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I helped her make a fire and she explained, as far as she knew,
the best method for befriending the fishermen. According to her
(and I had no reason to think I had a better explanation) the
fishing families practiced a way of noticing that classified
patterns incredibly well, but treated sudden impositions as
mystical horrors to be avoided at all costs.

“They only allow patterns to approach,” she said. “And now you
have to become part of my pattern.” She’d been there for a week
already.

Zoe and I spent a little more than a month sitting on that beach,
establishing a pattern. We built fires in the morning and early
evening. We slept in the back of her truck, exposed to the early
chill of a foggy marine layer and the humid swelter of the July
Baja days.

Because of my time at the Station, I was somewhat prepared for
this kind of activity. But the business of pattern is fundamental,
powerful, and much more complicated than simple repetition of
fire-making and location of slumber. I came to realize that we
performed the physical routine for our own sake, as practice for
the natural pattern we hoped to settle in to. At risk of sounding
the mumbo-jumbo klaxons, I’ll say that our task on that beach was
not to establish a pattern, but to establish a hospitable
environment for such a pattern to be made clear.

There are certainly more fearsome environments for doing this,
but let me assure you that it is not an entertaining process. If
anything, I’d venture to say that it’s as far from amusement as our
fish (and our children) are from running in schools. But with that
in mind, rest assured that Zoe and I had some good times.

#

You can learn a lot about a person by camping with them for a
month. But more importantly, you find that with anything less than
a lifetime of interaction, you learn more about the holes in
people’s stories. [I am reminded now of Zoe’s observation that I
define things primarily in contrast, as in the paragraph
above.]

When Zoe packed up her truck and headed north, she left a
Swiss-Cheesed tableau filled with pockets of mystery that sucked me
in. The most obvious question, what the hell was a fifteen-year-old
girl who grew up in the devs doing “establishing pattern” for what
amounted to a one-night fireside chat with a family of fishermen?
And what was going on with said fishermen? Eighty years ago this
peninsula had been crawling with tourists and subsistence
fishermen. You could approach them in those days without difficulty
and they’d gladly trade you some fish for a pack of cigarettes or a
few wrinkled pages of pornography. Now you had to approach them in
much the same way that a wildlife photographer must approach his
subject. People change faster than we like to think, but eighty
years can’t explain such a dramatic shift. Something else was going
on and neither Zoe nor the chat with the fishermen had explained
it. And finally, what was Zoe’s father doing in La Paz? Zoe said he
was studying fish, trying to find a way to get them to grow in farm
tanks again (this used to be commonly done). It’s plausible on its
face, fish is a popular realfood right now, insanely expensive, and
there’d be a lot of money in it for the company that could farm
fish. But Zoe’s father had been in Baja supposedly studying fish
for ten years, had left Zoe and her mother when Zoe was five, long
before fish were even dreaming of hitting the novelty radar of the
greater dev community.
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