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Chapter 1
Prologue


"Celso, please, come." The women in black and crimson beckoned
to him, luring, seducing.

The sleet fell in sheets. It was cold, damp, and dark. It must
have been around midnight; most of the lights around and about had
been flushed out hours ago. The clouds were heavy and the wind was
beginning to pick up. The freezing rain would probably turn to snow
in less than an hour.

He was freezing, indeed, but that lady in black and red standing
in the doorway of that shoddy wooden building didn't seem all too
attractive. Something told him that he should not be standing here
staring at her, that he should be moving on very quickly. But he
had been out walking and shivering since nightfall, and that was a
very long time ago.

"I insist." Her English was broken, a little bit slurred, but it
was deep and dark. He hadn't heard a voice like that in a while,
not since those lackadaisical days back in Haight Ashbury. Her eyes
were black, her hair brown and wavy, her figure slim and older,
experienced.

He took a step forwards, out of the alleyway. The street was
empty, the sleet falling in sheets with a gust of wind. His next
step came faster, and the lady in the doorway suddenly stood in
front of him. The warmth from the room behind her was surprising
since the building was nearly in shambles.

She smiled. Her teeth were not so clean, but what could he
expect from this place? It was a slum, so typical of this wretched
place and this wretched country. This was not his country. It was
the enemies', and he really should not be here. But better here
than in that cold drenched ground in front of that miniscule fire
surrounded by guards and vodka.

She placed a long cool hand around his shoulders. No, they
hadn't bothered to give him a jacket, but then again, they hadn't
expected him to make a run for it, either.

The door closed quickly behind him. The room was small but
comfortably decorated. The kitchen was to the far left, a room with
its door closed to the far right, the dining table that seated five
in front of the kitchen, and a tiny sitting area to the right next
to the narrow stairs leading upwards. Someone was upstairs, he
could hear feet thumping. Doing what, he hadn't the slightest idea,
but it was a bit of a racket.

"Please, excuse my sister, upstairs." The lady had noticed his
irritation. "It is cold, please, sit by fire," she pointed to the
small stove beyond the dining room table. He shuffled to it
quickly, and without prompt, she took off his coat, knelt down, and
began taking his beat-up Oxfords off.

"Lady, that's alright," Celso exclaimed, leaning forward. She
ignored him. What did it matter? He was hundreds of miles from any
safe haven. This was as safe as it would get. So let her pamper
him.

She continued to take his shoes and socks off. It did feel
better because they were soaked to the skin. She hung them
upside-down on the tops of the nearest dining room table, then
stood and tilted her hips, looking down at him. Her eyes glittered
from the nearby flickering stove.

Celso licked his lips as he looked back at her. "By the way, I
didn't catch your name?"

"Katarina," she replied. She kept looking at him.

He looked back at the stove and rubbed his hands. His skin felt
a little better, but the knot in the lower half of his throat
hadn't dissipated at all. His arms remained tense, too, and it was
a shame that his shoes and socks were hanging on that stilted
wooden chair. His bones felt frozen.

"I'm sure you're wondering what I'm doing here," he said,
refusing to make eye contact. She had to be about thirty, at least.
She was no fool. But that smirk on her face said that she wasn't
reproachful, no, maybe a hint of understanding, compassion,
sympathy? Definitely compassion for letting this American into her
home. It was probably her first time seeing someone with the looks
of him creeping around her neighborhood.

"Yes," she replied slowly.

This time, he looked back up at her. "Can I trust you?"

"Of course," she answered quickly. "I am no, I say, I do not
applaud everything my people do." She turned and pulled up the
nearby dining chair and sat down, primly pulling up her dress and
exposing a smooth shapely leg. The guest of honor ignored it with
clumsy eyes.

"That's a brave thing for you to say. What if I were a spy, the
KGB?"

"I know you are not."

"How can you be sure?"

"You are American, and you do not want to be here. That much I
know. I see in your eyes."

This time, Celso smirked, and he turned back to the fire. "I
don't know if I can trust you, Katarina."

"You must. I help you."

He wasn't sure if she meant that he was obligated to her for
giving him a roof over his head, or if she was offering. Perhaps it
were both. Damn that language hurdle, but bless her for even
knowing a word of English.

"I escaped from a prison, I don't know the name of it. The
guards were all drunk on that vodka. They offered me some, but I
didn't want it." He rubbed his stomach, sick at the thought of
having some. He looked back at her. She hadn't taken her eyes off
him once. He suddenly felt very sorry for her.

"And what you do now?" She urged.

"Now?" Celso shrugged. The cold was out of his skin now, and it
occurred to him that it certainly was possible to live in this
sorry excuse for a residence in this corrupt state. Enough vodka,
no shame, no hopes or desires other than the most basic instinct to
live was what kept these people waking up in the morning and going
to bed at night. Not for everyone though, that much was true. What
kept Katarina going strong every day? Enough to be curious about
his story? Enough to be looking out her window at this late hour in
the night and spotting him darting from alley to alley. How
pathetic. This is what his life had led him to? Freezing and
stumbling around, ready to give up and die, should the time come?
Why didn't he just stay in those shackles as he should have? God,
now an army would be after him.

"Now," Celso began. "I need to get out of here. Out of this
country. You know how it is, you need to get me out of here,
fast."

"I will try," Katarina said.

He turned, surprised. "You will?"

"Yes."

That was easy.

"But you must stay this night. I need to talk to my friend. He
will help."

"I would appreciate that," Celso replied, looking at her. She
sounded and looked genuine enough. This really was easy. These
people weren't so bad. This was a persecuted country. A bunch of
pompous dictators using their people as pawns, test subjects,
everyone had a number and purpose—a purpose for their purpose.

"It's been a long day," Celso started. He was grateful, but she
was getting too close now. That chair had moved towards him without
his even noticing. "Is there someplace I can sleep? I'll sleep on
the couch, I don't care."

"Oh no, that not right," Katarina chuckled, her sultry voice
trilled in laughter. A strange kind of laughter. Maybe she was just
depressed. Maybe it was the nagging winter who didn't want to leave
just yet. It sounded like she hadn't had a chuckle like that in a
while.

"There is two bed upstairs, you have one, I sleep with my
sister."

Celso looked away before he smirked. She smiled too, and he knew
it.

Then he looked back at her.

The flames danced in her eyes. Her pallid skin was smooth, her
lips full and red. Was she wearing makeup? They could afford
makeup? What kind of woman was she, anyway? Staring out her window
at midnight. He blinked at her, then leaned away. She didn't stink,
but her aura was putrid. The stinking seductress. If his
perceptions of the type of woman this was were right, then he
didn't want any part of it.

He stood up. "Some socks too, maybe?"

"Yes," Katarina stood up quickly and took his arm. Her skin was
cold to the touch, but then again, some people were like that. Anna
was like that. But Katarina was nothing like Anna. Jesus, Anna
would have been around the same age as Katarina by now. He grit his
teeth and let Katarina lead him towards the stairs. He took a
glimpse back at his sopping wet leather shoes and black socks. They
had better be there in the morning, or he would throw some fit the
likes of her had never seen before.

The stairs creaked underneath their steps. Katarina's sister
must have fallen asleep, the shack was silent. It was quite a
ruckus she had caused only a few minutes before. A short candelabra
lit the hallway above. The ceiling was low, the yellowed paint
peeling in the short hallway. Two doors, one to the right and one
to the left to the street. The left one ajar, the room dimly lit
from the street light outside the window. This one she took him to,
taking a candle out and bringing it with her inside the room.

A narrow bed was in the near corner away from the windows. A
shaggy brown patterned blanket lay atop it. On the small nightstand
beside it, Katarina used her candle to light the lamp. There was a
tall wardrobe on the opposite wall. Everything looked like it had
been transported through time from the 1800's, even the paint.
There was a small hole in the corner by the bed, like someone had
kicked it in in a fit of drunken wrath. In his mind's eye, Celso
immediately saw inhumanely enormous rats pouring out of it. Damn
that recent Lovecraft obsession of his. It was delightfully evil
and comedic, but in real life, it was not so entertaining.

"Please," Katarina beckoned him to the bed. She retrieved a
porcelain basin from underneath the wardrobe and turned to him. "I
get some water for face, excuse me."

Celso nodded and watched her walk briskly out of the room.

It was cold in here, but it was certainly better than spending
the rest of the night wandering the twenty degree alleys and using
a soggy newspaper for a pillow. He went to the front of the room
where two windows looked across to its neighboring brick face. Not
standing directly in front of it, he peered up and down the street
below. This city was unfamiliar to him, even its layout was
unfamiliar, unWestern. He had been wandering for hours, but there
was definitely enough distance between him and those guards for
them to lose his tracks. Unless they had a dog. The sleet was
falling harder, distance far to comprehend. The ice would hopefully
erase his hurried footsteps, and once it started snowing, well,
then, that was taken care of.

He heard Katarina coming up the stairs and he went back to the
bed and sat down. His face cringed. This mattress was centuries
old, too. Katarina was in the doorway with a basin. Of warm water,
hopefully. She placed it on the small table beside the wardrobe and
turned to look at him.

"I be back when you are done," and she left the room.

There was something strange about her. The more he saw her, the
more interesting she became. Her eyes slanted upwards, the widow's
peak parted her hair perfectly. The small curl that waved in front
of her right ear gave her a bit of a homely look, but there was no
homeliness in her eyes. Those black eyes. As he started for the
basin and splashed some water on his face, an icy hand gripped his
chest. She was tempting. Was she tempting him? When she came back,
would she tempt him?

The water was not very warm, but it did its job in taking the
dirt off his face. He ran his wet hands through his dark brown
hair. A shower had not been seen in over four days, and he felt
repulsive, primal. Absolutely disgusting. The grey button-down
shirt was dirty and stained from rolling around in mud. As he sat
back down on the bed, Katarina was back in the doorway, leaning on
it the same way she had when she had lured him inside her
abode.

"Are you done?" She asked.

"Yes, thanks," Celso replied. He turned away, distracting
himself by pulling aside the blanket and roughing up the flat
pillow. There was no hope for that pillow.

Katarina walked inside the room. She closed the door, walked to
the window on the left and began pulling the curtain closed.

Celso looked up at her. Her waist was thin, her hair reached her
rear and swayed with her hips. Temptress.

She closed the other curtain and turned around.

"You closed the door," Celso stated, raising an eyebrow at her.
He was tired, but he wasn't that tired. Just slightly tired. Not
tired for the temptress.

Her red lips curled into a half grin. There was no pause when
she came to sit beside him on the bed.

Celso soaked in her voluptuous image. There was no response on
his face as she looked back at him. Her hand went onto his lap. His
hands remained at his sides. Her eyes were black pits that he
stared into. They came closer. Blinked softly, once, twice. His
spine remained straight and his eyes didn't blink. A sharp string
pulled on his heart, pulling him to her. Pull her onto his chest,
pull her close, inside. He remained still.

Parted red lips brushed against his lips.

The candle flickered violently for a moment.

A hand brushed up on his shirt, the lips poised against his.
Fingers crept onto the top button. Unbuttoned.

Crimson lips pressed into his.

Celso grabbed her shoulders and pulled her down on the mattress
atop him.

She was cold, but he was not. Her body was flawless, the clothes
came off easily. Her eyes glowed in the candlelight. Her eyes were
brown. They were amber. She licked her lips. Temptress.

She pushed against him. He squinted up at her. At her amber
eyes. She smiled.

Her mouth opened to him. Her mouth was not looking for his
mouth.

Celso's throat tightened.

 

Wait a minute.

You don't even know who I am.

Let me introduce myself before telling you about this bitch.
This temptress whore.
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Chapter 2
Chapter One


My name is Celso Riddle. No middle name, just Celso Riddle. My
mother's name is Carrie Logan. My father's name is George, George
Riddle, and he was not a man of his word. Of course, I can't blame
him. Carrie never married the guy, so how could I hold it against
him for not being my father? I didn't have a whole lot of fathers,
and the ones I did have, what a sorry excuse they were. At least I
didn't know George, and that's about his only saving grace. Was he
a good or bad father? I wouldn't know. I didn't give him much
thought until I was older. Carrie met George when she was
seventeen. She had dropped out of high school because she wanted a
new life away from the step-parents. That part was understandable.
I've heard some nasty stories about step-parents, and I don't hold
it against Carrie for never talking about them. She grew up in
Utah, some little desert town in northern Utah, a place where
nothing ever happens. She'd been adopted at a little age, so she
didn't know anything else. But when she was sixteen, she learned
that her parents were not her real parents, and thank God she had
found out, because Dad beat her and Mom was a stinking drunk. So
naturally, Carrie came home from school one Monday after a weekend
and a day of thought. She told me that the idea had occurred to her
during science class, when the decrepit teacher was telling her and
her twelve classmates that there really was no way of comprehending
the size of the universe, and that one day, someone would be able
to see the end of the universe, maybe even conquer it. He was a
dreamer, that old science teacher, but at that moment, that's what
Carrie needed. Carrie walked home. She didn't look at anybody, or
anything, but went straight through the red front door, to her room
on the right, opened her back pack and put all three outfits, a
hairbrush, the fuzzy grey blanket and the red notebook underneath
her mattress inside of it. Mom wasn't home, probably drinking at
the saloon on the other side of town. Carrie went into Mom's
bedroom, opened the first drawer in the long white bureau and took
the entire carton of Camel Lights and folded green bills. If she
was going to leave, she might as well do it right. There was a
whole world of promise out there, and she was ready for it.

The bus came five minutes late, going west, and Carrie stepped
onto it.

"Going to visit my uncle," Carrie said when the curious bus
driver asked her where she was going. "Don't be cute."

Bus driver harrumphed, mentioned something about respecting your
elders, but let her on anyway.

Carrie sat down in the second row from the back and didn't get
off until Reno. By that time, half the carton had gone. The first
cigarettes of her life, and they were actually not so bad. She told
me she was a natural smoker. Good for her. She had gotten off once
to eat a box of fries for ten cents, but she only had ten dollars
in her pocket. That money was being saved for a motel stay or
something like that, once she got to whatever destination she was
off to.

When she got to Reno, she stepped off the bus. It looked nice
enough, but she said it reminded her of her town. She never did
tell me what town she was from. Not that it mattered, being that
she was adopted. But anyway, Reno was not calling her, and she got
back onto the bus and got her dilapidated seat back. The views on
the journey were beautiful. This was America. This was the land of
the free and the home of the brave, where the amber waves of grain
sway and the purple majestic mountains rise into the sky. It was
all new to her, and it really was beautiful. People were polite to
her. Carrie had that gift where she looked older when she was
young, then younger when she was old.

And then four hours later, after Sacramento, Concord, Walnut
Creek, and when San Francisco was peaking above the horizon, Carrie
knew she was home. That shimmering scarlet Golden Gate bridge lit
up the night sky, and it would be even more beautiful when Carrie
woke up the next morning in that shanty motel down off of Sinclair
Freeway.

It was a beautiful morning, and best of all, Mom and Dad hadn't
even crossed her mind once. But that morning, sitting in the diner
overlooking the bay and twenty-something year old bridge, a smile
crept on Carrie's face. It was a sneer at first. What would Mom and
Dad be doing right now? Other than the fact that Mom was probably
too smashed to check in on her, but Dad would have noticed her
disappearance. He needed someone else to beat on other than Mom.
The fit he would have thrown when he found out she wasn't in her
room doing her homework. Carrie was a good girl, and never stayed
out late, or stayed out at all. There was nothing to keep her
there, nothing at all. And they would never find her here. They
would never find her, ever. The sneer turned into a big grin. Never
find her. Never see their faces again.

"You sure are chipper today," the boy waiter said to her, giving
her a steaming cup of black coffee.

"Oh, thanks," Carrie turned to him. He was handsome, strong,
young, blonde, green eyes. He was enchanting. The boy was just as
surprised to see how pretty she was. Mousey brown hair, blue eyes,
high cheekbones, baby doll face. There was a lot of hurt in her
eyes, but she was so pretty.

The waiter stuttered but smiled back. "The milk's there, there's
sugar…my name's George."

"Carrie," her eyes sparkled back at him. "I'm new here."

And Carrie told me that the rest was history. He was a good boy,
but something didn't work out, something was a little peculiar,
especially when his parents got caught up in the mix. George was a
rich boy, George paid for a lot of things, but when George found
out that Carrie had become pregnant, well, that changed a lot of
things between them. But rewind for a second.

Carrie didn't tell me a whole lot about everything that happened
between her and George, but just let me clarify that Carrie was not
a bum or anything like that back then. After she met George, he got
her a job at that diner. He gave her a starter, and she lived in
the basement of a three-story Victorian. It wasn't the nicest
neighborhood, but good Lord in heaven, that one room pad was
infinitesimally better than the eight by ten bedroom in Utah. After
they began seeing each other, he quit because the boss wasn't
allowed to know they were dating. It was 1957, after all. That's
why when Carrie became pregnant, it was a big deal. You didn't even
say the word back then.

At least Carrie loved the guy.

But he wasn't about to show his Mom and Dad that he had been
seeing this runaway stepchild from Utah and that he had been doing
naughty things with her. It was about face. George went to church
every Sunday with his Mom and Dad. His Dad was an elder. So what
kind of man would that make George to be? Carrie didn't go to
church, she had never went to church. What was there to hope for?
She loved George though, as much as a sixteen year old could. He
was going to marry her and make everything okay. Baby was going to
be a blessing, Baby would bring them together. They could start a
new life in Sunset with Baby on the way. George could get his blue
Malibu and they could wave good-bye when Baby was off on his way to
school. Baby would sit with them and share stories about what their
classmates did that day, what was in store for the birthday party
next week. Carrie was so in love.

It didn't go that way, of course. Carrie found out about three
months into pregnancy, and she was anxious, excited. She told him
about her exciting discovery that weekend at the park. He pretended
to share her elation. Carrie might have been lovesick, but she
wasn't stupid.

 

She didn't tell me the conversation, maybe it was too sacred to
her, but George left her a month later, he didn't want anything to
do with her. He never called, and she even tried to call his house.
His Mom didn't know her, and Carrie, still shy and chary of making
a scene, told her she had dialed the wrong number. His Mom
obviously knew Carrie was lying, but who could find out who Carrie
was? George wouldn't incriminate himself like that.

Carrie had me on the first of November, 1957. The hospital was
hush-hush about it, and Carrie went home with me, Celso, on a
Friday night. She lost her job, and the rent was always overdue.
The landlord upstairs felt sorry for her. She was a sad pretty
girl, so young, and so misguided. Carrie didn't open up to them,
but that was for the better—they always thought the worst when
nothing was said.

She met Carl when she went to the store one night to pick up
some baby formula. Carl walked her home, and Carl came over a week
later and they became friends. They became good friends a month
later, and another month later, Carl invited her to live with him
on Carl Street. Carrie and Carl had a good time whenever I went to
sleep at night. Carl introduced her to his friends. We all went
camping together a lot after I hit my first year of age, and there
was a lot of people around all the time. Men with long hair, men
without shirts, girls wearing these colorful shirts and white
bell-bottoms. Orange bubble-gum sunglasses, shaggy beards, and the
incense started burning. The aroma of sandalwood was so strong
sometimes, that I'd sneak outside just to get away from it.

It was 1962 and I was five years old when Carrie and Carl had a
fight. Carrie liked this guy Jeff and Carl was jealous. Carrie got
upset and she took my things, grabbed my hand and we walked out
onto the street. I guess things were pretty bad. Jeff couldn't take
us in, but his friend Eleanor lived down his street and she took us
in. That place was crowded. Lots of people to watch, even more
sandalwood. We stayed there for a few months, moved to another
place, another commune, then another one. I couldn't keep track,
and Carrie couldn't remember, either. Carrie was still pretty,
everybody loved my green eyes and tussled my curly brown hair. I
met some other kids my age but I didn't have a chance to get close
to any of them. A few names stand out, but that's all irrelevant.
They all had Daddies, though. I used to sit on the steps of the
communes and wonder where my Daddy went. Carrie—yes, I've called
her Carrie all my life—said Daddy didn't exist for me. There was no
Daddy. I know her story changed depending on the times I asked her,
but my favorite story was the one where Daddy didn't exist. I was
angry at him back then, I didn't understand what love and life was
all about. Carrie used to tell me that, and that all made sense a
few years later. But at six years old, it's a lot easier to get mad
than understand.

It was late 1967, I was ten years old. By this time, I wasn't a
kid anymore and Carrie left me home by myself a lot of times. She
got these little knick-knack jobs here and there. Nothing she could
hold for longer than a month or two. Her eyes were always tired and
usually pretty red. I wasn't allowed to go near the stuff they used
to put in those clear pipes. When I was older, I could join them,
they told me. That was fine, I was used to sitting on the concrete
stair outside and watching the people go by. Listening to their
conversations was interesting, listening to the music the neighbors
across the street played on their stereo was soothing. One day, and
the days after that, there were so many people. I used to have my
own couch that I slept on every night, but then a week or so after
all those people came, I was given a cot and had to sleep in the
corner with a bunch of other little pests that came with some of
them.

I didn't like that.

I had my cluster of adolescent admirers. I enjoyed that. I had
my favorite green button-down shirt, my dark blue bell-bottoms and
sandals. I didn't know anything better.

Carrie slept in the room next door, the door that was usually
shut after a certain hour of the night. Sometimes, the noises got
so loud that I'd fold up my cot and climb up onto the roof. There
were still people out on the streets at night, but I would sit up
there where the noises were muffled and indistinguishable. Just the
light drum beat from the stereo across the street and the laughter
from below came up here. But for the most part, it was quiet. The
lights were pretty from up here, I could see a lot more of the
city. I found a ledge that I could lay down on. When the nights
were just right, I would watch the moon rise from my waist belt and
then watch it arc over me and pass over and disappear behind my
head.

Carrie became distant. She was introverted, but anyone with a
brain knew that she was a total mess. Every day that went by, I
could see it. Those blue eyes were always streaked red, every day.
Pretty soon, she wasn't even going to work anymore. Some of the
trips she went on, well, she'd leave me by myself with those
hippies for weeks at a time. I ate hummus for dinner for months.
She kept bugging me about getting a girlfriend. I'm freaking ten,
I'd tell her. I didn't care about girls at that point. She made me
wear this stupid amulet and would give me these jade trinkets to
keep in my pockets. Planting trees was a big thing with her, too.
She'd go to the forests outside of the city all the time with her
friend Abby and they'd talk nonstop about plants and animals. We'd
take these silly painted school buses and we'd go to the desert, to
Los Angeles, to these concerts—which were fun, I have to admit—and
everywhere else these people could think of. She'd attend these
protests while I went to school. She didn't urge me to go to
school, hell, she didn't even ask me what I was doing every day.
But that was okay. I knew what all the other kids were doing, and I
wasn't mad at them. What really pissed me off, though, was that
teenage boy she was with, this guy Ross. He was a real bohemian
looking guy, but he was the biggest phony, and Carrie couldn't see
that. Guys like Jeff, his friends Eleanor and et cetera, well, they
were the real beatnik dudes and chicks. Ross had come from Texas
and he was a real loser. And Carrie worshipped the guy, this kid
who was at least ten years her junior. I was thirteen, and he kept
ranting about Vietnam. The fucking war was over, but he kept on it.
What a real idiot. And Carrie kept insisting that they were all
liars, that there was a conspiracy behind the whole thing and that
in a month or so, they'd be sending all these women out there to
fight Charlie. The guy was a quack, but she took him seriously.
When Carrie wasn't there, I saw him kissing up on some other chick,
and I'd tell Carrie. She laughed at me, the dumb bitch. She pat my
head and said "It's okay, really, I know you're just jealous."

Jealous? I was livid. Ross patted my head, too. I swore on
Carrie's grave that I would beat the living shit out of him the
next time he did that. But next time never came because he took too
much of that liquid cocaine and passed out forever.

Carrie was devastated, and that's when I realized that I didn't
feel sorry for her. I was thirteen, and I surprised myself because
I didn't give a shit.

A year later, Carrie decided it was time to get her own place.
Abby was giving her a lot of crap, and a lot of the hippies there
had moved out and left a mess. So Carrie got a job working at this
bookstore, and after a month, there was enough money to get this
place down by the hospital. I was fourteen, and decided it was time
I got a job, too.

I found this place that sold antiques. Picture frames, lamps,
jewelry, things like that. I did the delivering, and that really
helped my physique. I came home one night, and Carrie was
crying.

"Did you get fired or something?" I asked. I hugged my
schoolbooks, waiting for her answer before going to my room.

"I'm pregnant, Celso. And I don't want it."

Now I knew my mother was a whore on the side, and that's the way
it was. But for God's sake, that was a really stupid move to go and
get pregnant.

"So get rid of it, what the hell do I care?" That was a lie,
because I did care.

"I can't do that, you know!" Carrie stopped crying and looked at
me hard. She had been straight for about six months now. She looked
at me and realized that I wasn't a kid anymore. That she didn't
know who I was. Yeah, I helped her out with stuff like rent and
making dinner, but I didn't walk her to the taxi, I didn't sit down
and eat dinner with her or anything like that. She was just a
washed-up hippie who turned to the low life to try and recoup. With
a fourteen year old boy to fall back on and complain to, bitch at,
yell at. Carrie's Mom and Dad weren't her real parents, but they
did rub off on her. Carrie liked to hit me, but those hands of hers
were too small to hurt me. Carrie didn't drink though. That was a
relief.

"So if you can't," I paused, trying to recall where
conversations like this went, "maybe you can say rape, that's
okay."

"Don't be ridiculous!"

"So you can't lie, but you want to kill a baby. That makes a lot
of sense, Carrie. Do whatever the fuck you want, I don't care."

"That's just like you, Celso!"

I'd picked up my books and was starting to leave.

"Celso!" The sobbing started again. "Don't leave me!"

I stopped and cursed her irrational behavior. She could be the
biggest pain sometimes. Her sobs softened when she saw me stop. I
turned around and looked at her. Pitiful, emaciated creature that
she was. Her dyed blonde hair was chopped and tied back in a
scruffy ponytail, black mascara and blue eye shadow smeared down
her hollow cheeks and ears. And inside there, somewhere, was the
seed of some scumbag who hardly deserved a penny from a passerby.
What a waste. Inside the poor, miserable Carrie.

She looked at me like an adult looks at another adult. "Celso,
what do I do?"

I only looked back at her. Jesus Christ, I didn't want her to
kill it. Its dad was a scumbag, but it still didn't make it right.
"You want to kill it?" I asked her. My books were still in my
hands. I didn't really want to have this conversation, not now. Ask
me ten years later and I might have wanted to talk about it, but
not at that moment.

"Celso, I don't know."

Did she have to keep saying my name? Was she reminding herself
who I was? "Well it's your choice. Are you asking me?"

"Do you want a little brother or sister?"

I almost choked. "You're going to leave this up to me? Are you
serious?"

Carrie scowled. "Don't pretend like you don't care! You're
always so aloof to me! Don't you care about your mother?"

I glared back at her, tensing up my fourteen year old frame. I
didn't want to answer that question. Fuck her and her stupid life.
She screwed me over just like she screwed that guy, and now she
wanted to pretend that everything had meaning, that she cared about
my opinion of her, what I wanted in life. I rolled my eyes. "To
answer your question, I don't care if I get a sibling or not. By
the time he or she grows up, I won't be here anymore."

Carried screamed and covered her face. I'd had it with her
antics. I turned around and left the room.

"You're going to leave me! You're leaving me!!" She screamed
behind me. Go ahead, let the neighbors hear. I slammed my bedroom
door and listened to her crying for a minute. It was eight thirty
at night. There wasn't anywhere I could particularly go, and I had
a paper due the day after. I didn't have any friends that I could
run to. I suddenly wished I had a friend though. I never felt like
that before; I was self-reliant and believed in myself. But then,
at that moment, I wished I'd had a friend to rant to, someone to
tell me it was okay and we'd all get over it one way or another.
Really? And I never hated my mother as much as I had hated her at
that moment. How could she think that I wanted a sister, or
brother? It was like she was a kid who tried to pretend that these
big bad people weren't there, that the bogeyman didn't exist and
that Mommy and Daddy knew everything and could protect her from
anything. Want a sister? A little brother to help you along in
life? Instead, you get off on asking me how to kill the damn thing.
Fuck her and her selfish life. I didn't talk to her for three
months after that. Just gave her the rent money and finished the
school year.

As it turned out, she had a miscarriage. She didn't tell me
anything about it, and I only found out about it six months later
when her stomach didn't rise. I know she did something. Roe versus
Wade wasn't for another two years, so I doubt she got an abortion.
But she had definitely done something to it or herself to stop the
whole ordeal. I know she will pay for her sins one day. In the
meantime, this baby's poor soul wanders the afterlife wondering
what ever the hell happened, why did he even happen? Why didn't he
make it like he would have, and who the hell was Mom and Dad? Life
was too short anyway, so maybe he was better off. Life with Carrie
was miserable.

I finally did find a friend a year after that. His name was Max
Galveston and he was two grades above me. He had a normal life,
with normal parents who didn't turn into hippies in the 60's, had
two little sisters, a dog, and a backyard. His Dad drove this black
Chrysler Hurst 300, it was some hot rod. Max used to pick me up
from my mother’s place after school, and we’d go out to the local
ice creamery or go down to the docks, whatever struck our fancy and
just hang our feet over the water and smoke cigarettes. I was
fourteen, he was sixteen. Max didn’t have a whole lot of friends,
which is probably why he took a fancy to me since I didn’t have
many friends either. He was a little weird, he had his quirks. He
liked to talk about his pet rabbit a lot, which was fine, and other
things like that train set he used to work on but never got to
finish. He had a lot of secondary family who were always over his
house all the time, which is probably why he always wanted to go
out. My grades were going pretty well until I met Max, but that was
okay, too. I only kept my grades up because that was just about the
only thing going for me. School was a side project for me. The kids
in my class didn’t like me. They knew my mother was a washed up
hippie, that I didn’t have a whole lot of money, and that I was a
little strange. That was all fine, because I didn’t like them
either. Sure, there were some other kids whose parents were washed
up hippies, but they had dads and a nice house, and other things
like that. Carrie really screwed my childhood over, but then again,
she could have left me at that hippie commune back in Haight
Ashbury, and then I would have had no mom or dad, for real. Carrie
and I lived together, that was all, and I knew she’d be there for
me, and she knew that I’d be there for her.

But anyway, I hung out and smoked a lot with Max. He was a nice
kid, a really good guy. His plans for the future was to become this
famous news broadcaster. He would start off in the Bay area, but
what he really wanted was to move to New York or Boston. I don’t
know what his attraction for the East Coast was. I didn’t think of
things like that. One day, he asked me what I wanted to be when I
grew up. I told him that I had no idea.

“Well what do you like to do?”

I said I had no idea. I really didn’t. I took my life a day at a
time. I thought about the past a lot, I told him.

“Well maybe you should be a historian, or work at a museum.”

That didn’t really excite me. I’d been to a museum for a school
trip once, and yeah, those old pictures and statues were cool, but
those were things that were made ages and ages ago, and who really
gave a damn? The important things were the things of the here and
now, not the kind of pictures people liked to paint hundreds of
years ago.

“Maybe you could be a scientist.”

I laughed. “God Max, I hate science.”

“That’s too bad,” Max replied. “You can really learn a lot of
things from science.”

My mind went back to when Carrie and Abby would talk about trees
and dirt and water supply and pollution. “No thanks,” I said.

“What do you like to do? You gotta know what you want to do when
you grow up Celso, or else you’re gonna end up a street bum and
collect pennies for a living.”

He was right, I knew that. But I was only fourteen, what did I
care about that stuff at the point in my life? “I like to watch
people.”

“Well sure, but nobody’s gonna pay you for watching people.” Max
had a way of stating the obvious. He wasn’t the smartest kid in his
grade, but at least he had goals. “Maybe you should be a cop.”

Now that was an idea. Watch people and make them pay for their
sins. I never thought about that till that moment. My heart did a
little jump, because the idea of pulling somebody over and giving
them a ticket for their bad behavior, for cutting somebody off
because their day wasn’t going as planned, going on a chase after
some robber, that sounded like fun. Set people straight, once and
for all.

“Nah, that’s a dangerous job, you could die.” Max put out my
fire.

“Then why'd you say it,” I turned away. The sun had been setting
behind us and it was almost time to go back home. Back to that one
bedroom apartment with the dingy avocado green shag carpet and
brown sofa, the twelve inch black and white television set and
pewter pitcher on the center of the coffee table that held all our
cigarette butts. If there was one nice thing I could say about
Carrie, was that she let me do whatever the hell I wanted to do. I
stayed out late with Max one night at the movies, I came home after
ten at night, and she didn’t say a word. Just asked me where I’d
been and then she asked me how the movie was. After that
miscarriage incident, she changed a little. I thought she’d really
go off the deep end, but instead, she cut back on her drugs and
began cooking dinner. Going out grocery shopping, to the coin
launderer, buying a new set of cutlery, normal things like that. At
least her head stayed on straight. I didn’t look at her the same
after that. She was selfish, self-centered, not right in the head.
She’d go two ways at the same time, then call me two-faced and a
cheater. I don’t know where she came up with these things.

I never invited Max over my place. I didn’t want to chance it
that Carrie would be home because I knew she’d get all up in Max’s
business. Carrie was way too friendly for her own good. A month or
two later, Max got this girlfriend, Linda. Linda was a real snap.
She was younger than him, but really cool because she’d let me come
along with her and Max whenever they went out. I didn’t get close
to her, and Max respected me for that. She wasn’t my type; Linda
had only one volume to her voice, had curly red hair, she wasn’t
really popular in school or anything like that, but she was part of
the cheerleading squad, and that meant that she had a nice body. I
know all of her friends made fun of her for dating Max, but she
didn’t care. Max had a nice car, anyway.

I was sitting at home on a Thursday night, working on this
take-home math quiz, when Carrie called me and said there was some
lady on the phone for me. Unfazed, I picked up the phone. It was
Mrs. Galveston. She wanted to know where Max was. I looked up at
the clock, and it was ten thirty. I politely told her that he was
taking Linda out to this pastry place up on Golden Gate Ave. She
told me she knew that, but he left with the Hurst around six, which
was more than four hours ago.

“Sorry Mrs. Galveston, I don’t know. Maybe they went to the
movies or the park or something and are neckin’.” I wasn’t afraid
to tell her that.

“He has a nine o’clock curfew, you know!” She screeched at
me.

“Sorry.”

She hung up the phone. I think I just incensed her, but that was
okay. That’s what your son’s friend is for.

Max wasn’t at school the next day, and maybe he’d gotten a
whoopin’ from his Dad and was too beat to come to school. I came
home, Carrie was still at work. Usually, I’d be out with Max by
this time, so I figured I’d go out and see what he was up to. I
left an IOU note for Carrie after taking two packs of cigarettes—I
was smoking a carton a week by this time—and took off for Broderick
Avenue.

Sometimes, I look back at this time, and I can really get a good
laugh at how naive I was. Well, I was fourteen, but maybe I just
refused to catch on. Either way, when I got to the Galveston’s
home, the Hurst and his mom’s rusty red Beetle were in front of the
house, which was strange because Fridays was when his mom worked
and his dad stayed home. I went up the steps and knocked on the
door. I really expected Max to open the door and apologize for not
calling me, but instead, Mr. Galveston opened the door. He didn’t
say anything to me, but he let me into the living room, which I
thought was weird. He sat me down on their peach sofa and then he
sat down in the matching peach armchair.

“Celso,” he started, but then he covered his face in his sleeve.
And then I realized that Mrs. Galveston was in the kitchen, and I
saw Max’s Aunt Debbie and Aunt Karen sitting at the dining room
table, and they were crying.

“Sir, is Max okay?” I felt really stupid, all of a sudden.

Mr. Galveston shook his head, he took a big breath and uncovered
his face. “I’m sorry son, Max… Max was in a car accident last
night.”

“But he’s okay, right?” My voice squeaked.

“No son, Max, well, Max, he went away.”

I was really embarrassed and I didn’t know what to think. “I’m
not a kid anymore, you mean he’s dead.” That really came out
stronger than I had wanted it to, and Mr. Galveston just ogled his
eyes at me. My face turned red, and I decided that I didn’t want to
be there anymore.

I didn’t tell him good-bye, I just walked out the front door and
kept walking. I turned at Golden Gate Ave, then went up Market
Street all the way to the ferry station. The sun was starting to
set by that time. I don’t know what I thought about, other than
that the wind was starting to get really cold and that it was
probably going to rain that night. Carrie would be home, but she’d
probably think I was out with Max. Maybe she’d even go out tonight,
it was Friday after all, and not be home until he went to bed. But
I didn’t really feel like going home yet. I had some change in my
pocket because I thought I’d be going to the movie or something
with Max that night, so I took the ferry to Chinatown. I wanted to
get this pair of shoes they had for sale at the street vendor, but
then I wouldn’t have enough money to get back home, but for what?
Some people looked at me funny, and this old Chinese lady asked me
why I was by myself. Then she started yelling at me, and I made a
face at her and walked away. Who was she to tell me what to do? I
went into this diner and got a soda float and just watched the kids
that came in. I think this one group thought they were all awesome
and cool like the kids from Happy Days. They even had this greaser
guy who didn’t look anything like Fonzi, but sure tried to talk
like him. I rolled my eyes a lot. A couple of guys sat down behind
me, and I heard them snicker. I turned around and looked at them,
and they shut up. I must have had some real serious face on or
something because they didn’t look at me after that. I left the
diner with a twenty-five cent tip and went back to the ferry
station.

Carrie was there by the time I got home. In fact, she’d never
gone out at all.

“Celso, Mr. Galveston called here and was asking for you.”

“Oh yeah, when?”

“Around dinnertime. Where were you?”

“I was out.”

“Celso,” she started.

I looked up at the ceiling and sighed. “Carrie, I don’t want to
hear it. That’s life, so what.” I looked back at her.

She didn’t say anything to me, but her blue eyes told me that
Max was my friend, that I shouldn’t have been so crude with Mr.
Galveston, that Max wouldn’t have been happy with how I treated his
family, and that if I ever needed a hug, she would be happy to give
me one. I didn’t want a hug though. It was late and I was
tired.

I went to Max’s funeral, and their Aunt Debbie got mad at me
because I was Max’s best friend and I didn’t cry. I told her that
boys don’t cry, and then she got really mad. I left early. A couple
weeks later, I did go to his grave, sat on the headstone and
reminisced a lot about stuff we’d done together. I think Max would
have appreciated that.

This guy in school, Charlie, he came up to me around Christmas
time and said hi to me. I know he’d been wanting to do that for a
long time, after Max died and everything. Charlie was a shy fellow,
too, and really reclusive. He was always hunched over, always had
more than two books in his arms, and wore these really silly black
corduroy pants with white suspenders and a white turtleneck. I
found out that his dad was pretty poor, so I understood his
pathetic countenance. He had a way of making me feel really sorry
for him, but I don't think he did that intentionally. The first
time I ever went over his house, I was surprised at how messy
everything was. His mom was dead, and his father lived on this
special check that paid for him to live while his mind went crazy.
Apparently, his story was that he went to Vietnam for a few years,
came back, the mom died from leukemia a year later, and he went
crazy after that. Not alcoholic crazy, just mentally crazy. On
pills and all that junk. The first time I walked by him, it was the
oddest experience. I was only fifteen, but I'd never seen anyone in
that kind of condition. Sure, I'd seen people stoned on
hallucinogens and tripping on acid, but this was a different high,
a high that would take years to come off of. I can't imagine the
things he's seen, over in Vietnam, but it must have been pretty bad
because his eyes were light brown and really hollow. The television
in front of him was playing this golf game, and his eyes were on
it, but he certainly wasn't watching it. Charlie told me to stop
looking at him. I asked him why, and he said that the old man would
notice and knock my head off. So I never looked at the guy again.
I'd heard some good stories coming out of that war, and they were
all pretty morbid, but it didn't bother me a whole lot. Those
Vietcong people were just fighting for their country, and it was a
war after all, so why wouldn't there be death and traps and
ambushes and blood and guts everywhere?

Charlie and I would study together. He got me into reading these
fantasy books like Asimov and Moorcock. I could read fast as
anything, and he would never say it, but he'd get jealous when I
could get through a book he gave me in a whole weekend.

"It's 'cause I don't have anything to do, you know?"

"Well, neither do I," he would moan. "You're skipping
words."

I'd laugh at him and that would be that. For Christmas, he
bought me this big compendium of Lovecraft. He said that it was the
best writing in the world and that you'd never look at things the
same after reading it. Honestly, at that time, I thought all his
stories were silly.

But in any case, the following year, Charlie was starting to get
into some dark stuff. Artwork and candles and incense and things
like that. I didn't want to go over his place anymore, I told him
that stuff creeped me out. Charlie just looked at me a little
funny, then said that that was okay.

Things weren't going well for him, though. His Dad's condition
was getting worse. I told Charlie to come over one day after
school. I was worried about the guy. He was skipping a lot of days
in school, and when he was in school, he'd walk and talk with me,
but he was irritable and irksome. He never flat out argued with me
over anything, but he was starting to be really nitpicky and
critical of me. I didn't take offense, the guy had a lot of
problems, no doubt. And to be honest, it was pretty hard to piss me
off.

Carrie wasn't home that day, and Charlie was over and we sat
down in the living room around the coffee table with the cigarette
jug. He had some books with him, like usual. His nose was
sniffling, I think he was down with some cold from the weather, and
he wouldn't look me in the eye.

"Charlie, is everything okay? You've been out of it lately,
like, the past month."

He looked at me finally, and his brown eyes were dark. "I've
been okay Celso, why?"

"You've been out of school a lot, and we don't hang out
anymore."

"I've been reading, so what?"

"Well that's not new."

"Of course it's not. Nothing's new Celso, I'm fine."

Charlie usually asked me what's new, read anything good, maybe
go see a movie tonight? But nothing like that, not today, and not
in the past few weeks.

"There's a new movie coming out next week, the Godfather. It's
playing right by here, you want to go see it?"

"Sure, whatever."

That was a typical Charlie answer, so at least that was
normal.

"How's your dad?" I'd never asked that before, but there was
always a time for firsts.

"He's fine, so what?"

"What have you been doing? You've been sick all this time?"

"Yeah."

I knew he was full of shit, but I wasn't going to nag him
anymore. I lit another cigarette and he opened his book and turned
to his bookmarked page.

"What are you reading?"

"Quinn, Seabury Quinn. He was in that Weird Tales magazine with
Lovecraft. You'd like him."

I didn't care for Lovecraft (at that time, as I've mentioned
before), but for his sake, I agreed. He said he'd let me borrow his
copy after he was done with it. So that was normal, and everything
was okay after that. Books was Charlie's getaway, and there was
nothing more he liked than reading and talking about books. He
read, and I did my homework. He went home and I didn't see him in
school the next day, or the next. I got angry, because he acted as
if everything was okay, but he was pulling the same antics he had
like the last time I had spoken with him. I dismissed the whole
affair; I wasn't going to chase the guy around because I felt bad
for him. Which was perfect timing, because this new girl was in my
Geometry class, and she was really cute.

Her name was Amanda Dolly, and she was a doll. Straight long
hair like a flaxen mane on her porcelain face. Perfectly arched
eyebrows framed the monochrome grey eyes with its velvety
eyelashes. Her body was the body of an angel. Amanda came from
Cincinnati, Ohio, because her dad found this job with a partner at
a legal firm and it paid the bills. Her mom was from San Mateo, so
it was only a matter of time before her family came out here.
Amanda was shy, and from the first moment I saw her, she became the
center piece in my mind for the rest of the day. I had to talk to
her. So I did the next day; after class, I followed her and offered
to show her around town. She declined, like I thought she would,
but gave me this shy smile that I knew meant I just might have a
chance should I ask her at some later date. We got to know each
other pretty well since I found out she had the same lunch period
as I, and I ditched my superficial cafeteria friends to sit with
her in the library and catch up on homework, but mostly to catch up
with her.

She had a storybook life, never had a boyfriend, liked horses
and gardening, her favorite color was pink, and loved her Mom and
Dad. I eventually got the chance to take her out for some diner
food the next weekend, and after our pseudo date, she told me that
she thought I was cute and that maybe we could have some kind of
future together. Honestly, I thought that moment came a little
quick, but everyone said that girls aren't predictable, and well,
that's what made Amanda attractive to me. She kissed me the next
week, and that was all fine and dandy. I'd never been kissed by a
girl before, which she found humorous since she said I was the most
handsome boy she'd ever seen. She really dug my green eyes, and
found it cute that I read books and smoked two packs of cigarettes
a day. She didn't smoke, but that was okay. She did ask me if I
drank though, and I told her no. I was patiently waiting for when I
turned of age to do that kind of thing. I wasn't the type to be
asking for trouble. She found that cute, too. Carrie met her a few
days after we started dating, and Carrie was quiet. Carrie thought
Amanda was a country bumpkin, the way she talked and giggled, but
after I dropped Amanda off at her home and came back to sleep,
Carrie was waiting up for me. She said that Amanda was a nice girl,
that I'd done a nice job, and that she was happy for me.

"Thanks, Carrie. I didn't expect you to say that."

"Well, I was seeing how you two acted together. You respect her,
you hear? That's a nice girl, and she's probably the best thing
that will happen to you."

I don't know what that meant, but then I reminded myself that
Carrie was a little off. What she said next distracted me anyway,
and now it's too late to recall her expression after she said that.
But no big deal.

"By the way, what ever happened to Charlie?"

I hadn't spoken to Charlie in almost three weeks, I'd totally
forgotten about him because I was too busy thinking about Amanda.
That was crazy, and I promised myself that I'd go see him that
weekend. But then I was too busy that weekend to see him because I
had to meet Amanda's parents and that sort of thing. They were nice
to me, and they asked me about my grades and if I had any siblings.
I didn't tell them about Carrie, and thankfully, they didn't ask. I
just told them my Dad died and that my Mom worked at a bookstore.
Amanda was thrilled that her parents liked me, because that meant
that she had approval to see me practically every day of the week.
I told Amanda that that following Monday, that I needed to see an
old friend and that I'd give her a call later. She was a little
upset, but then I told her about Charlie, and she felt sorry for
him too, so she wished me luck and that she'd be waiting for my
phone call.

When I knocked on Charlie's door, nobody answered. I kept
knocking, because eventually, Charlie's dad would get up. Maybe I'd
get a black eye, but as long as I knew Charlie was okay, that was
fine. Charlie's dad finally did get up and he just gave me this
really empty stare. I said hello and walked past him while he just
stood there and followed me with his stare. Charlie's bedroom door
was open and there was Charlie, sitting on the edge of his bed. I
stopped, because it smelled weird and there were candles burning
and he wasn't even noticing me. He was holding his hands this weird
way, and his eyes were closed but his head was looking up. There
was some black chalk drawing on the floor. There were so many weird
trinkets on top of his dresser, the curtains were shut tight and a
shiver ran up my spine. His body was so emaciated and it looked
like he hadn't taken a shower in weeks. His black hair was extra
shaggy and his outfits had changed to the color black. He even wore
black sneakers.

"Charlie," I whispered. The realization that my friend had
really gone off the deep end scared me. I never felt like that in
my entire sixteen years of existence.

"Charlie!" I whispered a little louder. He closed his hands into
fists, bowed his head, then in an instant, he snapped out of it and
turned to look at me.

"What are you doing here?"

"I was thinking about you."

"Thanks. Sorry I never gave you Quinn. The book's over there, if
you want to borrow it. Oh, there's this writer Lumley that I found.
He talks a little bit about Chtulu. I have a magazine with his
stuff in it, it's over there, too."

"Thanks, I'll check it out. What were you just doing
before?"

Charlie squinted at me, the kind of squint he gives whenever
someone derided his hobby of reading, or made fun of his suspenders
and corduroy pants. I wasn't afraid of him, but I had a fleeting
thought that he would be mad at me and not want to be friends
anymore.

"I was doing this ritual, that's all."

"Okay…" I looked at him a little closer and noticed some cuts on
his arm. Not suicidal cuts, just quick little gashes that would
send a sharp pain, but nothing lethal. I wasn't going to bring it
up though, Charlie was already on the defensive and I wasn't going
to deride him anymore. "You want to get a bite to eat or something?
I'm a little hungry." Charlie knew I was really  referring to
him, but he agreed to go out with me, and we had a normal time out
at the diner. The conversation was subdued. I told him about Amanda
and he said he was happy for me, he said he'd been taking care of
his dad a lot since his dad was having a lot of complications, and
that he didn't have time for school anymore. I didn't believe half
the things he was telling me but I nodded to keep the atmosphere
calm.

We were walking back to his place and he wanted to stop by the
park along the way. I agreed because I didn't really have anywhere
to go, and I figured Amanda would understand. It'd been almost a
month, anyway. Charlie was the only friend I'd had before I met
Amanda.

"Celso, I want to talk to you about something."

We sat down on the park bench and I turned to him. Whatever this
confession was, it was going to be interesting.

Charlie told me about Aleister Crowley, of higher orders and
higher powers, how God was not really God, and that there was this
church he was going to. There was this doctor guy, Dr. Halowitz,
that he had become friends with from that church and that they
would do all these things that would take him to another plane of
existence. All this speak of spiritualism and this whole new way of
looking at things and people. I nodded for a good hour, and by the
time he felt he had gotten everything off his chest, the
streetlights were blinking on and the evening rush traffic was
thick. Charlie finished his speech by telling me that I was a nice
guy, and that if I ever needed anything, or wanted his help with
anything, or wanted to go to church with him, that I was more than
welcome to come to him. Of course I didn't mean it, and I think he
kind of knew that, but I said I would definitely call him. We split
ways in front of his apartment and I walked home by myself. Charlie
had transformed into this strange dark individual. He was still
Charlie, a nice reclusive guy, but he had stepped foot into a very
weird environment that made him believe that he was some psychic
privileged guy. It was good to have a certain amount of pride in
yourself, but he didn't hold that position very well, and it just
came off as really pompous behavior and a lot of nonsense. I liked
the guy, but I didn't plan on seeing or talking to him for more
than once a month or so.

That was the last time I ever saw him. One of his nearby
neighbors, this kid Mark Levitt, poked me in gym class with his fat
finger and asked me about Charlie.

"He's fine," I told him.

"Not really fine man," Mark slurred. "His dad called the cops
the other day, and the cops came to his house and found him hanging
in the closet. That's fine?"

I grimaced hard. What had happened? Why? I walked out of gym
class and out of school. I was supposed to take Amanda to the mall
because she needed some shoes, but she would understand. I walked
around for a long time, and Max came into my head a lot. Max and
Charlie. They were both good guys. They both had things going for
them, at least Max did. Charlie, he lost his mind a bit, but he was
still a smart guy, nicest guy, an unfortunate guy. He opened me up
to a lot of things, lots of subjects and these great authors and
things that made you enjoy life and your time on this planet. We
didn't do a whole lot together, but after you spend so much of your
time and life with one person, they grow on you, and the daylight
just isn't as bright anymore when you know that their existence has
left this planet. But why would he kill himself? Other than his
deadbeat dad, he sounded as if everything was okay, that he was
doing just fine without me and that he couldn't have been happier
with himself. He was confident and felt good about himself and his
ambitions. It wasn't a façade either, Charlie wasn't the kind of
guy to lie about his feelings. He kept a lot of them pent up
inside, but maybe that was the problem. Maybe everything finally
overwhelmed him one day and he just couldn't take it anymore. It
was a real pity. I found myself by Carrie's job and I went into her
store. She was surprised to see me and I know she was just about to
yell at me for not being in school, but then she pursed her lips,
looked at me close, then hugged me. Like I said, Carrie didn't
offer much substance to me or to this world, but she was always
there for me. I didn't hug her back, only because I was trying hard
to not cry. I never cried. Carrie knew I didn't cry, so she kept
hugging me for a long time.

"I don't know what happened," she finally let go of me, "but
things will be okay. I promise. Look, we're still here, right?
We're doing okay. It's just you and me in this world, Celso. And
we'll be okay."

I have to chuckle about that, now that I think of it. Carrie
tried, she did.

Amanda hugged me for a long time, too. I hugged Amanda back
though, really tight. I could smell her light perfume the rest of
the night on my face and shirt. She made me feel better, but there
was still this hole in my heart. I walked around dumb faced for a
whole week. The kind of luck I had. And speaking of luck, as I had
it, I lost my delivery job that weekend. The business went under,
so it wasn't my fault.

The spring went by, school ended. My final grades weren't so
good. I wasn't in the mood to study or write my papers anymore. It
was all for what purpose? I had Amanda, she was sweet to me, and I
had saved up so much money from work, I didn't have to go out
looking for a job. Summer came around, and there were carnivals and
festivals and places to go and I had to get a job then. There were
the Olympics which everyone was going crazy about, and we finally
pulled out of Vietnam for good. Amanda was happy because her cousin
was in there and he was finally on his way home. So I felt happy
for her, and why not? I didn't care for that whole war anyway. Too
many young guys died in there, and the whole thing was a disaster.
What a waste of good souls. School started again, my sixteenth
birthday came and Amanda and I had sex for the very first time that
night. I liked that birthday present. A lot. We did it almost every
time we got together after that, because it felt really good and we
both had such a good time. We'd sneak off behind the movie theatre
seats, or go behind the bushes in Golden Gate Park, in my room and
once in her room when her parents and siblings weren't home. We
talked about getting married after high school, because that was
the thing to do. There was so much to do, so many places we wanted
to go. First, we'd go down to Hollywood and go sightseeing for Al
Pacino and Robert Redford, then we'd go to Tijuana for some
margaritas, then check out the Florida Keys and make our way up to
Washington DC and New York. We'd go visit her family back in
Cincinnati and make our way through the Rockies back to San
Francisco. That sounded so beautiful. We had a lot in common, too.
She liked to read, just like me, but she stuck with Elric and
characters like him, none of Lovecraft or anything like that. After
Charlie died, I gave Lovecraft another reading through, and the
stories became more likable. I also understood Charlie's dismal
behavior a little bit after reading it, too. Too much of Lovecraft,
and you will start acting like one of his characters. Amanda and I
liked to travel, too. She bought me a camera for Christmas (her
family was pretty well-off when it came to money), and I was
ecstatic. I'd never had a camera in my hands, I'd never even had
interest in taking pictures or anything like that, but Amanda gave
me a camera. That was enough. I got a lot of practice, taking
pictures of Amanda everywhere. That camera came with me anywhere I
went. I became pretty good at the thing, and Amanda suggested I
should become a photographer. That sounded like a good idea to me.
I went to this news agency who had an ad out in the paper for a
freelance photographer. They laughed at me, of course, and told me
to come back in five years. I swore I would.

The rainy season came and went. I was barely getting by in
school now since Amanda and I were so busy. I didn't have any
friends in school, our lives revolved around each other. Amanda
didn't know anyone since she was from far away, and me? I never
bothered to know anybody. I knew all their names, but I could care
less about their greasy hair and leather jackets or hippie ponchos
and braided hair. Amanda never braided her hair. It was always
beautiful, straight, and silky. She became more and more beautiful
with every day that passed. We'd be married by eighteen, we knew
it. No kids just yet though, we had a lot of traveling to do before
that. Europe might even be an idea for us. After we saved enough
money, though.

Carrie lost her job over the winter and now we both had to work
overtime to pay the rent. I couldn't keep a job for the life of me.
I quit my busboy job because I couldn't stand the people at the
restaurant, my boss at the record store didn't like me because I
talked down the customers, my boss at the convenience store fired
me because I used to take gum and candy without asking. Petty
things like that. Carrie was getting angry at me, but I didn't
care. I'd always find another job. The only job I could keep for
longer than a month was pumping gas. That job got me interested in
cars and mechanics a little bit, but I got bored after a while.

One day in May, Charlie's old man pulled in to get some gas. I
couldn't believe it was him. The old man was fine. Like nothing had
ever happened.

"Hi, Mr. Rodale."

"Celso, hello," he replied. I couldn't believe he knew my name.
I didn't know what to say to him. He didn't really say anything to
me, but he waved good-bye to me, and that was that. The next week,
he came by again, but this time, he had a box with him. I greeted
him and he got out of the car and opened the back door. He pulled
out the box and put it on the concrete block next to the pump.

"This is Charlie's old stuff. I'm moving out of my apartment
this weekend. I'm glad I found you, because maybe you'd rather have
it than me throwing it out. It's just his books, I threw out all
that wacky crap he had all over the place. I know you two liked to
read."

"Mr. Rodale, thanks," I said. I tried to be enthusiastic, but I
didn't really want all his books. I had enough of my own, and
Carrie would just complain. I took them anyway, what was I supposed
to do? "Mr. Rodale? I'm sorry about Charlie. If I'd have known he
needed help, I would've been there every day."

"You don't owe me an apology. It was his own doing. It's—"he
paused, his brow went heavy. "My fault, Celso, you don't have to be
sorry about anything."

I didn't want to push the guy.

"I'm glad you're okay, Mr. Rodale."

He nodded at me. I don't know where he went. I never saw him
again. But all those books he gave me, well, that was a hassle. I
stayed up until three in the morning looking through them.
Charlie's dad had no idea what they were, but I realized that
Charlie had gotten into Satanism and Anton Levey and all that junk.
Though he'd gone away forever, Charlie still did a good job making
me feeling sorry for him. I was hoping there would be some sort of
journal or something, since Charlie seemed like the guy to do that
kind of thing, but there was none. I didn't want those cultish
books in my house, so I threw them in the trash. I kept all the
novels though. I'd read them one day, though when, I didn't
know.

The trash man took those books away the next day. A couple days
later, Carrie lost her job, and my job couldn't pay the rent for
that month. Amanda and I had our first fight a couple days later,
but we made up after that. She knew I was getting stressed out.
Some jerk ran over my foot at the gas station, and I was out of
work for two weeks. The landlord wanted to kick us out, and Carrie,
the idiot that she was, she went back to drugs. There wasn't
anything I could do about that. I yelled at her but she was too
high to care. I was very close to hitting her, that's how mad I
was, but I had to turn around and walk out of the apartment. I
wandered around the park for a long time. Carrie had been straight
for so long, then she's back in the same hole she came out of. I
was so pissed.

1973 was horrible. I had the stupid job of serving ice cream the
whole summer long, then I got my job back at the gas station right
when there was that oil crisis. Of course, I lost that job again
when that happened. I stopped taking pictures because I just wasn't
in the mood. Amanda and my interests were starting to part ways.
She was starting to get into acting and performing. The whole
thespian thing. She became part of this little group of girlfriends
who wanted to make it big in Hollywood. I never attended these
sorts of activities, so when she wanted me to come see her in a
play, I went reluctantly. It was so stupid and she knew I thought
so. I didn't lie to her. Other boys started to like her, and she
was getting friendly with them. But then, when we'd lie together in
my bed, she'd tell me that we were still going to get married and
do all those things we wanted to do before. Just that she had found
her career and whatever I chose to do, it would work out. She loved
me. And I loved her.

We became more distant, regardless. I'd only see her twice a
week outside of school because she spent so much time rehearsing
and singing and dancing. I tried finding jobs here and there, but
nothing ever worked out. Carrie was selling herself again, and I
had to steal money from her wallet in the morning so we could pay
the rent. She was too rocked out most of the time to notice, but
the times she did notice, she'd try to beat me. I'd let her
sometimes just so she could feel better about herself, and I never
hit her back, but I was getting really tired of it.

I had a lot on my mind. I needed to see Amanda. My seventeenth
birthday had come and gone, and we weren't going to celebrate it
until that weekend. So I had to see her.

"Amanda?" We were sitting in the park because it was a block
away from her acting studio. She was able to get a break from
rehearsal so she could see me.

"Yeah babe?" She was becoming so cool.

"We need to talk. Figure some things out."

"Like what?"

"Well, first of all, I don't like this whole, 'I need to
rehearse,' or the 'Mary needs some help with her skit,' stuff like
that. I barely see you anymore, and that includes in school,
too."

"I'm sorry babe, but I have to work to make it big, you
know?"

"I know, but don't you think it's a little too much, at least
right now?"

"No, it isn't. You don't understand this business, Celso, it's a
hard business to get into. You have to be the best."

Of course I knew that, and I knew that Amanda was not quality
product for the big screen. I would never tell her that, though. "I
understand all that. I just need to know what's going to happen to
us."

"Babe," Amanda put her hands on my face. "We will always be
together, stop worrying!"

"I'm fine."

"No, you're not!" She shook her head and looked at me with those
big grey eyes. "I love you, Celso. I'm not going anywhere without
you. I need you with me, the whole time. The only reason I'm doing
this is because I know you'll always be there for me. You're my
partner, you're my lover, you're my best friend!"

"I love you too, Amanda."

"I know." She kissed me and we held each other tight for a bit.
She let go and looked at me again. "I need you, Celso. I promise
that I'll take some time off this weekend—the whole day—and spend
it with you. We'll take a ferry to the island or something.
Whatever you want to do."

I nodded. We hugged. She had to get back to rehearsal. She gave
me a big kiss and I walked her back to the studio and went home.
The house was empty, as usual, and I felt really sad. I hadn't felt
bad like that in a while, and all of a sudden, all these thoughts
about Max and Charlie came back to me. I spent the night smoking
cigarettes and watching old reruns on our black and white
television set. I was getting angry, too. I was seventeen, I
shouldn't be feeling like this.

I went to the corner the next morning to pick up my morning
sandwich before going off to school. I glanced down at the paper
and there was a headline that read that some girl got raped and
stabbed to death on her way home from rehearsal. She was a nice
girl with a nice family (who was now heartbroken) and her only wish
was to become a famous Hollywood actress. She was only sixteen, and
it was a tragedy. What was the world coming to? They needed to
catch the killer, and whoever had information about it should call
the San Francisco Police Department.

I don't know how long I stood there.

"Hey kid," the street vendor poked his head in my face. "Get
outta here, there's customers."

Whoever was in line behind me moved me to the side. I didn't
know what to do. The sandwich was still in my hand when I sat down
on the sidewalk. The day went by really fast. The evening rush hour
was pretty heavy today. I watched the shadows on the building
across me go left to right. The street vendor was closing up his
shop.

"Kid, what's wrong?"

Funny how I had sat there for twelve hours and the guy hadn't
said one word to me the entire time.

"Everyone dies," I said back to him.

"That's right, kid. Sorry. You can't stop your life just because
someone else dies, though. Only when you reach the end of your line
should you stop. There's a hell of a lot of other things you have
to worry about. Yourself, for starters."

"I don't care about myself."

"Well, that's saintly of you, but you have to take care of
yourself, too. Like eating that sandwich you bought this morning,
for starters. Here," he leaned into his cart and handed me a box of
fries. "Take this too, on the house."

I didn't even look at the guy but I took the box of fries in my
other hand. He walked away with his cart and I just sat there. The
night wasn't so bad. I went to the park, threw my sandwich away but
ate the fries and laid down on the park bench. I woke up the next
morning to this hobo asking me for some money. I gave him
everything I had—six dollars—and sat up.

Two things occurred to me those following days I spent ambling
to nowhere in particular. I only went home for a bed to sleep on,
and Carrie hadn't been home in a while. At that time, I probably
should have been worried about her, but I had so much on my mind.
Everyone I had known came into my thoughts. Max, Charlie, Charlie's
Dad, the little worm that was in Carrie's stomach. I remembered the
first bug I squished between my fingers. Watching Max's dog die,
watching Joe Barbieri's face in school when he found out that his
dad died in the war, or Karen Stephen's face, Anne Zach's,
everybody died. Everyone had a time that they had to go. Some had
to go young, that's all. But it wasn't so simple to understand. I
went to Max's grave and reminisced about him for a long time. I
went to Charlie's grave after that. It was a really cheap
graveyard, and the stone was so empty. Some kids played in the
background, which was really distracting, and I didn't stay long.
Even after his life, there was still a creepy air around him.
Whatever he had gotten himself into, it really poisoned his body. I
looked in the paper and found out there was a memorial service for
Amanda. I decided to go because by this time, my head was just
going in circles and I couldn't concentrate on one thing for more
than a minute.

Her family was startled to see me there. Her Dad came over, and
they understood why they couldn't get in touch with me, especially
seeing me all unshaven and red-eyed. They let me come to the
funeral—I cleaned up for that—and we all just commiserated in
silence. What could we do? The police didn't have any leads, no one
came forward, the whole thing was a mess. Mrs. Dolly kept going on
and on about how horrible the police were handling this and how
horrible these people were for not speaking up about it and how
they weren't working on it enough and on and on. She kept saying
"This isn't right, this isn't right, this isn't supposed to
happen."

Sitting in the funeral service, the priest going on about Bible
verses and blessed is this guy and that guy and how Amanda's soul
is resting in peace. Well, that is the second thing that occurred
to me that morning. If God was so great, and He loved the world so
much and everybody in it, then why did He let a good soul go to
waste? Amanda didn't do anything to anybody, neither as a kid or as
the average teenage girl with big dreams and aspirations. She never
stepped on anyone's toes, she spent her life on me. We did
everything together, and I knew her inside and out. Not one
malignant bone in her body. But yet, some scumbag gets to take
advantage of her and torture her and make her suffer so much pain
and then, just like that, everything is gone. Everything she wanted
and hoped for, everything that was going to be hers, was gone. No
magnificent wedding day, she couldn't hold Daddy's hand and walk
down the aisle, no painful birth, no kids to cuddle with or kiss
and smother. She'd never be able to open the doors of her very
first house, smell the breeze that would've come in and ruffled her
flaxen mane, enjoy sleeping on a bus to New York City or ever see
her childhood home in Cincinnati. Everything was taken away from
her. And only God knows what her soul was seeing now.

I find it interesting that priests and preachers like to talk
about all the happy things in the Bible during funerals. Funerals
are sad, and talking about happy things and the future doesn't
really liven things up or make anyone feel better. They try to
instill some hope into their listeners, but that doesn't change the
fact that that dead person is still dead, and that everything they
ever wanted disintegrated into nothing. Maybe it's selfish to keep
on mourning, but if there's something I can't stand, it's those
people who pretend that everything's just fine and dandy on their
mom or dad, or kid or best friend's funeral. Death is forever.
Maybe not to the person on the other end living on in eternity, or
perhaps nowhere at all, but the rest of a lifetime without that
person is a very long time, and to tell people to cheer up is the
most half-assed reaction to a most tragic affair. To the people who
cut their hair and wear black for the rest of their days? I admire
them.

After they put Amanda's body underground, I hung around behind
some trees while her family and friends left. I went back to her
grave and sat down next to the stone. I couldn't feel her presence
anymore. God. That all-knowing omniscient being who sat up in
heaven and created this being called Satan who was equally
responsible for cutting Charlie's life short and ruining all his
hopes and dreams. How could the both of them kill people, when one
was supposed to be good, and the other one bad? Sure, Amanda's
killer had Satan backing him all the way, but Amanda had God
backing her all the way. That's what people think, but that's
really not true. If God was backing her all the way, then Amanda
wouldn't be dead, and that meant that Satan was more powerful than
God because Satan won that round, and God lost. Why was God doing
this to me? The picture was there. Every friend, every person who
got close to me, except for Carrie, but she wasn't all that close
to me, they were all taken away from me. They all died some awful
way. That wasn't fair. That wasn't right. Mrs. Dolly was right.
This wasn't supposed to happen.

I looked up at the clouds.

I also think it's funny that we're pretty sure God lives on top
of our heads, while Satan lives below our feet. They probably live
in different dimensions, or hell, they don't even live at all.
Well, at that moment, at seventeen years old, I believed neither
existed anymore. There was no rhyme or reason for anything that
happened in the world, and that the only thing that mattered
were  the things we had now, and our memories. Anything in the
future was anybody's guess, because we could just be fertilizer in
the next ten minutes, and that was that.

I wish I had put two and two together at that time. I wanted to
blame someone else. After all, it wasn't my fault that some drunk
driver hit Max and his girlfriend, it wasn't my fault that Charlie
decided to hang himself, and it wasn't my fault that Amanda
insisted on staying at rehearsal when she could've gone out with me
to the movies. There wasn't anything I could've done to prevent
those things. Someone was trying to play with my head, and I'm sure
it was the Devil. God wasn't really in control of everything, so it
had to be him. The Devil had it out for me. It was only a matter of
time before I was next, I figured.

But I still had a lot of things I wanted to do, first. The Devil
wasn't going to get me just yet.

I turned eighteen, Christmas came and went, New Years,
Valentine's Day, Easter, I graduated high school. I didn't know
what I wanted to do. I'd had four different jobs in between them.
Coffee shop, music store, car garage, and now I was stacking
newspapers at four in the morning. It was the only thing I could
get.

I was quiet and unsocial to begin with, but now I became even
more reclusive and reticent. So much so that first, the kids in
high school would ask me what was wrong. I'd look at those people
funny because I'd been at that school all my life. They knew that
two of my only friends, and my first and only girlfriend had died.
And they still asked me "What's wrong?" Were people going stupid?
I'd felt alone before, now it was worse because I didn't see anyone
at all anymore.

And everything I touched died. It started when I was reading one
of Charlie's books his dad had given to me, and I fell asleep while
reading, and would you know it, my cigarette fell in the book and I
woke up to a burning book in my hands. I shattered coffee pots at
work, that's why I got fired. When people handed records to me to
sell, they'd be fakes or cracked. I wasn't stupid like my boss
said, I just didn't pay attention. He didn't know my life, so I
didn't hold it against the guy when he told me to get out of there.
Car engines would blow up in my face. Sparks flew with no smoke.
Gas would spill all over me. Street lights would go out as I walked
past them. Traffic lights always turned red for me. Black cats
always trotted in front of me. Beggars ignored me for change.
People cleared my path before I could even say "excuse me." I
didn't get close to anyone, because frankly, there wasn't anyone I
really came into contact with. The people I worked with were either
old and cranky, or too tired to mumble anything more than
directions on what I had to do.

I had a routine, and that was that.
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Chapter 3
Chapter Two


By July, I was really sick of the newspaper job. I had no
college plans, and I slept a lot. Carrie was always in and out, I
didn't even know what she did with herself. I pulled in my half of
the rent, and she did too. She was still on drugs but not so bad
that she was ready to die. She had a group of friends now that she
hung out with on the regular. She came home after July 4th and sat
down next to me on the sofa. I was watching old reruns of Leave it
to Beaver, because I was too sick and tired of watching the news or
game shows.

"I'm gonna quit," I told her.

"I have some news for you, too," she replied.

"Yeah, like?"

"I have boyfriend."

It was only a matter of time before she would've said those
words. In fact, I was surprised she'd never said them ever since we
moved out of the Haight Ashbury district.

"That's good."

"I think I'm going to move in with him."

"How long have you been seeing him?"

"About a month now. His name's Jay. He takes care of me."

Takes care of your fix, I knew. Carrie had been relatively
stable for the past month, so that made sense.

"So then I should be finding a second job."

"Aren't you going to college?"

We'd kept up this entire conversation without once looking at
each other. Our eyes were glued to watching old Beav brushing his
teeth in the bathroom with Wally. "I don't know Carrie. There's
nothing in it for me. And I don't have that kind of money,
either."

"Right," Carrie said.

"You're really going to move in with him? When?"

"Soon."

That changed a lot of things. We both lit up our cigarettes and
sat there watching the television set for a long time, not talking
to each other. I don't know what she was thinking about, but I was
trying figure out what the hell I was going to do with myself. I
wasn't going to go breaking my back with a newspaper job before
dawn and another job after that. That was ridiculous. I couldn't
think of anything. I'd just have to suck it up and go work at the
convenience store at a morning shift. I hated the daytime. Maybe I
could pull a night shift and sleep all day, which was practically
what I was doing right now.

It was 1975. I was eighteen years old, Carrie was 39. God, she
was still so young, and her life could change at a moment's notice.
As could mine, but I wasn't thinking about all the changes my life
would go through at this point. Right now, Carrie was telling me
that she was going away and that I wouldn't have her extra $40 a
week for rent. It was high time to get out of this place. Carrie
was right. My life was stuck in a rut, and change would be good for
the both of us. I was worried that our mother son relationship
would wane into nothingness though, once we moved apart.

And as I had thought, Carrie and I barely talked to each other
anymore. Carrie had moved in with her boyfriend Jay a week after
that conversation, and I called up the landlord and asked him to
break the rent because I couldn't afford it. He obliged and in the
meantime, I scrambled to find a halfway decent job. I checked the
papers and finally found something while walking down Market
Street. There was a wanted ad put up for some journalism gig, and I
thought it would be interesting. I'd seen enough headlines and read
enough horror stories in the daily newspapers that I handled every
day that I had to have retained some of that information. The
interviewer was relentless and wanted to know why I was applying
for a job I had no experience in. I didn't have any writing
examples either, but he must have liked my charisma or looks or
something (I'm more than positive that he was attracted to me)
because I got the job. Writing came naturally to me. I never had
those writing blocks or sat for hours in front of a piece of paper
like some of my former classmates did. If you told me to write
about the sandwich I ate the other day, and you told me it had to
be five pages long, well, that was a cinch. Write about pine trees?
No problem. The Vietnam War? The drinking habits of teenage girls?
How airplanes fly? It would be done in a jiffy. My writing time
depended on how much needed to get done. One page, longhand,
usually took about twenty minutes. And the page I'd written on was
already proofed and there needed no editing. My boss, his name was
Dan, complained that I wrote too many run-ons, but it was no big
deal. Oh, right, I worked for this small time controversial
circular that got handed out at concerts and promos. Dan had me
writing about gays getting married and how the government was
contriving diseases for population control, what happened to Jimmy
Hoffa, other murders, who was a commie this time around, this
all-seeing Eye and real phenomenon type of shit. I didn't believe
in any of that stuff back when I writing for him, but I felt that
the experience was what counted.

Dan's check he handed me every Saturday was $40. Enough for me
to move out of the old place and find myself in a second-floor
apartment on Lincoln, right across the park. It was a studio
apartment, probably about 400 square feet at the most, including
the bathroom. The view wasn't looking at the park but I could see
it from the front window. The morning sun came in from the east,
and it was all mine. I wasn't sure how to decorate it. Carrie left
me everything from the old place and I brought most of the stuff
with me, but as the summer went by and I had extra money to spare,
I replaced all of it. Even the cigarette jug. By the time my
nineteenth birthday in November came around, I had repainted the
walls a light orange-yellowed hue and replaced the carpets with a
nice white one. There were white and grey geometric shapes in
frames on the walls, woven wooden shades (which were probably the
most expensive items in the room) that covered all three of my
windows. I bordered the windows with this nice cream Victorian
molding and put down an earthy sepia toned laminate in the kitchen
area. All my furniture, including my cocobolo high table top with
its two black stools, white sled bed, matching nightstands and a
long bureau of Bolivian rosewood, two cedar bookcases, metal desk
with its rolling desk chair and orange styrofoam and plastic
cushion, tinted glass television chest with a color television set,
among other knick-knacks—all these things, I picked up from the
junk yard down towards the shore by Chinatown. My days were spent
writing, reading, sitting in the park across the street smoking
cigarettes and watching people trying to make ends meet, watching
the evening news, going to the corner store to pick up groceries,
reading some more, watching Wheel of Fortune and musing at how dull
human beings were, and transitioning from buying cheap scotch to
saving my money up for expensive wines and bourbons. I wasn't
interested in anyone, and no one was interested in me.

The things Dan made me write about were quite preposterous and
outlandish. Some stories he made me write here and there were
sometimes too far-fetched and I had to laugh out loud when I wrote
them. I didn't know how many people actually read these things, and
I didn't care. As long as Dan gave me that paycheck at the end of
every week, that was all that mattered. I didn't really know the
guy, he was too far up his photographer's ass to get to know. All I
knew was that Dan was 29, had a horribly thick mustache, ate
nothing but Asian noodle soup and cheese, worshipped the Beatles
and some other trippy music, loved to talk conspiracies and
contrive lies and stories, and I had no idea how he kept making the
money he gave me every Saturday. It was only a matter of time
before this whack-job's coffers would run dry.

Around the end of November, Dan told me that he wanted me to
start working with his photographer, Ron, and start typing out some
photo essays. I asked him if there'd be a pay raise, and he told me
per article, which was fair. Ron was a real junkie, and I never
liked the guy. He took these crazy photos, really bad, to be
honest, and his drug-induced apathetic attitude and nonchalant
demeanor turned me off. I dreaded working with the man because he
brought me down. The days I worked with him were the days I came
home thinking about Amanda and Charlie and Max. Ron and I were
working on this essay about some Chinese angler in the bay, and out
of the blue, Ron asks me what my dad is doing. I scowled at him and
told him that I haven't the slightest idea. My Dad didn't exist, I
never knew the guy. Ron said he felt sorry for me but everything
was cool, man. Then he wanted to know what I thought about the
Soviets invading Afghanistan. I said there was nothing in it for
them and they weren't very bright for trying to take over some more
desert land. Ron said I was cool, cool, man. I went home that day
and realized that I'd lost Carrie's phone number. That Sunday, I
figured I'd give her a visit; it'd been months since I talked to
her. We hadn't spoken on my birthday or on Thanksgiving, and
Christmas was coming up, so I might as well re-connect with
her.

Carrie was okay. She was happy to see me. This was only the
second time I'd met Jay. Jay seemed like a decent guy. A total
washed-up hippie, but not on any of the hard stuff, just marijuana
and hemp and hash. He reminded me of a lame version of Eric Burdon,
or Jim Morrison, take your pick. Jay was one of those "man" people,
too. After hearing it so many times from Ron, it really irked me,
but I kept myself in check for Carrie's sake. She started fawning
on me halfway through my visit. I guess she realized she missed me
because she was crying by the time I left. I promised her I'd come
by for Christmas (which I never did), and that was that. I didn't
see her for Christmas because I met this girl Stacey at the corner
store.

Stacey came up to me and said, "I've been watching you in here
every Monday night." As if that wasn't strange, but I politely
replied "Yeah, I've seen you in here a couple of times, too." She
wasn't a hooker, but she might as well have been, because less than
a week later, she's over my place and we're kissing and I just did
what she wanted me to do to her. I woke up that morning next to
that buxom brunette with a big nose and painted eyebrows and
running mascara and wondered why I just did that. She wasn't ugly,
I wasn't horrified, but the idea that I'd spent my entire
attraction on Amanda, to end up with a one night stand chick, was
amazing to me. Not in a good way, but not in a bad way, either.
Stacey said good-bye to me, and I'd see her in the corner store
once or twice. And every time I saw her for the next few months,
she'd come home with me and we'd mess around, laugh at the idiots
on Wheel of Fortune and the Price is Right, talk about our day
jobs, mess around some more, then go to sleep with the Carpenters
cooing in the background. The last night I saw her, I realized that
my life was horribly boring. I had nothing to talk about other than
the conspiracies I wrote about and some book I was reading. I let
Stacey talk about herself the times I was with her, and that was
fine. She never asked me about me or my past, and I liked it better
that way.

I didn't see Stacey at all after that, and for a week, I was
dreading to hear that something had happened to her, that she'd
thrown herself off a bridge (she was a miserable lady after you got
to know her) or gotten run over by a speeding car or something. But
I heard nothing.

After Stacey, I gathered up some courage. It's true that I was
stuck on Amanda and Charlie and Max. After some slow rainy winter
nights sitting alone in my apartment smoking, looking out my
southern windows down the eastern end of the street, I knew that I
was dwelling on the past. The past was ruling my present. My
deplorable present was stifling my future. I never thought about
the future. I had my job, and that was it. I asked myself if I
should go and find myself a friend, or even a girlfriend. Then I
glanced at the television set and watched this blonde bimbo dance
around on the screen for a few seconds. I looked down at the street
below and watched these two ladies gabbing together and pointing
fingers at the beggar who'd just walked down the alley. I frowned,
because it was all beneath me. I wasn't going to settle, and there
was no chance I'd compromise for anyone.

I started going out to local bars. Girls found me attractive,
they loved my eyes for some reason, and some were interesting and
attractive enough to take home. Every one of them had the same
reactions, the same oohs and ahhs, the same flip of the hair, those
who did lighted their cigarettes the same way, some wanted a
sandwich, some wanted a drink, some wanted orange juice, and they
all enjoyed the view from my windows. They enjoyed it better in
bed, too. I had so many scraps and napkins with phone numbers
piling up in my drawer that I was getting a little sick of myself.
Most of them were good times, but no one stood out to me. You ask
me for their names but I can't remember any. Maybe a Mary or an Amy
or something, but my mind was so scattered back then; I almost feel
embarrassed that I can't remember their names. But I'm sure they've
forgotten mine, too.

Not many things happened in 1977. I wanted to buy a car really
bad, but I couldn't afford it. There was a green Beetle in the
paper, but by the time I got around to his house, someone else had
already picked it up. I figured the time wasn't right.

Most of my work was with Ron. His photography was getting worse,
and I ended up picking up after him most of the time and finishing
up the shoots. I learned some more things in that whole photography
business, which would be beneficial for me in the future. Some
chick got me into the Ramones, and for the first time in my life, I
had an actual interest in music. I chased Black Flag around for a
while, collected a lot of Stooges, New York Dolls, Electric Eels;
Bad Brains opened up a whole new world for me. I promised myself
I'd get to CBGB's one day. I didn't look the part, but it was me,
and I didn't care what other people thought. I'd go to their shows
in my Levis and button down shirts, but that's what was cool about
the whole scene anyway. You didn't have to dye your hair or wear
mascara or wear Doc Martens to be part of the group—just being
there, you already were. Right, when people started to create a
clique, I thought looking the part was ridiculous, especially being
that I didn't play guitar, sing, or join some trashy garage band.
Wasn't my kind of scene. I sure loved the music, though. Jimmy
Carter got elected after my birthday that year, and that was some
big hubbub, especially in my town.

I didn't like the guy. Never did. First of all, he always looked
watery to me, liquid eyes with a liquid smile and teeth the same
color as his hair. Sometimes, you'll run into someone on the street
and get this uncontrollable urge to sock them a good one right in
the lower left jaw. That's how I felt about Carter. I really didn't
have a fondness for politics, but my job compelled me to keep up
with contemporary news. Foreign affairs kept my interest a little
longer, and when Dan had me researching other countries and what
their story was, I was completely engrossed in my work. But write a
story about Carter or any of the local state of affairs? I groveled
but it bought me my bourbon and applejack.

I knew it was coming, but when Dan's little conspiracy-themed
magazine went under in February of '77, I was most disappointed. I
wanted to believe that it was going somewhere, that the stories I
wrote would actually catch on and become a national conspiracy, but
I was only twenty and entirely starry-eyed.

When April came around, I found myself sitting in the
unemployment line (which was too long for my comfort) and overheard
a washed-up hippie in front of me ranting loudly and obscenely to
the middle-aged Italian guy in front of him. The Italian was all
fired up about how the hippies had destroyed America and now look
at the aftereffects. Freedom was overrated. Then the hippie would
become outraged, which contradicted his way of life, I wanted to
tell him, and he argued that true freedom is letting every
homosexual marry whomever they wanted, letting someone get whatever
job they wished for, if they wished for one at all, and free
speech, freedom of religion, everything in the book. The Italian's
face turned red and violet and he started hurling crude epithets at
the fellow.

You know where I come from, so I couldn't resist stepping
forward a few inches and tapping the hippie on the shoulder.

"You can't have true freedom without rules," was all I said.

The hippie was livid, the Italian, triumphant.

I found a job as a single-column, second page writer for a local
newspaper. My boss, Corey, he was a feisty liberal. We had our
differences, argued here and there, and then he demoted me to
another section of the paper after we spat about the Iranian
hostage situation.

It was a few days after my birthday, after 53 embassy workers
were captured and Carter didn't do anything about it because he
felt they were justified for their actions and that American lives
meant peanuts, I was sitting in the park really pissed off. I think
a lot of people were. They finally realized that their President
was a horribly weak entity and I knew some of them were planning a
protest in Washington. I'd have gone with them if I didn't have my
job to keep. The economy was in shambles. This lady, Gloria, she
came and sat down next to me.

"You look awful." She sounded really sweet. Like her Mom and Dad
were still living together in a pretty blue and white Victorian
three-story on Pacific Ave and holding hands on the back patio.
Like she had a polite little white Spitz who'd rather kiss your
hand than bark you to death.

I guess I did look pretty awful. The political atmosphere was
really bothering me. "Thanks," I turned to her. She had brown curly
short hair with green eyes, like myself. She was wearing this brown
pant suit, and it looked like she had just gotten off of work, like
myself.

"What's bothering you?"

"Oh, nothing. Few things, that's all."

"Okay. I just lost my job today."

So she was just looking for some sympathy. She was cute, and I
was tempted to tell her that my apartment was right down that
street if she wanted to come in for a drink and feel better about
herself. She didn't look a whole lot like the type though. I just
said: "Sorry to hear that. What are you going to do?"

She frowned. "I was a secretary at this law firm, so I guess
I'll look for the same kind of work. Kind of hard though. Do you
have a job in this horrible place?"

"I'm a writer."

"Oh? What sort of things do you write about?"

"Local stuff. I used to write political pieces, but my boss got
upset at my slant and demoted me to stupid things like what new
cookie shop opened up on California and which squirrel is bothering
the old lady at the park again. Things only eighty-year olds like
to read so they can hold onto something before they die."

"That's pretty negative."

"What, my job or the old folks?"

She smiled and shook her head. "You seem to have a lot on your
shoulders."

I thought for a second and chuckled. "I really don't, to tell
you the truth. I just have nothing else to do, so I get bothered by
things beyond my control."

"That's okay, we need our niches. I'm Gloria."

"Celso."

"That's a very interesting name. I've never met anyone with that
name. Your parents must have been pretty creative."

"They were creative, alright. Dad was so creative that he
figured I'd be better off without him."

"Doesn't sound like you're very depressed about it."

"What the hell makes you say that?"

"Well, that's the first thing you told me. You may be angry
about it, but you're not telling me the truth."

I looked at her from the corner of my eye. "Are you trying to
analyze me? Don't do that. I know who I am and I don't care who
else does."

She smiled. I thought she'd get offended, but she wasn't as
uptight as I thought. "I went to school for psychology, but ended
up pushing papers and making phone calls. I'm just trying to figure
out why you have such a scowl on your handsome face."

"My apartment's right there, if you want to get these games over
with."

Now she scowled, and I smiled inside. At least she had some
values. I hated those analyzing types, especially those that
analyze after getting naked under the sheets.

"No thanks," Gloria retorted, crossing her legs away from me.
"Can't a woman talk to a man without the one thinking the other is
making an advance?"

"Not these days. It'll probably get worse, too. Besides, you're
the one that called me handsome."

"And you started right for the bedroom. I'd like to be able to
give a compliment without worrying about subliminal
interpretations."

Now she was getting irritated that she was being analyzed? I
wasn't seeing as many women as I used to anymore, I think I was out
of touch.

"Could we talk about something else?" She looked at me.

"Sure. Do you think Carter'll pull those folks out of Iran?"

"You're worrying your mind over things like that? How old are
you, Celso?"

"Twenty-two. And you?"

Gloria smiled. "Twenty-nine. Don't worry yourself over things
like that. You're still so young, you should be thinking about
other things that aren't so detrimental. You'll be getting lines on
your face by the end of this month."

"I won't hold it against myself," I assured her.

So we sat there and talked about what books we liked to read,
what our dream jobs would be, and where we wanted to see ourselves
in ten years. We assured each other that our dreams were possible.
Maybe not together, but it was a nice feel-good conversation. We
both needed it.

The sun was going down and Gloria said she had to go stop by the
bank before going home. I offered her a sandwich or something
before we parted ways, but she put my offer down.

"Sorry Celso, I need to pay the rent tonight. Maybe we'll run
into another again?"

"I like that idea," I answered. She was a genuinely nice lady, a
more mature and intelligent woman not like the girls I picked up in
bars and punk shows. We disagreed on a few things here and there,
but that was normal, right? I told her that I was going to stick
around and she could go on ahead. I had come to the park to clear
out my head, after all, and she'd come and interrupted it, though I
didn't tell her that.

She smiled a nice sweet smile at me, her green eyes sparkled and
I could tell she was looking forward to next time. Maybe I'd take
her out to the local eatery here, the nice one. I waved good-bye
and she walked off. I watched her cross Lincoln and she turned
around to give me the last look. You know, those looks that girls
give that says that they're interested in you and yeah, they're
definitely looking forward to seeing you again.

But something went wrong, because it was dusk and this black car
came racing down Lincoln and it hit Gloria and she went flying in
the air. My entire body went numb and my legs felt like they were
made of steel. The car skidded to a halt, and Gloria was in a lump
on the pavement. The driver had gotten out of his car before I
could even get up to my feet. I've seen dead people, but I've never
seen someone die.

I ran to Gloria as fast as I could. The man had rolled her over
and was shaking her face. There wasn't any expression on it as I
got there, and he looked up at me.

"She's unconscious! I'm going to call the police."

I nodded. I lost my voice, I couldn't speak.

I knelt down beside her. I noticed a dark puddle growing
underneath her curly hair.

She was unconscious. I saw her hit but I didn't see her fall—the
image was stained in my head, and it wouldn't stop playing in slow
motion. The sun was barely giving any light, but I could see
Gloria's pale face atop the tar pavement. I didn't want to touch
her—only brushed away the curls away from her face.

"Gloria," I whispered. I could hear the guy frantic on the pay
phone down the street. Traffic was starting to pile up behind his
car, but it was silent. I think they knew better than to honk their
horns.

"Gloria," I said again. I caressed her face lightly. Like I
said, I've seen dead people, overdosed on a colorful concoction of
drugs, but I've never seen someone dying right in my face. A hard
guttural moan came out of her throat. I noticed a brown trickle
coming out of her left ear. I rubbed her cheek some more and she
slowly opened her eyes. They weren't so green anymore, the lemon
green flecks had turned into an ashen grey, and they were pretty
glazed over.

She looked up at me. She was trying to raise her arm, but I
don't think her body was able to voluntarily move at this
point.

"Celso," was what came out of her mouth. Her teeth and lips were
dark red. The corner of her mouth turned up.

"It'll be all right, Gloria, just close your eyes. They're
calling the ambulance right now."

She did smile and she closed her eyes. And her book closed.

At least she smiled. At least she had something to smile about.
I'd hate to think that she was smiling at me, because of me, but
what make people happy, I always thought was strange. I didn't
imagine myself smiling when I was dying. Especially not in this
sort of circumstance.

The man came rushing back and leaned over huffing.

"How is she?"

"It's too late," I answered, standing up.

"What?" He didn't mean that, he was just incredulous. The guy
had to be about early thirties. His life would never be the same
after this evening.

Some sirens were crying in the distance, coming closer by the
second. Some rubber neckers drove by slow, craning their necks to
get a morbid look so they could have a sorry story to tell their
friends when they went home. The puddle of blood under Gloria's
head was getting bigger. I stood there, looking down at her. The
man was shivering. He couldn't take her eyes off of Gloria,
either.

The sirens were about a block away. The man grabbed me.

"It wasn't my fault! Jesus Christ, they're gonna send me to
jail!"

I shook his hand off of me. "No, they're not."

"It's not my fault, you hear? She just ran out, she wasn't even
looking! I couldn't stop, this is a main road!"

"I don't know, man," I said, looking at him. He was really
desperate. He looked like he was going to cry. "You keep that
attitude and the police will think you're hiding something."

The man swallowed and turned away from me.

I wasn't going to say anything.

 

"I heard a bump and I looked up, and that lady was on the
ground. I don't know who she is. It's too bad," I told the officers
who questioned me. "I was just sitting in the park smoking, I
wasn't looking."

I don't know why I denied it. But I know when I went back to my
apartment after the scene cleared, I was exhausted. I braved a
glimpse back out my window down to the spot where Gloria hit the
ground. There were chalk marks on the ground. I never knew what
those chalk marks and squares and lines were before now. I always
thought they were just maintenance workers dotting the underground
pipes. The big bleach stain on the road was big and glaring from
this distance above, and I could see that it didn't do a very good
job in erasing the blood stain.

Standing in the window, I lit another cigarette. They didn't
take the guy prisoner, just took him down to the precinct for
questioning and fingerprinting. Yeah, his life would never be the
same. I wondered if the guy had kids or a wife. Maybe he lived
alone and it wouldn't matter to anyone whether or not he went to
the insane asylum. I couldn't get my eyes off the dark stain in the
middle of the bleach. Our conversation repeated itself in my mind
over and over, her fleeting looks at me or how the curls slid over
her shoulder in the light breezes. A converting liberal, a fired
business woman. She wouldn't need to find another job, that was for
sure. And then I felt really morbid.

I couldn't sleep that night, knowing that that bleach stain was
still there on the road. I just laid there staring at the ceiling,
watching the long rectangle shadows slide across the ceiling every
time someone drove by and drove over that spot. I bet most of those
people driving over that spot had no idea what happened there. They
just kept driving on laughing with their friends in the car or
moping in their own sorry little worlds, or sipping their coffee
without a worry in the world, wondering what tomorrow's weather
would be like. All the while, they were driving over the spot where
a nice young woman's life came to a crashing halt. How many people
died falling on their head?

That's how I spent my entire night.

When I crawled out of my bed that morning and walked to the
window, I was relieved to see that the bleach didn't stand out so
much in the sunlight.

I called out of work that day. I went downstairs to the landlord
and asked him if I could move out. I wasn't going to stand in my
window every day and stare at that bleach stain. I had to stop this
before it consumed me, before I started making a bad habit of it.
Even when the winter rains came, I knew I would still be standing
there staring at that spot ten feet from the manhole. The landlord
was kind of ticked, but maybe he understood. Maybe he knew I didn't
sleep at all that night because of what happened. Maybe he heard me
lie to the police. Maybe he felt sorry for me. Was I turning into
Charlie, making people feel sorry for me? He told me to start
looking.

It was a Friday, I had the whole weekend to pack up my things
and to find a new place. I was able to find a place up for rent
that was about ten bucks cheaper than the one I had on Lincoln. Of
course, it was ten dollars less in quality, I had a neighbor next
door to contend with, including two upstairs, and I didn't have a
street view. My windows looked into alleys. My faux wooden blinds
came in handy for privacy now, that was about it. It was another
studio apartment, this one only had a shower stall in the bathroom,
and the kitchen was twice as small as the one before. At least the
counter stuck out enough for me to put one stool there, because
there certainly wasn't any room for my two-chair dining set.

I was fully moved out by the next weekend, and I finally got my
first good sleep. Gloria had been on my mind the entire week. I
didn't tell anyone about it, and no one at work noticed my glum
mood.

At least I had an extra thirty dollars every month for play.

I started buying more liquor again, but kept myself in check.
When the booze kept me from waking up in the morning and getting to
work was when I threw away most of my bottles.

Christmas of 1979 was unimportant. I went to Carrie's place for
dinner. I got her a cheap bracelet and watch, she got me a
coffeemaker and a carton of cigarettes. She was always practical
like that. She looked like she was doing okay. I didn't tell her
about Gloria, but she sat down with me and told me to find a nice
girl.

"How old are you now Celso, twenty-two? You need to be finding
yourself a nice girl to be with. Someone who can take care of you,
make dinner for you and things."

I shook my head. "I like my cooking. And I'm not happy with this
job, I can't have a live-in with a crappy job like this."

"Well what about that camera Amanda gave you? Maybe you could do
something with that."

I flinched at the mention of her name. Carrie noticed.

"Don't tell me you're still upset about Amanda," she frowned.
"You couldn't have done anything about that." She lit a cigarette
and kept talking. "I hope you're not avoiding girls because of
her."

This is where I refrained from telling her about Gloria. "I
don't know, Carrie. I don't think I'm meant to be with anyone."

"That's not true, and you know that."

I shook my head. "You don't understand. You don't know my
life."

Carrie took that personally. "Now don't go blaming this on me,
Celso. I stayed with you as long as I could."

Like she was doing me a favor?

"That's not what I'm talking about."

"Well then quit moping around and go find yourself a nice girl.
Someone who'll make you laugh. Because you need someone like
that."

"Yeah kid," Jay poked his head in. "You need to lighten up. I've
only seen you a couple of times, but man, are you a downer."

"Thanks," I said. Jay was tolerable, but he shouldn't be putting
his nose into my business.

In the taxi ride home, I began to wonder what the hell I was
going to do with my life. I was twenty-two, with a dead-end job,
living in a dead-end neighborhood with nothing to look forward to.
I had a decent amount of money, but not enough to buy my own house.
I resolved to buy a car. I had the money for it. Something
nice.

I got to looking at a Pinto, then I wondered why I was cutting
myself so short. Money was made for spending. I bought a dark blue
'78 Chevy Nova. It was worth every penny I'd spent on it, which was
every penny in my pocket. I have to say, I don't know why I didn't
buy myself a car earlier. Sure, I had to spend money on gas and
learn how to take care of a car now, but it was worth it. My Nova
kept me occupied quite nicely for the winter into 1980.
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Chapter 4
Chapter Three


My typewriter broke. When I was waiting in line with this
thirty-five pound Remington typewriter in my arms, Amanda's camera
came into my mind. Why was it sitting in my closet for all this
time? I went home and after setting up the typewriter, I dug out
the old Keystone camera. It was a little dusty, I still had a roll
left and I took a snap. It worked fine. I went into work the next
day and decided I'd try my hand at being a photographer. My boss
said no way, like I knew he would, and as planned, I went with our
photographer Bill on a story. I took a few snaps, he didn't mind
showing me the works.

1980 went by. Jimmy Carter bails out Chrysler. I was only
beginning to understand fiscal politics at this point. Mount St.
Helens blew up and dominated the news. The boss Corey wanted to
send Bill up there to take pictures, but unfortunately, we didn't
have enough money. Oh right, Corey decided he'd punished me long
enough and moved me up to write stories for the second page instead
of the last page. I felt a little proud about that. But anyway, the
Soviets had invaded Afghanistan, and that was creating a bit of a
big din. The year was uneventful, and my life was turning back into
writing, girls, booze and my photography. Bill and I had these
little artsy projects on the side but those didn't go anywhere. I
turned twenty-three, and Reagan won. Corey got so pissed and I
laughed behind his back. We had a small blurb about it in our
paper, but to our paper, it was small news. Corey said that that
man would run this country into the ground, that that
Bible-thumping actor was nothing but a joke. Well, I didn't see too
much wrong in Reagan's shtick, but I didn't say anything. I needed
my job. The unemployment was the highest I'd ever seen. Some
homeless people used to stick around in my alley. I didn't say
anything, but I hated it.

Well then John Lennon got shot, and Bill got his big break.
Corey got him on a plane to New York and took the pictures for our
story. Right, that was a bit of my big break, too, since I got to
write the story. Someone else wrote the follow-up tribute, but I
got to write the breaking news. It was great stuff, God rest the
poor man's soul. Another Christmas came and went. I don't remember
what I got for Carrie, but I got something for Jay, too. It was the
longest relationship Carrie had to this point, at least when it
came to it being serious. That was an accomplishment of some kind.
Maybe Carrie was finally growing up. I, on the other hand, could
care less about relationships. God's honest truth, I didn't want to
be with anyone. The whores I picked up in bars weren't the type I
cared about, and that seemed alright, because nothing ever happened
to them. But Gloria affected me more that I'd like to have admitted
at the time. I met this girl at the bar named Gloria once, and I
almost threw up on myself. She was offended because she thought I
thought her disgusting, but I had to leave the pub. I didn't feel
well the whole night after, and I ended up drinking too much cognac
and passing out on my new used sofa.

1981. Reagan takes office, and with it, gets to announce that
the American hostages are being sent back home. Then someone shoots
him hardly two months later, and Corey made a big deal about it,
hoping that the man would die. Unfortunately for him, people loved
the man even more. Then, in a bar, I overheard this guy talking
about some virus or pneumonia was effecting gays in Los Angeles,
and I told Corey that this could be something big. I guess my
ex-boss, Dan and his conspiracy tendencies had been pretty
engrained in my head I guess. But Corey bought it, and I wrote a
story on it. Of course, if I'd written that a few months later,
people would have taken note, but it was too early for anyone to
care. Corey got a bit pissed at me because I made him look bad,
like some conspiracist nut job. I frowned but what could I do. When
it did become a big deal, Corey didn't say anything about it. I
didn't say anything, because I'm not the type to rub it in.

Corey started expanding the business at the end of '81. By
Thanksgiving, we'd moved into the Union Square area. Real ritzy and
hoity toity. Corey told me I'd have to start wearing slacks and
smart shoes. My button-downs were fine for now. We expanded our
sections and now there were people wandering down the halls whom
I'd never seen before. They were nervous, young, this was probably
their first gig in journalism after college or something. A couple
of them tried to mooch off of me, but I wasn't having it. I told
them to just stay away, that I couldn't do anything for them. I had
my little political and breaking news section, and I was satisfied.
A secretary greeted us at the door now, and referred phone calls
and handled some paperwork. Her name was Anna. She was of Eastern
European descent, but had no accent and was quite Americanized. She
must have been first generation.

Anna always greeted me every morning, very bright and cheerful.
I never said hello, I just nodded. I'm not a morning person and
always operated better at evenings and nights. She'd try to make
some small talk with me, but I would always cut it short. I had
things to do. I wanted to get in work and get out as quickly as
possible.

I was starting to see this girl I met at a coffee shop nearby
where I live. Her name was Lilly and she had these gorgeous grey
eyes. Well, she had Amanda's eyes, really. Hueless, grainy with a
few black flecks in them. From a distance, they looked almost
white. Lilly was a one-night stand turned into a weekend affair
into a monthly affair. I started seeing Lilly after Thanksgiving.
We never talked about our personal lives. She knew I worked as some
journalist, and I knew that she worked in some retail store. She
was twenty-one, still living with her parents. Both of our old
folks were ex-hippies so I guess we had a connection there. She was
real sweet on me the first time we met. We talked about the weather
and what book I was reading and what we liked to do for fun. Our
conversations were in the same first act all the time.

We never called each other but conveniently met at the coffee
shop or bar if we were ever in need of each other’s' company. She
wasn't particularly bitchy or vain and self-centered like most of
the other girls I'd been with. One day, she asked me if I wanted
her to be her girlfriend. I didn't even know the kid, and apart
from the bedside manners, there wasn’t any depth between the two of
us. She loved the disco, she didn't read, or write for that matter,
liked flowers and gardening and animals. Everything I was not
interested in. So I told her I didn't want to get close to her,
that I wasn't in need of a girlfriend. She still met up with me at
the bars though. I guess commitment wasn't a big issue for her. Me,
I was starting to slow down. I met Lilly more often at the coffee
shop than at the bar scene. Sure, I still drank my drinks, but at
home by myself, or with Lilly.

One night, she wanted to get to know my past. Who my parents
were, where'd I go to school, what's my favorite television show,
things like that. I was tempted to throw her out right there, and I
said "not now, Lilly." She didn't take offense to that either, and
it was a strange sensation. I knew she wasn't just trying to make
conversation, because she wasn't that type. But yet, it didn't
matter to her whether or not I cared about her. God's honest truth,
I'm sure she was just a nymphomaniac. I just never asked.

Winter passed and the days were getting a bit warmer. Anna still
said hello to me every morning, asked how I was feeling, how was
your weekend, etc. Anna cut her straight brown hair one day, and
suddenly she looked much more mature and feminine. I didn't say
anything, though. Anna looked like she wanted me to say something
to her when I saw her, but I pretended not to notice. What good
would it be anyway? I didn't want to ruin her life like I did to
everyone else's. It was a miracle that Lilly was still running
around planting flowers and dancing in the burnt out disco halls.
Anna looked pretty dejected.

When she stopped saying hello to me, that's when I got to
feeling dejected. I didn't notice what was wrong at first, but my
day was going pretty badly. I couldn't do anything right: I'd run
out of correction tape, I spilled my coffee and broke the mug, the
ideas were just not flowing, and I'd forgotten my wallet. Corey
wanted a meeting during lunch, so there was no way that I'd be able
to eat anything during or after. I was pretty distraught. When I
walked out of the office that day, Anna didn't say good-bye. I
didn't notice.

I didn't notice the next couple of days either, but then I did
notice on Friday. I walked into the office and Anna didn't even
look up at me. I thought that maybe she had a lot of things on her
mind or something. I left for lunch and she didn't say anything. I
came back from lunch and she didn't say anything. I walked by her
desk and paused in the hallway.

"How was your lunch, Anna?"

She darted her head up really quickly, like she was waiting,
testing me.

"It was great, I had peanut butter on toast."

Our new building had a kitchen, but I never used it. "That's
nice," I replied, then turned around and went to my office.

The day ended, and before I could walk out the front door, I
noticed the chair scrape and suddenly, Anna was right next to me.
She was pretty short, I never knew. Then again, I was over six feet
tall, and she'd never stood next to me before.

"What are you doing tonight, Celso?"

Friday nights were disco nights for Lilly, so I wasn't going to
be seeing her tonight. My mind ran, wavering between something and
nothing. The latter came out.

"Oh," Anna seemed nervous. "Well this new café opened up by my
apartment, maybe you'd like to come with me and check it out?"

I wasn't really up for that. Maybe if I wanted to get to know a
person, then it would be all right. "Sure," I said.

"Great!" Anna was excited. "Um, maybe we could go there
now?"

"Okay," I replied.

"Let me get my things!"

I stood outside on the front steps and lit a cigarette.

"Ooh, you shouldn't smoke, it's not good for you."

I clenched my jaw. I was not going to stand to be reprimanded
all night. "Deal with it," I told her.

She looked at me sadly with her dark brown eyes and we walked
down the steps and headed south.

We went down towards the Presidio Golf Course to this Asian Café
on Clement with a "Grand Opening" sign on the front door. I got to
know Anna.

Anna was twenty-six, two years older than me. Funny, because she
looked like she was only twenty. She had a very childish visage,
somewhat roundish face with big eyes and wavy brown hair. Anna's
mother moved to New York before the Soviet takeover in World War
II, met her Ukrainian father in New York and got married to him in
less than a week, and they had her, their only child, before moving
to California. She had grown up very poor in the beginning, but
then her father ended up having a successful business as an
electrician and they were now retired somewhere in Lincoln
Park.

I didn't ask her any questions, she just continued to talk about
herself. It was all right, because I wasn't in the mood for asking
questions, and certainly not about to talk about myself to her. It
was strange though because I was not uninterested during the entire
conversation. She didn't come off as being full of herself, rather,
she knew I wasn't the talkative type and she took it upon herself
for me to get to know her. She smiled really nice at me often,
while other times, she'd look at me so intensely that I had to
stare back at her. She was certainly the most unique person I'd
ever met in my twenty-four years.

By the end of our light dinner, I'd gotten to know her parents
without them ever being there. I also knew what part Ukraine played
before the Soviet rule and the now. Her mother's parents were still
over there in Kiev. They were in their eighties, and she hadn't
spoken to them in years. She talked about them a lot, though she'd
only seen pictures of them and spoken to them on the phone when she
was a small kid.

I offered to pay the cheque and she insisted that she cover her
own bill. I shrugged and she looked at me, like she wanted me to
argue with her.

"You want me to say, 'I insist?'" I blurted out to her.

She pouted a little, then shook her head. "No, I'm sorry."

"You give me all these little looks, Anna, I wish you'd just say
how you feel instead of trying to make me interpret your little
innuendos and gestures."

"I'm sorry," she put her head down. I wasn't cross with her, I
hope she knew that, but I really hated deciphering peoples' little
personal codes. I was good at cracking them, but I hated doing
it.

We paid the bill and walked out the door.

"I'll drive you home," I offered.

"Oh, that's okay, I live right down here on 17th, only a little
block."

"I insist," I paused. "And I mean it."

She looked up at me really quick and smiled. "Okay."

I walked her down to her house. The houses were pretty down
here, and she lived in the smallest one of them all, but cute
nonetheless. White with cerulean blue trim and a striped garage
door. Only one bay window in the front and a dormer window on top.
It was squeezed between these three story Victorians, but it suited
her. A little first generation Ukrainian stuck in the city.

"You live here by yourself?"

"Yes, don't you live by yourself?"

"Well, you're a lady, it's a little different."

"Not different, but I appreciate your concern," she said. She
smiled at me and said that she would see me Monday. I watched her
walk up the steps and open and close her front door. I stood there.
I wasn't aghast, just surprised. She hadn't asked me in, nor kissed
me, nor hugged me, she didn't do anything every other girl I'd met
had done. I frowned, turned around, and started walking back to my
Nova. Perhaps it were because she was something of a foreigner.
Maybe that was the European thing to do. Talk about your parents
past and then say good-night. I couldn't help but think about her
during the weekend. I went to the library on Sunday after Lilly
left that morning and started looking up old publications and
clippings about Soviet Russia. Mother Russia. I picked up a few
books on Ukraine and its history. I'd be darned if I didn't know
what Anna was talking about. My history classes had refrained from
learning about the USSR, so it was all new to me.

On Monday morning, Anna said good morning to me as usual, but
gave me an extra smile. I said hello back.

We had dinner that Friday night at a Chinese restaurant. That
night, she talked about her father's side of the family. They were
all dead, now, but I knew about their history, too. Since the
coffee and dessert took longer to come out, she also told me about
her childhood.

Anna was born in New York and lived in Brooklyn, Little Odessa,
in fact, until she was about eight. They just weren't making it and
their neighbors were giving them a hard time. Gravesend would've
worked for them, but their contractor pulled out at the last second
and they lost a lot of money in the process. They came to San
Francisco practically penniless and her father got a job working as
a carpenter while her mother started sewing.

We finished dessert and coffee and I walked her home again. She
smiled at me again and turned around and started for her door. I
just looked after her. She turned around when she got to her door
though and looked down at me on the sidewalk.

"What are you doing tomorrow?"

I looked back at her for a moment. "I'm a little busy
tomorrow."

"Oh, okay. Then I'll see you Monday."

I couldn't say that I wasn't attracted to her. I stopped
thinking about her as soon as I got into my Nova. I told myself
that I wasn't interested and it was cruel to like anyone. Cruel for
them, and a pity for myself.

Lilly said I was a little distant Saturday night. I said I had a
bad week, but my mind was really on Anna. I'd lied to girls before,
hell, I did it all the time, but lying to Anna made me feel
bad.

I went out with her again the following Friday. This time, we
sat down and she looked at me.

"So tell me about yourself?"

I smiled to myself and looked up at her. "Anna, I know about
your Mom and Dad, but don't you think you should introduce yourself
now?"

"It's your turn. Tell me about your parents."

I shook my head. "I'd rather not talk about myself."

Anna harrumphed and gave me a condescending glare. "I want to
get to know you, Celso."

"Some other time," I waved her off and looked back down at the
menu.

"Then I refuse to sit here with you," she pulled up her napkin
and put it on the table. She went for her purse.

"Are you serious?" I leaned forward, raising an eyebrow.

"Yes, serious," Anna retorted. She got her purse and stood
up.

"Fine, you want to hear about my parents, fine, fine." I coaxed
her back down. "It's not going to be a very long story though."

"We'll take turns then. You tell me a story, and I'll tell you
something about myself."

"I don't know who my father is, he left me when I couldn't even
recognize girls from boys. And my mother was a hippie."

"And?"

"And that's about it."

She folded her arms.

"Oh, right, I have no siblings, either."

She shook her head. "You're being childish, Celso."

"Do you understand that I don't want to talk about my
parents?"

"I'm sorry about your father, but there is something there that
you are not telling me. Something you're hiding."

I looked long and hard at her, at her dark brown eyes. She
looked back at me, much more passively. Finally, she looked
away.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I won't force you to talk about your
parents. I'm sorry if they hurt you."

She was not so pushy anymore. The rest of the night, we talked
about politics and the people at our job and very simple things
like that. We had our coffee and this time I drove her home. She
wanted to know what I was doing Saturday. I said I was busy.

We didn't have dinner the next week, or the next. We just
exchanged our hellos and continued working.

One lunch break in June—it'd been four months since we'd
formally introduced ourselves, six months since I met her—she came
up to me as I was walking out the door. She reprimanded me every
time I was on my way to light up.

"I need a cigarette Anna, please."

"Okay okay, fine," and she followed me outside.

I lit my cigarette and stared at her. She peered back up at me
and made a small smile.

"Listen, Celso, I need you to know something."

"Shoot."

She tightened her lips and looked forlorn. "I want you to know
that I like you, Celso."

"I know you did," I said to her. It wasn't the nicest thing to
say, and now that I think back on it, I probably shouldn't have
said anything at all.

"I still do," she corrected me. "And I know that you didn't want
to see me on Saturdays because you didn't want to get close to me.
I have a question," she trailed off.

"Yeah?"

"Do you… do you have a girlfriend?"

I shook my head. "No."

She looked at me for a moment, then something clicked in her
head and she looked back down. "Okay. I'll let you smoke your
cigarette," and she turned to the door.

Something in my chest told me that I'd let her down one too many
times.

I put my hand on the door. She stopped and whirled around to
look at me.

"Are you busy tonight?" I asked.

"It's only Tuesday—yes, yes, I'm free tonight."

"Let's go somewhere quiet."

"I know a place," she said quickly, happy.

I managed to smile back at her, then watched her go back inside.
My throat felt really tight, and my head told me I was doing wrong,
and my heart said it burned. It burned to be close to someone, to
be able to be in the presence of a female body without those
physical urges, to be free with someone. To actually enjoy another
presence.

I told Anna about Carrie that night. We went to this coffee shop
and she got a fruit tea while I had a coffee. She worried that I
wouldn't be able to sleep that night, and I told her that I didn't
fall asleep at night until after 2AM, so it didn't matter. I told
her about Haight Ashbury and Carrie's bouts with random men and
drugs and nature and traveling, how I was dragged along with her
everywhere, and how we finally got out of that district into our
own little one bedroom place. I went silent for a while, and she
decided to tell me about when she moved here and how she hardly had
any friends in school but liked to sit in the library all day long.
She liked to read fantasy books, and we talked about our book
collections and what subjects intrigued us. She told me she liked
math, I hated math. I liked history, she liked it, too. We talked
about music. We talked about traveling. She wanted to travel too,
but never had an opportunity to. She wanted to travel with me one
day, but then retracted and apologized for thinking too far into
the future. I said not to worry about it. We went home and I laid
in my bed staring up into the ceiling.

I was in a cold sweat because I knew I'd gone too far. Something
would happen to her soon. Tomorrow. Maybe even tonight. I felt an
urge to go drive by her place to make sure everything was all
right. That there wasn't a burglar in her house holding a knife to
her throat. Make sure she got to work okay, that some driver wasn't
going to T-bone her. Make sure her brakes worked. That there
weren't leaky fumes in her car. I poured myself a glass of bourbon,
but that only made it worse. I fell asleep around 5AM. I dreamed
that I was in my apartment on Lincoln. I looked out the window and
the bleach stain was there. It was getting bigger. The white turned
into a reddish tint. Into a dark burgundy. It was oozing larger.
Anna lied in the middle of it all. I woke up. The clock read 5.24.
I didn't fall back asleep after that.

When I walked into work the next morning, Anna was worried.

"You look horrible! What happened?"

"Nothing, just some insomnia."

She didn't believe me because she looked at me a second longer
than she should have, but she knew better than to pry.

 

I stopped seeing Lilly after that. I told her that my life was
taking a turn and that I'd be working more, I had to take care of
my mother, the most plausible excuses I could come up with. She
said good-bye, and that was it. If only more people were as
understanding as her. Not deep, but easy-going and light-hearted.
Understanding. Carefree.

1982 went by. I wrote about the Falklands. Brezhnev's heart
attack. Vanera 13's color photographs. Grace Kelly. Anna got me an
IBM PC for my birthday. That's PC for personal computer. It cost
over $1,500 and I had so many mixed feelings about it. I didn't
like a girl spending so much money on me. Amanda had bought me a
piece of technology for my birthday, too. Anna really liked me, but
she wouldn't admit it. She said that it'd be useful for work. I
said I didn't really need it, but she said I didn't have to be
ashamed, that she'd seen me eyeing it in the new Computerland store
that opened up down from our job. Yeah, it was nice, it was an
anomaly, but it wasn't necessary. Nevertheless, it came in really
handy. It opened up a whole new world because now I didn't have to
spend loads of money at Sears buying white tape and ribbons and
these mechanical thingamajigs for the typewriter. Now there was a
floppy disk that I could type everything onto, with a backspace key
to boot. It was only a matter of time before Corey hooked one up at
work with a printer. Now I could type up at home, save the file
onto a floppy disk, bring it to work, show it to him on the
computer or print it out, and that was that. It was amazing.
Technology was really something else.

I still held onto the typewriter though. I'd started reading
about computer failures and crashes and I wasn't about to lose all
my work to a silicon chip.

Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Years came and went. Anna spent the
New Years Eve night with me in front of the television. It was her
first time over my place, and she was polite and shy. She said she
liked my interior decorating, as meager as it was. We watched the
festivities on the television and when the clock hit 12:00AM, she
looked up at me. I glanced down at her, sitting next to me on the
sofa. She smiled and said "happy new years, Celso." I smiled and
repeated the cordialities. She kept looking at me though, her brown
eyes going back and forth in between my eyes, sparkling, searching,
imploring. I looked at her for a second more, then looked away. I
couldn't kiss her. I didn't want to do that to her. The kiss of
death.

She stayed another hour and I drove her home. I always drove her
home from wherever we went. As long as I had complete control over
the situation, I felt better. I still had random panic attacks,
especially when I felt I was getting too close to her. We talked
about almost everything but about my last ten years. I was
twenty-five, she was twenty-six. Things were getting comfortable,
and I felt that something horrible was building up somewhere.
Something bad was going to happen. A homeless guy was found dead in
my alley, but that wasn't it. Carrie went to the hospital for a
broken ankle, but that wasn't it, either. Something was coming. I
just didn't know what or when.

We celebrated Anna's twenty-seventh birthday—which was on
February fourth—and we drove down to Monterey Bay for the day. It
was the farthest I'd ever been from San Francisco that I could
remember. To be honest, it was beautiful but it was also much less
that I'd thought it'd be. The people were still the same in
Monterey as they were in the city. The houses looked the same, the
same local vendors and similar Mom and Pop shops. So familiar but
yet so foreign. We had a nice Hawaiian dinner and she had a great
time. The weather wasn't so great, but when I dropped her off at
her home late that night, she turned to me and hugged me. She'd
never done that before, and after she let go, she looked me in my
eyes and said "I'd been wanting to do that for a very long time,
Celso."

I managed to smile back at her. I hadn't hugged her back, but I
told her, "Thanks, Anna."

She looked at me a little longer, then smiled, and stepped out
of the car. I always made sure she got into her house okay and
waited a few seconds more to see the living room light come on and
for her to wave good-bye after she pulled the curtain aside. Then
I'd pull away. She knew I was a bit on the quirky side, but she
respected me enough not to ask about it.

More time went by. Terrorists killed a bunch of American in
Beirut. When Andropov invited that Smith girl from Boston to
Moscow, it was a big thing for Anna. She hated the Soviet Union. It
was all a publicity stunt by the Russians. They weren't interested
in easing the Cold War tensions. All they wanted was the world to
sympathize for them, that the USSR really wasn't as bad as everyone
thought they were. Even if the girl decided to take up on
Andropov's request, no good would come out of it, she said. When
Congressman McDonald was shot down by the Soviets in September,
Anna started crying. I took her to the coffee shop down the road
and sat with her. She wished the Cold War were over, that her
grandparents could be let free. The Soviets didn't do anything else
but starve their own people while lining up their own coffers. They
didn't care about the trivial necessities, people were just numbers
to them, limitless numbers. Communism was of the Devil, and the
Devil led them into merciless oblivion. Russia was angry at Germany
and the rest of Europe. Europe had done nothing but bully them, and
now America was the world's superpower, and the bear was jealous.
The bear wanted to be the king of the world. Everyone needed to bow
down before the bear. I told her that everything was fine. There
would be no nuclear war. These leaders would huff and bluff but in
all reality, they were terrified of the thought. They were just as
powerful as the other, and any invasive action would be the end of
both of them. What good was pushing the button and obliterating
your enemy, if you were going to be obliterated in return five
minutes later?

She cried only because she felt a little better than before, and
I had my arm around her. We were sitting on the bench outside, I
remember, and the seagulls were coming inland. The breeze was
coming from the north and the smell of the salty air was pushing up
Anna's bangs. She leaned her head on my shoulder and closed her
eyes, calming down. I looked down at her face, I mean, looked at
her. We'd been spending an awful lot of time together, but this was
the closest I'd ever been to her since we met a year and a half
ago. And I finally let myself go and gave her a light kiss on her
head.

She reacted two seconds later, which felt like two horribly long
minutes to me, and then she looked up at me and smiled. Her brown
eyes were glassy but they were reassured, comforted, hopeful.

"Thank you, Celso," she said softly.

I was looking back at her and grinned slightly, and she leaned
up and kissed me.

I never knew a girl's lips could be so soft, taste so sweet, be
so tender as a rose brushing across your face until this moment.
She was the girl that changed my life, opened that mysterious door
to my future. I'd never been in bliss before, and it was something
I didn't want to lose.

 

We got married on Christmas Eve. It was a really small event.
City Hall suited us just fine. We went to Shasta Lake for our
honeymoon. Corey threw a big party for us when we came back to the
office. Dan gave me a new camera and wished us luck. Carrie and Jay
came, and Carrie was crying and fawning over Anna. Carrie called
her the angel, and she really was. Anna's parents were quite
admiring of me. They respected my trade and gave us a generous
monetary gift. I moved out of my one-room apartment into her home
on 17th and everything was going so well. I even started to think
that the Devil had moved on past me, found another victim whose
life deserved more heartache than mine. Maybe the Devil wasn't more
powerful than God. Maybe they both were in equal power, that when
one forgot about a miserly little human being, that the other would
take over. Maybe there was some system to it, a rule book they had
to stick by. One could only do so much damage until the other had
to give him the boot and trade off. Either way, when one night,
Anna and I were out grocery shopping, I held the spot in line while
Anna went back to fetch a forgotten item, and I stood in line
quiet, not really staring at the stack of Twinkie boxes next to me.
I stood there and in my mind, I said thank you. Thank you, God.
Thank you, for Anna. I think Carrie would have been proud of me.
Carrie had become more spiritual in the past couple of years. She
didn't preach to me, but she did drop some hints and Bible verses
whenever I was around. It didn't bother me.

And now my life didn't revolve around local and national events
anymore. I picked up Dan's camera and I put Amanda's camera in a
cardboard box along with some other nostalgic things from my
childhood and put it in the garage. I took a lot of pictures of
Anna. We traveled on the weekends: Fresno, Santa Rosa, Las Vegas,
Death Valley, Los Angeles. Monterey became our first date location
and we went there again for her birthday in '84. We drove down to
Tijuana on Easter weekend. It was a beautiful ride and we had a
beautiful time. We were never in need of money. Our jobs were
steady, the economy was doing all right, our cars were perfect, and
everything was perfect.

The USSR boycotted the LA Olympics, which turned out to be a big
story for our office. For Anna, she took it personally, but the
majority of us went down there for a few days and did a whole
special on it. It was a big deal.

I came home and she wasn't too thrilled about the whole thing.
Sure, after living with her for a few months, we had a few peeves.
I was too messy for her, she was too mechanical about certain
things. But they were nothing to shed tears over, and on a personal
level, we were perfect. She wasn't the type to want to go out every
weekend, and neither was I. When the mood struck, we'd hop into my
Nova and cruise down the coast. But most of the time, we stayed in
watching television or reading books, I'd write or fiddle around
with my camera, and she'd read or cook up something tasty. We lived
in perfect harmony. Whenever one of us raised our voices, it'd only
be for five minutes or less, and it would blow over in less than
ten.

After Thanksgiving in '84, Anna got sick. We went to the doctor
and he prescribed her some pills, saying she had the flu and that
she'd be better in a week or two. Well, Christmas came and went,
and she was not better. She started losing weight and still had a
mild fever, so we went back to the doctor. He looked her over and
then said that she must have some virus, and prescribed her some
medicine. She said that she felt a little better after a week and I
could finally breathe again. I wasn't as morbid, as Anna liked to
say, as I used to be, but I still couldn't help but feel
apprehensive over her. She was the only thing in the world that
meant anything to me, and there was no way that I would lose that
one thing.

We were back at the doctor's office by the second week of
January. She was sore, her glands were swollen, she was tired all
the time (she had quit work back in November anyway, so that wasn't
too big of a deal) and she was getting these hives on her skin. I
knew something was wrong. Really wrong.

Her doctor looked at her. He felt like an asshole. He sent her
to the hospital where they did some X-rays on her and found out her
glands were abnormally swollen. I was livid. They didn't need to
X-ray her for that! I didn't like those radiation machines or
anything like that. Anna's throat glands were noticeable from the
eye, and I started arguing with the nurse because they didn't need
to expose her to those kinds of things when you could see it with
your naked eye. Anna said my name, and I calmed down a little. But
I was still mad. Upset. Angry. Scared.

They took her blood, stuck a needle in her throat, and told her
that her doctor would call her back in a week. That was too long, I
told them. We needed to know now. I needed to know now. They said
that the tests couldn't be done right away, that they needed to be
sent out. In the meantime, they told her to take Tylenol and change
her diet for the better, and do some daily stretches and walking.
Anna wasn't up for that kind of thing, but it kept us busy until
Dr. Menefee called us. He told us that we needed to see him first
thing in the morning.

We took our things. It wasn't really cold outside that late
January morning, but Anna bundled up because she was cold. She'd
lost ten pounds already, and that was bad because she was skinny as
it was.

Dr. Menefee sat us down and looked at the both of us. His blue
eyes were watery and swimmy as they usually were.

"Mrs. Riddle, you have something called diffuse large B-cell
lymphoma."

"What is that, is that some cancer or something?" I
demanded.

"Yes, it's a cancer of the lymph nodes. In Anna, they're in her
throat."

"Why is it there?"

"Well, we're not entirely sure how it happens. Sometimes it's
genetic. Your blood," he turned to Anna, "came back fine, other
than the cancer. You've never had an organ transplant or anything
of the like?"

"No," Anna replied, her voice was soft, tired. "I've been quite
healthy until now."

Until now. I don't know what went wrong. Her parents were
healthy. Her grandparents were okay. We both lived a healthy
lifestyle. I smoked in the house, but second-hand smoke isn't going
to cause lymphoma. This was it. God had turned His head for a
second and the Devil slipped past Him. Once again, he hit two birds
with one hellish brimstone.

"Anna, you need to get to the hospital, we need to run some more
tests before we start treating you."

"When?"

"Right now."

We went with his referral and they were doing an MRI on her. I
sat outside the procedure room with my arms folded. A nurse walked
by and I stood up and stopped her.

"Is everything okay?" I exclaimed bluntly.

She turned to me, not frightened at all. This kind of thing
probably happened to her all the time. Of course, she didn't know
who I was or what I was talking about.

"Ma'am, what are the odds of surviving lymphoma?" I
clamored.

She frowned in thought. "Well, depends on how far along the
cancer is. Do you know?"

"No," I sat back down. "That's what they're doing right
now."

She walked away and I was left alone again.

Anna came back out and they put her on a bed with her white and
blue hospital poncho on. The doctors were looking at the MRI
results and would come back in and let us know what to do. We both
sat in the hospital room in silence, holding hands.

"Please don't be mad," Anna said. She wasn't looking at me, just
staring at the ochre diamond pattern on the wall.

"Anna, I'm miserable," was all I could say.

"No, I can feel you fuming from here. I could feel you fuming
from inside that machine in that room. Whatever you do, please
don't be mad."

I was silent for a minute, then turned to her and made her look
at me. "Anna, how could I not be mad? After all I've been through,
all the people I've known. You're telling me not to be mad? I want
to kill myself! If you go away, I will, too!"

Anna turned away fast. I'd hurt her feelings. I took her hand
into both of mine and lowered my head onto them. She put her other
hand on my head and kept it there until I looked back up at her. I
wasn't crying, no, I was furious, yes, I didn't know what to
express and what to keep inside. But I wasn't going to cry. But
Anna didn't want me to be mad, either. I looked up at her and she
was looking at me.

"Celso. You've been through a lot, I know, and I'm sorry. I wish
it weren't so. I wish your friends hadn't died. I wish I weren't
sick. But I'll be okay, that's why you shouldn't be mad. I've only
had it for a couple of months, so I might have to do some
treatment, but I'll get better." She smiled, even though she looked
so sick and tired. "I'm not leaving you, Celso."

I stared hard at her until a doctor came in with a nurse behind
him.

After the formalities, he wanted to know how much weight she'd
lost. How high her temperatures would get. If she sweated at all.
She answered yes to each and how much. He jotted down some notes,
nodded, and said he would return shortly.

"What do you think they're doing?" Anna asked me.

I didn't want to look so helpless, so I suggested that this was
probably all towards giving the right amount of treatment. Anna
nodded. Her cheeks looked more hollow than usual. It looked like
she'd lost more than the ten pounds she had stated.

We waited an hour. Anna wanted to talk about something other
than the hospital or her condition, so we talked about work. What
Corey was doing. How I should take more pictures. I promised her
I'd take more pictures. We'd travel and I'd take pictures of her
everywhere. She made me promise that I'd be in the pictures,
too.

The doctor came back and sat down with us. He told us that Anna
needed chemotherapy, that he'd start the treatment right away. She
was only a stage 2, and this treatment would greatly improve her
odds of survival. I wanted to know what those odds were and he
assured me that they were around eighty percent. That wasn't good
enough, I told him, but he said that everything would be fine. We
agreed to the chemotherapy and he wrote down all the prescription
drugs which was supposed to affect cell division and stop the
cancer from spreading. It would reverse the cancer cells in her
throat and armpit lymph nodes.

We went home that day and I had a few more drinks that usual,
but I finally fell asleep with my arm around Anna. She had fallen
asleep hours ago. The drugs they'd given to her were pretty
powerful, and after a while, I started thinking that that was a
good thing. Something strong like that needed to combat those
cancer cells.

I called Carrie the next day after Anna called her parents.
Anna's parents were on their way over when I was speaking to
Carrie. She was crying, just as she had a little over a year ago on
my wedding day. But these were horrified tears, tears of pity. She
kept apologizing to me, saying that this was nobody's fault and not
to be mad. I told her it was too late, and she quoted some Bible
verse to me and said that everything happened for a reason.

I hadn't cursed at my mother in almost a decade, but I broke
that record that day. She didn't sound really offended, but we hung
up the phone a few minutes later and I could tell she was hurt. She
had really calmed down, but she was still Carrie. How dare she say
that everything happened for a reason. I didn't want to have an
argument on the phone while Anna's parents were walking in. But the
gall, the audacity—I wanted to ask her why Max had to die. Why
Charlie had to go off the deep end. Wasn't suicide a sin, just as
bad as murdering somebody? Why did Amanda have to die? Why did she
have to be tortured like so before she had her throat slit? Why did
Gloria die? Why was my wife, the love of my life, why was she
dying? What was the purpose? For what reason? Who was benefiting
from all of this? What good was coming out of it?

I put my head in my hands while Anna's parents were scurrying
into our home. They were panicked, upset, worried. Anna, she was
tired, but she was cheerful. She had her spirits up. Anna's father
came over to me. His English was broken, but useful enough.

"Celso," he sat down next to me on our white sofa. "There is no
reason to be upset. The doctors, they know what they are doing.
Have some faith."

I looked up at him. I didn't know the old man Stepan very well,
only saw him so often on Sundays between our weekend travels, but I
respected the guy. He wasn't the wisest guy in the world, but he'd
seen enough to be able to offer some credible words of advice. And
he was right. I didn't have any faith. In anything. I sometimes
wondered if I even had faith in myself. Well, of course I did, or
else I wouldn't be alive right now. And I had faith in Anna. I did
not have faith in the doctors, or my mother, or my boss, my
in-laws, in anyone, God or the Devil. Well, I could count on the
Devil to totally ruin my life; he'd done it before and I could
always count on him doing it again.

Anna's chemotherapy was not going so well. She continued to lose
weight, but when she got her blood samples and biopsies back the
next month, Dr. Menefee said that she was doing much better. I
could finally get some sleep at night. Concentrate more on my work.
Corey sympathized for me, but he was berating me that my work
quality was failing and that I'd have to write less impacting
pieces if I didn't keep my head up. I tried.

Anna and I talked about having kids. Moving to the country.
Taking a cross country trip. It was fun to think about and plan,
and it took my mind off of a lot of bad things. Anna knew I was
mentally tortured, but she kept me up. She told me not to be so
morbid and to quit dwelling on the worst. I'd become a jinx to
myself if I didn't stop. And besides, she'd stopped losing weight
and her hair loss hadn't been as bad. She told me that she felt
unattractive to me now, and I assured her otherwise. She looked
more beautiful to me than ever before. The life in her eyes was
what kept me going, I told her. She would just smile so sweetly and
kiss me.

Some nights were not so good, but those were becoming less
frequent as the months went by. Corey said I'd improved, even
though my mind was not on my work anymore. My days entailed waking
up, taking care of Anna, going to work, reminiscing about when Anna
was the secretary at the front desk, doing some work, running home
during lunch break to check on Anna, going back to work only to
rush back home a few hours later. That was my life. She started to
get a little bothered and told me that I should be focusing on my
work instead of spending every waking minute on her. She would be
completely better, and then we'd take our trip and work on having a
baby.

Then one night in mid-April, we were eating dinner at our dining
room table and Anna fell on the floor. She was having a seizure and
I almost passed out, too. I rushed her to the hospital and I was a
mess. I neglected to call anyone and only an hour after I sat
beside her holding her hands did she tell me that I should call her
mother. I did while they took Anna in for another MRI.

By the time Anna got out, her parents arrived.

We waited in agony.

A man in white and a nurse came into the room.

He apologized. Said that Anna's cancer had metastasized to her
brain. How long? How much longer? A month, a couple of months, two
weeks?

That was April 16th.

Anna wanted to come back home but they wouldn't let her out of
the hospital. She was on too many medications and pain killers to
come back home. I brought her favorite books to her. My pictures.
She wanted to read my writing.  Brush my hair. I read to her.
I had to quit my job. Corey came by and said good-bye. Carrie cried
and cried. Anna's parents came by every day.

She died on May 8th, 1985. We buried her in a small cemetery by
Larkspur, past the Golden Gate Bridge. Her parents told me I could
stay in her home, but it was too much for me. There were too many
memories there. Too much happened there. An image I hadn't seen in
my head for over almost a year flew back in my mind, and now there
was Anna's fall to go along with it.

I moved out of 17th and with the money from that, I bought a
ground-floor apartment down by Daly City. I couldn't go back to
Corey, either. Carrie told me that I was being too hard on myself.
I didn't lash out at her, I just kept my mouth shut. I kept my
mouth shut for an entire two months. I didn't have any friends to
begin with, I didn't have a job but lived off of the surplus money
I made selling the house, and I decided to start writing. Writing
about anything. With the old PC that Anna had bought me, I started
on some fantasy novel. It never went anywhere, but it kept me
occupied. It became more of a gothic fantasy, then it started going
into conspiracies that paralleled the ones in America, then
everyone started dying, and the story just went nowhere. Carrie
tried calling me every day, so I ended up never picking up my
phone.

I started drinking a lot. When I did start to go out, I got
myself into this bar where these thirty-something olds gestured me
over to their table, and we started gambling. I started gambling.
My money went really fast. They used to call me Gambit 
because I didn't say anything and was wholly pensive all the time.
I wasn't very good, but I did have some successful nights. The bad
nights got me in the end, and when I took a look at my bank
statement at the end of August, I had to take a double look. I
figured my eyes were crossed from drinking too much vodka and went
to read it again in the morning. It was true, that there was only
$448 left in tow. My rent was $400, and that was bad.

Those gamblers in that bar would never see me again. I'm sure
they enjoyed all the money they suckered out of me. All the
thousands of it. I sat on the front steps and thought long. I went
to the corner store to pick up some cigarettes and glanced down at
the newspaper. I wanted to try something different. I wasn't up for
writing again, I was sick and tired of it. And if I could not have
to work with that PC that Anna bought for me, it would be better. I
read the lead story because the face on it looked familiar. That
Smith girl that went to Russia a few years back, Samantha Smith.
She died on a plane crash. She was only thirteen. That made me
really sad, and now I really didn't want to write. I went to the
coffee shop and didn't buy any coffee, just sat in one of their
wrought iron chairs in the front, smoking and thinking.

This girl came over and sat down next to me. She was probably
about sixteen, maybe even fifteen. She was dressed in black drab
and had some chains and sterling silver earrings and had really
pale skin. She was probably considered pretty hip, while her
parents were utterly distressed over whatever scene she was in. I
was pretty out of touch with trends by then.

"Hi there. You look down."

I looked up at her. "Not interested, kid."

She shook her head. With childish innocence, she said: "I'm
Katie. What's your name?"

"You don't want to know. Leave me alone, kid."

"It's Katie," she insisted, grinding her chair closer to me.
"What's wrong?"

I looked up at her brown eyes bordered by her dyed blue-black
hair. She had a ring on every finger. Her next step would probably
be to get her face pierced. I'm sure her parents would've really
bawled at that. I don't know why I said anything at all to her. "My
wife died and I've gambled away all my money. I'm broke."

"Oh," Katie frowned and tilted her head. "I'm so sorry."

"It's not your fault. There's nothing to be done."

"Well you need to do something about your money. What are you
good at?"

"Being a bad omen."

She frowned again, but her cheerful inquisitive nature kept her
yapping. "Well don't you have a job?"

A shake of my head.

"What did you used to do before you lost your job?"

"Work for a newspaper."

"So do that."

"No."

"Well you're awful. Don't you have anything you're good at? We
can't have you homeless in the streets, that's a miserable way to
live. Especially you, you're a good-looking guy. That'd be a real
shame."

"Don't be fooled," I told her. The shame was that she thought I
shouldn't be living on the streets because I was good-looking.
Kids.

"Well anyway, what do you like to do?"

"Read books."

"Really? I would never have seen that from you. Can you play
guitar? Draw? Sing?"

I said no and no and no. She kept asking me random things. Then
she asked me if I could take pictures.

I said no but stopped halfway.

She clapped her hands. "You take pictures! You can be a
photographer!"

I didn't say anything but stared hard at the lamp post across
the street. Then I looked down and shook my head. "There's nothing
to take pictures of."

"Oh, come on," Katie tugged at my shoulder. Was she trying to
come on to me? "You could be a freelancer, take pictures of famous
people or stuff and sell them."

The ideas kids come up with. But surprisingly, it was a
legitimate thought. To think that the idea belonged to some punk
teenager who was trying to hit on a twenty-eight year old
alcoholic.

"Maybe," I finally said to her.

"Oh good, then that's settled." She hugged my arm and I finally
gave her a look from the corner of my eye.

She was staring at me, but there was no attraction in her eye.
Just a clever sparkle and an innocent smile.

"Get outta here kid, you shouldn't be around me."

She gave me a half frown, half smile, a pitiful smile, and stood
up and began half walking, half skipping away. I looked at her go,
her purple plaid skirt swaying and at the black sweatshirt two
sizes too big.

"Hey," I shouted before she was out of earshot.

She turned her head around while she kept walking.

"Thanks," I shouted.

"No problem!" She waved and she disappeared around the corner.
Then I saw she'd dropped a necklace on the ground next to me. I
picked it up and dashed after her. The corner wasn't far and I
turned and was going to call out to Katie—but she was gone. The
entire street was empty. There weren't any buildings she could've
run into, this was a highway with warehouses and office
buildings.

I looked down at the bracelet in my hand. There was a small
trinket on the chain-link and I turned it over to get a better
look. It was a goat's head on a pentagram. I scoffed, but I stuck
it in my pocket anyway.

I dug out the camera and went to town.

I went to Corey's a few days later. I had to find a lead. I told
him I was a freelance photographer now. He said he'd hire me back
as a photographer, but I told him that I was done with the company.
It was killing me to just stand in there.

He said I should work on stories outside of the city, then said
there was some manhunt or such down in LA and that I could have a
chance at snapping the capture, if I was quick enough. I hopped in
my Nova that night and drove the six and a half hours down to LA.
With $200 of the $400 dollars in my account, I bought a CB radio
and stayed hunched in my motel room listening to the police waves.
I spent the first day roaming Hollywood and took a few snaps of the
celebrities I saw. I found a news agency on San Fernando Road and
they said they wouldn't take my pictures.

"Get us a picture of some wanted felon or other, and we'll
buy'm," the man in the tan corduroy suit in the office told me
while he smoked his cigar. I appreciated his help and went back out
on the streets again, back to my motel to the CB radio. In the
mid-afternoon, I heard them going to some corner in Downtown
because they'd gotten a glimpse of the Night Stalker heading that
way. I packed my camera and ran out of my room. Downtown was only
about a mile or two from where I was.

The criminal got away from them. I followed two cops past the
freeway and into neighborhoods. I got my first shot.

I went back to that news agency and they agreed that it really
was Ramirez. They bought my entire roll for $250.

That was great. I went back to San Francisco and brought the CB
back with me. It saved my life and started my career as a
freelancer. Katie's pentagram had been in my pocket the entire
time. Business started getting bad, and one morning before I went
out cruising, I noticed it on the bureau. I threw it in my camera
bag. I made another $200 by the end of the day. I wasn't really the
superstitious type, but I wasn't going to take any chances.

I went to visit Anna's parents in October. Anna's father,
Stepan, was the only one home. He was very interested to see me,
since I never left any contact number with them. Stepan said that
Anna's mother, Maria, died last month. She had some heart
complications, but Stepan said it was because of a broken heart. I
felt miserable. Stepan and I sat down in his backyard and talked
for the entire afternoon. We shared some tea and conversed about
politics. The man was born in 1899. That was practically a century
ago. He had a lot of stories to tell, some that I'd already known
from Anna, and some I'd never heard before.

I think that was a turning point in my life. Anna was something
that happened to me. She was dead. It happened. Everyone's life was
different. Anna's life wasn't meant to be past thirty. My life
wasn't meant to be with someone close. It wasn't meant to be spent
on love. There was something else in my life that I was meant to
fulfill. Some other reason I was born for.  Some other reason
why I never met my father, why I grew up with a hippie mother.
There was a bigger picture. A higher purpose. And in Anna's wake,
Max, Charlie, Amanda, Gloria, they began to fade into a past life,
too. I went home that night. I went to bed at eleven, like a normal
person. I fell asleep five minutes after I laid down. That hadn't
happened to me in a long long time. The stress, worries, concerns—I
don't know where they went, but some part of me was finally at
peace. My mind was blank when I went to bed. I didn't think about
Carrie, my friends, where my money was coming from, who was lurking
in the alley behind my bedroom wall, why did this happen to me that
day, what that person really meant when they said this, did I
remember to lock the Nova, just all those things that would keep me
up till two in the morning, all the while cursing myself and my
miserable self. But I was no longer miserable.

I awoke the next morning. The sun rays streaming into my room,
shining through the old vodka and rum bottles on my desk, stacks of
unused photos, the dusty fan. On any day before this, it would have
all seemed so depressing.

Today, and most every day after, they would be my life. I had
made peace with Anna that night. She was fine. And so was Max. I
don't know about Charlie, but Charlie was different like that, and
I accepted that. Gloria was doing okay, too. And Amanda, well, she
was a star now.

Something jabbed me in my side and I reached into my pocket.
Katie's pentagram on that bracelet was sticking into my thigh. I
studied it, then gripped it in my fist and put it back in my
pocket.

The Devil was on my side now.










Chapter 5
Chapter Four


I brought Katie's pentagram with me everywhere. I experimented.
The days I didn't bring it with me, I never made any money. The
days I brought it with me, the money came in very nicely. So it
came with me wherever I went.  I wasn’t big on the
supernatural thing, but I needed the money.

I became kind of close with Stepan. After all, he was something
of a turning point in my life.

By Christmas time, I'd made enough money to be able to afford a
computer for Carrie and Jay. On Christmas night, when I was eating
their pre-cooked ham in their apartment, Carrie tells me that
they're getting married. My fork was suspended in the air, then I
figured that I should have been expecting that. She said they'd be
getting married sometime in March or April, that it would be
something of a small wedding.

I stopped by Stepan's after the Christmas dinner and gave him a
stack of all the photographs I'd taken of Anna and the family. I
left the box there, and I'm sure he was burning the midnight
oil.

I went back to the lifestyle before I had settled down. I didn't
meet anyone interesting enough to want to get to know, and to be
honest, I didn't care to know anyone. This was a big world and
there were so many fish in the sea—except I'd fish for them, then
throw them back in the sea. Getting attached to someone was the
last thing on my mind. Liquor was a better companion for me. 
I was sure that I was no longer a bad luck charm to whomever I met,
though a few people I took snaps of died in later circumstances. I
don't think that had anything to do with me. I started to travel
the state for pictures. Los Angeles was a common site for me now,
as well as Sacramento and Fresno. Then I started branching out to
Reno. I jumped a plane to San Antonio. I spent a week in Las Vegas.
A few days in Miami. Another couple of days in Chicago. New York.
Philadelphia. Boston. Some other places but New York and
Philadelphia were the biggest money-makers for me. The feds were
starting to bust the crime bosses, and we didn't have too much of
that sort of thing on the West Coast, so I spent almost two weeks
wandering back and forth on the Jersey Turnpike.

I came back to San Francisco a week before Carrie's wedding. I
sat home the night before contemplating. I was going to pick up
Stepan in the morning and head to the small local church in the
Sunset area, and afterwards the small gathering would go to the
church basement for coffee and cake. It was nothing big. Carrie
didn't know a whole lot of folks, most of the guests were Jay's
friends. And I didn't know anyone well enough to bring along to a
wedding, asides from my father-in-law.

The wedding was on April 20. Maybe she made it that date on
purpose, I'm not sure. Something to commemorate her past and start
a new future. She'd had a son and a miscarriage and everything else
in between, but never been married in her life. So she went from
Carrie Logan to Carrie Weston in a few minutes, the organ played,
we stood up and clapped, all eighteen of us, then most of us went
back outside to smoke our cigarettes and enjoy the cool
afternoon.

Stepan stayed by my side the entire time. He was eighty-seven
now, the old man that he was, but real hardy. Walked really slow,
but his mind was still as sharp as a tack. Inside, I hoped I'd be
that smart when I was half his age. I wasn't planning on living
that long. I didn't care enough to live that long. I hoped I didn't
live that long. I didn't love this world enough to wish for old age
upon anyone, especially not myself.

I took some really nice pictures that I developed for Carrie
that night. She was absolutely thrilled. They were going off to
Redwood National Park for the week-long honeymoon when I dropped
the pictures off. For the first time, I was actually happy for her.
She was doing the right thing, I guess, and she looked genuinely
happy. Jay treated her well and took care of her. She had her own
issues and mood swings, but good for him if he could keep up with
all her antics. I wished them luck and went back to my apartment to
peruse the news blotters that Corey gave me. He saw how successful
I was. Even on a bad week, I'd pull in at least $300, and on the
good weeks, I could be making over $1,000. I don't know why I
wasn't doing this sooner. All thanks to that Katie. I was convinced
that she wasn't a person. Maybe some apparition or angel or servant
of the Devil. Whatever she was, all my material concerns had been
taken care of and things couldn't have been better. I made so much
money sometimes, I'd give Corey a little bit on the side. Think of
it as a commission pay. He never turned it down. future

But last I'd seen Corey, which was the past Monday, he told me
to go international.  He would even buy the pictures himself,
and pay me good. Or give it to the next highest bidder, he
understood. I was no slouch when it came to pictures, either. I've
seen other photos taken of the events I've been to, and the other
photographers would miss the money shot, or it'd be blurry, the
lens would be rain-smudged or something or other, but my shots
always came out perfect, crystal-clear, and spotless. Many of my
buyers knew me by name now. Kevin in Philadelphia wanted me to move
out there and work exclusively for him, but I turned it down. I
wanted to be free, and that's what a freelancer does.

I wasn't sure how to get into the international scene though. I
certainly had the money for a plane ticket out of here, I could go
to Japan or Europe or something. Maybe I could take a vacation in
Mexico and work something out down there.

I did my usual that weekend, drinking and a pretty brunette from
the local bar I always went to, then spent the next week following
some leads but thinking about going international. I always wanted
to travel. Mexico sounded like a good idea. It was nearby, it was
just across the border, and I'd already picked up some Spanish
during my twenty-eight years here. Thursday night, I went over
Stepan's like always and broke some bread with him. I told him
about my ideas. He said it might work for me. He wanted to know
what was in it for me. Well it wasn't the money, but I guess I did
want a house for myself. Move out of Daly City to the Sunset area
or something. Get an apartment out in New York for my escapades
there. Miami, too. Florida was really nice. I spent my money as it
came, but I had spared an extra ten grand in my bank. Stepan asked
if I wanted to branch out into Europe. It was an entirely different
world there, and he said I would like it.

I shrugged. Perhaps he were right. There was nothing holding me
down here. Stepan knew I only came to him every week because he was
the only person in the world I could talk to, who knew me well.
Carrie was married now, and though I was her son, ours was a
sporadic friendship. I figured I still had another whole thirty
years ahead of me before I would retire—and maybe I would never
retire. This freelance photography was enjoyable. Sometimes
stressful, but by the time I was forty, maybe I could start up some
business taking portraits and family pictures. I should be
traveling the world right now.

My mind was still on Mexico that weekend, but Europe floated in
the distance. It could be done.

The girl of that weekend, I don't even remember her name. There
was some free time before getting down to business that night, and
I asked her where she would go if she could go to Europe.

"Paris. Definitely Paris."

I thought about that. When I thought of Europe, I saw a whole
mass. Major cities didn't pop out to me, but Paris could be a
start. Then I shook my head, because Paris was such a floozy of a
place.

"That's romantic. Where would you go if you wanted to go
somewhere exciting?"

"Hm," Janet pondered, tapping her red-painted fingers on her
chin. "Maybe London. Or somewhere in Spain. That sounds like
fun."

Spain could work. I knew some Spanish. It was pathetic, but it
was a start.

Then, that Monday night, after picking up Corey's blotters, I
turned on the television and the evening news was on. There was
breaking news from Moscow. I thought maybe they were offering some
armistice and the Cold War was going to be over. Or the opposite.
Not so, I discovered after reading the translation below.

"An accident has taken place at the Chernobyl power station, and
one of the reactors was damaged. Measures are being taken to
eliminate the consequences of the accident. Those affected by it
are being given assistance. A government commission had been set
up."

Then it cut to some scientists in Sweden who were trying, as
calmly as possible, to relay the information that this was bad.
Very very bad. There was five times the normal amount of radiation
in the wind, and this was in Sweden. Ukraine was hundreds of miles
south of there. Whatever accident had occurred, it was powerful.
And the Soviets were hiding everything.

I frowned. Nuclear power was something sort of new, and the odds
of an accident weren't ruled out, but something bad happened over
there, and nobody knew what it was. It really piqued my interest
and I went over to Stepan's the next morning.

He'd heard about it too, and he was really upset. The television
was still on and I'd missed it, but Stepan told me that it was so
bad that the Russians were asking the Germans for help in putting
out some graphite fire. I didn't know what a graphite fire was, but
it sounded spooky. They were saying only a person or two died, but
Stepan scoffed at the idea.

"I've seen Soviets at work. They lie about everything. This is
bad."

I nodded. The Soviets had turned down American help, but that
was to be expected. The last thing they wanted was for archrivals
to go snooping in on their soil. Not that we weren't watching them
from the sky anyway. The news reporters were making a big to-do
over this and all these scientists were saying how there were
probably hundreds dead, not two like the Russians were claiming.
The radiation had already rode the winds into Scandinavia, who
knows where else it was spreading.

And the Soviets were hiding everything.

I looked at Stepan.

"How far is Kiev from there, Chernobyl?"

"About a hundred or so kilometers south. Not far at all," he
said with a frown.

"A hundred…that's about eighty miles. Good Lord, aren't Maria's
parents in Kiev?"

"Tak," Stepan nodded his head slowly.

I gripped Stepan's arm. He looked up at me, pensive.

"I should go to Chernobyl," I gasped.

He gasped, too, then laughed. "How will you ever get in? It is
SSSR, you cannot go inside."

"I will find a way. There's no pictures. There's nothing, I'd be
the first."

"Now you be ridiculous," he said with his accent. "They will
catch you and send you to Siberia. You are foolish."

"Maria's parents would hold me over."

"You not understand," Stepan insisted. "The militia, they catch
you."

I shook my head. Now I'm sure you're figuring that Maria's
parents are dead, but no, you are wrong. Yes, they were in their
nineties, but both still alive and not so well. Stepan had just
gotten a letter from them after Christmas, forwarded from someone
in Germany. He hadn't written back yet. The plan was already taking
shape. I would fly into Berlin. Meet those people that forwarded
letters from the Soviets. They would give me Maria's parent's
address in Kiev. Better yet if they lived in the countryside.
Eighty miles, more or less, wouldn't be such a big deal in a little
car. Even to snap a photo from twenty miles away. As long as it was
in the distance, I could even sell it to the Germans or something.
I would make thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands. I would have
one of the first images. And I had to hurry.

"Stepan, I'm going."

He lowered his head and looked at me through his bushy white
eyebrows. "You are foolish."

"No, Stepan. I'm still young. I could give them pictures of you
and Maria. Tell them about Maria, and Anna. I may not know
Ukrainian, but I'll get a dictionary. Pictures speak a thousand
words anyway. This is very possible for me, Stepan."

The old man sighed. I said I'd be back by next week. I wasn't
going to hang around that place, just take a roll or two and
scramble out of there. How hard could it possibly be? The Soviets
were successful in scaring the rest of the world into a corner, but
they didn't frighten me.

I went to Corey. I knew he'd call me crazy, but he'd be excited
for me.

I thought correct. He patted me on the back, told me to hide the
Ukrainian dictionary and good luck.

I would call Carrie after I came back. She would give me an
earful if I told her now. Better to tell her when it was all over
and done with. I went back to my apartment, called the Oakland
International airport and scheduled a flight for six in the
morning, and I'd get to Berlin by the next morning. Packed a few
things and essentials like my passport and ID, pictures of my
wedding, and some of Stepan and Maria's that I'd made duplicates
of.

I don't know whatever possessed me to do this. Maybe it was
because my freelancing had been going so well. Maybe it was because
no one really stopped me from going. Maybe it was because I had
Katie's pentagram in my wallet. Maybe I thought it had some magical
powers, that it was some sort of good luck charm from the Devil.
Maybe I thought that the Devil was on my side. My life had been
going so well though, that sometimes I wondered if the goat head
was really symbolic and that it was meant to look like the Devil,
but it was really something more blessed than that. Maybe Katie was
really an angel, and that I hadn't figured out what that whole
incident with the trinket really meant. I was on a journey, I know.
If I had to choose whether or not to be successful now or later, I
certainly would have chosen the now. But what kind of journey, I
don't think I realized it. I thought it was a fiscal journey. I
thought that I needed to save up as much money as possible now so I
could lounge for the rest of my life with beautiful women and palm
trees and wine and margaritas, you know, material pleasures. Maybe
it could go another route, maybe some girl would fall in love with
me and want to have kids. I wouldn't turn her down. I wouldn't
abandon her. As with any situation that I'm sitting helpless to the
service of others, on that airplane, I started thinking. I routed
all my fears and vexations back to my father. My non-existent
father. I spent a long time thinking about what he was doing with
himself. What he thought about himself. What he looked like. I know
I got my wavy hair from him, as well as my green eyes and strong
jaw, eyebrows and height. Carrie was short, blonde, and blue-eyed.
She never told me what he looked like, how he treated her other
than that he was the love of her life, and he sounded like he was
pretty intelligent. Intelligent enough to abandon the girl he
impregnated because he knew it would make him look like a selfish
bum, he would become an outcast, and he wouldn't get Dad's
inheritance. Carrie did mention that he had deep pockets. And then
I got to thinking that maybe I could find his name somewhere.
George Riddle. It sounded pretty chic, like he'd probably be
working at some law firm or trading center. He probably had a nice
family too, maybe with two or three grown kids by now. Maybe he'd
wonder about Carrie, and that kid he never knew. He didn't even
know if it were a boy or a girl. If he's cold enough to leave
Carrie on the street, I'm sure he didn't care. Maybe he'd think
about me once a year. Maybe less.

When I came back to San Francisco, I'd look him up. I don't know
why I never looked him up before, but when I came back, I swore I
would. He was never there, I'd never seen him before in my life,
but I had an inkling that we would look identical. I hadn't
inherited any of Carrie's features other than her fucked up head,
and in any case, it would be fascinating to meet this phantom of a
father figure. Would he be interested in seeing me? Would he be
mad, sad, apologetic, apathetic? I couldn't know. But the way
Carrie revered him, never found fault with the guy, almost knocked
my head off anytime I insulted him, well, he had to have something.
I wanted to know what that was. I didn't want his money, I didn't
want any favors. But I did want to know what his second life was
all about. Who did he marry? Did he have any other children? What
would they look like, be like, how old were they? A lot of
questions that I wanted answered. I didn't hate him anymore. His
sin was done, the deed was past undoing, so why hold a grudge that
could never be remedied? I knew why he did it. He owed me, true,
but I don't take handouts. I just wanted to see the guy.

The plane landed on time at 0804, and I was out in the street by
0900 with a German pocket dictionary and a map. I retrieved the
envelope with the German helper's address and hailed a taxi service
vehicle.

The driver dropped me off in front of a very nice Tudor home in
Berlin's outskirts. I hadn't had a chance to see the Berlin wall,
and I still have no idea how to get across that border. I stood in
front of the Tudor home, envelope in hand, and waited for a moment.
This was Europe. The atmosphere wasn't so terrible, and German was
actually not as hard to understand as I had once thought. I
gathered my manners and newly learned phrases and knocked on the
door.

It opened to a middle-aged woman with cropped brown hair and
blue eyes. She looked a bit perturbed at first, then put on a
polite smile.

"Ja?"

"Celso, Celso Riddle, Stepan Olejnik?" I held out my envelope
and she took it. I don't think she recognized it, she probably did
this charity act for tens, if not hundreds of people from the
Eastern Bloc.

"Kommen Sie rein," she gestured me inside after a moment.

"Danke, thank you," I said. If I repeated the English after the
German, maybe she might understand. The interior of her home was
beautiful, like a picture book. A stone and mortar stove in the
corner, an old oak bureau and burgundy sofas with knitted throws. A
threaded dark blue mat on the maple floor and a mish mosh of
statuettes and porcelain animals throughout the room. I sat down on
one of the sofas and she sat in the other. The aroma of some rich
stew was thick in the air.

"Es tut mir leid, I'm sorry if I interrupted you," I began.

She smiled at me and handed back my envelope. This was probably
the first time someone had come searching for a sender. I pulled
out my dictionary.

"I want to see the original envelope…" I tapped the envelope,
then I thumbed through the pages. I found my word, "Originell," but
she was already getting up and going into the next room. She paused
and looked at me.

"Warten Sie einen Moment."

She knew what I wanted, and it really wasn't so hard to
understand German as I'd thought. It was only a minute later before
she came back with the original envelope in hand. She gave it to
me, raised a finger in gesture of waiting another moment, then left
the room. Probably to take care of the stew. I looked down at the
envelope she handed me. There were no stamps on it but the letter
was written in Cyrillic. I pulled out my Ukrainian dictionary and
began translating. Stepan said that they lived somewhere around
Kiev, not really in the city. I had a map, I would figure it out. I
began translating, first from Cyrillic letters, then
transliterating them. It was not so easy and the lady came back
before I was finished.

She glanced at what I was doing, then politely offered to take
the envelope and my pen. Curious, I handed it over to her. At the
end table, she transliterated it in a second.

"You know Ukrainian?"

She smiled and replied with a German yes. She paused for a
moment, then held out her hand. "Dorthe," she introduced
herself.

I shook her hand and reintroduced myself. She seemed to want to
talk more, if not for our language barrier. Now to get to
business.

"I want to go to Ukraine, um," I turned to my notes in the
German dictionary and reiterated my request in broken German words.
She understood, and she frowned.

"Das ist nicht möglich," she said slowly.

I flipped through my dictionary. I could only decipher the word
"possible."

"Can you help me? Um, hilfe?"

She laughed a little. I probably said it wrong. I wondered how
she felt, having this American in her living room asking for her
help. She probably thought I was crazy, trying to get into Soviet
country. Dorthe sat down on the opposite sofa and looked down at
the floor. I politely looked away. Impatient, but there was no way
I could force this woman to help me. I was at her total mercy. It
felt strange to be in a place where you didn't know anyone for
hundreds of miles, and they didn't know you. There was no way to
even communicate to anyone. Strange. Lonely.

Dorthe was still quiet. I pulled out the photos I had stuck in
the back of the Ukrainian dictionary and handed them to her. She
smiled when she saw them, especially my wedding pictures. There was
the picture of Stepan and Maria and she knew that the two were
Ukrainian. She knew I was looking for family. She half frowned,
half smiled, and looked up at me when she gave them back.

"Sofort?" She said. Her incredulous tone alone told me that she
was curious why I wanted to do this.

"Bitte," I said, trying to look as miserable as possible. An
idea came to my head and I pulled out the photograph of Anna and I.
"Anna," I said, pointing to the photograph. She nodded. "Dead, um,"
the pause was awkward, but I found the word.

Dorthe looked up at me sadly, shaking her head. I could see my
planted seeds sprouting. She folded her hands and looked at the
floor again in thought. Just as I thought I had to come up with
another idea, she got up and motioned me to wait. She went into the
room next door. I heard her pick up the telephone and begin to
ramble away in German. The sounds were awkward, rough. I thought I
could pick up some words here and there—I did hear the words
Ukrainian and American—and after a few minutes, she came back.

She was putting her sweater and scarf on.

"Komm," she gestured to me. I got up quickly and followed her
out the door. She had a small black Fiat-type car and we climbed
into it.

We didn't go back into Berlin, rather, drove around it. The city
itself was never more than half a mile or so away. Driving along, I
could see the Berlin wall begin to rise up in the distance. It
wasn't very high, but it looked intimidating enough not to tempt
fate, though hundreds did.

Dorthe drove me to a small home about two or three blocks from
the wall. We got out and she knocked on the door four times. A
young man, tall, blonde-haired and green-eyed, opened the door. It
was then that I realized that I could pull of pretending to be a
German, if I ever got caught. He stared at me as we walked in, him
and Dorthe prattling away in German. I nodded to him, but he
continued to stare.

We went into a room in the back of his home. Dorthe and he
appeared to be arguing and he'd look at me once or twice in a
glare, though I couldn't understand one word they said. Finally,
after about five minutes of discussion between the two, Dorthe
turned to me. Had they changed their mind?

She took my hand into hers and said "Alles Gute," which I later
understood as good luck. I smiled politely and I saw the man open a
door which led to a cellar. We went down the narrow steps and he
lit a candle at the bottom. It lit up the small dank cellar. I
wasn't afraid, rather, curious as to what these Germans were doing.
I thought it also interesting that we'd been warring with them less
than a generation ago, and now they were the prey fighting with the
Eastern bloc that took away their livelihood. I heard that a lot of
the common folk Germans were ashamed and embarrassed by the things
Hitler had done. But yet, I was of the same bloodlines that had
killed so many of their own people. It was almost forty years after
the fact, but there was still that air of apprehension, that we'd
only left the killing field a few years ago. I don't know why I
felt like that. I know they felt the pangs of that war much more
than I did. Hell, their loss meant the Soviet takeover of their
land and loved ones. And who was to blame? Rhetorical question, of
course. Answer as you will, I know there are at least two possible
answers that can both be argued over, but I won't get into that
now.

The man went to a corner of the room and began sweeping away
some dirt to expose a wooden trapdoor. I smiled. These clever folks
had built tunnels.

Dorthe took my hands into hers and proffered some comforting
words, of which I did not understand because the adrenaline was
beginning to rush through my veins. I'd still be in Berlin when I
came out at the other side, but I'd be in Soviet county. How many
Americans did this kind of this in the brightness of day?

The man nodded to me and I dropped my knapsack down, then went
down feet first into the dirt pit. He didn't give me a candle,
which was fine. There was only one direction I needed to go,
anyway.

I tied my knapsack onto my ankle and began crawling. They closed
the trapdoor with a thud behind me and some dirt came crumbling
down around me. Now I've never been claustrophobic, but in the
pitch blackness and cool earth surrounding me by mere
inches—well—I  crawled through there on my hands and knees as
fast as I could.

I don't know how long I was in there. It felt like I'd crawled
over a mile, like I'd been in there for hours.

I hit a dirt wall, then realized that there was a space above my
head. I went to a crouched position and indeed, there was a
trapdoor above me. After a moment of hesitation—I wasn't sure who'd
be there—I tapped lightly.

I heard a scuffle from a few feet away. I heard a creaking as if
someone were pushing a dresser or table away from above the
trapdoor. Something—a rug—slipped away from the opening and I could
see the trapdoor outlined by the light of a flickering candle.

The door opened and a hand reached out. The middle-aged man
pulled me up and I sat down on the floor huffing and puffing. I did
not want to go back in there. The smell of air felt good,
refreshing not like the damp oxygen below the ground. I watched the
man slide the rug back covering the trapdoor and push a heavy side
table above that rug. It looked very normal.

He turned and looked at me curiously.

"Oleg," he said.

"Celso," I replied. I saw him startle when he heard that I was
not a German.

"Sie—Sie—" he stuttered. I waved my hand and tried to look as
unthreatening as possible. Why hadn't Dorthe given me some letter
to give to this man on the other side? I tried the same shtick I
did with Dorthe. I pulled out my envelope and attempted to explain
to him that I needed to get to Kiev.

"Kiev?" He repeated, just as surprised as Dorthe. He shook his
head, thinking me a fool. I gestured to go upstairs and he led me
up, but wouldn't show me the door out. He led me to a bedroom on
the second floor instead and began pulling out some clothes and
shoes.

Of course. The Commies would definitely catch on to me if I went
out in trim and trendy Western clothing.

I changed quickly and was outside in ten minutes with a new
outfit and backpack. To be honest, I was glad to give the poor guy
my clothes and stuff. As soon as I walked out the front door, it
was as if I'd stepped into another dimension. It'd gotten cloudy,
but even without the clouds. It was dingy and desolate. Bleak. Even
the plants looked withered. I began walking.

I made it to the edge of town without incident. A couple of
birds cawed at me, some scruffy kids threw rocks at me, but nothing
conspicuous. The sun was setting and I went into this store. I
needed to keep going. The storeowner was packing up, getting ready
to close up, there must be a curfew because the sun hadn't set just
yet. I wasn't sure if I should try to explain my situation to him
or come up with an entirely different story altogether. The people
out here were probably not exactly of the same mind as those border
volunteers back there.

Well I decided to play a mute, but no matter what I tried, he
couldn't understand. Hoping that there wasn't a curfew, I left his
store. I wandered the encroaching countryside in the coming
darkness. The clouds hid the rays from the moon, which made my
travel more concealed. Every time a black car drove by, which was
rarely, I'd jump into the nearby bushes.

I was tired. I was hungry. This was all too new an experience
for me, and I was exhausted. Sure, it was exhilarating to be in
Europe, in Soviet territory, dodging every supposed Commie that
came near me, but in this cool air (the breezes and dampening air
were signaling some rain), I had had enough for today.

I won't bother you, the reader, with little details, but before
I got into Konigs, this trucker stopped and picked me up. He spoke
German, he didn't look military, so I really had no choice in
turning down his offer to hitch me a ride. We drove past Konigs and
he stopped an hour or so later before Frankfurt.

I feigned being mute and I motioned to him that I needed to get
past the Germany border. He gave me a piece of paper and I wrote
down Kiev, Ukraine.

He muttered some things in German, scurried around his truck a
little bit and with a small flashlight, he brought up a small
clipping from a newspaper (I wonder how hard this was to come by
for him) with a minor headline, no pictures. I saw the word
Chernobyl' and I knew he was trying to tell me not to go. I shook
my head; I needed to get there, no matter what. I pulled out my
picture of Stepan and Maria. Hopefully he would think that my
parents were there or something.

He bought it.

He drove me to a farm fifteen minutes away down south and though
it was the middle of the night, he went up and knocked on the
door.

I had to wait an hour in the darkness (the rain was coming down
now) but this old man in another pickup drove me through Poland.
What a miserable sight that country was. I thought Eastern Berlin
was horrible. Well Germany had been the first to ravage it, but the
Soviets had really abandoned it. We drove through the morning. The
old man rambled on in German, pointing to various sights and shops
and things. I couldn't understand him, though he didn't know that,
but I felt sorry for the old guy because he probably didn't have
anyone to talk to, let alone drive with for such a distance. It was
not so hard being mute as I thought it'd be. Perhaps it were
because there was nothing to say. Now restraining myself from
taking pictures, that was hard. When we stopped for a leak, I took
some photos, but they were just of the countryside. No matter, it
would look nice in my own collection.

It was around 3pm when I saw signs reading Ukraine, 20km, 8km,
and then we were in Ukraine. I itched to ask him how much farther,
but silence would have to do.

The mountains were dark shadows in the distance. I fell asleep
twice. The old man kept driving.

He shook me awake. I glanced at my watch, reading ten after
eleven. Kiev was still in the distance, and the old man looked
apprehensive. I pulled out the letter from Dragon and Maria,
Maria's parents. The old man pulled out a map, found Borodianka,
and set off north. North was good. Chernobyl was north. I didn't
really intend on seeing Dragon and Maria, but it was raining again,
and the air was cooler here than it was in Germany.

We got there in twenty minutes. It was eleven thirty and all the
lights in the two-story cottage were out. I pulled out some German
money and he accepted it gracefully. I don't think he was expecting
that much, but he deserved it. I got out into the pouring rain and
stood in the doorway and watched my taxi drive off.

I pulled out my map. Chernobyl was about 70km from here. I
didn't even have to get that close. It was pretty late, but I
calculated that 70km could be done by morning. I wanted to get in
and out of here, anyway. I'd already spent an entire day getting
here, and it would only be another day of getting out. Hell, I
could go anywhere, just jump the border where there were no guards.
Maybe in Czechoslovakia or something. It was raining steadily, but
I managed to wedge the envelope with all the pictures inside of it
into the doorway of the cottage. I began walking. I spotted a
bicycle by the steps of the fourth house I passed. It was too
tempting, and I took it and began peddling in the rain. I followed
the T-10-19 route and figured that 70 kilometers equaled
approximately 40 miles. I had a long road ahead of me.

The morning light was creeping up the eastern horizon. The
peddling kept me awake, though my eyes were closing every minute. I
glanced at my clock. It was after 6 in the morning. I'd been
bicycling the black countryside for over six hours. All that
walking I'd done, all that suspect chasing in the cities, running
to catch flights and trains and taxis—well, that had all paid off,
almost. My legs were burning and almost numb. That gentleman in
Berlin who'd given me his jacket—well, that was old and not the
best windbreaker. I stopped and checked my map after passing signs
that looked like it read Ivankiv. Transliterating from Cyrillic
took forever, and I decided to sit down and take a break. I was
starving.

I dragged my bicycle and myself to a nearby grove of trees. It
had stopped raining by now, but the ground was wet and cold. I took
my backpack and put it under my head.

I woke up to a young boy poking me with a stick. I sat up
quickly and he jumped back, staring at me with wide green eyes.

"Zkim vie?" He said softly.

I took out my map and pointed to where Chernobyl would be. I
pointed at it and pointed at my bicycle. The kid knew I wasn't from
here. He shook his head slowly and began walking backwards. I
sighed as I watched the kid run off.

It was almost high noon and I had no choice but to pick up my
bicycle and begin peddling again. I passed by a small convenience
store and stopped. I really needed something to eat.

I was amazed when they took my German coins. I didn't know how
much I was giving, but they took it all with no change. I'd come to
Europe with four hundred in my pocket, God knows how much I was
handing away to these people. But the turnaround should be worth
it. With a stomach full of sourdough and some cheese and salted
meat, I continued on.

Around five, I hid the bicycle in a neck of trees, and prayed
I'd remember it. There was some more activity around here. More
cars driving past me. I didn't want to stand out, so I ditched the
bicycle. I must be close. The sun was beginning to set, the land
taking on a soft chestnut and green hue. I heard a rumbling in the
distance, coming from the north. I ducked beside a bush. The sound
was coming from above.

Four Soviet helicopters thundered past me.

It was truly a sight.

So this is what it felt like to be on foreign soil. I know I
wasn't in a fight, though my country was fighting a psychological
war with the Soviets, but I was unquestionably trespassing and
should any of them see me, I'd be shot dead.

A quick wave of fear and doubt washed over me, but I shook it
off. I got up and resumed trekking north by foot. I avoided the
roads now, though I stayed as close to it as I could to not lose my
way. The few buildings I passed were all abandoned. It was
Thursday. The radiation was probably bad, that much I knew. It
would only be common sense for them to evacuate, if they had an
ounce of common sense. Leaving your home of generations was not
such an easy thing to do, especially when you weren’t aware of the
scope of the disaster miles away. I probably shouldn't hang around
too long, either.

Seven pm. The lights were dimming quickly now.

Activity was high. There was a constant muffled roar, like a
fire still blazing miles away, though there was no orange glow in
the horizon. It had almost been a week since the explosion, and no
one knew how bad it was. I didn't know what to expect. I saw tents
beyond the tree lines, busy activity. People that looked like
medics running back and forth. I began to feel a little weak in the
legs, my stomach turning. It'd been a while since I'd eaten, and I
was on about three or four hours of sleep in the past 24 hours.

I stayed away from the people in white suits and military garb.
More helicopters flew above me and I could hear the shouts of
Russians and Ukrainians—I wasn't familiar enough with the two
languages to be able to tell them apart.

The sun was almost set, though there was enough light for me to
pick my path.

And now I could sense a strange glow. It was warm. I couldn't
see it, but I could feel it.

I ran around a group of tents where the Soviets discussed their
problems inside. I moved about two hundred feet to the east,
climbing a small hill.

I knew the destroyed plant was not too far off now.

I paused when I got to the top of the small hill, looked up and
around and saw a tree with potential of giving me height.

I climbed. I saw.

Saw the burning blaze that was still miles away. The fires were
burning, churning, billowing. It was more than a fire. It was a
fire that couldn't be quenched. A liquid fire. It'd been five days,
and it was very much alive. I watched as a pair of helicopters
hovered above the flames. They dropped their water loads onto the
dilapidated mass of steel and concrete. The liquid fell onto the
flames. The flames blinked and sputtered and then rose up higher
than ever.

I'd never seen anything like this.

I left my flash in the knapsack.

I took pictures. I attached my $200 zoom lens. I finished the
roll. I wound my machine and put another roll in. I had to change
my point of view. Maybe go east more, though the city surrounding
the broken nuclear power plant was branching out to my ideal
shooting location.

I jumped down from my tree and sprinted for the next hill rise.
I was getting a headache, probably from all the sour smoke in the
air. I jumped through a stream and made my way up quickly. 
That city, Pripyat, was in front of me, though it was completely
empty. I looked around and didn't detect any human life.

The horrid flames were burning and scarring my eyes, and even my
vision, and it was the strangest thing. As I looked away, I could
see every crimson and copper flame reflected in the nearby conifer
forest. But as the residual flames that had scorched my corneas
faded away, my stomach took a downward turn. The flames were most
certainly reflected by the pines to the edge of the forest. It was
the trees tens and hundreds of feet, as far as I could see to the
west of where I sat. They were glowing from the inner cores of the
trunks. Glowing a morbid orange, bleeding from the inside out. The
pine needles had transformed into dead chestnut-brown crisps, ready
to drift away and disintegrate would a gust of wind come their way.
My heart thudded loudly as I snapped some more photos. My photos
wouldn’t lie. It was impossible that my eyes would be playing
tricks on me this early. This was a death sentence, and had I not
been so impetuous, I would have turned tail and ran. If objects as
thick as tree trunks absorbed that much radiation in a week’s time,
imagine what amounts of radiation my feeble human body had been
force-fed in the past few minutes.

I dashed across a short open field and then into the town
itself. I checked the path ahead of me as I got nearer and nearer
to the reactors. The inferno was roiling, seething. I could hear
the voices and shouts of men near the reactors.

When I got within six hundred feet of the reactors, I went into
the nearby office building and made my way up to the fifth
floor.

I took another roll.

There were soldiers and miners alike digging all around the
reactor. I didn't know enough about science at the time, but they
were trying to pump liquid nitrogen into the core to try and put
out the nuclear fire in the graphite core. These men did this in
the midst of the blazing blue, white and yellow flames that licked
their knees and helmets.

I took some more pictures, zoomed and panoramic, wide lens. But
mostly zoomed. These rolls would be priceless. I captured shots of
the broken joints, the bulging west wall, but mostly of the boiling
core, that pulsing lava that was spitting out flames and the liquid
fire that would not go out.

I just sat in awe of the whole spectacle in front of me. I could
feel the heat whenever the wind blew my way. It almost seemed as if
the fires were creating their own winds. Five days, and it was
still burning.

I'd been exposed far too long.

I made my way down to the ground floor. I took some snaps of the
Soviet propaganda that was littered all over the walls, those red
and yellow pamphlets with drawings of Lenin, booklets, posters,
photos, Lenin's image and the hammer and sickle were everywhere.
Outside, the roaring of the flames was deafening. I scampered
behind the building and made my way back to the edge of town, into
the glowing golden woods, as quickly as possible.

I ran and ran. My precious cargo in my knapsack.

I ran past the white coats and military drab.

"Tochka!"

I skidded to a halt. A brown-eyed guard stood in front of me,
handgun pointing at me. The strange glow in the tree trunks
reflected morbidly on their camouflaged outfits. And strangely off
of my drab clothes, too, I noticed.

"Documyentiyi," he held his hand out.

Sounded like papers. I didn't have any papers. I put my hands
up.

"Vi!" He jabbed his handgun closer to me as he advanced.
"Documyentiyi!" He demanded, louder.

I left my hands up in the air and began retreating a bit.

"Tochka!" He shouted. That probably meant stop, and I did. I
noticed another guard crashing through the brush towards me.

The second man arrived and the two exchanged some words. The
second man shone his flashlight in my eyes while the first man,
keeping his gun pointed at my chest, came to me and looked at me
hard. I looked back at him with equal ferocity. It was not going to
come down to this.

He grabbed my knapsack. This wouldn't be a fair fight, but I
held my ground. He opened the zipper and uttered a triumphant
sound. I turned, punched his temple and grabbed his handgun as he
was going down.

The second guard jumped and reached for his handgun. The dope
didn't even have it out.

I pointed my stolen Tokarev at the two guards. The one I hit
remained on the ground. I snatched my knapsack from his hands and
started backing away.

The second guard kept his gun on me. I kept stepping backwards,
away from the two Russians. When I figured I was far enough away, I
made a run for it.

A shot rang out, but I felt nothing.

My knapsack clutched to my chest and my right hand holding the
gun, I sprinted as fast as I could.

Another shot. I heard something hard and fast whiz by my left
ear.

The darkness covered me. I could hear the two guards back there
yelling, probably calling for backup because a second later, I
heard them crashing through the brush behind me.

I made a ninety degree turn in my path. That should divert them.
After a hundred or so feet, I made another ninety degree turn, and
I repeated this maneuver a few times until I was sure I'd lost
them.

I stopped. I was out of breath, and my head was killing me. My
stomach felt light, but there was nothing in there to vomit, not
even water. I needed some water. I could hear the guards yelling in
the distance. I know that man saw my camera, and they probably
wouldn't give up the chase so easily.

I swallowed hard and began sprinting again.

I remember my stomach was really hurting. Twisting, like it was
vomiting within itself down there. I couldn't tell if the moon was
going in and out, or if my vision was getting blurry. I just
remember that I tripped over some root or other and I fell.

The last thing I remember was reaching for my knapsack which had
fallen to the ground in front of me. I think it bounced over some
rock. I was reaching for it.

 

So I woke up in a small concrete room. No one else was in there,
the door was open, it was daytime.

I was exhausted. I moaned and my eyes closed again.

When they opened again, the sun was setting.

My knapsack. My camera. My film.

I sat up quickly. My head swam and I squeezed my temples, trying
to settle my woozy brain. When it finally did, I looked up again. I
was back in Chernobyl, in one of the buildings surrounding the
towns' outskirts. I stood up slowly and forced myself to the door.
I did not feel so good at all. There was a guard next to the door,
and he turned to me with a rifle in hand. He gave me a long
side-ways stare at me. It was best to retreat, for now.

I sat in the corner in the dirt and waited. My things were gone.
God knows what they did with it. God knows who they thought I was.
I would try my best to pretend I was some German reporter, but even
then, I don't think anyone was allowed around here anyway. All
trespassers in Soviet country suffered the same ending.

 

The soldiers yelled at me a lot, but I couldn't understand them.
My aloofness irritated them even more, and I got some nice bruises
and cuts while they had me pig-tied. A few kicks in the stomach
made me forget about my headaches for a few minutes. They left me
alone again, and it was alternating between headaches and stomach
pains. Just throw me in the fire pit already, cut my head off, tie
me to the post and shoot me. Enough with the games and torture.

Instead, they threw me on a military truck. I didn't know what
direction they were taking me. I only woke up a few times to see
some guards or soldiers, whoever they were, sitting in the back
with me, smoking or drinking. The one shared a cigarette with me,
the young one. I didn't get a splash of vodka, though. My stomach
burned too much anyway. It felt good to sleep, even though it was
on a bumpy ride on wooden slats. In the USSR. Lost in enemy's
land.

 

=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=-=

If you've enjoyed the book so far, and would like to purchase
the book in its entirety, please visit 
this page to purchase the book. This book is also available as
an eBook here for
Kindle. It will also be available for iBook soon, and this text
will be updated accordingly.



Thank you for reading!

Best regards from the author herself, Jessica Matteliano.
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