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“It is,” she gestured grandly, “‘way up there.”
She slopped an arm over his shoulder to align his gaze northward to opulent lights rimming the foggy ridge.

“And they do lots of blow.”
“Así se dicen.”
“Nude midnight swimming.”
“Y peor.”
“Ritual Lhasa Apso sacrifice.”
“Daddy...”
He studied the silhouetted card embossed in ebony knight and wanted-poster block (“Have Fun: Unravel. Wire Palatine, San Rafael Hills”). “And if I say you can’t go, you’ll jump for joy and bleed on the Times Life & Styles page you’re delighted that proves Dad cares enough to protect you from experiences a seventeen year‑old is not ready to handle.”
“Fuck no, papá. That’s some bullshit made up by the Life & Styles Page shrinks and counselors an’ wimpass kids who tell ‘em what they wanna hear. I don’t know any teenager that thinks that way. The whole point of bein’ seventeen is facing experiences you’re not ready to handle.”
“What would you do if I said you couldn’t go?”
“Respect your fears, sit around, talk with you Friday night, be sad at missing an experience, not be mad because you’re scared for me.”
Jesus, he thought, what have I raised—the Flemish ambassador’s daughter? Can she plunk harpsichord, recite Balzac, negotiate Eurodollar imbroglios? Where did something wearing hoop‑sized el‑oro‑cheapo earrings craft such diplomacy? Not ‘round these interpersonal slash‑and‑burn premises.

“What would you do if I said yes?”
She waited.

He sighed. Give me polite prevarication any night. Whatever happened to The Understanding: kids sneak out, push the car down the late night street, red‑eyed bald‑faced de-virginized hung-over lying in the morningtide to parents who noddingly, so desperately craved being lied to?

“Rhona, phobic me doesn’t like blow or Xstasy or other tycoon sports, and I don’t like the sound of all this—fabulously wealthy J. Beresford Tipton Chevy Chasers and Arroyanos discovered you by humble accident, now want to explore elegant ways to pry open your sexuality 90210‑style. Is that how you read this?”
“Es posible, claro. Would you like to come along, papá, an’ test that theory?”
Pause. “Yeah!” he yelled. “Gimme some experiences a forty‑four‑year‑ old isn’t ready to handle!”
“Afirmativo,” Rhona said primly. “Folks’re gonna be thirteen to... old anyway, a few dozen junior and senior high kids around the south pool, plus an intimate gathering of parents and pals ‘way around on the north‑side patio behind the hedges. Starts at eight, means nine‑thirty. 

“Frankly,” she added imperiously, “your social life needs upscaling.”
“The Pope rides a wild Harley.”
“Please don’t embarrass me. Unless you embarrass me really big time.”
He inventoried. Rhona hadn’t smoked or ingested any self-medication in months. She drank on weekends, not a lot, only at home. Her GPA topped three‑eight. SAT’s 706/684. Accepted at UCLA, $13,500 financial package including Central American film-study assistantship and special Faces of the American Family award based on photo-essay portfolio. Kevin remained her only chosen despoiler. Infuriating maturity left only one answer.

“You gonna take pictures?”
“‘S how I got invited.”
True enough. Rhona entered her loveliest portrait of friend Xenia’s hegemonical maternity in Pasadena’s Olde Towne art hangout—distant descendant of the contest, irony atop irony, in which he’d unsuccessfully displayed his 25th‑anniversary Hiroshima‑Day chalk “work” (complete with despairing “man is but a reed, the weakest thing in all nature...” Pascál erudity) in the lost wilds of 1970, when Olde Towne was quainte slumme rather than today’s Rodeo Drive of bagel‑espresse. His crude charcoal of a girl’s face suspended in mushroom cloud was not original. It was inspired by the song, “My‑bones‑explode‑my‑eyes‑grow‑dim, I‑wander‑dark‑streets‑outside‑of‑time, I‑ see‑bright‑windows‑I‑can’t‑go‑in, For‑I‑am‑dead‑I‑am‑dust” of the eerie “Little Girl of Hiroshima” dirge campfire girls crooned to riveted Tulsa parents at his church summer camp. His agonized young soul, carboned, sprayed, sold for six bucks (one capuccino‑and on the row nowadays), and damn lucky. Rhona’s posed celluloid post‑gravid Xenia and robust boy‑issue, anything but fragile reeds, copped eight seventy‑five for photo release plus buyer’s invite to document upscale regale. Ate well, they did, that week.

Rhona was obnoxious as she donned un‑cosmeticked utter‑black adornment. “Gonna try something new tonite, Daddy?” she taunted, pitchforking waist‑length iridescent hair, recounting the formidable list of drugs he’d never done sex he’d never had despite lame claim to Sixties excess.

“It happens this way I’ll bang the poodle by the guacamole display. Our eyes exchange grins. Feed expendable appendages through the Cuisinart.” He favored faded Yosemite Centennial t‑shirt, white drawstring running shorts, post-tread tennis shoes howdy‑toes motif. “After that, fatal eck-cess.” 

“You’ll be lucky to bag the poodle,” Rhona appraised in pre-humiliation. “If it doesn’t need glasses.”
“Thank you, Ms. Twelfth Grade Youth‑At‑Risk. And what’re your elevated plans for the night?”
“Todo en seguida. Whatever happens next.”
“Mira escorpiones.”
Scenes of rape in the arroyo.

—This is... Dad. Well, not my dad, we met in a park one day when I ran away from home, he took me in like, you know, an old guy would do if he was normal... yeah, yeah, NO!—not that normal, I mean...

—Pleasta meetya, Guernica, Klelia, Lorete, Delphynisse, Chien Andalou. And Stephanie—why’d Mom hang that one on ya?... 

North, south, like sands through the hourglass of time, so are the days of yuppie angst.

—Renton. Rayn‑TONE. ‘S Costa Rican. Puerto Rican. Some kinda pobre riqueña. Never met my real dad. You too? Say, that’s my REAL real dad... over there by the food, dorky shorts—
—Great gwacamol’! He‑ey‑ay, you gotta poodle! Far fucking out!

—Yeah, that was me in the paper, shitty picture. They sentenced Rick‑dick to smoke, ‘s on appeal. He is a dick lemme tellya—”
“Labia rings? ‘Attention K mart shoppers’—?”
He encamped by the south pool, where N. West’s bloated dead horse posed “to amuse.” Where there lay soothing view of smog‑dimmed lights and smoky downtown towers harboring dumpster-sheltered/quake-upturned homeless beyond the Elysian Park ridge, he was ready to do half his duty. Yuppie‑angst conversation northside left him dustward. Here adolescents faded in and out, none (as of 11 pm) talking of Michelangelo. Contented poodle snuffled around his smiling toes.

He settled butt‑nestled, bare feet washed amid the lava‑rock cairn around recirculating waterfall that fed the pool. Time had arrived for the half‑experience. He fumbled out the Swiss Army Knife, hacked at the pastel paper with happy face. All conditions all wrong. That is, perfect. 
“Dad—you okay??”
He’d never seen Rhona look at him that way. He beheld one plenitude of negritude. Morticia hair, face three shades darker than an eggplant, wide anxious eyes.

“No, berenjencita. I am not okay.”
“You tried it, didn’t you?”
“Yoda says: Do or don’t do, there is no try.”
“Wow! Dad!”
Rhona re‑materialized with Chien Andalou. “What a cool old guy!” Chien bleated stereotypically. “How’s the old eyeball?” he retorted. “Melt any Swatches?”
Let us be sociable. There may be a crowd here, after all. “Big difference,” he allowed as to crowd, “is that this is what life is all about. The perch.”
“¿Lo cual?”
“Perch. You and I, Rhona berenjencita, are not perched high enough on la escarpa de la vida. We are only half‑perched in Eagle Rock, media arriba del Pedrusco de L’águila. We scratch, we claw. What it is all about is altitude, not attitude. Altitud, no actitud, tampoco.”
“Pero esos son iguales. La altitud es la actitud.”
“Si, pero no exáctamente... what you need up here to succeed,” he summoned, “is more than attitude. You need a knoll to call your own.”
“Nole?”
He pointed to outcropping granite knobs at the apexes of surrounding lots, protruding like well‑groomed bald heads would protrude if trimmed with Italian cypress and wispy vine cover. “Knoll‑scaping,” he declared. “Swimmin’ stars. Movie pools. Big-o bucks. Girl, we’re talkin’ knoll‑cruisin’.”
He waved at the truncheoned genie-powered iron portals barring further intrusion up the cul-de-sac in brilliant sodium arc-glow illuminating warning sign: “Greetings and salutations! Severe damage to vehicles or persons attempting to ram gates!” captioning thirty-inch gut-jutting pearly-tipped spears. “That, kids, is where we Lexus hippies, we flower fortressers, we Grabby Boomers’re gonna hang for the New Millennium while you cherubs inherit the rubble! Yessir, refined Dogs an’ Chinese allowed, old wimmin ‘n respectable niggers tolerated, but NO NO generations Y ‘n Z! What’s that, graffiti-punks, gotta problem? Let us debut th’ Canin’ Channel, rated Double-A: All Under-21 forcibly admitted for Adult-Approved Violence—”        
A time, dreamlike, remembered like a dream.

He saw steam, iridescent, ivory bodies. Someone has stopped up the drain with standard‑issue towels. 
Filling mass‑shower, buddies trembling nearby, dim female forms shy and afar but, after a time, pressing close. They were his friends. Warm water rained as they sprawled in the shallow soapy pool overlain with darkwood steam and dark, splashing awkwardly in echoing subterranean intimacy.

Eighth grade: church camp, all good things waitin’ for the midnight hour, dim dark boiling cloying, body‑packed. Time oozes. Girls in steam and murk approached, relaxed. Now running down to the lake, cold and squealing pubescent, cute butts for a fact. Giggling, shy, clustering in gendered eyeballing mass.

He and one drifted down the sandy shore, in the fullness of hours of talk and fumbling and sweat made love after a fashion amid washed‑up 1965 Evinrud debris. Seized by last‑minute terror, he pulled out. She shrieked, green-brown eyes wide. Balls ached for a week, so did her baffling parts. They wrote for two years. Upon the welcome arrival of her mid-America menses after lakesitus interruptus, she penned in wry red ink. They commiserated by phone, longer than long distance a few months ago, greeted by urbane architect‑hub, listening to kids holler in the background. She never called back. Xmas card prospects less than 50‑50.

Fade to more heat, towering remote wilderness firs dissecting brilliant star fields as steam rose off the flat pool, thundering cascading din of the Big Sur River far below—pot‑fog acid‑live, low babble, females, nipples sinking, rising above scummed water line in animated discourse, friends. (Who were we? What did we talk about, anyway? I mean, after fucken bitchen outrageous scene man...). No shortage of contact as they pressed close wrinkled shoulder to shoulder in womb sulphur spring. Of course he could never hate them! Whoever they were wherever they went—
He felt contrapuntal warmth against his cheek, shoulder. Snapped back for a brief interlude to spitting pump, gurgling falls, foggy array of lights in the year of our horde. Rhona’s arms were wrapped around his addled head, new friend Chien pressed against the other side. Okay okay don’t overdo it sweethearts, gotta thought to hold... 
A surging blinding horror from nowhere—
Dread, bright‑haze sky, twisted street baking in eight a.m. sun, deathly still bamboo groves of Asano Park, arching rise of Sumiyoshi Bridge, small boys spinning hoops. She feeds the goat Haru this penultimate minute on earth. Home from middle school, dusty class assignment clearing debris from fire lanes. There is a static whine in the laden air. Paralyzing terror grips her thin gut as sirens sound all‑clear. All lies quiet in the sterile damp heat. She bends to shake the mophead little boy and sister, twists goathorns affectionately, turns to the distant chalk sky, black eyes raised

Blinding white flash, huge beyond silent violent 

hollow visceral shock. Pause. A small second. A hurtling approach. Ground lifts in surge. She raises tiny hand to her face. In sudden searing flare, animal and children skeletonize under her hand, a thundering firestorm rips wooden homes in shattering glass and beam. Her eyes explode, hair ignites, marrow blasts from bony confine. Rolling boo‑ooohm‑ooohm crashes into the distance, rebounds off hills, bouncing scorched ground reforms

All stops 
Only silence. Crackling black rain falls, suffocating in dense sterile smoke, fiery aftershocks squeezing nothingness.  

Through intermittent mushrooming clouds she sees ten thousand soundless burned bodies face up, eyes open, in the cooling park and bamboo groves by the rising estuary, raging ruins aflame mile after mile beyond. There is no cry the dying die the living even the children mute in silent suffering—
This place of mine
Time, much time, goes by in hummed suspension. Her street murkily reappears from the acrid fog, no thing she has seen before. It is a New Age. The slat houses are gone, handsome balconied towers rise crisply, a strange orange light glows behind. Tall buildings loom and boulevards beckon in luminous haze amid the dim clamor of bustling streetcars and a thousand noisy bars. Forever I walk by window lights forever I see I can’t go in

For I am dead for I am dust

What happened in this place
We are all we are all we are all hibakusha—
Of mine
“Rest in peace, for this mistake shall not be made again!”
From dimness outside of time, he sees through her dead eyes thousands at the service around the cenotaph... dwarfed in ten thousand burned bodies by the tide, alive, dead, eyes in silent shock... 

we are all we are all we

For I am dead for I am— 

hibakusha... children of this endless neutron night

For I am... so scared

The surge ends.

Fade to cold foggy six a.m. on two hours’ sleep dry marijuana palate at the foot of Post and Market, Embarcadero, long‑haired pigtailed girl (Levis hiding painful scorpion welt on round ass) standing with oh‑so‑serious “Not One More Dead!” sign rested against gray‑sweatered shoulder gazing as gloomy, silent masses pour into the thickening line. 
Killed in Vietnam! [her breast-heaving sign reported]: 45,598 Americans; 653,492 Vietnamese. (Did they count every heaped dead burnt body? Stop being so anal). “Bring ALL the GI’s home NOW!”
The tens of thousands marched without joy...

- San Francisco Examiner, 16 November 1969, page 1

He throbbed fore and aft, cooling coffee in paper cup wisps to the ashen sky. Virgins no more. (Ain’t no time to reason why whoopee—) Let’s get this march on the road hut‑hut! There’s a war to stop!—
Who were we anyway?

—Dad...

Daughter

—You did it!...

Half. Did it. Half‑assed, half‑acided. No guts like you

—But you’re havin’ more fun than me with my fuckin’ end‑of‑the‑world sandstorm an’ shit, I can tell 
Tal vez.

—Chien went to get her mom... ‘s got the stash

Ya basta:

(And it’s one‑two‑three what’re we fighting for?)

thousands... without joy... without violence
He appreciated azure water foaming over bubbled dark rock, plus one snuffling poodle. 
(Don’t askme I don’t givva damn next stop is Vietnam...)

But I don’t require a mom just now

—No! Chien’s hiked! They wanna join ya!

Whereupon did. Mom Steph at some later point peeled off clothes and jumped into the blue rocked pool, much to the bemusement of assembled teenagery. Chien at some even later point took off her top, mingled, conversed, re-laced self‑consciously. He enjoyed all of that thoroughly. We men, ever-ready visual stimulees, just ask any evolutionary apologist. 
Rhona stayed in black, on long leash. He remained togged by Vernal Falls, uninterested in immediate proceedings, fondling pumice. Friend poodle bid and made seven hearts, vulnerable, doubled, redoubled, slam, match, rubber. Someone took the standard‑issue towels away, the shower drained. Everyone back to their bunks! (minimum three per) before counselor jackboot bust. The march swings into a chant. Time to bail.

(This ain’t no Honalee)

(‘S’ain’t no time to reason why whoopee we’re all gonna die!)

Twilight, La Roda Park. Rhona was methodically kicking his ass in one‑on‑one, as she did just as systematically in Horse. That shambling adolescent figure in gray sweats, given a basketball court and its defining implements of destruction, became a spinning dervish she lamely admitted had earned her a mere bench spot on the Eagle Rock varsity. He attended all the games, witnessing every tick of his acquired daughter’s fifty-eight seconds of hardwood time and lone agony-rimmed free throw.

“That’s 13‑8,” she intoned after a dizzy backwards layup that persuaded him they were not of the same taxonomy. “Ball in.”
Thundering inbound, she knocked the ball out of bounds, sighed on his behalf. “Double‑dribble.”
“Power double-dribble.”
He shoved her the ball, chest‑high. “Inbound,” he gritted. “Fifteen‑ eight,” she said twelve seconds later.

“Fuck you.”
“Inbound.”
...”Traveling.” Forty‑five seconds. “Seventeen‑eight. Foul.” 
Three‑point shot. Bounce bounce, up. “Eighteen. Three to twenty-one.”
“I can drink legally and you can’t. I can run for the Senate. I can be president. Dumb fucking sophmoric—“
Turnover. “Twenty‑eight,” she flared. “Inbound—old fart!”
“I am the goddam adult— Hee‑yah!”
“Twenty‑eleven,” she shrugged. “Fine freak shot. First three‑banger tonight.”
“Watch me do it twice!”
Forty seconds later he was beat.


