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I’ve always been nervous about the police, like they’re about to stop me for something I did many years ago. Even tonight, driving here, I had to wait next to a patrol car at a stoplight. Whenever this happens, I never look at the officers. I look down, and pretend to be searching for something on the radio. This anxiety started when I was a kid.  

I thought my parents had split up because he was Jewish, and she was Catholic. Turns out, they just hated each other. He was pissed and eternally angry. I found out about fifty years later, that she had tricked him into marrying her under the pretense that he had gotten her pregnant – with me. That was a lie, she was a hussy, but could have been a great politician. 

I ended up living with the Nibbs in a normal neighborhood with a big backyard backed up against the new freeway. Well, everything was normal except for the people living underground in the Nibbs’ backyard. In the middle of a summer night, a submarine had come down from the sky and burrowed its way into the earth outside my bedroom window. When I tried to explain what had happened to the Nibbs, Earl would just scowl, and Hazel would tell me to go outside and do my chores. It was my job to mow the lawn and shovel up the dog shit. I had seen an episode of You Asked For It about quicksand, and I was worried I might get sucked under with a shovel full of shit. 

We had three televisions, if you count the broken one in the garage. The color TV console in the living room was for Lawrence Welk, Liberace and "a really big shew" Ed Sullivan. I mostly watched Bridget Bardot movies on the black and white set in the den, where the spider monkey lived. I had developed a technique where I could stand off to the side of the TV set and look down into the top of her dress. One day, when I was eleven or twelve, I saw a movie where Jimmy Hunt sees Martians landing in his backyard, and something happens to his parents and the police seem to be part of it, and everything is just one big conspiracy. 

One hot night in San Francisco, to get out of the apartment, my mother had taken me, when I was five years old, to see William Cameron Menzies’ Invaders from Mars. Sometime during the movie, Mariel, my mom, went out for a smoke and did not return to her seat. She was always hiding something unseen or unsaid from me. This was her best moment. Hiding her own physical self from me for the rest of her life. Taking her secrets to a small room for smokers next to the movie theatre lobby. I was taken to the police station. That was the last time I saw my mother, and the beginning of a life based on dreams, and facts I downloaded from movies.
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On Saturday morning, Ezekiel Marin visited Mission Dolores Basilica - San Francisco de Asis, where he had attended church on Sundays with his mother, Maria Acevedo Marin. She discovered her favorite church in 1915, shortly after the Marin family had arrived from Arizona. Walking up Dolores Street, taking in the fresh breeze drifting in from Mission Bay, Ezekiel first entered the small cemetery and garden to the side of the adobe chapel. He stopped to kiss the feet of Junipero Serra's statue, let the palm of his left hand graze the abundant rosemary, and cupped his nostrils to absorb the fragrance. Oh, what his mother would have given to be buried here in this jewel of a resting place. Not in this lifetime. In 1901, the City of San Francisco, banned new burials within the city limits to conserve land. 

After this short respite, Ezekiel sat for a prayer in the white adobe chapel, the original Mission San Francisco de Asis, founded in 1776, opened in 1791, and the oldest intact building in The City. This seemingly modest chapel was set on rock with four foot thick walls. It had survived the 1906 earthquake and fire. A miracle. He'd been told there was a Sacred Heart of Jesus with three daggers painted on the wall behind the enormous wooden reredos. He tried, but there was no way to look nor space to squeeze a hand behind the altarpiece to get a glimpse or caress the wounded heart. When Ezekiel finished communicating his mother's eminent arrival in Heaven, he crossed himself and blessed the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

With a Maxwell House coffee tin tucked under his arm, Ezekiel was hoping to find a suitable urn for his mother's ashes. Entering Mission Dolores, the grand parish church adjacent to number six in the litany of twenty-one California Missions, he sought out the priest who was warm and appreciated the presentation of Maria Acevedo Marin's ashes in the coffee tin, but was sad to announce that Ezekiel had made the long journey in vain. The trip was not without merit or reward. For as long as anyone could remember, Guadalupe Hernandez commanded the corner of Sixteenth and Dolores with her table covered in Chihuahuan cuisine. The aroma of aniseed drew Ezekiel to the Empanadas de Santa Rita he'd so often enjoyed for Sunday early evening dinners. Guadalupe Hernandez placed his empanadas in a bag printed with her Percheron Donkey logo. 

Back in Oakland, Ezekiel took the priest's advice and set out for Chapel of the Chimes. Driving up Piedmont Avenue in the direction of the Oakland Hills, he saw a sign indicating St. Mary's Cemetery. There had been talk in the family considering burial for their mother at Saint Mary. As he entered the first courtyard, his eyes closed, a sense of history, grief, reverence, and glory overwhelming Eze. His senses came back to the Chapel breathing in a strong smell of perfume. Looking around he took in the gardenias surrounding the Gothic fountains and statues of angels. The old Spanish building was ornate, with complex ceilings of lattice designs. Stepping inside the Columbarium, it seemed to be a biblioteca. As his eyes adjusted to the shaded light, he saw that what he first perceived to be books on the shelves, were in this world, urns. Ezekiel had entered the Library of Dead Souls. 

He stood there eyes wide, mouth open, when a woman approached him, "May I help you?" She invited him to come sit for conversation regarding his loved one. She too, remarked on the Maxwell House tin he gently placed on her desk, "I can't argue with your coffee preference. May I give you some more permanent options?" Literally, moments later, he saw the urn. It was silver with a large cross emblazoned on it. "The urn is actually pewter. However, you are correct. The cross is pure silver," Gwen, her given name was Gwen confided and assured Ezekiel Marin. Needless to say, he was sold. Gwen pressed on, sharing a bit of history to add some weight to her sales pitch. Many interested buyers had second thoughts after hearing the price. 

Gwen leaned forward, "My name is Gwen. May I ask yours?" "Marin, Ezekiel Marin. I thank you for your kindness." "Not at all," she replied. "As I was telling you, long before any bridges crossed any part of the San Francisco Bay, Oakland was mostly forested hills. Where we sit now, was really truly the end of the road. They say gypsies, fortune tellers, thieves, and highway robbers ruled the East Bay. One year, when everyone knew it was best to avoid the forest, they all but disappeared. A plague had come upon them, by their own doing. They dwindled one by one, attacked by wolves. In the end, only a small gypsy child was found at the edge of smoldering embers. Firemen on the scene thought she was deaf and mute. Then she would repeat her prayer: "Even a man who is pure in heart and says his prayers by night can become a wolf when the wolfsbane blooms and the moon is full and bright." Gwen continued, "Maybe it was a warning? For a long time, she told fortunes in her small craftsman cottage over on Summit Road."

Ezekiel was floored by Gwen's charm. "Miss Gwen, may I ask you to dinner, perhaps tonight?" "Oh, no. I'm sorry. And it's just Gwen." Eze was not to be denied, "Lunch tomorrow?" "I can't really." "Could you meet me at the fortune tellers?" "I don't think I have time for such childish myths." "I'll be there tomorrow afternoon at four. Please join me." Gwen smiled, but did not respond. Ezekiel paid for his mother's urn. Gwen wrapped it. And that was that. 

Sunday, the East Bay sky was blue and clear. An early summer afternoon. It had been a week since his mother, Maria Acevedo Marin had passed away. She'd always told her son that she'd leave this life and return to her heavenly father on a Friday. True to her word, she took her last breath as she knelt to feed the ducks on Lake Merritt. Ezekiel Marin's plan was simple. He'd walk up into the Berkeley Hills to a view point where the trees reached up to the Heavens and the bay waters reflected the face of God. But first, he was curious to see the fortune teller. 

Ezekiel parked his car across the street from the last line of homes in the neighborhood and next to a trail into the forest. Resting on the backseat sat the urn filled with his mother's ashes. Two women were standing on the sidewalk where he imagined he'd find the old gypsy lady. He raised his arm and began waving it like an injured pelican. Realizing the fool he must look, he straightened up and put on a debonair savoir faire. He tipped his hat against the sun to shade his face and capture an indescribable je ne sais quoi.

Gwen immediately introduced her friend Julieta. Both extended their hands. Ezekiel was disappointed not to receive a hug, but it was early. Gwen spoke softly, "Julieta is excited to have her fortune read." Julieta turned to Ezekiel, "I've known about this gypsy lady since I was a child." "Let's knock on her door." A man with a heavily bandaged right arm answered the door from inside a deeply shadowed entry hall. "Yessss," was all he said. Gwen, who spoke to strangers everyday at work, stepped forward, "We're here to have our fortunes read." "Did your intuition bring you here?" Gwen started to recount the gypsy history, "Well..." Ezekiel interrupted her story, "Yes, it is our intuition that brings us to your door." 

The man slowly opened the door, allowing the three visitors to enter. He did not utter another word. In the living room, set up as a fortune teller's parlor, they met a young veiled woman, her dress of multi-colored silks. Julieta, with stifled excitement in her voice, "We're here to have our fortunes read by the old gypsy lady." The girl nodded, "Many visitors come to our door looking for my grandmother. She has passed. My mother had no desire to continue our Romany traditions. She married a banker. I am Clementina. Would one of you like to sit at our table. The other two may wait." Gwen pushed her friend, "You sit Julieta. We'll wait for you outside." Clementina extends her hand towards a chair, "My brother, Vano does the reading. Give him some time." 

Outside, Ezekiel explained his plan to walk into the forest and find a wonderful place to scatter a bit of his mother's ashes. Retrieving the urn from the backseat of his '35 Ford Sedan, he assured Gwen that he would dutifully keep most of the ashes in the urn. So they strolled and talked, enjoyed the forest air, and soon found themselves walking arm in arm. A clearing opened with a vista to the bay. Ezekiel Marin found the place magical and inspirational. He said aloud, "A perfect spot to scatter my mother's ashes." The sun was setting. The sky turned a yellow-orange, became a vibrant red, the sun, a ball of fire hovering above the horizon.

Vano was deep within himself, holding both of Julieta's hands, calling on his ancestors to conjure Julieta's future. Vano turned open Julieta's palms to begin the reading. There it was. A pentagram appearing in her right hand. Vano shrunk back, looking up at his sister lurking in the shadows. Julieta startled, "What's the matter?" Vano replied, "I can't tell you anything tonight. Come back tomorrow." Julieta presses, "What did you see? Something evil?" Vano shouts, "No, no. Now go away." Clementina steps out of the shadows, "Go quickly. Go!" Julieta, running to the door, "Yes, yes, I'm going."

Outside, Julieta crosses the street, entering the forest trail where she guesses Gwen and her friend would have walked. 

From their high point on the hill, Gwen and Ezekiel hear a scream. "It's Julieta... Julieta!" Gwen repeats frantically. Ezekiel runs back down the trail in the direction of the screaming. Darkness begins to cover the forest as the dense growth of trees following the trail conceal the rising moon. Eze catches a glimpse of Julieta. She runs, looking back over her shoulder. Ezekiel follows her line of sight. A large wolf is closing the gap, maybe twenty feet between them. Julieta catches her dress on a tree branch. In the moment that she frees the fabric from the tree, the wolf is on her back, pushing her face down to the ground. Ezekiel is close, close enough to see the wolf's gnashing teeth and blood spurting from Julieta's neck. 

Ezekiel Marin kicks the wolf hard in the haunches. The animal turns its attention from Julieta to attack its attacker. Now the wolf is tearing at Marin's trousers. He looks around for a branch, something to beat the wolf, but there is nothing within his reach. He raises his mother's urn overhead. The wolf tears at the flesh on Eze's calf. Julieta is not moving. Just bleeding. Ezekiel smashes the urn on the wolf's head, again, and again. The urn's silver cross is lodged in the wolf's skull. The urn is shattered. Maria Acevedo Marin's ashes cover the wolf's fur.

Ezekiel is free from the wolf's razor sharp grip. His pants shredded, his leg bleeding, but all in all, okay. Disengaged from the wolf, he moves to attend Julieta. Gwen arrives, pale, kneels next to her childhood friend, "Julieta. Julieta, I'm here. Please, please, come back to me." Ezekiel puts his hand on her shoulder, "I'll wait here. Go back to the gypsy's house. Call an ambulance. Call the police!" 

"I have called a doctor and the police," Clementina informs as she kneels next to the wolf. 

Touching the wolf's lifeless body, Clementina invokes an incantation, "The way you walked was thorny though no fault of your own, but as the rain enters the soil, the river enters the sea, so tears run to a predestined end. Now you will have peace for eternity." The sound of sirens. A police squad car and an ambulance.

In the moonlight, a doctor attends Julieta. He shakes his head. Her spirit has left her body. She will rest in peace, here on Earth, and find her salvation in the next life. The ambulance driver and attendant lift Julieta onto a stretcher and carry her back down the trail. The police officer stops the stretcher to look at Julieta's neck. He sees what appears to be a large animal bite that has torn her throat, and severed her jugular. "We'll need an autopsy," the officer tells the doctor.

Still lying on the ground, a man with his skull crushed by a silver cross. Ezekiel explains that he saw a wolf attacking Julieta and did his best to fend it off. He was too late to save her, was attacked himself, was lucky to fend it off. In the darkness, he cannot imagine that his fight with the wolf was in fact with the dead man. He admits to the police, that the cross was part of an urn carrying his mother's ashes. They try to interview Gwen, but she is hysterical and keeps repeating, "I heard the screams. It was dark. I couldn't see anything."

Ezekiel Marin chimes in to take attention away from a clearly distressed Gwen, "I know the man. I mean I just met him. His name is Vano." Marin turns to point out his sister, "His sister, Clementina, is standing..." A police ambulance arrives to take the dead man in for an autopsy. Ezekiel explains to the police officer, "She was just here. She put her hand on the wolf. She must be in her house. And her brother is here." The police wrap up the scene. The lead officer to Eze and Gwen, "We'll talk again in the morning. Don't get any wise ideas to leave town." He turns to leave, "And, oh, we've been in that house before. You can't get a word out of these gypsies. They clam up."

Gwen and Ezekiel make their way down the trail and back to the street. "Gwen, let me give you a ride home. We can pick up Julieta's car in the morning." From inside her door, Clementina invites them over. Gwen is afraid. She remains sitting in the passenger seat of Eze's Ford. Ezekiel makes his way to the gypsy home. He follows the young woman into the house, dark except for a lamp in the reading parlor. "You were bit," she begins. "Oh, it'll be alright." "Let me wash your leg," she continues, taking a warm damp cloth from a bowl on the table. As the wound begins to heal, Clementina sees a pentagram fading away from the scarred flesh. Looking up at Ezekiel, she speaks with authority, "Even a man who is pure in heart and says his prayers by night, may become a wolf when the wolfbane blooms and the moon is full and bright." "What you say. I heard it before, from Gwen." 

Clementina stands, "My brother, Vano, who is dead now, he is the wolf you killed. Whoever is bitten by a werewolf and lives becomes a werewolf himself." "Ah, don't hand me that. You're just wasting your time." "The wolf bit you, didn't he?" "Yeah, Yeah he did!" "You killed the wolf." "Well, there's no crime in that is there?" "The wolf was Vano." "You think I don't know the difference between a wolf and a man?" "Vano turned into a wolf and you killed him. A werewolf can only be killed by a silver bullet, or a silver knife..., or a silver cross." "You're speaking gibberish about old gypsy tales. I killed a wolf! Oh, it was dark. I didn't mean to hurt Vano. I thought he was the wolf." "Yes, Vano was the wolf. And now you need to protect yourself."

She picks up a silver charm from the table, and loops the silver chain it hangs from over his head, laying it on his chest with the palm of her hand. Clementina warns, "Wear this always, to prevent becoming the wolf. Do not worry about what has happened to Vano. He is finally free from his curse. Go now, and Heaven help you."

At the door to Gwen's apartment building, "I'm sorry about your friend." Gwen touches the charm on Ezekiel's chest, "What is this?" "Why, it's a charm the gypsy girl gave me for protection." He takes it off, places the chain around Gwen's neck, "I want you to wear it. You need protection." "From what Ezekiel?" "From me." With that, Ezekiel Marin walked down the steps to his car, and was not seen or heard from again for several years. 

He lived a long life, roaming the hills from the Bay Area to the Mexican border, always a step ahead of vigilantes and law enforcement. Many days would pass when he could only think of Gwen. And he missed his daughters, Olivia and Mariel, even his ex-wife Maria. 
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Maria de Los Angeles Gonzales Marin sat in the shade of the walnut tree in her older sister Angelina's backyard, behind a small Victorian on Filbert Street between 10th and 12th in West Oakland. These were not San Francisco's painted ladies. More subdued colors, smaller interiors, but larger backyards that lent themselves well to Mexican outdoor living. Angelina's twin brother, Angel, busied himself with the barbacoa. Every Sunday morning, Angel would drive down to fish the waters at Ballena Bay. Today he brought Tomcod and Shiner Perch for the grill. On days when he arrived empty-handed, the family would satisfy themselves with elotes. 

Sitting under the tree, Maria watched as her two girls, Olivia ten, about to be eleven in the Fall, and Mariel, eight, run after each other, playing tag, stopping at times to take in the smell of the barbecue. Olivia would tell her younger sister, "I'll be the mother, you be the baby sister." Mariel would shoot back, "I'm already the baby sister." Olivia would encourage, almost demand, "Just pretend!" Like a marble statue that cannot be moved, well maybe Uncle Angel could budge the stone girl, Mariel planted her feet, refusing to take part in Olivia's theatre.

Maria, Mary, did not imagine herself in the role of single mother. She thought Ezekiel Marin was "till death do us apart." Mary was born in Jalisco, Mexico. Ezekiel's mother and father were also from Mexico. In those days, before the Great Crash, the Marin and Gonzales families found their way to San Leandro, south of Oakland in the Bay Area. Something about the Depression broke the spirit of the family, broke men like Ezekiel. 

Angelina's oldest son had enlisted in the Navy. Her daughter was already in junior college. Angel's son was overseas in the Marines. His daughter, although married, was already alone, waiting for her husband to return safely from the Merchant Marines. There were no cousins for Olivia and Mariel to confide in, to ask questions, or hope for answers to the questions the adults played off or refused to acknowledge with simple nods, smiles and brushing of hair. At night, before sleep would reach them, and lights would be turned off, Mariel would ask her mother about her father coming home. "We'll see tomorrow, niña. Mañana," Maria would reply, every night. 

Angelina helps her brother, taking the food from the barbecue, to the garden table. Quietly, she asked Angel, "Bring a friend next week. Maria cannot raise these two girls alone."

A couple of Sundays passed before Angel made good on his sister's request. Manuel Joaquin Telles was on leave two days from the Oakland shipyards. An enlisted man, he could receive orders to be sent to sea, or overseas. So far, Telles was put to work preparing and maintaining ships that would be based in Pearl Harbor. There was no talk and no need to think he'd leave the San Francisco Bay. He hit it off with Maria. They decided to spend the second day of Manuel's leave strolling about the bay just west of San Leandro, with her older sister in tow as a chaperone. No promises were made, but Angelina swore, "He likes you. Angel says his family is Portuguese. Such a fine looking man!"

A year of casual dating and growing closer to Maria's children, and being gently nudged by Angel and Angelina, brought Telles around to asking Maria to marry him. On June 15, 1940, the couple married in the eyes of God, and all the family they could assemble at City Hall. Maybe they would have liked a church wedding, but everyone was still struggling to lift themselves out of the depths of the Great Depression. It was enough to be family. 

Around this time Maria got word that her ex-mother-in-law had passed. Ezekiel could not afford a burial, so she was cremated. Somehow things got messy, stories were confusing and rumors were unbelievable. For Maria de Los Angeles Gonzales Telles, a new husband was an opportunity to know and un-know and let go.
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On a windy Saturday at the Bay Area Oakland Zoo, high school art student Mariel Marin, with the wavy hair oft seen scattered by the breeze along the shore of Lago de Chapala, makes sketches of a Black panther. The cat's home was an old house, that maybe had been moved to the zoo location or was part of Edenvale, F. C. Talbot's country estate that had been purchased in 1919 by race car driver Cliff Durant. Two years later, the main house was destroyed in a fire. When Russell Clifford "Cliff" Durant passed in 1937, the estate was commonly known as Durant Park. After the zoo was established at the park, the dwelling was modified with the addition of an outdoor cage. Eucalyptus trees embraced the panther's home and enveloped the girl in the scent of their leaves, with each passing breeze.    

The girl's close-cropped hair was the dark brown that gets mistaken from a distance as black. Perhaps the panther recognized something in her as he paced the length of his enclosure, first right to left, then back left to right, his large sharp paws a warning to any who might dare to come close. There was no threat projected towards Mariel. She was free to sketch. The panther could feel her soft pencil caressing his powerful body. Unencumbered by wisps of wavy hair, Mariel's face was clear, marked only by sharp shaped eyebrows and full red lips. Her ears were clean, no piercings, not even clasp earrings. Her neck long, inviting to a gentle kiss or lingering nuzzle. The caged panther imagined lending his long thin tongue to clean the back of her ears. Gently checking her hair for twigs with his agile claws. Mariel's white blouse with red overlock stitches ruffled at the boat neck and fit snug on her upper arms. Her gaze dark, clear and accurate.

Her step-father, Manuel Joaquin Telles quietly watches her progress while holding her sleeping half-brother, baby Lorenzo. Telles, barely five foot ten, presented himself at six foot one. His rising forehead and slicked back hair pulled his frame skyward. He towered over men four inches taller. Every morning, lying supine on his bedroom floor, he'd stretch his arms overhead, push his flexed feet in the opposite direction, reaching for the walls on either side of the room. This practice paid dividends throughout his life. At interviews, seated six foot clerks would often guess his standing height at six one, beginning to ink it onto the application before Manuel could correct them. Registering for his WWII draft card, standing ahead of men who stood at six, six one, six two, Manny was gauged at six one. Not wishing to disappoint, Manny claimed six even. Manny had married her mom when Mariel was nine. Her father, Ezekiel Marin had flown the coop in '36, lingering in Alameda County before landing in San Diego. Telles looks down at his son, "My God Lorenzo, this cat stinks. Can we please get out of here!"

Mariel's drawing is something fantastic. Not exactly the big cat pacing behind the bars of its cage. In the drawing, she depicts a medieval warrior on horseback impaling a large Cat with his sword.

Manuel is surprised at the girl's imagination. "I thought your school assignment was to sketch an animal, maybe at home. You chose the zoo, but how did you come up with the man on the horse holding a sword?" "I read about it in the library," Mariel responds. "The man is the king. He wanted to drive evil out of a village in his kingdom. The Christians were enslaved by the Coppernians who turned them to witchcraft and devil worship." Her step-father is shocked. "They teach you these crazy stories in school?" "They don't teach anything important at school. I learned about it at the library." "Oh," Manny says, rather dismissively. "The wisest and most wicked escaped, running away into the mountains." "Okay, okay, believe what you will. Your drawing is very good." "Some have even escaped to Oakland." Manny laughs. Lorenzo cries. They begin walking home.

During the school week, Manuel buys a Calico kitten for his daughter. He allows the kitten to run free in the apartment. Manny pours milk in a small saucer he places on the kitchen floor. The kitten eagerly laps up the tasty fresh milk that had been delivered to the stoop of the apartment building early that morning. He wants to call the kitty "Precious," but bites his tongue, knowing he should leave this task to his daughter. When Mariel and her older sister Olivia arrive home from school, their step-father presents the baby cat to Mariel. The cat arches its back and hisses. Manuel picks up the kitten, kisses it, and holds it close to her face, thinking the kitten will kiss or lick the girl's cheek. "The cat doesn't like me. Can't you see? Where did you find her?" Mariel suggests, "Can we go to the pet shop to exchange the kitten. Maybe there's another pet who loves me." Olivia stays home to watch baby Lorenzo. At the neighborhood market on 13th Street, Manuel buys a quart of milk to feed "Precious" from his cupped palm. When they enter the pet shop, the animals go wild in Mariel's presence. She tells her step-father, "I believe my real father, Ezekiel, was descended from the Cat People of the Morenci village. I'm afraid I'll grow up to be a cat, maybe a panther." Telles remarks, "Let's just go home. You're scaring me!"

On the walk home, they pass The Belgrade, a Serbian restaurant. A cat-like woman wearing a slinky black dress, deep dark facial make-up, and gloves, exits the cafe, looks directly at the girl, purring to her in a low voice, "Moya sestra." Manny takes Mariel's hand and pulls her away quickly. Mariel does her best to crane her neck, keeping an eye on the curious woman. "She wanted to tell me something. Please go back." Manny keeps walking, picking up the pace. "Creepy is what she is. Never go in that place." 

Weeks later, she has become deeply enveloped in her cat persona. Manuel sits reading the classified ads in the Oakland Tribune. Mariel is crawling about the floor on all fours, purring as a house cat, then growling as a black leopard. She is wearing one of her mother's black dresses. The fit is a bit large for her small frame. When he lowers the newspaper, Mariel raises one hand in Manuel's direction, as a menacing claw. "If I don't find a job, your mom will kill me. And if she sees you dragging her dress around the floor, she might kill you too." Mariel stands up, walks to her mother's bedroom. Baby Lorenzo is making small sounds from his crib. Not really crying. Manuel folds his newspaper and walks to the door of the bedroom to check on Lorenzo. Nothing to be concerned about. Mariel squirms, making to remove her mother's dress. "Help me."

Near the end of the school year, Mariel becomes weak in class. She is sent for a visit to the school nurse. Outside the nurse's office, she becomes sick to her stomach, throwing up uncontrollably. Upon examination she is found to be pregnant. Maybe two months pregnant. Her mother, Mary Gonzales Telles, is summoned to the school to find Mariel waiting in the nurse's office. Upset, Mary, wearing a long dusty rose skirt, beige long sleeve jacket tucked into her skirt, topped with a flowered hat, tells the school nurse she is wrong, that it is not possible. The nurse counters, "You'd best make plans for your daughter. Fortunately, summer is just around the corner." Mary knows the nurse is correct about the imminent arrival of summer. She is perspiring under the foolishly formal outfit she wore to visit her daughter's high school. "Mariel's a child. She has no chance to care for a child." "Yes," the nurse agrees. Mary protests, "She can't watch her baby brother!" The nurse reassures Mary, "You'll be there to guide her." "Well, she's not going to start raising a child at fourteen!" The nurse replies, "There are doctors..." Mary cuts her short, "We're Catholic. We don't kill babies." She scowls at Mariel, who stands to leave with her mother. At the door, Mary speaks to no one in particular, "I already have three children at home and a husband to support. I don't need another mouth to feed."

The summer passes tirelessly. Mariel's belly grows slowly. Manuel avoids looking in her direction, keeping his open heart and affections for his son, wife and oldest step-daughter. One day, Manny's heart softens. He brings a boxed and wrapped gift home for the pregnant child. "I know you miss the zoo. Maybe this will remind you of days when we were not so bitter with each other." Mariel extends her hand as her step-father holds the gift over her growing belly. She takes the wrapped gift, leaving it to rest on her sweat drenched nightgown. "Go ahead, open it." Mariel complies, slowly unwrapping the gift. Within the box, she finds a sleek black panther. It will rest nicely on the bureau that she and Olivia share. She manages to smile, something barely on the other side of snarl, looking up with a sense of unspoken thanks. Manny smiles and nods.

Outside the home, Manny leads a double life. He takes up with another young woman, Alice, a nineteen year old studying at Central Trade on East 11th Street. Alice is tall. At five 10, she kisses Manuel without elevating herself on tiptoes. Her long blonde hair finds a way to brush Manuel's neck, cheeks, ears, in a continually inventive fashion. Her thin legs framed by the skirt hemmed just below the knee down to her ankles flashing above the shoes recently purchased at Kahn's Department Store. 

Olivia is at home babysitting Lorenzo. She flashes contempt at her profusely sweating sister, "One more year and I'm done with you and Joaquin." Mariel gives her a disinterested look. Olivia kept her hair longer, wavy curls to the back just below her shoulders, a small puff crowning her forehead. Her face was fuller, healthier looking than glamour puss Mariel. Olivia's smile was easy, not strained like Mariel's. Olivia's eyes were soft, as Mariel's penetrated the soul. Olivia's attire was maturing. She was ready for marriage. Mariel, well Mariel is a school girl, a high school girl not ready to become a mother. Olivia continues, "I'm gonna marry John." Mariel wipes the sweat off her face with one of Lorenzo's diapers. "We're graduating this year." Her expectant sister remains tight-lipped.  

Alice Moore is standing on the sidewalk outside Central Trade. Her pattern making class finished, she awaits a ride from Manuel. She pulls at her sweater to accentuate her breasts. She elevates on her Kedettes, once, then twice to pump some blood into her calves. 

Manny pulls up in his pale yellow '39 Ford V-8 Pickup. He had made good use of the truck. He made pick ups and deliveries for his brother, Joe Telles Dairy Supplies based in San Leandro. Broke out on his own, helping farmers deliver their produce to Oakland markets. Then hauling construction materials to the dump. And delivering bundles of fresh-off-the-press newspapers to downtown Oakland and Berkeley liquor stores. It had been awhile. He needed work. He felt a bit ashamed to be chauffeuring Alice around town. But, man, did that girl have fine legs. So beautiful, so stunning, riding shotgun. Alice loved crowding Manny as he handled the steering wheel and gear shift. Today, Alice needed to visit her mother. Manuel did not linger in front of the apartment building. Discretion was the better part of being bold. Or something like that. Anyways, he couldn't be seen dropping Alice off. Obviously, some people talked and stuck their noses where they didn't belong.

One hot August evening, Mariel decides to get out of the apartment and walk herself and the baby within. Wearing her navy blue Peter Pan collar dress, the one with a small tear in the back and without tying the belt about the waist, she chances to see her step-father sitting with a girl in the cafe he had told Mariel to never enter. She waits out of sight, takes a moment to adjust the strap on her navy blue Sling-Backs, and watches them. When they leave the restaurant, Manuel kisses Alice goodbye, as they both walk home in opposite directions. Mariel follows Alice. In the shadows, Mariel stalks her prey. Alice becomes unsettled as she hears menacing sounds following. When she turns to confront whoever is tracking her, the clicking footsteps stop. When Alice continues towards home, the sound of high heels continues to follow her. Seeing a bus pull up, Alice boards it quickly. 

Mariel's mother, Mary, is shocked to see her daughter looking disheveled and exhausted when she returns home. There are new tears in the already ragged dress. "When are you going to let go of this dress? You going to wait til it falls off?" Mary helps her get undressed and into a warm bath. "You know it's my favorite. And it's comfortable. Let's my belly breathe." Mariel's clothes are such a mess, Mary simply throws them in a corner. 

The next day, the newspaper reports that a groundskeeper discovered several freshly killed sheep. The paw prints leading away turn into imprints of a woman's shoes. The groundskeeper has no explanation. He's just saying what he found and what he saw.

September arrives. Olivia is back for her senior year in high school. Mariel, six months pregnant, expecting in late December, or early January, stays home, away from the prying eyes of her fellow sophomores. On the first day of school, she is visiting Doctor Javier for a regular checkup. 

The end of 1945 fades slowly into '46. The doctor delivers a healthy baby girl. Mariel feels relieved, happy and confused. When the pediatric nurse brings "the girl with no name" to Mariel, her mother, Mary Gonzales Telles is there to snatch the baby from the nurse. Mariel is left to cry and wonder if her future is covered in tears. At the nurse's station in the hospital hallway, Mary hands off "the girl with no name" to a social worker. Mary signs the paperwork consenting to confidential adoptive placement, handing over the birth certificate to the State of California. 

Fifteen years later "the girl with no name" along with her boyfriend would be arrested and convicted of murdering her adopted parents in the small community of Santa Venetia north of San Rafael in Marin County, California. The lovers cleverly thought to dispose of the parents by butchering their bodies and burning them in a barbecue pit at a nearby campground. The boyfriend was of age and received the death penalty. Underage, "the girl with no name" served six years in "Juvy," aka a California Youth Authority juvenile facility. Specifically, the charmingly named 'Ventura School for Girls'. After she was released at age twenty-one, she moved to San Francisco to be closer to San Quentin State Prison. During her first year living in the permissive atmosphere of Haight-Ashbury, she wrote a love letter every day, posting it to "Always in My Heart," Death Row, San Quentin, California. A year later, "Always in My Heart" was executed by asphyxiation in the gas chamber of San Quentin State Prison during the Summer of Love. One clear San Francisco afternoon her daily letter was returned, stamped "deceased." Her letter scheduled to be mailed on that day was torn up and thrown away.

"The girl with no name" fell in with a band of vagabonds. These modern gypsies made a good living manufacturing LSD, later growing and harvesting marijuana. From the streets of the Mission District, the Tenderloin and The Castro, they honed their street-savvy business sense and managed a web of distribution from the Bay Area to Southern California. After some discussion and long nights of disagreements, an exploratory crew was sent to Colombia. Keeping up with a growing club scene meant importing Cocaine. 

"The girl with no name" tagged along, met a man in Cali, left the vagabond life, married and settled down. She was never in touch with her mother Mariel Marin, nor her father Manuel Joaquin Telles. 

While Mariel was mostly quiet in the months following her pregnancy, Manuel Telles and Alice Moore were hitting it hot and heavy. I guess Mary just tolerated the situation. Better to have a man around to be a father to her two girls than no man at all. Of course, Lorenzo was their child. That went without saying.

On a whim, Manny got it in his head that Mariel needed to get out of the apartment. Alice had been bugging him to take her to visit a museum. He had no desire to step into any cultural institution. A light went on inside his noggin. Two birds, one stone. Alice and Mariel could enjoy the pleasure of soaking in the knowledge offered within the museum. He could drift. 

Alice was on a mission to expose Manny to the finer things in life. She wanted a man who could appreciate, elucidate, even pontificate. From one exhibit to the next, Alice coaxed, pulled, pointed, exclaimed, and made damn sure Manuel was bored out of his friggin' mind. Mariel was left to pull up the rear. Maybe Manny got some culture. Mariel got angry. 

At the end of the day, in her own apartment building, Alice in bathing suit, bathrobe over her shoulders, makes her way to the swimming pool. From the dark shadows, a low growl stalks Alice. She drops her robe and jumps into the pool. A dark silhouette steps out from the shadows. "Have you seen Manuel? My mother is looking for him." "No," Alice replies. Mariel turns to leave. Shaken, Alice waits in the pool searching the darkness with her eyes. Sensing that whatever was stalking her is no more, Alice lifts herself from the water. Near the edge of the shadows, she finds her bathrobe torn to shreds. 

Manuel is home, sitting by himself in the living room, reading Flirt magazine, when Mariel returns from her visit with Alice. She plunks down on the sofa. She slowly opens the wrapper of the Twinkies she picked up on the way home. Using her thumb and middle finger, Mariel delicately pulls at the Twinkie, removing her snack from its package. Holding the four inches erect, she calmly licks the sides of the golden sponge cake. Mariel continues slowly until she is sure Manny is watching. When his attention is riveted on her, she bites into the Twinkie, forcing the vanilla cream to explode from within. Rising from the sofa, Mariel declares, "I'm better now. Recovered from giving birth." She crosses the living room. Standing before Manny, legs pulling at the seams of her dress, Mariel sucks the cream from the Twinkie. She drops the diminished snack in his lap. Manny speaks firmly, "We can't do this anymore, again." "Oh, because of your little Alice?" "Shut your mouth, you little slut." Mariel storms out of the living room, hiding in the bedroom she shares with her sister Olivia. 

Two days later, Manuel visits Alice in her apartment. "I'm going to divorce Mary, get myself away from those kids." Alice smiles, then turns, concern covering her face, hearing the same growl that filled the shadows near the swimming pool. From the darkness of the hallway leading to her bedroom, a black panther emerges, pacing the living room, eyes fixed on the conniving couple. Alice shrieks. Manny, holding Alice's elbow, slowly backs away from the big cat. The panther's purr is deep, unsettling, ominous, communicating a warning, and displeasure at being a witness to depraved scandalous human behavior. 

Alice tugs at Manny, pulling him out the door into the hallway. Behind the door, in the apartment, the growling continues. "Let's go," Alice demands fearfully. They move quickly down the stairs. Alice stops, "Do you smell that?" "What?" "The smell of Mariel's perfume. She loves that cheap copy of Chantilly," Alice replies. Alarmed, Manuel warns "She has an appointment today with Doctor Javier." "We'd better get out of here and give him a call," 

They drive aimlessly in his Ford pickup. Manny speaks first, "I know. We'll stop at the cafe to use their phone. 

Inside the cafe, Manuel dials Doctor's phone number. Alice pushes up on her toes to listen in on the receiver at his ear. 

Doctor Javier's assistant Dorothy answers the phone, "Hello, Dr. Javier's office." She puts down her Life magazine featuring Southern Resort Fashions as she speaks, "Who may I ask is calling?" "Hi, it's Manuel Telles. I must speak with the doctor. Urgently. About Mariel Marin." "Give me a moment to let the doctor know you're calling." 

Dorothy leaves the receiver on her desk. Manny and Alice listen as the receiver hits the desktop, Dorothy slides her chair, walks to Doctor's exam room, opens the door, and speaks, "Doctor, it's Mr. Telles on the phone. You know, he's the step-father of the Marin girl." The doctor stops his preparations for Mariel's exam and walks with Dorothy to the reception desk and waiting area. At that moment, Mariel opens the office door and walks in. The doctor is on the phone with Telles. He looks at Dorothy, "Please show Miss Marin into the examination room." Mariel follows the doctor's assistant into the examination room as the Doctor continues the phone conversation. 

Manny looks at Alice, "We'd best get to the doctor's office."

Doctor Javier hands the phone receiver to Dorothy as she returns to her desk. Entering the examination room, he is surprised that Miss Marin is nowhere to be seen. His ears perk at a low deep purr. Looking behind his medical exam table, he is confronted by a casually reclining big cat, a zoo animal he surmises. He slowly picks up the phone, pressing a button to contact Dorothy. "Call animal control. Now. Tell them we have an escaped zoo panther in our office." He slowly places the receiver back in its cradle. Dorothy opens the door, "I called..." She sees the big cat, and its teeth as it growls. "They're coming!" she finishes her sentence, backing out of the room. Doctor Javier takes hold of the coat rack in a defensive position. The cat snarls, then jumps out of the second story window. 

Manuel and Alice arrive, followed by Animal Control. The black panther begins circling Manny and Alice. Seeing the big cat, Animal Control goes back to his truck and grabs a tranquilizer rifle. Alice and Manuel turn with the panther to avoid allowing it to flank them or worse, get behind them. Animal Control raises the rifle to his shoulder, calmly squeezing the trigger and dropping the animal. 

On the street, people gather around the sleeping cat. Slowly by slowly the panther morphs into a sleeping Mariel. Holding Alice close, Manny says, "She told me her father was born in Morenci. I played it off as a teenage fantasy. Maybe she knew what she was talking about." Animal Control rubs his chin, shakes his head, pulls the tranquilizer needle out of the girl's leg, and looks in everyone's face, shrugs as if to apologize. To Manny, he asks, "You saw it right? A big cat. Not a teenager!" "Yeah, it was circling us. Threatening. You did the right thing. And we know the girl. We'll get her home."

Alice and Manuel drifted apart. She was no longer standing on the curb waiting with excited anticipation for her lover to pick her up. She needed to move on. Maybe she would allow herself to enjoy the attention of her peers. Maybe she knew Manuel would never appreciate Picasso or Dali. I mean wasn't Portugal next to Spain? Maybe she was just a little bit scared that Manuel was secretly some kind of tiger or leopard, or mountain lion. You just never know with that family!
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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Sunday, early afternoon, Mary was busy making tamales in the kitchen. Her older sister, Angelina Gonzales was helping, adding a few tips and lessons to make the best tamales in Oakland. Talking quietly in hushed tones, Angelina standing over the sink and close to Mary, inquired, "Mariel is glowing. Is she with child again?" Mary responded with a look of deep concern, "Ay dios mio!" Tears rolling down her cheeks, Mary continued, "I go to work, come home and ask myself what has been going on while I'm working, even overtime, sweating in that laundry, do my best to feed and clothe and keep this roof over our heads?" Angelina pulls her sister close for a reassuring hug. "This life was not made for us my dear Maria. We are donkeys. Our own family's beast of burden. Your reward, my baby sister, awaits you at Heaven's door, where Saint Peter is waiting to greet you!"

In the living room, Mariel stretches her long limbs. Although short in stature, her gangly arms and legs gives the impression of a taller, modelesque young woman. Little Lorenzo, three years, sitting on the floor, plays with A-B-C blocks. Too young to spell a word, Lorenzo stacks the blocks until they tumble to the floor, or helps them crumble with the swipe of his chubby right hand. Mariel touches her belly, looks at Manuel, sprawled across and snoring on the sofa. The front door knob turns, opens, as Olivia walks into her family's apartment with her fiancé, John Edward Werlinger, and his cousin Richard Edward Werlinger. Manuel shakes and jumps out of his slumber. "Ahhh, oh, Olivia, John. Is it time for dinner? Gettin' hungry. I smell something good."

John picks up Lorenzo, holding him high in the air, flying him around the living room. "Hey my boy!" "Jaah," Lorenzo responds. Olivia introduces Richard. "This is Richard. He's John's cousin." Indicating Manuel, now sitting up on the sofa, now rising to greet Richard with a handshake. "My step-dad, Manuel Telles," Olivia continues speaking directly to her step-father, "Maybe you smell the way tia spices the masa?" Tilting her head towards Mariel, "My little sister, Mariel." Olivia gives her a playful Panther growl and hand-as-claw with pointy nails gesture, "Rrrroahhh!" Looking back at Richard, Olivia invites, "Have a seat. She won't bite." Sitting in the middle of the loveseat, Mariel picks a side to make room for Richard. He settles in, smiling broadly. Immediately, he could see that Mariel was the looker in the family Marin. 

Olivia called out to the kitchen, "Mama, we're here. And Papi is hungry, as usual." She was surprised when Tia Angelina burst out of the kitchen to greet her favorite niece. Olivia hugged her aunt and would not let go until the older woman pushed her away to admire her man, John. Richard jumped up from the loveseat. Angelina took both of John's hands, "Oh my, Olivia! Such a fine man." Olivia rested her hand on John's shoulder, "This is
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