in the desert. The rainbow, dark clouds, lightening. My pointing out the rainbow to the younger boy while thinking of Paul. The wind and darkening light. The building in which we gathered. The light went out. Women cried in alarm. The twisted little woman who rolled her bags forward before anyone else while others fought each other to get through the door. My holding off the crush of people with my tall, Gringo stature to let the small boy, the older boy, and the woman through. The bus reloading, the confusion made me decide to carry the smaller boy with me on board and I followed that method at other stops as many Mexicans do. Most have bags as shiny and as expensive looking as the one I left behind that would have been more noticeable and would have invited someone to snatch it when I was distracted. The palms at Mazatlan’ in the heat. The sincere exchange of farewell with the woman and the boys at the Mazatlan’ bus depot as if we might meet again. The sudden end of our accidental family and the sense of loss from my watching their bus leave and knowing I would never see them again and my sad resignation that I again had failed. Asi es la vida! One of the first phrases I had clearly understood in Spanish: the fact that life is what it is. Complain all you want. That won’t buy you anything or save you from failure or from sorrow.

Monterrey seems like a city too influenced by its closeness to the US. As does Tampico that’s even farther south, but Tampico has an interesting cathedral which I saw last night. A Mass was being performed by microphone. Electric candles cast a haze of yellow light. Outside an old woman begged. She approached me. I gave her a few centavos. When I left the church, she waved to me calling goodbye in Gringo English. I was assertive in the church walking to the front to see the dome. I was assertive in the café about the business of wanting more sweet bread and my tepid coffee heated. When I’m definite, I seem to get a better response.

Tampico has an interesting park thick with palms. A squirrel ran like a skillful acrobat along a high power wire. Birds hunted among the fronds. Exotic plants. Traffic. People in narrow, cobbled streets. Streetcar trolleys. How long has it been since I’ve see streetcars like that! Police coordinated traffic by calling to each other with shrill whistles. A young boy wandered throughout the bus station strumming on his guitar then asking for money. I gave him my change then didn’t have the 30 centavos for a bus ticket. 

The young woman selling tickets didn’t want to change a 5 peso note, apparently a common attitude about 5 peso notes not used much here because not many here have them, so they’re considered fake. The peso seems to be the common base for most everything: One peso for coffee. One peso for a small bag of chips. Two pesos for a propina which always seemed to be welcomed. 

The bus stations here are scattered and range from Greyhound type to a hole in the wall of old buildings. The customers are accordingly representative of the economic conditions. As the station gets more shabby, so does the apparel and luggage of customers, and the buses get more antique and run down often just suddenly stopping and refusing to start as if it was too old and tired to move any further no matter how loudly the driver curses and how hard he kicks its tire.

There’s an openness and a freedom in the West that’s better. I keep thinking of Durango and the soft, misty rain after the desert and mountains. Here life is more apparently dismal because the place seems closed, humid, and soiled. The people seem much the same, I will be interested to see how I like Guadalajara after having wanted to go there for so long to study all the Orozco murals. It will be interesting to compare the attitude of the people there with here. There they have more culture. Why did Orozco choose that place for so many of his murals? Why is there more culture there? Does it have something to do with setting? We’ll see and check it out. We’ll stop at San Miguel Allende on the way. I should check out the institute.

The morning I left for TJ, Jack slept in, came down while I was preparing to leave. I called about tickets. He lectured me about Mexico and its attitude toward Gringos giving me a feeling of foreboding. I suddenly understood the influence he had on me not always for the good.

L.A. bus station looking for my bus. People changing buses. Buttermilk doughnut bars, my favorite. My wanting to use Spanish for some reason but didn’t. I searched for the travel agent in central L.A., first the wrong way with a feeling of anxiety, feeling threatened, then regained control. Found a penny I kept for luck. Very Mexican atmosphere in central district. The travel agent at the edge of an area of deserted streets, vacant buildings waiting to be razed. The agent who helped me and his comment about Mexican woman making good wives. People lining up for tickets complaining about having to wait. A woman obviously drunk looking for someone then
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