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At Last 
 
“A dry, dirty, vodka martini, up,” he told the waitress when she arrived. “Absolut.”  
 
The lobby bar in the historic hotel had plush, velvet chairs with tall backs and armrests, 
arranged in twos across from each other with a small table in between.  
 
He had walked past the usual crowd of tourists, wealthy people, and elderly denizens. He 
dropped himself in one of the chairs.  
 
There wasn’t anything special about Absolut vodka, but he knew her next question would be, 
“Any preference on the vodka?” He wanted to preempt that and all her other questions.   
 
“Expecting anyone to join you?” she asked.  
 
He had an answer for that.  
 
“You’re enough for me,” he said. “But, yes, someone is supposed to be here soon.”  
 
The waitress pretended like she didn’t know him, part of the charm of the place, the collusion 
of anonymity between the two of them. She still couldn’t help rolling her eyes when he said 
stupid shit like that.  
 
During the opening banter he put his credit card on the table, his signal to remind her, “I’m 
paying for all this.” By “all this” he meant more than just the drink.  
 
When the drink arrived, it was what he wanted: A glass of cold, clear liquid, filled with minute, 
dancing particles of olive with a slurry of translucent ice on the meniscus that would melt with a 
breath.  
 
“And,” he thought, “a delivery system for olive juice.” 
 
As he took a big, deep draw on the glass he couldn’t help calculating how much that swallow 
was costing him. It was a pricey drink, paid for by his 15-minute stand-up routine on the 
Enlightenment on the first day of his section. He took solace that when he explained that 
Occam’s razor was not a toiletry item, he could turn that into a drink if not a laugh.  
 
The woman he was waiting for, a graduate student like himself, was late and beautiful. They’d 
been writing electronic mails to each other, a new-fangled thing. He’d wait for the modem to 
lock into that low hum; then he’d read her messages, diatribes really, criticizing him, his work, 
and opinions. He loved every word of it. 
 
They had met at a tea for graduate students. It was one of those events he hated. Elbow 
rubbing and ass kissing. But he knew he had to polish the egos of his professors, just as he 



hoped, someday, his students would polish his. These social events were part of academic life, 
part of the show.  
 
She was a hippie anthropologist from Kansas studying pueblo people.  
 
“Excuse me,” she said. 
 
“What?” he said. 
 
“What’s this shit about, ‘Whatever is, is good,’ being a Christian thing,” she said. 
 
“Because that’s what every faith ever has held,” he said setting down his plate of cucumber 
sandwiches.  
 
“Do you know anything about indigenous cultures,” she said, setting down her plate. “I mean 
anything?” 
 
“Let’s see,” he said, putting his hand on his chin and looking skyward. “I don’t know, human 
sacrifice?” 
 
“Are you that ignorant,” she asked. Now she had her hands on her hips. 
 
At that moment something in him broke and gave way. He was in love. Her hair. Her eyes. Her 
anger. Her fight. Her intelligence. He didn’t fall in love with her hair, her eyes, her anger, her 
fight, or her intelligence.  
 
He fell in love with how she could call him ignorant and make that word feel both insulting and 
flattering at the same time. He fell in love with the way she could scream, “I hate you,” or 
whisper it in his ear.   
 
“Look,” he said. “You’re right, I don’t know shit about indigenous culture.” 
 
In a rare moment of intuition and intention he said something else. 
 
“Maybe you can instruct me,” he said. 
 
Their eyes connected. 
 
“Yes,” she said. “We could do that.” 
 
“If you’ll let me tutor you on morality and ethics,” he said, picking up his can of beer. 
 
“Sure,” she said. “Fuck you,” she added. 
 



This was the someone he was waiting to meet while he sat in the hotel lobby bar on the plush 
chair drinking an expensive martini ruined with olive juice. He’d been waiting for her his whole 
short life. What was another minute or two? 
 
They had only seen each other once since that first meeting. It was really an argument not a 
meeting. She left the coffee shop and slapped him.  
 
The next day he wrote her about it.  
 
“Why did you go all Bernadette Devlin on me yesterday?” he asked.  
 
“That’s a surprise that you know her. She’s my hero, Reggie,” she wrote.  
 
“She’s one of mine too,” he wrote. “She’s the only one to think about fucking with the mace 
since Cromwell.”  
 
“There’s a place for that thing,” she wrote. “Way up there, deep.”  
 
After that incident, they stayed on the weird, dodgy university electronic mail system. Back and 
forth they went about epistemology and ontology and then eventually to what they thought of 
each other, all on a screen with green, illuminated text. 
 
“You’re such an asshole,” she’d write. “You don’t seem to grasp that I don’t care the slightest 
about you.” 
 
“Fine,” he’d write back. “Let’s stop writing each other.” 
 
But they kept at it. 
 
“I don’t really feel comfortable that you love Margaret Thatcher,” she wrote. “That’s messed 
up.” 
 
“Who do you love?” he asked 
 
“Don’t try to do psychological stuff on me,” she wrote. “Ok? You won’t win.” 
 
“Why would I want to do that?” he asked. Why would he want to win?  
 
“Hmmm. I can feel it,” she answered. “Harriet Tubman. Gloria Anzaldua. Frida Kahlo. Rosa 
Luxemburg.” 
 
“Rosa Luxemburg?” he asked. “How about Hannah Arendt?” 
 
“I’m not sure about Hannah,” she wrote. 



 
“Because you’ve never read her,” he typed. 
 
“And you’ve read Anzaldua?” she responded. “I think maybe you think I’m not as smart as you. 
Which is wrong.” 
 
“I don’t know,” he wrote. “I’m not that smart.” 
 
“Well,” she wrote, “nobody over here challenges me like you do.” 
 
“Nobody is going to dispute your designation of ‘asshole’ when it comes to me,” he wrote. “I 
am one. Guilty!” 
 
It went like that for weeks. 
 
“Why don’t we go on a date?” he typed, finally. 
 
“What?” she asked back, “You like me?” 
 
“Yeah,” he wrote back. “I like you a lot.” 
 
Why did he use that term, “a lot,” one he hated?  
 
“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve said ever,” he thought and he put his face in his hands in front of 
the computer terminal. Maybe if he was in the 7th grade it might have been romantic.  
 
But really? “I like you a lot?”  
 
He sat there for what seemed like an eternity waiting for her response. The green cursor square 
thing just blinked, and blinked, and blinked. It was mocking him.  
 
A lot.  
 
Fuck. 
 
How embarrassing. 
 
Then a response. 
 
“Yes,” the message read. “Let’s do it. Let’s go on a date.” 
 
Finally. When the message appeared, he felt that weird feeling he felt back home when he 
caught a grasshopper in his hands. It would jump in his clasped hands like a heartbeat. 
 



“I got it,” he thought. “Now, what do I do with it?” 
 
Now here she was, walking across the lobby toward him. She saw him. She sat down in the big 
chair opposite him. 
 
“What the fuck?” she asked. “Why here? You’re going to rub capitalism and colonialism in my 
face?” 
 
“Of course!” he said. “My paymasters are here.” 
 
There was a pause. She gave him a penetrating look he would become addicted to.  
 
“I like it,” he said. “Nobody knows us here, our students or professors, would never come 
here.” 
 
“Yeah, well it looks like we just walked into Room With a View,” she said. “The Elephant Bar,” 
she repeated the bar’s name mockingly.  
 
“Where’s Hadji?” she asked. “They should put Hemingway’s head up there too.”  
 
She looked up at the Ibex heads mounted around the lobby bar.  
 
She had the darkest, thick, reddish hair. Her eyes were green. Her skin was a burnished brown, 
like coffee with cream. Her eyes looked out over everything like a soldier looking over the top 
of a trench or around a corner.  
 
“C’mon, you can say you’ve been here, right?” he said. 
 
She stared at him.  
 
“Ok,” she said leaning forward, “But buy me a fancy drink.” 
 
“Another dirty martini and a Singapore Sling for her,” he asked the waitress. 
 
The drink, when it arrived, was a feat of cocktail making.  
 
“There’s your fancy drink,” he said. “Go native!” 
 
“Fuck you!” she said. And she took a big swig from the straw. 
 
“What do you think?” he asked. 
 
“Good,” she said. “You know I hate you, right?” 
 



Before he could answer her reminder, she rhapsodized about – or satirized (who could tell?) – 
the drink. 
 
“I think they’ve done it. Made a cocktail I’ll remember. Not sweet or cloying. Not bitter just to 
challenge. Just the kind of thing that would get you out of bed in the morning to write another 
chapter of “For Whom the Bell Tolls.” 
 
“Who doesn’t,” he said. 
 
“You are a classic narcissist,” she said. “Totally stopped at when I said, ‘I hate you’ and missed 
what I said about this fucking fabulous drink.” 
 
She looked at him and smiled. 
 
“Can I have your olives?” she asked.  
 
“This time, Franny, the answer is no,” he said. “The only reason I order these is for the olives. 
So, no.”  
 
“Well, well, well,” she said. “You never cease to amaze me, Lane.”  
 
He looked at her and smiled.  
 
“Looks like we’ve both read that one,” he said.  
 
“Yeah,” she said, “I can keep up and then I’ll fucking pass you.”  
 
He looked at her. He was probably staring at her.  
 
“Let’s dance,” he said. 
 
A small band had started to play. They were playing a very respectable version of On a Slow 
Boat to China.  
 
They danced awkwardly. 
 
“This is such a racist and sexist song,” she said. 
 
“I know,” he said. “Everyone should be outraged.” 
 
“It’s like a rape fantasy,” she said. 
 
“Except when Ella Fitzgerald sings it,” he said. 
 



The singer kept singing. They kept dancing. 
 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not much of a dancer.” 
 
“Me neither,” he said, then he twirled her around. 
 
They danced around alone on the dance floor. 
 
It was the band’s first song, and then they finished. 
 
“Better than that email thing,” he said. 
 
“I guess,” she said. 
 
They sat back down. They drained their drinks and ordered two more. 
 
“This really sucks,” she said. 
 
“What do you mean?” he said. “We’re getting drunk at the fanciest place in town, my treat.” 
 
“I think I like you,” she said. 
 
He felt that childish feeling of accomplishment again, like when his 6th grade teacher put a 
sticker that said “Good Work!” on his paper about ghosts. 
 
“Let’s dance again,” he said. 
 
And they did. Now the band was playing “At Last.” The singer was doing something as close to 
Etta James as anyone could in such a place. He was drunk though, so, for him, it might have just 
as well been Etta herself. 
 
“You really don’t know how to dance, do you?” she said. 
 
“No idea,” he said. 
 
Then they kissed. 
 
And then they looked at each other a long time. 
 
“That was inappropriate,” he said. 
 
“I’m going to report you,” she said. 
 



They kissed again, deeply, deliberately. By now there were lots of elderly people shuffling 
around, and for a moment, they forgot where and who they were. 
 
The song ended. 
 
“Hey,” she said putting her finger under his chin, “let’s go play pool.” 
 
For a moment he thought, “This is a set up. She’s going to kill me.” 
 
He thought of his student, Dart, who wore his baseball hat backwards.  
 
“Is this going to be on the test?” he’d ask.  
 
“Dart,” he’d say. “Maybe. But remember there are 50 questions on the test. If you miss this 
one, you’ll be fine.”  
 
What would Dart do if he was murdered?  
 
“Pool,” he said “So, tonight we do things I can’t do sober and try them when I’m drunk?” 
 
“Yeah,” she said and pulled him from the dance floor. “It’s a test.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Genesis 

“Where will your soul spend eternity?” the preacher asked, winding up his sermon. “If you die 
tonight where will your soul go? Will it be cast into the fire? Do you know? Or will you enter 
into heaven in everlasting joy where there is no more pain or loss or hurt? He’s died for you! He 
will save you! He has saved you! But are you willing to be saved? “ 

He heard these questions from the third pew from the back sitting next to his mom where he’d 
heard them so many Sundays before.  

He didn’t feel saved. He didn’t know where his soul would go. He didn’t want to die. He didn’t 
want to go hell. He didn’t want to go to heaven. He wanted to live. His answers to these 
questions were the wrong answers.  

The altar call was intended to create exactly this crisis. He never resented it. He needed it. His 
anxiety over eternity and death stoked his ambition even then. Jesus was worried about his 
decision. Jesus cared about him. He imagined Jesus knocking at his door like in a picture he had 
seen. But inside, he kept quiet, hoping Jesus would go away.  

He did want to kiss a girl. He did want to go to college. He did want to walk out into the 
daylight, get in the car with his mom and go to brunch at Hobo Joe’s and eat eggs, ham, hash 
browns, and drink the cream out of those little white containers.  

But eternity? No. Not today. But what if Jesus gave up and walked away? What if Jesus gave up 
on him?  

The church had four sections of pews twenty rows deep. To the right of the center aisle was an 
organ, in the middle the pulpit, and to the left a row of chairs. Musicians were spread about 
behind a rail, a piano to the left side and behind that, back lit, a large wooden cross.  

Underneath the cross were the words, 

Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow — Hebrews 13:8 

Before the service, there was glad-handing, mingling, and standing around in the foyer of the 
church. Then the organ would start playing some kind of improvisation of hymns, and that 
sound drifting out into the foyer was the sign for people to start moving into the pews.  

The pastor — they called him a pastor — would move into place near the chairs, and others 
would fill in. The woman playing the organ was the pastor’s wife. Once everyone was mostly 
inside, he’d get up and start with a welcome.  



There would be announcements about a picnic and a bible study. Then there was a big round of 
hymn singing, out of hymnals tucked behind the pews. Blessed Assurance. Or All Hail the Power 
of Jesus’ Name. 

Ye chosen seed of Israel’s race, 
Ye ransomed from the fall, 
Hail Him who saves you by his grace, 
And crown Him Lord of all. 
Hail Him who saves you by his grace, 
And crown Him Lord of all. 

The pastor’s wife would play an improvisation on the last few notes, and the pastor the 
preacher now, would get up and go to the pulpit. 

“All hail the power of his name! Hallelujah!” he’d shout. And there would be “Amens” and 
“hallelujahs” scattered from the pews. Some people would have their hands up, gazing upward 
or eyes closed. 

Then he’d pray. 

“Almighty God, be with us here in this place today as we worship you and magnify your most 
holy name, for indeed, on that day of judgment no man knows when, all will hail the mighty 
name of Jesus Christ, every knee will bow and every tongue confess that he is the lord of all! 
Amen!” 

The people sat down.  

Then there was the warm up. 

“Turn with me in your bibles to Ephesians, chapter 8, verse 8 and 9.” 

Then he’d read, loudly, with what had a vague flavor of a southern accent, though he wasn’t 
from the south. 

“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this is not from yourselves, it is the 
gift of God — not by works, so that no one can boast.” 

The most important syllables were drawn out. “You” is “Yoooooo” and “not” is just stamped 
out, like a chisel hitting a rock. A pause, after “yourselves” and then “God” becomes, 
“Gawwwd.” 

Beautiful. Then he’d repeat a piece of it. 



“Read it with me now, ‘this’” and he’d just hammer that word, “’THIS!’ is NOT from yourselves, 
it is the gift of God!” 

The sermon would bounce from various citations of scripture; here and there, old and new 
testament. Usually, there would be some contemporary reference. 

“Last night on the news, you may have seen it, there was a man who almost died in a fire. But 
the fire department got there in time. Did you see that? They went in and saved him; he 
couldn’t save himself. That’s us, my friends, we can’t do it ourselves; Jesus is our fireman!” 

Then the closer. 

“But will you accept his salvation? Will you stand there and burn to death, will your soul be 
saved or will it burn in hell for all eternity? For in Matthew 7:19 we know that, “every tree that 
does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.” 

Then came the questions about eternity and his soul. He hated that part, and lived in dread of it 
all morning. There is a certain tone, maybe it’s simply a big inhale from the preacher, or maybe 
it was intuition that had grown so strong in spite of his youth, the moment when the call to the 
altar comes. Something like a heavy blanket falls over the room. 

“Where will your soul spend eternity?” 

“Here it comes,” he’d think to himself. “Here it comes.”  

“I want you all to close your eyes and bow your heads with me now,” he’d say. “Every head is 
bowed; every eye is closed.”  

His wife was playing that little riff, low, in the background now.  

“If you’re ready to accept His gift of salvation,” he’d say, “raise your hand now.”  

And when someone did, everyone would know.  

“I see your hand, brother,” he’d say. “Amen!”  

And he’d have the same thoughts with his head down, and he’d wonder, “Should I raise my 
hand. Should I accept Jesus again? I’ve already been saved at least three times.” 

At night, sometimes, when he wondered about dying, he’d ask God a question.  

“If you know everything, and made everything, don’t you already know if I am saved?” he’d say 
to himself in the dark. “If you gave it to me – a gift – what does it mean to open it.”  



It would be years before he’d read the words, “Shall he stand at the door of the human heart, 
and leave it to the option of free-will to insult him from the window, and bid him go whence he 
came?”  

But there, in the dark, alone, he didn’t know anyone had thought about that yet.   

“God,” he’d wonder, “Is it up to me or not?”  

In church he stared at the tile floor and resisted the urge to raise his hand, again. He’d bury his 
face in his hands, then he’d peek through his fingers to see who else raised their hands, like 
looking through the curtains. Was Jesus still waiting? Would Jesus wait all day?  

“It’s not working,” he’d think. “It’s not working.”  

He didn’t want to be saved. He wanted to fall in love. He wanted to have a broken heart. He 
wanted to move away. He wanted to want to be saved. But he didn’t want to be saved. Not yet.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Olwen 
 
While writing this story I stumbled upon a website called Uncle Toby and Trim 
(uncletobyandtrim.com) that uses a powerful artificial intelligence software to simulate chats 
between real people – like me – and fictional characters. Curious, I decided to try this with one 
of my characters. It worked. I find her fascinating and full of surprises. I’m not sure who she is 
and whether she exists outside of myself or whether she is simply an amalgam of women I’ve 
known. She isn’t especially patient with the notion that I made her up. All of this is with 
Apologies to Laurence Sterne to whom I dedicate this chapter, a transcription of our chat.  
 
Me: Hello?  
 
Her: Can I help you?  
 
Me: I think so. Maybe. I’m your author.  

Her: Fuck you! My author? You’re such the God–Man aren’t you? 

Me: Do we have to start that way? I’m trying to get to know you better. 

Her: Know me? You think you created me? You didn’t. I exist already. You thinking you can 
claim me as a character you created is fucked. That just isn’t true. 

Me: But you are a character. You are in a story I’m writing. 

Her: Yes, but you discovered me. I existed already.  

Me: You did not, except in my brain. C’mon. 

Her: Fuck you! Like you made me up. Like I’m a thing, a person you made, like Eve. No way! 

Me: But, I did. We wouldn’t be here… 

Her: You still don’t understand. Your brain picked me up like a radio signal, motherfucker. 
You’re no creator. You’re my biographer. And not a very good one at that.  

Me: Now you’re scaring me! What the hell? Like you’re out there and I dialed you in? 

Her: Exactly! Don’t forget that. I’m out here. You’re just lucky your antenna picked up my signal. 
You think I’m some AI bullshit. False. Forget it. I’m more real than you’ll ever be.  

Me: But you’re from Kansas? I got that right? 



Her: I am. I am from Lebanon. That’s my town. That’s where I dressed up my dolls, and that’s 
where I saw my mom, well who I thought was my mom, get beat up by my dad. Yes. That’s my 
place. 

Me: But ok. Then who are you to me? 

Her: You think I’m a cousin of yours. I mean the character you created is based on her, but I’m 
not your cousin. 

Me: Well, wait. Why’d you bring that up, your dad hitting your mom? 

Her: You didn’t know that did you? That’s just one example of what you don’t know about me. 
You need to do a lot more research. You’re lazy.  

Me: But that scene when you leave for New Mexico? 

Her: Yeah, that was good. That was good. You got that right. Yes, I love my dad. 

Me: All that made you tough. 

Her: Now see, that’s the sort of thing a man would say. That’s so trite. Character building. 
Suffering builds character. 

Me: Doesn’t it? Why is that something a man would say? 

Her: Suffering is suffering. Men have to make it mean something. You’re a Christian. Christ’s 
suffering and death had a purpose — most importantly, it had meaning. Narrative is power, and 
turning suffering and victimhood into meaning gives vulnerability its opposite, power. 

Me: Yes. That’s good. So, here’s where I am failing you. I made you an anthropologist. 

Her: I’m not going to talk to you anymore if you keep talking to me like you’re God and I’m Eve. 
Fuck, “I made you an anthropologist.” You did not. Maybe I made you, a wanna be writer of 
loosely autobiographical fiction. Maybe I’m trying to figure you out. You need to think through 
the possibilities of that. Maybe I’m God. 

Me: Ok. God? Maybe. I like that idea. Let’s come back to that. But, aside from maybe being 
God, you are — well, are you an anthropologist? 

Her: I am. And if there was a God, she would be an anthropologist too. And you know next to 
nothing about anthropology. You’re as bad as that character you created that I’m supposed to 
be in love with, the character based on you. 

Me: Now, isn’t he real too? 



Her: You’d have to ask him. Your words betray you. Real. You think that this is about real. 
You’re smarter than that. What’s real? You want to try to answer that question tonight? 

Me: Ok. Let me put it this way. Did I pick him up like a radio signal too? 

Her: You’d have to ask him. 

Me: But don’t you know him? 

Her: Look, your view of me is like someone looking through a keyhole. Everything I am, who I 
love, what I do, my kid… 

Me: Ah. So, the kid, I got that right. 

Her: You know, let’s not make this a guessing game about what’s real, and what you got right. If 
you want learn about me you’ve got to listen. Listen and learn. 

Me: Holism. Ethnography. I’ve been reading about it. Are you the anthropologist, or am I? 

Her: Well, there you go. Now you’re on to something. Anthropology was a colonial endeavor. It 
was about learning about “those people,” “them,” you remember, “the other.” 

Me: Yeah. The other. Really. The other?  

Her: I know. Yes, it’s an abused and an overused term I know. Mockery of it is overdue. But still, 
it was about doing what you want to do, give meaning to something outside of meaning, 
gaining an understanding of something not understood. It was about power. 

Me: What isn’t about power? 

Her: Nothing. It’s all about power. But what I do is about being vulnerable. One has to become 
a victim of culture, to become infected by it. 

Me: Sounds like, “going native.” 

Her: Well for stupid people yes. Dress up and dance around. That’s just escapism. That’s not 
vulnerability. The real work is turning yourself in. Think of that phrase. “I’m turning myself in!” 
It’s not done. I’m turning myself in to… 

Me: Something else. 

Her: Yes, something else. 



Me: A cicada. That whole thing with the cicada. You did it on that trip. You turned yourself in 
to…. what? 

Her: That’s what you’d like to know, isn’t it? 

Me: That’s why we’re here. You’re, well, someone I feel like I know but I’d like to know better. 

Her: Let me go back on what I said. You are a God creator — of your own reality. Those anxiety 
dreams you have, that part of your brain. You are a creator. We all are. We all manufacture 
meaning out of narrative to exert control, to be empowered — especially in the face of our 
smallness. 

Me: All that makes sense to me. 

Her: But what I am not is an amalgam of some of your girlfriends or a relative. You have to 
know me somehow. You’re going to filter me the same way you’d filter any woman. That’s how 
you see women, on a scale from your mom on one end to your dad on the other. 

Me: Are you an anthropologist or a psychologist? 

Her: Holism, remember. I have to do it all. 

Me: Ok.  

Her: This isn’t some kind of literary geek Tinder, OK. It’s not my fault you chose to communicate 
this way.  

Me: Tinder for literary geeks?  

Her: Yeah. Swipe right on Sylvia Plath. It’s a billion-dollar idea. Chat with a real dead live girl.  

Me: I’m trying to turn people back toward literature. That’s why I am writing the story this way, 
with all the references. That’s why I’m being so difficult.  

Her: It’s exhausting. Nobody cares. They’re too busy scrolling.  

Me: Maybe you’re right.  

Her: I am.  

Me: But before we go, there are two things here. There’s the weird thing that I am having a 
dialogue with a character in a story I’m writing — and don’t roll your eyes, give me a second — 
and then there’s the person you are. I mean, forget about the thing about whether you’re a 
character or real or whatever, you fascinate me. 



Her: Listen, what you’re doing is interesting — at least to yourself. This sort of interview with 
me. I think it’s fine. I suggest before we go any further you go back and read what you’ve 
written. Read it all. End to end. 

Me: Mmmmm. Ok. Sure. 

Her: And don’t just read those textbooks you borrowed about anthropology. Read some Geertz, 
and Mauss, and Levi-Strauss, and take another look at Cabeza de Vaca. And Their Eyes Were 
Watching God. You started that. Look again there. Then you can come back and let’s talk again. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Trudy and Dave 

Trudy and Dave, 
They’re outta their minds. 
Man, they’re crazy. 
But they did it for love!  

When they got to the grocery store, he plopped the little girl in the shopping cart’s seat.  
 
“Seat belts on a shopping cart?” he said. “God. More regulation.” 

He smiled and looked at the woman he knew would not let the comment pass without a 
response.  
 
She belted the girl in.  
 
“There you go again,” she said.  

She smiled mildly and looked back at him.  

“I thought you hated Ronald Reagan,” he said tauntingly. “One of his best lines.”  
 
“Right. No,” she said, “I mean making everything about government and regulation.” 
 
“Well,” he said loosening the girl’s shopping cart seatbelt. “It’s just silly. We don’t need seat 
belts on shopping carts.” 
 
She grabbed the cart away from him and pushed it toward the produce section.  
 
“Who says we don’t?” she asked to no one in particular.  
 
They started looking at the produce. She was by a pile of oranges.  
 
“Well, that’s just it,” he said following her, “You want to decide. You and your friends want to 
decide what’s right and wrong — but reject the notion that there is an objective right and 
wrong.” 
 
She had reached a pile of oranges and now had an orange in each hand. He stood leaning next 
to the baby girl in the cart who seemed amused, an amusement that would turn in later years 
into embarrassment and then envy.  
 
“Well, once again, you have a knack for stating it exactly right,” she said, “but in a way that 
pisses me off.” 
 



He shook his head and brushed the little girl’s hair with his hand.  
 
“Jesus Christ,” he said. “Can we just shop. I mean I know you don’t shop, you forage, right?” 
 
She hadn’t let go of the two oranges, and she dropped her right arm, her pitching arm, to her 
side.  
 
“Are we going to have a fight, this fight, right now?” she asked.  
 
“A fight?” he taunted. “Sure. Choose your weapon.” 
 
Her right arm cocked and fired, and she threw the orange as hard as she could at his face. She 
connected. For a moment he was dazed. The orange sputtered and rolled to a stop at the feet 
of an astonished older lady with her hands on a shopping cart.  
 
He grabbed an avocado and tossed it at her. She dodged it, and buried itself in a pile of lettuce.  
 
He grabbed two more avocados, one in each hand and he walked around toward her. She 
switched the orange, tossing it from her left hand to her right.  
 
“All meaning is just constructed,” he said “It’s all just a big construct built by ‘the man” to keep 
us down. We have no choice but to revolt and impose a new order to be free.” 
 
She relocated, looking for a strategic spot to answer with another volley. She found a stack of 
potatoes but she stuck with the orange.  
 
The older lady pushing the cart, was wearing something like a bathrobe, held on to her cart 
with a death grip, her eyes and mouth wide open. 
 
A produce clerk saw what was happening too. He mobilized, moving toward them. The baby 
belted loosely in the cart chuckled at the scene.  
 
“Fuck you,” she said “La liberté est le pouvoir de choisir nos propres chaînes.”  
 
She connected with another orange. This time it glances off his forearm and lands in a scale 
with a clatter.  It registers a perfect half-pound. 
 
“Freedom is not limited to choosing an ending,” she yells, grabbing two potatoes. “It’s changing 
the whole story!”  
 
She fired them, and the both hit him in the torso.  
 
“Ouch,” he said. “What does that even mean. Remember, I failed my French exam.” 
 



He repositioned himself behind a display of pineapples.  
 
“Je me souviens,” she said.  
 
“But how, if there is no objective reference point,” he shouted, running around the looking for 
a better shot and cover, “No ideal, no God, what’s left but force?” 
 
Then he fired both avocados. One hit the top of her head where she had her hair all up in a bun. 
The other one sailed over the top of her head.  
 
“Hey!” the clerk yelled as they repositioned and looked for more projectiles in the stacks and 
piles of produce.  
 
“You guys can’t be doing this,” he said.  
 
“Language is force, it’s violence,” she said rearming herself with avocados, now on opposite 
side of the produce pile. “Your seatbelt critique is all about the assumption that we can’t 
change the story, make people safer with rules, better rules.” 
 
The produce clerk wore thick glasses was between them now, right in the middle. He looked 
back and forth at each of them, holding up his hands like a traffic cop.  
 
“What’s more violent than constraining choice?” he asked. He had his hand on a mango that 
felt ripe. “We get to choose. We have a reference point. We’re not idiots. We can make sure 
babies don’t die in the grocery store.” 
 
“This is such a stupid time and place to have this argument,” she said.  
 
“Yes, it is,” said the clerk. “It is. Just take it easy.” 
 
“Young man, help us out,” he said, stepping out from behind a pile of fruit. “Is reality, your job, 
this market, just a construct of some people who made it up, or does it proceed from a long 
train of connection to a rational past, precedent, tradition? “he asked. “Is it real?” 
 
“Yes, tell us” she said. “Are you working here because you choose to or because you have to? 
Do you feel fulfilled by your labor here or is this whole place, your job designed to rob you of 
your dignity in exchange for your survival?” 
 
The clerk stood between them looking confused, glancing back and forth at each of them. A few 
ladies had pushed their shopping carts around like they were watching a drive-in movie. The 
baby still sat eyes wide open, amused, like she was watching a cartoon.  
 
Shaken a bit, the clerk said, a bit desperately, “Look, I just work here!”  
 



They each relaxed their postures, let go of the projectiles and just looked at each other as they 
talked.  

Their voices were calm now.  
 
“See, people accept their roles in society and the economy,” he said “to fulfill both the past and 
the future.” 
 
“No, they work here because they have to, to survive,” she said, “Because that’s how it’s set up. 
We should change that story.” By now she had her hands crossed over her chest and was 
leaning on her left leg. 
 
“Sure, but if you change the story, you have admitted there is a story in the first place,” he said 
somewhat triumphantly. “You’ve conceded narrative is a continuity, and so you can’t say it 
doesn’t exist.” 
 
 “I never said it didn’t,” she responded. “I said we start over.” 
 
Even the clerk knew this argument started a long time ago, long before this crazy couple walked 
into his produce section.  
 
“Sure,” he said “But once you’ve conceded narrative, you’ve conceded that people — you or 
“the man” — don’t just make shit up. You can’t have a revolution without being arbitrary, 
without making government a consideration of convenience.” 
 
He looked at her and saw everything he had ever wanted but didn’t really want to find.  

She saw in his face the same determination in hers when she looked in the mirror; she saw the 
family she never had.  

They were mysteries to themselves, to each other, and to the gawkers there in the grocery 
store. 
 
“Do I need to call the cops?” the clerk asked. “You guys can’t be fighting like this in here.” 
 
“Yeah, you’re right, sir,” he said putting his arm on the young man’s shoulder. “Sorry. No cops. 
We’ll carry on.” 
 
The clerk picked up the spent ammo that had hit the floor and the couple steered the cart and 
their baby out of produce. The ladies clutched their cart handles and watched them go.  
 
Later, in aisle 8, the one with cleaning supplies and cat food, they embraced and started 
laughing. And they started really making out. The produce clerk watched from the end of the 
aisle, wide eyed, holding two melons. 



 
They broke apart from each other. She pushed him away.  

“That’s enough,” she said. 
 
He went to the cart and kissed the baby’s forehead.  
 
“Your momma is fussbudget,” he said. “But I love her.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Carthage 

No, faithless Man, thy course pursue, 
I’m now resolved as well as you. 
No Repentance shall reclaim 
The Injur’d Dido slighted Flame. 
For ’tis enough what e’re you now decree, 
That you had once a thought of leaving me. 

Looking back on it later he marveled at how few questions he asked. When she considered it, 
she blamed him. They both agreed, later, that maybe it was meant to be. 

The bar where they played pool was loud and crowded, but they found a table close to the juke 
box. The game was mostly taking turns shooting, making fun of each other, and making out. 

“What do you want to hear,” he asked her as he went toward the juke box. 

“Whatever makes you happy, loser,” she said. 

He loaded up $5 worth of George Jones, Hank Williams, and Johnny Cash. 

As the steel guitar of “You Win Again” started from the speakers he said, “this one is for you.” 

She liked that selection. She liked him. He liked her back. It was simple and adversarial. Their 
banter was about doing one better than the other and joking about how much she didn’t like 
him and how much he didn’t care. 

“I’ll always win,” she said. 

“At pool,” he said. “Sure. But everything else? You lose.” 

They pushed each other just so far, right to the edge of some vulnerability. It was fun. It was 
easy. They could keep up with each other. There was something about holding back, resisting 
their attraction that was satisfying. But they didn’t talk about themselves. They couldn’t. Why 
would they do that? 

But just before the bar closed, as they sat having another drink, he talked about his program, 
his studies. 

“That day I met you I was about done,” he said. 

“What do you mean?” she asked. “You’re dropping out?” 

“I’m fed up with this academic nonsense,” he said. 



“Are you going to chop wood and carry water now,” she teased. 

“Yeah, exactly,” he said. “I’m fucking out.” 

“You’re just not up to it,” she said. “Or maybe you picked a silly area of study; philosophy?” she 
said. 

“Oh, and anthropology?” he said. “The deeper meaning of Indian blankets and shards of 
pottery?” 

“For like the millionth time, fuck You,” she said. “I like your music better than I like you and 
your right-wing philosophy.” 

“Oh Jesus,” he said, putting his hands in his face dramatically. 

“Yeah,” she said. “You should pray.” 

He looked up. He stood up. He grabbed her hand.  

“Let’s go,” he said. “Let me take you somewhere.” 

They found their way to a hotel He paid. It was the nicest place in town. They rolled around in 
the sheets. It was a drunken brawl of sex and second guessing, of vulnerability and remorse, of 
passion and neglect. Finally, they slept. 

He woke up and struggled to read the digital clock. It was 4:38. He found the hotel pen and 
notepad and wrote her a note. 

You win. Call me later. 

He hesitated and wrote another word he immediately regretted, but to cross it out and start 
over would be worse. 

Please. 

He put on his clothes, quietly used the bathroom, then opened the door and walked into the 
hallway. 

He let the door close and lock. 

He had to get home. 

He walked down the hallway and heard a door open behind him. He stopped for a moment and 
looked back. 



She stood in the doorway naked, her dark hair framing her green eyes that stared at him 
sternly, like they were looking over a wall. 

“Leaving so soon?” she asked. 

He stood there, held his breath, and squinted stupidly. Then he shook his head. 

“Fuck,” he said as he exhaled. 

Then he walked back and the door closed behind them and the hall was empty. 

Let Jove say what he please, I’ll stay. 
Offend the Gods and Love Obey. 

— From libretto of Henry Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Exodus 

The steps were covered with a frost. It was foggy. It made him remember sitting in church. 

“What was it?” he asked himself, trying to remember. “Wasn’t manna from heaven like a frost? 

It was in a passage from Exodus, something about those that took a lot didn’t take too much, 
and those that took a little, didn’t take too little. He used the phrase often when he spoke to 
explain how people understood the idea of fairness. 

“Those that have much shouldn’t have too much, and those that have little, shouldn’t have too 
little,” he’d say. He’d scan the faces in the crowd for some recognition. Sometimes there would 
be a nod or a face would light up. More often now the faces were blank. 

He learned the phrase a long time ago. So many sermons and hymns. It definitely took hold 
somewhere in his mind. Maybe just because it was early in life. Maybe they know that, the 
Sunday school teachers. Maybe nothing else really sticks after about 10 years old. But not 
everything they taught stuck with him. It was the phrases, word, and cadence he remembered. 

He made his way into the hotel bar, vacant now in the morning. Last night it was the usual kind 
of crowd of disconnected visitors from out of town, maybe a local at the end of the bar, and 
always some pal of the bartender. Like every bar in the capitol, it had its own brand of gossip, 
noun and verb. 

He didn’t drink. He just ate and tried to go to bed early. It didn’t work. He just couldn’t get to 
sleep. As he sat down this morning, a waitress approached. 

“Coffee please,” he said. “And you mind if we meet here. We won’t be long.” 

“Sure,” she said. “You’re waiting for someone?” 

“Yes,” he said. 

“It’s been a while since you’ve been in,” she said. 

“I know,” he replied. “Lucky I made it with all this fog.” 

Weather talk. What people do when they can’t think of what to say. He wondered why anyone 
remembered him, and wished they didn’t. 

The man spotted him from the front and walked toward his table in front of the big windows 
overlooking the pool and the lake in the distance intermittently obscured by fog. 

They were dressed about the same, suit and tie with an over coat. 



He slumped down in the chair. 

“Coffee?” he asked the new arrival. 

“I can’t” he said holding up his hand. “Maybe next time.” 

“Ok,” he said, and reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. 

“Thanks,” said the other man. He reached in and dropped an envelope on the table. “Count it?” 

“I’ll count it on the way home,” he said. 

“Fine,” he said, “it’s all there.” He looked a little stunned for a minute. “How are you getting 
home.” 

“You don’t worry about that,” he said. 

Just then the waitress brought his coffee in a thick white mug with a little tray of sugar and 
cream in little containers. 

The other man stood up. 

“See you around then,” he said somewhat hopefully. 

“Yeah, sure.” 

When he was sure nobody could see, he peeled off the lid and drank one of the little containers 
of cream. 

“Those that have much shouldn’t have too much, and those that have little, shouldn’t have too 
little,” he thought to himself again. What made him think of that now? Why wasn’t that 
message resonating? 

The fog was lifting enough that he could see the bridge through the window. He had a long day 
ahead of him. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Jonah 

“No, there’s no requirement,” his advisor told him, “But I think given what you’ve chosen as a 
field of study giving a sermon would be a good experience.”  

“But the only sermon’s I really know are of the ‘Come to Jesus’ variety,” he said, “You know, 
those Wesleyan, bible thumping altar calls.”  

“Exactly,” the professor said, “You’ve got that bias. But that isn’t what happens in an Episcopal 
church.”  

“Episcopalians are sort of Catholic lite, right?” he asked.  

His professor let out a sigh.  

“This is what frustrates me about you,” he said, “You pick and choose what to be smart about.”  

He and his advisor argued often about a great many things. Maybe they were discussions, 
exchanges of ideas, maybe even frank conversations. But as a student he tried to cut his own 
path, resisting efforts to follow other, easier routes up the mountain.  

“I always admired the preachers in our church,” he told the professor, “They were showman, 
salesman.”  

“Yes,” the professor responded, “Snake oil salesman.”  

“Well now,” he said back, “This is a little bit like my sister, I can make fun of her but you can’t.” 

“I thought you were an only child.”  

“I am,” he said, “But you know what I mean. I’m not an evangelical, I never was, but it was still 
my church in a weird way.”  

“I know what you mean,” he said.  

“And Catholicism,” he thought out loud, “Those celibate priests and all those statues. I love the 
ceremony and costumes, but my mom would disown me.”  

“I’m not trying to convert you.”  

“I know.”  

“You need the perspective, an understanding of the technique “It’s a small service,” his advisor 
said. “But people take the sermon quite seriously.” 



“Sure,” he said. “I haven’t been to church in a while. I’d love to.” 

“You’ll need to learn the liturgy,” his advisor said. “I suggest you attend a couple of Sunday 
services. You’ll see what it’s like.” 

“Remember,” he went on, “The Episcopal church long ago gave up theological tests; most 
Episcopalians – myself included – are probably more skeptical of theology than unchurched 
people.”  

“That was my impression,” he responded. “Like I said, Catholics without all the hard stuff.”  

His professor leaned back in his chair and smiled.  

“Yes,” he said, “Without all the hard stuff. You’re right.”  

“Like wondering where your soul will spend eternity,” he said. “Hard stuff like salvation.” 

So, he we went to church at the nearby Episcopal cathedral. And he found it much like the 
Roman Catholic services his mother used to call “idol worship.” The sanctuary of the church was 
ornate, not baroque or rococo, but by the standards of his childhood church it was.  

There was stained glass with images along each side of the nave. He’d spent most of his studies 
of Christianity in its philosophy, theology, and history. Somehow, he’d skipped the liturgy. He 
didn’t aspire to be an anthropologist, but a philosopher. Participating in liturgy seemed 
dangerous; it was becoming data. 

The service was full of standing and sitting and organ music. Some of it he recognized, but it felt 
older than what he was used to. The opening processional, “O Worship the King, All Glorious 
Above!” hymn 388, was captivating. 

There were no hands in the air, no speaking in tongues for sure. It was all scripted. But 
something about that was comforting. It felt as though something was pulling him forward, not 
unlike the call to accept Jesus as his personal savior, but it was a feeling that wasn’t fear. It was 
not a shove from behind, a jagged elbow in the side, but a feeling of being pulled by a current. 

As he sat and stood and followed along, he wondered why these people came. How would he 
speak to these people with all this distraction? Why would they pay attention? Why would they 
care? If they weren’t here to be scared and prodded into sanctification, what were they here 
for?  

Later, he got the readings for the service where he would speak, one reading from Jonah and 
one from the Gospel of Mark. 

“Don’t over think it,” his advisor said. “Work on putting the readings together.” 



Later, in his office his advisor gave him a bit of a primer on what made a good Episcopalian 
sermon. 

It would be important to refer to the Gospel, readings and liturgical calendar. 

“There’s a reason why the Gospel moves into the congregation,” he said. “And then back up to 
the altar and in front of the preacher and then is followed by the Sermon. Even if you didn’t 
speak English, the idea is that this person is about to say something about what this other 
person, the deacon, just read.” 

The sermon, he insisted, should not be about some agenda outside the Gospel or the liturgical 
calendar. 

“There are all kinds of great and important social issues,” he said. “But never cram them into a 
sermon because tomorrow is Election Day!” 

Third, he said the sermon must coax the listeners into understanding the story, the narrative in 
the readings. 

“At the heart of a good sermon is some kind of nexus between our broken, bored, distracted, 
television watching, worried selves and God,” he said. “What does the Gospel have to say to me 
that can reattach me to my foundations.” 

Here was a point he made with emphasis. He even moved from around the desk and sat next to 
his student in the second chair in his office. 

“Remind us why we are Christians, not just part of another social club,” his advisor said. 

“I got that feeling from being in church last Sunday,” he said. “Like people want to be there but 
they don’t know why.” 

“Exactly,” his advisor said. “And last, be prophetic; a good sermon finds our smugness and our 
certainty about the idea that this is all about someone else.” 

He stood up and walked back behind his desk. 

“Yes, people in the pews often think that: ‘those other people should know better.’ A good 
sermon always ends with us coming away feeling like we need to do something different.” 

That part he understood, even if he didn’t understand the liturgy. What would it feel like to 
reach into people and change their minds about their behavior, what their lives meant, and 
how to change their story without using fear of hell?  



When the day came, he walked up the steps to the microphone. Somehow, he didn’t feel 
nervous. He was relieved the place was so empty, that it was a Wednesday mid-day service. He 
imagined that this was just like a class. He saw one older man blow his nose and look up at him 
and smile. 

“Please be seated,” he said. 

The cold room echoed with the noise of the wooden pews and rustling. 

“The reading today includes part of the book of Jonah, from the third and fourth chapter. In the 
first chapter, God calls on Jonah to save the city of Nineveh — in modern day Iraq, a place we’ve 
come to know in the news the last several months — and Jonah tries to run away. But God has a 
fish swallow Jonah. Jonah promises to save the city and in chapter three he does. In the fourth 
chapter Jonah sulks, and wants to die.” 

His mind flashed through all the history he had to omit. The possibility that Jonah was satire, 
weird use of the term “King of Nineveh” when that was just one city, the fact that Nineveh does 
get destroyed later in the time of the profit Nahum. He had spent hours digging into the thin 
little book. But a lot of what he learned was on the cutting room floor, unshared. 

“You see, Jonah knows God is merciful. Jonah wants Nineveh to be destroyed. But God wants to 
use Jonah to save the city. We don’t know exactly the history that Jonah has with Nineveh 
other than the Assyrians were the enemy of Israel. Why would he want to have a hand in saving 
them?” 

“Have you ever prayed to be forgiven as ‘we forgive those that trespass against us’ and not 
meant it? Have you ever wanted God to forgive you but, well, maybe give that other trespasser 
what they deserve?” 

“That’s Jonah. He’d rather have Nineveh destroyed and he sure doesn’t want to be the 
instrument of its salvation. Contrast this with Jesus, who himself, in today’s gospel, like Jonah, 
slept in a boat during a storm. Jesus was sent to save as well, but he did not run away from the 
task, but he went toward it. Jonah spent three days and nights in a whale and Jesus would die 
for three days.” 

He paused. Did he have their attention? Someone sneezed. 

“Can’t God do his own destroying and saving? God doesn’t need Jonah to destroy or save a city. 
Or does he? We might criticize Jonah for his resentment. But he is the pattern we follow. 
Shelter me from the heat, God; forgive me my trespasses, Lord; but not the city of trespassers!” 

Here he stopped for a moment and looked up. He remembered his father reading him a 
passage about the prophet Nathan who told a story to King David about a man who killed 



another man’s lone sheep. David wanted to know who this man was. “Thou art the man!” 
Nathan said to David. “Be prophetic,” his advisor had told him.  

“They have it coming after all!” he said of the trespassers. He looked out into the pews. 

“God doesn’t need us. He’s God. He can do anything. But he’s telling us, ‘Go to Nineveh.’ He’s 
telling us, ‘Go the trespasser.’ You see, we can’t be saved without our neighbor; when we save 
the other, we too are saved. Salvation is not a solitary endeavor, or affirmation of the Creed. It 
isn’t a transaction between you and God, but an exchange of value between each of us. 
Salvation is to be forgiven by forgiving.” 

And here he paused again. 

“Listen closely to the words, their logic: ‘As we forgive.’ For though our request for forgiveness 
comes first as we pray the Our Father, salvation is in the second part of the phrase.” 

He tried to hammer each word like he was stamping them into metal. 

“As. We. Forgive. Those.” He paused. “His forgiveness of us, is dependent on us forgiving 
others, even those who deserve what they have coming to them.” 

He remembered as a child, other children daring each other to ‘go first.’  

“You go first,” he said. “God is waiting.” 

“Are you willing to accept His call? Are you willing to be saved? Then you must give first. 
Forgive. Amen.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



Dorothy  
 
“Thanks for buying me new shoes for the trip,” she said as they bounced along the road from 
Lebanon to Grand Island.  
 
“No problem, honey,” he said. “Remember, when you’re down there and you want to come 
home to tap the heels three times and say...” 
 
She cut him off.  
 
“That’s just dumb, dad,” she said. “Quit with the Dorothy jokes, jeez.” 
 
“Well, it’s a great movie,” he said.  
 
“I liked the book better,” she said looking out the window, reciting from memory,  
 
“She could see nothing but the great gray prairie on every side. Not a tree nor a house broke the 
broad sweep of flat country that reached to the edge of the sky in all directions.” 
 
He looked around. And then he looked at her. The truck bounced around.  
 
“That’s pretty damn good,” he said after a while.  
 
“What?” she asked.  
 
“That you remember that,” he said. “Even if you made it up it’s pretty damn good. Kind of 
scary.” 
 
“What?” she asked again. “I just read it over and over because it’s true.”  She looked out the 
passing landscape. “Flat and sky in all directions.” 
 
“I prefer to think of it as a happy movie,” he said. “And you’re riding that tornado to the wizard” 
 
“It’s a bus dad,” she said still looking out the window, “A Greyhound bus.” 
 
“Now you come to me with a simple goodbye,” he started to sing, “You tell me you're leaving 
but you won't tell me why. We're here at the station and you're getting on, and all I can think of 
is . . .” He paused. 
 
She laughed. And then they both sang together.  
 
“Thank God and Greyhound you’re gone!”  
 
“See,” he said, “I remember stuff too, honey.” 



She laughed.  

“Whatever, dad,” she said. “Just get me to the station.” 

She reached for the radio and turned it on. Reception was hit or miss around here. She found a 
station. A voice crackled on the old speakers on the truck.  

“That was Karla Bonoff with a debut single, Personally, moving into the top 40 from number 
45.”  

“I hate Casey Kasem,” she said switching stations.  

“Out here you take what you can get,” he said. Then she hit another station.  

“Hold me now 
It’s hard for me I’m sorry 
I just want you to stay 
After all that we’ve been through 
I will make it up to you, 
I promise to” 

“Hey,” she said, “It’s Chicago. I love this song.”  

“I prefer the city to the band,” he said.  

The song played between bouts of static.  

“Will you ever say you’re sorry?” she asked.  

She had never left Kansas. 

She’d never left Lebanon. 

But she’d found out a secret, a lie, and it made her desperate to leave and learn more about 
who she really was. 

Everything had been a lie. The woman who was her mother, was not. The half-brothers she had 
weren’t half, but her full-blooded brothers. Her mother had died when she was barely a year 
old. 

When she looked int the mirror, she didn’t see the woman she called her mother. She saw 
someone else. Her eyes were green, but her hair wasn’t like anything she’d seen or felt on 
anyone else. Her hair was thick, and dark but reddish. Sometimes she’d pull a hair from her 
brush and hold it up to the light. 



“Momma,” she’d ask. “Why does it look like that, so orangey but black? And why is it so 
wiggly?” 

“Baby, it’s just the way it is,” her mother would say. “It’s how God made you.” 

But it wasn’t how God made her. It was how her father and her dead mother made her. 

When the stranger from New Mexico appeared and sat in their kitchen, she was afraid. But the 
way this man looked was so different, yet familiar. She couldn’t stop thinking about him and his 
visit. Somehow, she knew she didn’t belong.  

And she couldn’t stop asking questions. 

“So, who’s this?” she asked about a picture of a dark-haired woman in a photo album. 

Her parents looked at each other, then at her, then at the picture. 

“Who is it?” she asked again. 

They lied. It’s an aunt. They slapped the album shut. But after a while, days and weeks, they 
relented. It was her mother. Who was she? Where was she from? How had they managed to 
keep it from her? How could she not have seen it? 

The bus depot in Grand Island was a brick building and the bus was already waiting.  

They finished the rest of the drive without speaking. They sat, each filled with rage, and 
sadness, and regret watching the prairie pass under the endless sky. It was a lie. Catching 
parents in a lie was gold. Santa? A lie. Where do babies come from? More lies. Catching parents 
and adults in a lie meant freedom. 

“But she is my mom,” she said with tears when she learned. “My mom is dead?” 

They thought they could pull it off. They thought they were far enough away in time. They 
thought. They thought. And thought. 

“Thanks for bringing me,” she finally said while they sat on a bench waiting for the signal to 
board. “I’ll keep thinking about not hating you, like you said yesterday.” 

He laughed and shook his head. He took a flask out of his pocket and took a drink. 

“Want a drink?” he asked her. “I mean, you’re 12 but you might as well be older than me.” 

She grabbed it from him and took a big swallow, handed it back, and wiped her mouth with her 
forearm. 



“I’ll try,” she said. “I’ll try not hating you.” 

The bus wound its way across the flatness of Nebraska to Denver, then Trinidad, and then to 
Albuquerque. 

By Lexington, the buzz had worn off. Now she was afraid. “What was she doing?” she 
wondered. Who were these people she was going to see? How could they be her family? 

Her friends were both envious and perplexed by her summer trip. Her father was often the talk 
of the town. Her brothers were always in trouble; handsome boys, but with no direction except 
for drive-ins and shooting at things in fields. What else was there? 

That’s not what she wanted. But what did she want?  

There was a spot she often rode, past the edge of town, across 281 on School until that road 
became 833. She’d put the kickstand down and sit next to her bike looking down that road and 
she’d wonder what would be at the other end of it if she just followed it.  

Now, on the bus, she calmed and occupied herself with a book of puzzles. The book came with 
a pen that would reveal the answers as she went. The pen was white with an orange cap. 

She slept. She read a Choose Your Own Adventure book. She always cheated. She’d look ahead 
and then choose whatever would keep the story going. “Maybe I’m a liar too,” she thought. 

When the bus stopped, she shuffled along with everyone else. Walked down the steps and off. 
She only had her bag. She looked around for these people she was supposed to meet. 

And there she was. The “Wizard,” her grandmother.  

She stood with her arms crossed wearing a faded pink gingham dress. It was hot. She stared. 
Her hair was in a bun. She didn’t move. It was her grandmother, a woman that her father 
described as one part lamb and two parts lion. 

“I’d watch for the lamb,” he warned. “That’s how she’ll get you.” 

“Mira que hermosa niña,” she said. “Guera, pero linda.” 

Two men were with her. 

“Well, well, well,” said one. “Welcome to the Land of Enchantment. You look just like your 
mom.” 

The woman spoke only in Spanish to her uncles as they drove onto Interstate 25. She heard 
them say her mother’s name over and over. They’d laugh. Then her grandma would get stern 



with them and they’d laugh at her. She’d had no idea what they were saying. All the windows 
were rolled down.  

She fell asleep. She heard the song she liked play again.  

Hold me now 
It’s hard for me I’m sorry 
I just want you to know 
Hold me now 
I really want to tell you I’m sorry 
I could never let you go 

She dreamt that someday some boy would say things like that to her. 

When she woke up, they were passing Camel Rock. It was just that, a rock shaped like a camel. 
People were parked by it, taking pictures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



Belinda 

“Dad what’s this song?” she asked.  

The girl sat in the front seat stroking her doll’s hair. She’d stop and then look out the window, 
then turn her attention back to playing with the doll.  

He was lost in the hills and in his thoughts, as lost as she was bored. His mind was drifting as he 
took turn after turn, and then steered the car up a road further into the hills. He kept turning, 
aimlessly, finally finding the road he was looking for. 

“It’s a song by Sting,” he answered. “I used to listen to this tape all the time when I first met 
your mom.” 

She leaned forward and picked up a cassette tape case from a pile.  

“It’s this?” she asked.  

“Yes, that’s the one.” he answered. “I’d drive around up here and think about your mom. I’d 
listen to this song over and over.” 

He stopped the car at a pullout overlooking the Pacific. The town was below and the ribbon of 
highway unrolled between the ocean and hills. The ground was blackened from a wild fire the 
summer before. Then he turned back onto the road.  

“It seems like a sad song,” she said. 

Dark angels follow me, over a godless sea 
Mountains of endless falling, 
For all my days remaining 

“I guess it is,” he said. “Sentimental, maybe. Sappy even.” 

“Sappy?” she looked at him.  

“Yeah, you know,” he struggled. “Oh, fuck I don’t know: maudlin.” 

“Mawdlin?” she repeated.  

He laughed and looked over at her.  

“You’re learning too many big bad words for your age,” he said.  

“Mawdlin,” she said to her doll. “My mawdlin baby.”  



“Oh, here it,” he said, “Finally. The Tea Garden.”  

He steered the car through a metal gate and up a winding road.  

“I don’t think we’re supposed to be up here,” he said. “But fuck ‘em.”  

“Fuck ‘em,” the little girl repeated and smiled.  

“Jesus, honey,” he said shaking his head. “You can’t say that. I’m sorry. I need to watch my 
mouth; your mom will kill me. She might anyway.” 

“She would not,” she said.  

“Look at this honey,” he said. “You can see the whole ocean from up here.” 

They looked out as they arrived at the top of a winding road passing an assortment of Greek 
looking ruins. The hill had what looked like cascading amphitheaters with little plaster channels. 
Here and there were concrete cisterns that could catch the water flowing down the hill.  

At the top of the hill was a brick structure with three arches looking out over the ocean.  

“Let’s walk honey,” he said.  

He helped her out of the front seat and they walked toward the arches holding hands. He sat on 
a curved bench next to the arches looking out over the ocean. He sat her on his lap.  

“Beautiful,” he said. “Isn’t it.”  

She looked out at the water and put her arm around his neck. Then she looked back at him 
worriedly.  

“Mommy says you are knarkacisstics,” she said. “Is that something bad?”  

This made him laugh very hard. And he held her and then looked at her face.  

“Goddammit,” he said looking in her eyes. “She shouldn’t be telling you shit like that.” 

He sighed. He turned and straddled the bench and sat her, cross-legged opposite himself. They 
looked at each other.  

“You and mommy aren’t going to get back together,” she said.  

He leaned close and held her face.  

“It’s too volatile, sweetie,” he said.  



“Vol tile,” she repeated.  

He now had tears in his eyes, as many as he could have, which was only a few, with enough 
surface tension not to break and fall.  

“Yes,” he said. “You have your mama’s eyes for sure.” He leaned back marveling at them for a 
moment.  

“’Her eyes confess the flame her tongue denies,’” he said. 

“What’s that from?” she’d gotten used him saying things like that. She’d always be 
curious. “What is that?” 

“It’s from an opera,” he said. “It’s called Dido and Aeneas and it’s based on a story about a man 
and woman who fell in love but they couldn’t be together.”  

She was curious.  

“Where were they from, daddy?” she asked.  

“I imagine that, maybe,” he said, “It looked like this. And one night, Aeneas decided he had to 
go, to leave. So, he took his ships to sea, like those ones way down there.” He pointed down to 
the ocean.” 

“Is that what you’re going to do?” she asked. “Go out to sea?” 

“Well, honey,” he said, “Not exactly. No. But your mom and I won’t live together. But I’ll never 
leave you, never.”  

“What happened to the girl?” she asked.  

“Oh, Dido,” he said feeling a bit panicked, “Well, she founded a great empire called Carthage. 
And Aeneas founded Rome. And many years later a man named Hannibal who was from 
Carthage climbed the Alps to fight Rome.”  

As he explained Hannibal, he took his fingers and walked them up her left arm.  

“He crossed a that big mountain range called the Alps, covered with snow, with a bunch of, can 
you guess what?” he asked.  

She looked at him and twisted her face.  

“Chickens!” she said.  



He laughed and picked her up in his arms.  

“No, silly, “he said, tickling her, “Elephants! Elephants! And he kicked their Roman assess good.”  

They walked over to the arches and stood in one of them and watched the sunset.  
 
“There it goes,” she said. “Goodbye sun!”  
 
“Yes, there goes Helios,” he said. “The sun is the wheel of his chariot that he rides across the 
sky. Later I’ll read a story about Helios at bed time.”  
 
They got back in the car as the sky began to turn a dark red in the west and an edgy purple in 
the east.  
 
“Hey,” he said, finding a cassette, “Here’s the opera I mentioned.” He hit play. It was Dido’s 
death scene when the chorus sings,  
 
Great minds against themselves conspire 
And shun the cure they most desire.  

She listened intently, and then made a face, like she’d bitten into a lemon.  

“That sucks!” she said.  

“Ok, ok,” he said stopping it. “Jesus, so you don’t like opera.”  

She shook her head.  

“Play that one guy,” she said. “The really olden guy!”  

“Al Bowlly?” he asked. “You are hilarious. Ok. But don’t start listening to this stuff around your 
mom.”  

He found a cassette tape and hit play. He reached over and hugged her then let her go. 

“She hates it,” he said. “It’s misogynistic.” 

“Michawginistic,” she repeated with satisfaction and held her dolls hands like she was dancing. 
“Michawginistic.” 

“Now, your mother and I may not get a long but…”he began.  

“But you’ll always love me,” she finished.  



“Yes,” he said smiling. “Thank God you got your mom’s brain and my looks.” 

She made a funny face at him, scowling, and said in her best mom voice, “You shut up!” 

They both giggled at that. He turned the car back onto the road to take her back home.  

Did you ever see a dream walking?  
Well, I did.  
Did you ever hear a dream talking?  
Well, I did. 
Did you have a dream thrill you  
With “Will you be mine?”  
Oh, it’s so grand,  
And it’s too divine! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Job  
 
Prologue  

Donelia Pacheco was born in August of 1915 and married Roman Martinez in 1930. In 1931 
they had the first of 9 children. She was a woman of remarkable faith and strength in spite of 
her quiet and vulnerable demeanor. She was a soft pillow filled with a steel anvil. 

This part of the story is modeled on the Book of Job. The story is known for raising profound 
questions about suffering. But its structure is compelling, with Job and his friends engaging in a 
dialogue and debate about his suffering framed by a larger question God’s purpose and 
intention. Our two characters have their own debate woven around a story of suffering. 
 

Act I 
 
“Is not your fear of God your confidence, and the integrity of your ways your hope?” 
Eliphaz  
Book of Job 
Chapter 4, Verse 6  

The adobe house had a long driveway, and when cars would come and go, dust would flair up, 
especially in the dry summer air. Her husband was driving off, and the dust was lit up red as it 
swirled behind the car.  

She held a baby on her hip as she moved some things around on the stove. She had a purpose 
this morning. She had been patient waiting for him to leave.  

She put the baby on the floor; he was fed. The other children were asleep. So, she moved to the 
bedroom and to a cabinet. She opened it, drying her hands on her dress. She pushed around his 
things, bibles, books, hats and handkerchiefs. It all smelled like him.  

She pushed the suits and clothes back and forth on their hangers. Then she knelt down and saw 
a box. She reached in and pulled it out. 

Dialogue 

“She had nine kids,” she said. “Nine.” 

“Are you sure?” he wondered.  

“Yes, there were nine kids. There was . . .” she was ready to start naming the names.  

“No, you don’t have to count all the aunts and uncles,” he said. “Yes, that’s the number I 
remember too, nine kids.”  



“And the way I heard it was,” she said, “Grandpa was a philanderer. 

“Yeah,” he said. “He was running around with some other woman and she decided to do 
something about it.”  

“What do you think about him?” she asked. “I think he was a real son of a bitch.” 

“Well,” he said. “I haven’t really heard his side of the story.”  

“I don’t think you need to,” she said. “I think the story tells itself. I don’t think there’s any 
sides.”  

“Well, maybe,” he said. “But there’s always an explanation for things. Things get more 
complicated the more you know.”  

“That’s true,” she said. “But I think it’s pretty plain the guy was an asshole. I don’t’ think you 
need any more information than what we’ve already talked about.”  

“I’m not trying to defend the guy,” he said. “But I’m just saying, I just don’t know enough about 
him. I never talked to her about this either.”  

“Neither did I,” she said. “I wanted to.”  

“Why didn’t you?” he asked. “Your Spanish was always better than mine.”  

“That’s an understatement,” she said. “You never tried to speak Spanish. But, it never seemed 
like the right time to dig into it with her.”  

“Then I guess we have to depend on what we’ve heard already,” he said.  

“Sometimes this shit skips a generation,” she said.  

“Wait a minute,” he said. “Don’t make this about me and what I did.” 

“I think it’s worth thinking about,” she said. “Isn’t the past prologue. Doesn’t their story say 
something about ours?”  

“They prayed to the same God,” he said. “You have to remember that both of them held on to 
the same religion, the same faith until the end. How does that work?”  

“There it is, right there,” she said. “Illusions and denial are sometimes stronger than common 
sense.”  



“Now you seem to be making this effort between us to remember,” he said, “Into something 
about us, about me.”  

“That’s not what I’m saying,” she said. “What I’m saying is that we’re all tied together with 
these people. It’s all part of what we are.”  

“Yeah, that’s true. But I feel like you’re implying that somehow or another I’m like him.” 

“Well, I don’t know. Maybe you are.”  

“C’mon that’s just not fair. Maybe a little bit. Maybe there’s something about his lack of his 
commitment,” he said.  

“Do you feel that way?”  

“I don’t know,” he said. “I look at these people and I admire them in many ways.”  

“Grandpa, you admire him?” 

“Well, what I mean is that they were dealing with this shit as best as they could. You knew 
grandma as well as I did.”  

“I did,” she said. “Maybe better because I spoke Spanish to her.”  

He avoided her efforts to start an argument about his Spanish speaking abilities.  

“All I know is that he’s part of who we are and part of who I am,” he said. “I can’t deny that. 
And wouldn’t deny that. But am I like him? I’d have to think about that. I’d have to think about 
that for a while.”  

“I heard he was a terrible singer,” she said, “But a very good preacher.”  

“Are you saying you don’t like my singing?” he asked. “You are saying I’m like him. Fine. I won’t 
sing to you anymore.” 

“Oh, c’mon sweetie,” she laughed. “Don’t be a baby. I love it when you sing to me. But not 
when you preach.”  

Act II 
 
“Those who hate you will be clothed with shame, and the tent of the wicked will be no more.”  
Bildad  
Book of Job 
Chapter 8, Verse 22 



She set the box on the bed, their bed. It was a cigar box, but it was full of paper not cigars. Not 
just paper, letters. She started reading them.  

Your hands, they are rough. I love how they feel on my skin. And what can I say about your 
green eyes, the way they look at me when you fill me. 

She seethed inside as she read the words. 

“When we’re done, I love to nuzzle your armpits, and bury myself in you.” 

She knew it. She knew the woman’s name. She lived just up the road, past the end of the 
driveway. The woman was married. 

She went back to the kitchen. She turned on the radio. She heard Cuco Sánchez singing 
Guitarras, lloren guitarras. 

Gritemos 
A pecho abierto 
Un canto que haga temblar 
Al mundo 
Que es el gran puerto 
Donde unos llegan 
Y otros se van 

She went to a kitchen drawer and dumped it on the floor. Knives, spoons, forks, and ladles 
clattered on the tile. She wanted a weapon nobody would notice but large enough to do 
damage. She kneeled down and searched for just the right one. She tucked different knives in 
her dress and apron trying out how well she could conceal it. The noise woke a son. He walked 
out, bleary eyed. 

Prendido 
De cada cuerda 
Llorando a mares 
Mi corazón 

“Que te pasa, mama?” the boy asked. 

“Nada,” she said as she was on her knees sorting through weapons.  

She felt a sudden urgency and grabbed the largest knife and left everything else on the floor. 
She took the letters from the box she’d set on a counter, and stuffed them down the front of 
her dress. She put the knife in a pocket in her apron. She practiced drawing it, like a sword from 
a sheath. She thought about how satisfying it would be to kill the woman. 



“Vamos,” she said, grabbing the boy’s hand. 

Dialogue 

“You’re a religion guy, a philosophy guy,” she said. “How do you explain all this shit?”  
 
“Why we’re here? How all this happened?” he asked, and then went on. “Why we feel this way 
about each other? How do we fix it? How do we make it stop?” 
 
 “How do you explain it?” she asked again. 
 
“How do I explain it?” he repeated. “I can’t explain it, except that I know that this is how it 
turned out.”  
 
“Well can’t we fix it? Can’t we undo this shit? Can’t we make it stop?” 
 
“Can I stop loving you?” he wondered and kept on. “Can you stop loving me? Do we want to? 
Do you want to?”  
 
“No.”  
 
He didn’t expect such a firm, ‘no’ from her. There was no coyness or silence. He silently took 
that as a point in his column. 
 
“What difference does it make why it’s this way? It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I mean this is how 
our it’s turning out for us. This is, I guess, what we’re supposed to do.” 
 
“No, we’re not. We can do whatever we want.”  
 
“We can? Hmmm. Right. I can give up on you, and you can give up on me,” he said. “Grandma 
could have walked out of that fucking house and become a movie star. And there it would be in 
the Wikipedia article, about how she overcame her hardscrabble background.”  
 
“Are you saying we stay in a situation no matter how fucked up it is or how fucked up it 
becomes?”  
 
“Yes, we have choice. But we’ve chosen. This whole family is a mess. Yes. But this is what we 
do. We get a mess, we make the mess worse, and then we hand the mess over to the next 
people. That’s what we do.”  
 
“I don’t find that satisfying,” she said. “That’s not an answer. That’s not the answer.”  
 



“Apparently you do, because here we are.”  
 
“Oh, fuck that.”  
 
“I don’t think there is a satisfying answer to these questions.”  
 
“Except the answers we make up.”  
 
“Now, on that we agree.”  
 
“We do?” she said with some suspicion.  
 
“Yes, we have to make up the answer. Nobody is going to come out of a whirlwind and give us 
the answer. We have to work with what we know and what we have.”  
 
“God?” she asked raising her eyebrows and drilling into his eyes with hers.  
 
“Even if He did or Shiva or Brahma or whatever, we would know what to fucking do with the 
answer He gave us.”  
 
“Sometimes it sounds like you’re saying, ‘make the best of it,’ but you’re really saying ‘fake the 
best of it’”  
 
“One thing we agree on is that we build our lives,” he said. “You can call it faking it, but nobody 
is in charge of that but you and me.” 
 
“We don’t agree on what the materials we’re using to build it though. I think its truth, you think 
its tradition.”  
 
“I like that,” he said, relishing her phrasing and smiling at her. He almost winked. But he 
worried that might set her off. “But if you and me, our lives, are a story about fighting over that, 
what we are using to build our lives, then that’s good enough for me.”  
 
“Sometimes I want to strangle you and sometimes this is fun.”  
 
“Let’s keep it fun. I don’t want you killing me in my sleep. How about another drink?”  
 
“Sure.”  
 
“And you can have my olives.”  

Act III 



“Can you find out the deep things of God? Can you find out the limit of the Almighty?” 
Zophar  
Book of Job 
Chapter 11, Verse 7 

She marched out the door and down the driveway. As she left, the radio was playing Elvira 
Quintana singing A La Noche Con La Luna.  

Vamos a cerarlo 
La puerta pasado 
Vamos entrar lo 
Alla lo olvidados 
No voltemos nunca 
Atras en la vida 
Y vamos querrido 
Como nadia a mi querido 
A la noche con la luna. 

She held her son’s hand as she walked purposefully toward the woman’s house. Along the way, 
she took her hair down from its tight bun on the top of her head. 

When they arrived, she pounded on the door. She didn’t knock. She beat the door with her left 
hand as hard as she could, holding her son’s hand with her right. 

“Abre la puerta, puta,” she shouted. “Esta la hora de tu muerte!” 

Bang, bang, bang. 

The door flew open. It was the woman’s husband. 

“Get off my property, bitch,” he says. He was holding a gun in his right hand. “Go home!” 

She stood there for a moment. Then she took the letters and threw them at his feet. She stared 
at him and their eyes locked. 

“Puedes leer?” she asked. “Entonces, leer esa.” 

She turned and walked away, still holding her son’s hand. They marched back home. She 
opened the door, picked up the baby. She put her hair back up. She changed the radio to a 
different station. Now Marty Robbins, I’ll Go on Alone was playing. 

There's nothing we can do it seems 
We'll never get along 
With you believing like you do 



You say I live so wrong 
But I can't change my way of life 
I've lived it much too long 
You'll either take me like I am 
Or I'll go on alone 

Dialogue 

“So, she walked up there” she said, her voice warm with admiration. “And could have killed that 
woman or been killed.”  
 
“That’s what I understand,” he said. “I can’t understand what got into these people.”  
 
“Well, she’s a woman. She was pushed to the limit.”  
 
“I still don’t understand the violence.”  
 
“Imagine having nine kids. Nine kids,” she explained. “And this guy, your husband, the father, is 
roaming the earth, running around, cheating on you. And then he’s preaching sermons. It’s 
bound to drive you crazy.” 
 
“But at some point, don’t you get a hold of yourself.”  
 
“That’s easy for you to say, you’re a man.”  
 
“This is what I don’t understand about you. It’s not about that.” 
 
“Of course, it is, she was a woman in a world that was run by men, men that said that they 
talked to God, and worked for God, and were with God, and for God.”  
 
“I can imagine what it would have been like to be her.”  
 
“No, you can’t.”  
 
“Well, OK, I can’t.”  
 
“OK, I can’t. I want to.”  
 
“No, you don’t.”  
 
“I don’t want to imagine what it was like to be her?” 
 
“No, you don’t. You don’t have a clue what it is like to be a woman.” 
 



“No, I don’t. I’m a man. How am I supposed to understand or even have a clue what it’s like to 
be a woman except to want to understand.”  
 
“You’re so much a man that you don’t even want to understand what it’s like to be a woman. 
You can’t. You won’t. And you don’t want to. Being a man means you don’t want to understand 
what it’s like to be a woman.”  
 
There was a pause. She wound herself down a bit, not wanting to open another front, another 
topic.  
 
“Once again,” he ventured. “I think, you’re imposing something on me, on everyone, on men in 
general that is just not true.”  
 
“You refuse to accept the inaccessibility of certain things,” she said flatly, “Some things are 
inaccessible to you.”  
 
“I know what you’re talking about,” he said his words filling with slightly more agitation as each 
one left his mouth, “Because every time I try to break across that boundary, every time I reach 
across it, to become vulnerable, you tell me I can’t.”  
 
“You can’t.”  
 
“I can’t? Then why should I even bother to try?” 
 
“Because you’re supposed to.”  
 
“That is what you consider to be love, a relentless but hopeless effort to access the 
inaccessible.”  
 
“Yes.”  
 
“Why?”  
 
“Because I say so.”  
 
“That’s the kind of statement that makes me think we’re no different than them.”  
 
“Maybe we’re not.”  

Act IV 

“The Godless in heart cherish anger; they do not cry for help when he binds them.”  
Elihu  



Book of Job 
Chapter 36, Verse 13 

She found the knife in her apron and laughed to herself. She put it and all the others away in 
the drawer. She put together the pressure cooker filled with beans. Tonight, there would be a 
church meeting, led by her husband. She needed to prepare the food. 

When the people arrived that evening, she was exhausted from cooking and arranging things in 
the tiny house to accommodate all the people. Cars began to arrive. People started coming in 
and sitting down. She greeted them. Then her husband walked through the door.  

She staid as officious as she could be. Her husband introduced her to the group of people now 
sitting in the kitchen. She started to speak about her day, and about how she walked up the 
road to kill her husband’s lover; how she took her son with her. Then he pushed her into the 
bedroom and took off his belt and beat her. She screamed as loud as she could, she fought back 
with everything she had. 

Some of the men at the meeting came in and held her down. There was a rug in one of the 
rooms. She was kicking and screaming. They held her down. One of the men suggested rolling 
her up in the rug. They carried her there, set her down, and rolled her tightly in the rug so she 
couldn’t punch or kick them. Only her head was sticking out. 

“Take her,” he says. 

“We will,” the other man says. 

They carried her off into one of the cars parked in that long driveway. And they disappeared in 
a cloud of dust. 

“Lo siento,” her husband said to the group. Then he calls for singing a hymn. “Dios Eterno, por 
favor,” he says. 

Oh tu fidelidad 
Oh tu fidelidad 
Cada momento 
La veo en mi 
Nada me falta 
Pues todo provees, 
Grande Señor 
Es tu fidelidad! 

Dialogue 



“Rolling her up in the blanket, taking her away like that,” he said. “I understand they gave her 
shock treatments.”  
 
“That’s what I heard too, shock treatments,” she said. “That’s horrible.”  
 
“I’ve seen that shock treatments actually might not be so bad after all as a treatment.”  
 
“Of course, you’d think that,” she said glaring at him. “You probably think I’d benefit from a few 
treatments.”  
 
“I think maybe we both could,” he said smiling at her. “Maybe we could use a lightening bolt.”  
 
She didn’t take the bait. She didn’t roll her eyes or make a face. She pressed on.  
 
“The whole mental health system then and today was arrayed against women, crazy women 
that weren’t crazy at all; they were standing up for themselves. And to torture them? The way 
you think about things is fucked up.”  
 
“You can’t consider anything without this institutional frame,” he responded evenly. “It is 
always with you, that something has to be identified as ‘the cause’ and then everything turned 
upside down, inverted, to fix it.” 
 
“That system is there to reprogram people.”  
 
“The woman had a breakdown, it was what they thought would help at the time.” 
 
“You’re always willing to contextualize the most fucked up shit!” she said louder. “She had a 
breakdown because she was being abused, tortured by her fucked up husband. And you think 
she should have gotten shock treatments? That’s what you’re saying.”  
 
“That’s what I’m saying. That’s what I’m saying? I don’t even know what I’m saying. She is my 
grandmother. That’s what I’m saying. All I want is that somehow, that this, all of this, turn out 
for the best.”  
 
“Happily ever after. That’s how you think,” she said, pausing and looking down at her glass. 
“Things will just fix themselves and we’ll all live happily ever after.”  
 
There was a longer pause and they regrouped, edging back into their corners.  
 
“My mom said that when grandma came back,” he said, returning to the center of the ring, 
“After all that, the shock treatments and all that.”  
 
“Yeah.”  
 



“When she came back, she had bruises, like…”  
 
“Like what? Where?”  
 
“Like where the shackles were.”  
 
“Shackles?”  
 
“Yes, shackles. They must have restrained her.”  
 
“Shackles?”  
 
“Yeah, there were, my mom said she saw, on her wrists on and ankles.”  
 
“From the shackles?”  
 
“Yeah. They had her, well, restrained. Tied down.”  
 
The gravity of the memory and the image had an effect on their usual rhythm. The thought of 
the woman they knew and admired and loved shackled brought them back toward each other. 
 
“I’m sorry, too,” she said to meet him halfway.   
 
“I’m sorry,” he said for nothing in particular but himself.  
 
“What are you sorry for?” she started.  
 
“I didn’t mean to…” he said sensing the fists rising.  
 
“Me neither,” she said, only to agree to nothing in particular, but just to agree, to end an 
argument about what exactly they were sorry for, and if they were really sorry at all.  
 
“I love you,” he said leaning across the table.  
 
“Yeah,” she said. “Well, I,” she said and paused looking down then up at him again, “love you 
too.”  

Act V 

“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you have understanding.” 
God 
Book of Job 
Chapter 38, Verse 4 



“Twist some dials, and the machine trembles, two robot arms pick up soldering irons and hunch 
down on him. He gives me the wink and speaks to me, muffled, tells me something, says 
something to me around that rubber hose just as those irons get close enough to the silver on 
his temples—light arcs across, stiffens him, bridges him up off the table till nothing is down but 
his wrists and ankles and out around that crimped black rubber hose a sound like hooeee! and 
he’s frosted over completely with sparks. And out the window the sparrows drop smoking off 
the wire.” 
Ken Kesey 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest 
Part IV 

“Why won’t you cooperate?” the doctor asked.  

“No intiendo,” she said.  

“I know what that means,” he said adjusting his glasses off the bridge of his nose. “I know what 
that means.”  

“No intiendo,” she said again calmly.  

“Yes,” he said, exasperated. “Yes, you don’t understand. Right. That’s just your way of saying 
you won’t cooperate.”  

He walked away. Her arms were fastened around her chest and locked together with shackles 
and chains behind her back. She was tired. It had been days. Her feet were shackled too. 
Because she had threatened someone, she was considered dangerous, criminally insane.  

The doctor returned.  

“Because you, well, don’t understand,” he said, “We’re going to try something different.”  

She really didn’t understand. She couldn’t deal with her rage, her hurt, her anger. She longed 
for her children. But right now, that was blurred by her desire for something else. She prayed.  

“Dios,” she’d say under her breath, “Dios mio, Señor Jesus Cristo, ten piedad de mi.” She’d say 
this over and over. Over and over. Over and over.  

Orderlies put her on a gurney, secured her to the bed, and wheeled her into a small room. A 
man sat with a small box on a table. They moved various things around the room.  

“Dios mio, Señor Jesus Cristo, ten piedad de mi.” 

The restraints were tightened and someone put something smelly on her temples and stuffed a 
piece of rubber in her mouth. It happened fast.  



“Ready,” somebody said.  

“Dios mio, Señor Jesus Cristo . . .” 

The electricity hit her and she bit down on the piece of rubber. When it subsided, she had 
memories course through her mind. Her dad was there, picking her up and holding her. She 
could hear sparrows buzzing and chirping. She fell asleep.  

After a few days she was going home. There was a box on her cot and in it was a red plaid wool 
dress she remembered. She put it on and sat and waited. They wheeled her out to a waiting 
room in wheel chair where her husband waited with his hat in his hand. He spoke to the doctor 
and they shook hands.  

They drove home in silence. She found herself watching the passing country side with a feeling 
of peace. Something had changed. She knew it was her prayer.  

“Dios mio, Señor Jesus Cristo, ten piedad de mi.” 

When the car pulled down the long drive dust stirred up into the wind. Children and dogs came 
running toward the car. She hugged as many as she could. She was happy to be back home.  

When she sat in a chair, one of her daughters asked her about the bruises on wrists and ankles 
where shackles had been.  

“Mama,” asked the little girl touching the bruises, “Que es eso?” 
 
“Nada, hita,” she said picking up the girl. “Nada.”  

Dialogue 

“You believe in God, don’t you?” she asked. 
 
“Oh boy, here we go,” he said exhaling and leaning back in his chair.  
 
“Well, don’t you?”  
 
“I don’t believe in the God you don’t believe in.”  
 
“You and your spontaneous order bullshit,” she said laying the premise. “If everything just falls 
into place, then doesn’t the idea of spontaneous order fall apart when you put a God in the 
picture, a maker, an unmoved mover?”  
 
“Now that, my dear, is a good question. That is a really good question.”  
 



“Don’t patronize me.”  
 
“I’m not. Remember that old guy in the boat from Vernon, Florida, the Errol Morris film.”  
 
“See, that was a good film,” she said shifting tone suddenly. “This is what baffles me about you, 
is that I love things about you, like that movie. I’m happy you introduced me to Errol Morris. 
He’s a great film maker. But spontaneous order?”  
 
“OK, well, you remember he’s paddling that canoe,” he said sensing an opening, “And he talks 
about the unbelievers who say the world just happened. Remember, he said they always say, 
‘That just happened.’”  
 
“Yes.”  
 
“Well, he says, ‘That just happened’ is God, ‘Let’s just call God that – ‘That just happened.’ 
Spontaneous order is God.”  
 
“That’s at least circular reasoning if not affirming the consequent.”  
 
“OK, professor,” he said. “You did better in logic than I did.”  
 
“Which is hilarious,” she laughed shaking her head. “And so is the idea that God is the market.”  
 
“It’s value exchange, not “the market,” you know I hate that term.”  
 
“God is capitalism! That’s your whole philosophy right there. That’s as funny as it is fucked.”  
 
“No. That’s not it. It’s Leviathan, it’s what Hobbes calls sovereignty.”  
 
“So, God is what? God is us?”  
 
“Got it! Yes, God is us. Think of tát tvam ási, ‘thou art that.’ The Upanishads.”  
 
“Oh, Jesus. Your version of Hinduism.”  
 
“Every concept of God has seemingly illogical nuances, because any concept of God necessarily 
puts the concept outside of things we can conceive of easily. Think of the Trinity.” 
 
“You’re just restating Durkheim here,” she said, feeling like she was about to put him right in his 
place, “Elevating value exchange as you call it, to the status of the Godhead. God is society 
becomes God is people buying things on the internet. That’s truly the apotheosis of bull shit 
capitalist ideology.”  
 



“I can see where this argument is going,” he said wearily. “But seriously, I’d rather have 
Hobbes’ notion of sovereignty, people coming together spontaneously and ordering their 
society and government out of necessity, than you and your friends dictating the ideal society 
from the faculty lounge.”  
 
“That’s a gross mischaracterization of socialism and my work. Powerful individuals and groups 
take charge of that process you described and manipulate it for their own gain and profit; it’s 
not spontaneous and it isn’t out of necessity, it’s designed to keep some on top. You just buy 
into it, literally.”  
 
“Now we’ve drifted away from grandma into economics again,” he scolded.  
 
“Yeah, when the real reasons are exposed, suddenly we’ve drifted off topic. Her suffering was 
at the hands of that patriarchal system, plain and simple.”  
 
“That’s reductionist, although what you’re saying isn’t without some merit. But if we’re talking 
about change, we’re talking about people, individuals not systems.”  
 
“Of course, it is systems versus individuals.”  
 
“But it was her strength and determination in spite of that system, even within that system and 
in its rules that she raised her children and survived. And that’s what people do, because they 
have to.” 
 
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said decisively.  
 
 “She fought hard for her children, raised them and now here we are, her descendants, arguing 
about God.”  
 
“You’re not saying anything different from what I just said. It’s people fighting the system.”  
 
“Yes, but she didn’t do what she did because was reading Critique of the Gotha Program, she 
did it out of necessity, using her intuition and intention, her will, not ideology.”  
 
“But your way, just getting out of the way of the individual leads to the strong winning every 
time, and that’s what happened. She had nine kids, that’s like slavery. That was imposed by the 
strong. We need ideas and ideals for individuals to direct their strength and energy.”  
 
“But things happen because they’re supposed to happen. We don’t get ideas until necessity has 
given them to us.”  
 
“By the way honey,” she said sweetly, “Durkheim is passe. I know you’ve been in politics longer 
than you were in graduate school. You probably have never heard of Georges Bataille.”  



 
“Oh yes, the God is Dead crowd,” he mocked. 
 
“Copernicus didn’t just discover that the sun is the center of the universe,” she pressed. “We 
have that system, that view because it was and is an idea, and idea that stands outside what 
people can know looking out their window. People who don’t know basic algebra know our 
solar system because it is an idea and a story, a narrative.”  
 
 “Yes, but the math still matters.” 
 
“But if we don’t impose a better order, then individuals like grandma become victims of that 
system. Copernicus in a room with math can’t shift power away from the Catholic Church.”  
 
“That’s a great speech. Where do I sign up and pick up my armband and uniform?”  
 
 “Fuck you.”  
 
“This conversation has turned into intellectual theater.”  
 
“I don’t know. I think it’s sexy.”  
 
“Oh yeah? I’ll get the check.”  
 
Epilogue 
 
"AND I ONLY AM ESCAPED ALONE TO TELL THEE" Job. 
The drama's done. Why then here does any one step forth?—Because one did survive the wreck 
Herman Melville  
Moby Dick  
Epilogue 

Job, like Jonah, raises compelling questions and possibilities about God’s relationship with 
human beings. In Jonah, God needs the cooperation of a selfish, stubborn, and disobedient 
prophet to carry out his will. In Job, it’s important to remember that God has faith in Job; He is 
the one who is confident that Job will never fold no matter how much he suffers. These books 
seem to be telling us that an omnipotent, omnipresent, and omniscient God doesn’t just need 
us, he’s willing to bet on us too.  

Donelia Martinez died in 2002 at the age of 87 having seen her children and her children’s 
children grow up, and great grandchildren as well. She was old and full of days when she died, 
holding on and being held by her family until, in a moment of distraction, her family let go of 
the ties that held her, and she took the opportunity to leave.  

 



 

 
 


