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            ANOTHER CULTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      What is it about Hispanic, Chicano, and Latino writers? There is a cadence to their voice, a rhythm reflective of their culture. Poets speak rapidly, their word images fly from lips heavily weighted with Spanish pronunciations. In prose, it is as if the periods they employ at the end of a thought or description are only a suggestion. Perhaps a mere portion of a moment before the next group of words, married together as a sentence, leap off the page and dance in the space between the author at the podium and my straining ears in the audience.

      Awe fills me. Their vivid descriptions, contained in short, succinct sentences, take me to those places in the barrio, the trailers of the migrant farmers, the superfluous love that binds generations of families together. Symbolic objects that represent an era, an environment, a collection of memories that no longer carry significance in the younger generation. These writers so easily illicit parallels between dandelions sprouting in a cracked sidewalk, an old newspaper pressed against a chain-link fence that surrounds a vacant lot filled with broken glass, baseballs, and bones, to a cherished holiday when their tia held them as they cried over a lost love. Is it only talk of woe and hardship, punctuated by struggles of a culture and individual triumphs and frosted with family that earns literary awards? Are they rewarded for climbing out of a culture-created hole (or whole) by being heard and honored? I wonder, do they write for their country, their generation, their own proud, broken hearts? Or for those of us with our noses pressed against the glass, eyes wide, pretending we understand—and maybe we do, in another lifetime.

      I’ve recently heard about Juarez. Is there a word big enough, descriptive enough, that encompasses the events committed against humanity in that area? Is it made worse that the victims are young women? Is it possible that those who live within the boundaries of societal law could possess the understanding of the cause of these crimes as they are forced to accept, or choose to deny, the results? The very definition of moral sanity has been obliterated in Juarez, just as the Chamber of Commerce in nearby towns have erased Juarez from the map. The extinguishing of a life in a manner that conveys hatred, rage, religious zealousness of the blind and fanatical may offer a table upon which to at least peer cautiously at such motivation. I wonder if it is the heinousness of the murder and mutilation, or that it is committed within a culture instead of the more discussed genocide gripping countries and continents that have warranted such fear and attention.

      I share these Hispanic writers’ willingness to pick the scab of their culture, maybe hoping that enough puss and old blood ooze outside, allowing that which lies within to begin to heal. With a gentle title, “social ills” bubble up in the stories I write. How awful could they be since my experience is with the white American culture? A little of this, some of that… my morals, which seem to be from another time, are offended. Not that my personal sensitivities have been shocked, but the deep knowing of “harm none” has not just been ignored but slapped down and burned away by vicious souls consumed by evil. Perhaps the greatest of tragedies in America isn’t abuse in all forms, to oneself or others, but the ignorance of our purpose as human beings.

      Religion, man’s invention to explain our existence, has powered wars and driven atrocities such as those that plague Juarez. It is because I am of this American culture, surrounded by those with desires rooted in materialism, consumerism, capitalism, that I have searched for explanations. I pick at my audience and invite them to examine the contents that seep out of the wounds found, and founded, in America, and perhaps recognized by the reader.

      As an American writer, I have my own cadence. Some sentences are short and punctuated. Others are flowing, dotting the page with attempts to reveal what I have kept hidden, to show the reader that “this is me.” I, who feel so much of the time that my courage cowers in a corner or flees altogether, realize it is worth the risk to expose, poke at, and question what lies underneath the scab. Should I collect criticism for my efforts because my grammar isn’t “right,” I break editorial and industry “rules,” or by what authority do I bring into light these “ills” that are conceived, acted out, denied, and ridiculed in the black abyss of human existence? I am me. A writer. An American writer. A soul sensitive to the human condition. One who feels the necessity to shine a light on the dark shadows of this culture. My culture, by default.
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            WHERE DO YOU CALL HOME?

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s hard loving a man who’s got a gypsy soul” are words that resonate within me. Whether it’s a place enclosed by walls and the people that fill a common space, a feeling of serenity within the mind, or a promise of redemption for imagined sins, the word “home” has different connotations for each person. Mine remains indefinable. Moving from Southern California, I wonder if being yanked from the ebb and flow of the life-giving water has contributed to my lack of grounding.

      My mother and I settled into a double-wide down the street from my maternal grandmother in Phoenix, Arizona. The trailer park was surrounded by orange groves. With the purchase of property in Cave Creek five years later, my mother built a house, and my school years were completed, isolated in the desert. I stayed home for another two years while attending community college, paid for by me and a scholarship I’d won from a horse association. August 1989 found me out on my own, bound for NAU. I never looked back down that half-mile of dirt road.

      I lived in a duplex across from what the pizza delivery guy informed me was known as Black Flag. The next year, I found a house on Tucson Street, behind the Greyhound Bus Depot and across the way from the train tracks. After graduation, there came another move back to Phoenix.

      The apartments were many and blur together in my memory. It became apparent that I could move all my possessions in a few hours with a half-dozen garbage bags. I purchased a small house and laughed while signing a thirty-year mortgage, as I knew I would only be there a short time.

      Falling in love, and in debt, I sold the house and moved in with the poster boy for Commitment Phobia, thinking that I would be there just until the end of the year. That year came and went, and so did six others. Looking back, I spent too much time asking myself, “What the hell happened?” I moved back into an apartment. I sent out change of address cards and titled them “Temporary residence of…”

      The slump in the economy allowed mere mortals such as myself to purchase a walled-in space. I settled for a two-bedroom condo. My friends asked, “Does it feel like home?” I smiled because I knew it, too, was transient.

      When the gap between my wage and my mortgage grew too great, I gave up the condo. For over two years, I floated from a “rent free, house sitting” space to a tack room in a barn to a broken-down trailer before finding myself couch surfing for a month at an age where responsible adults had a steady relationship, a mortgage, and a few kids. A miracle happened when the generosity of one person gave me a safe place to mend my life and find a new direction forward.

      Traveling extensively during that period of my life, each time I stepped off the plane or out of the car, I asked myself, “Is this it? Is this the place my soul longs to be?” And each time there was a deafening silence. Perhaps a way to answer this is to answer what my home is not. It is not concrete or asphalt covering the life-giving soil, air pollution to dull the brilliant blue of the sky, buildings to block the horizon, and the sounds of birds and insects and the scuffling of small foragers in the underbrush going unheard because of the beeping of reversing semis, the scream of sirens, the rumbling diesel engines, and all other interferences that prevent me from existing in serene balance and feeling the world breathe. Where is my home? With awareness and hope, I keep searching.
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            PARTAKING IN COMMERCIALISM

          

        

      

    

    
      I hate shopping. I’m grateful for this current place in my life where I believe things are simple, and I have all I need or want. However, there was the comment I made a year ago, “I wish I had a pair of jeans that fit decently,” that preempted a gift certificate. I waited nearly a year to use it. Remembering that oftentimes gift certificates lose their value after twelve months, I decided I would bear the traffic and other shoppers and spend as little time as possible at the local mall.

      Arriving in the middle of the day just prior to a major holiday and after the most profitable retail day of the year, I entered a store that many would consider a “shopping bonanza.” Taking note of which door I used, as I always seem to exit a different way and end up walking halfway around the building, I had to ask an employee where the women’s section was located. She informed me there was a Juniors and a Misses section. I knew from previous shopping experiences I was no Junior.

      After glancing at the small denim display, the odds increased it would not be a successful trip. Most of the selections were “low rise.” I have, as yet, to find a waistband below my navel that feels comfortable, and it makes me wonder how one keeps their pants on if they are below the waist. Many of the styles were “boot cut,” which is silly, as people rarely wear real boots.

      As always, I found it challenging to locate my size, in “long” to actually cover my ankles when standing. Most are “average,” and my inseam is not of an average length. My hunting turned up one pair. I brought a couple more into the dressing room with me, just for expediency, since I had to shuck my pants, anyway. After trying on four pairs, one fit in such a way that it neither bagged at the thighs, nor was so snug that someone could read the date on a dime in my back pocket.

      I felt I hadn’t exhausted all possibilities, so I went upstairs to the men’s department. They had a much wider selection, including the Levi 501s I remember wearing as a pre-teen, before my style changed to Wrangler’s. Two trips to the men’s fitting room confirmed that my body, though not as curvaceous as some women’s, no longer fit into men’s jeans. My lumps and bumps had migrated, or perhaps grown, thus excluding me from wearing pants designed for the opposite sex.

      I tried not to clench my teeth as I rode the escalator back to the Misses Department. I was disappointed once again when, despite all my searching, there were only two pairs of jeans that would work. A sales associate asked me if she could help, and I made some snide comment regarding the ridiculousness of the fashion industry, and she moved off to assist another patron. Purchasing my two items, I made my way back to the door through which I had entered, wondering what else I could buy to use up the last $10 on the gift card. I refused to allow the cash to go to waste and didn’t relish the idea of having to return to the shopping metropolis. Approaching the exit, I noticed the racks and wall displays of undergarments.

      Now, I’m one of those women who purchase a bathing suit once every ten years. Honestly, it isn’t the lights in the fitting rooms, it’s the physical body. Naked, or nearly naked, in the shower, the pool, the beach, or the dressing room of a department store, the body looks the same. And since I don’t enjoy the sport of shopping, I anticipate my bi-annual visit to the dentist with more excitement than looking for underwear and bras that fit despite my one-of-a-kind body shape.

      The question was, should I get what I’ve always gotten, or try something new? Minutes were spent gathering various styles. The bra industry decided any size beyond a 36B requires three or more hook-and-eye closures. One style sported five! I snorted. Since when did my breasts need the protection of Fort Knox in the guise of an expensive elastic bandage that spanned from the bottom of my shoulder blades to the top of my waist? Then there were the push-up varieties. Being that I like to see where I’m going, I passed them by. I tried a wireless style, then wondered how the absence of a single piece of metal or plastic could so drastically change the shape of one’s breasts. The formed and padded bras were interesting. With an extra ¼-inch of material, I questioned how it would alter the fit of my shirts and if it would be enough for me to misjudge squeezing between two cars in a parking lot, causing self-inflicted injury. And how were they to be washed and dried? I imagined tennis balls, or in my case large grapefruits, being placed in each cup in order for it to retain its shape. Was the fill like that of a bedspread, and over time and washing, would end up scrunched in one corner? Ignoring the mirror in the dressing room, I discovered my waistline was not the only part of me that had widened over the years. Two more trips from the displays to the room with mirrors before I decided on two that would work. I needed two to take advantage of the sale.

      With a sigh of relief that I had done my due diligence with spending the gift certificate, I went home. In the comfort of my own bedroom, I confirmed the jeans fit fine. In fact, I liked the style better than my old ones. I did notice that upon sitting, the back slid down. That’s when I understood. A tattoo at the base of the spine or string thong could easily be seen and admired if either of them adorned my body. The bras, however, proved that my eyesight, or hurriedness, had me selecting the wrong size. Guess I’ll have to return to the mall. But sporting my sassy new jeans, perhaps it won’t be so terrible.
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            NAVAJO LAND

          

        

      

    

    
      BANG! Hearing the explosion, I grabbed the steering wheel with both hands and fought to pull the car off to the shoulder along I-40, just west of the Navajo Reservation. Looking over the hood, I could see how the front of my dark green Honda Civic listed to the left. Checking my side mirror, I braced myself for the shaking as three semis, traveling at least seventy, passed before I could open the door and check the damage.

      “Shit,” I muttered. This is not what I needed. I was returning from a ten-day drive to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and had stopped to see a friend in Fayetteville, Arkansas, on the way back to Phoenix, Arizona. I was due to leave for an Alaskan cruise the next morning, and I still had another three hours of driving in front of me.

      I looked around at the shades of red and brown and purple of the scrub-covered hills and rocks of this arid place. The heat of summer had dried up whatever vegetation might have been available for the goats and sheep and horses that always seemed to be on the wrong side of the fence in this near-deserted place. It wasn’t long before I was sweating from the temperatures so vastly different from the cocoon of the car with its excellent air conditioning.

      Being a strong, independent, usually intelligent woman, I made my way to the trunk of the car where I figured there was a spare and a jack. Unloading a suitcase and a near-empty ice chest, I lifted the carpet and thin piece of particle board to find the donut tire, jack, and tire iron. Untying straps and hefting out these items that had been securely stored here since the purchase of the car, I tossed them behind me on the ground to join the party with the suitcase and ice chest. I’m sure, to those who passed me on the road, it appeared that my Honda had regurgitated all that it was forced to hold.

      Carrying the jack and tire iron to the front left tire, I saw what remained of my radial, which was a bit of black rubber around the rim that exposed the tiny steel wires like that of rat hair. It briefly entered my mind that if I jacked up the car too far on the steep slope of the shoulder, it would roll over into the two-strand barbed wire fence that marked the end of the federally funded roadway and the beginning of federally funded lives. I placed the jack between the wheel well and the driver’s side door. It was made of cheap metal and a spring and there wasn’t really enough clearance room to turn the handle and lift the vehicle.

      From my squat position, I looked behind my car at the semi that had pulled over and stirred up dust in a land that had not seen rain for months. The driver climbed down, adjusted his pants, closed his door, and ambled over to where I was now standing next to the wounded tire.

      “Need some help?” he asked.

      He was in his mid-forties, decent looking enough, and when I tapped into my gut, it wasn’t yelling, “Get out of here! He’s a serial killer!”

      “That would be great. Thanks,” I answered, and I handed him the crank.

      He repositioned the jack and seemed to have no trouble lifting the car. Since the lug nuts were tightened by an air gun, I was glad he came along, as there was no way my twenty-seven-year-old biceps would have broken them loose. Once the nuts were removed, he pulled off what was left of the tire and placed it in my truck, right in the hole that was vacated by the spare. Rolling the donut tire back to the now-empty axle, he placed it on the bolts and screwed on the lug nuts. When he released the jack, we both watched as the spare was so flat that the car came to rest on the rim, the deflated thin layer of rubber the only thing separating it from the rocky shoulder of the highway.

      “You won’t get far on that. Do you have an air pump?” He looked at me and probably figured I didn’t know what one was, much less have one.

      I smiled and ducked into the back seat, retrieved the deluxe model air compressor that came with a flashlight on the front
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