1002646138

DRAWING MY BODY NUDE

By
Nathan Don Bennett

RECOMMENDED:

APPROVED:

DRAWING MY BODY NUDE

A
THESIS

Presented to the Faculty
of the University of Alaska Fairbanks
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the Degree of

MASTER OF FINE ARTS

By
Nathan Bennett, B.A.

Fairbanks, Alaska

August 2004

RASMUSON UBRARY
UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA FAIRBANKS

Ill

Abstract
Divided into five sections that mirror mankind’s fall and return to grace, Drawing
My Body Nude is a modern-day examination of the Romantic notions of innocence,
experience and experienced innocence. Covering a span of nearly fifteen years, the text
weaves together four seemingly disparate stoiylines: the author’s addiction to, and
subsequent recovery from, pornography; his mother’s enrollment in a nude drawing class
at a local college; the death of his patriarchal grandfather; and his own coming of age as
he and his wife raise a family of their own. The text is driven by religious (specifically
Latter-Day Saint), artistic and metaphysical themes. By questioning the complex issues
surrounding birth and death, human existence and the afterlife, nude art and pornography,
love and lust, as well as raising children and what it means to be a child, the text is an
attempt to both reconcile and understand physical and inherent beauty.
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Preface
When I was eighteen years old I learned that my mom was enrolled in a nude drawing
class at a local college. This knowledge came as a shock. As members of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, my family had always been fairly conservative. From
the time we were little, my parents had taught me and my brothers and sisters about the
importance of having faith in God and a testimony of the scriptures. We read and prayed
on an almost daily basis. We also believed the body to be a temple of God and, therefore,
sacred, off limits. Mom’s nude drawing class seemed to fly in the face of everything I
had ever been taught.
A few months earlier I had gone to a classic rock concert in Salt Lake City, Utah.
It was the events at this concert that began to cure me from my addiction to pornography.
If Mom’s enrollment in the nude drawing class had come at any other time, I might not
have been so judgmental. As it was it took me years to understand her.
I have always been drawn to the human form. In my youth it was the girls of
Beacon Heights Elementary, specifically Jennifer Taylor and Kelly Shackleford. They
were my 3rd grade beauty queens. Years later, when my family moved to California and
puberty set in, the girls of my desire became the nameless bikinis on Newport Beach, the
midriffs of senior girls at Woodbridge High, the “perfect,” airbrushed nakedness of
Playboy models, and anyone with auburn hair. The female body consumed me. Most
psychologists and experts on teenage sexuality would call my experience normal and
healthy. And in some ways it was. But while attraction between the sexes is a natural
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part of life, and necessary to perpetuate the species, it comes at a price. Having a healthy
relationship with the woman you love is much more than being attracted to her body.
This is part of the lesson my mom tried to teach me the day she explained her
nude drawing class to me. I still have not resolved all the issues; I am still drawing my
body. One day it may be nude.
There are people I must thank who have helped me on this journey. First and
foremost, I wish to acknowledge Gail Adams and Kevin Oderman, both of the West
Virginia University creative writing faculty. Thank you for suggesting that I get involved
in nonfiction in the first place. To John Reinhard and Renee Manfredi and the several
classes of English 671 at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, you guys saw several of
these essays when they were but ideas; thank you for your editing and commentary. To
John, for his amazing poetic ability to help me get the best word on the page. To Steven
and Noelle Carter, for the discussions, the motivation, and the extensive editing to get
this collection to where it is today. To Derrick Burrleson, thank you for pushing me to
tell the story and not settle for fluff. To Frank Soos, my thesis advisor and confidant:
when this thesis looked like it might drag on for years, thank you for helping me to,
finally, get it done. To my family and friends, whose stories I have appropriated and who
I have tried to portray in a good light, thank you for living such exemplary lives,
especially Grandpa Lefty and my mother. To my mother for teaching me to see. And to
my immediate family, my daughters for being so obnoxious and amazing. I am grateful
to have you in my live. And to Jessica, the woman I fall in love with all over again on a
daily basis. Thank you for being you.

“Brethren, be not children in understanding: howbeit in malice
be ye children, but in understanding be men”
1 Corinthians 14:20

PARTI
PREMORTALITY

Oh yes, they call him the streak
The fastest thing on two feet
s just as proud as he can be of his anatomy
He gonna give us a peak
Oh yes, they call him the streak
He likes to show off his physique
If there’s an audience to be found,
He’ll be streaking around
Inviting public critique...
Ray Stevens from “The Streak”
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My Natural Body
My first encounter with streakers happened on the second to last day of my
sophomore year at Woodbridge High School, when most of us were gathered in the openair quad, eating lunch or studying for finals. Jim Hall and I were seated on the ground
near one of the massive stone pillars that held up the quad’s fiberglass awning. We were
neither studying nor eating. Instead, I sat cross-legged, hunched over Jim’s yearbook.
He sat on my left, leaning back against the pillar, eyes closed, legs stretched out, hands
behind his head. In about twenty minutes he and I would take Coach Varvas’s track
final: a four-lap jog around the dirt oval instead of the two laps we usually ran for warm
up during the semester. School was out as far as we were concerned. The following day,
the last day of school, promised to be more of a challenge with our two hardest finals,
Honors English and U.S. History. But that was an eternity away and we were living in
the moment.
Many of our fellow classmates were also living in the moment, lounging about
the quad in the attitude of apathy and feigned sleep - an act of rebellion against the
pending exams, a natural desire for summer to begin (that instant if possible) and justify
their laziness. They were procrastinators, summer celebrators, daydreamers all. Pained
by the fact that every day in Southern California was a beach day and they were here,
landlocked, stuck stagnant. It was excruciating, the minutes on any clock in any
classroom in the school ticking by like hours, the hours as years, the school year a
lifetime under florescent lights, as we sat poised, anxious for the final, final bell.
From the far end of the quad a shout erupted - HEY! WHOA! - and in an instant
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the day dreamers were awake and on their feet. In another they were rushing in the
direction of the noise, screaming as they went, for no apparent reason other than that it
felt good to let loose their voices and echo back the shouts of their fellow classmates.
Despite the suddenness of the chaos, it felt natural, as if the whole day had been building
to this moment and now it was here to embrace. I was in the middle of a lengthy sentence
and only lifted my head for a moment to watch as students whizzed by. They were racing
towards the gathering crowd, jumping tables and dodging lunchers, eager for a front row
piece of the action. Jim moved like he was going to stand, but stopped as he squatted knees thrust out, leaning on his right hand for support. He looked at me quizzically, then
motioned to the crowd, wondering if we should check it out. I said it was probably a fight
and resumed my writing. Jim nodded and returned to the comfort of the stone pillar.
It was natural enough for a fight to break out on the second to last day of school.
Fights and forcing a run-in with the campus security officers seemed to be the favored
ways of releasing high strung, high school energy itching to break loose. And a fight
seemed a natural release for the spectators, today more than ever, because it allowed the
crowd to live vicariously through the combatants and eke out their own pent-up energy
without getting into trouble.
The main body of the crowd had gathered about halfway down the quad: a
swarming wall of backsides and heads, many standing on tables, others cramming
themselves into the tiny spaces between people, until the wall was a perfect collage of
jeans and T-shirts, and nothing could be seen of the commotion on the other side.
Several latecomers were jumping or standing tiptoe, craning their necks in a failed

6
attempt to see through the gaps in the crowd; there were none. Other students had
splintered off to the side and were gathering on the edges, peering around their
classmates. Everyone was screaming, shouting, their voices mixing into a melodious
cacophony of whoops and cheers. It was chaos at its best: the randomness of individual
voices blending into one another to become something much greater than their
disassembled parts. A choir of sorts. A surging, swelling, four-part mob. Riotous
harmony clamoring for the fight.
But it was not a fight. Fight noises usually stay in the same general area, the
crowd reacting to opposing blows. This noise was different. It came deep and throbbing,
a bass-like undercurrent to the higher pitches of the clamoring voices. The low pitched
noise moved through the crowd with the steady flow of an ocean wave moving towards
shore: the tiny, wet hump forming on the horizon, creeping in a slow, rippled line, the
glint of a white cap, water slipping from water, again and again as the wave gathered
strength, the ocean floor rising, pushing it towards shore, the final, sucking ebb as water
slid from the beach, taking with it the skittering of rocks and sand, the space between Jim
and me and the crowd slowing to silence, the crowd’s whooping and cheering swelling to
a crescendo, forming the curl of the wave’s lip, the sound of rushing water growing
closer, louder. I stopped writing. Jim stood.
The wave of noise and people heaved suddenly before us, rising up only a few
feet away, pulling us into the undertow of swarming bodies. And as the rip curl swept
over us, two surfers, two streakers, a boy and a girl, came with it, zigzagging down the
face of the wave, cutting back through the pipeline of the crowd, all in a flash of black
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and white - briefs, pea coat, cleavage and tennis shoes. The surfers were beautiful.
Greek statues. The boy’s hairless, curved pectorals, his steady, muscled biceps and
forearms, the way his quads and hamstrings rippled as he moved over the crowd, muscles
flexed, gluts tightened in the action of movement beneath white briefs. The girl was a
little overweight: at once chunky and voluptuous; alluring, homely, obscene. She had
concealed her body with an unbuttoned pea coat clenched tight at her midsection. The
only visible skin, besides her round calves and cute, dimpled thighs, were two slightly
tanned triangles: one descending from her neck and chest to a third elusive point of
cleavage as it darkened and dipped between her breasts, the second triangle beginning at
the waistband of her black thong underwear, flowing past navel and fleshy belly and
ascending towards the same elusive point, getting lost amid the folds and turns of her
clenched pea coat. I was on fire.
And then the two of them were gone, sweeping along with some of the crowd to
the open surf ahead, leaving us and the other bodies to topple over one another in the
tumult that is the aftermath of a crashing wave. When I finally resurfaced and the
seething crowd had returned to the calmer waters of students looking on, I looked for the
surfers, who by this time were riding smoothly the last tricklings of the surging wave as it
ebbed beneath them into shallow water, their clean, slightly tanned bodies easily eluding
the overweight security officer as they broke for the school’s front parking lot.
Eyes on the pursuit, seeking collaboration and insight, I asked Jim the obvious.
“See that?”
“Yeah, she was incredible.”
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“Think they’ll get caught? I mean, you think they’ll get in trouble?”
“Nah. What for? They weren’t even naked. You distance runners wear more or
less the same thing, and you guys run all over the place.”
“But that’s different. We don’t run in our tighty-whities.”
“Might as well.”

Five days a week our cross country team ran the bike paths and busy streets of
Irvine wearing only a pair of skimpy running shorts and our training shoes. The girls on
the team wore the same short shorts and shoes, adding sports bras for comfort and
modesty. Through stop-lighted intersections and along the bike paths that flanked the
city’s main roads - Culver, Jeffrey, Alton, University, Barranca and Irvine Center Drive
- we ran. The roads were six lanes wide and full of afternoon commuters. Audis and
BMWs, Lincoln Navigators and the occasional Porsche, the well-to-do with time on their
hands. Some assuredly were art collectors, those who owned, or at least had seen,
Diirer’s The Fall o f Man or Botticelli’s Birth o f Venus. They were accustomed to naked
bodies. Others in the traffic mix cared nothing for art or nakedness and were only out for
some late afternoon items from Trader Joes or Albertson’s. We ran past them all. Over
canal bridges, down golf course fairways, across shopping-center parking lots and past
corporate executives taking a late lunch at Ruttabagora’s Cafe. We ran through orange
orchards and cabbage and strawberry fields, past migrant farm workers, and past the
school children of Alderwood and Springbrook Elementaries while they paused in their
games of hopscotch and basketball to gawk. Over the summer and the stretching months
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of fall, the California sun pouring over us, our bodies grew sinewy and brown, rippling
strides of our own - naked bodies concealed by the guises of sport.

Some say streaking is a sport. Sport: a game or competitive activity, especially an
outdoor one involving physical exertion. Individuals and groups competing in an
unclothed adrenaline rush. Public nudity for the sake of spectacle, recreation and
rebellion. Every year from 1985 until 2001 the city of Ann Arbor played host to
University of Michigan students as they celebrated the beginning of summer (and the end
of classes) with The Naked Mile - a co-ed, fully exposed jaunt through campus and
downtown. Students at the University of Massachusetts hold a similar annual event
called Streak Night, which, though discouraged with a fairly steep fine and the possibility
of being labeled a “public sex offender,” has not entirely stopped students from
participating. Princeton endorsed a similar policy in 1999 in hope of ending the
sophomore classes’ annual Nude Winter Olympics, where competitors kept warm
wearing only hats, gloves and scarves. The morning of the event, a chilly December
morning, a light dusting of snow covering the quad, perfect conditions for several
hundred would-be raucous, naked college students; and yet, the only ones to be found
were a few professors keeping their eyes on things, sipping their morning coffee. The
world, and some would cite 9/11 as a possible catalyst, has become increasingly
politically correct, with catch-phrases like demeaning, provocative and indecent
governing our speech. I am all for morals, all for being careful of profligating the sacred,
natural human form by parading it around in the public arena, but it seems odd that these
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university traditions, if they have become a problem only now, were not considered so
when they first began. Has innocent fun reached a lusty conclusion or was it lusty right
from its inception? Why did it take so long for university and civic leaders to react to this
phenomenon? Are the collective reactions of public and media, as they so often are, too
focused on bandaging the problems (if they truly are problems) and not seeking out the
principal cause?
Real streakers, those who go solo or in small groups, who are not just college
students looking for a cheap thrill, who streak major sporting events for the adrenaline
rush or who are out to deliver their own politically charged message; these people never
have stopped doing what they do and probably never will. No city or school has quasi
sanctioned their actions, and they are always (at least when they get caught) tackled to the
ground by whatever security force may be on hand and hauled away in handcuffs. These
streakers have streaked the Oscars, the Ashes, Wimbledon, the British Open, Super Bowl
XXXVII, Wisconsin Badger football games, the Mr. Universe pageant, the UEFA Cup in
Sweden, the Tour De France, Canadian Flyers hockey matches, Pittsburgh Pirates
baseball games, Real Madrid soccer games, the Bledisloe Cup Rugby Union match and
many, many, many more. Mark Roberts, the internationally acclaimed, Guinness Book
of World Records world record holder for the most streaks (he is approaching 300), has
accomplished most of this list by himself. This is so even if his “streaking” is quite
different from that of someone like Michael O’Brien - who is regarded by many as the
original streaker after baring it all for 53,000 screaming rugby fans at London’s
Twickenham Stadium back in 1974. Or even Erica Roe, the bookshop assistant who
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bared her breasts at a rugby match 1982. Why she chose to flash rather than take it all off
is something the world may never know. What we do know is that she has an incredibly
large bust size and that day was able to change the lives of more than a few men. They
are still talking about it. So much so that as recently as 2001 a London newspaper voted
her flashing as the 71st out of a possible 100 greatest sporting moments of all time.
Unlike these two, and other streakers who like to run in the buff, Mark Roberts
hardly ever bares all for his streaks. Instead he goes shirtless, but usually manages to
have a little bit of something covering up his privates. At Super Bowl XXXVIII it was a
miniature football, at the French Open it was three tennis ball halves, at a rugby match
between England and New Zealand he wore a little Santa covering and a hat on his head;
but by far the most fascinating was the time he “streaked” the World Synchronized
Swimming Finals wearing a tutu and a swimming cap. Surely his tutu covered a bit more
than a Speedo ever could, and was certainly less provocative and revealing than the
dresses J. Lo and Little Kim wore to the Grammy Awards the year before. Of course
these two women were, and still remain, music megastars, women praised for thenbrazen and daring, their innate sense of style - their wardrobes could never get them
arrested or cited for public indecency. I have no other conclusion for this double standard
of streaking, and what I will call the naked nature of Hollywood, than that it has little if
anything to do with the naked body; rather it has everything to do, especially in sports,
with a fan being where they should not be, namely the field of play. Fans are meant to
behave and not provide distractions, stealing the limelight from the competition and
creating their own, halting play, giving their all to elude the security guards who they
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hope will give chase. This “competition” changed during a 1999 British soccer match
pitting United vs. Sunderland, when mother of two, Michelle Newton, streaked wearing
only her union jack undies and her best knee-high boots. Much to her chagrin, both the
players and police pretended she was not there until she left the field and was promptly
arrested by the boys in blue. Some psychologists have compared streakers to tantrumthrowing children and, as a result, recommended the ignoring tactic to help deter future
attention seekers.
Socially conscious streakers use the attention created by their naked bodies to
promote good causes as well as protest evil. Demonstrations have included: PETA
seeking for the worldwide ethical treatment of animals, ending logging on Canada’s
Saltspring Island, and encouraging trucker’s in their complaints against Britain’s fuel
hikes. Some, like the two men who streaked a water conference in the Netherlands with
the words “Don’t Privatize Water” tattooed in black marker across their naked backs,
want to be certain the audience understands their message, and does not confuse their
actions with those of adrenaline-seeking streakers simply out for a good time. However,
in the minds of the masses, carefree nakedness is usually undistinguishable from
nakedness with a “higher” purpose. The body is a body is a body, and rarely can we see
anything beyond the flesh. These two men, while obviously advocating for major
changes, and using what they feel to be the most striking medium to get their message
across, learned a hard truth: change usually comes as a result of structured boycotts and
carefully conceived arguments. In this case, the Netherlands’ Parliament had the final
vote regarding the future of water in their country; they cared little for the streaking. In
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this way, streakers, while possibly effective on their own terms, become part of the
sideshow, spectacles meant to revive the average, wearied protestor. Such was the case
in the British fuel-hike boycott of 1999. The truckers who had lined up their Mack trucks
in protest were pleasantly surprised by a streaking woman who was trying to rally their
cause. The men stopped protesting and tooted their horns.
There are other women who have found that motion muddles the message and
that nakedness carries more weight when one is standing still. These woman hold quiet,
cohesive vigils: the Nigerian women who at the mere threat of standing nude outside of
parliament successfully shamed the men of their country into recognizing their protest
against corporate exploitation; or the fifty women of West Marin who united their nude
bodies in Point Reyes Station, California to form “PEACE” in all capital letters in an
effort to dissuade the US from invading Iraq. This was no pornographic spread of flashed
breasts and privates, but an asexual affront against the exploitation of a people. The
picture in the

SanFrancisco Chronicle was a frightfully beautiful sight. Frightful

because the women lay face down as if dead, indistinguishable from civilian bodies in
war’s aftermath. Beautiful because their shimmering backs and buttocks - some prime
and pink, others off white and wrinkled - were as natural as the grassy hillside that
framed them. While these women were ultimately less successful in their endeavor than
their Nigerian counterparts, the peace offering of their motionless bodies set off a wave
of copycat vigils and commanded the respect of many.

What the surfing streakers at Woodbridge had in mind, I could not say, but neither
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Jim nor I had once taken our eyes from their fleeing bodies, especially the girl’s.
Jim needed to hypothesize: “So why do you think they did it? I mean with clothes
on. Why not do it naked?”
“Would you have done it naked?”
“I wouldn’t have done it, period.”
“Why?”
Jim did not answer. Maybe so he wouldn’t have to share the obvious fact that he
was a beanpole, white and shiny. I felt the same way sometimes, more like a beanpole
with a tan and few random muscles, but I wouldn’t have done it either. It is one thing to
run with a group of guys in skimpy running shorts, the spirit of camaraderie; it is an
entirely other matter to do it solo with only a pair of white cotton briefs to cover your
heiny.
“So, why do you think they did it?” Jim reiterated.
“Attention.”
“No, you never answered my question. The attention part’s obvious. Why didn’t
they do it naked?”
“Maybe they were embarrassed, maybe they were going to do it naked, but one of
them chickened out at the last minute, and so they compromised. Do it with clothes on or
don’t do it at all.”
“Yeah, but then why do it. It’s not even streaking.”
“If it’s nothing, then why are you making such a big deal?”
“It’s not just me,” Jim said motioning to the crowded quad. “I mean, you’d think
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these people had never seen a naked body before.”
“And you have?”
“Sure, lots of times.”
“Uh-huh.”
He was right, though. The surfers had caused a tumbling, screaming ruckus
without doing any real streaking. Instead, they were covered, or at least the parts that
“mattered.” Which may have been the problem - their near-nakedness only served to
encourage our staring. Placed precisely, clothing hides deformities, the sags and bulges
of heavy, human flesh. It can seduce, allude to the hidden. It yields to the imagination
the conjuring of a perfect body, of traveling beyond the folds and seams and stitches and
into a world of flawless skin. If the surfers had really been naked we might not have
looked so long. Or if we did stare, we would have done so with embarrassment, shooting
sideward glances at the jiggling, quivering female flesh.

There is an underlying repulsiveness to my body, to the naked human body in
general: the greasy, crumpled pages of Playboy boob jobs passed around a circle of
giggling teenage boys; a girl, after having wiped the condensed steam from her bathroom
mirror with the palm of her hand, sucking in her stomach, sticking out her chest, trying to
measure up; a boy, after his own shower, flexing his muscles as he thinks back to the
shower from the day before after the muddy football game where his team emerged
victorious while he sat sideline, and how, in comparison to the rest of the team, his body
seems stunted and pale.
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Nakedness exposes. It exposes what we lack as well as our excesses. In the
privacy of our own catwalk it showcases the very love handles, gelatinous thighs, and
spreading hips and butt cheeks many of us are so eager to hide. It reveals back hair, chest
hair, pubic hair, unwanted facial hair, hairy warts, hairy piles, hairy moles. Before the
mirror, fresh from the shower, the bright purple hue of stretch marks and varicose veins,
the faded brown of birthmarks, the makeup-less face, the sagging flab of an after-baby
belly or muscles once healthy and toned, now gone to mush, the infinite rainbow of
painfully defective skin, eczema, psoriasis, rosacea, polyps and basal cell carcinoma they all, every single deformity, cry out with one voice, we are natural, do not be
ashamed to hide us. But we are ashamed even though they speak truth. Because nature
is oftentimes ugly, brutally honest, and we live in a world where deception is the name of
the game. Clothes for us are a godsend and we bless the day the Lord made coats of skin
for Adam and Eve.
Nakedness could have been the great human equalizer, the singular point beyond
the money and the palaces and the fancy clothes where people can walk hand in hand.
Ten fingers, ten toes, two eyes, a nose, legs, arms and a torso. But enter breast and
buttock implants, a $7 billion dollar cosmetics industry, a nearly equal craze for body
supplements and black market steroids, dieting fads that come and go with the season’s
“in” colors, liposuction clinics sprouting like weeds, and a growing demand for
technology that will allow parents to genetically enhance their children, and the notion of
equality is thrown in our faces. Because even when a body is dispossessed of everything
and hasn’t a dime or a prayer, there remains an awful division. Call it pride, call it envy
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or an antiquated notion of center-fold beauty - the very reason we the less-than-perfect
spend our time gawking at those few, lucky bodies to whom such deformities do not
apply, those for whom the imagined, flawless skin is a natural reality. They are the
bodies of health nuts and body builders, people with time to hone themselves with hours
and hours of exercise and recreation, or others who have been naturally blessed with
more shapely bodies. Bodies of lean, rounded muscles and rivers of flexed veins. Their
flesh is taut and smooth, the thrust and snatch of precision.
My mind is full of such bodies. Some from a different shower years later where
in a moment of lost concentration I dropped my bar of Dial, twice. Others from a cross
country road trip of friends, a late night skinny-dip into the Atlantic Ocean. Others from
the weight room, from track and field practice, from school and church beach trips, from
the open air showers at Catalina Island boy-scout camp. It is different for the rest of us,
the natural, unnatural world, different when the perfect body is real, freed from the
imagination, the glossy page and health gym. It is different when the body is not your
same sex, when the body is not your own, different even from a weekday afternoon the
summer before when a young French girl, early teens and just beginning her
development, removed her bikini top near the shoreline of a nearly empty Newport Beach
and ran carefree towards the crashing surf.
The surfers who streaked my quad were twenty miles inland from the nearest
beach. And everything is guises and contexts. Surfers running nearly naked are only
allowed to jog across the open expanse of curving sand, or saunter towards a jagged
outcropping of distant rocks, or walk into the sea as the surf rises before them and the
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setting sun. Only within the boundary of surf and sand can they be among their own: the
Speedo-wearing beach guys strutting shirtless, letting it all hang out - the rippling
muscles, the burgeoning beer belly, the carpet of fuzz spreading out from their chest; the
board-shorting others whose trunks cover quads and knees, but that, balanced on
hipbones, tend to droop in the middle - revealing the hard curve of stomach sloping to
pelvis, the trail of hair directly below the navel flowing down to darkness. There are
some, the girls in one-pieces or tankinis, the ones in T-shirts, the ones trying to cover
their excess skin, or who are concerned about modesty, the anomalies of the beach, girls
who are there to hang out and dip their toes in the ocean, who are there to ogle the guys,
but not to be ogled themselves. Then there are the girls who, on the other hand, try to
accentuate, hold it all in as they parade about in bikinis, which at once provide covering
and support while simultaneously showing off - by means of spaghetti straps, thongs and
m iniscule

scraps of fabric - the same swelling bulges, breasts and buttocks, they are

hardly trying to conceal.
By concealing herself beneath the pea coat, the girl surfer made her “streaking”
sexual. The coat’s tailored cut was the best way to accentuate her black thong
underwear, the coat ending at her waist and fully exposing her fleshy butt cheeks. Her
plan, if it was her plan, worked, at least for the crowd of sophomore boys looking on.
Because as she and the boy rode the wave out into the parking lot —finally wiping out
somewhere near the get-away car - 1 watched her butt cheeks jiggle, every step of the
way.

When I was young? - Ah woeful When!
Ah! for the change ‘twixt Now and Then!
This breathing house not built with hands,
This body does me grievous wrong,
O’er aery cliffs and glittering sands,
How lightly then it flashed along:Samuel Taylor Coleridge from “Youth and Age”
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Finding a Couch to Sit On
It had been a long, fall day at Lake Mead. Of water skiing, of wake boarding, of
generally eating and basking in the sun and wind until we were all crusted over with
semi-tanned, semi-burnt skin and it was time to go home. We felt good and fall and
satisfied. This was Saturday, day two of the annual Bennett family reunion, summer of
1998. We had sought and found adventure, the fourteen of us - eleven cousins, two
friends and Uncle Van - one worthy of the summer sun and of being back together under
one roof. Van had brought his boat along for that very purpose.
The sun was low in the sky when Uncle Van idled his 21-foot Chaparral past the
“No Wake” buoys and headed for the boat docks. Boaters at the nearby ramp were busy
loading their Mastercrafts and Moombas onto sleek, black trailers. On shore a few
families were barbecuing, roasting marshmallows over the fire pits. The flames burned
bright in the gathering dusk. We unloaded our gear on the dock and hefted it to the
Suburban, which by this time Van’s oldest son, John, was backing down the ramp.
Nearby the piny on pines and juniper trees were casting shadows across the desert floor,
shadows that reached the parking lot and blended with the asphalt by the time we finished
packing up. In the west the sky had deepened to purple and a few scattered stars were
already poking holes in the blacker east.
We were headed back along Interstate 15 to Cedar City and Uncle Mike’s place. I
was driving my parents’ Dodge Caravan. Van drove ahead. Exhausted, and with all my
passengers sleeping, I was trying to stay awake by cranking Cat Stevens, David Bowie
and U2. To get home faster I had planned to drive on ahead, but the taillights on the
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boat-trailer burned out and I tailed the Suburban so Van would not get rear-ended.
Halfway home I grew grateful that the boat-trailer’s lights had burned out. Singing was
not working, but making sure Van arrived safely home gave my adrenaline sufficient
oomph to make it to the Cedar City exit ramp and off the speeding monotony of the
freeway.
My body had been craving sleep the whole stretch of 1-15. I have this innate
ability to sleep whenever the need arises no matter where I find myself - church pews,
staircases, leaning back against a concrete wall - it is something I inherited from Dad.
Many a night as children we had woken to the darkened parking lot of the Westminster
Mall twenty minutes from home because Dad could not finish the hour drive from Uncle
Fred’s house.
I greeted the Cedar City exit ramp with grateful eyes, eyes that could no longer
distinguish the road below from Van's suburban up ahead. Uncle Mike’s house is two
short miles from the exit ramp —wide roads and three left-hand turns. I fingered the
steering wheel and leaned back against the driver’s seat, taking the turns slow and wide.
I made the last turn and with my foot barely pressing the gas, let the van creep up the hill
toward the house. It was after midnight, the houses lay long darkened, the people cozy in
their beds. I imagined my own bed, the plush leather of the downstairs couch, cool
against my cheek. Sleep was near.

This year’s Bennett family reunion was actually a collaborative effort between
Aunt Marlene and Aunt Betsy. Not only was Southwestern Utah the most convenient
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midpoint between family members, it was also a good opportunity for Marlene to show
off her new house, the only house big enough for all twenty-seven of us. “Besides,”
Betsy said, “it would be good for Grandpa Lefty to get away from Salt Lake, see the
family, and recuperate.” Everyone agreed. So. Mom, Dad and the siblings trekked up
from California; Uncle Van hauled his boat and six kids down from Salt Lake - Aunt
Betsy brought Grandpa down in their Taurus; Uncle Mike drove up to Salt Lake so that
Grandma would not have to sit in the backseat, or come down by herself. Only Uncle
Fred called to say that he could not make it. His kids were in summer camp and he and
Aunt Connie had a lot on their minds - maybe next time. I was still at school in Seattle,
Washington. Because I had totaled my car earlier that spring and needed a way to get my
stuff home, I insisted that my sister Natalie drive up from California to spend a week with
me. We drove down to Utah together.
It had not always been this way. Our extended family used to be close. We even
lived in Salt Lake City within twenty minutes of each other - all of us but Fred, who had
been in California since law school. But that was going back more than ten years, to the
time before Dad moved our family to the sunny beaches of Southern California, to before
the time when Uncle Mike took a job in Southern Utah, to the time when even Van and
Betsy lived down the street from Grandpa. It was a time before family reunions - we
didn’t need to reunite because we were already there. Reunions happened every day,
every time we stopped by Grandpa’s house. Another family member would also stop by
or already be there when we arrived. There was no need to reacquaint ourselves because
we already knew, intuitively somehow, what was going on - cousin Kristen was headed
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off to acting college in Delaware, Great-Grandma Nan was spending a lot of time with
Max, someone she had met at the nursing home over lunch one day, cousin John had
made the school basketball team, Grandma Elaine was having meatloaf for dinner on
Sunday - little things, the details of life that did not matter whether you knew them or not
because it was the connection that mattered, the knowing that made all the difference.
Reunions these days had lost their spontaneity and had to bridge the geographical
and metaphysic distances between family members. Which meant, we supposed, they
had to be planned with detailed forethought, and include the lures of hotels and resorts, of
shopping trips, of hurrying and scurrying to see the sights of new surroundings. A few
years, back Grandma Elaine had rented beach houses for the weekend in Mission Bay,
twenty minutes from downtown San Diego. We saw Sea World, shopped in Tijuana,
rented Ski-doos, played miniature golf, John and my brother Aaron even finagled a Dave
Matthews’ concert, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. They were items on a list, meant to be
ticked off upon completion. And in the heated bustle to do it all, our little family gossip
was kicked to the wall, forgotten, replaced by the phatic talk of weather and politics as
we came together to go our separate ways.
I do not blame Grandma. I was as guilty as the rest.
Which is why water-skiing at Lake Mead seemed the thing to do.

Van and I pulled up to Marlene’s house to find the front door wide open and
people scattered haphazardly across her lawn. A police car was parked at the curb. The
people were the rest of my family, the ones who had stayed home from the ski trip.
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Parents mostly, mine and my cousins’, also my sister Stephanie and my little cousin
Megan. It was odd to see them outside at such an hour, but it was odder still to note how
natural it all seemed, in spite of the police car, as if it were a planned event like star
gazing or a picnic of late-night snacks. Or a painting. Statues in a garden. It was the
light from the porch and how it created a glowing, fluorescent pool, the light flowing
from the house stopping just short of the street and backlighting the people on the lawn.
They were shadows, a collage of darkened silhouettes against the pale, moonlit browns
and grays of shrubs and walk and grass. The light from a street lamp above the Caravan
made it hard to distinguish the human forms from those organic - except for the people
seated on the porch.
That was where Aunt Marlene sat, hunched forward slightly as if she were
waiting for a starting gun to go off. Our arrival on the street was just that. She stood and
ran towards us down the steps and across the darkened front lawn, passing a group of
people standing right outside the circle of glowing porch light. One of them looked like
the darkened outline of my mother. I rolled down my window to get a better look.
Mom’s slender body, draped within the folds of a simple cotton dress, seemed
unusually bulky above the waist. Perhaps because of the hovering darkness and the
button-up sweater she would surely be wearing. It was chilly out and she held her arms
folded low across her belly. But the hovering bulkiness was too big for a sweater and
seemed instead to envelop her. The surrounding darkness, a shadow falling from the tree
behind her, or maybe something she was carrying, something the form of Aunt Marlene
seemed also to be carrying as she hurried across the lawn. Mom was talking to another,
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larger, shadowy outline. That of my father. I recognized the girth of his waist, the way
his smooth forehead nodded agreement when Mom talked, the way he kept his hands
thrust in his pockets as he did when something was troubling him. I could tell he was
concentrating on what Mom was saying, whatever it was she was saying.
“Don, but don’t you think he was — ”
Dad nodded.
That was as far as I got.
The darkened silhouette of Aunt Marlene blocked Mom and Dad from view as
she ran towards us across the lawn, through the people shadows who had turned to greet
our arrival with dark eyes. She is a slender woman, slightly stockier than Mom,
especially in the shoulders. She throws pottery. Her throwing was my first thought as I
watched her coming through the grass. That her sturdy arms and shoulders had probably
thrown enough bowls and mugs and other ceramic odds and ends to fill her ceramic shop
several times over. And how her strong, delicate hands knew the joy of working and
molding clay, of honing it into Santa Claus cookie jars and oval shaped pasta plates, as
well as the blissful finality of guiding a paintbrush across the soon-to-be-fired clay in
smooth, even lines. I was not thinking about why she was running or what she would
say. I knew what she would say. It would be about Grandpa.
“He's gone,” she said solemnly through my open window. “Grandpa passed away
about an hour ago.” Light from the street lamp glistened off her tear-streaked cheeks. I
looked at her, but did not say anything. My eyes fell to her hands at her side. They had
finished the motion of running and were fidgeting for something to do. If only death
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were another piece of misshapen clay.
Marlene went on in the silence. “It happened right after John called. Grandpa
asked if you guys were on your way....” She paused, unable to continue. A fresh tear
pooled in her eye and weaved its way down her cheek. She wiped it away. Another
appeared. She let it fall.
Several seconds passed. I could hear the scattered, unintelligible mumblings of
the people on the grass. It was like laughter, like weeping, a muted semblance falling
over the pebbles of the still, wet pool, glowing and translucent. Memories in the
darkness. A connection. I could not feel to see.
Marlene cleared her throat, snuffled her nose on a wad of Kleenex she had pulled
from her pocket. “I told him that everything was fine, that you would be home in an hour.
He gave me a thumbs-up. It was about five minutes after that.”
“He was fine this morning,” was all I could think to say. My hands still clung to
the steering wheel. I loosened them, and they fell limp into my lap.
John had called from the gas station across from Burger King. It was after
dinner, while Uncle Van was getting gas. I was finishing off the last of my two
Whoppers and a strawberry shake. My driver's door was wide open, my shake on the
roof. I was standing barefoot on the asphalt, watching Van fill his tank, listening to the
bits of conversation as they emanated from the van.
"Man, that was fun!"
"Did you see me on that wakeboard?"
"Yeah, That was a pretty sweet ride."
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"No, John's was a pretty sweet ride"
John was using the phone on the far side of the gas station, away from the pumps,
near the hoses for air and water. His ride had been pretty sweet, nothing tricky, just
smooth. Clean lines of cutting wakeboard. Something he would be sure to mention
when asked how the trip had gone by whoever it was on the other end of the phone. And
how good it was to be on the lake. It was not a very long conversation, the report of the
day and that we were headed back home. The voice on the other end would have added
some tidbits about Grandpa and the others who stayed behind. Then John hung up and
made his way back to the car. It was five minutes after that. Five minutes later we had
been on the road, wondering how to get to the highway, not looking forward to the long
journey home. Grandpa was not even on our minds. And now he was dead. How could
he be dead?
I shifted the Caravan into park, opened the door and made my way toward the
house. The milling, shadowy crowd had begun to disperse with our arrival, and most of
them were mounting the front steps to the house. Only a few stragglers were waiting
around to greet us water skiers as we came up behind. Aunt Betsy put her arm around
John’s shoulders as they climbed the porch together, slow and deliberate, as if they were
trying

to delay their arrival at the front door. I knew how they felt. I did not want to go

inside either.
There were several others who felt as I did. They stood alone in the grass at the
remote edges of the yard, in the same positions they had been in when we pulled up. I
walked slowly toward the house, taking my time to watch them on the grass in what I
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guessed was silent grieving. I recognized one of them as Uncle Mike: his meaty torso
and broad back, his long legs plad in khaki Dockers, the outline of his elbows jutting out
at his sides that told me his arms were folded across his chest. I envied him, his ability to
stand alone.

To watch someone from behind is to see them as God sees them, to see as they
see, to see truly. In this way there is no posing for cameras, no hamming it up with big
eyes and cheesy smiles, only form and beauty - a still life in the throws of nature.
Bruegel’s The Harvesters or Hunters in the Snow. Mike, his bulky frame framed against
blades of grass, the birch and evergreen trees rising toward the starlit sky. Everything
rising. In his eyes: the memories of passing the day with his father, of holding him one
last time, the dark night as it spread out before him, down and over the hills and out
towards the valley of surrounding farmland, then over the barbed wire fences to the
mountains and wilderness beyond, clear to the western horizon where the sun had set
hours before.
That is the problem with a setting sun. It never comes back to where you need it,
never rises where it sets. A never-ending cycle of east and west, birth and death.
Sometimes I wish the sun were linear and could stretch unchanging across the sky all the
days of our lives. There would be no death or sickness, nothing would ever change.
Eden. Of course it is not the sun that is rising or setting; it is we who are in motion, we
here on the Earth, spinning through our elliptical orbit.
Motion means change and change means progress —decisions to be made,
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consequences to face, repentance to seek as we better ourselves - usually. There are
times, however, when standing or sitting still can rocket you to the stars, clear back to the
disembodied stage of scattered intelligences, the matter unorganized from which God
formed our spirits, each after its own kind: elephants, hibiscus plants, little Timmy down
the street. Once formed, each spirit waited in premortality for their turn on Earth. Some
are still waiting for the chance to be bom, to gain a physical body, their own hardened
shell of stem or skin and bone, a house wherein the spirit can dwell.

Marlene’s house was where, for the moment, nearly everyone in my family
wanted to dwell. And part of me wanted to go with them inside the warm womb of the
house. What I really wanted was to stay outside with Mike and the other few. I needed
what they had - solitude - that gift of being alone with yourself, of being alive. I needed
to feel alive. But that night my normally introverted self knew that it would not do me
any good to be alone; that any feeling of solitude would only be replaced by isolation,
and feeling alive would only turn to feeling lonely. Inside the house, I could sit and be
alone with everyone else. And there could grieve alone, watch everyone else as they
grieved, alone.
When I got to the top of the porch Dad was in the entryway. He had taken his
hands out of his pockets and folded them across his chest like a sentry. I nodded to him
and shuffled off my shoes. He smiled. It was not a big toothy smile. Instead, his lips
were pressed together, the edges of his mouth turned up. Pensive. Understanding. His
eyes met mine, and I pressed my lips together, returning his gaze. We did not say

30
anything. The words were already in the air. Turning, I headed for the living room.
Aunt Marlene’s living room is new and elegant with the look of hardly ever being
properly used. This is despite its being the first room you enter upon removing your
shoes near the front door and stepping from the tiled entryway into the house itself. Part
of the reason is that the house has recently been built so the room simply has not been
lived in enough - as evidenced by the thick, still-white carpeting, the matching white
walls, and the nearly empty chestnut curio cabinet. The other reason, which may be
corollary, is that the room does not lend itself to living. There are only two places to sit
in this room and both of them are couches: two floral dappled couches, which face each
other in the center of the room not five feet apart. These opposing couches are
comfortable but stiff, couches that are good for sitting on only when one is entertaining or
practicing their sitting - being sure to maintain their back straight and chin up, in a
manner that is both impersonal and vague, and the same way one might practice
extending their pinky while drinking tea. Fitted snuggly between the two couches, so that
you have to inch by in order to sit, is a mahogany coffee table, on which is placed a
massive, nameless, coffee-table book, one fit for such a table in just such a room.
I am the type of person who welcomes a couch I can sit on, I mean really sit on.
One that my backside will sink into the moment I sit down. One that is difficult, almost
impossible, to get up from without help. One that is long enough and soft enough for
plopping down for a Sunday nap without the need for extra pillows. The couch must also
have within legs’ reach - and not too close - a short, non-breakable table perfect for feet
propping. This is for the times when there are others lounging about so as to render
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useless the options of napping or lying out.
The last and possibly most important quality of a comfortable couch is its overall
appearance. And if I have my choice, I say let the couch be ugly. Somehow a couch’s
ugliness contributes, often exponentially based on how long it has been in your
possession, to the couch’s comfort. Almost like how affection blossoms when the
cherished family pet has grown old and is now missing an eyeball, or perhaps its rump
has begun to bald. Or exactly like the chocolate-brown-speckled-white-polka-dot couch I
watched cartoons from all through grade school. We moved with it from Utah. It was
exceptionally good for napping. Mom got rid of it as soon as she could.
There are other, more comfortable couches in Aunt Marlene’s house. And they
were all available, considering most of the family was still grieving in the tiled entryway.
I did not have to sit on the one I did. In the upstairs family room adjacent to the kitchen,
not twenty feet from my floral-dappled perch, there are two couches that are fairly good
for lounging. While not ugly, their soft, striped fabric hungrily welcomes a sitting body.
And downstairs, facing the big screen television, is a green leather couch, bordered on
either side by two tables and two additional matching sections of couch, so that the
appearance is one of continued, wrap-around luxury - especially when considering that
each of the couch’s outside sections is its own overstuffed recliner.
If this reunion had taken place at Grandpa’s house, where Bennett family reunions
were supposed to take place, I would not have had to worry about finding a place to sit.
Instead, I would head downstairs to the black-and-white checkered lounge chair - it was
big enough to be a small couch. And though it was not very soft, it was plenty ugly and
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deep enough so you did not need a coffee table, or even the ottoman. Sitting flush
against its back your feet hardly reached the edge. It was great for napping.
It is well-known that a good, comfortable couch is quite therapeutic in times of
need or sorrow. An ugly couch is the Western world’s equivalent of Buddha’s Bodhi
Tree. Like the enlightenment Buddha received, a good, quiet sit, especially on an ugly
couch, can calm nerves and prepare one for facing whatever challenges may lie ahead.
At that moment, I could have really used Grandpa’s chair or that brown-speckled wonder
from my childhood.
Which is why it was odd sitting on Marlene’s couch. Odd because it felt so good,
especially as I recalled the moment the Caravan crested the hill and everything changed:
the adrenaline pumping my tired body, the empty police car parked at the curb, my right
foot falling off the brake pedal, my hands fiddling at the door handle. I did not notice the
van rolling forward. I could not breathe. I wanted out. Someone yelled from the back
seat to stop the car. My foot pressed hard on the brakes. The van jerked to a halt. Aunt
Marlene ran over to the car.
Sitting on the couch felt good because I needed to watch, to feel, to be surrounded
by people and remember what it was about water-skiing that had made it seem so
necessary. There was a time at our Mission Bay reunion where for a moment the family
stood still. One night, while walking around after dinner, we cousins happened on a
croquet lawn. It seemed the thing to do. The evening was one of connection, of striped
balls smacking into one another and being sent out of bounds, of laughter and goodnatured revenge. It was what I wished water skiing would have been.
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But I was not a very good skier, having only gotten up three times in my life and
hardly able to jump the wake without wiping out. And with Van’s Chaparral only able to
legally hold nine persons including himself and all of us cramming for a turn, between
ferrying people back and forth and eating lunch and refueling, I only skied twice. Seven
or eight minutes on a day where I could have spent all of it with Grandpa.
Remembering the past gave me the distinct feeling of being alive. It made the
pain more real, more healing. I could relive each scene again and again, each time with
the acute sensation of being suffocated, of wiping out, of trying too hard, but now within
the confines of floral-dappled safety. And I felt somehow safe, in spite of the couch’s
newness, its stiff floral patterns and dense, chaffing fabric. I sat with my backside
scrunched in the crevice between the couch’s back cushion and its right arm, my feet
propped up in front of me, arms around my knees - essentially “breaking in” the couch
the same way a wrangler might tame a wild stallion, only I was really helping the couch
become a little more wild. It also helped to watch as my extended family hugged in the
entryway. It was really something the way Dad gave these long, comforting hugs, the
kind that go beyond words and meaning, especially when nothing can be said. And the
way my little cousin Meagan would latch her arms around someone's waist and hold
tight, letting go only long enough to find another body. But what helped the most was
knowing that Grandpa and I had sat on this very couch the night before.

My sister Natalie and I were the last ones to arrive. We pulled in Friday night
about dinnertime. I was so anxious to see the family that even before Natalie had put the

34
car in park I was out the door - up the porch steps and into the house.
It had been seven months since I last saw Grandpa and while my parents had told
me that was not doing well, I wasn’t prepared for what I saw. I would learn the specifics
later: how in February he had broken his hip when a friend, who thought Grandpa had
stepped safely into the car, pulled away. The recovery process was slow: two weeks in
the hospital and six more in the Life Care Center. Grandma was not fully able to aid him
in the necessary physical therapy, so they had chosen a nursing home near Aunt Betsy’s
house. Grandpa returned home diminished in appetite and strength, a smaller man than
when he left as he had lost more than fifty pounds.
Grandpa once weighed 220, and most of it muscle - lean face, broad shoulders,
cut biceps. He was solid. A swimmer. It had probably been a long time since his last
swim, but even seven months ago, over the Christmas holidays, there was a change in his
demeanor. And whether it was haunted memories of the teenager running the light and
broad-siding his car, or the lingering concern over the aneurysm growing in his stomach,
I could tell he was running down, could tell he knew it too. But not this.
It was the change in his face I noticed first. The skin hugging his bones stretched
tight across his face. His cheekbones poking out in hard, cutting lines. His once healthy,
pink skin turned a pale, dull gray. And his eyes, the way they sunk into his face, craters
of quicksand that pulled him away, as if the illness had carried him off already and this
was only a semblance of the man I once knew. I thought about what Mom had said how this weekend might be our last time to see him, that it was only a matter of time. I
did not want to believe.
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Grandpa spotted me as I came into the living room. “It's Nathan-Bathan. How
you doing?” Grandpa liked to rhyme my name in a kind of sing-songy way. It was his
way of reaching out, of bridging time and drawing me to him, the way he had when I was
little.
“Good, Grandpa. How about you?” I sat down on the cushion next to him, tried
to keep up my end of the illusion. He smiled like he knew what I was doing, letting me
know that he understood what I saw. And for a moment he was his old self again. An
elusive, glimmering self, something beyond the sunken eyes and hugging skin, something
that told me he was hanging on but happy. That it was enough to be here surrounded by
family, even if this might be the last time. It was his way, more concerned for the people
around him. He had not said much when Uncle Fred went off to law school or when Dad
moved us to California. Grandpa knew the family was breaking up, so too our
connection to each other and things as they had always been, but still he let us go. He
knew it would be enough to watch us grow, even from eight hundred miles away. I saw
his faith as a gift, a talent that came naturally, the same way his fluid strokes carried him
through water.
I put my arm around him. Through his pinstripe shirt, his shoulder felt bony and
sharp. It is strange what the mind can lead one to believe, strange the lies one can call
truths. Because of the geographical distance between Grandpa and me, because I was not
around to see his physical deterioration, because I could not conceive of life without him,
I had convinced myself he would be okay, that things would somehow get better. Sitting
on the couch, the reality of Mom's words became clear. They were as sharp as Grandpa's
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shoulder. He was dying.
I held Grandpa for a while, not saying anything. He was silent too, but for what
seemed different reasons. Looking back, I think Grandpa had run out of things to say, or
rather had decided that language could not communicate the things he wanted, and was
willing to let things remain as they were, to let things be.
What I wanted to do was make up for time lost and capture the moment with
poignant words, words of love between a grandson and his grandpa. I wanted to remind
Grandpa of the Saturday mornings we had spent together. Of how I would sit on a
barstool while he flipped banana-flavored Swedish hotcakes and squeezed fresh orange
juice. It was enough just to sit at the table and watch him work. Cracking eggs with one
hand, twisting orange rinds on the juicer, flipping hotcakes in the air.
I have never been good at talking to people, of seizing the moment with words
befitting the occasion, especially when it matters. Like the time the father of one of my
best friends, Erik Benson, died unexpectedly of a heart attack and a few days later at the
funeral service nearly everyone in attendance silently expected me to say a few words
once the preacher opened the service to the congregation. Erik and I had been through a
lot together and his father was an amazing man, one worthy of the idolizing praise from
my young boy’s heart. He had taught us guitar licks and taken Erik and me to a blues
concert. More importantly though, he talked to us, really talked to us and listened for our
responses. He was one of the few adults outside of my family who I looked to for
guidance, for moral support, who I trusted with my life. Sitting in the back row of the
funeral chapel on white cushioned folding chairs, the distance to the pulpit was too great.
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I could not find the strength to stand.
Wordless was how Grandpa and I said goodbye, too.

The hugging frenzy in the entryway had slowed from long, grappling two-armed
squeezing to where everyone was just holding onto someone, one-armed from the side.
Aunt Betsy had one arm around my sister Stephanie’s shoulder, and the other around
Uncle Van’s neck. Megan was snuggling her body into Marlene’s. My cousin Keri
broke the silence. Others followed suit.
“Remember eating Swedish hotcakes at his house?”
“And his famous carrots, the ones with the parsley.”
"And that cauliflower. I'd never eat it unless he made it."
“Did you know he had a mustard sandwich for lunch?”
It was a fitting time to remember food because food was something Grandpa
knew. He was the only reason Natalie liked carrots and cauliflower. Mustard
sandwiches were his peculiar passion. He would squirt gobs of French’s mustard on
white bread, then let his taste buds savor the piquant flavor. I had never actually seen
him eat one, but the tales were legend. He had probably eaten thousands of them in his
lifetime, thousands before I was even bom, thousands I had never heard mentioned. But
he had eaten one today. His last one. Mom was the one who made it for him - slathered
the mustard on thick, placed one piece of bread on top of the other. He ate in grateful
silence.
Around dinnertime, Grandpa announced he wanted a steak. Considering his
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diminished appetite, it was rare for Grandpa to be so adamant about such an extravagant
meal. Furthermore, he announced, he wanted to cook everyone else a steak as well.
Grandma must have known the end was near and, unable to manage, took Betsy and
Marlene out to dinner. He did not pass until later that night, after Grandma and the girls
returned and after we called to relieve Grandpa’s patriarchal concern. That was the
moment his abdominal aneurysm ruptured, once he knew his family would be okay. Dad
and Uncle Mike carried him into my cousin Megan’s bedroom.
Grandpa was still propped in the same bed. Dad suggested that we all take turns
seeing him one last time. The mortician was on his way, but there should still be time for
a few goodbyes. At his word several cousins, including my brother Aaron, headed back
to Megan’s room. I decided that I would wait until everyone had seen him before I
moved from the couch. I wanted time with Grandpa alone, just he and I. Maybe I could
tell him the things I left unsaidfrom Friday night.
When I finally got up from the couch, the hallway to Megan's room was set in
shadow. A tiny sliver of light shown from her bedroom door. Dad must have figured
that everyone had said their goodbyes and that the mortician would be coming soon for
the body. He had closed the door out of respect. It was slow going in the hallway,
shuffling my feet, getting a little faster as I got nearer to the door and was able to see
clearly. I did not pause to peek through the cracked door. Maybe I should have. As I
stepped through the doorway, from the darkness into the light, I froze. That was not
Grandpa. Lying in my cousin's bed, with the covers pulled just past his stomach, was a
strange man, thin and pale, his body sinking into the mound of pillows propped up behind
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him, eyes closed, neck angled back so that his Adam's apple jutted out. His mouth was
open wide, exposing teeth and tongue all the way back to his molars. I put my hand
against the doorway for support, then leaned into it, let my arm slide upwards towards the
crossbeam, so that soon my whole arm was resting against the doorframe. My head
followed naturally coming to rest against my arm. All the while, I never stopped staring
at this strange man - 1 could not pull my eyes away. Grandpa had never looked like that.
I stared at the man for several minutes. There was something about his face,
those jutting cheekbones, the hard line of his jaw. Then the last piece of the puzzle fell
into place - it was the eyes, even closed the sunken craters were deep enough to know —
and the picture revealed itself for what it was. Grandpa was in that bed - rigid and pale.
I had never seen a body so soon after it had been touched by death, only at
funerals once it had been embalmed. This seemed a dream. One of deep sleep and
regular breathing. Any moment I would wake from downstairs and the green leather
couch....
And then a familiar voice. Grandpa’s? My own? The wind? “You’ve finally
come. I’m glad. I’ve been waiting.”
“Grandpa?” I took a step back from the doorway, let my hand fall to my side.
The room was as empty as it had always been. Grandpa’s body had not moved. Only
once have I talked to a deceased loved one. I never really talked to my Great Grandma
Caldwell, I did not even see her, but I knew she was in the room as I knelt to pray a few
nights before I left for Australia to serve a mission for my church. I was kneeling against
the couch and she was seated behind me on the other side of the living room in our
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overstuffed chair. And if I had really gotten up off my knees and turned around she
probably would have winked at me.
The voice came again. “Sit. Rest a while.”
Obediently, I sat on the edge of the bed and took Grandpa’s hand in mine. “I’m
sorry for going water skiing today and not being here for you.”
“Did you have a good time at the lake?”
“Yeah, I guess, but I didn’t ski much. I’m not very good. You should have seen
John and David - they were really cutting it up.”
Grandpa laughed. “I’m proud of those two. They were good, weren’t they?”
“Yeah, but they belong on the water, like you. We shouldn’t have left you. I
should have been here with you. I should have been there for you. Hey.. .how?”
Grandpa ignored my question. “You were there for me, at the lake, right where
you were supposed to be.” I shifted on the bed. Grandpa saw the question on the tip of
my tongue and went on. “What would you have done if you were here?”
“Well we could have talked.”
“We’re talking now.”
“Well, I could have asked you all the questions I’ve always wanted to ask you.”
“It is too late for any of that and one more day wouldn’t make much of a
difference. You can’t relive my entire lifetime in a single day.”
“But I wanted to know you. I still want to know you.”
“I know, but in order for that to happen, we would have had to start this
conversation ten years ago.”
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I f only

wenever moved away!

“Moving is inevitable. Separation too. I knew that going to California was right
for your dad. Life and people are best when they go on unhindered, when things happen
naturally.”
Grandpa was right, California was good to us. Those years of sun and space and
salt water were everything, friends too. If not for California, I might have remained the
lanky, nerdy bookworm, more so than I am now. I still go back in my mind to the late
night adventures, the road trips my friend’s and I took wandering the central coast Salinas, Pinnacles, Big Sur, and Highway 1 - surfing down meadows of Cyprus trees and
yellow-green grass, straight into the surf. Farther up the beach, perched atop boulders,
some lower on the sand, elephant seals sunned themselves. California broke me out of
my shell, helped me to see the world as it was, or so I thought. Before that time I lived
on romantic notions, those of someone who has yet to face real crisis, has yet to be bom.
California was also where I lost track of Grandpa. When Dad phoned his parents
on the weekends and they talked for what seemed hours, we kids hardly ever said
anything. Even when we grew older there was never much to say. Sometimes I wonder
what would have happened had we stayed in Utah, how well I would have gotten to know
Grandpa. I do not blame Dad for our move. He was only looking out for our economic
security. If we did not move when we did, Dad would have been without a job and we
might have had to move anyway, only then we would not have had a choice.
“But, what about...?”
“The family?”
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I nodded.
“In years to come Grandma will sell our house and move to an apartment
downtown. You and the rest of the grandkids will marry, have kids and move away from
your folks. And the cycle will continue. In some ways this has already begun.”
“Is there any way to stop it?”
“There isn’t a need.”
“Then what should we do.”
“If you have the chance, go water skiing.”

Twelve hours later, everyone was scattered around the living room in a makeshift
circle. Sunday's dinner of ham and scalloped potatoes had just finished cooking, and we
were going to pray. I stood near the entryway, between my cousins Melissa and Megan.
My arms were folded, my head bowed, awaiting the blessing on the food.
It was family tradition that Grandpa, as patriarch of the family, always welcomed
us for family meals. Of course the only reason it was tradition was because such meals
usually took place at his house. After thanking us for coming, he would offer the
blessing. His prayers were always long and full of thanks. As a boy, I remember
thinking his prayers lasted forever. With eyes closed, my mind had wandered to the
smell of the food or the Monopoly game we cousins had been playing. Sometimes I
would open my eyes and look around to see if anyone else was peeking, too. Things
changed as I got older. And now whenever Grandpa prayed, I would listen carefully to
each word he said. He thanked God for his family, he prayed for our safety. There had
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always been power and great faith in every word.
An awkward silence hung in the circle. We were waiting for Grandpa to speak —
to offer a powerful prayer. But the prayer never came. I opened my eyes, and looked
around the room. Almost nobody had their heads bowed, or their eyes closed. Fresh
tears swam down already moist cheeks. Some wiped them away with the back of a hand;
others just let them fall. They were not sad, mournful tears; neither were they glad,
happy tears. They were just tears. Grandpa Lefty had not died the night before, but here
in the center of our makeshift prayer circle. It was his absence that killed him. Cause o f
death: Grandpa Lefty could not be Grandpa anymore.

Life before that moment was my premortality. I had not really been alive. Safe
inside a watery world of ease and comfort, one where I was fed and clothed and where
nothing bad happened to anyone. Even the Friday night realizations of Grandpa’s dying
face seemed incomplete, like I had been missing something. Now I was finally meeting
life head on, literally, the pressure of dreams welling up inside, itching to be bom. The
last twelve hours had been an intense, pushing labor, a send-off into what promised to
become a sharp world of pain and death. The final moment of my birth had arrived. I
turned, burst from the room and the warmth of the house and out into the air and a sunny,
summer Sunday afternoon. It was terrible, that stinging brightness when all I wanted was
to hide.

And Adam said to the Lord, I heard thy voice in the garden,
and was afraid, because I was naked; and hid myself.
Genesis 3:10

45
Nude Bodies
As creators of our spirits, Heavenly Father and Heavenly Mother brought each
and every one of us into spiritual existence, then nurtured us in light and truth until we
had reached the point where we could no longer progress under their tutelage. An Earth
was created whereon we, their children, could dwell in mortality, the next phase of our
eternal progression. There, our earthly parents would provide us with a physical body,
one subject to disease and pain, heartache and death. Our Heavenly Parents called a
council to discuss the opposition we would face on Earth, and how the difficult trials we
would face would be momentary but for our eternal good.
Two plans were presented to the council, one by Lucifer, son of the morning, the
other by Christ. Lucifer’s plan was to redeem all mankind, by force if he had to, so that
not a soul would be lost. Christ’s plan was different; it was based wholly on free agency.
Mankind would have the freedom to sin, but they would also have a means to repent, as
Christ would offer himself as an atonement, appeasing the demands of justice and
allowing mercy to claim the individual. The hosts of heaven were divided over the two
plans. It was our first vote on agency. One-third followed Lucifer and lost in the Great
War in Heaven. As a result they were cast out, never to gain a physical body, never to
gain eternal life, damned for all eternity without a means to progress. It is for these
reasons we Mormons regard birth as sacred, a chance to join with deity in Their eternal
plan.

The morning our second daughter, Paisley, was to come into the world I awoke a
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little after midnight. My wife, Jessica, was already up, leaning on her side. She asked
me to get her a glass of water, and, once she drank it, if I would snuggle up close and
support her back. Her contractions were coming on stronger, it seemed, more so than
they had all day. I got up again about an hour later when our first daughter, Maiya, cried
out from her bedroom and needed a body to lie against until she fell back to sleep. When
I left our bedroom for Maiya’s, Jess put all of the pillows behind her, mine included, and
leaned into their overstuffed softness, trying to ease the discomfort of her lower back. I
came back to bed and promptly fell asleep pillow-less, the way I had on similar nights,
shoulder tucked neatly under my chin. When Jess shook me awake a little while later, the
lamp on my side of the bed was still on and it did not look like Jess had moved or slept at
all, though tired as she was, she must have dozed off once or twice. She was breathing in
slow, purposed rhythms. Inhale. Pause. Exhale. Pause. She spoke the same way.
“They’re getting closer....
About five minutes....
I think we should go....” Her eyes were closed, her lips pursed - signs of fatigue,
but also something more. I imagined that the last contraction had recently come and gone
and that she was trying to recover, trying to go inside herself, deep down to the place
where her pain originated, and there to behold its physicality, to touch it, grab on and root
it out, and then move to someplace beyond, a place where next time its stinging grasp
could not reach her.
Jess had scrunched her T-shirt up into that valley between belly and breasts,
exposing the rounded bulge of baby and fluid. She cupped her hands below her navel
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and pressed gently. Placing skin to skin seemed an instinctive way o f dealing with the
pain, of communicating reassurance to the tiny body inside, that the throbbing
convulsions were natural and it would soon be time to enter a new world. I placed a hand
atop her cupped hands, at the point where they met, then slid my hand towards me until
only two hands were touching, one mine, one hers, skin on skin, again communicating
the need to not be afraid, but also the subtle reminder of lovers.
I tried to work my fingers in between the gaps in Jess’s fmgers, to intertwine and
hold tight, but her hand slid from my grip and my hand fell to her belly. No matter how
many times in the past few months Jess had pressed my hand to her, to feel after the
baby, the experience was always new and enticing; I was an explorer in an ever-changing
country. The scarred landscape, no longer soft and fleshy and giving at the slightest
pressure, had grown hard, more natural - a rounded mountain of pale, smooth skin, the
streaks of purple stretch marks the undulating valleys of moraine slides. I traced the
nearest valley with my index and middle fingers, descending with the bulge of mountain
to the flatter lowlands. Her tiny hair follicles were like a vast sea of green and sunbleached grasses swaying in the wind fresh from the east, the high, grassy plains of
Kenya and Tanzania encircling Mt. Kilimanjaro. The mountain was a wonder to behold,
stark and naked it had risen from deep within the earth, an aberration on this otherwise
flat countryside; its snow-capped majesty a far cry from the arid foothills at its base.
Gingerly, I traced the moraine slide of the mountainside, the steadfast and immovable
mountainside —guarding the secret within.
Jess returned her hand to mine, gripped and guided it along the breadth of stretch
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marks stopping my palm directly above her waistline, waiting as we had so many times
for the tiny life inside to make itself known. Pain came instead.
“Whoa.” Jess gripped my hand tight. “Whoa...ahhhh,” then inhaled, exhaled,
inhaled again, short and tight, reaching deep within herself for strength and the deep
breaths that would not come.
“Breathe,” I said. “C’mon, slow. You can do it.” I squeezed her hand,
demonstrating through exaggerated breaths and flared nostrils a slow and sustained
inhale-exhale.
“Whoa.. .ohh.. .ohhhhh.” Jess craned her neck back and closed her eyes, but not
without sending a searing look to let me know my breathing was not helping. I recalled a
similar scene of eyeballs bulged out, forehead tense and crinkled. It was the night Jess’s
water broke while she was carrying Maiya in utero. Despite the inconsistent
contractions, the lack of sleep and the failed trip to the hospital, Jess had maintained the
strictest civility. That is until I cavorted into the bathroom singing exuberations at the
thought of us having our first baby and finding her seated on the toilet, the excess
amniotic fluid leaking out of her. She spoke in earnest concentration, jawbone tense, lips
quivering, her entire face a storied struggle of passion. The air was turgid with Jess’s
desire to let fly the cursings surely accumulating in her brain.
This time I just squeezed her hand and remained silent until the pain subsided
and her breathing had returned to normal. “You ready?”
She nodded.
“I’ll get Maiya.”
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It took nearly an hour to drop Maiya off at the babysitter, drive to the hospital, fill
out the check-in paperwork, and get Jess into her hospital gown, into bed and lying down.
By then, she had dilated to five centimeters.
“I need an epidural.” It was about the eighth time Jess had said it, counting back
to when we were still checking in, and even though the anesthesiologist was on his way,
and even though she knew he was on his way, she continued to say it anyway, to me, to
the nurse, to our OBGYN Dr. Hess, and anyone else who would listen. Even during
contractions. “I need, ohhhh, I need.”
Once the drip had been inserted into her spine, Jess relaxed some and let her body
carry out the processes of labor. It had been the same way with Maiya, the medication
taking Jess to that place beyond the pain, the place she could not get to on her own, tired
as she was.
After the anesthesiologist left, Dr. Hess came in to do a reexamination. “Things
are progressing nicely here,” he concluded, speaking in his usual matter-of-fact tone.
“You’re at about a six or seven. We got that epidural in there right on time, didn’t we?”
He rose from his squatting position as he said it, one hand adjusting his coke-bottle
glasses, the other running over his balding scalp, displacing the tiny white tufts of half
parted hair.
For Jess, the epidural seemed a life or death situation. If for some reason she was
unable to get it, the intense pain and lack of sleep could have extended her labor well into
the day. It was another matter entirely for Dr. Hess, something run-of-the-mill and
commonplace. Certainly, he is a physician concerned for the well being of his patients,
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but his voice is always so collected, so uncluttered with emotion. It is the same voice I
suspect he would use if the hospital caught fire or a herd of angry rhinos were to
suddenly storm the maternity ward. “Oh, the rhinos are loose again.”
I enjoy having Dr. Hess as our OBGYN. I trusted him then, and I would trust him
again if we were to suddenly find ourselves pregnant. I trust him completely with the
necessary bond between husband and physician that must exist before a man will look
beyond the awkward situations of cervix checks and pap smears and allow another, even
a qualified professional, to touch his wife. I read recently of an Arkansas man who
clobbered his wife’s OBGYN, laid him out flat. That would never happen to Dr. Hess.
This wrinkled man with a large, pliable nose and kindly, squinting eyes, eyes that are a
reflection of his mannerisms, is, regardless of how unemotional he may seem, for this
very reason, someone whose abilities I greatly value. The hesitancy he sometimes feels in
talking, confident in himself as a physician who has practiced nearly forty years and
never missed a birth, yet seemingly shy in our interactions, glancing off at the floor or the
wall instead of in my eyes, nervously rubbing his hands together - without intending to,
he makes me feel right at home.
Which was exactly how I felt once he was done examining Jess. “Probably about
an hour more,” he said, his eyes resting on Jess and me for an instant before darting
around the room. “Just take it easy and let things take their course,” he said to the wall.
With that he scooted towards the door, stopping short as he drew back the modesty
curtain, turned his head and said, “If you feel like pushing, we’ll do it.”
Jess nodded as best she could, lying sideways on the bed, eyes closed and
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dreaming from somewhere within her blissful state of medicated euphoria. And then the
room was silent - the first time since we had arrived without nurses checking blood
pressure, inserting catheters and IVs. The silence enabled my mind to relax and wander.
I traveled back to the seventh grade, to the mind of a young teenager fresh from
the cold confines of Utah, beholding for the first time, young, tantalizing, Californiatanned flesh. I had since forgotten the names of the girls, the objects of my silently
gawking eyes. Even the name of the well-developed, well-tanned, fluorescent-greenbikini-clad eighth grade girl for whom I swam laps in the community pool, only for a
glance at her underwater body.
Seventh grade also marked the first time I saw a woman in labor. It was a grainy,
poorly lit, seventies-colored video we watched in health class during the several weeks
we spent on sex education:

TheMiracle o f Life, I think it was. Under norma

circumstances, I am sure that many of us would have jumped at the opportunity to see
near-nakedness, but that woman - all her groaning, sweating, and the chunky, purple
blood - it was like a B horror flick, the scariest thing I ever saw.
I shook off the remembered repulsion and looked at my half-conscious wife.
“How you doing?”
“Hmmm?” Jess said, long gone.
The silence returned and I remembered we had forgotten the video camera.
I knew I was taking a risk in leaving the hospital. Jess was not coherent enough
to realize the significance of what I was saying. “I am leaving. I will physically be gone
from the hospital for the space of about twenty minutes. But I’ll be back. Don’t worry.”
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No response. She didn’t even bat an eyeball.
There wasn’t time enough to track down Dr. Hess or the other nurses who had
been monitoring Jess, and when I walked past the nurse’s station, en route to the
elevators, there was no one in sight. The elevator ride, the walk to the car, my foot on the
gas pedal as I tore out of the parking lot, everything bled together.

Hess could be o ff

in his estimates o f time. I can still make it backfor the birth. This is the right decision. I
thought it at every stoplight I passed, trying to suppress the images of Jess alone in the
room, resting easy on her single, electric bed, which raised and lowered and unfolded into
stirrups. I did not want to think of Jess because I knew that if I pictured her and the bed,
and the clean, tiled room, how invariably my mind would conjure up the next scene: the
pain coming on just as I applied the brakes for an upcoming light, the pressure and
friction of brake pad on metal, Jess’s pain of flesh pushing against flesh. And how she
would cry out, as I held my foot firm on the brake pedal, the nurses saying it was time to
push, to push out the pain, the car and time keeping me from holding her hand, and Dr.
Hess squatting, ready to ease the baby out, and then the blood, the blood, the tiny head
crowning - please don

’tturn red.

My purpose in acquiring the video camera was not to film the birth. Thanks to
my seventh-grade health class and recent Learning Channel documentaries, I have
reached my quota of seeing naked women in excruciating pain to last me several
lifetimes. While the Learning Channel’s

ABaby Story is much cleaner a

still a scary sight, not unlike in-law slide shows of three-month long Winnebago
vacations to Mt. Rushmore and the Mojave Desert. And this is another picture o f us and
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those Joshua Trees. Breathtaking landscape is best for the traveler to experience, alone.
What is more, I already have plenty of unwatched taped television, any of which
would be more exciting than the copy of an event I witnessed firsthand - especially if the
event was the birth of our child. Unless you are a doctor or a nurse, or are directly related
to the baby being bom, there is nothing inherently beautiful about a tiny, bloody body
being forced through a cervix. Like a sunset - over Huntington Beach, California say, or
Antelope Island on the Great Salt Lake, purple and crimson and splashes of tangerine,
low clouds on the horizon, shadows of cerulean - childbirth is ephemerally beautiful and
best enjoyed in the moment. Filmed retellings warp the events into a cacophony of
screams, cursings and blood. What I wanted was to film the moments directly after the
birth, before our child grew up.

I had shut off the lights in the hospital room before I left and was thankful they
were still off when I returned. Not much else had changed. The clean-swept tile floor,
the pleasant and acrid smell of lemon-fresh cleanser, the nearly silent and ever steady
humming of the machines at the side of Jess’s bed, which monitored her contractions and
the baby’s heart rate. The only thing different about the room, besides the nurse checking
Jess’s stats of blood pressure and pulse, was the ever-increasing light streaming through
the angled, horizontal blinds. Enough light to illuminate my backpack lying against my
fold out bed and Grandpa’s copy of Anna Karenina poking out from the top. The sun
was rising. Jess was still lying sideways on the bed, neither asleep nor awake, motionless
except for the easy rise and fall of measured breathing.
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I went to work prepping the video camera. The nurse left and Dr. Hess came in to
do some checking of his own. Jess stirred awake. “Whoa, pain.”
Dr. Hess stopped his exam. “You having a contraction?”
She nodded. I switched the camera off.
The whole event lasted twenty minutes. I propped up Jess’s right heel into the
palm of my hand, and bent her leg at the knee, a right angle from quad to shin. The nurse
did the same with the other heel and leg, the two of us helping to increase the pressure of
Jess’s pushes. Dr. Hess used delicate fingers to loosen and stretch, making room for the
head to crown. Before the head came the blood and with the blood came the smell. The
fresh, fecund smell of blood mixed with the amniotic fluid’s heavier smell of aged
cheese, something like Gorgonzola, Feta, or Danish Bleu, but more pungent and long past
their prime, and all of it gushing onto the clean smell of giant sanitary napkins and the
sterile, laundry soap smell of starched hospital gowns.
It took about six or seven sustained pushes to get the head out. And once the head
was out, the rest of the body came easy. First one shoulder, then the next, the torso and
legs - all of it in one easy slide. Bloody. Blue. Beautiful.

Humans are the only species that wear clothing - not counting dog sweaters and
other pets we like to dress up to resemble ourselves. At birth we come into the world like
everything else, naked and natural. Once free from the womb, we are swaddled, cleansed
and dressed. A diaper placed on us. Mostly it is for purposes of warmth and safety, but
some parents also want the newest addition to their family to be modest, to look cute.
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Oftentimes, the ritual of clothing goes beyond what is absolutely necessary for the child’s
well being. Jess and I brought two outfits to the hospital for Paisley to wear home.
Clothing was not always so. Adam and Eve were birthed full-grown, naked
children in the garden. Innocent, all they knew was that he was Adam and she was Eve,
and they were together, stuck in a garden to pass the days eating fruit and playing with
the animals, which is how they would have remained for eternity, helpless to learn,
helpless to progress, until....
Adam and Eve eventually hearkened to the serpent and partook of the fruit of the
Tree of Knowledge. Really it was Eve whose eyes were opened to the possibilities of
transgression and progress; she helped Adam see the same. Christian doctrine names this
as the Fall: a falling from grace, a separation from the presence of God; a falling from
immortality, corrupted bodies yielding to the processes of death; a falling from
innocence, a realization, they were indeed naked.
Falling is what children do nearly every day of their lives. Not in the same way
you and I trip over ourselves, bump, stumble and fall. It has nothing to do with gravity.
Falling because of gravity implies a need to push up off the ground, to plant feet firmly
and stand against the pull of the earth’s rotation and our cumbersome weight. Children
do not need to stand because they are bom floating, weightless. Falling is what happens
as they grow older, as their feet touch down to earth, as their innocence slips slowly
away.

Darkling I listen; and, for many a time
I have been half in love with easeful Death,
Called him soft names in many a mused rhyme,
To take into the air my quiet breath;
Now more than ever seems it rich to die,
To cease upon the midnight with no pain,
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad
In such an ecstasy!
Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vainTo thy high requiem become a sod.
Thou wast not bom for death, immortal Bird!
No hungry generations tread thee down;
The voice I hear this passing night was heard
In ancient days by emperor and clown:
Perhaps the selfsame song that found a path
Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home,
She stood in tears in the alien com;
The same that oft-times hath
Charmed magic casements, opening on the foam
Of perilous seas in many lands forlorn.
John Keats from “Ode to a Nightingale”
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A Sort of Homecoming
The stairs that lead down into Grandpa Lefty’s basement are steep and narrow and
in the time since Grandpa’s hip surgery had been saddled with a rubber runner for
gripping aging, unstable feet. Growing up, my little boy legs had always slunk down in
sidesteps one foot at a time, back against the wall, until I neared the basement floor and
could leap the final two or three steps. As I grew, so did the distance from where I
jumped - fourth stair, fifth - until one day I jumped and nearly knocked my head against
the low hanging ceiling. Over the years, I had grown accustomed to moving deftly down
the narrow space sometimes two stairs at a time and now found myself having to slow
down in order to stoop as the ceiling leveled out at the bottom of the stairs. For years I
had watched the adults cock their heads to one side as they came nearly face to face with
the white peeling stucco and continue that way until they had come out of the hallway
and into the downstairs family room, where the ceiling opened up and they could right
themselves.
The morning of Grandpa Lefty’s viewing, I followed my dad down the stairs,
cocking my head to the side long before we reached the basement floor. It was
something I had grown accustomed to with age, a natural instinct as I felt my way down
the stairwell, even though it had been six months since I had last been to Grandpa’s and
nearly three years before that. At the foot of the stairs Dad turned right and we entered
Grandpa’s office.
Aunt Betsy was already there, seated on the floor amid the organized clutter. The
only daughter of Grandpa and Grandma, the baby of the family, she was the only one o f
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Grandpa’s kids who had stayed close to home. She had moved only 22 miles in 21 years.
Betsy was tall and thin with high cheekbones and brown-blonde hair. She wore it permed
and shoulder length, a classic beauty with an equally classic singing voice. She was
pulling books from a half-emptied shelf and piling them into a box. She turned to look,
greeted us as we came in.
“Just in time you guys. I was wondering if I was going to get any help today.
Grandma wants to give all this stuff away.”
“What’s the rush?” I asked.
“I don’t really know. She just wants things clean, I guess.”
That made sense. Coming into a room that had been cluttered for the past forty
years only to find it suddenly clean might make his passing easier to bear.
“Donny,” Betsy nodded toward my dad. “Could you haul these boxes out to th e
garage?”
Dad eyed me and lifted one of the waiting boxes to his stomach. “Hup,” he said
exhaling and grunting as he did. He headed upstairs.
“All these full of books?” I said, glancing into the box Betsy was filling, then to
the ones that were already packed behind her.
“Yeah,” Betsy chimed.
“Anything good?”
She turned to me, looked up. “I don’t know. You’d have to look. But don’t go
undoing anything I’ve already packed up. I’m not doing this twice.” That was Betsy, a
straight shooter, hated to be distracted if she was intent on something, but good for a

59
laugh once the task was over. As she said it she slid another handful of books into the
box and neatly piled them around the ones already there. In her effort to maximize the
space she shifted some of the books around and I spotted a book I had heard much about
but never read: Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina.
“Hey, Betsy?”
“Yeah,” she said, never ceasing to pull books from the shelf and pour them into
the waiting box, arranging them neatly with an indifferent hand. In an instant, the book
was buried.
“Betsy?”
“What?” She arranged two more handfuls before stopping to gaze up at me.
“I was wondering if, maybe....” I glanced towards the box she was loading.
“No. If you want to go snooping around looking for books to read then you’ll
have to pack the boxes yourself.”
“I will. I just wanted to - wanted to see what he had. I promise I’ll put
everything back the way it was.” Not that I had planned it, nor had I really yet
considered its presence, but there was a certain longing in my voice to uncover the man
Grandpa was.
Betsy must have felt the longing because it was not long before she relented. “ I
guess I need to take a break anyway.” She pushed herself up from the floor and gave me
one last stem look before she left the room. “Remember, exactly as you found it.” Then
turned and crossed the hall to the storage room where I heard the fridge being pulled open
followed by the crack and pop of a soda can. Dad came in and grabbed another box and
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headed to the garage. I quickly rummaged through the box Betsy had been packing and
pulled Anna Karenina free. The cover was a fading beige color with a thick lime green
stripe that continued around the back. The title was centered in the stripe in bold black
lettering. The edges of the book were stamped “East High School Library” as was the
title page, the difference being that the title page also included a fading “X” in felt tipped
marker to indicate it was no longer a part of the library’s collection. I thumbed the pages.
It was longer than any book I had ever read.
It had been nearly four years since I first read Dostoyevsky’s Crime and
Punishment during my senior year in high school, and even though that was still the only
book I had read of the great Russian novelists, I always felt a longing to know every one
of them better. I turned to Chapter One of Tolstoy’s novel: “Happy families are all alike;
every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” Fascinating. I would learn later that
Tolstoy’s epic encompassed such topics as disappointing marriages, and failing careers,
and scheming, selfish people pursuing their own needs at the expense of others, but at the
time, in those two short lines, I felt Tolstoy was speaking directly to me. It was as if he
had risen up in his grave, stepped into Grandpa’s basement office, and in one brief
sentence cured me of my feelings of loss. It had nothing to do with the meaning of the
words themselves, they were words after all, words that had been assembled from a
multitudinous pile of letters, and could just as easily have been Dickens’s: “It was the
best of times, it was the worst of times.” What mattered was that Grandpa had read these
words once, read them from the same book. Was it possible that he and I had felt a
similar affinity towards the Russian novelists, that we were drawn to them with the same
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unexplainable fascination? It felt good to heft the book, to turn over its thick, rectangular
weight of more than eight hundred pages in my hand.
It had only been the previous summer when I finally settled on English as my
major, due in part to a dedicated man who spent seven intensive weeks of what should
have been his summer vacation introducing literature to students who were trying to get
the course over with and out of the way as quickly and as inexpensively as possible.
Many of my classmates were home for the summer from the Cal State and UC schools
and were only taking classes from Irvine Valley College because it was part of the statefunded junior college system and transferable credits were going at twelve dollars a
piece. Junior Colleges are easy pickings come summer, especially for the required
classes of social science and the humanities. In the fall, the university students return to
their overstuffed campuses and the real learning of computer software and microbiology,
leaving the “lesser” complexities of English far behind.
For my part it was my first college course in two and a half years, having returned
from Australia the previous February. I took the class both by accident and intentionally.
I knew I wanted to enjoy summer school and ease my way back into school, and a
literature course seemed to fit the bill. I found out later that my passing grade on the AP
exam equaled the credit I would receive for passing the course. Still, our syllabus more
than made up for the credit I would never be able to use. In the second week we read
“The Death of Ivan Illych.” Not that reading Tolstoy’s most anthologized short story was
significant in its own right, or so it had seemed at the time - a classical sad story of death
and misunderstood betrayal, of the ultimate loss that comes from losing a loved one you
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hardly know anymore - but the story seemed to evoke itself as I held in my hands another
Tolstoy classic. At the very least it would have been something to add as I sat on
Marlene’s couch with Grandpa without having anything to say.
Book in hand, I continued my search for clues into Grandpa’s past. In less than
five minutes, so as not to perturb Betsy any more than I already was, I pawed through
three previously packed boxes. Betsy drank a Diet Coke and eyed me from the doorway
to make sure I left everything as she had packed it. With each box I confirmed my
suspicions: Grandpa was a fan of the Russian masters. I pulled a well-read copy of
Crime

andPunishment from the bottom of box number two. And halfway into box three,

under a copy of Moby Dick, I found an anthology of Chekov, his stories, letters and plays.
There were other treasures as well: Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, Cooper’s The Last o f
the Mohicans and Mere Christianity by C.S. Lewis.
Betsy moved from the doorway as I was finishing up with the last box. “You all
done there?”
“Yeah, I think so. Thanks for letting m e...”
“Yeah, well, you looked like you needed it. I guess we’re all looking for
something these days to keep our spirits up. I’m only sorting out this office to keep my
hands busy. It helps me not to think so much. My kids are sick of me going on about the
viewing and the funeral and telling them stories and...”
“Hey, Betsy?”
“Yeah. See there I go again, when my hands aren’t busy my mouth just seems to
go on and on about stuff. And now I’m talking about talking.”
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“Betsy, what do you remember most about Grandpa?”
She paused, grew thoughtful, then took a long, absent-minded swig of her soda
while staring off into the far comer of the room. “I remember Sunday dinners. Mom
would make spinach salad with Italian dressing, orange rolls, and her special meat loaf.
Dad always saw to it that there were plenty of vegetables: carrots with butter and parsley,
steamed cauliflower, baked potatoes, asparagus, green beans smothered in buttered
onions. I loved the way he chopped vegetables, the sound you could hear from the next
room - the quick swish of knife, then the thunk as it hit the cutting board.
“I also remember Dad’s apron, the one he wore every Sunday, the one Mom gave
him one year for his birthday. You know the one with all the animals. I’m sure you’ve
seen him wear it.” I had. It was a collage of zebras, gazelles, and elephants, their anxious
faces poking out from the tall, weather beaten grass of the African plains. You could
almost imagine them afraid for their lives, scanning the horizon for preying lions. Betsy
went on, “Dad never changed out of his white shirt and tie when we came home from
church. He said it made the spirit of the meetings stay with him longer. When it came
time for dinner, he put the apron on over his clothes. It seems to me he started wearing
the apron to protect his white shirt, but after a while I think it just got comfortable. He
even wore it to the table.”
Betsy shared a few more tales from her growing up: the way Grandpa used to tap
dance into the kitchen singing, “Nothing Could Be Finer Than to Be in Carolina in the
Morning.” Betsy would giggle and clap and hold out her hands. Grandpa would take
them in his, lift her from off her chair and foxtrot around the room. But nothing was as
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fascinating as what I learned that night.

The mortuary where we held Grandpa’s viewing was a vision from my childhood,
something I had not seen in nearly eight years. We would often drive our red station
wagon past its stone columns and manicured bushes on our way to pick Dad up from
work at the University of Utah Medical Center. In grade school, it was the building
across the street from the Jewish Community Center, where friends and I played winter
league basketball. And later, as I grew older, the mortuary had been the comer where we
turned for Bonneville Golf Course.
When we stepped inside the mortuary the vision continued. It was like coming
home to a place you had never been. The familiar way the front double doors opened
into a long, wide corridor: rich aquamarine carpet edged in white; the mantels laden with
flowers adorning the walls, above them tall mirrors framed in spiraled gold, everything
plush; and evenly spaced between the mirrors, the way the simple Doric columns gave
the mortuary a more classic sensibility - as did the striped armchairs, the matching
couches and the round marble tables. One of the round marble tables was pulled away
from the wall. On it someone had placed the guest book, a brass lamp, and a feathered
pen. I went up and added my name to those of my family who had already arrived.
I found Dad talking to Aunt Betsy on the other side of the corridor. They were
discussing how nice everything looked.
“I’m so glad Mom chose that silver coffin,” Betsy said. “She was right, it does go
well with Dad’s hair.”
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Dad nodded.
I interrupted by placing my elbow atop Dad’s shoulder. “Hey, have we ever been
here before, like for somebody’s funeral or something?”
“No, I don’t think so. Why?”
“It’s nothing. It’s.. .well; I feel I’ve been here before. Like something from a .. .1
don’t know, something....” Dad squinched his face. What I wanted to say was stuck
somewhere - in a memory, a feeling, on the underside of my tongue. “I don’t know. It’s
nothing.” I squeezed Dad’s shoulder, nodded to Betsy and went looking for what it was I
was trying to say.
The end of the corridor opened into a rectangular viewing room. Two of the
striped couches touched back to back in the middle of the room. Grandpa's coffin was on
the other side of the couches. It was surrounded by eight flower arrangements atop thin
metal stands. Each bore a small white card.
I made my way to the empty couch facing away from the coffin and sat down.
The couch was elegant and stiff and I leaned into it to see if it would give. It didn’t. I ran
my finger along one of the stripes and traced the fabric’s raised embroidery. Not
something I would recommend for a couch, but it would have to do. To make the most of
the meager situation, I leaned crossways into the couch’s comer and lifted my thigh to the
cushion, letting my foot dangle in the air. I laid my arm along the couch back and
breathed easy, comfortable. I leaned back and glanced over my shoulder at several of my
cousins peering into the casket.
Megan was whispering. “Do you think he’s here? You know, hovering around
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the room somewhere, watching us cry?”
I looked around, wondered if I had the choice would I come to my own viewing.
I argued both sides and finally settled that I would, if only to see how terrible I looked.
Grandpa, who even at Marlene’s had looked less and less like himself, was now
generously smeared with orange make-up, one of the reasons I was avoiding anything
more than an occasional glance.
The first guest arrived alone at 5:45 when most of the family found themselves
lingering, chatting in the corridor. She was a contented, homely woman of tight white
curls and a simple floral dress. Grandma left off talking with Uncle Mike to greet the
woman with a hug. In the days since Grandpa passing, Grandma had seemed a pent up
dam of emotion. Now the dam burst and she embraced this woman with a ferocity
known only to lovers and long estranged friends. The woman welcomed Grandma’s
emotion and hugged back with equal intensity, two women who had probably seen each
other through so much coming together in the middle of a familiar corridor to see things
through once more. It was nearly a minute before they parted themselves, Grandma
wiping her eyes as they did, the woman composing herself into a stem face of
compassion as if the occasion expected her to be strong.
After the woman signed the guest book, Grandma took her by the arm and led her
towards the coffin. They whispered as they walked, faces close together, their cheeks
nearly touching. As they came along the corridor, Grandma nodded to my dad and her
other children to come along and take their places by the coffin. More guests were
already arriving. And as the clock ticked closer to 6:00, the actual starting time, the line
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grew, stretching out of the rectangular room, the guests adding themselves to the back o f
the line in a continual state of arrival all the way to the stand and guest book. I was still
seated on the couch. I thought it best to be near Grandpa at such a time. That and I w as
listening to Dad and his siblings shaking hands, accepting condolences. From their
conversations I could tell that they were meeting many of these people for the first time.
“You drove all the way from where?”
“I don’t believe it, and you still remembered him after all these years.”
“I think we were one of his first classes; even then, he had the gift.”
“I just wanted to say how your dad did a terrific job DJ-ing our school dances.
And the assemblies.. .He got along so well with the kids. We just loved him.”
A woman with slightly graying hair, a woman Grandma had probably never m et
until now, came up and immediately hugged her. “Your husband was one of the most
caring individuals I have ever known.”
Dad would tell me later how this woman never did figure out exactly what
Grandpa knew of her circumstances. They had been colleagues at East High, but she
thought no one knew of her husband’s death, or how she and her three boys were low on
money. It was right before Christmas when Grandpa filled her porch with surprises: a
decorated tree, presents, stockings and a turkey - complete with all the trimmings.
Twenty-four years and this was the first time that any of us had heard this story.
But we were not really surprised. Grandpa had been generous with his time, especially at
Christmas. For years he played Santa during the Key Club’s annual Christmas service
project. And in every Christmas memory, he is there: thick red suit, wool beard,
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spectacles, and heavy boots - black and shiny. In his hand, a long, leather belt studded
with sleigh bells. Over his shoulder, a burlap bag brimming with presents. In the dark of
the night, before even a knock at the door, his deep voice: Ho-Ho-Ho.
Occasionally, I got up to stretch my legs and see if the line was still growing. It
was. By 7:00, the line reached the front door. Most of the line was made up of silverhaired couples: men with hefty stomachs wearing wide ties and sports coats, the more
petite women in plain dresses, some with ruffled collars. Several of these women,
possibly widows, looked to be here by themselves. Their faces were weathered and
storied, and yet somehow contented, even happy. One white-haired woman in particular,
her body hunched over the cane she used to support herself in her plodding gait, winked
at me as I strolled by.
On the way back to my couch, I noticed how many in line were younger - late
twenties and early thirties - and how most of these were parents, unsuccessfully trying to
convince their young children to stay in line and not stand on the striped furniture. It was
probable that these young couples, as well as those who had come alone to line the wall
with their hands thrust in their pockets, were students from Grandpa’s last few years as a
teacher. One guy, clean cut except for his goatee, shook Dad’s hand repeatedly.
“Mr. Bennett was a great man. He was the one who inspired me to go into
politics.”
“You were a student of his?”
“Yeah. He was the type of teacher who made you care about the world, who
made you want to do whatever you could. After college and six years at a job I hated, I
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took a chance and ran for city council. That was four years ago. Next year I’m gearing
myself up for District 11 in the state legislature.”
Standing beside this thirty-something, talking to Uncle Mike, was an older,
bearded man. The man’s hair was gray-flecked, still dark at the roots, short except for a
thin, braided ponytail half an inch thick and running nearly three-fourths of the way down
his back. The man was dressed in jeans, a denim shirt and a black leather vest - the
anomaly of this shirt-and-tie affair. His story explained it all:
“There was this one lecture Mr. Bennett gave the day after Martin Luther King
was assassinated. Changed my life. It was about ethics, about standing up for what you
believed in even in the face of danger, even if it cost you your life. It was like being in
church, only different from all the Sunday sermons I heard growing up, those do-what-Isay-but-not-what-I-do kinds of jobs. He really meant it. That was how Mr. Bennett was.
He made the world come alive, made it seem less daunting. Somehow, we felt better
after his classes.. .1 don’t know.. .raised up or something; like we were whole new people
seeing the world for the first time.”
It was easy to equate Grandpa as Santa Claus; it was who he was, who he had
always been - a character from folklore who once a year supplied us kids with goodies.
But the man these strangers were speaking of made Grandpa seem a stranger, indeed, the
very stranger lying propped in my cousin Megan’s bed. A stranger who lectured on US
foreign policy and economic theory and how the world was full of change. Only later
would I learn how Grandpa taught high school for thirty-nine years - Economics,
Business Law, Constitutional Law, and AP History - spanning such turbulent times as
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the Korean and Vietnam wars, the civil rights and women’s liberation movements, the
Cold War, the assassination of JFK, even the changes implemented by Congress that
would revolutionize immigration and U.S. citizenship. To think what he knew of the
world and how he and I had never talked about any of it; in fact, I could not recollect if
Grandpa and I had ever had a serious talk in our lives.

Looking back to the years before Dad moved us to California, the days at
Grandpa’s house seem to blend into much of the same thing: while he focused on his
grandkids, we grandkids did not focus. At least I didn’t, and being the oldest in my
family and the fourth oldest cousin, I was fairly certain everyone else did the same: race
into the house and, after a quick hello to Grandpa and Grandma, disappear downstairs
until it was time to go. Grandpa’s downstairs was not particularly interesting; and, at
nine and ten, we had outgrown most of the toys and all of the movies were reruns from
the Disney Channel. But somehow, the downstairs felt warm and safe, safe from what I
could not then say. In some ways the downstairs protected us from ourselves, from
understanding what it meant to be the grandchildren of a man who loved us, but who was
also always willing to cede to our demands. This was different from the spoils we reaped
at Christmas and on birthdays - those were just presents. Every day of the year, Grandpa
gave us agency to live our lives as we saw fit, ignorant as we were as to what we wanted
to do with them, but he trusted us anyway - trusted us enough to make mistakes and
wish, when we had grown enough to know better, that we had seized those years
differently.
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There was one time in particular, during the years I was fascinated with Herbie
the Love Bug, when all I wanted was to sit in front of Grandpa’s television and watch any
of the superfluous sequels. Dad and I were alone that day and entered, like we always
did, through Grandpa’s side door. Advantageously enough, the stairs descended just
inside the door. If I could just slip by undetected....
Grandpa greeted me from the kitchen. “It’s Nathan-bathan. So how’s school
going?” Grandpa’s greeting voice was the cool undertone of a Hollywood Italian
gangster overlaid with the twang of an intermountain farm boy. It was always enough to
pique my young boy interest, at least for a while.
“It’s all right.”
“Do you like your teachers?”
“Yeah, I guess. Mrs. Rasmussen is really hard though, she makes us do a lot of
work....”
Dad supplemented my response. “Yeah, Nate’s also getting pretty good at the
cello. Mr. Nicola finally got him practicing in the mornings. You should come hear him
sometime.”
Dad’s interruption was just what I needed to ease myself, as smoothly as possible,
down into the stairwell. But Grandpa must have seen what I was attempting and
countered. “Say, Nathan, do you want a sandwich? I was in the middle of making one
for lunch. Wouldn’t be hard to add a couple more.”
I had been caught. “Uh....no thanks....I’m...um, not hungry.”
“Then how about a glass of water? Some ice cream?” I could see it in his eyes,
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can still see it in his eyes, even though at the time I may not have recognized his longing
for what it was: isn

’tthere anything I can do to make it so you 7/ stay up here and tal

with your Dad and me?
“No, but...uh... well, uh.. .Can I watch a movie?”
After some hesitation, and even though I am certain it pained him, he relented.
That was the thing about Grandpa, he always relented. Not that he spoiled us, but he was
generous, sometimes over-generous. Almost to the point where if he were not careful,
we could easily take advantage of him. It must have hurt to watch his grandkids slipping
away from him. It may be that after my family moved to California that the other
grandkids wised up and stayed upstairs on occasion to talk, to learn about the Grandpa I
was only learning of now, after the fact, in a mortuary, from complete strangers who
seemed to know him better than I did.
“Lefty was the greatest....”
“Do you remember the time he coached our young men’s basketball team?”
“Yeah and how we got all the way to the championship game and lost because
Dad wouldn’t substitute Conroy for Floyd. Win or lose, he always made sure everyone
got equal playing time.”
“I’d forgotten how mad I was that night. Screamed, shouted, threw those chairs
after we lost. I think that was the only time I really hated your dad. But I was over it by
the next day. I had him first period AP History and I got there late because I didn’t want
to talk to him. He made it a point of pulling me out in the hallway while the rest of the
class worked on an assignment. I’ll never forget what he said to me. He said ‘Bill, I

73
know you’re mad at me, you might even hate me, and that’s fine. You’ve got a right to,
everyone’s got a right to. But I want you to know, I’ll never stop loving you.’ Can you
believe that? He said he loved me, after all I put him through. Man was like a father.”
“You know...”
Something caught my eye and I was no longer listening. The conversations at the
coffin faded, mingling themselves with the background noise from the corridor. To the
left of the couches where I sat, at the edge of the room, between two white stone
columns, was a wooden table - the rectangular, flat top inlaid with four squares of glass.
Four black-and-white photos were spaced evenly along the glass panes. I got up to take a
closer look. They were pictures of Grandpa when he was younger: two from his college
days, one from the Merchant Marines, and one with his children. The two from his
college days captured my attention. I ran to tell my brother.
“Hey, Aaron, have you seen the pictures of Grandpa?”
“No, where are they?”
“Over there, by the couch. Man, they're classic.”
I showed my brother the black-and-white of Grandpa wearing a pin stripe zoot
suit, posing with a cane. Aaron smiled, looked at me. "No way. Grandpa wore a zoot
suit!"
My brother and I are swingers: the late nineties' version of a more classic era
created by the resurgence of big band music. We dress up. We listen to the music. W e
go dancing. But Grandpa was the real thing. A real hepcat. A zoot suiter. The pictures
were taken after Grandpa got back from the war, late forties. Aunt Betsy would tell u s
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later how the black-and-white was from a dance competition at the University of Utah.
Grandpa had won, solo or with a partner, Betsy was not sure which, and the school
newspaper had taken his picture. It must have been solo, we reasoned, or else his partner
was camera shy or got cropped from the picture. Grandma would clarify later - not that
she was there that night so it was only speculation, but fairly probable speculation - how
Grandpa would never dance with just one girl, his way of showing all the wallflowers a
good time; he could make anyone look good and he always did. Aaron and I gazed on in
silence, each hoping that Grandpa’s skills would find their way into our individual
bodies. And that with them, we too would dance with girls, many girls, and win the day.
Betsy was not sure if the other black-and-white was from the same night, but she
was sure that none of the girls was Grandma. The picture showed Grandpa again decked
out for dancing, only the zoot suit seemed darker. He was in the middle of a line of
twelve girls - six on either side. Each girl was wearing a white swimsuit with a solid
colored ribbon draped from left shoulder to right hip. And all thirteen had their arms
linked at the shoulders, a chorus line, each girl's leg artfully bent in mid can-can.
“Grandpa was a ladies’ man,” Aaron said it slow. The black-and-white had him
in a trance, eyes glazed solid.
I nodded agreement. And for a moment the room turned silent, as if the
chattering crowd, their voices were no longer in the room. And then this music, faint so I
could hardly hear it. So soft that it might not have been there at all. But it grew louder.
And when it did I recognized it as the four-count of big band music. The honking,
burbling saxophone, the steady drums and piano, the stand up bass thumping out a
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rhythm long and clean and deep. It set my foot to tapping. And then there he was,
walking towards me down the corridor. The real him, not the body in the coffin behind
me, but the good-looking one: the pinstripe from the photo. He carried his black fedora
in his right hand out of respect for the occasion. A handsome man, more so than any of
the pictures. His tough, slender build and broad shoulders seemed fresh from the
Merchant Marines and he marched with a purposeful, serious gait. This was in spite of
the wide smile plastered across his young face and that enough time had elapsed since the
war for him to grow out his dark hair. He wore it slicked back and to the side - dapper
and demure, a regular gentleman. The zoot suit was much baggier than I imagined,
concealing his legs amid folds and folds of striped fabric. He looked like Aaron when he
wore jeans, only without the red hair and freckles. Or maybe a much thinner, much
younger version of my dad: his clean, boyish face, the way the smooth, solid line of his
jaw stretched from ears to chin, his clear, blue, searching eyes finding their way to me.
He did not say anything as he came up, put his arm around my shoulder, nodded
hello. I was too surprised to speak, but the silence felt natural, the way that none of our
piddly conversations ever had. Without a word he swung out his right leg and then his
left, then backwards, a little hop, kicking and swinging his free arm. He motioned for me
to follow. It was the Charleston, a dance he had picked up in a club before heading out to
sea, a dance I had learned from Aaron earlier that summer. And I followed as best I
could, two kicks forward, a hop, a kick back, and we were dancing, legs kicking up over
and in between. Dancing and spinning, the music pulsing a steady four-count rhythm of
horns and percussion, the room fading further and further away until there was nothing
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left of the line or the viewing and even Aaron was no longer there. But there was a
couch, an empty piece of striped wonder waiting at the edge of the room. And the music
slowed, as did our dancing, until we were walking towards it, tired, ready for a good,
long sit.
The couch was strangely comfortable and neither of us spoke for what seemed a
long while, contented instead to merely bask in the continued silence as we caught our
breaths.
Rested, Grandpa turned to me. “That was something, eh?”
“Yeah, I think I almost... “Hey, how long’s it been since you tried that?”
“What, you mean the dancing?”
“Yeah, how long’s it been?”
“Getting close to 42 years now, not too much longer after those pictures were
taken. Your grandma and I used to dance to the big bands out at the Savannah Club. W e
went as often as we could until we got married and your uncle Fred came along. After
that things petered out. We had Mike and your Dad and Betsy - all our time and energy
was focused on them. We tried to go later, once the kids were bigger, but it wasn’t the
same.”
“It’s too bad that life kind of got in the way of dancing.”
“No, let me tell you. There’s always time for dancing, life itself is a kind of
dance, the way you’ve got to keep on your toes, keep your partner close and tight, find
the rhythm that will carry you home.”
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Fathers, family, home. Home is knowing three things: who you are, where you
came from and where you are going. It has nothing to do whatsoever with your
surroundings. A person could feel at home on the top of Mt. Kilamanjaro, or at the
bottom of the Marianas Trench, or to a lesser extreme at the local Safeway or at Wrigley
Field, the Orange County fairgrounds, on vacation to Nova Scotia, crossing Broadway
and 5th, or Haight and Belvedere, in the middle of Golden Gate or Hyde Park, or the
middle of any park for that matter, the middle of nowhere. Home is something you carry
with you. It is the ancestors who came before you, their convictions and sacrifice that
made your life possible. It is the potential you have inside of you, the piece of deity
inside of you. It has everything to do with faith and knowledge, with being in tune to,
and in control of, emotion, passion, and the soul.
Grandpa and I sat in silence for a while and the silence felt good. When I finally
spoke the words came unhurried, unbidden, the way they should between two old friends.
“Hey Grandpa, have you ever read ‘The Death of Ivan Illych’?”
“Tolstoy is one of my favorite authors. He may take a long time to say things, but
the end result is worth the wait.”
“Was.. .was your death like Ivan’s? I mean did we..
“Death is always hardest on the living. You never want to tell someone how bad
they look or that they’re not going to make it. We already know our time has come and
there’s nothing anyone can do to change that. It’s best to be honest.”
“So I should have told you the other day how bad you looked?”
“Not for my sake, but for yours. It makes it easier if you can talk to the dying
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about their death. That was Praskovya Fedorovna’s mistake, that was everyone’s
mistake.”
“Is that always the mistake?”
“Always the same. I think it has something to do with facing our own mortality in not talking to the dying we maintain the separation.”
Grandpa’s eyes grew thoughtful. He turned to me. “There was this time...did
you hear the song we were dancing to?”
I shook my head no.
“Actually, I don’t like it much, it’s got too many references to what sounds like
sleeping around. But there’s an interesting story about how it got to be so famous. Let’s
see.. .it was December of ‘31, six years before I was bom. The Cotton Club of New York
was looking for a band to replace the great Duke Ellington. Cab Calloway and his
Orchestra were just newcomers to the swing scene, but decided to try out anyway. Cab
had written a pretty swinging song, ‘Minnie the Moocher,’ and the band felt their chances
were pretty good. But...well, either Cab got nervous, or else he blanked the words from
being too excited, or something, because after the first verse, the chorus changed forever.
Can you picture it? There he is on stage, can’t remember what comes next, his band
jamming behind him, the judges are listening intently... so Cab says the first thing that
comes to mind: “Hi-de-hi-de-hi-de-hi!” And swing would never be the same. Those
words, or jazz gibberish, or whatever, that Cab made up on the spur of the moment, have
become some of the defining sounds of swing music, a trademark that would remain
Cab’s calling card his entire life. Those little words began a revolution in the swing
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scene that never stopped.”
“Wow, you think Cab got lucky?”
“All I’m saying is that some of the best things - life, kids, love - happen in the
moment you’d least be looking for them.”

Later that night, back at the house where I was staying, the old familiar house o n
the comer of 17th South and 17th East with its smaller, grassy front yard that sloped dow n
to the sidewalk, and its larger backyard where we kids played baseball and soccer or hung
upside-down and did other acrobatics on the single monkey bar, the house with the white
shutters and English ivy clinging to the brick, the mysterious, treasure-filled garage that
smelled of paint thinner, cut grass and sawdust, the house with the raspberry bushes we
raided in late summer, the honeysuckle berries we rolled down the driveway all summer,
the house with the red wooden slat fence that lined the side yard and the maple tree
growing behind it, excellent for climbing, the same house where we Bennetts had
celebrated 4th of Julys and 24th of Julys, branching on quiche and honey dew on the back
patio, where we had hunted Easter eggs, gathered for Thanksgiving and Christmas
dinners, slept over at as children, the house Grandma and Grandpa had made their home
for more than forty years, the house I would miss dearly when Grandma put it on the
market three years later. It was in this house, the night of the viewing, that I sat in
Grandpa’s study and continued to pull books from the shelves and stack them in silence.
Occasionally I found another title that interested me - Jules Verne’s Journey to the
Center o f the Earth, Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations - and I added them to my pile,
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which was growing steadily and would soon become two piles and eventually my own
box. I was not certain when I would find the time to read everything I was taking. I am a
habitually slow reader given to ponder too much between passages and I knew that with
my university classes coming up in the fall, and the need to work and pay my bills, there
was a slim chance I would never get to sit down and enjoy them (I was correct in my
evaluation of myself as I have yet to finish the last page of anything I took that day, but I
have managed to read to the middle of at least two: Anna Karennina was a roller coaster
of intensity and I needed a break, and Chekov is best to take in bites; as for the rest, I
have always found something else to read that at the time seemed more pressing.
Sometimes I wonder if subconsciously I do not want to finish a book because it will put a
final stamp of completion on the inter-textual dialogue I have now with Grandpa. It feels
good to have the books gathering dust on my shelf).

PART II
THE FALL

Therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the
Garden of Eden, to till the ground from whence
he was taken. So he drove out the man; and he
placed at the east of the garden of Eden
Cherubims, and a flaming sword which turned
every way, to keep the way of the tree of life
Genesis 3:24
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Leaving Eden
Two months after my sophomore year of high school let out for the summer, I
found myself thirty miles northeast of Provo, Utah. I was standing before the biggest
stalactite in Timpanogus Cave, unsuccessfully trying to capture its red, iridescent glow
with Erik Benson’s father’s video camera, wearing only my favorite Quicksilver T-shirt
and Fruit of the Loom BVDs. I was four days into a spontaneous road trip of friends,
who, weary of the monotony of California beach life, had borrowed my parents’ minivan,
spread their wings and hearkened to the siren call of the Rocky Mountains. Timpanogus
had been my idea, a haunt from my childhood I mentioned in passing to the guys. They
agreed. And now my favorite hiking shorts, two sizes too big and missing the leather belt
I had forgotten back at the campsite, were on the cave’s floor, a hapless mass of gray
cotton. A slip and rush of fabric. An empty plop on cold concrete. They had fallen —
off.
I fell with them.
Into a world of choice and accountability, where innocence and virginity are
oftentimes dirty words, where boys voluntarily strip to their BVDs to race across high
school quads, where falling in love and falling into sex are oftentimes interchangeable,
where teenage curiosity oftentimes gets the best of us, where fears and death run rampant,
where caves and beaches are not the appropriate places for BVD underwear. I fell into a
world of embarrassment, where a tour group of strangers was laughing, peeking over and
around shoulders, asking what the laughing was all about, and why the ranger running the
tour was trying to stifle a smile. My white hairy legs were in that smile.
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I fell into a fast moving world of bright lights where tired, black-and-white bodies
posed naked under intense lamps and the hot, sporadic flashes of a 35mm camera. A
world where I stood motionless, hoping that someone would hit the lights.
There is privacy in the dark.
In theory it is easy to put on a pair of shorts, to return to grace. Place one foot in
one leg then do the same for the other. Pull them up, zip the zipper, fasten the button.
Simple. In reality, when you’ve only one hand, because your right hand is carrying a
video camera and you’re in a cave full of strangers, the grabbing and yanking and
shimmying is a slow process. Yanking with my left hand and shimmying my body, over
and over, it became a rhythm: yank, shimmy, yank, shimmy, yank. There I was yanking
and shimmying, the camera flailing in the air, red light on and filming. It took seven
seconds to pull on my shorts. Seven seconds of yanking and shimmying and flailing.
Seven long seconds.

Children are not afraid of being seen in their underwear, of being seen naked, of
squirming from an uncompleted diaper change to run through the house, out the door, up
the street, their tiny, naked, undeveloped bodies yielding to the piper’s call of freedom.
My oldest daughter, Maiya, would not call it streaking, the way she sheds her towel after
a bath and races toward the kitchen. Paisley will often race after her naked, dancing and
slapping her thighs as she goes. They would not call it streaking even if she knew what
the word meant. To them it is simply running, eluding for as long as possible their
parents who want to place cumbersome clothing on their toddling bodies.
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Adam and Eve, on the other hand, were so ashamed at being found naked, they
sewed fig leaf aprons then hid themselves behind some bushes. A double concealment of
sewn and natural leaves, something only an experienced mind would do.
When the Lord saw that they had eaten of the Tree and understood their
nakedness, he blessed them with banishment from the garden. Free from the monotony
of their previous state, they were ready to face the challenges of a real world: one of
cruelty and death, one capable of making them sweat. As a parting gift the Lord took
their aprons and replaced them with coats of skin - his covering for their nakedness, his
forgiveness for their transgression. They left experienced but not debased.

My mother is an experienced artist. Mostly she pens scriptures and encouraging
thoughts with exquisite calligraphy, adding embellishments of flowers and doodles, spots
of color to the swirled black lines. Her artistic capabilities have also carried her into the
realm of teaching elementary school art. She used to have a job with the Irvine Unified
School District’s elementary home schooling program, where three times a week she
taught art to the home-schooled children. It was here and in other jobs where she learned
how kids possess an innate ability to draw the world in splashes of color and texture soft, subtle lavenders, impassioned yellows and blues, cedar bark and common twine,
young Picassos capable of rendering many established artists jealous. Created from
within, their synthetic cubism often rendered Mom speechless. It is for this very reason
she is drawn to children and they are drawn to her, why they draw for her. She often said
that to stand before the honest paint strokes of a child was to stand before creation itself.
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It surprised me when she quit. Kind of. She always said it was luck that landed her the
job and that she would need a Master’s degree if something were to happen and she had
to teach elsewhere. Better to do it on her dime she said. Secretly, I knew that though it
broke her heart to leave the kids, she had been searching for some time for what, in her
mind, was a justifiable excuse to go back to school.
And then she enrolled in the nude drawing class. I was not supposed to find out,
such classes being one of those things mothers like mine tend to keep from their children,
one of those Mormon family taboos, something you do not talk about for fear your kids
might run off and tell the bishop on you. When dealing with areas of questionable repute,
it is better not to get caught.
I found out as I came home one day from Irvine Valley College; Mom was yelling
about it up the stairs to Dad. She was coming out of the kitchen and walking towards the
front door and the stairs, and I guess did not see the door opening, or else did not care
anymore who heard her, because what she said came out in the way someone might
repeat a phrase they’ve said once or twice to someone who has not yet understood w hat
was being said, making it necessary to emphasize each syllable and turn the regular
intonation upon itself. All I caught was “...Durr-Innng M-yyy Nuuu-Ddde DrawwwInngg Cla-ssss.” That was about the time when Mom noticed me by the door and fell
silent, eyes and mouth agape. I could tell she was more than a little embarrassed by what
I had heard.
And why shouldn’t she be. She is a devout Mormon who goes to church, who
belts out the hymns, and bears her testimony to the congregation nearly every month. At
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home, she reads her scriptures and says her prayers day and night. She has devoted
herself to every position within the church to which she has been called: teaching early
morning seminary and Sunday school, leading the music in our Sunday meetings. She
and Dad had raised us to be faithful Latter-Day Saint children who, like them, read and
prayed, almost on a daily basis. She is a true believer, one who should recognize how
clothing the naked body is a reminder of Adam and Eve, of sacred temple covenants, of
the need to constantly seek forgiveness for our shortcomings, and of how the body and its
powers of procreation and physical attraction should not be taken lightly. They are the
means whereby God intended to perpetuate the human family, and should only be shared
between husband and wife. Thou shalt not lust...
I did not say anything. I could not. I mean, what could you say? So, instead, I
did what, at the time, might have been worse: I thought. The first thing that came to
mind was a memory. Only a month or so earlier I had found Mom painting after hours at
Cal State Long Beach. I had come to pick her up after borrowing the car for the day. Her
back was to me as I entered the dim, concrete art room lit only by two florescent bulbs.
And she was alone, her slight body dwarfed by the empty, wooden easels which
surrounded her, her slender arms adding another layer of oils to the vase of sunflowers
she had been working on for weeks, those brilliant sunflowers and the yellow dress she
was wearing giving off their own kind of light. It was her favorite dress, her favorite
shade of yellow, the two-piece the color of dandelions with matching, flowing duster,
each piece decked with miniature irises in full bloom.
And it seemed a painting, a painting within a painting, a Mary Cassatt, the

88
impassioned impressionist artist famous for her paintings of women and children, or a
John Singer Sargent, the loose and dashing realist. For it was a painting: this bright,
bubbly creature, my mother the grad-student, my mother gone back to college, and her
nearly completed vase of sunflowers - the amber of the turning petals, the fat, rounded
leaves, which, as they emerged from the shadows, brightened from green-black to
greenish-yellow, nearly the color of the translucent vase in which they stood - framed
within the red-black background of the painted canvas, and all of it framed by the
smooth, gray concrete.
The mind moves rapidly when there is much to think on, and the remembered
sunflowers soon faded, replaced by several nude drawings I had seen more recently at
Irvine Valley College. They were hung up outside the classroom where I was taking a
creative writing workshop every Tuesday night. I had never really paused and examined
the 18x24 sheets of paper that lined the curved hallway, nothing more really than quick
glances as I headed from the building, enough to note that the drawings changed every
week and that they were always done in charcoal - thick heavy lines roughly detailing the
contours of a body. And that they were usually pictures of heavier women: their fleshy
breasts and buttocks, the rounded contours of hips and shoulders. Some were lying
down, some had their backs to the artist, and some hugged their knees with both arms.
The drawings had filled me at once with disgust and fascination - desires to
unclothe their mystery, repulsion at seeing their blubbery flesh, remembered morals to
keep my hands to myself, attraction, appreciation, allure, admiration for the artists for
doing what I could not, feelings of embarrassment, a parental instinct to wrap and
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swaddle, to take them home and put them to bed. I never stopped, or even wanted to,
even though I did.

In some ways I was (still am) a high-school sophomore, a teenage male full of
hormones and desires, one aroused by the voluptuous, hidden curves of the female body.
One who felt it a natural way to see the world, a view shared by many other males, who,
like me, would be happy to have their lunches interrupted by a beautiful, half-naked,
streaking girl. Males who enjoy eyeing the swish and shake of a random butt as it moves
along the sidewalk beneath the form of a girl’s jeans; or laughing along with some friends
at an overweight lady on the beach, sporting a bikini amid her folds and flab and dimpled
flesh; or the drooping neckline of a V-neck shirt, the poised, firm line of a jaw, or a head
of long, curly hair, the seemingly perfect shade between blonde and auburn.
But I am also a Mormon, one who believes the body to be a temple, a temple
created without hands, equally sacred in nature to the tabernacle of Moses, the temple o f
Solomon and the many, modem, Latter-Day Saint temples. Temples represent the
pinnacle of human worship, the only place clean enough spiritually to merit a visit from
the Lord. Our bodies should be the same.

Thoshalt not lus

Once, as I passed through the college hallway, glancing, but not glancing, I
noticed the week’s charcoal etchings were of a man. Most were sketches from his waist
up. Each picture showed a different angle, capturing from every side his protruding gut
and fleshy biceps. One drawing depicted the man from the front, and instead of limiting
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the drawing to only half of the man, the artist had drawn everything: the thick roll of his
belly perched above enormous thighs, the bulk of his calf, the dark creases between his
legs and gut.
In a moment, the man from the drawing was in the same remembered picture of
Mom. He too was framed in concrete. Only now Mom was no longer drawing
sunflowers. The turning leaves, the green-black petals, everything flowed down to
darkness. It was too much. It pushed me over the edge.
Mom and me in the silence of our white-tiled entryway and I was falling. Falling
from a great height, an imagined precipice, a rocky outcrop above the crashing surf.
Mom stood at the top looking over, watching me as I fell, doing nothing to save me. Dad
called out from where he was upstairs, his voice muted and unintelligible. A rope to
cling to.
Mom called back to him, “What, Dear?” Then hurried past me and up the stairs.
Dangling, I was left to my thoughts, alone.

And the Messiah cometh in the fullness
of time, that he may redeem the children
of men from the fall. And because
they are redeemed from the fall they
have become free forever, knowing
good from evil; to act for themselves
and not be acted upon, save it be by
the punishment of the law at the great
and last day, according to the
commandments which God hath given.
2 Nephi 2:26
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Controlling the Weather
In the spring semester of my junior year at West Virginia University Vincent the
Magnificent came to school and I gave birth to Sammy. Every Friday and Saturday the
school would sponsor Up All Night, a program mostly designed to keep the students
away from the bars, but also a chance for the ones who never drank to get some food and
entertainment free of charge. Vincent was a hypnotist, one of the regulars at Up All
Night, but this was the first time that I had gone to one of his shows. My sister Natalie
had been hypnotized at her high school grad night and somehow the hypnotist had m ade
it so she forgot the number three. Every time she would count eleven fingers. It
confused her to no end.
While Natalie continued her confused counting, the hypnotist convinced N atalie’s
friend Derrick that the number two occurred twice - one, two, two, three, four. He ended
up with nine fingers. Then the hypnotist put them together, told them to count to ten
while he convinced someone else she was Tina Turner. Derrick and Natalie did not get
very far. As soon as Natalie skipped the number three, Derrick grabbed her hands to start
over, and then as soon as he repeated the number two, Natalie grabbed his hands and
began counting. Back and forth, back and forth. “Tina” was nearly set to belt out a
revamped version of “What’s Love Got To Do With It” when their counting battle nearly
erupted in physical violence. The hypnotist had to snap his fingers and order the two o f
them back to their seats.
Number games and heroic music ensembles on my mind, curious for an equally
altered paradigm, I raised my hand to volunteer. I learned later that Vincent never did
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anything willy-nilly - every aspect of his show was planned out and calculated long
before we ever reached the stage. It took most of the show to uncover Vincent’s need to
be in control. But all the signs were there from the beginning: his wild, penetrating eyes,
the way he hissed to dictate and correct misbehaving. Just like that he sent four kids
packing back to their seats. He did not fool around. Mormon prophet Brigham Young
said the same of hypnotism. That it was an inverted truth, originating in holy and
righteous principles, which had been distorted by the power of the devil. Improperly
used it could strip one of agency. Mischievous Vincent worked that vein, hiding his
authoritative self from the audience behind charismatic smiles and grandiose overtures.
To them he seemed a fabulous entertainer. We, his playthings, knew better.
Long before the show started, Vincent had lined up two rows of ten chairs across
the stage, each chair spaced several feet from the others that surrounded it. As we came
up, true to his obsessive nature, instead of letting us choose where we wanted to sit,
Vincent systematically assigned each person to a particular seat. He put me in the back
row, second to last chair stage right, between a girl and a boy. I recognized the girl from
campus - a brunette with a pretty face and slender build. I recognized the boy too, but
not because I knew him. He was one of those look-alike-frat-house jocks - gelled hair
and sideburns, red-and-white striped Polo shirt tucked into designer jeans.
Vincent assured us of the same thing my sister’s hypnotist had told her: that he
could not make us do anything we would not normally do, that hypnosis could not change
morality and we would have complete bodily control - we would see, feel, hear, the
scenery would not change - but that his every word would dictate our reality. Vincent:
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the absolute and undeniable truth.
He put us under, starting with our toes, telling us to relax each one individually, to
ease the tension from the muscles and joints, to breathe and let go so that each digit
became weightless, separate, a nothing. We were not to push, but to ease, to ease into
ourselves so that the pressure and feeling moved inwards and up, from the tips of our toes
along the length of our feet, pausing for a moment at our ankles the way someone
shoveling snow might pause while he re-shovels his present line to make the pile bigger.
Vincent had us return and relax the balls of our feet with the same fluid motion before
continuing on past our ankles and Achilles, then on to our calves, our knees, our quads
and hamstrings, to pelvis and stomach. I lost feeling with each muscle we passed. They
were there and not there. Retreating. Invisible. The air let slowly out of a balloon.
After our stomachs, Vincent turned us inwards, to slow down the rhythm of our
heart and lungs so that we were hardly breathing. Inhale, beat...exhale.. .beat, slower and
slower until we settled into slow syncopation. Then he had us repeat with our fingers
what we’d done with our toes: relax each digit to nonexistence, letting the tension flow
river-like over knuckles and palms, past elbows and biceps, over shoulders and neck - a
tube of toothpaste being flattened out, pushing its contents towards the gaping, exhaling
mouth.
Tensionless we were vacant, empty, space, space uncluttered with the daily
goings on of life. Gone were the agendas, the politics. Replaced instead with the
thriving soil of dream making.
Hypnosis is a dream, a conscious dream, where everything is at once real and
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surreal - many of the audience laughing at your wild performance of Michael Jackson’s
“Beat It” while others who could care less about the King of Pop, or at least your version,
rise from their seats to join the crowds of oblivious others in search of food. You know
these passersby do not understand your moonwalking, crotch-grabbing, finger-snapping
performance, and it bothers you. But really, you are gone, convinced you are whitegloved, white-socked, really Michael Jackson, and this is your concert, your Grammy,
and no one can take it away.
I could have stood and walked off at any moment of Vincent’s performance. I
kept telling myself this. But I did not move. Something pinned me to my chair. Mostly
it was my continued curiosity at Vincent’s next trick. But also the mystery, the allure, it
was transcendence possessed. That was why the space shuttle blastoff seemed so real,
my body rocking and bouncing then forced down into my seat by the increasing G-force.
And once we reached outer space, the ease of the anti-gravity lifting my feet well over
my head - they were weightless, out of control. Thankfully, I was wearing my seatbelt or
I would have surely floated away.
The foreign planet where we landed was obviously the common’s area: the same
large, white tiles, the edges lined with sprouting filbert trees, the carpeted corridor and
food stations beyond. When we battled the aliens seated neatly in their chairs, even
though I knew they had not initiated the attack, I fired my plastic, bendy-straw phaser
with fear and hate, loathing and killing my very classmates and friends. My only
explanation was because Vincent said so. Which is also why I sniffed the girl next to me,
especially when I knew my girlfriend, Jessica, was watching from the audience, watching
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me dig my nose into this girls shoulder and neck, not smelling anything, not strawberries,
not roses - 1 sniffed on until Vincent said stop. He said she smelled like the best thing on
earth. I even went along and cowed when Vincent said he was naked, turning my head
away each time he would walk by our side of the stage. It was obvious that he still wore
the same khakis and dark blue shirt. And there were no holes anywhere near his crotch or
buttocks, but I believed him anyway. No matter what, I believed him. Whether
consciously subconscious or subconsciously conscious, I hearkened to everything he said.
And then the pregnancy.
Vincent made each person do something special before they could return to their
seats. He appointed a tall, bearded guy the WVU lifeguard and gave him an inflatable
inner-tube duck. Every time Vincent said “water,” this guy would stand up, blow his
whistle, and shout: “No peeing in the pool.” Vincent did something similar with
“Madonna” only he sent her back to sit in the audience. Whenever the word “lucky”
came up, and Vincent made sure he said it as often as he could, this girl would leap out of
her chair, run up the aisle to the stage and scream out Madonna’s “Lucky Star.” She w as
classic. So was the frat boy sitting next to me. He did a surprisingly good rendition o f
Vanilla Ice, and I ended up joining in with the audience’s applause. I did not think he
had it in him.
That was the strange thing about being hypnotized. I was both actor and
audience, critic and subconscious fool, in and out of control, an object of laughter who
could laugh along with everyone else, sometimes even at myself, knowing and not
knowing how it would all end.
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I was one of the last to do my special trick. Vincent had just sent the “human
chicken” offstage when he pointed to me and told me to move up to the now-vacant front
row of chairs. He wanted to be sure everyone had a good view. As he came up beside
me, he put his hand on my shoulder, then looked out into the audience. I glanced up just
in time to see an eerie smile cross his lips, a snicker. When he looked down at me he was
grinning

like a moron. “Son, I don’t know how to tell you this, but.. .well, you’re

pregnant.” The audience exploded in laughter.
I poked my stomach, sure I had felt nothing out of the ordinary. I knew that none
of my internal organs had moved recently and that everything seemed the same size as
when I had first sat down. I waited for a sign that this was for real - a bulge, a kick - but
nothing came.
The audience’s laughter trickled off and Vincent continued. “So,” he said, patting
me on the shoulder, playing the perplexed father. “How did this happen?”
I looked at the ground. “I’m not sure.”
“Do your parents know?”
“No.”
“Are you going to tell them?”
“No.” Deep down I knew my body could never be pregnant, and yet I kept
playing his game.
“What do you think your dad would say?”

,

“He’d be pretty upset.”
Old stage ham, Vincent played the part, waiting for the audience’s laughter to die.

98
He had all the time in the world and everything was going as planned. “So have you
thought about what you’re going to name it?”
Until this moment all of my answers had been pretty standard. Cheesy. As if
Vincent were pushing my buttons, playing me ventriloquist-style, only it was my voice
coming out - sort of. This time my answer came from somewhere deep inside.
“Sammy. I’m going to call it Sammy.”
“Is that a boy or a girl?”
“Either-or. It goes both ways.”
This time the laughter took a little longer to fade away. I relished every second,
knowing that it was me they were laughing at, that I was center-stage, that I had thrown
Vincent a little something different, and was maybe even taking over the show.
Vincent leaned close to my face. “Don’t mess with me boy. This is my show.”
He took advantage of the extra laughing to reassert his position, painfully working his
hand on my shoulder, forcing me to my feet. As I stood, I placed my right hand against
my lower back a little behind my hip, palm facing outward, the way I had seen women in
my condition do so many times before.
“So,” Vincent knuckled my shoulder. “You’re eight months pregnant. How do
you feel?”
I was uncertain how time had lapsed so quickly, but my first reaction was not to
question, only to look at my stomach. The same look I had given only a few seconds
previous while sitting, and also during many brief instances before. The view had never
changed. This was no exception: same flat stomach, same white T-shirt, same gray,
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faded shorts, and the tops of my green tennis shoes. And yet, even though that is what I
saw, the answer I gave to Vincent was something else entirely. “I’m huge,” I said.
“Look at me I’m huge,” holding my cupped hands five inches off my belly to accentuate
just how large I had grown.
More laughter. And then something inside me changed. I still felt the need to
control the situation, and that I was now winning the struggle for power between Vincent
and me, but I no longer cared about being funny for the audience. I was having a baby. I
was really having a baby. And as I pressed the back of my hand against my lower back, I
pressed a little harder, hoping it would support the new weight I was to bear.
Vincent interrupted my thoughts. “Nine months are up. You’d better get ready to
push.”
There was no longer time to think of my burgeoning belly or how to support it,
the life inside me was ready to come into the world. I pushed once and out popped
Sammy, beautiful, invisible and alone. No gunky, cheesy blood that usually accompanies
birthing, no gelatinous placenta or cutting of the umbilical cord. No squeezing pain, no
anesthesia, no anesthesiologist or other meddlesome doctors poking around in my shorts.
He (little Sammy turned out to be a boy) did not even cry, even after falling headfirst
three feet to the stage floor, even after taking his first gulps of air. All I had to do was
bend over and pick him up, cradle him in my arms. He fell asleep instantly.
Vincent’s eyes said my quick labor had taken him by surprise. He had wanted a
man in labor; what he got was me. The audience loved it, their laughter growing to the
loudest yet. Vincent only smirked, quickly un-hypnotized me and sent me off stage.
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Jess and I were married that summer and nine months later, thirteen months
exactly from the date I gave birth to Sammy, the two of us were about to do this thing for
real. Marriage had nixed the carefree days of carrying on till 2 in the morning, of
sleeping in till noon, with bills to pay and schedules to keep, our separate lives were
being honed slowly into one - we would soon become three, three cubes vying for the
same round hole.
The first Saturday of spring break and we were celebrating by catching up on
some much-needed house cleaning. We usually cleaned every Saturday - my university
classes and riddle-some work schedule over-occupying the week - but March had been a
month of papers and projects, of nausea and Braxton-Hicks contractions, and Jess had
overextended herself substitute teaching at West Fairmont High School.
I have never blamed Jess for wanting things so neat or for keeping after me until
everything gets straightened - she had a right to, mostly it was my mess. Besides,
cleanliness is the one thing she feels she can control. Power vs. particle, just her and the
dirt. Things kind of got out of hand when Jess entered the nesting phase and wanted
everything spic and span - unpacking closets, removing grout mildew, mopping under
the rugs, essentially wanting to scrub our cramped apartment from top to bottom with a
toothbrush —it was almost too much. Then she got too sick to do anything about it.
So. Me and Mr. Clean were in the kitchen finishing up a stack of several-days
dishes. He and I were tired and in the middle of a conversation rationalizing the
existence of dirt, ready to give in to the chaos.
“Wah-aaaaaah-aaaaaaaaaah. Oooh-oooooooooh.” It came from the living room
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where Jess was sweeping up after our gregarious black lab, which seemed to be
perpetually in a state of shedding.
“Jess?”
“Waaaah-ohhh-no-no-no-ohhhhh”
I entered to find her kneeling, head lying against the armrest of the recliner. “You
O.K.”
She gritted her teeth, held her hand out to me. I pulled her up. Then she was
breathing, talking in slow purposed rhythms: “A contraction.” Inhale-exhale. “Real.”
Inhale-exhale. “The pain was (inhale-exhale) all over. From everywhere.”
“Bad huh?”
She caught her breath, stared me square in the eyes. “Remember what Carol
Burnett says about labor pains?”
I shook my head no.
“Take your bottom lip and pull it over your head.”
I touched my lip, tugged. There was no way.
Jess’s first contractions came in spurts, without regularity and without warning.
Jess talking to me one moment and then suddenly silent, as if the wind had been knocked
out of her and she was searching for air - eyes closed, lips pursed, hands cradling her
belly. By evening the contractions had steadied into a more methodical and predictable
pain.
“Honey,” Jess said, a strained whine from the bathroom. “I just had another one.
They’re getting stronger.”
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I was lying in bed reading The Hobbit. Bilbo and company were nearing the
Forest of Mirkwood. “How close?”
“About ten-fifteen minutes.”
“How long yet?”
Jess walked into the bedroom. “I don’t know, but this baby feels ready.”
“Should we go?” I put my book down, felt the uncertainty in my voice.
“No, not yet. I think we need to wait a bit longer, but you might want to pack our
stuff.”

Having packed a bag for Jess and another for the new baby, I finally settled back
into bed, where, it having been a long day, I fell promptly asleep. Jess did not fare as
well, sleeping off-and-on, the contractions getting closer. Later, she nudged me.
“Honey, we need to go for a walk.”
“A walk?” I rolled over and fell back asleep.
She poked me. “Hey!”
I did not budge.
She poked harder. “Honey. C’mon, get up.”
“It’s 3 a.m.”
“I know,” she said, eyes pleading. “But this will help. The contractions are seven
or eight minutes. A walk will either stop them all together, or push me over the top.”
I stumbled out of bed, hands groping for tennis shoes and sweats - remember the
belly. This isfor the belly. Free from the softness that is pillow and bed and warmth, my
body felt over-heavy. Only once did I crawl back into bed, and then only because Jess
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was in the bathroom. As soon as I heard the click and turn of the doorknob I was on my
feet and out the door. We walked our usual mile-loop down to the school and back home
to our basement apartment, the actual basement of Jess’s parent’s house. Nothing. The
walk did nothing, and I went back to sleep. Jess’s contractions stayed exactly the same
the rest of the morning, seven or eight minutes apart, keeping her awake.
Three hours later I rolled out of bed to shower for my Elder’s Quorum Presidency
meeting. Jess said I could go, but to be back by 8:15 as things should have progressed by
then and we would probably be ready for the hospital. If things happened earlier, she
would call.
I walked back into our bedroom at 8:30. “Sorry. The meeting went a little over.”
Jess was sobbing on the bed. “They stopped.”
“What.. .huh? They just stopped?”
“Yeah, half-an-hour ago,” her voice was angry, bitter. “I can’t believe it —all
night and then they just stop. It’s like someone, this baby, is teasing me, playing with the
light switch at the end of the tunnel: one minute the end’s in sight and then suddenly it is
pitch black and I’m feeling my way through the darkness.”
I sat down, rubbed her back. “How ‘bout you get some sleep, huh?”
“I don’t want sleep, I want this baby to come.” She looked at her belly. “You
hear that? We want you to come!”
“C’mon.” I pulled her to me, hugged her close. Soon she was crying into my
shoulder, the heaving, inconsolable sobs of a child who had skinned her knee. They were
questions, a string of whys and hows.
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I managed to convince Jess to lie down with me while I rubbed her back. Once
her crying slowed, I wrapped my arm over her, across her body, snuggling close behind
her, our breathing becoming one. We fell asleep still hugging and ended up napping till
noon and missing church, but Jess felt better. After a lunch of tomato soup and tuna fish
sandwiches and Turns for Jess’s heartburn, new pain hit. “Something’s not right, like
someone’s gouging my belly with a pair of scissors. I think we need to go to the
hospital.”
The duo on staff, a short, bubbly nurse practitioner and a more serious, mustached
intern, concluded the same thing: dilated to 1cm and only 50% effaced. Sharp pains can
indicate a problem, but everything checked out fine. We were to go home and relax, try
to get some sleep. Soon, but not yet, the baby would keep us posted.
Jess started venting before we even got to the car. “I’m so sick of being pregnant,
of throwing up all the time, of these maternity clothes that make me look fat.”
“But Jess...”
“And you - how you’re always off at school, or work or typing papers on the
computer. Do you know that sometimes I really don’t like you?”
On the defensive, I was ready to justify my need to occasionally spend more than
fifteen hours away from home. Sure we lived thirty minutes south of the university, and I
was taking eighteen credit hours, working part time at a job, and serving as the president
of two clubs, but I had priorities and certainly Jess was at the top of that list. I was about
to mention this, my last thought especially, but instead, I hedged, tried to find where our
conversation was going. “Does this have anything to do with forgetting...”
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“To pick me up last Friday?” Jess finished my sentence for me. “Yeah, maybe.
And how I had to walk home, climb that huge hill.
I tried to lighten the situation. “Carrie Drennen said that walking hills was good
for pregnant women. That’s how she had her baby?”
“I don’t want to have a baby on the side of the road!”
I kept quiet after that, letting Jess go on about our poverty and the fact that we did
not have a place of our own, and how she couldn’t wait until I had a real job, but how she
wasn’t counting on that happening anytime soon seeing as I was graduating with a degree
in English.
She was still bitter when we pulled in the driveway. “I’m losing it. This baby’s
controlling our lives. Why can’t labor be a knock on your door, or a stork with a
telegram, at least we would know she’s coming.”
“Or he.”
“Or...oh... whatever...I just wish it was all over and I could sleep.”
9 p.m. Jess had barely finished feeding the dog in the kitchen and was on her way
out, coming to talk to me in the living room where I was reading: Bilbo was growing
accustomed to his new ring and, invisible, was rescuing the dwarves from the spiders.
“Hey honey, it’s getting late, maybe we should....” And suddenly she was
running for the bathroom. “I’m peeing my pants. I’m peeing my pants.”
Peeing her pants was not so unusual for Jess if she had morning sickness and was
going to vomit - the pressure of dry heaves on her bladder was oftentimes too much - but
this felt wrong. I followed her to the bathroom, called to her from the door.

“You all right?”
“I didn’t have to pee, at least I don’t remember having to pee. What’s wrong with
me? You think my water broke?”
I smiled, sang: “We’re gonna have a baby, we’re gonna have a baby.”
“No. The hospital’s just going to send me home, tell me I’m some stupid
pregnant woman who doesn’t know when she’s peed her pants.”
“We’re gonna have a baby. We’re gonna have a baby.” I was dancing, shaking
my hips, arms waving the air.
“Shut-up! What if this isn’t my water?”
“We’re gonna have a baby, we’re gonna have a baby.” I danced right into the
bathroom, smiled at Jess still seated on the toilet. “We’re gonna have a baby.”
“Get out!”
I backed myself up, twirled around and danced myself out.
Forty minutes later we were grinning uncertainly with the same bubbly nurse and
mustached intern. But the amniotic exam tested positive and they admitted Jess to the
maternity ward.

11 p.m. The nurse practitioner said she was dilated to 4, and by midnight the
nurse from the next shift measured her at 8 1/2 cm. It wouldn’t be any time at all. Jess
was grateful for the news because she had been considering an epidural, even though we
had originally settled on natural childbirth. The contractions were coming every three
minutes and she was sick from the pain and lack of sleep - she was not sure how long she
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would last. I wasn’t sure either, about her or me. I was fading fast. Not that I had done
much, but I felt enormously drained
Much of our exhaustion came from the constant Lamaze breathing: quick, quick,
slow, quick, quick, slow. Over-breathing left you dry and ready to faint. And, at least to
me, it felt somehow unnatural, forced, even though Jess took to it easily enough. And it
worked: the pain driving Jess to find a way to get comfortable, or at least more
comfortable, breathing deep and slow as the pain hit, then switching to the rhythm of
quick, quick, slow as the pain crescendoed and climaxed. Deep, cleansing breaths to put
the pain behind.
The pain was constant. Ninety seconds of contraction spaced by ninety seconds
of rest. We spent the intervals in dread. By 1 a.m., our sleep deprivation kicked in and,
incoherent, we forgot the in-between dread and slept, crashed - the glorious lull between
contractions. But the pain was a constant alarm clock: Jess starting from sleep, from her
reclined position in bed, me hunched over, elbows on my knees, starting from sleep along
with her as she squeezed my hand awake, the both of us hypnotized, breathing the rhythm
of quick, quick, slow, a rhythm we wanted to hurl against the wall, each hoping the next
contraction would finally bring the baby. Nurses came in periodically to check Jess’s
vitals and ask how we were feeling, noting that we were exhausted. “It won’t be long,”
they said.
3 a.m. and our nurse came in to check on us.
Jess could not take it any longer. “I want an epidural.”
“I know it hurts, honey, but you’re almost there. You just hang on.”
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“I want to go home.”
To humor Jess, the nurse examined her cervix. The should-have-been 9 or 10 cm
were only 5. “Oh honey, I’m sorry. We’ll get you some Nubane, and we’ll see about that
epidural ”
Jess broke down. “When’s it going to end?”
I did not answer and, instead, thought back to my cross-country racing days.
There was a point in our school’s course, right before the two-mile mark, where hearts
died. A lonely, half-mile stretch of asphalt that paralleled the canal before looping back
for the finish line. Out there, pain was your only companion: hamstrings and shoulders
that any moment threatened to turn to Jell-O, hot asphalt burning through too thin shoes,
and lungs worn out from the rapid, sustained breathing.
If only we could cut across the canal and head straight for the finish line.
Gently, I kissed Jess’s forehead and rubbed the back of her hand.
Eight hours later, after the epidural, a short nap, two showers and steady
contractions, Jess was ready to push. The attending nurse forced one of Jess’s legs up
and into the air, bending it at the knee. She instructed me to do the same with the other
leg. I could feel the tension as Jess gritted her teeth, furrowed her brow and braced
herself to push. Her cries were otherworldly: grunting, pushing, screaming, pushing,
panting, pushing - pushing the baby down.
The intern coached us from the edge of the bed, seated on a stool. Occasionally
he would say “just a pinch” and insert what looked like steel salad tongs. At every push,
every pinch, Jess gripped my hand tighter, fumbling away the slow, easy rhythm as her
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breathing turned rapid and angry. Twenty minutes passed and then twenty more and
finally, tiny strands of bloodied, black hair. More pushing, more breathing - there was
not enough room. They had to cut.
It took half a day to recover my lost sleep. It took Jess three. And a week for her
belly to begin to slim out. Six weeks to recover from the episiotomy. In some ways she
still has not recovered. Stretch marks. Varicose veins. The memory of pain.

I remember pain differently. I write it down and keep it with me, keep it fresh so
as not to forget. Wounds heal, replaced by scabs then scars, sometimes they heal so well
you can hardly tell. Words, on the other hand, keep things alive, keep the ephemeral ever
present, and take you back to the very minute pain engulfed your body. I do not mean to
trivialize Jess’s pain, or anyone’s pain - that is not my purpose. What I want is for them
to heal. Healing can be a long process, like life or perfection. It is good to look back
occasionally and see how far you have come. Understanding the past, your past, yields
an incredible balm. Reading, remembering, may reopen the old wounds, but a moment of
pain in the perspective of the recovery that has carried you so far can carry you to even
greater heights.
Often I go back to a passage I wrote a little over a year after Maiya was bom:
Jess and I want a lot of kids. The exact number is still in question, varying
between the ten I want and the six Jess says she will think about bringing into this world.
Sometimes I offer to get pregnant, to go through the whole process for her, if it will help,
it if means we can have more. Jess always smiles when I talk this way, then ever-so-
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gently pinches my bottom lip and reminds me of what it was like being and not being
dilated to 8 cm and how she waited for the epidural, how she could not sleep, how if it
was not for her mom being there, we might have never made it.
Our second child is due later this summer. Jess is not throwing up as much this
time around, and she is able to eat more (even though Turns won’t always cure the
heartburn), but she gets migraines now, a lingering side effect from the epidural.
Teaching high school English has a pain all its own and she wouldn’t do it if we did not
need the money. This year it is freshmen, the worst class in a decade. She comes home
frazzled, too tired to complain. We have a quick dinner and I’m gone for three hours to
grad school, so she seldom gets time to squeeze in a much-needed nap. Sleepless and
vacant she wanders through the week, crashing on the weekends.
Jess used to want to be a meteorologist. She first encountered her “life’s calling”
in the 5th grade. Living in Jacksonville, North Carolina, especially during hurricane
season, an understanding of storms, of all types of storms, was useful information to
have, even for the smaller children, and hence formed a part of many a school’s
curriculum. Jess brought her love for storm-watching home with her and she would sit
on her front porch in eager anticipation of what might roll in. When Hurricane Hugo hit
the east coast in the late eighties, and while many in her city were boarding up windows
and loading up on generators and foodstuffs and batteries for flashlights, Jess was
formulating her own plan to spend the night on the living room couch. She did not see
much that night from her perch near a small window, but heard through the darkness
what she thought was more than a few tree branches blowing down the street. In the
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morning when she woke and headed outside in her nightgown, she arrived on her front
porch disappointed. The destruction was hardly evident and the only indication there had
even been a storm were a few dark clouds moving harmlessly down her street.
A few years later, still living in the same house, the tornado sirens down the street
sounded off while Jess and her mom and her little sister, Becky, were finishing up dinner.
Jess’s dad was on a six-month tour of duty at the time and her younger brother, DJ, was
five miles away at a baseball game. Jess’s mom headed out to pick up DJ, backing out of
the driveway while Jess and Becky waved goodbye from the open screen door. Jess’s
heart raced to see dust devils forming on the peripheries as her mother sped down the
street. She and Becky would have continued to peer from the doorway out into the
frenzied night had it not been for Ginger, their mutt dog of beagle and schnauzer, who
herded the girls into the center of the house by nipping at their calves. Ginger had never
before nor would ever again show such natural ferocity and motherly zeal, every hair on
her back standing on end, a low growl in her throat. She remained that way until the
storm abated. In the morning Jess learned that a tornado had gone down the center of a
street not two blocks from their house. All she could think was “cool.”
When Jess moved to California, the land of never-ending sun and monotonous,
Pacific-Coast weather, she all but gave up on her dreams of meteorology. She was
fourteen and the stagnant, sun-drenched days lacked the unpredictability she was craving.
Even the winter rains and the mudslides, the fires and the earthquakes, everything was
too land-locked and lackluster. She wanted the big storms, the low-pressure systems
moving down from Canada, the tropical storms coming in from the Caribbean, even a
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swath of Midwestern tornados would be enough to pique her curiosity. Mostly she
wanted to chase them, track and make sense of their frantic nature, or as much sense as
possible without destroying the innate beauty and mystery of cumulus clouds looming
dark on the horizon.
Jess says she became an English teacher because of her experience at being a
teacher’s aide and because of Mrs. Wilson, the woman who changed her life. I have
another theory. Moving west for Jess was like a horrific, gut-wrenching, necessary
break-up, one from which you never really recover. Jess caught English on the rebound
and is only waiting for the right moment to go back to what she loves. The tell-tale signs
are all there: the way Jess can watch the Weather Channel as if it were a 24-hour
marathon of her favorite sitcoms, the way she incessantly checks the local news, when we
do not subscribe to cable, for the updated 5-day forecast, the way she talks about
becoming storm trackers when we retire. She has even mentioned, on more than one
occasion, how you can go on vacation and actually pay someone to take you around the
Midwest and chase tornados.
Until that time, or until the burden becomes too much, Jess will remain an English
teacher. This semester, because of her harried schedule, Maiya has become my
responsibility. Thirteen months old, my womb-child who sleeps down the hall. Last
night I was lucky and got her to bed before midnight. But we got up at 3 to rock
ourselves back to sleep and at 5:45 for a bottle of warm milk. Jess no longer hears Maiya
when she cries out for milk and it falls to me to stumble down the hall and lift her little
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head to my sleepy shoulders. I rub her back, the way I used to rub Jess’s as she emptied
her stomach into the toilet, or twisted in bed as she tried to get comfortable.
Maiya and I pace the hallway - this child who is a part of me, a part of Jess, a
body who I took part in making. I rub. Small part as it was.
Some mornings, after I have carefully laid sleeping Maiya beside me in bed, I
listen to the deep, slow breaths of Jess, dreaming away at my side. Outside it is raining.
There are days I wish I could make it stop.

For it must needs be, that there is an opposition in
all things- If not so.. .righteousness could not be
brought to pass, neither wickedness, neither
holiness nor misery, neither good nor bad.
Wherefore all things must needs be a compound
in one; wherefore, if it should remain as one body
it must remain as dead, having no life neither
death, nor corruption nor incorruption, happiness
nor misery, neither sense nor insensibility.
Wherefore it must needs have been created for
a thing of naught; wherefore there would have
been no purpose in the end of its creation
2 Nephi 2:11-12
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We Miserables
Sunday afternoon in late October, our second winter in Fairbanks, Alaska. Jess
and I and the girls were driving home from church. The day had dawned at minus 10, the
sun concealed in a cloak of gray. At noon the temperature was still hovering in the
negatives, and by the time church let out at 4 p.m. what little light as had managed to eke
through the clouds was already beginning to recede. Night was coming on. Because of
the cold we let our Jimmy idle for a while in the church parking lot. We wanted the truck
to be extra warm before we buckled the girls into their car seats. The warmer the car the
faster and deeper they would fall asleep, or so we hoped.
Our hope found fruition. The few moments it took to navigate the side streets
adjacent to the church and turn left onto the main road, those few moments started Maiya
snuggling, rubbing the back of her head against her car seat. Elated, I eyed her reflection
in the rearview mirror as she fought to stay awake, her eyes turning glossy then closing
partway, her head nodding in rhythm to the truck’s rocking motions. She lost the fight
moments later when we pulled onto the expressway. It was the sudden speed that did her
in, the Jimmy gliding smoothly over the asphalt, the whole reason we took the
expressway in the first place. The same thing probably made Paisley drop off as well,
though I could not be sure as she was seated in a rear-facing car seat. I did not know she
was asleep until we stopped at a light and I had a chance to lean over for a peek.
Two babies down for the count. And for that we were grateful, especially at the
end of such a long and tedious week. Not that this particular week was any more or less
hectic than previous weeks. In many ways it was the same old thing. Jess was spending
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most of her waking energy tutoring students after school, or grading tests and essays, or
emailing concerned parents. When she wasn’t toiling away as a teacher, she was working
as a Student Body Advisor attending student government meetings and planning
assemblies. When she got home all she wanted to do was sleep, which was not always
possible, because the minute Jess got home, my day truly started. Reading the required
two books a week for my own classes, on top of trying to find time to write both critical
and creative essays, while simultaneously preparing lesson plans for one section of
Literature and making sure I was magnifying my calling at church as Elders Quorum
President, not to mention cooking most dinners and making sure to feed and play with the
girls and not just let them vegetate in front of the TV all day with a box of Cheerios - it
seemed at times a miracle that either of us got anything done. The hours between Jess’s
return home and my night class or presidency meetings were often spent in a state of
insane cramming. Jess could not always get the naps she so desperately craved, though at
times she came through the door so bedraggled and bone-weary that I could never tell her
no. I would stay up late into the night and get up early in the morning and fight the urge
to nap during the day - at least while the girls were awake.
All of which was why Jess and I loved Sundays.
Maybe love is too feeble a word to get across our zealousness, our ardent passion,
our literal craving for and addiction to Sunday afternoon naps. Sounds over the top I
know, but seriously, you try raising two kids on our schedule and you will understand
why 4:30 p.m. Sunday afternoon was an appointment we would never think to break,
though at times it was broken for us, whenever the girls refused to cooperate. It was
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imperative to us that the girls fell asleep in the car, and on the way home. Anything less
might be disastrous. We congratulated ourselves as we drove home that Sunday
afternoon on a job well done, not that we had done much, but we were profoundly
grateful at how things always seemed to work out. My thoughts, as usual, turned to
collapsing onto my side of our king-sized Serta with its pillow-top mattress. I longed to
feel each muscle in my back stretching and loosening, slipping into oblivion, taking me
along with them, my exhaustion swallowed up in sleep. I smiled at Jess because I knew
she was thinking the same thoughts. She reached over to squeeze my hand.
We pulled into our parking space at the apartment complex and carefully
unloaded the girls. Jess unsnapped Paisley’s infant carrier and draped a thick blanket
over its length. I cradled Maiya against my shoulder. Maiya opened her eyes
momentarily when I pulled her, startled, from her car seat, but she quickly placed her
arms around my neck and buried her head in the folds of my jacket. Hugging me just so
she blocked out the cold and formed a pocket of warm air between us. As we made our
way to the apartment she twitched, a sure sign she had settled back to sleep. Simple
moments like these are what makes being a dad so extraordinary, so out of the ordinary,
so far removed from the self-serving, egocentric lives of well-meaning people who are so
adamant about autonomy that they have lost the desire to share the best of themselves by
bringing life into the world. I do not mean to criticize, especially in this day and age of
political correctness, where “to each his own” is such a widespread sentiment; however, I
find most people’s intentions in not having kids to be at best shallow and misguided. To
give the best of oneself, especially to children, to give freely and without expectation of
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remuneration, is the highest, noblest state one can achieve. And who would not want
such an opportunity? A question I sometimes have to remind myself of, especially when
the day has been brutal and taxing and the girls do not listen to a thing I say because they
are young and obnoxious and full of life, and all I want to do is throw them in the ocean
or lock them in a dungeon and scream. I know deep down that my girls are not willfully
disobedient, that they are not out to make my life miserable, that I would never really do
anything to hurt them, though the temptation is ever-present, and that in giving so freely I
have to accept and expect tantrums and the like. But my joy outweighs the pain and all
the proof I need can be found in Maiya’s grasping, sleeping arms. All I ask of my
children is that they honor my weekly nap and let me win back some of my energy stores
so as to be able to deal with their exasperating habits.
Jess and I stepped in from the cold and huddled in our apartment’s arctic
entryway while the overhead heater clicked on. It was warm and reassuring. I shut the
door and unzipped Maiya’s coat, unbuckled her shoes. I let everything lay where it fell,
and hoisted Maiya again to my shoulder. She stirred, but did not wake, or so I thought. I
began mounting the stairs behind Jess.
Maiya’s voice came soft and light, a sleepy, lilting tone tinged with urgency.
“Want water. Want strawberry milk.”
I cringed. With one foot on the bottommost stair the other on the entryway
linoleum, I held my breath and did not budge. Time ticked slowly on. I was testing to
see whether or not Maiya was serious. She has this habit of talking in her sleep,
sometimes even sitting up in bed or groggily walking across the hallway and into our
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bedroom. It is only moments before she falls back to sleep.
“Want strawberry milk.”
Frustration, resentment burned in my belly, and still I forced my voice to come off
as pleasant as possible. “Don’t you want to lie down and take a nap with Mommy and
me?”
“Want strawberry milk.. .want strawberry milk.. .want....”
“Okay, okay, okay...I’ll get you some strawberry milk.” This time there was no
hiding my irritation. I swung her onto my hip and pulled open the tfidge, then yanked the
milk from off the top shelf and banged it onto the counter. I placed Maiya, not too
gently, on the counter next to the milk then grabbed the strawberry syrup from the door
and kicked the fridge shut.
Maiya, sensing my rage, began to whine. “Want Mommy. Want Mommy.”
“She’s upstairs. You’ll have to wait.”
“Want a movie.”
“Maiya!” It was not really Maiya I was mad at, or at least not her directly - she
was only a child looking on from the periphery of this situation, one who happened to
feel thirsty on a particular Sunday after church, at the very moment my body longed to be
asleep. Really it was my life that angered me, my over-committed, under-achieving,
never-time-for napping life.

It did not happen overnight, at least I don’t remember it that way. The change
seems less drastic, as if time lingered for a moment in the present before rushing
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headlong into the future. This is so even though the time that went before has almost
faded from my memory. I am talking about life’s routines and how a once unalterable,
unquestionable part of my life was so easily removed, slowly at first, then more and more
rapidly until my customary nap on Sunday afternoons all but disappeared. The way a
frog dropped into a beaker of water never notices until it is too late how the water’s
temperature is raised by a few degrees at a time until the water is boiling and the frog is
dead. The catalyst for these events was the day I got married. Shortly thereafter Maiya
was on her way and there was no looking back to those bliss-filled days of bachelorhood
when I could lie down in the afternoons after a long day of school or work, or in
particular after church on Sundays, and sleep to my heart’s content.
I do not want to be misunderstood. I love my wife. I love being married to her. I
love all the games and fights and coquettes we play at. I love especially her ability to
question my motives and dislodge my contradictions and help me to better understand my
human failings; she tears me down and builds me up stronger. I am grateful to have
found someone who loves me that much. I also love my two daughters, Maiya and
Paisley, and all the wrestling matches and horsey rides that come with being their dad. In
particular, I love Maiya’s capriciousness, her spontaneity, and how she manages to be
genuinely cute while at the same time being the most annoying, most exasperating person
I know. As for Paisley, I love her stubborn determination as she has learned to walk, to
climb stairs and even work her way onto tabletops and piano benches. All of this in spite
of clogged ear tubes and the reoccurring fluid that forms behind her ears, which keeps her
off balance and constantly crashing into walls or falling headfirst to the ground, even
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down the stairs. It amazes me the energy she wields, and how fast she recovers when she
falls. Once, after toppling headlong down an entire flight of stairs, then smashing into the
wall at the bottom and smacking the back of her head against the tile floor, the vacuum
cleaner which had been standing nearby falling on top of her, it was only five minutes
before she recovered her strength and stopped crying - she saw the sandbox through a
nearby window and wanted to play outside. For myself, I only wish for such energy,
such ability to recover from my falls. Which is why there are times when I wish (and yet
the thought is shocking to me, the man who wants ten kids) I were single, or at worst
newly married, so that I could lie down unburdened on a Sunday afternoon and sleep the
irresponsible sleep of a young man.

Sunday to Mormons is a day of rest - rest from working, rest from playing, rest
from supporting anyone else in their work or play - and as a young man in California I
took such sentiments literally. Because I hardly ever napped during the week (there was
never time) Sundays were my designated day for napping. And I needed them.
Weekdays during the school year I was up by 5:45 a.m. to be to seminary by 6:00.
Unlike some Mormon families where parents obligate or coerce their children to attend
seminary, attending was completely my choice, though I will freely admit that my
decision was aided partly by the pretty girls in my class. After seminary, I would dash
home so Dad could have the car for work, then shower, scarf down some breakfast and be
ready to leave again by 7:20. School started at 8:00 and got out at 2:15, at least for
everyone who did not do sports. For four years I ran cross-country and track, which
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meant that five days a week and forty-seven weeks a year, including summers and
Christmas break, I was running - sometimes ten miles a practice. During the season we
had races every Thursday night and Saturday morning and in the classroom my teachers
never went easy on the homework. Suffice it to say that I rarely got to bed before 11 and
incessantly yearned for a moment to lie down and sink into oblivion, and occasionally I
would - during school, during seminary, after practice, before dinner, while doing
homework - but at most for half an hour. I could not afford any more time. But Sunday,
blessed Sunday, I guarded as sacred, and kept it for God and for me, devoting time to
spiritual things - reading scriptures, saying prayers, listening to Handel’s Messiah and the
Mormon Tabernacle Choir, but always making sure to get in a good, long nap.
More than ten years later my weeks are still sleepless, but more and more so are
my Sundays. There is still the occasional Sunday afternoon where the girls happen to
cooperate and we all take a nap together, but such days are few and far between. And
random - determining when our girls will go down for naps is like tracking the frenzied
flight of a bumblebee. It is chaos theory at its finest. I know there are parents in this
wide world who are systematic, some of them down to the very minute, about what their
children eat for breakfast and when their children take naps - and their children will take
naps. But force will never work in our household, and for one simple reason.
It is a well-known fact of the universe, especially among child psychologists,
conspiracy theorists and my great aunt Mabel, that given two children under the age of
two and living under the same roof (which was the case in this particular moment of
time), they will rarely, if ever, fall asleep at the same time. This is especially true if they
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are of the same sex and have a special sibling bond, more commonly known as a pact of
sisterhood against their parents. Among the stipulations of said pact is the clause that one
of them shall remain on the lookout for anything that could possibly be detrimental to
their wellbeing - naps for instance. And if they are somehow lulled to sleep, say in the
warm backseat of a smooth-riding Jimmy, one of them must spring suddenly to life the
instant she enters the house carried over her father’s shoulder. They both know
intuitively when they are being tricked into taking a nap and will do everything in their
power to avoid being coerced again.
Such was the case on that particular Sunday in October.
When Maiya cried out for strawberry milk Jess was already halfway up the stairs.
She turned. “Maiya,” she said, her voice tinged with disappointment. “Don’t you...?”
She was trying to coax Maiya to go upstairs and lay down with us, but Maiya cut her off.
“Want strawberry milk.”
Jess sighed, shook her head and gave me a look of “oh well,” then continued up
the stairs. I huffed into the kitchen. As if Maiya wasn enough to deal with. I knew
there was nothing Jess could do to fix the situation, nothing that I could not do myself,
and yet I wanted her downstairs too, even if it was just to look on while I prepared the
milk. Selfish I know, and even more selfish considering that I knew she needed a nap,
more so than I did, but then again she always needed to nap. I finished pouring Maiya’s
milk and snapped the sippy lid on tight. Then I flung the milk into the fridge and
scooped Maiya up from her perch on the counter. There was still a chance the afternoon
could be saved. If Jess laid Paisley down on the twin bed she shared with Maiya and
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Maiya snuggled with me in our bed, we could still take a nap. Surely after sipping her fill
of milk, Maiya would feel full and satisfied, the blood rushing to her stomach, and fall
swiftly back to sleep.
Upstairs, I peeked into the girl’s room where, sure enough, Jess had laid Paisley
down on the twin bed. I turned into our room and set Maiya on my side of the bed so I
could take off my shirt and tie.
“Want mommy.”
“Mommy’s right here,” Jess said as she slid out from under the covers. She has
this habit of wrapping herself in a cocoon of blankets, leaving only a fist-sized hole to
breathe through, even when the house is cozy warm. She uses the blankets to
compensate for the fan she runs year-round - through scorching heat waves and mid
winter blizzards. She says the air on her face helps her breathe easier. For myself, I keep
an extra blanket under the bed for whenever the nights get chilly.
Maiya scooted across the bed and snuggled into Jess’s open arms. I finished
undressing, slipped on some shorts and a T-shirt and slid into bed. Jess was lying on her
side with Maiya resting in the crook of her arm. She had sunk back into her pillow and
already fallen back to sleep. I closed my eyes. Beside me the slurping, churning of milk
being sucked through the sippy lid.
“Want to watch a movie.”
I did not respond.
“Want to watch a movie.”
Not a word.
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“Want...”
Jess stirred. “No, Maiya,” she explained, eyes close and relatively calm. “It’s
time to go night-night. Mommy and Daddy are tired. Are you tired?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Then go to sleep.”
“Okay.”
We lay for a while in silence. Regular, even breathing came from Jess’s side of
the bed, a sure sign that her comments to Maiya were delivered in a fit of semi-conscious
rambling. I was barely conscious myself, my breathing slowing to six and eight breaths
per minute. I count them sometimes to know how soon sleep will come - 1 love how it
always catches me by surprise. There are times, however, when I am more aware of
retreating into myself, my subconscious making of the world a nonsensical,
cinematographic smorgasbord. My favorites: walking through a cornfield at the peak of a
Nebraska summer, the calls of Macaws nearby; perching on a outcropping of rocks, the
white-foamed surf crashing below, out on the horizon a single sailboat is waylaid by the
fluke of an enormous blue whale; racing a golden retriever, a brontosaurus, a bird with
golden feathers; eating lunch - Asiago shrimp scampi, artichoke hearts, banana splits and
rhubarb pie - with John Cusak and Dave Barry in the middle of a seven-story parking
garage.
There are other times, however, where sleep comes more suddenly and I have the
sensation of falling, literally, so frightening that my body shivers awake moments before
I hit the ground. Stupefied, my surroundings come to me slowly —bedroom, bed,
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blankets, body - and I toss and turn awhile before I can fall back to sleep.
I was almost there again when Maiya nudged me. The weight of the bed against
my back came on like a Mack truck, much harder than the airy squish of imagined beach
sand. Eyes closed, I shifted my head on my pillow, hoping to find an expressway back to
that beach. Maiya twitched again, this time grabbing at the comforter and pulling it,
kicking it off of her, the way she does sometimes when she wants to sleep but cannot
seem to get comfortable for the stifling heat of bodies huddled together. By removing the
blanket she exposed my upper body. Sleep, and the desire to sleep, quickly faded. I
turned to Maiya and stealthily cracked an eye, then quickly closed it again. She was not
too hot; she was wide-awake. What was worse I could feel her watching me.
“Want to watch a movie, want to watch

.”

“No, Maiya. It’s time to go night-night.” I kept my eyes closed, not wanting to
acknowledge to myself that Maiya was really awake, and also hoping that she would take
a hint and close her own. I felt around for the covers and pulled them to me. Maiya
squirmed and sat up.
“No. Want

Esther.”

I turned and peeked in the direction of Maiya’s voice. She was indeed looking at
me, eyes open and expectant. Her sudden energy overwhelmed and drained me, and,
involuntarily, my eyes closed. The suddenness of sleep pressed against my body, a
crushing weight, heavy enough to drag a man to the bottom of the ocean. It was futile to
fight and it felt so good to let go, to be enveloped in darkness, spiraling down a
bottomless trench.
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“Daddy.. .daddy.” Maiya leaned on my chest and patted my cheek. “Wake up!”
“Unh.”
“Daddy.”
“Maiya,” I mumbled. “Go to sleep.”
A low cry came from the girl’s room across the hall. I shushed Maiya. I pictured
Paisley turning over in her sleep and, eyes closed, calling out for comfort. Not that she
really needed it. She is a light sleeper and noises - even quiet ones from across the
hallway - often startle her into levels of near consciousness. Usually after she lets out a
low cry she will drift back to the deeper sleep she was enjoying before being disturbed. I
opened my eyes and held my breath, hoping she would not wake. Another low cry came
from the bedroom. It was short, trailing off into silence almost before it began. A good
sign. I waited. Nothing. I relaxed back into my pillow and waited for the weight to take
me. Maiya tapped my shoulder.
“Daddy?”
At that very instant Paisley let out another low cry, only this time it was followed
immediately by another and then another, each time growing louder. There are times
where experience can weigh so heavily on a man so as to make him wish he were alone at
the top of a mountain and could yell a yell so large and loud it might shake the
surrounding valleys. I do not know if such a man would accomplish anything practical
by yelling at the natural world in this way, especially when the root of his frustrations lay
elsewhere, but I am certain the man would feel better, be able to breathe, open his lungs
to the high, cool air and inhale to his heart’s content. Maiya’s question, though loud in
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my ear, did not cause it, and I knew she was not at fault, but to blame something
inanimate like bad luck or mere happenstance for the fact that Paisley was awake and
probably was not going to go back to sleep, even if I rocked her and patted her back for a
while - well that seemed plain ludicrous. My nap was shot and I wanted someone to
blame, and so I blamed Maiya.
I flung back the covers and scooted off the bed. Paisley’s cry of distress had
exacerbated into a full-blown wail. It was the rising and falling of a disaster emergency
siren. I entered the girl’s room during a lull. Paisley was lying on her back, eyes closed,
mouth wide open. She had paused to catch her breath, then coughed a few times to clear
her air passageway. Then she was off again, shrieking, squirming, tiny arms flailing she was most assuredly in pain. And that meant only one thing: gas. What it also meant,
because I could hear Maiya’s little footsteps behind me, was that we were all going
downstairs. Paisley to get some gas drops from the kitchen cupboard and Maiya to watch
Esther.
It is not important how this story ends because it ends the way it always does. I
have spent many a Sunday afternoon staring groggily into space from the crook of the
couch, Paisley in the crook of my arm eagerly sucking a bottle, and Maiya seated on the
floor, eyes intent on the TV, a bowl of dry Cheerios in her tiny hands.
You would think after staying up all day and refusing to nap that our kids would
go to bed at a reasonable hour, maybe even a little early. You would think it would be
hard for people who regularly require between 11-14 hours of sleep a day to go to bed
late or get up early or skip their naps. You would think so, but you would be wrong.
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The girls, and especially Maiya, are not governed by clocks the way their parents’
lives are. No work, no school, no deadlines, no paychecks, no traffic, no car payments,
no worries. If they wanted, they could curl up on the couch anytime of day and take a
four-hour nap. Or take three naps in the same day then stay up past midnight to keep me
company as I rattle off my lesson plans for the next day’s class. Or go to bed on time, get
up on time and take a nap on time. And they do, only it seems we never repeat the same
day twice. On the days Maiya does take a 3-4 hour nap, she might get up at 5 a.m.
demanding a cup of strawberry milk, which she will only drink while watching a movie Annie or Toy Story 2 or Spirit: Stallion o f the Cimarron. If I am lucky she will go back to
bed around 8. If I did not manage much sleep the night before, either because I had
homework and got to bed late or because Paisley was restless or because Jess wanted to
talk, I could take a nap when she falls asleep. Or if I had slept reasonably well, or still
had to get some work done, I could finish things up without being interrupted while
Maiya sits enraptured by her short, red-headed heroine repeatedly singing, “The Sun Will
Come Out Tomorrow.” The problem is I have two daughters. Which really is not a
problem, but a good thing. I like kids. I want to have many more. Just not while my
wife is teaching high school English and putting me through my masters program while I
play stay-at-home Dad. Though it is not as if my life is scheduled to slow down anytime
soon, especially if Jess and I knowingly perpetuate the chaos by bringing more likeminded children into the world; not to mention that Maiya and Paisley are growing at a
remarkable rate, bringing to life their own zany adventures.
The thoughts are brought home in foil force one Friday night when Jess and I rent
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Les Miserables, the latest Hollywood depiction of Victor Hugo’s classic tale of love and
redemption.

What worried me most in this version of the tale, something that is

heightened by the cinema-graphic beauty of the characters, was Cossette’s need to go
behind Jean Valjean’s back and sneak around with the dashing rebel leader Marius,
thoughts that reminded me of my own relationship with Maiya. While my relationships
with the women in my life are completely different from the relationships Jean Valjean
has with Cossette and her mother, Fantine, the tragic whore, as a stay-at-home dad I can
relate somewhat to the fear Jean Valjean must have faced in bringing up his foster
daughter in a modem Paris. Surely, he wants a good life for Cossette, and he wants her to
appreciate what she has: two reasons why, initially, he scorns any attempts for Marius
and Cossette to get together. Logical thinking from a man who probably has already
endured too much suffering in his lifetime and who does not need any more, especially
now that he has made his way in the world. Such things are supposed to be behind him.
And it is only natural that he does everything in his power to avoid having to suffer again
and to keep from having to suffer the very foster daughter he swore to protect and bring
up. It is a natural, paternal instinct. Of course he will do it. But in protecting Cossette
from the dangers of the world, he is only overprotecting her and keeping her from the
very thing that ultimately gave her happiness - the love of a dark and handsome boy, the
love of a kindred spirit.
Still, I can relate to any terror Jean Valjean must feel when he thinks of Cossette’s
livelihood. It is the same fear that most parents feel when they think their children are
growing up faster than they “should.” This is the crux of experience fawning over
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innocence, knowing that life has to be lived, and that dreams and success and failure are
inevitable, but to look at the blonde, blue-eyed, dimple-kneed child, the one you carry,
sleeping, from the car on a Sunday afternoon, the one who exasperates every fiber of
your being, the one you love with those same fibers —you never want her to age a day.
But she does. One day she is the little girl in the photo on the desk in my office - the one
wearing the yellow hippie blouse stitched with an empire-waist cut and covered in tiny
pink and blue flowers, the matching denim skorts hugging her hips, her feet dimpled and
barefoot, the one who eats Cheerios and Zweiback biter biscuits and jars of Gerber sw eet
potatoes, the bright orange ooze dribbling down her chin and into neck-folds - and the
next day she emerges from her bedroom an entirely different person. Gone is the short,
squat frame; gone is the thinned hair; gone is the protruding belly, mostly. Gone too is
the chubby face, the plump cheeks, the double chin. She is gangly, growing. She eats
bananas, eggs, carrots, green beans, cheese, her own bowl of cereal, her own comdog
with ketchup. She spoons chicken and rice to her waiting mouth, dips a grilled-cheese
sandwich into warm tomato soup. She also has a favorite book about disgruntled, typing
cows who demand electric blankets, which she will also make me read to her six times a
day if I let her, she and her book sitting in my cross-legged lap, regardless if I am grading
papers, or reading at the time - move over Daddy, here I come.
Growth is a blur of motion. And if things continue on their present course and at
their present speed, it will not be too much longer before Maiya is able to read and w rite
and increase her interactions with the outside world. And soon thereafter, she is headed
out the door, on her own, alone without any parents watching her every move, going to
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malls and movies with her little girlfriends. But what scares me the most is the part that
comes next: when those girlfriends turn into sleek, young boys with fast cars. Maybe
Jean Valjean’s skewed paradigm was not so skewed after all. Then again...
Maiya recently kissed her first boy, Donovan Kimble. It was not a peck either,
but a big, wet smooch right on his lips. The kiss caught Donavan by surprise and he
smiled the goofy smile of a boy who has just found love and has no idea what he should
do about it. And while she is kissing Donovan, her friend who she loves to play with,
Maiya is still convinced, and still tells us constantly, that she wants to marry Mason
Carter when she grows up. Perhaps it is not the boys who I have to worry about.

Chaos and conundrums seem to be my lot in life and I welcome them with open
arms. Still, though I love the unpredictable nature of my life, there are times that I wish
to walk away, right out the door, down the driveway, out on to the highway and out into
the great wide world. Last summer, for the first time in years, I played the bachelor. Our
house-sitting lease ended in May, but I was on contract to teach summer school at UAF
for the Upward Bound Math/Science program. Rather than finding an apartment or cabin
for only half of the summer, Jess and the girls decided it would be easier and much more
relaxing to spend the summer with her parents in West Virginia. I signed on to be an RA
for the program and receive free room and board in addition to a small raise in salary.
The day Jess finished school (she could not wait a moment longer to be out of her
classroom and out the door, on to what she hoped would be bigger and better things) the
four of us trekked down to the lower forty-eight. I flew back alone a week later. The
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events in the airplane were a precursor, a sign of things to come.
I boarded the flight out of Dulles Airport anticipating a summer in which I was in
charge of only one person. No one to change diapers for, no one who needed to be
washed up after an oatmeal breakfast or given a bath at night, no one who needed
constant supervision so that they would not feast on the sandbox my in-laws bought for
them. I would be able to sleep when I wanted, eat what I wanted, and most importantly
finish my projects without a tiny voice asking me to “play puzzles” or “play play dough.”
Do not misunderstand me if you think me too cruel. I love to play with my kids, love
them to death, but there comes a time where I have things that need to get done and
begging for my attention proves to be an exasperating and unavoidable distraction.
On the airplane I had chosen a window seat. It provided a good view of the
overcast and drizzly day, a good chance to contemplate the weather. As the plane taxied
toward the runway, I reached under the seat in front of me and pulled from my backpack
Gretel Erlich’s The Solace o f Open Spaces. I knew, at least in the back of my mind, that I
was being a little selfish in my hopes for the summer. Still, I reasoned that what seemed
selfish was really in the best interest of the family: the job paid much more than I would
make anywhere else and would assure us of much needed savings when we completed
our move to California in the fall; the time away from distraction would allow me to
finish up and maybe start to publish my thesis; and besides, if absence really did make
the heart grow fonder, certainly Jess and I could use a little of that after the year we
endured.
The plane jolted forward and began accelerating down the runway. Somewhere
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near the back of the plane a baby cried out, a sharp staccato of fear or pain, and was
immediately silenced. I pictured a mother, a look of concern on her face, pressing the
baby to her, then rocking it gently. I pictured a father hurriedly reaching for the diaper
bag underneath the seat in front of him and extracting a warm bottle of milk. I pictured
the baby welcoming the affection and the familiar feel of a rubber nipple between her
gums. Satisfied, she would snuggle up in the blanket her mother was certainly wrapping
around her and fall asleep. The plane had by this point reached its maximum acceleration
and began lifting off the ground. A few rows up a voice, high and lilting, the voice of a
girl slightly older than Maiya, screamed out: “Mommy, we’re flying.” I wished my girls
were at my side.
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Hi-de-hi-de-hi-de-hi!
Ho-de-ho-de-ho-de-ho!
He-de-he-de-he-de-he!
Ho-de-ho-de-ho!
Cab Calloway and his Orchestra
from “Minnie the Moocher”
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Swing
Grandpa Lefty died on Father’s Day, 1998. At the end of that same summer, I
moved to West Virginia to attend the University and figure out what it was my intuition
had been telling me about a girl named Jessica Chapman. It had been four years since we
first met, back when she and I worked at Lamppost Pizza in Irvine, California and I had
unknowingly helped her to break off her engagement when, ignorant of her
unavailability, I had asked her on a date. For reasons that I may never comprehend, she
accepted my invitation, and a little while later broke off the wedding. She would say
later how she had not really been in love with her Marine fiance anyway, more like the
eternal dreams she once had, she had fallen short of them, not intentionally as the best
laid plans can so easily fall through. It would be years before I learned about her Marine
or the breakup, even though Jess and I spent much of that fall talking until long after
midnight on my front porch as my mother worried I was falling in love. We were both
eighteen and in many ways naive of what love was all about. I knew that I looked
forward to our nightly ritual of midnight conversation and that I liked the feel of hugging,
holding Jess for half the hour it took to finally say goodbye. It would be two-and-a-half
years before we shared our first kiss, but even when I pressed my lips against hers on that
stretch of Bermuda grass between the road and La Jolla beach, I knew it was because she
looked irresistible in her cut offs and recently permed hair, and not because I loved her.
From the day we met, I knew there was definitely something between Jess and I.
A friendship, an attraction, something that stayed with me as I served an LDS mission to
Australia, and the succeeding year I spent both in California and Seattle trying to get into
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the University of Washington. I knew from the start that Jess was crazy about me, she
had told me so herself, told my family too, but I was too busy following in Grandpa’s
dancing shoes and making sure all the wallflowers got their chance to swing. And yet
there were times on the dance floor, a lovely girl in my arms, when Jessica’s love would
wash over my body. It was a constant impression, a heavenly whisper that came one
night in California after I had finished praying: that even though such things were far
from what I thought I wanted, she and I would someday marry. So it came as a surprise
(sort of) when Jess called me in Seattle and threatened to never speak to me again unless
we settled our long-distance relationship, which meant living in the same town. In the
end I relented and headed east.

I had been looking forward to having a family of my own since I was fourteen
years old. It was not the idea of fatherhood that attracted me; instead, I was enamored
with grandfatherhood. I wanted to be a grandpa and grow old amid an abundant
posterity. Back then I had it all planned out.
I would have ten kids, and a wife who wanted ten kids. And we would all live on
forty acres of Montana wilderness in a log cabin I would design and build myself (not
that I had any idea how one might go about building a log cabin. But seriously, how hard
could it be to stack a couple of logs together?). Our cabin would have a beautiful view
overlooking the Thompson River (it had to be the Thompson because that was where m y
finger landed when I closed my eyes and pointed to the map) and we would fish, just like
in that one movie. Money would never be an issue, despite living a nearly secluded life
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and having to drive all the way to Missoula for our monthly groceries, because I felt
destined to make millions as an internationally acclaimed architect. I would be the
second coming of Frank Lloyd Wright. And with all the money pouring in, we would
have a swimming pool, a Jacuzzi and a huge lawn for picnics and soccer. At a remote
edge of the lawn, so we would still have room for the horse stables, I might map out a
few golf holes - two par threes and a dogleg par four. The nearby forest, the land we
would never clear, would become our weekly camping ritual of hot dogs and stargazing.
And we would come home to sit on the wrap-around porch, sipping lemonade, watching
sunsets melt into the western horizon.
Slowly but surely, our kids would grow older. Some would go off to college,
some would just move out, some would serve a mission for the Church - one might even
join the Peace Corps. Whatever our kids decided to do with their lives would be up to
them. As long as they did not join any local militias, or the circus, or the Worldwide
Wrestling Federation, and as long as they did not get themselves, or anyone else, killed,
we would support their plans. Because wherever they went, whatever they did, dreams
were their own business, as long as they hearkened to our one, constant request: get
married, have kids, and come visit.
At fourteen, I had looked forward to the day when I would have grown up kids of
my own. They would bring their kids, my grandkids, for long weekend visits:
Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and anytime in between. In summer, they would come
for months at a time. Grandma and I would still be in the same house in Montana, with
the same big lawn, the same golf holes, the same swimming pool. We would still be
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sipping the same lemonade and watching the same sunsets melt into the horizon. When
my kids arrived, they were to leave the grandkids with me, and then join Grandma on the
porch. The grandkids and I would hang out in the yard and play: hide and seek, capture
the flag, soccer, golf, and freeze tag. Whenever we got tired, we would lie on the grass
and I’d tell stories - some from books, others imagined in the moment. In the winter, we
would build snowmen and snow angels, go sledding. I’d tell stories around the fireplace
while everyone drank hot chocolate with marshmallows.

One of the clinchers for marrying Jess, or at least the pivotal incident that would
propel forward such things as desire and fascination, even in some ways love, happened
at the wedding of another of Jess’s Marines, only a month after Grandpa Lefty passed
away. Jess had flown in to California for a whirlwind weekend of weddings, two to be
exact (her Marine’s as well as that of long time friend Laura Trimeloni), before heading
back Monday for work in West Virginia. Later she would claim the real intention of her
trip was to spend time with me, to make sure I was still coming to West Virginia and to
scope out all my nooks and crannies for any pertinent female competition.
Jess never actually dated Lance Corporal Charles Wayne Diaz, but she did at one
time have a heartfelt crush on his pre-Marine, boyish body. Her attraction to Marines and
the sons of Marines was a direct result of her dad being a Marine and his unflinching
conviction that she was forbidden to spend time with any of them. Not that she was
rebellious, just stubborn and a little too precocious, much like her father. He too loves to
be in control of a situation at all times, from beginning to end, and though he will accept
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help, also loves to go in alone and figure things out for himself, sometimes the hard way.
This begins another side story of why Jess was living and working in Irvine, something
she had been doing for some time, while her parents lived eighty miles south in San
Diego. It is a story which adds depth to the fact that she was staying with her parents that
particular weekend and driving to the weddings in the backseat of their car with me as her
date, someone who would only join the armed forces at gunpoint, and then only if it w as
WWIII and they had reinstated the draft. I should make it clear that I would gladly give
my life for my country, my freedoms, my God and my family, but the obligations of tim e,
training and bad haircuts are not, at least at present, for me.
The Diaz family held the wedding reception at a quaint cottage-style mansion,
complete with shuttered windows, ivy-wrapped lattices and most importantly, a wooden
dance floor. It was on that dance floor, after dinner, that the new Mr. and Mrs. Charles
Diaz would dance to Benny Goodman’s Sing Sing Sing. From the moment the music
started, I wanted to jump in, in spite of the DJ’s announcement that this was the couple’s
first dance together. Midway through the song, my foot tapping out the four-count
rhythm from the edge of my seat, the DJ invited the older married couples to join
newlyweds on the dance floor. A little while later he extended the invitation to younger
married ones, and then to those still younger, so that by the time he got around to inviting
those of us that were merely dating to the floor, the song was over and the solo trumpet
from Bugle Call Rag was already laying down its irresistible intro. I was itching to
swing.
Jess had never done any ballroom dancing, but reacted easily as I swung her:
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inside turn, outside turn, pause for a cuddle and then out again. She was not as practiced
as either of my dance partners had been in Seattle, but Erin and Alicia had both taken
lessons with me. And for a while I purposefully kept it simple with Jess, repeating the
same four moves in a not so coherent order. Jess caught on quickly and I tried a few
more: right arm crossover, behind-the-back hand grab, up and over, and we pulled the
pretzel, all the while Jess looking the part of the weekend swinger. Not perfect, but good
enough to hold her own with even the clumsiest of partners.
The song was coming to a close and I found myself enjoying the moment. It was
wholly unexpected, the way Jess moved and swayed with natural rhythm as I pulled her
across my body, then out to the side for a turn, even her footwork seemed right on beat.
She knew intuitively where to expect my hands, where to put hers, how to grab on and
hold tight and where to train her eyes as she spun. She was spontaneity in its finest hour.
And as the song ended and I pulled her in for one final cuddle, her dad confirmed my
thoughts, calling out from our table: “That was some footwork you two.”
“Thanks,” I said, the two of us taking our seats.
There were at least two other reason why marrying Jess seemed the right thing to
do: first, she admitted to being crazy enough to have ten kids, or at least she said she
would think about it. Right now she is seriously considering six. I am all the time trying
to convince her ten is better. But dreams evolve over time. I may one day change my
mind about the ten kids. I have already changed my mind about being an architect.
Instead, I am working diligently on becoming an English professor who writes books on
the side. Montana is out of the picture, too. We might get there someday, but we are not
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in any huny. Right now, I am twenty-eight. “Grandma” and I live in Fairbanks, Alaska,
and we are much too busy to go camping on the weekends. Besides, it is too cold and w e
are only house-sitting the six acres that extend from our wrap around porch through the
winter. Which means our porch does not belong to us anyway and our lawn is thick
covered in snow.
In the five months we have been in this house, I have only built two snowmen
with our daughter Maiya, my life over occupied with reading and teaching to be able get
out much more. Because it is wintertime, the sun sets in the south and even when the
spring finally comes and the sun moves west, the surrounding evergreens will block out
most of the view. Such is the life of a poor, burdened college student, whose wife
sacrifices herself fulltime to freshman high school students, and who is only putting me
through grad school so we will not go into any more debt. If money were not an issue,
she would stay at home with the girls and end this insanity. As it is we scrape by, our
dreams ever-changing. They have to. Because Jess has given her notice and come May,
will dance the dance of freedom well deserved. I am looking for a job, one that will pay
the bills and afford me an opportunity to challenge young minds. The only constant in
our lives: I still want to be a grandpa.
Which is the second reason I married Jess. She keeps my dreams honest, steady.
It was not long after the wedding weekend that we had our conversation about
grandpahood, three weeks before I left for West Virginia, on the phone long distance.
“Wouldn’t it be cool to be old like that? I mean, all those grandkids. They’d
come on the weekends and when we got tired of them, we’d just give them back. It’d be
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perfect.”
Jess was methodical. “If you want grandkids, first you need to get married. We
need to get married, and have these kids who are going to have your grandkids.”
“Yeah, but, well, there should be a way to skip that part, to go right to being a
grandpa.”
“Whatever. I’m done talking to you.”
“No, I’m serious.”
“That’s insulting.”
“I didn’t...”
“No, and you never do. It’s typical, you never want to think about, much less do,
any work. You just want to have fun. You’re scared that being someone’s dad is going
to take up too much of your time.”
Jess didn’t give me a chance to respond.
“Even if it were possible to skip twenty or thirty years of your life, what makes
you think that when you got there, you’d be able to handle this ‘grandpahood’ anyway?
You think it’s just going to

hapen”?

“Look, I know grandpas, I study them. I’ve been studying them for a while now.
I know what it takes.”
“Don’t even start with your list.”
“Why not, what’s wrong with it?”
“I’m not having this conversation.”
“C’mon, what’s wrong with it?”
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“You and that list. You know, sometimes you should come out every once in a
while to say hello to the real world. If this is how it’s going to be I’m not sure I’d trust
you with our children. You’d probably convince them to have kids of their own when
they’re six years old.”
“Six is good.”
“I’m hanging up.”
“I’m kidding, nothing before thirteen.”
“Nathan!!!”
“Kidding.”
“I’ll talk to you when you’re ready to be serious.”
Click
“Jess?.. .Jess?”

A year later, Jess and I were hanging out in the Morgantown Institute of Religion.
The Institute is maintained by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, one of
many Institutes of Religion, on university campuses worldwide. Institutes are dedicated
to both spiritual and secular learning. We learn about the gospel; we do school work; we
play Ping-Pong. I was the vice president of the student council and editor of the Institute
newsletter. I hung out there a lot. On this particular day I was sitting in the black swivel
chair in the secretary’s office, editing August’s newsletter. Jessica was in the bathroom
down the hallway. Silence and the pitter-patter of keystrokes. Then, the bathroom door
creaked open and then shut. Jessica peered into the office.
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“So,” I said, eyes on the computer. “What’s the verdict?”
“Well, I’m not quite sure.”
I stopped typing, looked up. “Huh?”
Jessica’s hands were in her pockets. She was wearing her khakis with the
drawstring, the ones that made her butt look good. She was rocking back and forth in her
tennis shoes, heel, toe, heel, toe, a goofy smile on her face, the top row of her teeth
resting on her bottom lip.
“Come see,” she said.
The pregnancy test was balanced on the edge of the sink. A thin white test stick
with two tiny windows. The left window had a dark line running vertical through its
center. I thought the other window had a line as well, but it was thin and very faint. I
bent close expecting the stick to tell me something. It did not speak. No words. No
directions. Just two windows. Maybe two lines. I stared at the fainter of the lines, trying
to decide if it was a line at all.
“So, what does it mean?” I said, glancing behind me. Jessica pointed past me at
the test.
“That dark one on the left means the test worked, and....”
I smiled. The faint line was a line after all.
“I think the other one means you’re going to be a daddy.”
There are no words for how I felt exactly. Happy, afraid, I wanted to shout from
the rooftops, hide in a comer. The positive test results were exactly what we wanted: a
honeymoon baby. Since I was a honeymoon baby, and Jessica was a honeymoon baby,
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we figured on having one, too. More than that, it was the moment I had been waiting for
for nine years, the official beginning of my journey to grandfatherhood. I should have
been ecstatic, and I was, but there was still that lingering sensation that none of it was
real, that I did not want it to be real, that Jessica and I were not really in the Institute,
hugging, that it was only another dream, like the one where I am in standing in Megan’s
doorway at Aunt Marlene’s and the strange dead man in the bed begins to look like
Grandpa Lefty...
The weight of my arms came back suddenly, tingling and heavy. They were tight
around Jessica, hugging her close. In my brain, far from the emotions of my heart, the
ideas of pregnancy and fatherhood swam and danced like strangers. Jess’s eyes
glistened. Her tears wet my neck, but nothing seeped through. Her happiness would
have to suffice for both of us for the time being.
I felt the same way two days later when I phoned my parents to tell them the
news. I recalled the scene over and over. How I looked at Jessica’s stomach, how reality
overcame fantasy with a crushing blow and I realized just how far away grandpahood
was.
Dad answered the phone.
“Hey, Grandpa?” The words came like a question.
Dad stayed silent.
I did not know what to say.
I toiled a long time deciding what to get Dad for his 47th birthday, one month
previous to this phone call. I wanted to get him something unique, something fitting for
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his age and imminent grandpa status. Ever since the February before when Jess and I got
engaged, I reminded Dad constantly of his need to prepare for grandpahood. He would
always say that he was ready to be a grandpa, ready to love my future children. My
response was that it was not his capacity for love that worried me. Dad’s capacity to love
is just like Grandpa’s, deep and powerful; a special gift, one I hope to someday grow
into. Instead, what worried me was Dad’s wardrobe: a few pairs of Dockers, some argyle
socks and maybe one paisley tie, and it is not even fat. I wanted to add some Dickies to
his Dockers; put more color into his dull pairs of argyles; adorn him with fat paisley ties
and old plaid shirts - the kind only found in thrift stores - taking special care the colors
do not match. I wanted him to wear golf hats and fedoras; I wanted him to attend church
in a three-piece suit; I wanted him to carry a pocket watch; I wanted him to reek of
grandpaness. But most of all, I wanted him to accept my proposed changes, to accept
grandpahood in all its wardrobed glory; to understand that because he is growing older,
he must break free from the conservative clothing styles of fatherhood. Grandpas, I said,
do not have any clothing inhibitions; they dress how they want, how they feel. They
wear more than just aprons over white shirts. They wear plaid with paisley, stripes w ith
argyle, baseball caps with sports coats. I remember a grandpa I saw in San Francisco in
‘94. He was wearing a bright blue suit, dotted with sequins, a white ruffled shirt, and
roller skates. He was spinning in circles in Golden Gate Park. I know another grandpa,
who lives in West Virginia, and he almost always wears the same thing: Dockers, a plaid
shirt, a solid tie, a tweed sports jacket, and a green baseball cap. I know another from
Fairbanks, Alaska, who dresses as if he throws on the first items he pulls from his closet,
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regardless of whether or not they match. They are clothes and that will suffice. My
grandpa wore Dickies, plaid shirts and vibrant argyles. He wore an apron on Sunday
afternoons. When he coached the ward basketball team, he always dressed in the same
tweed jacket. He had a pocket watch and carried it everywhere - the chain attached to his
belt loop. Grandpa loved hats. His two favorites: a flimsy Brady made of reddish brown
wool, worn so much the brim sagged, and the other a Tam O’ Shanter he bought in
Scotland, plaid, with a ball of blue fuzz on the crown. Maybe it is the white hair, maybe
their larger ears and noses, maybe their innate sense of style. Whatever it is, grandpas
have this amazing ability to make the tacky look good.
For Dad’s birthday, I got him a fishing hat. I decided to start slow. It is not as
colorful as I would like, nor as plaid, but it is a start. Its brown color is a shade darker
than tan, and there are three fishing flies stitched across the front. I told him that it was
the first in a long line of gifts, only the beginning, plenty more to come.
Sometimes, I think I am the one who should be the grandpa. I like to be tacky. I
have a Hawaiian shirt - white Hibiscus flowers on a bright blue background. I wear it
with faded yellow shorts, green argyle socks and Vans shoes. I love argyle socks, or any
dark dress socks, especially with my purple cut-off shorts, my green cargo shorts, and
white T-shirts. Other times I wear my white T-shirts with a black-and-orange checkered
vest my mom sewed for me in high school. I wear them with faded olive green pants and
a blue oversized baseball cap from the 70s with “Maui” stitched in yellow. I wear it
backwards with the mesh netting against my forehead. When I am feeling a little more
formal, I wear a plaid shirt, corduroy pants, and a fat paisley tie. To church I wear three-
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piece suits, when I swing dance I add a fedora.
When Grandpa died, Grandma gave me some of Grandpa’s swing clothes. A blue
cap, some swingin’ ties, and Grandpa’s pocket watch. When I dance, I tuck it neatly into
my vest pocket. Emblazoned on the front is a large-mouth bass, jumping out of a river,
snapping after a fly. I wear it and think of him.

The silence on the phone grew louder, a ringing in my ears.
“Dad, are you there?”
More silence.
“Yeah, Nathan, I’m just having a hard time believing it’s finally here.”
“Just remember what I told you, Dad.”
My dad does not share my intense passion to spruce up his wardrobe. I told him
that I do not expect him to dress exactly like his dad or the other grandpas I have seen. I
want him to be himself. I want his grandpaness to come from within. But if it does not
come from within, I may just have to coax it out myself.
“Hey, I just want you to know that I’ve been wearing that fishing hat you gave
me.” Dad says it like he is reporting. “I even wore it fishing with Mike and Fred.” I feel
like I should put a check mark in the Dad-wears-hat box.
“Cool,” I say. I do not ask Dad why he wears it. I do not think I want to know.
It is hard to accept the fact that Dad does not want to dress like a grandpa. Dad
was not always so conservative in his clothing. I remember poking through his closet
back when I was still living at home looking for something to wear to church. I found
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“the tie.”
“Dad, where did you get this?” I said it slow, with a kind of reverence in my
voice as I pulled the tie off the rack. It was iridescent blue with fiery-red paisleys. Like
fish swimming in a blue sea. When light reflected off the fish, they became a softer red,
and the sea grew darker.
“I used to wear it when I was your age,” Dad said from the bed. It was Sunday
afternoon. He was trying to take a nap. Under normal circumstances I too would be
napping on such a beautiful Sunday afternoon, but I, by this time in my life, belonged to
the Newport Coast Singles Ward, which started at 1 p.m. I got to sleep in instead.
“This is classic.” I rubbed the coarse fabric between my thumb and forefinger. It
was thick and heavy. “It’s so ugly. I love it.” My finger rubbed against one of the tags
sewn in the back: “ 100% Polyester.” I cringed with joy.
“How come I’ve never seen you wear it, Dad?”
Dad laughed. “I haven’t worn it in a long time.”
“Why not?”
“When I bought it, paisley was in. Everything was paisley. I got it at the Paris
Alley in Salt Lake. That was where all the hip clothes were. If you bought it at the Paris,
you knew it was cool.”
“Paisley’s still cool.”
I expected Dad to say something. Maybe explain how fashion had changed.
Maybe how he had changed. But he said nothing.
“Are you ever going to wear it?”
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“No, Nathan, you can have it.”
Dad’s iridescent tie was one of the first things that started my fetish for tacky
clothes. Dad helped make me who I am. Now, as I try to make Dad into a grandpa, I
wonder if taking the tie was the best thing to do.
I wonder if he would take it back; I wonder if it is too late to even try.

November. Jessica and I drove up from Fairmont, where we were living in her
parents’ basement, to an ultrasound appointment in Morgantown. I had been to
Holehouse & Rollins Obstetrics and Gynecology with Jess before, but this was different.
We were going to, supposedly, depending on how these things worked, because I was not
too sure, be able to see the baby, our baby, living and moving inside of Jessica. We
might even be able to learn its sex, something I was even more curious about as I figured
such knowledge would further assuage my ever-growing fears.
The nurse at the front desk checked us in and Sam Costante, nurse practitioner
and ultrasound technician, called us back. He had Jess lie back on the exam table and
pull her pants below her abdomen. Only four months had passed since our honeymoon,
certainly enough time for her belly to grow, though she had not grown much, which only
served to strengthen the fears that this was all still a dream. Sam generously squirted a
layer of blue gel onto Jess’s stomach. He pressed the ultrasound paddle into the glob o f
goo and began rubbing it around, looking for, as he said it, a “clear picture.” The
computer monitor on his right began to whirl with activity.
Sam started right in. “There are the kidneys and those are its knees,” he said. The
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black and white images on the monitor surged and swirled, a kaleidoscope of those
Worshack inkblots psychologists use to test their patients. Sam continued to call out
body parts. “Head, feet, lumbar...”
I turned my head sideways to get a better angle.
“... hands, eyes, spinal cord.” Then and there I decided Sam was amazing, or
insane, or both. He was the type who could decipher cloud formations or crack secret
codes in Alpha Bits cereal. Then I saw it. Sam’s swirling movements had stopped; but
something twitched on the screen, something flickering, beating rapidly.
“That’s the heart.” The flickering-twitching was a heartbeat. Pump, pump,
pump, 130 beats per minute. Sam’s words gave sight to the blind. All at once the
inkblots stopped swirling. I could see my kid; the head, the fingers, the spine, the feet;
I t’s sucking a thumb\ There are moments in a man’s life where it seems the world has
stopped spinning and time stands still - lying in the dark on Maiya’s bed, seeing
Grandpa’s body for the first time after death, holding a newborn fresh from his mother’s
womb - when revelation bypasses the synapses and neurons of the brain and heads
straight for the heart. The reality of fatherhood penetrated me. I was a Dad.

I telephoned Dad the next day.
“We didn’t find out the sex of the baby.”
“That’s too bad. How’s your wife doing?”
“Pretty good, Dad. She has her rough days, but pretty good.”
“Make sure you treat her right.”
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It happened after the doctor’s appointment, after I had seen my kid, after my
phone call to Dad: I realized I had no idea what it took to be a grandpa. I am just
beginning the process of figuring out what it means to be a dad. I see the shallowness o f
my own understanding. I believed in a cliche. Grandpahood is more than just tacky
clothes, golfing, three-piece suits or even sledding in Montana. It is more than fly
fishing, pocket-watches or vacationing with Grandma. That is where it all begins. But it
is more. It’s a feeling, a burning in your heart, a connectedness to your family stronger
than eternity or death.
Dad was right all along. When he told me he was planning on loving my kids, I
should have left him alone, no fishing hats, no dressing him up, no trying to be his
example. Because I was so concerned about Dad’s progressing to be a grandpa, I stopped
in my own progression. I was standing still. Worse, I was regressing'. Dad had been
teaching me about grandpaness all along, about how to love, how to take care of my w ife,
and how to begin to love my unborn child. Deep down I guessed that my vision of
grandpahood was incomplete. I knew it and had known it, but never really understood.
For me it was competition, for Dad it was love. I am learning to be a Grandpa all over
again.

December. Grandma Elaine mailed me the black-and-white photo of Grandpa for
Christmas. It was the one taken by the University of Utah’s newspaper after Grandpa
won the jitterbug contest, the one from the funeral home: Grandpa wearing the zoot suit,
dancing with a cane, winking, smiling. When Jess saw it, she said I have Grandpa’s
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nose. It was a seemingly insignificant detail, I know, but one of the best compliments I
have ever received. I look like Grandpa\ Grandma always said that Grandpa was the
best dancer, wherever he went. He won contests all the time. And it did not matter who
he danced with, he made everyone look good. Jessica says the same thing about me.
Grandpa was right: Jess and I do not dance much anymore. We do too much
dancing with the kids; and with our jobs, and church callings, and money, and the few
minutes of conversation we manage after eveiyone has gone to bed. Our last serious
swing was when Jess was four months pregnant with Maiya, before she got too sick to
move. In the time since Bugle Call Rag, we had gotten pretty good, not that we ever won
any contests, but one night at the Student Rec Center West Virginia’s Golden Key
magazine wanted our picture for the upcoming issue.
It was an Up All Night and the joint was swinging. I had just brought Jess in for a
cuddle and then whipped her out again, arms akimbo when we heard the click of a
camera’s shutter. It is a good picture. Jess’s green-and-white checkered baby-doll dress
is bunched up on one side, revealing gray spandex. Her hair is pulled back in a scrunchie
and she is smiling, big. I am wearing blue cords and matching suspenders; Grandpa’s
blue cap and his swingin’ tie. In the picture, we are gazing away from the camera, my
right hand is in her left, frozen.
Grandpa was also right about how life keeps you on your toes, and how you have
got to come up with your next move before you lose the rhythm and each other because
your hands or your feet were not where they were supposed to be. Jess gets mad
sometimes if I am trying to be too fancy, or when I give her a signal and then move my
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hand because I changed my mind. But I like to show off too much, like to pretend that I
am better than I am and could spin Jess like a rag doll if she would let me, like I have
seen other couples do.

But that is not how swing dancing works. It is a partnership, an ebb and flow of
pressure and space, of hands pressing against hands pressing against time and the steady
rhythm of a snare drum. The best swing dancers are deliberate in their moves. They have
learned firsthand what Jess and I can only guess at: that the best grandpas, the best
grandmas are the epitome of mankind’s progression. They have progressed from son, to
dad, to grandpa, from daughter, to mother, to grandma, all the while learning from their
mistakes and becoming better. Line upon line, argyle upon argyle, precept upon precept,
here a little dancing, there a little fishing, telling stories, sharing moments, ever giving,
always loving until the perfect day.
Jess and I believe in eternity; that our premortal lives prepared us to come to
Earth and progress together, to gain physical bodies and continue progressing, continue
learning, and to one day become perfect, together. Mortality is dedicated to work,
working to prepare for the next life. All the trials we face, all the pain we go through is
for our own good; it will only make us stronger and more prepared for what is to come.
We will need each other, depend wholly on one another to make it through.

In real life, the dancing never stops. Even when we mess up the song plays on. I
whip Jessica back in, do an inside-tum and go right into the pretzel. We fumble through
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it, but Jess comes out okay with a blind backspin. I throw one in, too, for kicks. East
Coast swinging is a four-count rhythm, two beats slow and two beats fast. Step, step,
rock-step. Step, step, rock-step. Each song is different, sometimes the drums have the
beat, other times it is the trumpets or the sax. You have to keep a constant ear out for th e
rhythm every time you dance and keep in time with the beat.
Jess and I can feel it. The plunking piano, the thumping bass, the rat-a-tat-tat o f
the snare, the high clear sounds of a trumpet filling in the gaps, filling our gaps, making
us and the music whole. She and I go backside this time, my hand behind my back and
retie the pretzel, over and over, inside and out, then I let go with my left and give her a n
easier outside turn. Step, step, rock-step. We are back on beat and we nailed it. I catch
her left hand with my right. The music gets quiet. Then, the drums go solo, pouring o n
the beat thick and heavy, like its never going to stop. We don’t want it to stop. Cuddle,
hammerlock, up and over and spin her out again. Dancing, living, learning, loving. A n d
the beat goes on.

PART III
REDEMPTION

Are you experienced?
Have you ever been experienced?
Well, I have.
Jimmy Hendrix from “Are You Experienced?”
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Baring My Soul
For Mormons, the first Sunday of the month is Fast and Testimony meeting. W e
come to church fasting from the evening before and bear our testimonies to one another.
A Mormon testimony is not a drawn-out narrative, rather it is a simple profession of faith:
in Jesus Christ as one’s personal savior, in Joseph Smith as the prophet through whom
God restored his church to the earth, in the Book of Mormon and the Bible as the word o f
God to His children. Despite the inevitable repetition of these tenets, each testimony is a
singular declaration occasionally embellished by a short anecdote or scripture. The
testimonies are given over the pulpit and replace the talks that are regularly delivered o n
the other Sundays of the month. Because members of the Church are encouraged to com e
to the meeting fasting, the testimonies have the added responsibility of feeding hungry
spirits with the good word.
I would like to take this opportunity to bare one of my testimonies, and then b e ar
it again. I will save off sharing the simpler professions of my faith for a future Fast
Sunday so as not to scatter seeds by the wayside and stony places. This particular
testimony concerns a subject matter that would probably never be spoken of from the
pulpit. It is a confession of sorts, a story of a prodigal’s return to the fold.

A friend of mine once told me how good it felt to fall, especially if he landed o n
his back. That way he was looking up before he went to stand. Falling reminded him o f
his fragile nature in the world: the great, hulking sky, the distant clouds, the brilliant,
blinding orb hovering directly overhead. Falling at night yielded even greater results, the
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vastness of space, planets and nebulas, galaxies and the entire immense universe
stretching on and on. It can bring a man to his knees, make him feel no bigger than a
grain of sand.

There was a time in my life that I fell, hard. Felt the weight of the universe on my
shoulders, felt the weight of my lusty, consuming flesh. It overpowered me, pulled me
down like nothing ever has, straight into the ground, pile driver, and it was a long while
before I could even look up. I was addicted to pornography. Pornography: sexually
explicit pictures, writing, or other material whose primary purpose is to cause sexual
arousal. My addiction began, of all places, at an LDS youth conference, held at the LAX
Hilton. I was thirteen. Brother Huggins, one of the leaders over the young men of the
ward, was part owner of the Hilton and, although it was not exactly Church protocol to
have an expensive youth conference, nor was it okay for one person to simply pick up the
tab, he wanted to give us an unforgettable weekend. He got his wish, as I have never
forgotten how I ditched my best bud Eddie Yoshida to spend the weekend with some of
the “cooler” Mormons. Ricky Turner, Frankie Gomes and Matt Christiansen were all
popular kids at Lakeside Middle School. I was not part of their crowd, although Ricky
was nice enough to occasionally nod hello as we passed in the hallways. That particular
weekend, when it came time to choose the sleeping arrangements, I managed to finagle
things so as to share the same bedroom with the three of them. We were by no means
instant friends; still, they let me tag along as they ran through the hotel corridors
snatching bath towels and miniature bottles of mouthwash from several temporarily
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vacated housekeeping carts.
Saturday night, day two of the three-day conference, and we must have been
ditching out on a workshop or a fireside. Because for nearly two hours it was only the
four of us playing a commando version of hide-and-seek - us against each other, us
against the hotel staff. The only rule: to not get caught as we roamed the halls and
stairwells of every floor looking for trouble and each other - in that order. Later, we met
up with a few of the guys who had attended the scheduled activity - Mark Brown,
Russell Tanner and Michael Desoto - and rode the elevator to the lobby to continue
exploring.
The Hilton’s lobby was longer than it was wide, carpeted wall to wall in rich red
plush, accented around the entire perimeter with golden squares and arabesques. A
larger, more ornate pattern of carpeted leaves and spiraled gold was emblazoned near the
center of the lobby adjacent to a semi-circle of cushioned wicker chairs. The chairs were
occupied by a group of business casuals boisterously arguing about where they should
eat. They were not alone in their merry-making.
The lobby, at this dinner hour, was a hubbub of commotion: the genuinely
cheerful, eager-to-please voices of the hotel staff checking in the most recent airport
arrivals, the thunking and sliding as bell hops loaded luggage onto brass dollies, the
chim ing

of elevators opening and closing, a wave of guests exiting, another wave

entering, the impatient questioning of couples queued outside the restaurant as the seated
guests clanked forks and knives against fine china and sipped wine from gold-rimmed
glasses. The lobby’s chairs and couches were full of travelers, of business and pleasure,
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who had recently returned from eating out. They were lounging about, talking casually, a
look of ease on their faces. Those without a place to sit were mingling about wherever
there was space. From the group of business casuals nearest us came the dull roar of
laughter in response to someone’s joke, and above it all the high, lilting laugh of a
woman. She placed a hand against her chest to calm herself and lightly punched the m an
standing next to her. They were all, every one of them, having a good time. And looking
fabulous in the process - pinstripe suits and freshly pressed Dockers, blue-sequined
dresses, shimmering blouses, designer jeans and Izod shirts - much more so than the
seven of us in our blue jeans and t-shirts, faces forlorn and envious. If not for Frankie
Gomes we might never have ventured from the marbled area near the elevators.
He walked alone, out in front of the group, carving his own passageway through
the chaos of corporate America. And we followed, nimbly, eyes on the carpet, casting
sidelong glances now and again at the faces in the crowd, all the while expecting a gruff,
bellowing voice to ask us our business. But our fears were unfounded and hardly anyone
glanced our way. We walked to the center of the lobby and looked down the wide
corridor that led to the revolving front door and then outside to a balmy June evening.
The revolving doors seemed to be constantly in motion. As each new arrival spun
through, a smell came with them. It was the stagnant smell of Los Angeles summer, o f
pollution, of cars and freeways and the nearby airport, of heat lingering on the asphalt.
The newcomers were heralded by a series of scraping, slapping noises as the rubber slats
on the bottom of the doors chaffed against the hotel’s tiled entrance. The scraping cam e
from the friction of rubber against immense mottled tiles; the slapping occurred when the
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friction ceased - when the revolving doors came to a momentary halt or the rubber
passed over the grout between the tiles.
Scrape, slap, scrape, slap, slap. Five ladies in business suits recently arrived from
St. Louis or Chicago, four of them in dark jackets with matching skirts, the fifth sporting
salmon pink with matching heels, and all of them languidly toting their luggage as they
plodded towards the concierge. One of them stopped as she stepped across onto the
carpet to remove her heels. Slap, scrape. A man sporting salt-and-pepper hair and a
double-breasted, slightly rumpled suit coat, probably an account executive weary after a
long day of weekend conference meetings, came close behind the women and nearly
leveled the one who had bent over to rub her aching feet. He muttered an apology then
raced past them and us, headed for the payphones near the elevators. We turned to watch
as he inserted several quarters into a phone and began talking excitedly, the words, “I got
it,” echoing off the marble walls. That was when we saw her.
One of the elevators chimed open and out came a bunch of thirty-somethings.
The men in the group were standard-issue, clean-cut, chiseled, used-to-play-sports-butlife-happened-so-I-traded-for-a-career-in-marketing types. They were the popular crowd
in high school, the frat boys in college, the ones for whom everything was a smooth ride,
and here they were, getting paid to spend a weekend in LA, going out for drinks after
work with three lovely ladies. All but one of the men wore short-sleeved polo shirts and
Dockers, freshly shined Doc Martins and Rockports on their feet, Rolexes snug against
their wrists. The oddball of the group was not standard issue, but he was cut of a similar
frat-boy mold. He had bright, bright (nearly florescent) red-orange hair. It was long and
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curly and he wore it in a ponytail. He wore dark jeans, freshly pressed, and an almond
colored sweater, Birkenstocks on his feet. He was the only guy walking next to one of
the ladies.
The other two ladies were walking together. They were attractive, one a brunette
with a pixie cut, a black sequin blouse and apple sized breasts; the other a blonde in a
spaghetti strap cocktail dress, also black, her pantyhose-less legs smooth as velvet. She
was a switch hitter, professional yet seductive, and from the looks of it could go to bat
any time she wanted. Either of them would be on the short list of girls to make out with
in a crowded movie theater. But the third, she was something special. It was obvious
why the redhead was walking next to her.
She was also a blonde, but sun-bleached and not natural, with highlights of whitehot summer mixed among her darker roots of autumnal and sandy browns. The way the
several tones framed her face with hair-sprayed accuracy, Edouard Manet and a whole
legion of French impressionists could not have painted a better landscape. Each hair was
teased to perfection, a few wisps gracing her high cheekbones, the longer strands
sweeping along the curve of her jaw and falling gently to her neck. Her hair was an
artist’s implied line propelling our eyes - our wanton and greedy eyes, eyes that had
found their way to her body the moment she came into view - down her face, along her
jaw, down her neck, and down, down, down to her hourglass figure which had been
poured into a black pantsuit. The way the bodice hugged her figure, the way her hips
moved as she walked, it was almost too much. If there was ever a time in my life that my
mouth gaped open, drooped low enough to hit the floor, this was it. I remembered a time
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two years previous, back to my first encounter with the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue,
and how hot Christy Brinkley had looked on the cover in her flesh colored bikini. And
how she was even hotter inside the magazine, wearing only bikini bottoms and hugging
her well-tanned breasts, her whole body the same silky brown. I had starred agog at
those photos, as well as those of some of the other swimsuit models - Elle McPherson,
Kathy Ireland, Tyra Banks. But mostly I stared at Christy, and wished her repeatedly and
unsuccessfully to life. Yet here, in the lobby of the Hilton, was a woman not unlike a
young Christy - same flaxen hair, same California tan, same irresistible cleavage, even
her eyes were the same deep blue, the kind you could swim in for days and never find the
shore - and she was real, a real, live, undoubtedly promiscuous woman. She and her
redheaded companion drew near to us before making the turn for the front door. You
might think it awkward to be ogled by seven sanctimonious teenaged boys, but she was
smooth, didn’t even blink as she stared us down and smiled a wink of a smile, then turned
the comer and walked on by. More like glided by, a smooth sashay, her hips the hypnotic
motion of a pendulum. Which made the view from behind nearly as good as that from
the front. Her pantsuit hugged the swell of her buttocks tight as spandex, then fell loosely
over her legs to her sandals. The pantsuit’s fabric was flowing and soft like rayon or
chemise, and it rippled as she swung her hips down the corridor.
Slap, scrape, slap, scrape, scrape, slap, slap, scrape. And in one swift motion
they were gone, hurrying and giggling through the revolving doors, out into the LA night.
The room came back on us, suddenly, the chiming, clamoring racket of a
congested hotel lobby. There we were in the middle of it all, staring dreamlike after a
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revolving door intent on the absurd hope that, having forgotten her lipstick case or a pack
of breath mints, the sun-bleached blonde might suddenly reappear and stroll casually by.
Luscious. A prize to be won, an object to be ogled, woman of our collected dreams. She
would pause mid-stride, give the seven of us a sidelong wink, a glittering smile. At the
elevator, waiting for the next car to arrive, one of us (since this was my fantasy, let it be
me) would slide up beside her, mustering up all 112 lbs. of my pubescent
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say something dashing, daring, something a la Pierce Bronson.
“Headed my way, honey?”
The blonde would sidle up beside me with longing eyes and shimmering hair and
we would step onto the elevator together, the doors closing behind us.
But such dreams were pathetic and we knew it, collectively and individually. But
far be it from any one of us to admit such a thing. We’d rather deceive ourselves with
grandiose impossibilities.
And so we stared until Frankie Gomes grew restless, then without so much as a,
“Let’s go,” he turned and led us towards a small newspaper stand across from the lobby’s
front desk. That was the power Frankie wielded, his popularity, his magnetism, that he
could lead us like lemmings, over a cliff and to our doom if he wanted, and we would
never be the wiser. Halfway across the lobby, Frankie suddenly stopped walking and
nodded towards a woman standing alone between a sofa and an immense oil painting.
“Hey, check it out,” he said. The painting was a country landscape, California
farmland at the turn of the century - wheat fields, eucalyptus trees, a farmhouse in the
distance. Like the farmhouse itself, isolated, lonely, the woman might have been the only
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person in the entire lobby not attached to anyone. She was dressed in a black leather
bustier that dipped low on her tanned chest and revealed ample cleavage. She wore a
matching skirt that hugged her hips and thighs and stiletto-heeled boots that rose past her
calves. Over the bustier she wore a red leather jacket feathered with tassels. The tassels
ran along the underside of the jacket’s arms and across her chest. She clutched a small
purse (also red) with two hands, looking around anxiously as if she had lost someone or
was waiting to be found. To look at her body, round and supple, one might think (and we
did) that she was in the prime of life, mid twenties, on her honeymoon or a lurid westcoast weekend with her New York boyfriend who was in for a couple of days. He had to
run back upstairs to their room because he forgot the tickets and Phantom was playing in
an hour at the Ahnmason Theatre. And then we noticed her face and how it belied her
age. Her cheeks were ruddy, sullied with crimson rouge, her lips a similarly clandestine
color. She wore her raven-black hair in a wild concoction of hairspray and bobby pins.
And she might have been sexy, ravishing, even to some of the more conservative
gentleman in the lobby (in a feral sort of way), if not for her eyes. That was where the
trouble lay, or where another body’s pity might come to rest. Her eyes seemed to recede
into her face, sagged if that were possible, a great weight hanging about her sockets, as if
she had seen too much - what exactly we did not know, could only guess at, but it had to
be heavy, as heavy as death, only not so heavy that it would kill, at least not physically.
Whatever it was had borne its way deep inside and pierced her, a pinprick to a vast
balloon, and her life was ebbing from her, had been for a long while. A disease of the
soul. It gave her the look of someone who might wish for the world to end or the earth to
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swallow her whole or a great mountain to bury her alive, whatever, so long as it kept her
from having to look in the mirror one more time.
“I’ll bet she’s a hooker,” Frankie said, as if he were an expert on the subject.
We all snickered, some at the woman, some at how easily the word “hooker” had
come from Frankie’s lips. But his words made sense, wise beyond their thirteen years.
And though we could not then name the weight about the woman’s eyes as experience, as
too many nights with too many men, the light and love she had once possessed eking out
many years ago, still we knew Frankie was onto something. That something virginality, sex appeal, beauty, ugliness, the complex firings of neurons and heart
palpitations, of testosterone and temperature rising, that unnamable thing we males refer
to as attraction, that which allows a man to classify one woman as ripe and virginal (the
sun-bleached blonde) and another as washed up baggage (the “hooker”) - that was the
conundrum Frankie was onto; but, as pubescent youth are wont to do, we dismissed the
potential discovery as irrelevant. The plain and simple truth, at least in our m inds, was
that the woman was a hooker and no one could tell us otherwise.
The others began to wander again toward the newsstand, but I lingered for one
last glance at the woman. Whether the others felt it or not I will never know, but for a
moment (and only for a moment) she and I connected, at least I connected to her, and I
was moved to pity her terrible existence. Pity: to feel another’s sorrow. To pity a life
that amounted to standing in a hotel lobby waiting for the next billfold to come by and
whisk her, temporarily, away. All the while we had stared at the woman she never
glanced our way, or if she did she never looked us in the eyes, but rather over us, around
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us and through to the opposite lobby wall. Even when my eyes shone with pity, the
woman was oblivious to my existence.
I could not call the woman a hooker, could not then name the word, even though I
found it comical that Frankie Gomes had. The truth of the matter was that the woman’s
vocation was something which none of us could validate even if we wanted to, even i f the
woman did look the part. Still I felt scandalous - an adrenaline rush of titillating fear staring at her, connecting with her because deep down I knew the woman to be the very
thing I could not name. It was my pity that stopped me short and led me to see the
woman as human, flawed, as just another person on this immense planet with problems of
her own. It was not a great epiphany. I had learned such things in Sunday School - Jesus
forgiving the woman caught in adultery, the Pharisee who invited Jesus to dine with him
wrongfully judging the woman who washed Jesus’ feet with an alabaster box of ointment
(Jesus forgave her as well). The only difference here was that the woman had come to
LA. If I had been made of more stuff than my scrawny 112 lb. frame and a longing to
rejoin my friends at the newsstand, I might have actually done something. What exactly I
do not know, but definitely something heroic. As it was the moment passed; and with it
my pity. I raced to the newsstand to see what Frankie and the rest of them were doing.
Frankie was leaning against the counter, a magazine spread out before him: Car
and Driver. The other five boys were positioned around him, a few straining their necks
to see over his shoulders. I joined in the staring. Why we did not select out own copy
from the nearby rack, I could not then say —following Frankie was what we did. Such
mania seems childish now, in some ways scary. But he was in charge.
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The young man behind the counter could sense Frankie’s coolness too. He was
reading the Wall Street Journal and doing his best to ignore this ruckus of teenage boys
that had settled on his newsstand counter. When he did look up he stared a wry smile at
us from behind his paper. His name was Zach. I saw his nametag once when he lowered
his newspaper to help another customer: Zach. It rolled easily over the tongue and was a
fitting name for this particular young man, who, though easily twice my age, and well
groomed for his prominent public position in the lobby of a major hotel chain, yet
maintained the gritty look of a teenage surfer. His white dress shirt was unbuttoned at the
collar, revealing a necklace of shells and bone. His kinky, sun-bleached hair was pulled
back in a ponytail. He kept himself aloof from the rest of us and initiated a nonchalant
conversation with Frankie. Still, if only for pride’s sake, so as not to seem too interested
in our lives, Zach addressed Frankie as “kid.”
“What’s up kid? Just hanging with your crowd on a Saturday night?”
Frankie took the appellation in stride. “Yeah. Just hanging.”
“That’s cool.”
The conversation was slow going. A game of chess in a park on a sunny
afternoon, only without the strategy. A game fit for two such players. Zach straddling his
stool behind the counter, his hand rubbing at the tuft of hair jutting from his chin.
Frankie with his light brown Chicano skin, short black hair and intense eyes - eyes,
which belied his age and made him seem much older than his thirteen years.
“This a pretty good job?” Frankie asked, turning a page of his magazine.
“It’s all right,” Zach said without looking up from the article he was reading.
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“Pay sucks, but I don’t have to do much.”
“That’s cool.” In the silence that followed, Frankie finished flipping through the
last few pages of Car and Driver and set it back on a low-lying shelf. He turned to Zach,
leaned for a moment against the counter and squared himself. “Hey,” he said. “Mind if I
take a look at that one?” As he said it, Frankie nodded towards the top shelf of a
magazine rack behind Zach. There was a look in Zach’s eye that said he knew what
Frankie was after. The look said he knew the contents of that top shelf and of the
yearnings that plague young boys’ minds. He had to know; otherwise he might not have
been so sympathetic.
“Sure, whatever. It’s your life,”
And without another word Frankie leaned tiptoe against the shelf and plucked the
cellophane-wrapped magazine down. He did it in with the same easy manner in which he
spoke to Zach, determined and slow, unconcerned as to what the rest of the lobby might
think of him. I held my breath and looked at Zach. What Frankie was doing had to be
illegal somehow, surely, like buying cigarettes or beer, but Zach did nothing, only
nodded and reshuffled his paper.
Frankie placed the magazine on the counter and we all crowded around like
before. I shot a few glances around the lobby before peering over Ricky Turner’s
shoulder. The cover was startling. It was the dark, block letters, all in caps and evenly
spaced along the top of the magazine that surprised me the most. P-L-A-Y-B-O-Y. I had
seen them before, as they were the only letters visible from the magazine’s usual spot on
the back row of a magazine rack. But even so they had always remained a mystery, cut
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off as it were from anything else, even the bodies of the women the magazine contained.
In one swift motion, Frankie had freed the mysterious letters from their shelf and
connected them with the woman on the cover. She was also surprising, mostly because I
had expected her to be naked, or at the very least devastatingly beautiful. She was
neither. Wily, randy, seductive in a nauseating sort of way. Years later I would come to
recognize these same feelings of repulsion and attraction as the crucible of my addiction
to pornography - its power to grasp me, often willingly, and my constant desire to run
away, even when I lacked the strength to do so.
The woman’s unattractive attractiveness was played out in her dress. It was a
frumpy frock, as awkward as a trench coat at the waist and legs. The dress was different,
though, at her torso: a dangerously low v-neck dipping nearly to her navel. That was
where our eyes focused, on the woman’s bared chest, shiny as the chrome plating on a
pair of mag wheels. The two strips of fabric that rose from the waist and held each breast
snugly in place tied like a kerchief behind her neck. Frankie turned open the magazine.
I had never seen a naked woman before and as Frankie thumbed through the
pages a wave rushed through me. It was different from what I felt staring after the
blonde, different from looking at the “hooker,” different from anything I had ever felt. It
was a sinking feeling, one that traveled the length of my body and settled at my groin.
The images in the magazine were hideous, amazing: the balloon-sized breasts, firm, th e
areolas as big as saucers, the smooth, flawless, air-brushed skin against the background of
the glossy page. The women were blondes, brunettes sitting, standing, one and two to a
page, and they were all naked.
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I laughed. It was a giggle really, like that of a teenage girl who catches the eye o f
the boy she adores. It came from my mouth unbidden, the only reaction I could muster in
the presence of such spectacle. The other guys turned and looked at me.
Frankie called out: “What’s up Bennett?”
I stared back at him dumbfounded. Drawn to the bodies beneath his fingertips
and knowing I should flee, as surely as Joseph had when Potiphar’s wife asked him to lie
with her, I reacted the only way I could - 1 giggled again. I did not know the names of
the women, I didn’t care to, all I cared for were their immense and superfluous breasts,
breasts that seemed to rise off the page and envelop me in a cloud of exquisite ecstasy,
nigh unto pain.

Against the wind. We were runnin’ against the wind
were young and strong, we were runnin’ against the wind
And the years rolled slowly past
And I found myself alone
Surrounded by strangers I thought were my friends
I found myself further and further from my home
And I guess I lost my way
There were oh so many roads...
I found myself seeking shelter against the wind
Bob Seger from “Running Against the Wind”
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The Definition of Betweeness
Between the time I first became addicted to pornography and the time when I
worked myself free from its clenches, I attended Woodbridge High School. A southern
California blending of testosterone and estrogen so potent, it might make your head spin.
My freshman year I took Honors Geometry, 1st period, 8 AM. Ms. Eichsteadt, with her
proud German nose and overly hair-sprayed platinum blonde hair, was at once
mathematician and drill sergeant, zealously schooling us in the various proofs and
theorems that were, at least for that one strained hour of copious notes, our life and trade.
From the instant the bell rang we were writing, Ms. Eichsteadt dictating from the
overhead projector as she scrolled down proof after proof after proof. We hardly ever
spoke and then only to answer one of Ms. Eichsteadt’s pointed questions or to sneak
knowing glances and the occasional whisper to our neighbor as we communicated our
united fear. With radar ears Ms. Eichsteadt always caught the guilty whisperers and
burned holes in their quivering brains.
I had up until that point in my academic career enjoyed the conflict, the thrill, th e
finality of solving mathematical equations. I felt a sense of unequaled completeness
every time I found my way to a predetermined correct answer, a kinship with those great
minds of the past who had traced these same paths armed with only a keen mind and a
dull pencil.
Geometry was nothing like embarking on a perilous algebraic journey to solve for
x. I felt the geometricians had it all backwards, asking us to prove that we could
manipulate numbers and concepts in the very ways we were already doing. I never took
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it seriously, or perhaps never understood why we needed to give a basic foundation to our
ungrounded knowledge. I did not want to know why things were, only that they were,
that x=2 because my homework checked out with the answers in the back of the book and
I could lie in my bed peacefully at night in the dark when all was right with the world.
Which is probably why Ms. Eichsteadt’s gave me a B both semesters of her class.
It was my best friend Eddie Yoshida who first pointed out the one useful concept
that has remained with me all these years, and how the definition of betweeness has many
real world applications. In a basic geometric sense it says that for any given line segment
AC there exists an infinite amount of points, some between A and C and others in
varying degrees of betweeness. But in order for point B to be exactly between A and C,
it must lie on segment AC and all three points must be collinear. Any other point H can
exist in and around the same plane as AC, but not form part of its infinite line. The
segment BH is a mere tangent to such lofty ideals.

The summer between Lakeside Middle School and Woodbridge High, the
summer before Ms. Eichsteadt’s class, I joined the high school cross-country team and
fell into infatuation with fellow runner Brandi Hartman. I would have named it falling in
love had my feelings for her been reciprocated, or had Brandi and I at least shared a
conversation prior to my falling for her, or had my feelings for her stemmed from
something deeper than pent-up pubescent hormones itching for escape. Then again,
maybe falling in love is that simple - a shot in the dark, a roll of the dice, your stomach
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rumbling over some undigested meatloaf from the night before - nothing but chemical
imbalances seeking equilibrium and a hand to hold, neurons firing electrical signals along
their axons, the pitter-patter of the heart pumping blood. All of this combined with a
chance glint of sunlight or the flash of pearly whites and - BAM! - love at first sight.
There was nothing exceptional or out of the ordinary that would have set that
particular Monday morning apart from any of the previous two weeks of cross country
practice: the California sun was burning like always the dew from the grass, the stately
palm trees and younger aspen trees waved in the light coastal breeze, the early
commuters were zipping Lexus, BMW and XJ6 through the nearby yellowing lights o f
Alton and West Yale Loop, and we were jogging the monotony of the oval track before
coming back to the racquetball courts for stretches and calisthenics; even the smog was
hovering in its usual place against the horizon. And suddenly, midway through my
second lap, while listening to Matt VandrufFs critical diatribe against Coach Varvas, the
wind picked up along the backstretch and I found myself somewhere between lust and
love. Brandi was jogging not more than twenty yards ahead, stunning in her purple
spandex shorts and oversized T-shirt. To a word, she was the epitome of voluptuous: big
boned, big bodied, only a freshman and already the tallest girl on the team. She easily
towered over friend and teammate Christine Poshiro, who ran at her side. I eyed
Christine’s squat, muscled swimmer’s body for a moment as well, but quickly came back
to my buxom beauty and her bleach blonde hair. While I had never looked at Brandi this
way before, I had always thought, even as early as the previous year, that her hair was far
superior to any of the other golden-haired lovelies of the eighth grade. I had especially
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enjoyed watching her walk across campus with her hair down, letting the natural curls
bounce and fall at random, a multiplicity of umber, goldenrod, and searing white, a
tapestry of silken threads. On this particular morning, there seemed to be something even
more intoxicating in the way she wore it up as if the sunlight had turned her delicate
strands to gossamer. I longed to rub them between my fingers.
I nodded dumbly to whatever Matt was saying as we came down the homestretch
and circled up in the racquetball courts, all the while keeping an eye trained on Brandi
and her hair. I made sure to secure a spot against the concrete wall not ten feet from
where Brandi sat so that between stretches I could steal sideways glances. Brandi was on
to me from the beginning and flashed a smile in my direction whenever she caught me
looking. I knew she was only being friendly, but her glossy white teeth made her more
beautiful and at the same time more out of reach. In just the second week of practice she
had managed to catch the eyes of most of the senior boys, even those who already had
girlfriends, and they eagerly crowded around her after practice to talk. They were the
muscled, well-tanned bodies of the varsity squad and made sure that Brandi never lacked
for a ride home.
I eyed Brandi as often as I could, every day if possible - from behind while
running laps, in profile while we were stretching. If I happened to glance at her while she
was looking away, I would let my eyes linger longer and travel down the length of her
stretching legs. They were not the most attractive legs, the kind you might find in threeinch stilettos on a catwalk, firm and smooth and tan, but they were nice to gaze at.
Healthy and solid legs, legs good for standing, lightly tanned legs. When not looking a t
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her legs, I stared at her hair. I was fascinated by her hair. Often there was a moment
where she pulled off her scrunchie to fix her hair and let fall those golden tresses to her
shoulders. They were the perfect frizzy balance between velvety fleece and alluring
sweat. Such was the mind of a teenager who knew his eyes no longer gazed in love or
anything like it.
By midsummer, my own body was beginning to harden and tan and I was able to
hold my own in the lead pack. At time trials I would nab the penultimate spot on the
varsity squad, the only underclassman on the team. Still, Brandi and I hardly talked,
except for the occasional chance when we started out on a run and I would hang back
with the slower runners. Our conversations were the phatic talk of the never-changing
weather and speculations about the upcoming school year. Words came off as brief
punctuations between long bouts of silence. And once we had exhausted all possible
topics, or at least the ones I had thought of, which was never very much, I would rejoin
the lead group. Only once, when I saw her walking home alone, did I venture to ask if she
would like to ride on the handlebars of my beach cruiser. She eyed me warily and said
she’d rather not.
When fall came and school started and Brandi continued to bum my brain from
the inside, I began to worry that my infatuation would never find fruition. And then
Eddie Yoshida got revelation and declared that Brandi and I were the epitome of the
definition of betweeness. My Nathan Bennett (NB) and her Brandi Hartman (BH)
formed the perfect line segment NH; we were fated by the math gods to come together.
He drew NH on his geometry folder in the shape of a shield so we would never forget our
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destiny. Eddie’s prophecy gave me hope and I looked forward to the day when Brandi
and I would see eye to eye.

Brandi was not the first girl I fell for over math. Jennifer Richards was the owner
of the dark brown hair, straight and dark and beautiful, who sat in front of me in PreAlgebra at Hillside Junior High, Salt Lake City, Utah.. She was also the first girl who
really talked to me, and not just because I sometimes let her copy my homework. We
had real conversations - real as any in seventh grade - about love and life and the
Righteous Brothers. We never dated or held hands or kissed or any o f that. I hardly ever
saw her outside of class, only once or twice passing in the halls. And I think she even
had a boyfriend (or several) that semester. But none of that mattered. For one period a
day, she sat in front of me, turned her head to say something, or pass me a note, and
everything was right with the world, like we had been doing it all our lives.
Jennifer transformed seventh grade into something more. More than I thought it
would be and much more than anything that would happen in junior high in California. I
had always been the nerd-type: lanky bones and hair unpartable - a dirt-brown bowl cut
that sometimes hung in my eyes. The only clothes I ever wore were t-shirts and shorts
my mom picked out on clearance and button-up shirts tucked into jeans. Not tucked in
like Jerrod Jeffries tucked in his shirt, tugging it out a little at the belt, making his body
seem bigger than it was, the way all the girls liked it or liked him, his hair parted without
gel or mousse, the way he sauntered into class the object of their collective affection. My
shirt hugged my lean body tight, emphasized my nothing. What was more, Jerrod wore
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solid colored dress shirts; mine were striped horizontal, so tugging just made things
worse. Worse was what also happened when I tried to part my hair like Jerrod’s. Not
that I wanted to be Jerrod, just maybe look like him.
In grade school I was content to be a bookworm, to use my in-class free time to
go to the school library two and three times a week. Often I would start a book in the
hallway on my way back to class- Fitzgerald’s The Great Brain, say or Beverly Cleary’s
Henry and Ramona - and finish it that same day, reading late into the night. I also
enjoyed doing reports on the Duckbilled Platypus and The Great Wall of China, even i f I
was practically the only one in Mrs. Rasmussen’s 5th grade class that did her “outside
learning assignments.” It would have been nice to have Jerrod’s looks to go along with
my smarts. Especially when Mom bought me a pair of black Fila tennis shoes (back
before it was socially acceptable to wear black tennis shoes because white sneakers were
all the rage) and I had to wear them because she threw away my old pair. Jerrod could
have pulled off black tennis shoes, cool was just his way. I was not a trendsetter.
This stuff still mattered in seventh grade - wearing the right clothes, saying the
right things, being cool - in fact I think it mattered more. But not to Jennifer. She did
not mind that I had not really grown out of looking, and sometimes acting, like a gradeschooler. And I did not mind that she paid attention to me - who would? But this was
not a fairy tale, was not the popular girl taking pity on the immature loser, even though
there were plenty of other boys she could have talked to. Neither was she using me for
my homework, because she got along with math just fine most of the time; it was only the
occasional question, the occasional turning of her head, and even then it was mostly to
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talk. Which surprised me. I never thought of myself as the kind of person to have a real
conversation with a girl. When I tried it at Beacon Heights Elementary with girls like
Kelly Shackleford or Sarah Hall it had never worked.
I never fell in love with Jennifer. This thing with her was not a crush, or any sort
of pre-teen-wanna-be-relationship, even on my part. I did not want that, did not want us
to start dating or kissing or pretending to be something that we were not, could never be.
My reasons for just being friends went far beyond the fact that I was too shy to start a
relationship and Jennifer had lots of other guys chasing her, far beyond the fact that my
parents would not let me have a girlfriend until I was sixteen. Simply put, I did not want
anything to happen between us, never expected anything more to come of what we had.
We just were. It just was. Me and her and 5th period math.

With Brandi things were entirely different. Just being around her was enough to
set me on fire. My experience with pornography did not help matters and occasionally,
when I had whet my appetite on its lusty pages, it was hard not to think of her. I think
what attracted me most to Brandi was the very fact that she was unattainable. A goddess
of sorts, not that she was on a pedestal, but we were definitely not on the same level.
Even though I was running with the varsity boys, I was still a freshman when it came to
the ways of love. And like most beautiful girls, even the youngest ones, or perhaps
because they are young and new and in some ways inexperienced, Brandi was already
working her way into the senior crowd in a way I never could. So it surprised me when I
came up with the idea of asking Brandi to the Homecoming Dance, and even more
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surprised when she agreed.
It was an awkward October Saturday when our class council met in Christine
Poshiro’s garage to work on the Homecoming Placard, and I resolved a dispute between
honoring my parents’ wishes and having the pleasure of taking Brandi to the dance. I had
spent most of September reasoning how LDS standards seemed at times overly exacting,
especially in an increasingly permissive religious world; and how Church protocol
suggested that the youth of the church not date until sixteen, even though fourteen-yearolds could still attend the dances. Not necessarily a hypocritical stance, but for the two
years in between, they expected us to look but not touch, except in the prescribed dance
posture of hands on waists and shoulders as we turned awkwardly in a circle, something I
had been doing since earlier that year. Homecoming would be just another dance, there
would be music and wallflowers and kids having a good time, the only difference: I
would have a ravishing dance partner. And even if my parents were to consider it a date
(I was after all planning on getting her a corsage), I would be going with a group of
people, six other freshmen out to have a good time; exactly what Mormon dating was all
about during that stage between dating and going steady.
Christine had asked her parents to clear the cars out of the garage so that we
would have enough room to work. It was a two-car garage and much cleaner than my
own cluttered one. The concrete was well swept and bikes and power tools were hung
neatly against the walls; even the oil-stains had a place atop the flattened cardboard boxes
lying in the now vacant car slots. Christine scooped these boxes up and placed them
against the wall.
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The placard consisted of three 4x10 styrofoam boards. It was my job to cut and
spray paint them. I spent the entire afternoon cutting and spray painting styrofoam
boards until the placard backdrop of three white mountains was covered in evergreen
trees and the occasional tiny skier. I worked without a break. Even when some of the
others headed inside to rest and get a drink, I worked: painting, cutting. Later, I formed
cotton balls into the makeshift beard I would wear as the evil Sea King, our rival’s
mascot, at the halftime of the football game. I worked and worked so as not to think
about what I had resolved to do.
Whether fate or chance or the math gods working their magic, Brandi came out
first from the kitchen, alone. She wore jeans and a tie-dyed shirt knotted at her side.
Simple and lovely, he hair falling gracefully to her shoulders. It was a sudden, ephemeral
moment, not unlike the moment when I first fell for her, and between breaths, I sprung
*

the question.
Brandi hesitated, thought for a second, then said with her characteristic smile:
“Yeah, sure.”
It is hard to describe and, more accurately, have anyone else understand the joy I
felt at Brandi’s response in the affirmative. Even now as I have grown older and have a
lovely, voluptuous wife of my own and two amazing daughters, this feeling of successful
elation comes back to me. Granted, Brandi’s answer pales in comparison to the more
momentous events of my life - my wedding, the births of my daughters, my anniversaries
and holidays with family - and yet, for a moment, I was the conquering hero, the man o f
the hour. Still, I was careful not to deceive myself into thinking that Brandi would fall
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for me as I had fallen for her. I knew she was just going with me to be nice, and had said
yes because I was the first one to ask her. She probably felt safe knowing that nothing
would ever happen between us.
In the course of the weeks to come I heard rumors that some of the senior boys
were jealous that I had beaten them to the punch. It turns out that several of them,
independent of each other, had been biding their time, waiting, like snakes, for the right
moment to strike. Every year was the same story - fresh meat on the market had to be
bought, new filly in the coral had to be broken. I would later learn firsthand what senior
boys have in mind for freshman girls, which is usually more risque but not unrelated to
what underclassman have in mind when it comes to middle school girls. I was not naive.
Sex is something one expects from amoral teenagers full of curiosity; after all it is the
most concentrated physical pleasure granted naturally by the nervous system. And most
teenagers are pleasure seekers. At least the statistics would have you believe so: that
everyone is seeking a way to release more and more dopamine in their brain without
much concentrated effort (sex, drugs, rock and roll), and that everyone is sleeping with
everyone else and you are the only one out in the cold. But it is hardly possible to know
for sure since sex is the dirty, forbidden topic, the lurid details of tabloids and talk shows
we obsess and ponder over, but never actually discuss except in veiled conceits and
pronouns. Always the illusive “it” and never “I’m sleeping with her”; “I’m a virgin”; “I
want to get laid this weekend.”
And it is nobody’s business anyway, even when you learn through the chaotic
channels of gossip that a friend, whose eleven years old and only in seventh grade, who is
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no longer a good friend because she runs with a different crowd, was alone with a boy in
her bedroom, a testosterone-driven, bootie-chasing, car-owning high school boy. And
while they did not have sex, at least not yet, and while it may only be a matter of time, for
her and for everyone else, or maybe everyone else already is (just being more discreet), it
shames you to think what people are saying about her. And you want to talk to her, want
to call her up on the telephone and ask how she’s doing and if there is anything you can
do, but in reaching for the phone, lifting the receiver to your ear, words fail and the
receiver falls. Tears fall as well.
That was the first time I cried over a girl.
Brandi was the second.
She wore a shimmering sepia gown to the Homecoming dance. It was off the
shoulder and went well with her hair and California-tanned skin. True to form, she wore
her hair simply that night, swept up and held with a bow that matched her dress, a few
strands of bangs cascading down the side of her face. I was grateful for her simple
approach and how my corsage of white lilies with matching sepia ribbon accented her
arm so well. For my part I managed to convince my mother that not only should I be
allowed to go, but that she should spot me the money for the corsage and a new sweater.
The sweater was a multi-colored collage of squares and rectangles, the geometry of the
early nineties semi-formal. The plan was to meet at Brandi’s house where the girls were
busy with dinner. After dinner we took the only pictures I have of the evening, one I
keep at the front of my scrapbook to remind myself of how far I have come.
The picture is of us after dinner in Brandi’s kitchen. Jim and Chris and I look like
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children next to the girls on our arms. Skinny and self-conscious of our braces, we smile
with our mouths closed. Jim reminds me of a puppy dog, a cocker spaniel; Chris has a
look of perplexity written across his face; and I am content for the moment to go on
forever. Brandi looks years older than any of us, 17 or 18 at the youngest. Experienced,
and with a smile wily beyond her years, she seems genuinely happy to be in the moment
with us, with me. Surprising because Brandi and I made an awkward couple. She with
her eyes and hair and flawless skin, that could draw the gaze of any boy (and quite a few
stole sideways glances that night), and me with my geometric sweater and sagging hair,
limp from where the gel had begun to evaporate. It turned out that sweaters were the
thing that night - solids and v-necks and button-ups - and that many guys were in my
same predicament of standing in the shadows of their more lovely dates.
I really had a great time at the dance, holding Brandi on the slow songs, dancing
with her and the rest of our group on the faster ones. On the dance floor the rhythm came
to Brandi naturally. It formed a part ofher that emanated every time she moved. I, on
the other hand, was too nervous to dance and kept rocking from side to side with my arms
jutting at the elbows. Occasionally, I would snap my fingers, twirl around, then continue
bobbing my head, trying get back on beat. Brandi laughed and said she was having a
wonderful time. And it felt good to hear her say it even if it was not entirely true.
Throughout the dance there had been a recurring, gnawing pain in my stomach. I
could trace the pain back to dessert at Brandi’s house, which had been made by another
girl’s mother. They were German chocolate brownies with a bittersweet, semi-liquid
filling. Something made me physically ill, the moment I bit into one, but which I
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finished it to be polite. Funny thing that no one else from our group got sick, so nerves
must have played some part in my repeated and unsuccessful trips to the bathroom. As
the night wore on, my stomachache had gotten worse and worse, but then the dance was
over and we were lingering outside the gymnasium, talking with some friends about
whatever and the like before we made our way to the parking lot to be picked up by my
mom. I had my arm around Brandi’s shoulder, listening to her talk to one of her friends
who I had seen around campus, but did not really know. Brooke never introduced me.
They were exchanging compliments on dresses, hair and corsages. I felt a surge of pride
at having a great beauty on my arm, and for the lilies, my lilies, complimenting hers.
It was a picturesque evening. The night was airy and cool, a cloudless sky and a
scattering of stars, or at least as many as could be seen through the teeming city lights.
My eyes wandered to couples exiting the gym, then to a group near ours who was
discussing a party down in Corona Del Mar.
Suddenly, and without notice, my stomach lurched and I found myself running
toward the bushes at the side of a nearby building. The vomit rose thick in my throat
burning as it came. I heaved into the foliage. I staggered. Hands on my knees I heaved
again. Just as suddenly the pain and nausea came on, they subsided. I stood and wiped
the comers of my mouth with the back of my hand. I wiped the back of my hand against
my slacks. Chunks of fresh vomit dripped from the leaves. An dank and acrid smell
filled my nostrils. I turned and felt more than a few eyes watching me. I did not know if
Brandi had seen me hunched over the bushes, but she and her friend were meandering
towards the parking lot. I rushed to overtake them.
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I sidled up on Brandi’s left. Her friend was walking on her right. Their
conversation had moved on to their plans for later on.
“.. .party later on at Chad’s house.”
“Yeah, I was thinking about going, but...”
I put my arm around Brandi’s shoulder and squeezed hello. It was only then that I
realized I had hugged her with my right hand, the same hand I had used to wipe the
comers of my mouth. Slowly, suavely and as naturally as possible, I let my hand fall
from her shoulder, though I was sure she could smell the traces of vomit, a fact I
confirmed as I held the back of my hand to my nose.
I had dreamed of ending the night with a kiss, the briefest brushing of lips
between an infatuated boy and the girl who was the object of his affection. Inexperienced
in the art of kissing, I was not looking for anything more substantial and wasn’t going to
hold my breath. Or rather I was holding my breath, or at least keeping my mouth fairly
closed, in the hopes my reek would not offend. Long had I lived between the reality o f
high school and the imagined world of television and movies, where even the simplest
kiss is moist and passionate. And I wanted to bridge that gap with Brandi. But (and it
was more than just my breath) it would be another year and a half and with another, less
experienced girl, before I learned the slobbery truth. That kisses, especially first kisses,
are a fumbling mess of tongue and lips, where focusing too much attention on the angle
of one’s mouth and how to avoid bumping noses leaves one coated in a thin layer of
saliva, perplexed and wondering if, having been overly preoccupied with physical
dynamics and thus, missing the supposed emotional fireworks everyone talks about,
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exchanging bodily fluids is all it is cracked up to be. Later that night, outside my Dodge
Caravan, because there was something in Brandi’s demeanor that suggested she would
rather me not walk her to the front porch, we embraced for the last time. It was a short,
platonic hug. Mom looked on from the driver’s seat.
Months passed, cross-country season ended and the nights grew cold; the winter
rains came then abated into the drier springtime; track season started, and even then
nothing was ever certain - high school rumors are nothing to put one’s faith in, though
Brandi was consistently riding home from practice with one of the senior boys, and it was
hardly ever the same boy. This time I did not really cry, at least not on the surface. I was
two years older then and now knew that sex was, for many people, a rite of passage, an
itch that needed scratching, something dreamed for again and again in the darkened
theatres, in the late-night remembrances of young boys and girls as they lay in bed long
after the cinematographic roller coaster of falling in and out of love, of falling in and out
of bed, has ended and the credits roll as the newly reconciled couple holds each other
close.
There were times I longed for the same thing, with Brandi, with other girls on the
cross-county team, with other, faceless girls, no more than ideas really, ghosts. That was
the difference between the living and the dead, between reality and escape, between love
and lust, love and tolerance, tolerance and morality, between sensitivity and being
desensitized. It is the difference between being genuine and pretentious, between
innocence and ignorance, experience and corruption, between bearing and baring,
between longing for something and acting it out late at night in your bedroom. Simply
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put, it is the difference between making love and having sex.
To make: to result in; to amount to; to cause to be; to ensure the success of.
To have: to possess; to contain; to be under the obligation of; to allow; to tolerate.
Love: warm liking; affectionate devotion; God’s benevolence towards mankind,
Sex: sexual feelings or impulses; intercourse,
The one implies effort and union, consensus and coherence, an unconditional
bringing together of separate entities to form something greater than the sum of their
parts - a baby, an eternal commitment, something pleasing in the sight of deity. The
other, an impulsive, self-gratifying means to sensory overload, oftentimes cheap and
hasty - a one-night stand, a quickie in an elevator, a drunken stupor, rape, the obligation
after prom to put out in the back seat of a Cadillac. I mourned silently, a pain which
began in my stomach, but extended to my heart and soul, for Brandi and for all the other
naive girls who were, who ever had been, taken advantage of, whether I knew them or
not, whether they knew it or not, because they had sold out and accepted for payment
fool’s gold when they could have had the real thing.
This was the feeling I got when the same thing happened my senior year with a
different girl, Amy. We went to the prom together and she gave me a goodnight peck on
the lips, even though one of the track coaches - a former Woodbridge student three years
my senior, one who I had run varsity with my freshman year, one who had then had a
pretty steady girlfriend, but who I had not seen around him in a while, one who I knew to
be experienced in love and sex and had had his eyes on Amy for that very reason —was
itching to ask her. She may have been itching for the same thing. It is hard to say what
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might ran through the mind of a plain, but attractive girl, one who had never commanded
much attention, who did not always walk with her head up, despite her silken, coppery
hair and smiling, dimpled, freckle-kissed face. She graduated a semester early to attend
spring semester at a local community college and was trying to move past the
shenanigans of high school. Still she humored and acquiesced to the invitation of a selfproclaimed eccentric, who happened to dress in Renaissance garb to celebrate the
occasion of prom, even though she, his date, could not find anything to match. She
probably found the maturity and success of her college beau refreshing and satisfying, a
new adventure in her otherwise humdrum life, proof that she had finally made it.
There was nothing to do but mourn for these girls, Jennifer, too. I heard found
out later that she got involved pretty intensely with a coke dealer, and may have even
married him. Hers was an especially tragic case because she was Mormon, and as such,
at least I felt at the time, should have known better. Of course, the same could be said o f
me.
This is the irony of life, of the relationship that comes between people as they
live and breathe and move on this planet. None of us are perfect, none of us can be, not
yet; and it is something I must face everyday. They call it losing your innocence, your
virginity in some cases, in the same way Adam and Eve were cast from their perfect state
and utopian garden. Talking with these girls would not work because I was never really
in any position of confidence where they would care what I had to say, and the ones w ho
held those positions of confidence, did not see anything tragic about their behavior. A lso,
I had problems of my own, problems that would take more than a day to solve, perhaps a
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lifetime. It was painful, this waiting for people to stop selling themselves short, of
prostituting themselves for that which did not satisfy. Patience however is not
necessarily a human virtue, and I was still learning. Sometimes I wanted to reach into
these people’s lives and shake them, shake the motes from their eyes. It was a way of
forgetting the beams I had in my own. When the pain and pent-up frustration became too
great, I ran. It was my escape.
Eddie had been right, a true prophet. Brandi’s life had intersected with mine, but
only for a brief segment in time. It was the same way my life, your life, might intersect
with a number of persons on a daily basis - the grocery store clerk, the librarian, a
teacher, a friend. The intersection into another life gives us the briefest chance to lend a
hand, to help and be helped as we progress in this journey together. We enter into their
lives, they into ours and, sometimes, for a moment we become one line, but only for a
moment. Inevitably the time comes to go solo. Running offered that like nothing else.
The ability to go inside myself, to take the pain and anger and heartache and cast it to the
wind.
The shirking of one’s duty is something I have been raised to abhor. Work ethic
is very important to Mormons. Running, though, was not work, but rather preparation for
the work; rest do that I might be strong for the fight.
There is a particular run I liked to do in the mornings, and still like to do
whenever I happen to be at my parents’ house with my running gear and some time to
kill. The earlier in the morning the better. The course is a six-mile rectangle. From my
parent’s house, you head down Irvine Center Drive, turn left at Yale, go along the North
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and South Lakes all the way to the 5 freeway. There you have to hop a short fence and
scurry down an embankment to the bike path that winds along and flanks the freeway’s
course as it heads south. On Jeffery Road I turn left again and head for home. I run in
the bike path at the side of the road, against traffic so I can see the cars as they come at
me. The only drawback is that Jeffrey Road is a pretty straight corridor running east to
west. And three lanes of westbound traffic can generate a pretty strong headwind,
especially Mack and dump trucks (the Sand Canyon landfill is at the far east end of
Jeffrey). Running against headwinds is good for me. It makes me stronger for the brief
interstices when I can rest.
As soon as I cross Alton Parkway, I pick up the pace. I lift my quads and turn
over my legs. Over the years, my muscles have grown used to the pain. They know I do
not like to let up until the run is finished. Not even for red lights. My hamstrings feel it
the most, the increase in pace and pain. When I am in shape I can run at a steady 6-7
minute pace for a good long while. When I try to go any faster though, when I have to
lift my quads and stretch out my hamstrings so that my legs turn over faster, I can almost
feel the lactic acid building up, and the knowledge that I will be hurting tomorrow. By
this time I am halfway between Alton and Barancca, my muscles are becoming fairly
fatigued, but feeling good. The increase in pace, though, usually pushes them over the
edge.
They call it runner’s high, or a second wind. When the pain becomes too great,
when the muscles are pushed a little too hard, the brain begins blocking the
neurotransmitters with endorphins. When the body is experiencing normal pain levels
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the body does nothing to offset the neurotransmitters’ transmission of pain. In a way I
seek after this endorphin rush.
I cross Barranca Parkway and really turn it up. Feet pounding the asphalt, legs
turning over almost as fast as I can make them. I am not in an all out sprint, not yet at
least, but a steady, flowing surge. I will turn it up once more before I reach Irvine Center
Drive. The cars whiz by. They are oblivious to me and I to them. I am trying to find my
rhythm. When it comes, it is as if I could fly. A warmth washes over me, almost a
feeling of love and gratitude for all that is mine. It fills me to the very fiber of my being,
penetrates my soul. Once I achieve this steady rhythm of breathing and striding and
planting feet firmly before pushing off again, nothing else matters. Even the points of
beginning and ending fade away. I can go on forever, faster and faster. Me and the road
stretching off into the distance, a line edged by Eucalyptus trees and the steady heat of
summer. It is my future, my calling, a path of endurance and trial and ultimately bliss,
faithfully guiding me home.
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And if men come unto me I will show
unto them their weakness. I give unto
men weakness that they might be humble;
and my grace is sufficient for all men
that humble themselves before me; for
if they humble themselves before me, and
have faith in me, then will I make weak
things strong unto them.
Ether 12:27
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Bearing My Soul
Going back to, and including, the year before I entered high school, I battled my
addiction to pornography for five years. It was the levels of dopamine I was addicted to,
the titillating fear that seized me every time I indulged my thoughts or the lusty pictures.
The rush of arousal can be intoxicating and bliss-filled, but very fleeting. The low is a
bottomless depravity, very deadly. To feed my pain I would go alone to the bookstore
near my house and wait for the moment when everyone had cleared from the magazine
aisle, I would reach for a Playboy or Penthouse and stash it inside a more innocuous
magazine. I only did this a few times as the proprietor quickly caught on and, using the
downward slanting mirror above the aisle, perhaps placed there for just such a purpose,
would let me know the jig was up and I should leave. I also fed my addiction at the
houses of friends who got the more lurid movie channels, creeping late at night to sit in
front of the television and watch soft pom on HBO or Cinemax. This too was an
infrequent event, as I only seemed to make it to such friends’ houses every three or four
months. Mostly I settled on the late night television at my own house - USA’s Up All
Night. Really the six hour block of movies that aired until the wee hours of Saturday and
Sunday morning was nothing more than the edited versions of cheap and tasteless
comedies from the eighties, full of sexual innuendoes and promiscuity, though the
producers were sure to cut away before any nudity or intercourse was ever shown; and
the vixen-esque hostess who appeared at commercial breaks in her skimpy leather
lingerie and frizzy hair was merely a prostitute with nothing to offer. I know now how
she and her late night pimping were the essence of depravity, the very fix her male
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viewers craved, only a snippet of sexual illumination and not full-blown sexual
fulfillment. Surely the producers know this as well. They probably understand that m ale
viewers prefer their wives and girlfriends to any cinematographic experience they can
offer, but who never mind getting a little turned on by the TV. A man, on the other
hand, who views pornography - the glossy magazines, the XXX videos and web sites, th e
salacious books - does so seeking fulfillment, seeking what he has not found (or cannot
find) in his relationship with a woman, and is somewhat fulfilled in his sexual desire for
the moment; granted that his addiction must be satiated again and again, and possibly
more each time; but the man feeds his addiction knowingly, buying magazines, renting
videos, pining for the female body - not the female, but her body - all in the name of
pleasure, for the dopamine he has not learned to generate himself.
Comparatively speaking the censored material on USA’s Up All Night is innocent
when held up against the lust-fillecT, hardcore pom found elsewhere. Precisely what U SA
probably wants its viewers to think: that they are doing nothing wrong, that it is natural,
healthy even, for a normal teenaged boy, or for any boy or man, to stay up till the wee
hours of the morning, perched inches from their television set because they do not want
to be found out by their parents. The power of shows like these lie in their feigned
innocence, overtly cutting out the questionable scenes, while covertly, and
simultaneously dragging their viewers down the broad road of ethics, till they cannot look
at another woman without lusting after her flesh.
For five years I battled this addiction that lay hold of me every Friday night. M y
addiction made it nearly impossible to sleep, and almost necessary to watch whatever late
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movies I could to abate the sensation of longing. I never did anything more serious than
watch the cheeseball movies and their low budget innuendoes, sloughing off to bed at
two in the morning. Staying up late made for rough mornings. 6 a.m. called early and
there were many times I dragged myself through those races. It was easier during the
week when the distraction was not there to keep me pining late into the night. I trained
hard, harder than most. In practice I could outrace almost anyone. And I loved hills. But
the races, that was what killed me. For five years these were the constants in my life:
running and desire. In some ways what I desired most was for the longing to stop, to be
free of the pain of those early morning hours so I could return to the innocence that once
was. Running was a way to forget everything, to go inside myself, to stride, to breathe, to
live beyond that part of me that lived on sexual overdrive.
But running was no longer the solution.
Oddly enough it was a pair of breasts - actually two pair - that cured me of my
craving. I never actually saw them, but in a way that was the point. It was the summer
after my senior year in high school and I was in Utah visiting relatives, something my
family did every summer. The Classic Rock station was sponsoring Livestock - Utah’s
version of Woodstock with a barnyard twist - a six-band concert slated for a portable
stage at the county fairgrounds. The Doobie Brothers would be headlining the concert
along with Blue Oyster Cult, Bachman, Turner Overdrive and a few others. I hooked up
with a few guys from the priest’s quorum in my aunt’s ward, guys who I had never met
before, but who were excited about the concert and willing to give me a ride. It was a
dry, hot Saturday in late July, not a cloud in the sky, nothing but the high desert sun
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beating down on us as we congregated on the vacant dirt lot at the back of the
fairgrounds. At one time the lot might have been used as a pasture for grazing cattle, and
later as a horse corral, but no longer. The feeding troughs along some of the outlying
fences were rusted over and suggested that horses had not been kept there for a long time.
And the grass and clover had been worn into the ground by the pressure of too many
hoofs, that or else the high desert conditions multiplied by inadequate irrigation made it
nearly impossible for any plant to stay alive.
The crowd, as is true with most any crowd in Utah, was made up of at least four
types of people. They correspond quite nicely with the parable Christ gave on the sower.
There are other, miscellaneous people who do not fall into any of these four categories.
But if and when these misfits were to ever form the majority of a crowd, the crosssectional would still reveal at least one representative from each group.
The first group is made up of those that have been baptized Mormon, but who no
longer follow in the traditions of their fathers and seek for every opportunity to
disassociate themselves with the tenets of the faith. They might have been bom and
raised in the church or found it later in life. These are they who receive the seed in stony
places, oftentimes at first with joy, but the expectations become too great and the plant
dies. Or they received it where the thorns grow and the cares of the world choke their
seed.
The second group are the non-Mormons, specifically those who are so afraid that
their Utah address will automatically associate them with the Church, that they go to
great lengths to make certain no one mistakes them for a Mormon. These are they who
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make up the wayside where the fowls come to devour the seeds before they can truly be
planted. The men in both of these groups usually wear earrings, grow their hair long, get
tattoos, and wear black: leather jackets, Harley Davidson and Black Sabbath shirts, Korn
beanies, etc. The women wear revealing clothing - bustiers, crop and tube-tops,
spaghetti strapped dresses and tank tops - along with a pair of tight jeans. All of them
consider a classic rock concert to be the perfect place for their rebellion. What they don’t
know is that Randy Bachman, the lead singer of Bachman Turner Overdrive, is a
practicing Mormon - one who has appeared in church endorsed videos, one who sends
his sons on missions, one who sings and plays guitar because he likes to and is good at it.
The members of the first two groups are not to be confused with those members
of the third group - including other, more traditional Mormons as well as Randy
Bachman, motorcycle enthusiasts, Black Sabbath, Korn and classic rock fans, and those
who are not rebelling against Utah’s dress codes, but still wear all the revealing garb.
Unlike the wannabes of the first two groups, they do what they want to do because they
want to do it and not because someone told them not to. They are people who bring forth
fruit, who have labored diligently in pruning and weeding their plot of ground so that it
becomes successful. This does not necessarily mean that they are all working in the ways
the parable describes. They have a myriad of duties and interests. They, like most
people, are working out their own salvation with fear and trembling, even though it may
not appear that way.
The fourth group of people is made up of those who used to be in the first two
groups, but who are seeking possible access to the third group. They have watched the
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blessed examples of the third group, how they till their ground, plant seeds, and remain
on the lookout for noxious, choking weeds. They want to try it as well. However, the
journey for them is not that easy. Mormon and non-Mormon alike, while they are not as
rebellious as the others, they are tempted and consider seriously the benefits of joining,
sometimes on a daily basis, the rebels ranks, so much so that they will occasionally
engage in promiscuous sex, the occasional beer or cigarette and bad-mouthing their local
leaders as well as those at the head of the Church. Later, in the quiet of their own room,
or even in the office of the very bishop they cursed, they will confess their sins and vow
never to do it again. Those without a bishop perform their own sort of penance.
The third group was out in force at Livestock - Mormons, non-Mormons, bikers,
and classic rock fans - all coming together to have a good time. As a member of the third
group, I do not admit that I am in any way better than the people of the other groups are.
I have my sins to repent of, my personal foibles and temptations to overcome, the
difference is that I know why it is I screw up.
It was around the time the Doobie Brothers took the stage, the middle of the
squelching afternoon, when the sun was high in the cloudless and breezeless sky and
even the water cannons, which had been brought in by the fire department to prevent
dehydration and sun stroke, were barely keeping the crowd sufficiently saturated. As
soon as the water would pass over us, in some instances soaking us to the core, it would
not be long before the stifling heat would suck us dry, leaving us outwardly parched but
inwardly damp and miserable, crusted over with sticky water residue. But then the
Doobies took the stage and we ignited into a frenzy, forgetting, at least for the moment,
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our suffering state, as girls of slender build leapt onto the shoulders of their more muscled
boyfriends, and grown men called out in deep guttural tones things like, “Yeah man!!”
and “All right,” and as the first licks of “Black Water” rang out everyone was already
dancing, swinging and gyrating their hips.
Old black water, keep on rollin'
Mississippi moon, won't you keep on
me
Old black water, keep on rollin'
Mississippi moon, won't you keep on shinin' on me
I met a few girls at the concert, Mormon-girls, some of whom belonged to the
first group. I knew the girls were Mormon because one of them, Sara Bruckman, had
been in the Hill Cummorah Pageant with me earlier that summer. Even then I could tell
what kind of Mormon she was, but here, free from her parents and the pageant’s
missionary dress codes, it was easier to see. She wore a red halter-top and jeans. And
the look in her eyes was youthful, eager, seeking adventure and whatever came along
with it - a night in jail, a pregnant belly, whatever. I had seen that look before - in the
eyes of friends, in the mirror - and I knew it spelled trouble. Sara introduced her friends
as being from her home ward. Two of the girls also wore halter-tops, baring their
shoulders and midriffs, and the third a form-fitting, v-neck T-shirt. It was white. The
girls were all hot, in a seductive, sultry way, wily beyond their years, especially the
brunette, Jaymie, with her shoulder length hair that caressed her bare shoulders and her
eyes, deep, brown eyes that pull you in, pull you under if you were not careful. I cannot
remember the names of the others, but I remember hers, mostly because she asked to get
on my shoulders during the set with Blue Oyster Cult. Sara and her friends asked the
same thing of the guys I had come with, as there was just enough of us to pair off, even
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though I could tell that none of the girls was really interested. But since they had not
found anyone else in the crowd, and all the cuter boys seemed to already be attached, we
would have to do. It felt good, her short shorts and her naked thighs pressing against my
shoulders, and I did not mind that I was being used, as it seemed such a small price to
pay. Which is why I tried to impress her, spinning and swaying, singing loudly along
with the band, “Don’t fear the reaper, Baby take my hand. Don’t fear the reaper, Baby,
I’m your man.” And maybe singing and cavorting in circles was too much, or, what is
more likely, too little. Nothing I did was enough to impress her; and neither could the
guys they were with me impress the girls atop their shoulders. The girls grew weary of
us after only a few songs, saying, "We gotta take off,” and “Yeah, we gotta go meet
somebody.” Hard lies to swallow, and they hurt. Still, when the Doobies came on and
the girls all around us came alive and climbed onto their boyfriend’s shoulders, leaning
forward and nestling themselves snugly against the backs of their boyfriend’s necks, I
yearned for Jaymie’s thighs.
The Doobies had just launched into their third song when it happened.
When the sun comes up on a sleepy little town
Down around San Antone
And the folks are
'Round about their homes

risianother da

The people o f the town are strange
And they're proud o f where they came
Well, you're talkin' 'bout China Grove
Oh, China Grove
Two girls, about twenty yards in front of us and a little to the left, both perched atop their
boyfriend’s shoulders, suddenly lifted their shirts and gave the band an eye-full of naked
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breasts. The girls were both of slender build and blonde hair, sun bleached it seemed,
though one’s hair was darker than the other’s. I could not see the girls’ faces, only their
hair and a section of their lower backs that was revealed when they lifted their shirts. I
looked at the band for something of a reaction - a wink, a nod, a smile - but they just
played on as if nothing had happened, as if girls were all the time baring their breasts,
throwing their panties and bras, and had been ever since the band formed in 1972, and
would continue to do so for as long as the band kept playing, even though the members of
the band were getting old enough to be these girls’ grandfathers, for such was the nature
of rock and roll. Whether it was because the Doobies had, over the years, become
desensitized to the sight of a female breast, and that one was just as good as the next; or
that if they had reacted to the flashing girls, that acknowledgement might have served to
only encourage the girls, as well as others, and they would have continued to do so the
entire show, which may have proved distracting; or maybe it was that the Doobies did not
mind the sight of other women’s breasts, but they preferred those of their own wives and
girlfriends. Whatever the case, I longed to be in the Doobies place - the center of
attention of a screaming, rollicking crowd, one where random, good-looking females,
even ones that were already obviously attached, as was shown by the shoulders upon
which they rode, would bare their breasts in the hopes that they might be recognized,
presumably by those who were authorities on such matters, as the Doobies rightfully
were, as many rock stars are, as breasts of great worth and substance, as breasts worthy of
being bared.
I thought back to the first time I had seen the music video of White Snake’s
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“Home, Sweet, Home” on MTV. Halfway through the second or third chorus, while the
camera pans through stadium after stadium filled to the brim with fans who are nearly
riotous with excitement, there is a moment where the camera zooms in on a woman, a
single woman, who is flanked by two men, one of whom she is probably attached to, but
who nevertheless, grabs the hem of her crop-top T-shirt, and begins to bring it slowly
upward, revealing the concavity of a well-exercised stomach, the lovely indention of
navel, the sloping outward and up, up, up.. .until suddenly the camera pans away and the
viewer is left to his disgruntled imagination.
To be that cameraman!
To be a Doobie Brother!
Many of the men in the crowd felt my same longing. Some whistled to the girls
while their shirts were raised, others called out to them long after they had transformed
back into decent and law-abiding citizens of the state. Many of the men were young
twenty-somethings, but others, like the guy a few rows up, with his gnarled gray beard,
and matching ponytail, were more experienced. Perhaps he felt that if the Doobies were
getting some action then why not him. The cat-calling and the whistling and the shouts
of “Hey baby, how about a little action over here,” ran through the crowd until nearly half
of us had forgotten about the concert and were instead focused on these two strangers and
whether or not they would show us their wares.
I don't care what they may say
I don't care what they may do
I don't care what they may say
Jesus is just alright, oh yeah
Jesus is just alright
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Jesus is just alright with me, Jesus is just alright, oh yeah
Jesus is just alright with me, Jesus is just alright

Even their boyfriends were getting in on the act, encouraging them to flash the
crowd, and it may have even been their boyfriends’ idea to flash the Doobies, though
why any woman would flash her breasts at another man, even a famous man, because her
boyfriend had told her to was beyond me. Furthermore, why anybody’s boyfriend would
encourage his girlfriend to bare her breasts was also hard to figure, unless he knew
intimately of their quality and wanted everyone to know how good he had it. And so we
waited, eager with anticipation, depraved and giddy and hell-bent on convincing these
girls to give us an eye-full. And it worked. Whatever the straw that broke their backs,
they soon fell to peer-pressure and as their boyfriends turned to face the crowd to their
left, the side of the crowd opposite us, they lifted their shirts to the sky. The cheering
was contagious, boisterous and rambling and tumultuous all rolled into a single moment
of testosterone-driven emotion. It was a far cry from the reaction the girls had gotten
from the Doobies and maybe more along the lines of what they were expecting when they
had first bared their breasts. And for a moment the concert was forgotten, even as the
Doobies sang on...
Jesus is just alright with me, Jesus is just alright, oh yeah
Jesus is just alright with me, Jesus is just alright
And everything in the universe revolved around those two girls and their breasts.
And then it was our turn.
The girls did not flash our side of the crowd right away. They needed some more
convincing, from their boyfriends, from the other more obstreperous guys in the crowd,
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even from the gray-haired grandpa a few rows up; he was louder than anyone. And then
it came, the boyfriends turning their shoulders to face our side of the crowd; the girl’s
faces catching the sunlight full on their faces. They were lovely. One, a striking face
with high cheekbones and a cute, pronounced chin that everyone says is becoming
because it gives the onlooker more loveliness to see. The other girl’s face was rounder
and with a slightly larger nose, but well tanned and the way her smile waxed bigger and
bigger, she was an ethereal sight. They both were. And as they lifted up their shirts, the
Doobie Brothers playing on,
I think it's time to headfor higher ground,
Somethin' better in the sky.
Time to spread my wings andfly.
Heaven help me up to higher ground.
And the men in the crowd calling out, “Yeah, baby” and “Oh, yeah,” punching their fists
in the air and giving each other a knowing look without, even for an instant, taking their
eyes from the girls and their shirts rising up from behind their boyfriends’ heads, which
heads obscured such delectable sights as navel and belly, but were not so big as to
completely obscure the girls naked midsections, their lats and love handles, nor the
anticipation of what was to come. And as the girls peeled back their shirts over the bulge
of undone bras, at that moment when the world stood still and nakedness was exposed,
real nakedness, real testosterone driven nakedness, the kind that fuels our emotions and
keeps us lusting after women in all their seductive beauty, when even the slightest
glimpse of cleavage is enough to drive you through a wall, or the curve of a butt as it
swishes and shakes in front of you on the city street, all the while hoping for a little more,
and here it was that moment, when a woman, who was clearly older than I was, and
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wholly unconnected to me, but who had made up her mind to bare her breasts to me and
every other willing man at that concert, in that moment I turned away. And saw not
breasts, but the faces of three guys, the very guys who I had come with, their eyes glazed
over with lust and greed, and an unnamed fear that this was a never before seen sight, a
sight that would change their lives forever.
It would be misleading to say that the events of that day carried me beyond my
temptations into a world were I was free from the lust of pornography, or that the
remembered images that had over the previous years been seared into the tissues and
neurons of my brain were suddenly and incessantly wiped clean. Unfortunately, that is
not how repentance works. God promises that if we truly repent that he will remember
our sins no more, but he says nothing of what we will remember. There are moments
where, in the quiet of my bedroom, or driving down the freeway, or glancing up from a
task to find tanned and decadent flesh coming my way, where these images from my past
will come back to me unbidden. I do not think they will ever stop. Paul named this a
thorn in the flesh, one that he was never able to completely remove, but one that irked
him constantly and kept him humble. I hope my thorn does the same for me.
I think my thorn has everything to do with distinguishing between love and lust,
between asexual and sexual beauty. Christ taught that we should love all of mankind in
the same manner that we love ourselves, platonically, as little children. We are also
commanded to multiply and replenish the earth, to cleave unto a certain special someone
in every aspect of the word.
I feel for the Mormon boys and for all Mormons who should know better but
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straggle anyways. I feel for Brooke and Amy and Jennifer and all the other people in this
world who have given up hope for something better. Hold on, I say. Hold on.
I think sometimes back to that moment at the fairgrounds and find strength in my
decision. I did it once and I can do it again. I hated those five years of my life, or at least
some aspect of them, and I would hate to do them over again. But I would hate it more if
I had never endured them and if my life were stagnant. I am not going to seek out
opposition, but I hope it crosses my path. So that when I push and push and push and the
boulder in my way never budges an inch, and I fall to the ground weakened by my
pathetic abilities, I know I can lie back and find comfort in the stars.

PART IV
ENDURANCE
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And they who keep their first estate shall be added
upon; and they who keep not their first estate shall not
have glory in the same kingdom with those who keep
their first estate; and they who keep their second estate
shall have glory added upon their heads for ever and ever.
Abraham 3:26
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Inheriting the Apron
The chapel of the Hillside Stake Center resembles those of most Mormon meeting
houses built in the late 1950s: tall, buttressed ceilings, whitewashed brick walls, stained
pine floorboards and pews. The pews are divided into three sections, two rows of smaller
pews rest against the outlying walls with a single row of larger pews in the center. Two
aisles running from the back of the chapel to the stand divide the sections. The stand is a
raised platform complete with podium, a baby-grand piano, an organ, and enough chairs
for a moderately sized choir. The chairs are metal except for the cushioned seats and
backrests, which are inlaid with foam and then covered with an orange, fuzzy fabric.
They are comfy, good for sitting, more so because of their outdated color. If not for the
fabric’s vibrant coloring, its well-worn fuzz might resemble the inside of a discarded
citrus peel. The chairs are bolted to the ground and will fold up when not in use, which is
typical for any Wednesday afternoon, as the chapel is never used during the week, except
in the case of weddings or funerals.
The Wednesday after Father’s Day, 1998, found the chapel full of family and
funeral goers. The extended Bennett family had arrived early and was seated in the first
three rows of the middle section of pews. I was seated with most of my immediate
family in the second pew; my brother Aaron was at my side, followed by my cousin John,
my sisters Natalie and Stephanie and my younger brother Brian; Grandma Elaine was
seated in the first pew; Dad was on the stand. Like the chairs on the stand, each pew was
cushioned with the same fuzzy fabric. They too are good for sitting. Especially when the
little ones are still and the chapel has grown quiet enough for the deep, flowing tones o f
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the organ to penetrate the soul, the organist holding each note of “Nearer My God to
Thee” longer than was usual.
Most of the other guests had also chosen the middle section and were seated more
towards the back. Bishop Sudwick and two other men whose names I did not know were
seated in the first row of orange-cushioned chairs to the right of the podium. The three
of them were wearing different versions of the same blue suit, though the suit of the man
seated farthest to the right might have actually been blue-gray. The organist played the
last few notes of the song and held the last chord so it reverberated throughout the
congregation.
Bishop Sudwick stood and walked to the pulpit. His hands fell naturally to
buttoning the top button of his suit coat, “We’d like to welcome you all out on this
beautiful afternoon. Today we are honoring Fred Harris ‘Lefty’ Bennett.” He paused
and looked out at the congregation, perhaps reflecting on the finality of his words.
The entire service was uplifting and joyous, a fitting tribute to the great man I was
slowly coming to know. Still the most memorable part, the part that stuck in my mind
and has stayed with me for all these years, occurred towards the end after the
intermediate hymn. Uncle Mike stood and walked to the podium. Once there, he
surveyed the congregation, proud and composed in his double-breasted suit, the last of
Grandpa’s children to speak.
“I prepared some remarks fitting for this occasion, but I want to touch on
something else before I begin.
“The patriarchal order, dating back to Adam of the Old Testament, describes the
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passage of blessings from father to eldest son. The eldest sons acted as a symbol of
redemption for the coming Messiah. They received birthrights, land, the right to lead the
family should the father die, as well as a double portion of everything the father
possessed. Succession was important to ancient Israel because it guaranteed continuity.
Without heirs, the traditions of the fathers would die out, could never be passed from
generation to generation. Occasionally, as with Esau, Jacob, and Joseph of Egypt, the
eldest son did not receive the possessions and blessings of his father. Instead it went to
the most worthy, the one the Lord anointed, the one who could best carry on the blessings
of the fathers.
“Growing up, my older brother, Fred, wanted to be a doctor; I wanted to go into
education. Our schoolmates dreamed of driving Porsches at Daytona or playing wide
receiver in the NFL. Jim Newton, the first from our group to buy his own car with his
own money, went on to become a chemical engineer. Jeff Paul became a radical. Sandy
Easton got hired on as a trucker; and Floyd Barrett was called as a bishop shortly after his
thirtieth birthday. My younger brother, Don, was third of three boys, the littlest, the one
most often picked on - even now that we are all older and similar in size. At first he said
he wanted to be a doctor, just like Fred; later, he would recant that desire. Fred
eventually settled on attending law school at UCLA and everyone else’s dreams began to
conform themselves to the reality of their circumstances. Don, on the other hand, though
he earned a degree in pharmaceutical medicine from the University of Utah and started
working there at the Poison Control Center, was focused on fatherhood right from the
start.
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“Don was the only one of us kids that developed Dad’s traits. Fred, Betsy and I,
we never developed the kind of love Dad had; but Don did. Don always said he wanted
to grow up to be like Grandpa. Because of this it may be that Don is another exception to
the law of the firstborn. I cannot be sure of it and only time will tell.. .but... well... if you
find yourself missing Lefty, just talk to Don. In many ways he is the literal embodiment
of that great man.
“I remember the times when I would ask Dad for rides to high school. He would
stop whatever he was doing: eating breakfast, grading papers, whatever. Mom always
got mad because it was only five blocks away. Dad knew she was angry, but took me
anyway. Don is like that, too. He has this gift for seeing what people really need and
knows how to help them in a way they really need it; he goes the extra mile. I know he
was good to his kids, just like Dad was to us, maybe sometimes too good. And I’ll bet
sometimes his wife, Kriste, gets mad too, just like Mom.”
I nudged Aaron in the ribs.
As he said it, Mike looked over his left shoulder towards my dad who stared back
at him from his seat on the stand, blushing. Then, Dad’s head went down, as if he was
reading over something from his notes. His is a balding head, black hair streaked with
gray, nothing like Grandpa’s full head of silver hair. Similar yes, but they are also quite
different, Dad and Grandpa. Grandpa taught high school, History and Economics, for
thirty years. Dad is a pharmaceutical drug expert, the divisional manager for the IV
department of a national company. Dad had been a high school wrestler at 150 pounds,
now he is more of a heavyweight, with a solid protruding stomach. Grandpa remained a
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lean muscled swimmer almost until he died. Grandpa cooked, Dad cleans. Dad sings,
Grandpa danced. Grandpa fathered four, Dad five.
Mike turned back to the congregation. “But I am not here today to talk about my
brother. Rather, I want to tell you my story and how I came to realize what, in many
ways, Don learned long ago.
“We fished a lot as kids. We always parked at Trail Lake in the Uintah
Mountains, but never fished there because Dad had convinced us that hiking to
Washington Lake would yield better results. Dad owned his own fly rod, but we boys
had to make due with a plastic pole between the three of us, equipped with a wind-up
non-casting reel. It was easy to wind the line back onto the reel; the casting part was
where we had to be a little more inventive. We rarely got off a good cast. Many times the
line dragged along the ground or got stuck in trees. Sometimes the hook imbedded itself
into my palm. And even when the line reached the water, it only landed a few feet
offshore. Our mutilated salmon eggs could not tempt any fish to shallow water. So, we
never caught any fish. We never even saw a fish. But we kept going back, just to be
with Dad.
“When we got older, Dad started teaching us how to fly-fish. I was the most
interested and so he bought me a fly pole and hip boots first. Our family fishing trips
continued: the Provo River, Chalk Creek, Lost Lake, the Weber River, and the Madison
in Yellowstone. The trips had their problems: leaky boots, having to piece our equipment
together with tape and string, getting the tent up and then taking it down again, Don
falling in the river. But no matter what, Dad was always there: offering advice or
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inspiring words, tying our flies, carrying us across when the water got too deep. There
was something about just wading through a river, watching a cast drift aimlessly in the
current, and knowing Dad was watching you, praying you’d get a bite.”
This was the first time I ever heard Mike speak so passionately about fishing trips
with Grandpa. As a boy, I had always envied the way Grandpa and his sons would
tramp through Grandma’s side door, the lot of us eating cookies and milk in the kitchen,
awaiting their arrival. In their arms the men carried stacked piles of fish wrapped in
tinfoil

ready for the freezer. It was always a dream of mine to go along with them, to

bring home fish and wrap it in tinfoil, too. Every boy in our family over the age of ten
dreamed of the same thing. I understood now why we never got asked along.
In 1980 when Fred had been accepted to law school at UCLA and moved to
California, he silently vowed that even though he would never move back to Utah, he
would always make time for fishing trips. Dad promised the same thing while balancing
school, long hours at work and three young kids, with two more on the way. He
remained faithful to his promise even after we moved to California in the winter of ’88.
Uncle Mike seemed to be blessed with more time than his brothers and he and Grandpa
would go fishing together quite often. But at least once a year, the hubbub of daily life
was forgotten, and three sons joined their father to wade through a river and fish. For
those few days the only thing on their minds was spending time with Grandpa.
The previous May, Dad took Aaron and me to Owens Valley in Bishop,
California - our first fishing trip of father and sons. As far as fish went, the trip was a
failure. All we had were nibbles, nothing solid and only a six-inch rainbow to show for
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our efforts. As a result, our dreams of filling our kitchen freezer with fish were left on
the stream. But even to this day the ride up Interstate 395 comes back to me: Dad in the
backseat of the Corolla, Aaron riding shotgun, and I am guiding the car along the smooth,
winding asphalt, its double yellow line the only continuity, the only color in the infinite
black space of the Mojave Desert at midnight as we speed past the silhouettes of
sagebrush and Joshua Trees against the brighter patches of stars. Driving, we sing the
classic rock of Credence Clearwater Revival: “Rollin’, rollin’, rollin’ on a river....”

Mike continued. “Dad was always the best fisherman. No matter how many
times we tried, no matter the amount of fish we caught, he always came out ahead. For
years I had one consuming goal, one that plagued me every time we were out on a river.
Just once I wished I could cast as well as he did, and as a result bring home the most fish.
“It happened on the Weber River, when I was twenty-nine. Dad and I were alone.
I felt it from the first cast: the way my fly whipped the air, the looping figure eights that
sent the fly soaring, it was like music. I caught six that day; Dad caught five. And my
fourteen-inch German Brown dwarfed anything in Dad’s basket. As we made our way
along the bank of the river and back up to the car, Dad put his arm on my shoulder and
gave me a generous squeeze. ‘You really did it today,’ he said. ‘That was a masterful
performance. I could not have been more proud.”
“It was not until later that I realized that Dad had followed behind me up the river
all day, letting me fish the holes first, pointing out the best spots to drop my fly. He stood
behind me, watching over my shoulder, cheering me on.”
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In an instant the scene was before me: Grandpa standing behind Mike as Mike
reeled in his fourteen inch Brown. Mike’s line was taut and disappeared about twenty
yards away into the placid water of a deep hole, while all around them the current gurgled
against the smooth rocks and the icy water sucked at their hip boots. Grandpa’s pole was
lowered at his side, the tip nearly dipping into the current, his miniature fly floating away
down stream, forgotten. His eyes were focused on the spot where Mike’s line
disappeared beneath the water. He was smiling, silently, egging him on. Mike let out the
line and let the fish run for a bit, reeling the fish in slowly when it threatened to get too
far. He did not turn around until he had successfully scooped the fish into a net. By then
it was too late.
Only Grandpa saw the whole picture that day, the still life o f Mike framed against
the rocky banks of the Weber River and the ever-flowing backdrop o f life. It was similar
to the night I had stood behind Mike at the edge of his lawn staring off into the western
horizon. I am not sure if Mike realized either time that he was being watched. Chances
are he knew Grandpa was watching him as he carefully reeled the fish into his waiting
net. He had to know, had to feel the pressure, the power, the intense exhilaration that
comes when a childhood idol is standing directly behind you watching as you follow in
his footsteps.
In this way Mike probably felt himself becoming a still-life picture, the same way
you might feel if you knew God was watching your back from up on high. Back on the
stand in the chapel, I realized that Dad was sitting behind Mike. To him, Mike formed a
picture, the crisp, dry-cleaned double-breasted suit, framed against the congregation.
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Mike was aware of the eyes at his back.
I have never watched Dad from behind, but I have watched him plenty. In spite
of their differences, there were many things that Dad had in common with Grandpa. They
were not tangible things you could point to; Some weren even things, but rather
intangibles.
Dad never cooked much during the week, either helping Mom or on his own, at
least as much as Betsy said Grandpa did, but on Sunday afternoons, between church and
dinner, and sometimes well into the night, he still wears his apron. The one I remember
most is a blue one with a picture of an enormous hamburger nestled into a plate, fries on
the side. He wears it to keep his white shirt clean, or so he says. But his apron is quite
versatile; comfortable enough for taking naps, eating dinner, or entertaining guests. He
doesn’t even take it off to drive. I can remember several occasions being picked up from
church activities and firesides and how the interior car lights, when I opened the
passenger side door, revealed Dad’s apron girded securely around his waist.
There were also the many late nights, or early mornings, however you would call
them. Many, like one night, long before I had a bedroom of my own... I rolled over in
my daybed downstairs in the family room to find Dad folding laundry. It was 3 a.m.
This was not the first time I had dreamed of Dad folding laundry and I knew also that it
was not a dream, that I would wake in the morning to find shirts flattened and folded into
careful, even piles, socks sorted and rolled and everything stacked neatly on the shelf
above the television. Dad had to be at work by 9 a.m., but would still find time (after
laundry) to sleep and make four paper-sack lunches, which we were capable of making
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ourselves, but that Dad had come to enjoy doing, a gift to his aging children who he saw
less and less due to our teenage lives and his ever- increasing work schedule, but who felt
the power of his midnight gestures.
In some ways these are the things I want to be remembered for whenever I grow
up. I am Dad’s firstborn son. It is my birthright to acquire intangible things. And yet I
am coming to realize more and more that life is a process and that patience cannot be
rushed.
There would come a time in the not too distant future when Jess would buy me an
apron. It would be a Christmas present. It is a collage of scattered, yellowing fern
fronds, sprigs of rhododendron - all against a background of forest green. I only wear it
on the Sundays I am cooking to protect my shirt and tie. Dad was right. They are
comfortable.

Mike moved on to the later, busier years. “As Dad got older, fishing was almost
forgotten. Fred, Don and I, kept up our annual fishing trips with Dad, but besides that,
Dad and I hardly fished on our own. Dad was constantly in and out of the hospital, and I
thought it would be best not to go for a while. Then one day, I got the feeling that Dad
and I needed to go fishing. I took him to our favorite spot on the Weber. Dad sat on the
car bumper while I slid on his hip boots. Then, I got his rod and tied the leader and the
fly. The trail down to the river was steep - he had to hold my shoulder until we reached
the river. I had helped Dad with his gear before, but this time it was different; everything
just fell into place. For the first time, I felt what Dad might have felt so many years ago
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when he’d done the same for us boys. ”
The same river. Mike became a master again that day. As they walked, Mike
steadied Grandpa against the rushing water, sometimes carrying him from bank to bank
when it got too fast or too deep. They wove their way upstream, Grandpa fishing the
holes first, Mike only casting once Grandpa had moved on. Mike was behind Grandpa
and off to his side when it happened. It was as if things slowed down enough to frame
Grandpa against the clear stream, grassy meadow, white tipped mountains - his arm in
mid cast, line hovering over the water. Mike painted the still life in his brain. It was a
revelation, running over him like stream water against his boots, and just as clear. It
brought him to tears.
“That fishing trip was not for Dad, but for me. For the first time, I saw what had
been happening all those years. Dad had been focused on me. I was focused on fishing.
When I stopped fishing, I saw Dad.”
Mike’s eyes glistened and he looked down evasively at the silver coffin directly
beneath the podium. It was closed, a large wreath of yellow roses and baby’s breath
draped across its length. He whispered something I could not make out and then turned
his attention back to the congregation. His eyes were still moist. “It took years to learn
that lesson, and I am still trying to understand how to live it. For me, fishing was all
about the competition, for Dad it was love. I am learning to fish all over again.
Someday, I hope to be like Dad.” At this point, Mike’s voice became higher and he
sounded like a little boy. “Don, you may not be the best fisherman, but you definitely
know how to fish.”
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Mike gathered himself enough to conclude his talk and Bishop Sudwick stepped
to the pulpit. “We’d like to thank all those who have participated in these services. Now,
Van Pilkington will sing, ‘Come Follow Me,’ after which, Nathan Bennett will give the
closing prayer.”
After the song, I walked to the front of the chapel. As I mounted the stand, my
eyes fixed on the pulpit, then for just a quick second on Dad, then again back to the
pulpit. Dad was smiling. I recognized it as the same smile he gave me the night Grandpa
died. Premortal, Mortal, Immortal. Son, Dad, Grandpa. Dad inherited all that Grandpa
was. Hopefully, I will too.
From the pulpit I looked out and faced the congregation. They sat in silence:
bowed heads and folded arms, people reverent for the prayer. I recognized the few from
my extended family. The rest were Grandpa’s friends: students, teachers, colleagues and
friends. The people he loved, the people who came to return that love. I bowed my head
to pray.
In my mind’s eye I traveled back to the stream in Bishop, California encompassed by a valley of Sequoias rising heavenward. Water gurgled around my hip
boots, sucking at the rubber, its coolness penetrating to my skin. In my right hand, my
fly rod, the neon-yellow line in my left. The fly dangled at the end of the leader,
hovering inches above the water. I brought the rod back, level with the height of my
shoulder, my arm at a right angle, simultaneously peeling the neon line off the reel. In
one motion, my arm and the rod moved forward and stopped, the line sweeping forward
and down, the fly sailing out over the water, humming as it went - that flawless,
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transcendent humming - then silence as the fly found water. I let the fly drift
downstream, near the gnarled roots of a partially submerged tree. I waited. The fly
touched against one of the roots. Suddenly, a tug; the line went taut. The reel hummed,
more line peeled off and the rod came alive, whirring, bending in jerks, the fish pumping
against the line, against the current. Near the submerged roots, a trout crested the
surface, and flashed its tail midair, the hook tight in its jaw. For a moment, before the
fish splashed back into the water, everything fell still: me, the Brown, the valley of
Sequoias, the stream.
I did not turn around, but I knew Dad was at my back.
In my prayer, I thanked God for fathers and grandfathers. I asked Him to comfort
all of us who were grieving Grandpa’s death. And that we might never forget him or the
impact he had on our lives. I asked that we might strive to emulate his example.
“Amen,” the congregation echoed back, and I took my seat.

It is their fears and anger, the trying
of their generosity and the acceptance
of their helplessness, which are perhaps
the true source of the splendor of their lives
Ursula K. LeGuin from
“The Ones Who Walk Away From Ornelas”
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The Story Never Ends
Birth is waking up the morning after and not being able to remember the day
before, only what is, and not even that very well. Memory-less we are left to grasp at
intimations from our past, to find sense in physical forms, to go on as best we can. At
fourteen I thought I had it all figured out. At twenty-eight I know how little all of that
really is. After a quarter of a century one would think I had become accustomed to my
surroundings, but life is still a wobbly pair of legs and I have a tough time walking.
My second daughter, Paisley, did not learn to walk against furniture until she was
seventeen months old. And it was another three and a half months before she worked up
enough courage to let go of the living room couch, hesitate for a moment on splayed feet
and leg muscles unaccustomed to bearing her toddling weight, then ever so slightly lift a
foot and fall flat on her face. Gradually her muscles strengthened and she overcame the
fear (and pain) of falling. She also stopped hesitating the moment she let go of the couch
and instead careened toward the middle of the room with a head full of steam. Once
there the steam dissipated, her fuel ran dry, and she stopped, bewildered, her errand
forgotten. In motion Paisley maintained balance fairly well; standing still she wavered,
flailed and kerplunked on her backside. To help Paisley get around the house we offered
her our pointer fingers as balancing poles. Paisley gripped them eagerly and took big,
happy, clunking steps - those of a drunken Godzilla, a stilted clown on lop-sided stilts.
Over time Paisley came to depend less and less on our supporting fingers until she could
let go completely, toddle into the middle of a room and back again without falling, or at
least she would not fall as much as she used to. For whatever reason Paisley, at nearly
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two and a half years old, still lacks the coordination of her peers and is often crashing to
the ground, even when it is clear that nothing has tripped her. Part of Paisley’s slow
development comes from her curved spine, which, depending on the specialist, both is
and is not congenital scoliosis. The dispute lies on the exact degree of her curvature and
whether or not it is getting better. However, most of her therapists agree that there is still
a chance that her trunk muscles will strengthen and her spine may straighten itself out.
But even if her spine does remain a little crooked, there is still a good chance Paisley w ill
lead a normal, active life.
At nearly two and a half Paisley has yet to speak her first word. She makes
sounds —b ’s, d ’s and m ’s, as well as the occasional t orf and the even rarer y, all of her
consonants followed by the same short vowels of or —but has yet to consistently
attach these sounds to the world around her. A linguist might call her a babbler. But she
is a babbler who can think and reason abstractly. She will follow commands to fetch h e r
shoes or put books away and she will point and grunt to get what she wants. Her
universal grunt “unh” can mean more crackers, a refill of milk, her baby doll or her
toothbrush. To get what she wants she must grab Jessica or me by the finger and pull u s
to a cupboard or the pantry, her bedroom or the refrigerator to point and grunt until we
guess after the desired item. This can be frustrating especially when Paisley doesn’t
know what she wants herself.

In the moments directly following Paisley’s birth, the nurse on duty wiped her
down with a damp cloth, removing much of the caked blood and cheese, then swaddled
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her purple, mottled body in a blanket and beanie and handed her to Jess. I whipped out
the video camera and started to film. Paisley looked possessed: her goopy eyes were
filled with tears and her tongue kept darting in and out of her mouth.
“The drops I gave her will help her eyes get used to the air,” the nurse said.
“She’s so accustomed to the water of the womb, it may take some time before she gets
used to all this. I’m not sure what’s going on with that tongue though.”
When Paisley’s eyes finally cleared from the goopy mess, and we got a better
look, they seemed almost snake-like, the pupils large and black, indistinguishable from
the iris and cornea. Only on close-up inspection could we make out the dark, midnight
blue hue of the iris, the slivers of white at the comers. What made Paisley seem more
snakelike were the quick, darting movements of her tongue, the way a snake gauges
temperature.
Sometimes, though, when Paisley pushed her tongue from her mouth, she
wouldn’t pull it back immediately. And instead, would let it hang, bulbous and pink,
barely touching her lips. Then she would set it against her bottom lip the way I do
sometimes when I’m deep in concentration; or mb it quickly across her lips as if she were
searching for something, cleaning her teeth after a meal. And slowly Jess and I got an
inkling. A hunch that Paisley did not resemble a snake, but a turtle. And not just any
turtle, but the wise and ancient Morla from The Neverending Story.
Not many people have seen The Neverending Story. It was never a blockbuster
and it would be a stretch to call it a cult classic, though I might consider it so. Still, it is
one of those movies you come back to or that gives you a thrill when you pluck it from
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the movie store shelf. It is a story of two boys - Bastian and Atreau - who never meet,
but who learn a great deal about one another as they help to save the land of Fantasia
from the Nothing. Bastian is a boy who lives in a city, Chicago say or Detroit. He lives
alone with his dad as his mom recently died. His dad is the corporate executive type,
practical and unapologetic, and you can tell it pains him to have a son so socially inept as
is Bastian. Still his dad loves him; there is love in the home. They just have a tough time
talking.
The entire movie takes place in one day, the day Bastian is ambushed on the way
to school by three bullies who regularly throw him in an alley dumpster. After removing
himself from the dumpster, and eluding the bullies who again take up the chase, Bastian
escapes into a used bookstore. Here he “borrows” a book bearing two intertwined,
embossed serpents, the sign of the Orin. The book’s title is The Neverending Story. It is
the story of this book that becomes the story of the movie, meaning that the audience
watches while Bastian reads of how the land of Fantasia, the land of dreams and all
human fantasy, falls prey to human unbelief embodied by the Nothing. In other words,
the people of Bastian’s real world, and by extension our world, have stopped believing in
things they cannot see, in things that cannot be explained, in the stories they knew as
children. As they have grown older, they have outgrown the stories and encouraged their
own children to do the same.
The encroaching Nothing is displacing the people of Fantasia from their homes.
They have all gathered at the Ivory Tower seeking the advice of the princess. The
princess has called upon Atreau of the plains people to go on a quest to seek a new name
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for the princess, one that can only be provided by a human child.
A couple weeks later, I stopped by Box Office Video to confirm our suspicions
about Paisley. The lanky clerk walking the aisles to restock the shelves pointed me
towards the family section. I followed his lead through the maze of enormous blue
shelves and found the video easily. I pulled it from the shelf and rubbed my thumb
across the remembered cover from years past. The boy Bastian riding through a moonlit
night atop his Luckdragon, Falcor, the title below them in neat, gold block lettering and,
lined across the bottom, the pictures of several other characters: the Rock Biter, the hangglider bat, the racing snail, and the midget scientist who lives at the gateway to the
Southern Oracle.
Video in hand, I walked to the checkout counter and handed it to the same lanky
clerk, now seated behind the counter. “Will this be all for you tonight?”
“Yeah. That’s it,” I said, turning my attention to the flyer on the counter
announcing new and upcoming releases.
“Ya know, I had a friend once with a dog that looked just like this Luckdragon. I
was just thinking that it’s been a while since I’ve seen them. Probably about five years.”
I pictured the tiny white poodle, curly hair and floppy ears. “Yeah, huh. Really?”
Even though it did not come out right, I meant it in a polite way, like I really wanted to
hear the rest of the clerk’s story. I wanted to even though I had to be heading home, and
even though I could feel the shifting anxieties of customers behind me in line. But that
was all the clerk said about his friend and his dragon-looking dog. And in the silence that
followed I debated whether or not I should tell the clerk the real reason I was even
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renting this video. In the end I decided to keep quiet. He would not understand anyway.
Just like my parents and siblings who live 3000 miles away in southern California, just
like Jess’s parents out in West Virginia who do not get to see close-up Paisley’s big blue
eyes that sometimes squint or go cross-eyed, her lip upturned and pinched, nose
squishable and flat, and her ever-darting tongue as it pauses now and again to hang and
flap about. “She’s beautiful,” they would say after every photo we mailed, even after
some of the home videos we sent. And we agree, she is beautiful, but she is still a turtle.
Jess was not bothered by Paisley’s reptilian looks, at least not initially, and at least
not vocally. Maiya was also quite turtle-like when she was first bom, and she grew out
of it in about five or six weeks. We figured Paisley would do the same - no worries. B ut
if for some reason Paisley did not grow out of it, and instead remained a turtle, I would
never hear the end of it. Because even though she has never confronted me with anything
directly, I think Jess still harbors some sort of resentment towards me, tucked away in the
deep recesses of her heart, believing it to be my fault that both our daughters were bom
looking like reptiles. During the time Jess carried Maiya in utero, I used to tell her that I
was not the man she thought she had married, but an alien sent down to earth to mate
with beautiful earth-women and create lizard-babies. Once there were enough lizards, we
would attack the planet and dominate the world. I would remind Jess of this at random
moments throughout the day, sticking my tongue out in quick, lizard-like motions, or
coming up behind her in the kitchen while she made dinner or washed dishes, wrapping
my arms around her and gently caressing her neck, nibbling and whispering reminders in
her ear. She hated it and would make certain there was no lizard-making anytime soon.
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Jess and I waited until Maiya and Paisley were asleep before we watched the
movie. We wanted some time to ourselves, away from the day-to-day of raising two
children under two. It turned out we were right. Paisley, though much smaller and
obviously more human, was the spitting image of Morla: the upturned nose, the crossedeyes and tongue. The wise and ancient turtle even had a way of looking puzzled or bored
- eyes half-closed, feigning a yawn - that I had seen Paisley pull once or twice.
Sure enough, just as Maiya before her, near the end of the sixth week, Paisley did
grow out of her reptilian looks. And it seemed an overnight phenomenon, like an
Alaskan spring I remember where sprouting green buds replaced a forest of barren brown
from one day to the next. Or it could be that I did not notice how slowly Paisley’s turtleish lip and nose were replaced by something more full and rounded, and it was only my
perception that she had changed overnight when she had really been changing all the
w hile,

every day, minute by minute, and I only finally noticed when all the turtleness had

seeped from her face.
That was what I was thinking as I held Paisley close to my face late one Sunday
night after Jess and Maiya had gone to bed, and it was just Paisley and me seated in the
crook of our couch in the dimly lit living room and the silence of an Alaskan winter.
Paisley was nearly six months old and fat. Fleshy cheeks and a flabby double chin had
taken the place of her sleek, reptilian looks. She was also blessed with an abundance o f
neck folds, and an equal if not greater share on her legs and arms, each limb separating
into four or five sections where the muscles had not adequately formed due to her
sedentary nature. But plump babies are the best to kiss and I nuzzled my nose against
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hers, pausing now and again to give quick, short pecks. A couple of times I got too close
to her mouth and she opened it in a wide, toothless grin, closing quickly as I moved her to
half-an-arms length in order to get a better view of this child who has grown from the
tadpole she once was. I pulled her to me again, tempting her with my nose, but then did
not pull away and instead turned my cheek, her wide grin sensing the closeness of
another body and feeling for something to suck on, giving me slobbery kisses and
gumming after my nose. I pulled her away again and had to marvel. This wide eyed, big
bellied child who the pediatrician recently said was a little short, but whose head was the
right size for her weight, this child was not the daughter Jess gave birth to. She was not
the daughter we brought home from the hospital. She was not even the daughter that I
held in my arms the day before. She was an entirely new being - well, mostly. Deep
down at the molecular level, she probably still had many of the same cells she had started
out with in those short, ephemeral moments right after conception, and surely many had
died off (blood, hair and skin) in the processes of growth and birthing and had since been
replaced. But by this time, she had more than doubled the 6 pounds 9 ounces she
weighed in the hospital; in fact, she had almost tripled the weight, adding almost a pound
every week since birth. A pound of new cells. Breaking down the numbers equaled 2.2
ounces of new body every day or about a tenth of an ounce every hour. How many cells
are there in an ounce?
I hoisted Paisley against my chest, her bum poised on my forearm and leaning
over my shoulder. We headed for the darkened kitchen. From the drawer nearest the
fridge I took out an 8-ounce, glass measuring cup (it was fluid ounces, but would have to
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do), and held it to the window and the light streaming in from the street lamp outside.
The reflecting light illuminated the thin blue lines measuring off 2, 4, 6 and 8 ounces, the
measurements I have used when baking chocolate chip cookies or homemade brownies —
two cups of flour, three-fourths cup sugar, a fourth cup oil. The marking for 2.2 ounces
would sit just above the one-fourth cup line. It did not seem much in the bottom of this
cup, and even less in the scope of the world and things, but I could not then begin to
fathom the microscopic mass it would take to fill such a volume. If it were sugar I was
calculating, it might be possible, though painstakingly slow, to measure out and count
each individual granule. Not so with cells, especially at the rate they must have been
dividing and regenerating within Paisley’s body. It was impossible to keep abreast w ith
all the tiny changes occurring inside her. And because of this I resolved to do a better jo b
in watching her as she grew. Starting the next day I would take note of the tiny ways in
which she changed.
On a Friday night nearly two weeks after Paisley and I stood together in our dark
kitchen, I realized I had not yet done what I promised myself I would do. That early
Sunday m orning was an anomaly and without the quiet moments of early morning for
solace and contemplation, alone with my little girl, I had fallen into a seemingly neverending daze of work, school, church, illness and sleep, finally becoming lucid two weeks
after the fact and by then it was already too late. Once again Paisley had become a whole
other person and I could not recall how it had happened.
When Bastian rebuilds Fantasia he does it wish by wish, grain of sand, by ever so
tiny grain of sand. He can see the extent of his progress in that fantastical world and
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measure it against how far he has already come. I’m certain when he looks back to that
moment he had with the Princess, when it was just the two of them and the Princess held
out to him that seemingly insignificant grain of sand, that he is grateful to have stepped
so far from the edge, grateful that so much is already behind him and yet a little
overwhelmed at how much things have changed.

It did not used to be this way, this crazy business of duty and obligation that will
not allow a father some time alone with his youngest daughter away from the demands of
a hectic world. But there also used to be time during the week for more than a “goodbye
- 1 love you” in the mornings before Jess rushed off to work and the usual, sparse
conversations over dinner about what the girls were up to that day or what Jess planned to
do about the freshman in her 2nd period who had been mouthing off again.
Unfortunately, the blissful, uncluttered moments when we did more than eat and sleep
and have phatic conversations was before, in the fantastical world of days gone by,
before, when it was still summer, before Paisley was even bom, before school had started
for Jess or me, before Jess got called to a church leadership position caring for the young
women ages 12-14, or before I got called as the Elder’s Quorum President. This orderly,
organized time I look back on was before I returned again to my position of house
spouse. This was before Paisley was bom and we needed the services of my sister as a
live-in nanny, before Jess went back to teaching high school, before Maiya started talking
so much, before she started becoming so independent, before she started keeping odd
hours, before we started keeping odd hours, before the girls got sick, before, before,
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before.
Something else prevented me from noticing Paisley’s growth that week. She got
sick. Maiya too. We were working through an illness, or maybe it was working its way
through us. The kids probably caught something from one of our neighbors. It was my
own fault. I knew the guy was sick and sent my kids over to play anyway. But I did not
think much would come of it, maybe a runny nose, a little cough, we would give them
medicine and that would be that. A week later, after many a sleepless night, two trips to
the pediatrician and one visit to the ER, I regretted ever making that decision. It was the
scenario mapped out by the very germs that infected my kids. Once any virus or cold is
transmitted from an adult to a small child, it instantly mutates itself into something ten
times worse, something that can only be cured by the medicine of patience and time. A ll
we could do, our pediatrician said, was treat the symptoms and let the cold run its course.
Those are the colds I hate. Maiya was the first to throw up.
I was home alone on this particular afternoon and had just made a bottle for
Paisley. Maiya started coughing as she walked towards me from the kitchen to where I
was sitting down to feed her sister on the couch. Paisley was sucking the bottle hungrily.
At first Maiya’s coughing was shallow like she was trying to clear her throat.
Then it became harder, forced clenched exhales that tugged at her already tense stomach.
Still coughing, she walked to the couch where I was seated and motioned that she wanted
to get up as well. I stopped feeding Paisley and hoisted Maiya to my lap just in time for
her coughing to increase again, the cough moving from stomach to throat, the sound
changing

to something more liquid. She was hacking up mucus, producing two large
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globs of yellowish-clear phlegm and neatly depositing both of them on my left thigh.
Maiya felt much relieved after that and nuzzled herself into the space between m y
right arm and side. Paisley had been screaming ever since I pulled the bottle from her
clenched lips. I quickly grabbed a blanket and put it over the phlegm wads, then swung
Paisley on the blanket. I had to feed her one-handed. Thankfully, Jess came home
shortly thereafter and took Maiya upstairs to wash her off. Also thankfully, Paisley kept
down her formula.
That was the last time that day Paisley kept anything down. I had just come from
my third shower, the second one of the day that came as a result of Maiya’s gastric
eruptions, also the second one that day I had taken with Maiya, and was about to dress in
our bedroom. Jess was lying on the bed, nursing Paisley, watching one of those real-life
TV shows. I had just put a diaper on Maiya and hoisted her to a standing position when
Paisley started coughing. Jess immediately handed her to me - she could not help m uch
lying down. Paisley’s coughs became more intense, her body convulsing with the
pressure exerted from within. I tried to calm her down by patting her on the back and
pressing her to my chest, but I could feel something churning. And before I thought to
get a towel or a burp-cloth or something to contain it, Paisley had let fly the contents o f
her stomach - thick, creamy breast milk, still white and warm, mixed with tiny globules
of clear phlegm gushing down my chest, puddling up at my waist in the folds of my bath
towel.
After my fourth shower I tucked the girls into their beds and headed downstairs.
Lately, I had been thinking more and more about ways to make my life a little simpler
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and if a little dose of The Neverending Story now and again could do the trick, it would
be some easy medicine to swallow. I am reminded daily of our human desire to live in
the fantastical, to wish that our problems could be “poofed” away by a smattering of
magic fairy dust, to yearn for the good life, the easy life, where we are our own person
free from struggle and tiny, clinging hands that require our immediate attention.
I used to have a firm conviction that I wanted ten kids, and a wife who wanted te n
kids, and we would all live in a big house in some amazingly beautiful wilderness and
live happily ever after. I still believe in these things, only not as firmly - instead, my
wants and wishes come and go, fluctuating with the amount of sleep I get, how well my
daughters are behaving, and whether or not Jess is only slightly stressed, really stressed
or really, really, really stressed.
Really, really, really stressed was a weekend a little while later.
Saturday night. I was downstairs. Jess and the girls were upstairs. Maiya was
starving,

having eaten not much more than an apple, some string cheese and a few carrots

that entire day. She had recently finished her milk bottle and, bitter as she was, showed
no signs of going to bed anytime soon. I was downstairs to make her another bottle and
ease her hunger pains. I probably should have taken her with me, but didn’t, figuring
instead that Jess had her fine and that I could be faster in getting a bottle without trying to
console a crying baby at the same time. What I did not figure on was what Maiya’s cries
might do to Paisley, or furthermore, what they would do to Jess’s already frazzled nerves,
nerves that craved sleep and a holiday from school.
I had just poured the warm milk into the bottle and was tightening up the lid w hen
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I heard Paisley beginning to cry. Bottle in hand, climbing two stairs at a time, I rushed to
our bedroom to find the scene as I had imagined it: Jess gathering Paisley from the crib,
Maiya sobbing on the bed, ready to release an earsplitting wail of abandonment. When
she is tired, Maiya is very insecure about being left by herself, even if were only on the
other side of the room. I went to her and pulled her to me just as she cried out, once
again setting Paisley off into a torrent of inconsolable grief and coughing. Twisting
Maiya around to a cradle position, I managed to work the bottle into her mouth where it
found grateful habitation, instantly quieting her down. Leaving her on the bed, I plucked
Paisley from off Jess’s shoulders and headed out into the hallway and down the stairs.
Jess followed me out, calling down from the top of the stairs, trying to choke back the
tears I had already seen forming in the comers of her eyes, trying to ease the tension in
her voice and make it sound as if she was thinking as a calm, rational person. “We’re not
having any more kids.” Then turned and closed the bedroom door.
The words yanked at my heart and I nearly stopped there on the stairs, turned
around and questioned the validity of her statement, a statement I knew could not have
come from a serious, rational mind. Because it was the heat of the moment, I let her
comment slide and waited a few days for things to settle down before bringing it up.
Even then Jess did not like my line of questioning, feeling it too soon and too bold, and
had given me this look of disbelief, of sheer lunacy, her eyes shooting laser beams
straight to my gut, saying: you do not have the slightest idea of the night I went through
with your daughters, and you are so lucky that they are still alive, and if you are still so
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gung ho about having all these kids you always talk about, I for one would like to see you
squeeze a watermelon out of your nostril. Then we’ll talk.
A few days later, Jess apologized for the way she had been feeling. She
confessed that she was suffering the side effects of several nights sustained sleep
deprivation, and was taking it out on me. She was not acting like herself either time
when the topic of children had come up and whatever she had said or done or felt was
only meant it as an outburst to get back at me for not hurrying back quickly enough with
Maiya’s milk. That night we sat down and made a plan to get Jess and Paisley to bed
earlier so that Jess’s school day would not feel so demanding. Two days later we sat
down again because our plan was not working. Too busy with the things we had to do,
Jess could not getting thing she so desperately wanted: sleep.

“Six,” Jess said coming down the stairs within a month from the night she had
slammed the door. “We’ll have six.” Maiya and I were on the living room floor, playing
with her stackable blocks and watching Baby Mozart. Paisley was asleep upstairs. It w as
Saturday, the blessed weekend, 11:30 a.m., Jess’s usual weekend wakeup call; the
makeup time for all the sleep she missed during the week.
Jess’s comments were an odd way to start the day, especially considering that w e
had not discussed the number of kids we might potentially have in at least two weeks.
Clearly, thoughts of the future had been stewing inside her, the way they always do when
she lets them. That is her nature, to be concerned about what will happen tomorrow or
the next day or the next. I have known her to discuss in the middle of June what I would
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call details of minutia regarding vacations we might possibly take the following summer.
She likes to be in control of the events in her life even if our plans change at the last
minute and never find fruition. At least plans for last-minute changes. I prefer to fly by
the seat of my pants.
I do want to have more children. How many I am not sure; something Jess and I
will have to decide as we go along. I have learned lately more and more that miraculous
events often emerge from great tragedies, and that being a parent is a calling of great
responsibility, more so than I ever could have imagined at fourteen. I have also learned
that no matter what, things somehow always get better. Not that we may ever find a
solution for our busy schedules, or to feeding our kids more nutritiously, or how to keep
the house free of play dough or keep crayon off the walls. We will definitely have to
learn to live with diapers the color of iridescent moss and with the yellow, globulous
phlegm wads that so often seem to be a part of our winters. More seriously, we might
never resolve Paisley’s scoliosis or figure out how to finally get her talking. There will
surely be more sleepless nights at the ER with her, and the occasional and more serious
stay at the hospital. But, over time, these things will form a natural part of our lives.
Like getting out of bed in the morning or saying our prayers; that is what we do. And
raising kids will become easier, more and more adventurous. And sooner or later there
will be another night of silent Alaskan winter and the opportunity to catch Paisley right as
she wakes, to give her face a smattering of kisses. I will welcome the moment gratefully,
then sit back and watch as her mouth opens in a wide, toothless grin, bordering on
laughter.

Adam fell that men might be and
Men are that they might have joy
2 Nephi 2:25
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Destiny of Names
My given name at birth was Nathan Aaron Bennett. Several days passed before
my parents felt obligated, at the behest of my paternal grandmother, to legally change m y
middle name to Don, after my father. I have always wondered, though I have never
asked my grandmother, or my parents, the reasoning behind this simple documental
transformation, and moreover, if the transformation ever continued beyond the
documents housed at the county clerk’s office and in the bottom right drawer of my
parents’ writing desk. What is in a name? A random combination of letters and sounds?
Something more? It is a simple matter, the naming of children, yet one of the most
crucial jobs a parent holds. Its breadth and scope far overreach the simple, daily concerns
of food, clothing and love. If one or more of these basic necessities is found wanting,
simply give more the next day. Not so with a name. It is best to be right from the start.
The name should reflect a child’s personality and appearance and add character. An
especially daunting task considering that naming typically takes place soon after birth
when the tiny, flailing body that first emerges from the womb is more fish than mammal.
The name should also ring well with the last and middle names, and be something that
people will remember, that will help the child remember who he is and where he came
from. It should be one safe enough to carry the child past the teasing of elementary
school kids, and yet not too commonplace as he may want to feel a sense of individuality
in his teenage years. Little if any of this would enter my parent’s minds (not that it w ould
ever matter anyway), but they were probably more concerned at the time about avoiding
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any strife between in-laws (they had after all only been married ten months when I came
into the world). And Grandma Elaine was adamant about ensuring her son’s name
carried on.
Incidentally, my brother, the next boy after me and after my sister, Natalie, had
the “unfortunate” luck of being named Aaron. Aaron Walker Bennett. His middle name
stems from a nickname given to my maternal great-grandfather, John Walker Caldwell, a
walking Mormon preacher. Nobody said a word.
Aaron’s nam ing was not (as it has turned out) unfortunate after all. John Walker
Caldwell immigrated to the Salt Lake Valley in one of the early companies of the
Mormon pioneers. He was a pillar of strength, spiritual and temporal, and his community
looked to him often. Aaron lives his life in the same noble way. Overall, I would say
that he and I have turned out just fine, and in some ways Aaron has turned out much
better. He is a talented musician, both in singing and in playing the guitar. He sings
Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby. He strums the songs of Dave Matthews, Creed, Rage
Against the Machine, and Led Zeppelin. Often he will make up his own lyrics, writing
songs to match his mood. He has also accomplished what I never could, despite my
wildest dreams to the contrary: as a high school freshman he made the Woodbridge
basketball team, eventually starting on varsity his junior year. Most of his success came
down to body type. At the end of his sophomore year, Aaron was a lean 165, full of
muscles and lightning quick on defense. At 5’9” he was still one of the shortest players
on the court, but what he lacked in height, he compensated for with tenacity, hops and
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speed. Blasting words in the faces of the point guards he defended, he could intimidate
almost anyone.
I, on the other hand, never could grow an inch past 5’ 10” and an ounce over 150,
at least while I was in high school. When I did swell to 185 it was on my mission to
Australia, and only because I ate extra portions at all my meals and commuted regularly
by car. Later I would shed this weight and return to a meager 155 where I currently
stand: a beanpole with a few more (but not so many) muscles.
My body type has everything to do with my natural inclination to running. It is a
Nathan-type body, a Nathan Don-type. Starting with the races I ran with my dad when I
was ten, and continuing to the time I was in junior high and running miles almost every
day, my body grew lean and sinewy: quads and calves thickening, stomach and gluts
hardening, arms swelling with the tiny hump of streamlined biceps, more for speed than
bulk and looks. I trained hard during the summer between junior high and high school,
made varsity at time trials and would later set a new freshman record in the 3 mile.
Success, yes, but not the one I had intended. As a child I had dreamed of playing point
guard and of one day bringing the ball up court in the waning seconds, a crossover so
smooth it could break the ankles of any defender, pulling back and setting my feet behind
the line, then arching a wide-open three-pointer, nothing but net. The last-second victory
would bring the crowd and my teammates to their feet, then onto the floor as they spilled
from their seats and tackled me near mid-court. Something similar to what happened to
Aaron when he swished the second of two free throws giving his team a one-point victory
against league rival Corona Del Mar.
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Long before Aaron ever sprouted into a bulking mass of muscles, he was a gangly
freckle-faced kid, who used to perpetually tag along with, and annoy, my friends, the
very friends he tried so desperately impress. Later, after my friends had pried Aaron
(clinging) from off their legs and headed for home, he and I might settle into a movie. A
pretense really, a game of lying in wait for the exact moment when I could spring up and
wrestle him , unexpectedly, to the ground. The urge to pummel him would have been
building since my friends and I had told Aaron, for the third or fourth time, that he
needed to leave us alone. If he had wandered off alone to watch television or hang by
himself, I would creep up on him from behind, wrap my arms around his chest and
squeeze until he went limp, not for lack of breath, but a sign that he had given up the
struggle. Then I would lift him off the ground and send him crashing immediately back
down, only this time with me on top. Sometimes I vented my frustration by lurking for
him

around the comer from the bathroom; he came out and - BAM! I would tickle him,

tap on his chest; Chinese water torture his forehead; toss him around the room with all the
finesse and strength of a big brother. At one point in my life I had been fascinated by the
World Wrestling Federation and watched whenever I could. In that tradition I gave
Aaron headlocks, noogies, bent his body with the figure four-leg lock and a scaled down
version of the back breaker. It was too easy. When I got tired of his not being able to
fight back, I would finish off and leave him whimpering. Pinning Aaron was as easy as
sitting down, literally.
Things changed overnight, or so it seemed, and one day (out of nowhere) my
scrawny runner’s body found itself underneath Aaron’s now larger frame. He weighed
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170 and had muscles to squash my face. At first, I could not remember how I had come
to be there on the floor, it all happened so fast, up and over, a moment as I contemplated
the carpet beneath me, but not long as the carpet came rushing up, sudden and hard. In
the back of my mind there was a vague recollection of freckled biceps hugging me, lifting
me into the air, and hurling me headfirst, Aaron on top of me. It was embarrassing the
first time he pinned me. Without exerting any effort, he quelled my frantic resistance o f
squirming legs and flailing arms. With ease he cradled my body, pulling my knees and
shoulders together, forcing my shoulders to the floor. “1-2-3,” he called, and that was it,
lights out.

Nathan, in Hebrew, means gift of God. Aaron was the brother of Moses, a
spokesperson of the Lord who had to rebuke people to keep the commandments. Of the
two of us I am the more reserved, especially among strangers. Aaron is a little more
brash, a talker yes, but in an authentic and friendly way. Straight up he will ask you how
things are and be genuinely interested in what you have to say, stranger or not. When I
meet someone the small talk drags on and on and occasionally falls stagnant. Those I d o
get to know, and get to know well, might wish we still spoke in small talk.
I am competitive; by nature a talker, an aggravator, especially when it comes to
sports. Pride. But it can be something, like with Jess, about purposely misunderstanding
her, about poking fun at her quirkiness. With her it is a game of balancing love and
conceit and I have ulterior motives. When it comes to sports, I will trash talk anyone,
regardless of my skill level and whether or not victory seems hopeless. I used to do it to
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several friends - George Hsu, Matt Vandruff, Chris Finley - back when we were all
room m ates

in Seattle, or when I was still in southern California and George would come

down from UCLA for the weekend. I did it whenever any of them would waiver in their
desire to play me at basketball. I still do it whenever Aaron and I get together and there
happens to be a few spare moments for some ball.
“So you want to go down?” I will bemusedly ask over lunch or a movie or while
we are kicking back, swapping stories on a lazy afternoon.
“Do I want to go down?” He knows I am not being completely serious, that I am
only testing his nerves, that I do not really pose much of an offensive threat, or much o f a
challenge at all, which may be why he hardly ever challenges me. I, on the other hand,
do not mind getting beaten, beaten bad even. I probably get beat about 99.9% of the time
I challenge someone at basketball, but I am okay with that. Basketball is not about
winning or losing, but about possibility. What I live for, and what makes all my
provocations worth it, is that tiny 0.1% of the time. To win one game in a thousand I am
oveijoyed. To feel the sweet taste, just once, of my last shot swishing through the net
over my brother’s extended arm gives me the confidence to trash talk my way through
999 more games.
Basketball and wrestling are tightly linked. Since the day he first pinned me,
every time I am with Aaron, we must wrestle. And I will keep on antagonizing him until
the dawn of that triumphant day when I will pin him once more.

Often I wonder if our names have any sort of predetermined quality about them.
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All the Jennifers I know are absolutely gorgeous, the Rachels are loud, slapdash, quirky
and loveable, Dylans are antagonistic and not in a good way, and every Ryan has a
hardened edge beneath a wily surface. If my name was Aaron and not Nathan would I be
the one with all the muscles? The basketball player? What if Aaron was a Larry? Would
he have turned out an artist? A computer nerd? I once told Jess that we should name one
of our daughters Jennifer and watch her grow up lovely. Jess was adamantly opposed to
any notions I had on the predestination a name might have. Her brother dated a Jennifer
once and she ended up being his only girlfriend my mother-in-law ever referred to as
conniving. Jennifer was also the only person my mother-in-law ever cursed about - the
specific word she used Jess would not say.
Jess and I put a good deal of thought into naming Maiya and Paisley. Maiya
Kriste, got her name from a kiosk outside of the Ciniplex Odion in San Diego where Jess
and I saw Anastasia - what Jess would later call our first real date, the day after our first
kiss, even though at the time I still wanted to be friends. It was the unique spelling of the
name that caught our collective attention (not that I was necessarily looking for names for
my future children, rather putting it out there as a topic of conversation, to see what Jess
thought of the whole thing). The definitions printed beneath the name also caught our
attention, the Japanese mai meaning brightness, the Hindu maya meaning divine creative
force. Maiya’s middle name is my mom’s first name. A painter, calligrapher and
elementary school art teacher, she is definitely, like her granddaughter, a bright, creative
force. Maiya’s mediums are sidewalk chalk, crayons on living room walls, and dancing.
At 14 months she was already a lover of music, grooving at the Fairbanks’ Midnight Sun
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Festival to a small all-girl band playing a blend of rock, country and ballads. A short
while later she voiced her concerns, quite animatedly, over our changing channels from
VH1 to The Learning Channel. Jess and I did not care for Janet Jackson’s new video.
Maiya, on the other hand, thought it had pretty good beat. And whenever Jess watches
The Weather Channel, Maiya is right there in front of the television bopping right along.
Paisley Rebecca is named for the intricate teardrop-like pattern of the same name
that had its heyday in the sixties. Her middle name is the given name of her aunt Becky,
Jess’s younger sister, a person who is more well read than either Jess or I, and she is not
even an English major. Just as with Maiya and Grandma, we hope Paisley might follow
her namesake and grow in love for the written word. At present she is following Becky
in other ways. Medical ways. E.R visits, ear infections, learning delays. Whenever
Paisley and I read The Hungry Caterpillar, because Paisley cannot yet talk very well, we
have to make the sign for butterfly once we have reached the last page. It is the only
word she knows from her favorite book. Yet I believe the day will come, sooner rather
than later, when we can sit and read from War and Peace or A Christmas Carol. And
then the day will come that she will read to me.

As I have grown older I can see the wisdom of my grandma. Whether intuition or
dumb luck I am grateful to be named after my dad. I do not think I will ever fully purge
myself of my competitive tendencies; chances are they are seared to my neurotransmitters
and synapses so tightly, that nothing, not old age, not Alzheimers, not even brain damage
can cure me. Aaron is growing into his name as well, more and more each day.
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Through it all Jess and I continue to think up names for the children we do not yet
have. Names like Ezra Gilfillan, after my paternal great-great grandfather, who crossed
the plains as a Mormon pioneer, or Emma Harrison after our mothers’ maiden names.
These names are a legacy to those who went before. When we have our first son, his first
name will be Noah Walker, after Aaron, after grandpa Mormon preacher and the cycle
will continue. I will have someone to wrestle.

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty” - that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.
John Keats from “Ode on a Grecian Urn”
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Drawing
Alaskan winters are truly unique. Brutal and beautiful. It is the darkness,
repressive and fathomless, that I love, an unyielding undercurrent carving the daylight
from the sky at an incredible rate of seven minutes a day. Winter solstice is a meager four
hours of sunlight. And the crackling cold o f-50 and -60 degrees, the fiercest nature I
have ever beheld, where you will not last long even with three and four layers. Cold
nights are full of stars and the streaking aurora. Green and pink swaths of light painted
across the cosmos. Mostly, though, I love the day. Anywhere else in the world and I
might complain more about the seven-and-a-half months of bleak, overcast days that
come on in early to mid September and do not leave until April. I have come to
appreciate these days for their solemnity.
It is the wide, engulfing sky that gives these days their solemn nature. The sky
seems bigger at the top of the world (even though I know it cannot be) and, therefore,
more humbling. A sky so large it can swallow you whole, squeeze you until you burst,
trap you until you scream with rage, and then, just as suddenly, wrap you in a blanket as
warm and consoling as a womb. It can trick you, the sky, trick you into thinking that you
are the last person on earth and that it had birthed you. But it is also honest, blatantly and
painstakingly honest, exposing itself, its whole self all at once, with nothing held back,
not even the stars. It matters that the sky is gray during these months of late fall and
winter - no other color could be so serious, so silent. The sky last winter was aided in its
melancholy by the aspen and birch trees that lined the route to our house. They had been
bare for more than a month, and while I had at first mourned the loss of their leaves - the
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vibrant crimson, the supple goldenrod - 1 discovered a newfound liking for the bare trees.
There was something so plain, so truthful about the way their twisted limbs reached
heavenward. This collective prayer of nature refuted everything I had ever been taught
about wintertime and death. These trees had never been so alive. And when the first
dusting of snow came I saw it as the evergreen’s noble winter garb. When the wind blew
the snow from the trees they looked naked.
Do not mistake me; I love Alaska in the summertime as well. In the middle of
May the sun rises at 4 a.m. and by early June it would seem that it never sets, only dips
below the northern horizon where it will rise a few hours later. Perpetual twilight. It is
an eerie, breathtaking experience to rise at 3 a.m., Paisley crying out hungry from the
other room, then stumble downstairs and pull open the fridge for a sippy cup of milk.
The first time it happened, when a dusky, cottony light streamed through the kitchen
window, I had to double check the clock on the microwave, and then double check it w ith
the clock on the VCR.
Fairbanks in the summertime is a hotspot for bird migration. The Alaskan sun
spells insects, millions of insects, a banquet of mosquitoes for cliff swallows, tree
swallows, gnats for cranes and gulls. The birds come to Alaska from six different
continents to feed and breed, to bask in the hovering sun, and here to store up the energy
they will need for the long voyage south. Summer is short. Migration comes quickly.
When I want to see the birds I head to Creamer’s Field: sandhill cranes, black
legged kittiwakes, tree swallows. I watch them harvest insects from the soft marshy earth
and freshly plowed farmland, where volunteers have recently planted barley. Once a
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flourishing dairy, at the height of their production the Creamer family was pumping out
six hundred gallons of ice cream a day. When competition and government subsidies for
larger corporations made it too hard to compete with other ice cream manufacturers, the
Creamer family opted to sell the farm. The Fairbanks’ community was outraged and, as a
result helped pave the way to the establishment of the farm as a bird refuge. The birds
had always come to Creamer’s Dairy; the barley and the marshes made for excellent
refueling stops. With the establishment of the farm as a state run refuge, the birds had a
place to stay forever.
And they love this place, the open fields of yarro and fireweed, the wet succulent
earth alive with insects. In the shallow ponds the mallards and Canada geese feed
“bottoms up,” their webbed feet kneeling on the stillness of the pond, feet hanging onto
the water’s surface the way a man might hang onto his life. Tight. Especially if he has
been down too long and his air is running out, slipping away. Like a feather. Like a
sinking stone. Like his grandpa sitting up in bed waiting for a phone call from his
grandchildren out on a lake.
It is the cranes that fascinate me the most. They are a reminder to kneel and ask
that we all might reach our destination safely. So that the birds might touch back to earth
for a moment, and so the man might be touched by the earth - the cranes, the man, united
in sacred flight. Immortal. One looking forward, the other up as he hangs from the bird’s
spindly legs. Long ago grandpa said the future happens now and not tomorrow, and we
should not worry so much about harvesting the crops from our fields, but rather the field,
the one he said is planted within —a kneeling, beating earth that needs plowing and
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hoeing and weeding, long narrow rows that hold within them the seeds of eternal lives.
Bountiful harvest from the earth, our home, that tiny air bubble, floating, hanging,
suspended in a sea of space, in a fecund pond, in a marsh, in a field, near birds feeding —
spindle-legged, red-tufted. They are cranes.
It was an ephemeral sight, one day at Creamer’s, the dragonflies hovering in the
yarro as tiger’s tails darted among the wildflowers. Up ahead on the trail adult tree
swallows flashed from their box nests in search of food for their young. A single raven
glided by. Out in the marshes five cranes dipped their bills and strutted. The world was a
gorgeous sight and it felt good to be part. Suddenly, off in the distance, the low hum of
an engine. The whirring grew louder until over one of the hilltops appeared a tiny white
Cessna. A large metal bird, obtuse and clunky, a scientific marvel as it defied gravity and
sailed off into the distance. A little while later I heard the roar of jet engines as an Air
France cargo jet took off out of Fairbanks International en route over the Artie Ocean and
a shortcut to Europe. A much heavier, clunkier bird, and so much more the marvel.
It was this whole notion of flight and birds and humans and what is and is not
natural that made this moment at the refuge so ephemeral. I am not even certain I can
convey the entirety of my feelings on the matter. Words fall short, the way they are
nothing but black marks on a white page, marks that ask the reader to make sense of
them, to form sounds, to make of them images and feelings. In nonfiction writing such
mark reading becomes even more important as the reader is asked to envision and
experience the very thoughts of the author, to bridge the interstices that separate me from
you and all that has gone before. And if the moment was ephemeral, how can it therefore
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be conveyed to the reader?
I do not believe it can.

My first semester at Irvine Valley College was a crucible of sorts. Fresh out of
high school, I wanted to find out for certain whether my artistic abilities were good
enough to pursue a career as an architect, or whether I should instead foster what had
become a growing interest in English, more specifically in creative writing. In the end I
hedged my bets and signed up for two creative writing courses and Art 101: Introduction
to Drawing. Mom was proud of my decision to take an art class and even told me the
best places to go for supplies.
Our teacher, Mrs. Blander, mandated that all of our drawings be still-lifes and,
furthermore, that we do them in charcoal. Her main goal was to teach us discipline, to
see the shape and not the object. She brought in several odds and ends to test us: plastic
fruit, candle sticks, a miniature grandfather clock, beads, scarves, and other knick knacks
lying about her house. Once she even placed a stool upside down on the table at the
center of the room and had us trace not the stool, but the gaps of air between the rungs
and seat. If we drew the gaps correctly, she said, the stool would appear of its own
volition.
Halfway through the semester, Mrs. Blander brought in a single black leather
boot. It was a crossbreed: a knee-length combat boot, much too skinny and effeminate to
join the service, far too grimy and scuffed to dress up for a night on the town —even for
the dark, pulsing beat of a techno club. Its black leather was well worn, overly shined in
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places where its owner had tried unsuccessfully to conceal the scrapes and scratches. Its
pointed toe was extra shiny, but no amount of shoe polish could hide the deep grooves
cut into the leather, the unforgiving imprint of kicking repeatedly a much sturdier, much
sharper object. The tongue was bent out of shape, crooked, loose and twisting; indeed,
the entire boot was crooked as part of the heel had been worn off from too much walking,
forcing the boot to lean hesitantly to the left.
Another one of the things Mrs. Blander insisted on was that we draw using
proportions. She wanted us to hold our piece of charcoal at arm’s length and squint in
order to accurately measure the distances from one point on the boot to another, then
translate that proportion onto our paper. It was a slow going process and I had to be
patient and try not force the art, but rather to let the drawing unfold itself naturally.
“Good drawings take time,” was Mrs.Blander’s motto, one she voiced frequently.
I would learn later that she was not referring to linear or chronological time, but time
wrapped around itself, wound around so as to take me back to the moment of inception,
which was also the moment of completion. In this way the boot was constantly evolving
as we drew and measured and drew, not the boot itself, the physical boot, but rather the
boot we saw when we held up our charcoal again and again. That was the boot that
changed, transformed before our eyes and on our easels. In the end my still-life did not
match up exactly with the way the real boot looked. And no matter how much I shaded
or un-shaded or re-shaded, erasing a smudge here and one there, until the drawing better
resembled the hardened, crusted boot, but never exactly, it was always a new creation,
but not the version my eyes saw. My completed drawing was a decent rendition of the
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boot, but still worthy of a C+. Mrs. Blander’s comments written to the side of the
drawing in red ink said that I had missed many of my initial proportions and some of m y
angles were off.
It was a long semester, one in which I discovered that I had some natural talent
when it came to forming vibrant images from a pallet of words, but would never make it
in the highly demanding field of architecture; I did not have the touch. Those that did
have the touch, those drawings that earned higher grades also earned the privilege of
being hung in the hallway right outside our classroom door, the hallway we shared with
the college’s other humanities courses, including my creative writing classes.
I would often pace the hall during the breaks of my creative writing classes and
examine that week’s drawings. There were always a few I recognized from my drawing
class, but most of the hallway was decorated with the drawings of the much more skilled
artisans from the upper division classes, most often the life forms classes. The drawings
were nudes.
It was a Tuesday in the middle of the semester and I found myself in the
hallway outside of my class. Class had let out early and I was taking the opportunity to
study that week’s drawings. I wanted to believe that I was over the initial shock of
Mom’s art class, and the thought of her looking at naked men who were not Dad. But
though my feelings of disbelief had dissipated some, and had been mostly replaced w ith
something of a curiosity for the nude art, I still could not believe that Mom would do
such a thing. It was okay if other people’s moms drew and painted nude figures, but n o t
the woman who browned the meat, and grated the cheese, and added the spices for my
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favorite enchilada pie. Not the woman who washed my jeans and t-shirts. Not the
woman who, even though I was older now, would wait up till after midnight, past my
high school curfew, then give me the look that I was in trouble, but that she was glad I
was home; the woman who had bandaged the scar on my left knee when I fell playing
basketball in fifth grade; the woman who had taught and raised me, helped me to know
right from wrong and how to live in the wild, cruel world; the woman who slept down the
hall with my father and the memories of five babies bom. Not that woman.
The drawings that week were of a woman. From the etchings she seemed slightly
overweight, but of smaller build than the other women whose poses had previously dotted
the walls. The woman was lying on her side, straight except for a slight bend in one o f
her knees, and the curve of her arching back and shoulders as they rose to meet her turned
head. She was propped up on one elbow and held her head in an open palm. What was
she thinking, this woman, her sagging breasts and fleshy belly exposed, her chunky,
dimpled thighs concealing that secret darkened crease? What were the artists thinking,
their easels surrounding this woman’s naked body, their own clothed bodies detailing
every curve and motion of her flesh? How helpless she must have felt laid bare before
her peers, helpless because I knew I could never do the same.
But the woman did not look helpless at all, which surprised me. The woman’s
body seemed natural framed by white paper and hung on the wall. And I imagined her
body looked just as natural at the time the drawings were originally conceived. I could
see no sense of shame or guilt in her posture, no desire to be any other place than where
she was at the moment of the drawing. She lay there on this hard table as she might
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similarly do on a couch, or a bed, alone in the quiet confines of her home. In so doing,
she had moved the private space to that of the public, her naked body to the art room and
now into this hallway, so that the enveloping contentment that flowed from the woman
out towards the artists and their etchings and then back to the woman, was a genuine
appreciation for the woman and her volunteered body, an unspoken communication of
lines on paper. I could almost feel their joy.

PART V
IMMORTALITY

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,
Hath had elsewhere its setting,
And cometh from afar:
Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home:
William Wordsworth from
“Ode on Intimations from Childhood”
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Coming Home
Between the Tuesday when I contemplated the drawings at IVC and the following
Thursday when I finally asked my mom about her nude drawing class, I reflected on
human nature and how the majority of the people I know think of humans as inherently
evil, cursed at birth. I never understood how someone could say that about a child.
The earliest memory from my childhood is contained in a picture, now in a photo
album at my parents’ house in Irvine, California, stuffed away on a shelf or in a random
box in the back comers of the attic. The picture is of my sister Natalie and me on a
family vacation to Flaming Gorge. I was four, Natalie one. I do not recall exactly what I
am wearing in the photo. Perhaps dirt brown shorts or pants and a lighter brown shirt, tan
maybe, with three horizontal stripes running across the chest. Relics. Throwbacks to the
70s when all was brown and green and orange, and we liked it. Natalie I think was
wearing something white, a jumper, a blouse with bloomers, it is not important. Clothes
are not the point of this picture, rather a reference point of the time that once was and has
since faded away almost completely from my memory. I know the picture has definitely
faded from Dad’s memory. I found it once and showed it to him, explained to him what
had happened prior to and immediately after the picture being taken and how the frozen
images belie the real action of the photo. In the photo Natalie and I are happy, blissfully
ignorant of anything else than that it is summer and we are camping with our parents.
Immediately after the photo I make Natalie sad and wet. I had intended the water bottle
in my left hand for her the whole time. Dad does not remember this seemingly
insignificant detail from a single camping trip amid a myriad of remembered camping
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trips. And why should he? It did not concern him, maybe a little bit at the time when h e
had to discipline me and console Natalie, or perhaps Mom did that part, I do not
remember. But certainly the incident would not matter to him thirteen years later when
we unpacked the photo from a box and I had showed it to him.
The years before that time, when my parents claim we went on other camping
trips, and lived in other houses and apartment complexes with swings and slides, and
when Natalie was too young to go camping. Or when Natalie was the bulge in Mom’s
belly, or she had not yet been thought of, and I spent much of my days at Great-Grandma
Caldwell’s house creating cabins out of Lincoln Logs and ferris wheels out of Tinker
Toys and sliding Matchbox cars down the blanket she used to cover her legs. These are
the events I have no memory for.
Mom says she worked at Zion’s Bank in downtown Salt Lake; she was putting
Dad through the last year of his pharmacy degree and had to drop me off at her
grandma’s house almost every day. I have no recollection of any of it, of Grandma or
Mom working. This was long before we ever moved out of the city and out to West
Jordan and the two story, aluminum-sided house near the municipal airport, the first
house I remember, with the strawberry patch Mom planted in the spring and the deck w e
built on to the back, the deck which I helped paint; that was the house where I kissed a
girl for the first time, a neighbor girl whose name I can no longer remember. We were
playing near the bushes that separated our two yards when I leaned in and gave her a
quick peck.
Memory is strange that way in that the images that stay with a person are random
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and piecemeal, thoughts that are seared into our brains, thoughts that we cannot seem to
forget, even though we might wish we could, and others we would give anything to get
back. I want to remember what it felt to be alive as a child, what it felt like to be
innocent and unconcerned with the ways of the world. I want to know what it felt to
acquire language and direction, how it felt the first time I launched out from Mom’s
grasping hands and took my first step. I want to go before that time when I crawled on
all fours, or when I could not crawl at all, when I did not even know what it meant to
crawl. I want to go back to the first time Mom dipped a baby spoon into ajar of Gerber
green beans and placed it in my mouth. And I want to go back to before that even, to
when the world was hazy and pink, to when I discovered my hands and feet and that
these appendages could move. I want to go back to the day I was bom, to know what it
was like to go from that watery world the size of a basketball, where all was warm and
safe, and how cold the air must have been against my naked body, how acute the pain
when my I took my first breath. What was it like to be totally alone in the world and
then suddenly surrounded by strangers and all their groping hands? And then I want to
go back before that to when all I knew was the womb, back to when I did not know,
before my brain had fully formed and I could not really know because memory had not
been bom. What would it be like that first time memory came into being? To not know
and not know that you did not know and then suddenly to know, but still be in the same
predicament?
Contrariwise, what if memory had always existed, had never had the need to
come into being, and that for our brief sojourn on earth, had been temporarily cut off
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from our natural senses. Like a test you had studied for, studied hard for, blood, sweat
and tears hard, and come the day of the test realized that you did not even know why you
were there or that you were even taking a test. You would sit in your desk, maybe ask a
question and be given a whole new paradigm, a whole new life. Your memory of life
being a test, a test you had chosen to take, would only come back on you gradually,
inferences and feelings when you meet someone for the first time - have we met? - a
certainty that your existence began not on this earth, but elsewhere, and you can prove it,
but you cannot recollect why. Water trickling over pebbles in a high mountain spring,
not much wider than a bed, but a stream that, if you followed it, would become the
mighty Mississippi gushing towards the Gulf.
I believe in eternity. That physical matter of atoms and molecules always has and
always will exist. It cannot be created nor destroyed. I believe that plants and animals
and rocks and especially humans have always existed, albeit in different forms. Do not
confuse this with reincarnation. This is not the doctrine of being bom again and again in
the form of a grasshopper or chickadee, or giant panda, or even another human until you
achieve the mission you were sent here to achieve. Instead, this is the doctrine of
progression. We humans are not here on earth to find religion, or to have spiritual
experiences, rather it is our spirits which are having a human experience. One step in the
process; one very crucial step.
In the beginning, if you could call it that because nothing ever really began, it just
always was somehow (a beginning implies nothing and then something, but there has
always been something), we existed and we have continued to exist and we will continue
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to exist. Granted that each of us will one day grow old and die, but we have a
resurrection to look forward to and a homecoming like no other.

Sometimes I come home at night after a late night of teaching college, pull into
the driveway, talk radio jabbering away or maybe the oldies station pumping out
Credence Clearwater Revival or Derick and the Dominoes, and cut the engine, flip off my
headlights. I sit there, in the dark, in the moonlight, pinpricks of stars shining down, and
contemplate infinity, eternity: the way you might imagine an end to the universe, the way
something has to have definite, comprehensible space. Sides. A brick wall going all the
way around. But always the question that follows: what is on the other side of the wall?
I also think of the story of the seagull who moved one grain of sand a day from a pile one
hundred miles long and one hundred miles high in order to start a new pile, and how it
took this one bird a million, billion years, time out of mind, to complete his task, and yet,
the movement of the pile would measure a mere blink in the endless time of the universe.
It is mind numbing to think that I am not really twenty-eight years old, but really
a thousand years, or a hundred thousand, or a even a million. Not my body obviously,
but me, the real Nathan, the spirit Nathan, the one that has been around since the dawn of
time. What is even more mind numbing is that I cannot remember a single moment o f it.
How does one forget a million years? Mormons call this phenomenon the veil. It is
invisible, this tapestry of time and space that keeps us from our true selves.
Occasionally, a moment so brief that I can hardly know for sure whether or not it
is real - but for a moment, I will feel as if the veil were thinning, that I was a child again
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and could see clearly all the way back to where the first stars were birthed. I can see m e
as well, the Nathan who was, who is, and who will endure much more before this journey
is through. If only such moments could last forever. There is no stopping a man who
knows where he is going. But life presses on and moments pass, and change comes and
with it trials and death and feelings of desperation that I might never get to where I w ant
to be. One minute full of faith, the next clinging to scraps of belief. I will wander and I
will waiver, stuck here on earth, far, far from home.

And they were both naked, the man
and his wife, and were not ashamed
Genesis 2:25
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Art Mindedness
It was just another Thursday in the relative march of time. There had been m any
such days since the universe came into being; maybe not Thursdays exactly, but days
when the southern California sun hung high in the cloudless skies of early September, a
light smog on the horizon, snug and dark against the mountains. This particular Thursday
was two weeks after the Thursday I first found out about my mom’s nude drawing class.
I had spent the time pondering deep in my heart how I felt. It would be years before I
finally reconciled and laid to rest all my coiled up emotions, but I had vowed to myself
on the previous night that I would investigate further into the matter.
Thursdays were the days I drove Mom to and from school in exchange for the u se
of the family van. Our drive began with pleasantries, her asking after my classes at IV C
and if I had any plans for the summer, and me responding how things at school were fine
and how I was hoping for any sort of job that would pay me decent wages. Whether she
intended it or not, Mom’s questions provided an easy segue into the question I had been
waiting nearly two weeks to ask, ever since my encounter with the drawings at school.
“So, Mom, how are your classes?”
Mom answered my question with the same vagaries I used to answer hers. “My
classes are going fine. I am having a little trouble in oil painting, but I think the problem
will work itself out with time.”
At first, Mom’s unexpected evasion threw me and we settled into an awkward
silence, or so it seemed, me trying to think of how to restate the question and Mom in ripe
anticipation of the question forthcoming. In the end, I just let it out. “And how is your
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nude drawing class?”
“Oh.” She paused, took a breath and let it out slow. “That’s going well.”
This time I pushed past her evasiveness. It was time to get serious, crossexamination. “So, they just come in and disrobe and you draw them?”
She nodded her head.
“And Dad knows about this, right?”
Again she nodded.
“And he’s okay with it?”
“Nathan! I’ll answer your questions, but you’d better be prepared for the answers.
I don’t want to feel like I have to justify myself to you.”
I nodded.
“There is nothing sexual about it. Nothing. The nude body is a beautiful thing.
As artists, we are simply transforming that beauty onto canvas. The Greeks and
Romans...”
“But those were different times....”
She looked at me like I had better shut up or this conversation was over.
“I’m sorry,” I continued. ‘It’s just that I’ve heard that argument before. I want to
hear how those times apply to now, to modern-day twentieth century America.
Nowadays, nakedness means sex.”
“Not in art.”
“C’mon, mom. That’s the same argument Playboy and Penthouse could use to
sell pornography. ‘We’re just glorifying the female body.’” I rolled my eyes on purpose,
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good and long so she could see. “How’s art supposed to be different?”
Mom paused in reflection. “Okay, I guess it’s the setting. What I’m talking about
only works in an art room.”
“What works?”
“Let me tell you something about drawing the human form. Two weeks ago I w as
drawing this man. He had laid himself down on the table in the center of the room so that
he was facing away from me. I was having trouble drawing his proportions. His legs
would always come out too long and his torso too short. It was basically the same
problem I’d been having the whole class, maybe even my whole art career (definitely in
previous semesters), but especially in this one. I’ve never been able to draw the free form
of the body. I hadn’t ever read much on drawing or taken a lot of classes, I just drew, and
generally things came out all right. At least I was lucky or ignorant enough to think that
everything was coming out all right. But lately.... Well, lately it seemed that things were
getting worse. That my luck was running out. Or that I was finally seeing the mistakes
I’d been making all along. A couple of weeks ago I even considered quitting. I mean
you don’t really need a nude art class to teach art to grade-schoolers.”
“So why were you taking it.”
“To learn to draw better, and that’s what happened. After trying to draw the m an
for the tenth time, I picked my charcoal up from off the paper and just looked. First at
my paper and then at the man. Then back at my paper and back to the man.
“It was the strangest thing. My drawing paper turned into a cube. My flat paper
turned into a cube. And I could see the man’s body inside that cube, changed from flesh
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into horizontal and vertical lines. And all of a sudden the proportions were there clear
and unmistakable. They couldn’t have been clearer if someone had actually drawn them
right on his body. ”
It sounded good, what she was saying; at least it was some sort of justification for
her eyeing a naked man. But cubes on a two dimensional piece o f paper...give me a
break.
“And ever since that time, I see everything that way: trees, flowers, birds, that car
in front of us. It’s all lines and cubes, parts of the whole.”
I cleared my throat and turned on the radio, fiddled with the knobs until I found a
clear station. Mom’s experience sounded plausible and all, not that I believed it exactly,
but there was really no way I could refute it. I changed the subject.
“Do the models ever get anything from modeling?”
“They get paid.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
Mom eyed me quizzically.
“Well, you took the class with the expectation that you would learn how to draw
better. Do you think the models expect to get something?”
“Yeah, they expect to get paid. I think most of them are there for the money. It is
easy money - ten bucks an hour, twenty bucks a session.”
“How many sessions a week?”
“Well at a big college you might get three or four. I think one of the models w e
have at school makes about eighty a week.”
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“Not very lucrative if that’s your only means of support.”
“Well, no. I wouldn’t expect someone to make a career out of it.”
“Like posing for PlayboyT
Mom let out a low sigh and began fishing in her art bag for something.
“Nathan...,” she said, sat up and then stopped. I could tell that she was purposefully not
looking at me. She resumed digging through her bag. Methodically, she pulled out a
granola bar and unwrapped it, as if her mind were someplace else. She put one hand on
her knee and looked out the window at the cars whizzing by on the freeway. She took a
bite and chewed it a while before swallowing, took another bite and did the same thing.
Then she tucked the half-eaten bar back into its wrapping and laid it on the dash.
“Look,” she turned to me. Some of the models are former artists, or students from
other art classes. So some of them may want to help out. Much of modeling is an inside
job. I mean it’s not like we have models beating down our door asking if they can pose.”
“Well, why not?” And I was serious. You would think if Mom went off and h ad
this

sudden life-changing epiphany while drawing a naked man, then the man, or anyone

who posed for that matter, should surely be getting some sort of artistic insight as well.
Mom fired back. “They can appreciate the setting. Sure, that’s what it is. They
can appreciate the setting.” Mom suddenly looked thoughtful. “To answer your
question, yes, I guess some models get something out of posing. And yes they probably
go looking for it.
“There was this lady who came in near the beginning of the semester, she wasn’t
an artist or anything, but she had modeled before. Anyways, she was very overweight.
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And she walked like she was overweight. Have you ever seen the way heavy-set people
sometimes walk, that slow, difficult plodding? It’s almost as if they hunch over from the
weight of people staring?”
“I guess I’ve never noticed.”
“The moment this woman took off her clothes she was a different person from th e
one who had walked in. She almost floated to the table where she posed, almost as if she
were weightless, like we were somehow lifting her. She had this kind of smile, this kind
of glow, like people were finally appreciating her for her body. And isn’t that kind of
what we all want deep down, even if it means we’re listening to the media and even if
we’re afraid to admit it.”
“Do you think she thought she was ugly?”
“Maybe outside. But inside that room, she felt beautiful.” Mom picked up her
granola bar and finished it off.
Mom was making more and more sense and swaying me in the process. Almost
converted, but not finished yet, I pressed on. “Isn’t that hypocritical? I mean aren’t y o u
essentially changing the object you’re drawing. Aren’t artists supposed to be honest in
what they depict?”
Mom was taken aback. “We are honest. We are exact.”
“But whatever you draw, it’s still going to be a representation. It’s not like you
can transfer the exact form of some guy’s body right onto a piece of canvas.”
“What are you talking about? Why would we even want to do that in the first
place. It’s not even art. Sure, I’ll admit that everything we do is subjective. But, if
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you’re inferring that by making the woman feel beautiful we were being somehow
dishonest, you’re missing the point.” Mom was getting stirred up, raising her voice. “T he
woman was already beautiful.”
“Then why even draw in the first place? If the human body is so perfect and
beautiful, why don’t we just get rid of all the art classes and walk around in the nude?”
“That’s not what I meant....”
“But isn’t that what we’re talking about - appreciation?”
“Only certain people are capable of appreciating the nude body in real life or on
canvas. Everyone else doesn’t understand. They think it’s obscene and vulgar....”
“Like it’s pornography.”
Mom sighed again, only this time it was louder. Exasperation.
“That woman who walked in the other day was beautiful, truly. Part of what w e
do as artists is to uncover the layers of superfluous nonsense built up around the object
we are drawing, in this case the woman, but it could have just as easily been a bowl of
fruit. We get to the heart of the matter.”
“So if it’s about seeing, and of only certain people can appreciate the nude body,
then why don’t you just sit around and stare at naked bodies all day? I mean, why
draw?”
“The same reason you do anything - to work and improve.”
“Even if the end result is subjective and flawed?”
“Well eventually, after much work, you’d arrive at perfection.”
“How can you say that? Anybody’s representation of the human body is still
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going to be their representation, even Michelangelo’s David is not perfect.”
Mom looked offended. “And why not?”
“Because it’s just marble. It’s a statue. It only represents the flesh of the human
body, and maybe not even that very well.”
“Nathan, David is a masterpiece.”
“But it’s not like David actually posed for it. Michelangelo didn’t even know
him David was just a skinny little shepherd boy. His statue is only a glorified
representation.”
“Granted that David didn’t actually pose for the statue, but Michelangelo was
only trying to praise the precision of a beautiful human body.”
“Well, why didn’t Michelangelo make a statue of someone less perfect?”
“Like who?’
“Like me.”
“Well, he wouldn’t.”
“But why?”
“Because no one knows who you are. Who’s going to care about seeing you
naked?”
I did not have an answer. And so we fell silent for several miles, the only noise
coming from the faint intonations on the radio and the motion and hum of the van as it
pushed along the grooved freeway. At length Mom broke the silence.
“Maybe perfection is not the goal.”
“Then what is the goal?”
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“To see. To see as Michelangelo saw David, to see as God saw Adam and Eve, to
see as I saw that guy: flawed, but with glorious potential.”
I moved like I was going to say something, to contradict her.
“Let me finish.”
I nodded.
“You just can’t walk out the door and expect to see people’s potential. It’s like I
said: it takes work. My work is art. It’s taken me a long time to get to this point in my
life, but I’ve finally done it.”

Over the years, I have replayed bits and pieces of this conversation again and
again in my head. It always seems to come up whenever I see a pretty face and wonder
why I am attracted to a particular stranger on the street. Or why I cannot always see what
my mom would call natural beauty in someone who is overweight. I have tried to think
objectively about the human body. I have tried to desexualize the female form and find
beauty in it beyond perfect melon-sized breasts, but I cannot. It is beyond me. And
maybe that is the extent of what I can do, at least for now. Perhaps one day I will be able
to move beyond this point in my life and appreciate the naked human form, but that time
is not yet. It is strange how one goes about regaining their innocence, almost as strange
as how a child loses theirs.

For the natural man is an enemy to God, and
has been from the fall of Adam, and will be
forever and ever unless he yields to the
enticings of the Holy Spirit, and putteth off
the natural man and becometh a saint through
the atonement of Christ the Lord, and
becometh as a child, submissive, meek,
humble, patient, full of love, willing to submit
to all things which the Lord seeth fit to inflict
upon him, evenas a child doth submit to his father.
Mosiah 3:19
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Death of a Chicken
Maiya and I were lying on her bed, post-bath, her wet, stringy, unbrushed hair
smelling faintly of Johnson & Johnson, in what had become her bedtime routine: me
leaning into her Winnie the Pooh pillow as she snuggled her clean, pajama-clad body
between my side and hugging arm. This particular night found her fading fast, letting fall
her bottle of warm milk after only a few sucks. Half full, it was leaning diagonal and
down, dripping onto the bedspread. I had learned not to move it - not yet. Better to wait
until she was fully asleep before attempting to ease the vice grip of her tiny hands.
I have come to enjoy these moments of quiet contemplation, of lying in the dark
next to a child on the verge of dreams. The dark, where everything is shadowed and
there is not much substance to lean on, is a good place to think: of life and laundry and
dirt, of being a stay-at-home-go-to-school dad who is trying to find his place in the
universe and still keep up with the house cleaning. Often the dark yields illumination,
blinding illumination, so bright it’s hard to see clearly. Several times I have been brought
to see myself for what I truly am, what I hope to become and how far I have to go. My
reflection is at times terrifying. Having a sleeping child nearby helps to keep things in
perspective.

I listened for heavy, regular breathing, and it came. Eyes closed, Maiya was
rocking her head against the pillow’s softness, back-and-forth, back-and-forth, smacking
her lips, remembering the flavor of sleep. I eased the bottle from her hands, un-nestled
my arm from under her and began to slide off the bed. I moved too early, too quick.
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Maiya opened her eyes and sat up.
Reluctantly, I lay back down. “What are you doing?”
Maiya never answered rhetorical questions.
“Go-ooo too-oooo slee-eeeep.”
Maiya looked as if she did not understand my irregular intonation. But her eyes
were not on me. “Want dat one,” she said, pointing to her bedside bookshelf.
“What?” I was going to argue, but rolled my eyes instead. I began to list off
objections in my head. 1) Maiya had never really been into books so why should she
start now 2) It did not really sound like she knew what she wanted, only that she knew
she did not want to be in bed. She was probably only looking for a way to stay up late.
3) I was beat. Nothing more than the usual, but I had so been looking forward to my own
bed for about two hours now. Jess had crashed a little while earlier. However, 4) I did
not want to wake Jess with Maiya’s plaintive cries. 5) Besides, I had been feeling a little
guilty about not spending enough quality time with Maiya. 6) Finally, I reasoned,
reading might become a routine - it might even be the best way to get Maiya to sleep.
Frustrated, and not wholly convinced I was doing the right thing, I switched on
the bedside lamp anyway. “Fine,” I sighed. “Which book do you want?”
“Dat one,” she said, pointing and sliding over me until she was standing in front
of the bookshelf. She grabbed the book my mom had given the two of us for Christmas:
Click, Clack, Moo. Cows That Type.
This book of typing cows details how Farmer Brown’s animals get cold at night in
the drafty bam. The cows find an old typewriter and explain to Farmer Brown, in rather
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articulate English, that they and the chickens want electric blankets. Farmer Brown
refuses the animals’ request, forcing them to go on strike. The book’s centerfold, where
we had arrived nearly chronologically that night, having only skipped one page despite
Maiya’s sporadic page turning, depicted ten angry chickens - nine in a straight,
shadowed line, the tenth perched atop a stack of overturned milk buckets. The third
chicken from the left held a white piece of paper, the sign meant for Farmer Brown. It
read: Closed. No Eggs. No milk.
“Wat is it?” Maiya pointed to the plump white birds.
“They’re chickens.”
Finger on the page, she turned towards me. “Kicken. Bach-bach-bach-bach.”
“Where did you learn that chicken’s go bach?”
Maiya didn’t answer.
We never finished the book that night, at least not chronologically; but it did not
matter. It is one thing to go through a process in the order it was meant to be gone
through, to achieve some desired result. It is another matter entirely to go through that
same process in random order and arrive at a place never before dreamed of (this is as
true for books as it is for real life). When we finally closed the book and I switched o ff
the bedside lamp, I lay a while and watched Maiya drift to sleep. And as the dark closed
in, I saw her in a whole new light. She was precocious and unruly, a simple being trying
to make sense of words and the world. I fell asleep to the vision of Maiya swimming in a
pool of letters over my bed.
Daylight and Maiya was again on my mind. Our neighbors have two boys,
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Mckye (four) and Mason (nearly two-and-a-half - three months older than Maiya). It
was possible she had learned the chicken noises from them, while being baby-sat, while
watching Sesame Street. The boys may have asked their mother about the whitefeathered birds clucking on the screen. Or maybe they had asked our “nanny,” my sister
Stephanie, the same question while watching Baby Bach at our house, the chickens
strolling by, clucking in single file. Mckye was certainly the most curious, constantly
asking after the names of unrecognized objects, a skill both Mason and Maiya were only
beginning to pick up. But once Mckye had asked, the other two would have immediately
chimed in with similar questions until the person in charge had exhausted everyone’s
curiosity. In the case of animals, this might have included naming others - cows, pigs,
elephants - also naming the sounds each animal made, we caregivers and parents always
needing to associate the appropriate noise with the animal’s name, to give voice and
recognition to the things we can say - as if speaking were corollary to meaning, as if
comprehension were instant and automatic, as if repetition could father knowledge - to
those things we think we know, to those things we can never truly know, our approximate
language both revealing and secreting the world. Sooner or later our tactics will undo
themselves, they will fail. And kids will uncover it all.

A month later I made lemon-herb chicken: steam-fried the marinated breasts in
our large Teflon skillet, the juices sizzling in the pan - some evaporating, rising as steam
to condense against the lid and drip back onto the chicken, the remainder boiling and
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flavoring the chicken from below. I peeled and boiled carrots, whipped up instant
mashed potatoes and a simple Caesar salad. We drank water.
After Jess offered the blessing on the food, Steph served Maiya a spoonful of
carrots and half a chicken breast cut into bite size pieces. “Want some yummy food,
Maiya?”
Maiya picked up her fork. “Mmmmm. Nummy!” And everyone settled into the
crunch and swallow that is good eating.
It had been a typical day for all of us: long, tedious and full of excitement.
Especially for Jess, who was venting to our eager ears about a four-page email she got
from an uninvolved parent. “This woman thinks that teachers ought....”
“Daddy!” Maiya interrupted. She had recently developed the habit of making
sure she held your undivided attention before saying what she wanted to say. She caught
me as I bit into an oversized Romaine leaf, and had to repeat herself until I managed the
salad into my mouth. “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy,” then louder, “Daddy!”
“Wha-aaat?” I turned to face her.
“Woook,” she said, holding up her fork. “Kicken. Bach-bach-bach.” Then placed
the neatly stabbed meat into her mouth and began to chew. Whether it was Maiya eating
the named chicken or something imagined I could not put into words, it seemed for a
moment that Maiya’s voice had grown older and deeper, tinged with the sinister.

That night, as I lay with Maiya in the dark, I had to admit to myself that in some
ways Maiya’s feats of language were not as significant as I had first thought. As M odem
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American English would have it, “chicken” is the correct term for the pecking, clucking
bird as well as the white, flaky, tenderly-spiced meat. Maybe she got lucky. If we had
been eating beef or pork, Maiya’s words would have been misleading, a mistake, as
“cows” do not typically appear on the ends of forks. As it was, she stumbled onto a great
truth, something I had to go to school to figure out. That, etymologically speaking,
Middle English already had words for cow, pig, sheep and calf, but saw fit to borrow b e e f
(beuf), pork (pore), mutton (moutori) and veal (veel) from the culinary chefs and language
of the Old French. Middle English did not, however, borrow poulet because it already
had “chicken” and neither word distinguishes the living animal from the dead.
Why “chicken” deserves such special etymological treatment, I cannot say. O ne
explanation is that a whole chicken can be eaten in one sitting. Larger animals - cows,
pigs and sheep - are dissected into sections: roasts, chops, ham, etc. And while it is
possible to dissect the chicken into breast and thigh, wing and leg, chicken is chicken, the
parts are equal to the whole. This does not, however, explain why one can eat moose o r
caribou, or why deer becomes venison only once it is on the plate. But when my Tongan
friends said they were going to roast a pig, they meant, snout to tail, they were going to
roast a pig.
The darkness in Maiya’s room seemed to make such ruminations clearer, more so
than

they would be if examined in the light. Without the use of physical senses to guide

perception, it falls to the mind to make meaning of the chaos, to forge the unexplored
paths, to go on alone. In this way truth is uncovered, laid bare, as the mind, free from
the constraints of a limited vision, perceives what the other senses have missed.
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It had been an especially rough day for Maiya. She woke up much too early and
refused to take a nap until too late in the day. Reluctantly, we let her sleep, but only for a
little while as we have been trying to get her to bed at a reasonable hour. Tired and
cranky, she went to bed (almost on time) an inconsolable bucket of tears. I lingered at
her side a little longer than was usual and long after the regular breathing came on. I
wanted to be sure.
Waiting for Maiya, my mind moved over words and their elusiveness and how the
sign, nothing more than a jumble of letters, is arbitrary to the word’s meaning.
“Chicken” contains no inherent chicken-ness. And words like: “spirit,” “death,” “hell,”
“salvation,” words that even as I say them seem simple and understood, words easily
defined, easily contained, are words that, nevertheless, maintain an elusive, separate
world. They are lightning bugs glowing in the night, easily cupped by eager hands and
placed in a waiting Mason jar, cheesecloth for a lid; lightning bugs hovering, hidden,
blinking in the dark, dewy grass.
From these words come others: F-A-I-T-H, H-O-P-E, E-T-E-R-N-I-T-Y, even FE-A-R. Unlike “chicken” or “cow,” these words have no correlative barnyard noises, not
even much that is concrete, only the intimations of a great war fought over an even
greater plan, an earth, a man, a God, a night in a garden, later nailed to a cross. They are
words of insubstantial substance, of imperfect knowledge. So much depends on events
long ago.
There are times when I have sat alone for too long, so long in fact that darkness
becomes unsettling. These are moments when time becomes the essential question: how
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long can we contemplate our existence before we break down, our uncertainty wearing
into us like steady drops of light. Was I really there when the plan of happiness was
settled and we were sent to this earth to dwell? Did I fight nobly in that great heavenly
battle? Does this life really have a purpose, such that will carry on long after the wars
and rumors of wars have taken this world to its doom? Will the seeds of deity planted
within me see me though, find enough nutritious soil, enough water to grow? How will I
know? How can I be sure? Too much contemplation breeds a feeling of insignificance,
fear that the entire universe will come crashing down and there will be nothing but your
own shoulders to bear it up.
There are other times when we cannot get enough of the muted, probing darkness,
when the world is silent and we are bathed in light. Twice this has happened. Once, late
at night as a missionary in Sydney, Australia, the weight against my shoulders carried m e
to my knees. I said a prayer. I needed to know that I was loved, that my trials and
tribulations were only a moment in the grand scheme of time and everything would
somehow work out for my good. I finished praying and lay awake for hours, a warm
glow burning in my heart. The other time was after hugging my wife goodnight. As w e
embraced, and for a long while thereafter, there was a peace, a love so deep, I cannot p u t
it to words.
Such was that night.

The sun had not yet risen when the alarm clock went off at my bedside. I was n o t
sure how I had stumbled back to bed, but there I was. Drowsy and in the fog of sleep I
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reached for my scriptures. A morning ritual of renewal, I read to remember my place in
the world, to feel love and the spirit of God, to face life with my heart full. I read Alma
32:41:
Butif you will nourish the word, yea, nourish the tree as it beginneth to
grow, by your faith with great diligence, and with patience, looking
forward to the fruit thereof, it shall take root; and behold it shall be a tree
springing up unto everlasting life.
And cross-referenced it with Proverbs 18:20-21:
A man’s belly shall be satisfied with the fruit o f his mouth; and with the
increase o f his lips shall he be filled. Death and life are in the power o f
the tongue: and they that love it shall eat the fruit thereof.
I have a linguist friend who talks about a separation between what we read and say and
what we think, that grammar is autonomous from cognition, that while the mouth may
speak English, the brain has a language all its own. Intuitively, he tells me, we know
there is goodness and faith, just as we know there are chickens, every last word is in
some way tangible, and each carries weight, regardless of the jumble of letters we use to
name the things we do not fully understand, even when the letters, or the resulting words,
do not seem to match what we mean.
Perhaps Maiya understands more than she has been letting on.
Indeed, after reading our book together, Maiya never asked me to name another
chicken. Yet she used the word to describe a stuffed animal chicken from her Baby Bach
video. It could have been that the TV chicken looked relatively like the chickens from
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her book: white feathers, yellow beak, red comb and throat lopes. But “chickens” were
also the scurrying yellow fluff of baby chicks, and an iridescent-green mallard resting in
a pond, even a large red parrot lifting from a rain forest canopy. Maiya also used the
word to describe the oval-shaped chicken suit worn by toy-store owner, Al, in Toy Story
2 - even though the chicken suit’s gaping beak clearly reveals Al’s plump bearded face.
There was a time before Maiya could articulate her sounds into words: we visited the
animal stables at the Tanana Valley State Fair, saw the cows, the goats, the living,
clucking chickens. Maiya pointed at the birds, peck-feeding in their pens, and spoke the
language of laughter. It seemed unsettling how, nearly nine months removed from our
visit, the chickens had become the bite-sized, flaky “kicken” of the dinner table.
It was not a few weeks before Maiya began using the word “dead.” “He died?”
asking after a stuffed animal with its eyes closed or “Paisley are dead?” referring to her
sleeping baby sister. Maiya fits in fairly nicely with what my psychologist friend says:
that maybe as early as two or three, children will play games where someone “dies” and,
immediately thereafter, returns to life. Children at this age, he says, cannot comprehend
death’s permanence, which may be what happened when Mike, our neighbor/landlord,
brought over a ruffed grouse he had recently killed to show Mason and Maiya who were
playing on the porch - all they could say was “silly bird” as Mike bobbed the dead bird’s
head up-and-down. The bird was fully intact, full of black-and-white feathers, even the
gunshot wound remained hidden. “See the pretty birdie,” he said, unfurling the wing to
make the bird wave. The kids waved back.
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In the dark, my friend’s words come back to me: As a child gets older, death
becomes a ghost, some vague power that carries people away. Around five, death begins
to become more final and permanent, a sleep from which no one wakes, a place where the
ghosts do not bring people back; where the abstraction of Grandpa’s death begins to
solidify from the hazy belief that Grandpa is on an extended vacation into the more
concrete realization that he will never again make a birthday visit. And soon the child
begins to grasp that they, too, will someday die.
But what does it mean to comprehend death?
Comprehend: to grasp mentally; to understand.
Death: the process of dying; the end of life.
Chicken: a small, white, clucking bird.
Jess has seen a chicken die. She talks about it all the time. It was at her uncle’s
farm when she was twelve. No one warned her about the possibility of the headless whirl
of feathers leaping from the chopping block and heading straight for her, stumbling and
weaving its way across the yard. She turned and ran, putting ten good yards between h er
and the chicken before she dared to look back. Just in time to see its staggering body
slow from a run to a walk, and then stop. The chicken paused, seemed contemplative.
Headless. Erect. Feet firmly planted. A dazed animal in the headlights of a Cadillac. I t
took an uncertain step and crumpled into a pile of lifeless feathers.
Tonight, in the dark, a chicken is someone who is afraid, a coward, someone like
me.
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Mostly my fears are irrational, the substance of late night quandaries:
encountering sharks in swimming pools, being smothered by a million billion millipedes,
forgetting

to zip up my zipper. I am even afraid that people will know I’m checking to

make sure my zipper’s zipped. I am terrified of getting caught for doing something I
know I should not and of what others might already know about my faults.
Some of my fears are more rational. I’m afraid that Maiya will get a cavity from
falling asleep with her bottle, that she might fall down the stairs again - might come
away with more than just a quick ER visit. I am afraid that I’m not spending enough
quality time with her or Paisley, something they will hate me for later down the road. I
am also afraid of looking stupid in front of my daughters as I teach them about the world,
teach them the things they might already know. In some ways, I am afraid that Maiya’s
too precocious, too cute, that life will be too easy. I fear that life will be harder for
Paisley, that her scoliosis and developmental delays will be too much to handle when
faced with a more successful sister. Mostly I am afraid of waking up one day and finding
they are gone, or worse that they don’t need me anymore.
Yesterday, Maiya told me to go away because she did not want a hug.
On a larger, global scale I fear the threat of war and nuclear attacks, and the way
people are concerned with always being right. I fear there is not enough love. If it comes
to it, I am not afraid to face death, only the pain that precedes it. Once the ailment
comes, once the gaping, bloody wound is mine, I will embrace it. The terror lies in those
waning moments before the trigger is pulled: a silent park, too dark to shoot hoops; a
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man, drunk, stubble-faced, wearing black soiled pants and a grease-stained sweatshirt; he
holds a gun, silver, shiny in the moonlight.
Tomorrow, after the sun has burned away the darkness, Maiya and I will go
shopping. One of these days we are going to have a long talk, she and I. It will be a day
much like any other marked only by its brightness and the measure of time. In some
ways, even though I know I can’t, I want to shield her from the struggles of life and the
nasty necessity that is death: the way a predator hunts its prey, the way humans hunt
theirs, the pain, the fear, the bleeding, the way our bodies finally fail. It may take her a
lifetime to define, to distinguish, to intimate the light from the darkness, truth from error,
life from death; a lifetime to come to comprehend her spirit and the spirits of animals, to
have faith in the eternities we cannot yet see.
But I pray my words will sustain her when she wonders after her grandparents, or
the goldfish we may one day have to flush down the toilet. Or the chickens that are cut
into sections of leg and thigh, breast and wing. And how these sections are individually
frozen and packaged and shipped to the grocery store, where her father pulls them from
the freezer section as she sits perched in the cart.
“Kicken,” she will say.
“Yes.” I will respond. “They will be our dinner tonight.”

He who mocks the Infants Faith
Shall be mock’d in Age & Death
He who shall teach the Child to Doubt
The rotting Grave shall neer get out
He who respects the Infants faith
Triumphs over Hell & Death
William Blake from “Auguries of Innocence”
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Drawing Like Children
William Blake, in setting out to depict the corrupt and unreliable nature of
experience, painted representations of Sir Issac Newton as well as an old man of his ow n
creation, Urizen. To counter these examples he created, among other things, a poem and
an accompanying sketch of a little black boy at the foot of God. I consider it his prime
example of innocence. However, while these images were all well and good for Blake’s
day, his pictures are outdated for the needs of the twenty-first century.
The image I want to get across is of a man. He is in his mid twenties, long dark
hair that reaches more than halfway down his back. He is scruffy and unshaven, has been
so for days. But he is clean. Dressed almost exclusively in black jeans and a black t-shirt
he is a cross between heavy metal guitarists Kirk Hammeret and Richie Sambora. His
face is smaller than either of the two and he has the eyes of a wolf. Storm eyes: small
black irises in a sea of white. When he looks at you it is as though he could see straight
through you. On this particular day he is walking in front of me through a parking lot.
He is wearing a black trench coat. In his arms, and here is where my image begins to
break down, he holds a little girl, not more than three. She is dressed in a pink coat and
blue jeans. Her hair is long and straight, dirt brown. When the sun hits it, the brown
turns to amber.
This man, on the outside, is hard as stone, impenetrable and unpredictable as th e
deepest mountain cave. Like his eyes he could strike - lightning - at any moment. A nd
he does. But his strike is not deadly or anything close to deadly. It is a kiss, a gentle
brush of his lips against the little girl, his daughter I would later learn, as he hurries
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through the parking lot. It is this image that I come back to again and again. It is a
renewal of sorts, a sacrament. A contradiction of innocence enshrouded in experience. A
hope of things to come.

It seems like only yesterday that I took a shower with Maiya. Usually she bathes
alone at night, but on this particular day had missed her bath the night before. As I had
not showered the day before either, I determined we should both clean ourselves up. A t
first Maiya and I only did baths together, but now as she is getting older, she has gotten
over her fear of the water pouring down on her from above. She has grown tall for two,
her long legs having lost the baby fat they once held. But she is still a child and will
laugh the high-pitched laugh of a child whenever she is tickled or excited - which is
exactly what happened when the water poured over her. And she laughed, clutched her
bulging belly, its baby bulge still intact, and showed a clenched, toothy smile.
As Maiya has grown older she has also grown more aware of herself, and will
name her body parts as she points: belly, eyes, nose, hair. And once out of the shower
and wrapped in our towels, I hoisted her to the counter to continue the pointing game.
“And what’s this?”
“Ears.”
“And this?”
“Hair.”
“And how about these?”
“Toes.”

298
“Do you want to brush your teeth?”
“Yes. Teeth.”
I squirted the toothbrushes with toothpaste then ran the water to get them a little
wet. Brushing, Maiya standing on the counter top and me standing behind her and
slightly to the side, we faced the large, rectangular mirror and watched our reflections.
“Who’s that?”
“Maiya,” pointing to her reflection. “Pretty.”
“Yes you are.”
What is it to be a child, to look in the mirror and see yourself, physical and
otherwise, as pretty? Maiya has no comprehension of what it means to live in the world,
to have a job, to pay bills, to go to school and interact with people on something of an
intellectual basis. She has a limited understanding of religion, of sharing, of giving hugs
and kisses and what it means to be loved.
I cannot remember if my parents bathed me, or if we took showers together, or
learning the words that allowed me into their world. What I do remember is being five
and shaving with my dad. I would enter our small bathroom after Dad had showered, th e
heavy mist of evaporating water still thick in the air. I would remove my shirt and kneel
or stand on the yellow Formica countertop. Dad would lather his cheeks and chin and I
followed suit, squirting the creamy contents of the Barbasol can onto my waiting palm,
applying it generously to my young boy face. Dad would angle his razors against his
cheek, cutting sharp edges into the white cream and loping his dark hairs off at their
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roots, leaving behind darkened stubble too short to cut. My razor had plastic blades that
could not cut, and only revealed the same, smooth face as before I lathered.
What happened before that time, before those shaving moments between father
and son? How did I learn to shape the world? What things will Maiya take from me as
we brush our teeth?
Today, I showered alone. And after I had dried myself off and wrapped my towel
tight around me, I let the steam evaporate from off the mirror until I was able to see my
face clear enough to shave. Mine is an aging face, full of bristling whiskers from two
days of not shaving. I cradle my palm against my chin, stroke the whiskers with a
contemplative gesture. I have to shave more often now.
I squirt a couple of dollops of shave gel into an open palm, and begin to spread it
over my face with my unoccupied fingers. With a thick, foamy beard, I begin the learned
ritual of cutting cream and stubble.
Having shaved, and washed the extra lather from my face, I give myself a good
look. The blackened patch of hair in the center of my chest is thickening and growing
outwards towards my nipples and the bulge of my pectorals, a bulge that seems to be
shrinking, along with the bulges of biceps and triceps, from a recent lack of push-ups.
The same can be said for my paunchy belly and dimpled love handles. Once a chiseled
six-pack, each could use some sit-ups or a good, long run, the regular tune-up my body
had before I fell out of shape.
I undo my towel - let it fall to the floor - and step back from the mirror until I can
see my entire naked self: my thickening thighs and pelvis, the weight put on by more than
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three years of marriage - the food, the inactivity, the dateless parenting with almost no
time to call my own. And though I have added flesh in some places, there are many parts
that are still lacking: my collar bone still protrudes, as do my knobby elbows and slight
wrists, and my shoulder bones poking through in the back and side, the same shoulder
bones Jess complains about when she goes to lean against me. They are the same
protruding bones I feel when I go to hug Mom, my arms easily reaching around her small
frame, feeling my hands press into her back. She gave me these bones, my bony frame
with its flesh and paunchy places. She birthed me, brought me into this world, naked.
She gave me her genes, this body. A body that has seen better days and hopes to see
better days, but, at the same time, knows it is growing older, further and further away
from the sleek, curved muscles it once hoped to become.
But Jess does not seem to mind that I don’t work out as much. Says she likes my
body as it is, muscled or not - even if she has to rearrange herself around my shoulders as
we cuddle on the couch. They are good shoulders, she says, not too bulky. And your
arms are good for hugging. And you have one of those cute, tight Rock-star butts. And
for that I am grateful, not that I have a cute butt, but that she appreciates me despite my
scrawny self. And she hugs me close to her on the couch, drawing me to her, drawing
my body in.

