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Perihelion — 1. the point in the orbit of a planet or comet at which it is nearest to the sun. 
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PROLOGUE 

 

In 1968, the Average American Family consisted of 3.67 people: Two adults, one 

child and, apparently, two-thirds of a kid. The median household income for a middle-

class family of 3.67 was $7,850. A new house sold for $14,950. A gallon of gas was 

thirty-four cents. A new car, $2,822. A movie ticket cost $1.50. The Federal minimum 

wage was $1.60 per hour. Don Francis earned $14,713 a year as a Professor of Soil 

Science which placed him and his family, his wife, Doreen, and his two children, Brad, 

and Abigail slightly above the Average American Family. And, that is all they ever 

wanted to have: What everyone else had.  

At least that’s what Don thought he wanted back in 1968. To be like everyone 

else. To live a quiet, comfortable life. To provide for his family. You know, those things 

expected of every middle-class American male during the Sixties.  

Doreen was another and very different story. She had other, higher aspirations and 

desires that were just waking up when our story takes place. Average, not a word she’d 

given much thought to; above average a descriptor she’d readily embrace.  

Brad, a bit of a lost boy at seventeen, was blissfully unaware. Selling and 

ingesting drugs his daily mainstay. A clouded future looming ominously out there, 

somewhere, in a place he didn’t know existed. Better he not know; he’d certainly know 

soon enough.  
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Twelve-year-old Abby, confused, terrified, nervous, eccentric and too smart for 

her own good possessed secrets she didn’t know she had. Knowledge and information, 

and answers to questions that will be asked—details of this story that will be revealed. 

Who am I, you may be asking? Well, let me fill you in. My name is Vickie Chan 

and I lived next door to the Francis family my entire childhood. Abby and I were best 

friends. Best friends. My parents, Yok-Sing, and Mei-Mei came to the U.S. from China’s 

Guangzhou province in 1958 when my father received a teaching post in the mathematics 

department at Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo. I was born in 1960, and I’m an only child. It 

has been a really long time since I have seen Abby or her family. After high school, I left 

for college at Princeton and now, present day, I live in New York City, Brooklyn to be 

precise, with my husband, Tim, and our two children. I am head of the mathematics 

department at Brooklyn College. Abby and I stayed in touch for several years after high 

school but when my parents returned to China in 1988 and our house next door was sold, 

I never saw her again. Over the years, I have tried and tried to find her but to no avail; the 

loss = a foremost sadness of my life. 

35.2742° N, 120.6631 ° W. 

Latitude and longitude, San Luis Obispo, California, exactly where this story 

takes place. Before proceeding, before any further divulgences, let me tell you about the 

city we lived in. The place where I grew up. SLO fact: Actor Zac Efron was born here. 
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And porn star Jenaveve Jolie1 and Robert Hunter, lyricist for The Grateful Dead. Once 

upon a time Jack Kerouac, beatnik, writer, lived in SLO. Steve Martin2 breathed here too. 

SLO-existed too: Peter Buck of R.E.M. Here born: Loren Roberts, golfer.3 And William 

H. Young, a labor leader4 hailed from SLO too. 

Small town San Luis Obispo, our share of the famous, the illustrious.5 A half-hour 

from the Pacific Ocean, located midway between Los Angeles and San Francisco, 

founded in 1772 by a Spanish Franciscan monk named Junípero Serra. The mild 

Mediterranean climate acted like a balm, keeping things, for the most part, peaceful. And 

so, it was here in SLO that Don, Doreen, Brad and Abby breathed, ate, slept, dreamed, 

worked, created, fornicated, procreated, kept secrets and told lies. 

You might be wondering why I’m telling this story. I’m telling it because the tale 

of this extraordinary family during an extraordinary year must be told. Because, you see, 

if it had not been for the Francis family living right next door, for them making me a part 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 I’ve never heard of her either. 
2 Actor 
3 Don’t know him; not a sports fan. 
4 Don’t recognize his name but a union organizer is all good in my eyes. Rise up 

ye laborers! 
5 Before Dan Buettner named it “The Happiest City in America” (2011). And 

before Oprah Winfrey featured it on her TV show as “The Happiest City in America” 
(2011). Before the Edna Valley, a farm belt south of town, produced award-winning 
Chardonnay and Pinot Noir for millions of happy wine drinkers. Before hordes of tourists 
invaded to see for themselves what all the happy fuss was about, SLO was a sleepy 
college town. 
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of their full and rich lives, for them embracing me totally and completely, I might not be 

alive today. 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

 

The night of the day that the Telegram-Tribune first reported a series of murders 

of Cal Poly co-eds, Abby heard a noise in the backyard. The noise started with the side 

gate opening and closing right outside her bedroom window, the metal latch rattling. She 

climbed out of bed and quietly went to the dark living room; she pulled the floor to 

ceiling drapes aside on the sliding glass door just enough to peer out. She saw her father 

burying things in a corner of the yard. She watched him reach inside a black duffel bag, 

pull items out and place them in holes he’d dug into the wet grass. She was too far away 

and it was too dark for her to identify exactly what he was burying. Earlier that afternoon, 

her mother had washed a load of whites and the underwear, sheets, T-shirts, and towels, 

hung on a clothesline, fluttered, ghostlike, in a cold, damp wind that blew in daily with 

the late afternoon, early evening marine layer. A chill Abby felt through the sliding glass 

door. When her father finished burying, she moved away from the window, letting the 

drapes fall back together, and crept back to her bedroom. The ethereal shapes of the white 

laundry moving around the backyard and her father’s creepy behavior gave Abby 

nightmares. This was not the first time she’d witnessed her father burying things in their 

suburban backyard nor would it be the last. 
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Inside = Doreen, she kept a spotless home. Nothing ever out of place. If it ever 

were, she’d set it to rights right away. Mid-sentence over coffee with her best friend and 

neighbor Barbra,6 Doreen might rise up from the avocado-green sectional to move back 

in place the Scheurich vase that her husband, Don, gave her on their last anniversary. A 

vase Don brought back from a trip to Germany that Doreen had a private dislike of—the 

vase, not Germany. She’d never been. Don had no eye for color or design. The deep 

purple glaze jarring against the room’s pastel green color scheme, her eye darted right to 

it whenever she entered the room. She planned to hide it in the garage; Don would never 

know it was missing. Said vase might have performed the faux pas of sliding to the left 

on the fireplace mantle. If it had, she’d slide it back into place. Order out of chaos. 

After the kids had left for school each morning, Doreen cleaned. Room to room 

inspections, dusting, sponging and scrubbing wherever necessary, often even if 

unnecessary. Rubber gloves, Comet, Windex, sponges, rags. Housework calmed her 

nerves. A daily routine that took her to Brad’s room first. Teenage boy smells, clutter and 

havoc. Order out-of-order. She couldn’t do much except pick clothes up off the floor, 

gather dirty dishes and wonder how this boy-man came from her. Age seventeen, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Spelled like Streisand. 
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hirsute,7 6’2” and 195 pounds; he was a bigger man than his own father and any other 

male relative on either side of the family. A beast. From deep inside the sheets, she pulled 

out semen-filled tube socks. A stuck-togetherness that required two washings in 

extremely hot water. Replacement of the boy-stained sheets on Fridays. Occasionally 

virginal blood that Brad or the girl he’d deflowered hadn’t cleaned up fast enough.  

Loss, emptiness: the master bedroom where she and Don slept. The king-sized 

bed sagged in the middle like the bed itself wanted them together. The all-white bedroom 

set from Sears, a dresser with mirror, two nightstands, a headboard, and frame, needed 

paint or replacement. Odors of sweat and dirt and Old Spice she couldn’t get rid of no 

matter how much Glade she sprayed. No matter how often she changed the bedding. Don 

was forever there.  

This day, a foggy late June Thursday, home alone and cleaning, a glimpse in the 

mirror stopped her. Dropping the rumpled sheets, she looked at her reflection. She turned 

left then right. Hands on hips, she looked straight ahead. Her new hair color, a chestnut 

brown, reminded her of the First Lady. She picked up a copy of Ladies Home Journal—

the First Lady on the cover. Bouffant like Mrs. Kennedy’s, around the same height, a 

slim figure like her too, even the soft brown eyes that looked out on the world with 

confidence. X-rated thoughts of the President mounting his wife. Jack and Jackie naked 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Full beard, chest and legs covered in dark brown hair. 
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together. How did they make love? Did they do it like she and Don did? Better than. Her 

riding him on top. Careful of his back. It had been so long since she and Don had.  

Flushed and turned on, Doreen fell backward onto the messy bed. She undid her 

shorts, pushed them down to her ankles, pulled the edge of her panties aside, and pushed 

fingers between her legs. Tight and awkward at first, unfamiliar. What the hell was going 

on with her today? Then, JFK on top, pushing into her, pounding power and virility. 

Doreen writhing up, arching, twisting and turning, moaning.  Her fantasy turned on her 

when Jackie was between her legs offering pleasure instead of Jack. Jackie? Wait, no, 

where did Jack go? She stopped. Sliding off the bed, deep breaths, fingers smoothing 

mussed hair, she regained her composure. She placed the soiled sheets in the dirty clothes 

hamper before moving on to her next task.  

While vacuuming the hallway, she puffed on a Kool Menthol, the roar of the 

Hoover sucking up dead skin cells, mites and dirt from the olive-green shag rug now 

worn in spots from the back-and-forth of a family of four mashing the pile flat. When the 

ash from her cigarette floated down to the wall-to-wall carpeting, she stopped the vacuum 

in front of it, the light from the machine illuminating its grayness and peered at it before 

sucking it into oblivion. 

Three births, two children. Doreen missed out on the rule of three. Like blondes, 

threes had more fun. Threes were more stimulating, more satiating and more successful. 

To Doreen, the missing child was like a missing value in algebra (x + 2 = 3). Two was 

lacking, three was perfect, four too many. She knew what it was like to be a three; she 
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was the middle child between two brothers. If she couldn’t get what she wanted from one 

brother she went to the other; if one brother didn’t want to play Monopoly or gin rummy 

or run through the sprinkler, the other one did. Three Stooges, Three Bears, Three 

Musketeers, Three Little Pigs, Three Billy Goats Gruff, and three kids: Baby X, Brad, and 

Abby. Abigail Marie Francis. Doreen yelled at her daughter using those three words so 

often that they forever rang in her ears. Abby’s room bright with pink on the walls, the 

color of the sheets and bedspread on her twin bed, pink outfits from J.C. Penney’s 

hanging in her closet. A favorite color—one she still retained at age twelve. Evolutionary 

changes: Winnie-the-Pooh poster down, a poster of David Cassidy up. Doreen pulled the 

sheets back every day to check for blood, a small red stain in the middle of the bed or in 

Abby’s tossed-aside underwear. But nothing yet. Precautionary purchase of tampons and 

sanitary pads placed on the lower shelf of the bathroom. No dishes to haul to the kitchen, 

clothes hung back up, and bed made. Unlike Brad, Abby was clean. Doreen dusted and 

straightened and checked. Door closed signaled task finished. 

Living room and kitchen, Doreen’s domain, only minor repairs needed. Ongoing 

maintenance kept cleaning to a minimum. Vacuuming, dusting knick-knacks, shelving 

books and magazines. Order re-established. Order her German mother drilled into her 

every day of her long childhood. Order she swore she would not inflict on her own 

family. Her mother taught her right from wrong. Now, right and wrong constantly 

bubbled inside her head. She was right. Don was wrong. Peace right. War wrong. The 
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USA right. Russia wrong. JFK and Jackie right. Marilyn and JFK wrong. She and JFK 

right. Jackie and her wrong.  

Flipping on the garbage disposal, the sound-blocking grinding shut thought down, 

off. She didn’t hear the doorbell. Barbra frightened her when she entered the kitchen. 

“Yoo-hoo,” Barbra called out to Doreen’s back. 

“Jesus! I didn’t hear you.” 

Doreen switched off the disposal. Birds in the yard pulling worms out of wet 

grass chirped through the open window. Doreen poured a cup of coffee for Barbra, a 

glass of Cold Duck for herself, and the two women sat down at the kitchen table. When 

Barbra asked Doreen what was wrong, she said nothing. She wiped her eyes with a 

dishtowel and lit a cigarette. 

  

CHAPTER TWO 

 

Outside = Paul Newman, you look just like him. Don heard this over and over. 

The eyes, the steel-gray eyes—just like his. On campus, he’d been mistaken for the actor 

numerous times. Each time he had to assure the “fan” that, no, in fact, he was not. Paul 

Newman didn’t give up acting to teach in the California State College system. 

Occasionally he silently signed an autograph and moved on.  

Donald Francis, a Ph. D. in Soil Science walked the world like he owned it. 

Strutting across the Cal Poly San Luis Obispo campus head down, looking at the ground, 
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not wanting to miss a speck of unusual soil. “Dirt” to the rest of us but “soil” to Don and 

his fellow soil scientists. God forbid they hear anyone call the crust that covers the planet 

“dirt.” “It’s soil,” they’d say. “Not dirt!” Don’s obsession provided him with the 

nickname “Dr. Dirt.” But he was oblivious. He spent hours alone analyzing soil samples. 

Everyone, Doreen, his children, his small pool of relatives, even his co-workers told him 

he spent too much time alone. He knew it was true. He was so used to it; it was so 

ingrained in his DNA, that he didn’t know how to change. He didn’t see a reason to. He 

was happy being a loner. That’s why he loved soil. 

Soil didn’t speak. No opinions, no thoughts, no demands. Don hid out in the 

laboratory in the Soil Sciences building at Cal Poly often. Looking at soil through micron 

microscopes. 400x its original size. Losing himself inside the geometric squares, 

rectangles, triangles and circles, shapes that formed soil. Trying to forget reality. He just 

wanted everyone to shut up. Everyone. Quiet and solitude he craved. The rest didn’t 

matter. But reality had a really big mouth. It refused to be quiet. 

Family, friends, why? 

Doreen = his wife, the girl he married. He thought he loved her at the time. He 

was supposed to, wasn’t he? Didn’t everyone expect and assume that he did? Now he 

doesn’t think he did. How could he? He didn’t know her. He still doesn’t. He didn’t know 

what love was. He still doesn’t. Wasn’t it just fear and greed? Fear of being alone and 

greed at possessing another person. What was right about that? It was fun when they were 

young, sex all the time. But he knew then he was using her. It could have been anyone he 
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had sex with. No matter that it was his wife. His prick didn’t know the difference. His 

libido managed his life back then. Go, go, go, mount, hump, mount again, hump, hump, 

and hump. Was she satisfied? Who knows? Was she supposed to be? Regret now sat 

heavily in his gut, making him nauseous. Who knows how to be a man at such a young 

age? Who knows how to be a man now? Fumbling, stumbling, and tripping along. Falling 

down often. Not wanting to get back up. 

Children = a side effect of all the going, mounting, humping, groaning and 

sighing. A welcome side effect? He still wasn’t sure. At times, yes, for brief moments. 

Should he have been a father? Probably not. Ownership, like marriage. They were his: his 

children, no one else’s. They existed because of his genes—and his wife’s, of course. 

How much of a burden was that to place on him? On someone else? They had no choice 

in who their parents would be. Now they’re connected and beholden to him forever. No 

undoing that contract. Finality like death. How is that right? Or good? It wasn’t logical. 

Bio-logical, yes, his sperm and her egg meet, greet, presto—a life. Two accidents and his 

life was never the same again. Did he love them? Again, wasn’t he supposed to? 

Expected to? Who knows how to be a father? Instinct the teacher. Failing a possibility but 

not a good option. A better father than a husband? Yes, he believed he was. The regret 

sank further, down into his bowels, lower depths. 

Seven o’clock in the evening. The sun starting to go down outside. Don carefully 

put the soil samples back in their clearly marked plastic storage boxes, turned off the 
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microscope and the overhead lights then closed and locked the laboratory door. Reality, a 

wife and two children—the perfect nuclear family—awaits. 

Friends = what friends? He really had none. What was the point? 

 

Nights, post-prandial, while Doreen washed dishes and Brad and Abby did 

homework, Don took Max, a sloppy, no-manners Rottweiler, out for a walk. Not because 

he wanted to spend time with the dog, but because he liked seeing if there were any new 

soil formations or rocks, or changes in the neighborhood’s earth—and because for a few 

more minutes of the day he could be alone. The day Doreen had sex with the Kennedys, 

the morning fog cleared to a starry night. When Max took Don out for their walk, limb-

loose, nose pointing down at the ground, tugging at the dog’s leash, retracing their 

nightly route, passing by the same suburban houses, oscillating sprinklers tchuk-tchuk-

tchuking in yards, cars, cooling engines tick-ticking, parked in driveways, something 

popped into Don’s peripheral vision—a movement, a shadow? Yep, but nope, a 

brightness so intense that Brezhnev must have punched the codes into Russia’s nuclear 

football and launched a bomb. Turning toward the light he saw a diaphanous shimmer in 

the center of the brilliance.  

“Hello, neighbor.” 

A cynosure, a beacon leading to the truth, possibly to answers. Answers to 

questions Don hadn’t asked and didn’t know he had. His vision refocused and his heart 

palpitated slower and slower, and he saw a woman. New to the neighborhood, she stood 
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at a washer and dryer in a double-car garage. She wore a short negligee and heeled 

slippers. The oversized fluorescent lights hanging down from the ceiling shed a megawatt 

blue-tinged light out to the street, around the block, up through space traveling at the 

speed of light, stopping who-knows-where exactly. Don stood staring, the dog pulling on 

his leash toward the woman. 

“Cat got your tongue?”  

He edged closer to the garage. Up to the periphery. She stepped nearer. 

“What’s his name?” 

“Don. I’m Don Francis.” 

“Hello, Don Francis. I’m Rose Perkins. Nice to meet you. But I meant the dog.” 

“Oh, sorry, this is Max.” 

She knelt down to Max and petted him, cooing, like people do when they meet 

new dogs. 

“Perkins as in Professor Perkins?” 

She stood back up to her full height; they were equal in stature. If she leaned 

forward, their lips would have met. He saw her naked breasts hanging just behind the 

sheer material. Apparently, she didn’t mind. 

“He’s my husband.” 

Max, excited by a new stink yanked him away. He turned back. 

“Guess we’re going. Nice to meet you.” 

“You too, Don. Nice to meet you, too.” She cooed at Don like she had to Max.   
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That night, flat on his back next to a snoring Doreen, staring at the ceiling, terror, 

of the new and the unknown, returned, coupled with the ever-present insecurity and 

doubt, took root in his gut and festered, and bubbled, and gurgled, and made itself known. 

It crawled around inside him, imprisoned. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

The Sixties. The 1960s. The Swinging Sixties. Should be called the horrible 

decade. 

Beginnings could be rough. Abigail Marie Francis screamed all the way through 

her first year. Shrieking against what she knew was imminent, coming in the next decade. 

The endless bloody war in Vietnam. The assassinations of John F. Kennedy, his brother 

Robert, and Martin Luther King, Jr. A wall built in Berlin. The Manson family murders. 

The Troubles. Medgar Evers. Stonewall. Coups. Political cover-ups. Civil wars. The 

Cultural Revolution. The Cuban Missile Crisis. The first Wal-Mart. Los Angeles riots. 

Marilyn Monroe dead.8 Nelson Mandela sentenced.9 The Six-Day War. Che Guevara 

murdered. The Zodiac Killer. The Cold War. The nuclear bomb that could rain down end 

times at any moment. She screamed for herself, for her family, for humanity. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Overdose or murder? 
9 Life in prison. 
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Thin-skinned Abby that’s what her parents called her. They said that everything, 

every little thing affected her, set her off. She heard them saying these things all through 

her twelve years. In her defense, it wasn’t her fault she was born a Pisces. She didn’t 

choose her birthday, or the night her horny parents conceived her. She’d read all about 

being a Pisces in Linda Goodman’s Sun Signs. She covered everything in the Pisces 

symbol: one fish heading upward, the other pulling downward. She drew it on her school 

notebooks, on letters she sent which she signed with the fish symbol (not her name), and 

on school papers she turned in. Torn in two, that’s how she felt pretty much all the time. 

Outsider Abby was old enough to know that something was off. She didn’t feel 

right in her family. Or maybe it was more that she knew something wasn’t quite 

veracious (she’d just learned this cool, new word) with them? Brad, older by five years, 

was a nothing to her. She didn’t pay him much mind. He was never home. Doreen and 

Don were the issues. She was still puzzling it out, gathering information, but something 

was seriously not veracious. When the front door clicked closed and keys turned in the 

tumbler, Abby pulled her bedroom shade aside to see Doreen climbing into the family 

station wagon, a recently-purchased powder blue Chevy Impala. The date was July fifth, 

and every single July fifth that Abby could remember, Doreen left the house wearing a 

black dress (she never wore black). Her bouffant wrapped in a black scarf, a bouquet of 

flowers in her hand. Abby watched her mom adjust the rearview mirror and back out of 

the driveway. Where did she go? Who had died?  These were questions that an amateur 

sleuth and busybody needed answers to. Questions Abby asked that Doreen avoided 
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answering. A memory floated in Abby’s brain, dangled tantalizingly, of being three years 

old in a car out on Edna Valley Road. Abby remembered or thought she did, Doreen 

stopping the car on the dirt shoulder and leaving flowers at the base of a fence post. 

When she was older and more aware, Doreen stopped taking her. 

Abby ran outside and stood on the black asphalt driveway. She wore pink short 

shorts, a halter top that wasn’t even close to being filled out by her slowly maturing 

boobs, and thongs on her feet. Her long, straight auburn hair was pulled back into a 

ponytail. The heat from the asphalt radiated through the thin rubber of the cheap 

footwear. She shifted, one foot to the other while Doreen drove around the corner and out 

of sight. Now that Doreen was gone, Abby could walk around the neighborhood looking 

slutty; a thing she did whenever her mother was gone. Several of the boys from school 

that she taunted with her unchaste look lived in the same subdivision—a place where 

time stood still due to its precise sameness. Every house looked like the one next door, 

and if it weren’t for the black house numbers, a father coming home from work might 

drive up to the wrong house. One of the dads did exactly that. He’d been out for after-

work cocktails, downed too many vodka gimlets, parked his car in the wrong driveway, 

walked into the unlocked house and passed out on the couch. Abby heard he spent the 

night. Mr. Janus was away on business so drunk dad kept Mrs. Janus company. 

Playground gossip. Probably true. Gossip found its way to truth in the Laguna Village 

subdivision. 
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Dolores Haze, also twelve, influenced Abby’s neighborhood cruising. Abby had 

found the Nabokov book in her mother’s bedroom and read three-quarters of it before 

Doreen discovered it stuffed under Abby’s mattress. She’d read enough to know that she 

wanted the same kind of attention. From boys, not men. Not that she understood the 

implications of the story in the book. The first time she circled the block, the boys 

whistled at her and crowded around. She preened for them before moving on. She slowed 

down when she walked by Mr. Hersh’s open garage. He sat in a lawn chair smoking and 

drinking beer. She saw him leering at her. Everyone said he was a horny old man. When 

she screamed at him “I’m twelve,” he slammed the garage door down. The next time she 

Lolita-ed the neighborhood husbands and fathers weeding or watering or washing their 

cars dropped whatever tool they held in their hands and ran, after a hurried glance, inside 

houses. Depending on their level of perversity they might peek back out from a window 

or a garage and still watch her parade by even though they knew it was wrong. 

Each week when Don gave Abby her allowance—payment for chores like taking 

out the trash, washing the dishes and feeding Max—she and her best friend Vickie spent 

it all on candy and teen magazines. Vickie lived with her parents in the house just south 

of Abby’s. Abby preferred to be at the Lee’s rather than her own house. Mrs. Lee, a 

beautiful, foreign creature, was intoxicating, alluring. She dressed American: Capri pants, 

fuchsia-colored satin blouses, white jade necklaces. She sat on their white leather couch, 

legs curled under her feline-like. When she spoke her accented English, she purred: 

“Hello, Abby. How are you today?” Whenever Abby left, she tried to imitate her. “Hello, 
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Abby. How are you today?” Abby purred and Vickie laughed. Abby wanted to be Mrs. 

Lee. Whenever Mrs. Lee went out, the two girls invaded her bedroom and stood in her 

closet among all the exotic clothes and smells, perfume, Jolie Madame that Mrs. Lee 

bought in Paris, New York cigarettes, a Chinese brand that friends sent her from Hong 

Kong. On the package, a color drawing of two young girls wearing traditional Chinese 

Qi’pao dresses. One afternoon, Abby reached inside every pocket that existed in Mrs. 

Lee’s closet and found a half-smoked package of cigarettes and a condom. She hid both 

and didn’t tell Vickie. 

Just when Doreen returned from her black-veiled outing, Abby rang the doorbell 

at the Lee’s and the two girls marched off through the subdivision on their weekly outing 

to Laguna Liquors, a business located in a pre-cursor to a strip mall, a few blocks over 

from Newport Street, the street they lived on. They waved at Doreen when she drove the 

Impala down the street and pulled into the driveway of 1455, the Francis family home. 

She waved back, and Abby walked faster so Doreen wouldn’t make her go inside and 

change out of the slutty clothes. Laguna Liquors felt like a second home to Abby. Her 

mother sent her over often to buy cigarettes and Cold Duck. Frank Veneziano, the owner, 

sold her the items despite her age because he knew Doreen (they were second cousins). 

The chipped black and white linoleum, the tall rows of metal shelving stocked with 

sodas, beer, wine and liquor, chips and pretzels, even a refrigerated case with milk and 

juice, a freezer with ice, popsicles and ice cream, magazine racks, plus the candy counter 

in front of the register, all of it like a maze to Abby. There were aisles she didn’t venture 
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down (those with alcohol on their shelves). She knew you had to be twenty-one to drink, 

and that she could get into trouble if she drank—drinking seemed so adult—so she stayed 

away. Frank always fetched the Cold Duck off the shelf for her. 

Abby and Vickie stood in front of the candy counter, each trying to decide what 

they wanted. Abby loved Razzles,10 and anything chocolate: Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, 

Milky Way bars, M&Ms, and Whoppers. Vickie, more prone to the chewy, stick-in-your-

teeth stuff liked Twizzlers, Tootsie Rolls, Bit-O-Honey bars, Charleston Chews. And 

both liked Candy Necklaces, taking all afternoon to chew the hard candies off the elastic 

string, Bubble Gum Cigars, each pretending to smoke before chewing them, and 

jawbreakers, sucking and sucking on them because they were too hard to bite into. 

Sometimes they’d grab a Slim Jim or a piece of beef jerky to cut the sugar. Then there 

were the popsicles and ice cream: Push Ups, Orange Creamsicles, Fudgesicles and Ice 

Cream Sandwiches, and Vickie’s favorite Big Sticks. 

“How’s your mom, Abby?” Frank asked. 

Abby didn’t look up. She grabbed a Milky Way and set it on the counter. 

“Fine, Frank,” Abby said. “She’s fine.”  

She quickly grabbed four more items: Junior Mints, a package of Rolos, a box of 

Whoppers and a Mr. Goodbar. 

“Tell her I say hi,” Frank said. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 “First, it’s a candy then it’s a gum!” 
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“I will. How much is that? Fifty cents?” 

“Correct.” 

She grabbed a Slim Jim and placed two quarters, a dime, and a nickel down on the 

counter. Frank took it and rang up the purchase. Vickie always took longer to decide. She 

studied the selection like she was solving a math problem, annoying Abby, then she said 

a silent eeny, meeny, miny, moe, pointing her index finger back and forth, to make her 

final choice. 

“Now, listen, you two,” Frank said. “Go straight home. There’s a whole lot of evil 

in the world. A vast darkness you two know nothing about. You girls don’t want to get 

mixed up in any of that. Straight home, promise?”  

Abby promised. 

A metal newspaper rack sat outside the liquor store. The front-page headline of 

the Telegram-Tribune screamed a disturbing piece of news: “3 Cal Poly Coeds 

Murdered” with the subheading “Is There a Serial Killer on the Loose?” Abby noticed the 

headline when she and Vickie left the liquor store. Abby slipped a dime into the coin slot 

and grabbed a paper off the stack. She stood staring at it for not more than five seconds 

before she let loose an ear-piercing shriek. Vickie sucking on a Big Stick half way down 

the block turned back. 

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” 

“What Frank said when we were leaving?” Abby gestured back at the store. 

“About all the evil in the world.” 
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“So?” 

Abby thought Frank a bit odd in manner and dress. He was always talking and 

talking whenever they went in and normally she paid him no mind, but after seeing the 

headline, his words made her stop. Like she was receiving messages of some kind; like 

she alone was supposed to hear them, warnings or something, maybe. Like she knew 

something about these murders, but she didn’t know she did—unrecognized feelings that 

the headlines sparked. News of a serial killer loose in San Luis put the whole town on 

edge. Everyone talked about it. The news spread from house to work to school to hospital 

to beauty salon to department store until every last citizen knew about them. Nothing so 

Big City had every happened in SLO. 

“Did you know that the sun was born 4.6 billion years ago?” Abby asked Vickie. 

Vickie shook her head “no,” too busy biting into an Abba Zabba to answer. Facts 

calmed Abby down. She pushed anything she didn’t want to think about aside by reciting 

them. The rest of the walk home, Abby spouted facts non-stop. A verbal encyclopedia of 

information. No expectation of a response from Vickie. Hearing her own voice drone on 

was all she needed. Logorrhea brought on by nerves. 

“Did you know there are 206 bones in the adult human body?” 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

   

Hi, it’s Vickie, the convener of this tale, here again, momentarily. I feel the need 

to speak, or communicate, say a little something. Looking back at this now, so long after 

it all happened, leaves me—I’m not even sure what it leaves me—melancholy, yes; 

circumspect, definitely, but more than that, I really miss these crazy people. I probably 

hadn’t realized how much. It’s been years since I’ve thought of any of this. Back then our 

lives, mine and Abby’s, were so different. My parents were conservative, traditional, 

stick-to-the-script types. The script for them: A low profile existence as immigrants to 

this country. We kept to ourselves. Don’t do anything to draw attention, nothing loud or 

extreme—and nothing too un-American, too non-white, meaning Chinese.Fitting in, of 

paramount importance. Next door, in the house to the north, a free-for-all, no edges, 

come-what-may, living of lives. I loved them for that. Yes, Abby said she wanted to live 

with us, that my mother was exotic—and she was behind closed doors—yet the Francises 

lived freely, full of fears, and troubles, and issues, and the aforementioned lies and secrets 

but free. Not everyone had or has that luxury. Even now I still don’t. My upbringing still 

colors everything I do. 

 

After her erotic encounter with the Kennedys, Doreen wanted more. Don’s vacant 

acts of love eternally lacked verve. She tried every suggestion Cosmo suggested, but he 

just didn’t get it. She dressed more provocatively—teddies and babydolls and bustiers. 
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She explored his erogenous zones—nipples and scrotum and nape of the neck. She kissed 

him better (following the “rules of kissing” from one article). She even picked up a set of 

cassette tapes at a yard sale—“Learn French in 10 Easy Steps”—because an article in one 

of her magazines said that whispering French into your lover’s ear would drive him crazy 

with desire. His response: “What’re you saying? I don’t speak French.” She tried tying 

him up once and he lay there, naked, flaccid, and embarrassed so she untied him and they 

went to sleep. Recently, no acts of any kind, love or otherwise. Eons since they’d balled, 

screwed, done it doggy-style or even missionary position.  

One night, a hot mid-July night, the air unusually still, millions of stars 

brightening the upper hemisphere, a waning crescent moon perched in a corner of the 

sky, Doreen and Barbra donned their sexiest outfits and went out for cocktails at the 

Madonna Inn. A break in their routines. What Doreen didn’t expect is what happened 

next. The infamous Madonna Inn, a Pepto-Bismol pink monolith, just north of Highway 

101 on the western edge of town, was well-known for its Swiss Alpine village design. 

The nausea-curing pink was everywhere and on everything. But it was the rooms that 

made the place famous; each a different design and theme with names like “Love Nest,” 

“Hearts and Flowers,” and “Caveman Room.” The citizens of San Luis were both proud 

and embarrassed. It placed the town on the world map; tourists traveling between Los 

Angeles and San Francisco loved stopping for a piece of pink cake in the Copper Café, or 

to check out the most popular feature of all, the men’s room of the Gold Rush 

Steakhouse, an enormous rock-carved urinal that became a waterfall when the gentleman 
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using it began to urinate. Like stepping up to a cave entrance that was twelve feet wide, 

craggy stone rising up the sides and overhead, a man’s stream triggered cascading water 

to flow down and over the rocks. Everyone—man, woman, and child—visited the famous 

waterfall urinal at the Madonna Inn on their way through town. 

And yet, the inn’s excesses were a bit loud for the quieter, more laid-back liberals 

of the town’s leadership and residents. Alex Madonna and his pink-enthused wife, 

Phyllis, often clashed with the city council and the less flashy locals. Not of the popular 

anti-Madonna opinion, Doreen was a big fan of the place and went often. When the 

Madonnas started an annual open house to help calm relations with the town, Doreen 

insisted the whole family go. The entire town turned out that first year to gape (and titter) 

at the rooms they’d heard so much about. Like the “Safari Room” with its oversized, dark 

wood carved furniture, animal print wallpaper, cave rock shower with overhead waterfall, 

and, the most titter-inducing of all, two king-sized beds to accommodate two couples. 

Doreen and Barbra seated on Naugahyde bar stools more pink than pink is 

possible, ordered drinks at the bar of the Silver Bar Cocktail Lounge. Doreen kept 

glancing over at the only other couple in the lounge. A woman, olive complexion, jet 

black hair, Cleopatra eye makeup, and red, red lips whispered into her date’s ear. A more 

“mature” man, silver-haired in a double-breasted suit, laughed at whatever the glamorous 

creature said to him and they both looked at Doreen. Doreen grabbed her Ramos Fizz and 

turned away. Whoever they were, they made her nervous. Travelers, out-of-towners, most 

likely. While Barbra chattered on complaining about her ex-husband, Doreen wrote the 
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scenario of the mystery couple’s life in her head. He was a Greek shipping magnate 

worth a ton of money. She was an Italian actress à la Sophia Loren. They met in Rome at 

one of her movie premieres which he was attending with his wife. They embarked on an 

affair that same night. He bought her furs, diamond rings, a pied à terre in Paris. Two 

years after they met, he left his wife and they married. Now they were on an around-the-

world honeymoon. He adored her. They had fireworks sex. How could they not, both so 

perfectly beautiful? Doreen turned away from Barbra far enough to catch another glimpse 

of the couple. They excited her. Blood rushed to her face, her neck and hands prickled 

with sweat, her nipples hardened ever so. She fanned herself with a cardboard drink 

menu. Barbra asked if she was okay. She excused herself to go the ladies' room. 

In the stall, deep breaths, counting to ten, once recovered, Doreen emerged. The 

woman, standing at the sink touching up her makeup, surprised her. She caught Doreen’s 

eye in the mirror. 

“Lovely night,” the woman said. 

Up close, she was even more ravishing. No accent when she spoke English. 

Clothes not purchased at any of the boutiques in downtown SLO. New York, Paris, 

Rome, high fashion. Doreen finally found her voice. 

“It is. A lovely night.” 

A lovely night. The words sounded foreign to Doreen when she spoke them. Like 

she was speaking Italian. Words she would not have normally used. The woman opened 
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her purse, removed a pen and a matchbook, and wrote something down. She passed the 

matchbook to Doreen. “Sofia” and a phone number. 

“Call me,” Sofia said. 

Again, Doreen flushed crimson, and beads of sweat dampened her brow and 

upper lip. The two words having their intended effect. A tumult of emotions, questions, 

and thoughts crashed around like bumper cars inside Doreen’s head. The idea of being 

with (having sex with) a woman wasn’t something she’d ever considered. How does it 

even work? What do two women do? It excited her, even if it petrified her. The thought 

of touching this woman so erotic, so electrifying. She wanted to leave with her right then, 

or push her into a stall and ravage her. Wait, call her? Her only? Or with the man too? A 

ménage à trois? Doreen knew about these things. She’d read The Diary of Anaïs Nin and 

Tropic of Cancer by Henry Miller. 

“Your husband?” 

“He doesn’t need to know,” Sofia said.  

She pulled the large wooden doors open and walked out. Doreen ran the tap until 

the water was ice cold, then dipped her wrists under the cool liquid. Trying to remember 

who she was, who she had been prior to entering the Madonna Inn ladies room that night. 

Wondering how different her life had just become. Before exiting back to her life as Mrs. 

Donald Francis, she counted to thirty, while smiling at her image in the pink and rose 

covered gilt-framed mirror. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Whenever I (Vickie) hear the opening guitar licks to “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida,”11 

not that I do all that often these days, but when I do, I think of Brad Francis. He played it 

over and over that summer. The radio played the song often, everyone knew it, we sang 

along with the weird lyrics, strummed our own fake guitars, but Brad lived it. Brad was 

the first person I knew who did a lot of drugs. Abby seemed to know or understand, what 

drugs were. I guess because of Brad. I knew what they were, I was aware of them, and I 

knew that the older kids did something that was illegal, that you weren’t supposed to do. 

But I didn’t quite understand what it was all about—until Brad. If I was at Abby’s and 

Brad happened to be home, I’d purposely walk by his bedroom (when he was home, he 

never came out of it) and peek through the crack in the almost closed door. He’d be lying 

on his bed, usually stoned out of his mind, listening to that song. The room was dark, 

night or day, his black light the only source of illumination. I’d stop and peek in; he’d 

always look up and would catch my eyes with his. He knew I was looking at him, but he 

never said anything. Looking back, I think he left his door ajar on purpose. I think he 

liked when I looked at him. I think I liked it too, but I didn’t know it. You see, somehow I 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Iron Butterfly released the song on their 1968 album In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida. The 

title, considered a mondegreen, is said to be the slurred words of singer Doug Ingle. The 
title was supposed to be “In the Garden of Eden.” The song’s slightly over 17 minute 
length wasn’t a problem for radio stations of the time; they played the song in its entirety. 
It takes up the entire second side of the album. The song marks the early transition from 
psychedelic music towards hard rock. 
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was always this in between girl: well-behaved, mannered, a good girl but I had this 

darker side. I didn’t understand this until I was older. And I wonder, was it darkness or 

curiosity? Both, yes, could be. I wanted to know about the world, what was in it, how it 

worked, who everybody was. My parents wanted to lock me up inside the house. 

“Better Living Through Chemistry.”  

In 1935, E.I. Du Pont de Nemours and Company, more casually known as 

DuPont, launched an advertising slogan: “Better Things for Better Living…Through 

Chemistry.” Over time “better things for” fell away and the meaning encompassed not 

only praise for chemicals and plastics but also the promotion of prescription drugs.12 Post 

World War II, pharmaceutical companies manufactured a drug for every conceivable ill. 

Touted as wonders of modern technology, these drugs were hyped by the big pharma 

companies as the answer to every disease that existed. Pharmaceutical companies not 

only good but great! With their encouragement, every medicine cabinet in the country 

filled up with drugs. Americans were stoned out of their gourds. They ingested 

institutionally produced, government sanctioned drugs by the handful. Drugs fantastic! 

Then the 60s arrived. “Turn on, tune in, drop out.” Dr. Timothy Leary uttered those 

words at his Human Be-In in San Francisco in 1967 where he encouraged the use of 

Lysergic acid diethylamide, aka LSD or “acid.” It worked, the people listened: in the late 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Drugs good! Make us rich!! 
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1960s, at Dr. Leary’s urging, recreational drug use among Americans exploded. 

Everyone wanted to go inside, forget the present, and ignore the future. 

 

Brad stood up against the gym wall, the future the furthest thing from his mind. 

After all, the future was the future (wait, that doesn’t sound right—the future is the future 

or will be the future? Yeah, like far out man!). It would happen no matter what. But Brad 

wasn’t thinking about it. And he didn’t think about the past either. No thought of leaving 

San Luis. No thought of staying. After high school, no plans. Grades not good enough to 

get into Cal Poly. His parents kept riding him. What are you going to do after high 

school? If you’re not going to college, you better find a job. You can’t live here forever. 

You need to think about these things, young man. Parental shit. He’d figure it all out 

later, or he wouldn’t. Right now, he waited. For new or return customers. Summer school 

classes would be ending soon. He dug around in the backpack he always carried and 

double-checked his supply: ‘Ludes, yes; Black Beauties, yes; Dexies, yes; ‘Shrooms, yes; 

Gold, Red and Maui Wowie, check but a tad low on Gold. Gotta restock. And something 

new: acid.13 One of his regulars had asked for it. He hadn’t tried it yet, but he would. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 Drugs sound so fun on paper! LSD 25 was the most popular kind of acid of the 

day; it was also known as “windowpane” or “blotter.” Other popular LSDs were “Orange 
Sunshine,” “Blue Penegram,” “Purple Microdot,” and “Purple Haze.” “Yellowjackets” 
and “West Coast Turnarounds” were 100 mg capsules mixed with methamphetamine and 
Purple Haze. There was something similar sold called “Chemical Mescaline.” 

!
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Right now, he was stoned on Maui. Not the highest he’d ever been, just a light buzz. 

Can’t get too stoned; presence of mind for sales. 

The shaded wall of the high school gym painted a cream color like his grandma’s 

underwear hemmed him in, hid him away. Opposite the wall, a chain link fence to keep a 

ravine of Eucalyptus out, to keep them from marching up the hill and overtaking the 

school. A protected space between the wall and the fence where no one of any authority 

snooped. Was there some kind of unwritten rule that the school staff wouldn’t check or 

were they just clueless? Anesthetized by the slowness of SLO—inactive, unaware, 

blissful—the 2” x 2” square of each chain link became its own stoned cosmos. Brad put 

his eye up to one of the squares and tried to focus on what was visible within it only. 

Using his hands to block out his peripheral vision, he could see straight down Monterey 

Street to downtown. He noticed that no one was out. Huh? No cars, no people, no 

movement of any kind. What the hell was going on? Where was everyone? He closed his 

eye, reopened it, and switched to the other eye, still the same. Is a town still a town 

without its people? Wait, what? No, it probably wasn’t. Was he the last human on the 

planet? Shit. What if he was? So bitchin! Super-fucking bitchin’ actually. Jesus, he was 

higher than he thought—this Maui strain deceptive. A bell rang, startling him. It was 

mounted high up on the wall right above his head. One of those metal circles that had 

some kind of lever inside that clattered and rang so effing loud. He put his hands over his 

ears until it stopped. Summer school was out for the day. Brad’s Drug Store was 

officially open. He tried to think straight, to clear his head but to no avail. 
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Jimmy Morrison, first (and best) customer, came around the corner. Mayor’s son 

and hugest loadie in town. Sold him ‘ludes, Maui Wowie and three hits of acid. Gonna 

see him later and drop some. Cuesta Park, the scariest place at night but where else in this 

town can you go to trip? Next customer, Felicia, the lovely, sweet, try-not-to-drool-on-

her, sexy, sexy Felicia. Tried to get a date with her for later. Handful of ‘ludes and no 

date later. The only girl at school who still won’t do me. Jefferson, the only black dude in 

my class, cool guy, big-time stoner. Took a gram of Red off me. Knows his grass. Later 

bro,’see you on the courts. Master slam-dunker. Next, Mrs. Lefcourt, one of my mother’s 

friends! Dexies, so she won’t eat, so she said. Makes me nervous: a.) beautiful, gorgeous, 

tan, blonde, nice rack.  b.) a friggin adult. I don’t even know how she knew where to find 

me. Selling to a grown-up, Mom’s friend, behind the high school gym? Yikes-N-Heimer. 

She said, “Say hi to your mom for me.” As if. Up next, Seymour French. Who names 

their kid “Seymour”? His dad is my petey-, petey- trician, whatever that word is his dad 

is it. Sey is a true nerd, super smart, President of the Science Club, leads the debate team. 

Loves him some Beauties. Says he stays up all night studying. Why would anyone do 

that? Sold him some acid too. He knew what it was, of course. He said, “Thanks, Dr. 

Leary! Turn on, tune in, drop out!” Next in line someone he’d never seen before, a guy, 

early twenties, wearing army fatigues, using crutches and missing a leg. Whoa! This shit 

is powerful, Brad thought. I’m seeing an Army guy with no leg. Oh, shit! Or wait, am I 

busted? 

“You Brad?” The army guy said. 
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“Yeah, man, who’re you?” 

Army guy reached his hand out to shake. Brad awkwardly took it. 

“Neil,” he said. ”I’m David Zee’s older brother. He told me you could help me 

out.” 

Brad stood there, not moving, not reacting looking at the guy’s missing leg. 

“Hello?” Neil said. 

“Uh, yeah, man, sure. What d’you need?” 

“Dexies? Maybe some weed?” 

Brad reached into his backpack and pulled out the pills and grass. Nick gave him 

the required cash, exact change. 

“So, man, what happened?” Brad asked. 

“Happened? When?” 

“Your leg,” Brad said. 

“Stepped on a landmine. Blew it off.” 

“Shit, man,” Brad said. “I’m sorry, man, really sorry.” 

“Thanks, man,” Neil said. “Thanks for the supplies.” 

“Yeah, sure. Anytime.” 

Brad watched Neil swing away using the crutches to launch his upper body 

forward. His good leg slammed down hard on the brown dirt with each lunge-step. He 

watched until Neil turned the corner of the building and was out of sight. He knew there 

was a war. That guys like Neil were being killed. He knew guys older than him, ahead of 
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him at school that had gone over. But he’d never met a guy who came back missing a leg, 

or any other body part. He pulled a roach out of his shirt pocket, lit it and inhaled, deeply, 

all the way down. Whoa, head rush. Brad peered through a 2” x 2” metal square of the 

fence again. Shit, not the last human on earth, after all. Bummer. Through his telescopic 

view, he saw that downtown San Luis crawled with cars and people and life—same as it 

ever was. Same as it ever, ever was. 

 

 CHAPTER SIX  

 

Max, the sloppy, no-manners Rottweiler, barked at the front door every night. 

Eight-thirty promptly, three loud barks, like the dog wanted Don to do something he 

shouldn’t. A dog wingman? Ever since the first vision of the cynosure of Rose, Don 

thought of her pretty much all the time. She even supplanted soil in his over-educated 

cranium. It was Rose relentlessly. Persistently. He and Max had walked the same stretch 

of neighborhood sidewalk every night since meeting Rose three weeks prior, and not a 

single sighting. Her garage door closed tight, no megawatt blue-tinged light shining out 

to the street, around the block, up through space traveling at the light of speed, and 

stopping where-knows-who exactly. Just like they had never seen her. But Professor 

Perkins taught in Don’s department. Don worked with him every day. Max, the Wingdog, 

knew where she lived. During their nightly walks, he pulled Don toward Rose’s garage. 
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When Don yanked him back, he sat down in the driveway. A doggy treat, the only thing 

that made him move. If Max wanted him to, why shouldn’t he? 

Loud summer nights in the subdivision. Every kid in the neighborhood out past 

dark: riding bikes, skating, yelling, skateboarding, screeching, playing ball in the middle 

of the street, screaming, crying, and fighting. Max a popular interruption to their kinetic 

energy. Passing by Mr. Hersh’s open garage, Don usually waved and kept going until one 

night he stopped. 

“Hey there, Mr. Hersh.” 

The old man sat in his lawn chair, a cigarette in his mouth. 

“Hi, Don.” 

“You doing okay?” 

Mr. Hersh had lost his wife of forty-five years earlier in the year.  

“Yeah, I’m alright,” Mr. Hersh responded. “I’m okay.” 

“Need anything?” Don asked.  

“No, I’m good, I’m good,” Hersh said before folding up his chair and closing the 

garage door without saying good-bye. Like he couldn’t wait to get away. Odd man, Don 

thought. Forty-five years and then, boom, all alone. 

Don and Max moved on. Rose walked with them, not in reality but in fantasy. 

Dancing, her diaphanous negligée flowing; fleshy, pink orbs, pert and bobbing 

underneath the sheer fabric. Don hardening inside his corduroys. Reaching down the 

front to readjust so it didn’t stick out, so it wouldn’t hurt. An enormous full moon peeked 
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over rooftops. Once seen, it seemed to appear faster. Even Max looked up at it in some 

kind of animal recognition. Fear and awe? Not waiting longer, Don touched himself 

through his pants pocket and released joyously, with abandon. He and Max walked on, 

Don stickier now, a reminder of his horny ardor. 

Did Abby have it right? After church recently she demanded to know if God 

existed. Church had just let out and Don, Doreen, and Abby were walking to their car 

through the plaza in front of the Mission San Luis Obispo de Tolosa, the Catholic church 

where they worshiped. Doreen walked ahead of them, smoking while Don waved at the 

air pushing away her toxic, exhaled smoke. 

“Dad, does God exist?” Abby said. “I don’t think he does. You can’t see him. 

There’s no proof He’s there. And you can’t see Jesus or Mary or the angels either.”  

Don listened hoping she didn’t expect an answer. 

“And why do you believe in God anyway? You’re a scientist. Scientists insist on 

‘empirical evidence.’ There’s no evidence that God is real.” 

Why indeed? 

He told her he’d get back to her. That he’d investigate, and try to find some 

“empirical evidence” though he wouldn’t do either. He knew there was no such proof. 

The second he told her this lie, he regretted it. He knew she didn’t believe him, but he 

gave her no choice. It wasn’t a discussion. He hated that he was a fearful shit. Recently, 

he’d been giving serious thought to leaving the church. He’d wanted to for a long time. 

He only continued to go out of habit and family loyalty. Raised Catholic, his father a lay 
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priest most of his childhood, he’d gone to Catholic schools from kindergarten through 

twelfth grade, and he and Doreen met in school. The church had worked itself into every 

nook and cranny of his life. Stuck in place. A lifetime of an instilled moral code; right 

from wrong; do this, don’t do that; we expect this of you; be a good boy always. Now, he 

didn’t know how to get out of it. Now, he was doing the thing his father had done. The 

thing that undid his own family—lusting after another woman, a woman not his wife, a 

woman also married.  

Don hated his father’s hypocrisy. The pretend piousness, the church-going, 

devout Catholic, who broke most all of the commandments while insisting his family 

strictly adhere to them. The “cheating day,” Don eventually began to call it, was once a 

week—every Saturday afternoon at two o’clock sharp. Chip, Don’s father, liked routine; 

he scheduled his life, and his family’s lives, down to the exact minute.  

“Don, Jim, let’s go,” Chip Francis yelled to his two sons. 

The boys spent most of their time reading comic books in their shared bedroom. 

They jumped every time their father’s voice sounded in the abnormally quiet house. 

Abigail met her boys—she called them all her “boys,” Chip, Don and Jim—at the front 

door to see them off. She kissed both boys on their blond heads and gave Chip a chaste 

peck on the cheek. She believed because Chip long ago told her so that they were off to 

play ball in the park. 

“We’ll be back in one hour exactly,” Chip told his wife—and they always were.  
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They drove across town to an empty field, off of Foothill Blvd., out on the edge of 

town. Chip told the boys to play ball until he got back. For some reason, neither boy ever 

told their mother what took place while they were away. They never reported that their 

father dumped them off and disappeared for forty minutes, that they didn’t all play ball—

like there was an unwritten agreement not to say anything. The boys tossed a baseball 

back and forth in the empty field until he drove up to the curb and they all went home. 

When Don was twelve, at the door when they were leaving, he saw something on his 

mother’s face, a look, darkness, and sad eyes. She turned away when she saw that he’d 

noticed. By this time, his hatred for his father had reached its zenith. He detested him for 

hurting his mother. A cold February day, the ground still wet from an earlier downpour, 

Chip dropped them off at the muddy field. Don watched his father’s car turn the corner 

onto Tassajara Drive. He and Jim followed on foot and found his father’s black,’37 Ford 

Tudor Sedan, parked outside a house. A small, run-down, white stucco building in need 

of paint, the yard, overgrown grass with rose bushes that needed pruning. The front 

drapes closed across a bay window. The house, the opposite of theirs—perfectly kept up 

both inside and out—felt abandoned, lifeless even. The boys sat on the curb a few houses 

away, watching and waiting. 

“That’s Dad’s car,” Jim said. 

“I know.” 

“What’s he doing?” 

“I don’t know.” 
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Don was Jim’s protector, much like they were taught in church. Don saw himself 

like Jesus. Jesus was humankind’s protector, their intercessor to God, so Don was Jim’s 

from and to their father. Three years younger, still a kid, Jim didn’t understand what their 

father was up to. When Chip came out the front door of the house, and a beautiful, young 

woman, kissed him on the lips, Don understood fully. Jim playing in the mud with a stick 

didn’t see. Don grabbed him by the collar, yanked him up to standing and they hightailed 

it, fast, back to the field before Chip could see them. The following Saturday afternoon, 

at two o’clock sharp, Don refused to go with his father. 

“I know what you’re doing,” Don told his father, out of earshot of his mother and 

brother. “I saw her kiss you.” 

Chip stopped taking the boys to play ball that afternoon but he didn’t stop seeing 

the woman. The affair continued long after Don left home, up to his father’s death. It was 

never discussed. He knew that his mother knew. He knew that she suffered in silence. 

Don never forgave his father. 

 

Personal guilt, cemented by his upright upbringing kept his ass in the church pew. 

Raw, unbridled male libido, and a certain freeing maturity pushed him toward the new 

woman he wanted so desperately he could smell and taste her. Despite knowing he 

should not, despite his own moral compass aggressively directing him towards rightness, 

he moved towards wrongness. He couldn’t stop himself. Before he had a chance to quit 

the church, his empirical evidence appeared two Sundays later when mass ended. Like 
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his father before him, Don held the position of lay priest and while standing up front with 

the priests, inserting wafers into the mouths of worshippers, he stopped. An apotheosis 

took place. Jesus rose up into the rafters and out through the roof in a blaze of golden-

hued light. The brightness blinded him, the angels’ singing deafened him; he banged his 

knees hard on the stone floor when he fell. He started to convulse ecstatically and speak 

in tongues—wait, stop, not really. It just felt that way because, standing there right in 

front of him, ready to accept the body of Christ onto her tongue, was Rose Perkins. 

“Cat got your tongue?” she said to him. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

Predictions of end times, a regular occurrence in the 1960s, included cataclysmic 

activity that could have changed the geography of the state of California.14 Various seers 

predicted a formidable earthquake would destroy California on August 8, 1968, and that 

the state would sink beneath the sea. This prediction caused a small exodus to higher and 

drier ground in states like Idaho, Colorado and other points east. Abby, obsessed with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 February 4, 1962, Jeane Dixon, famous for predicting the assassination of JFK, 

predicted that a planetary alignment would bring total destruction to the world. George 
Van Tassel, a UFO prophet, said that on August 20, 1967, the beginning of the third woe 
of the Apocalypse would take place, resulting in the southeastern US being annihilated by 
a Soviet nuclear attack. Jim Jones told the world he had visions that a nuclear holocaust 
would take place sometime during 1967. 
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predictions of cataclysms and end-times, followed every detail of this specific prediction 

in the papers and on TV. 

Several days before the date, Abby packed a suitcase, ready to “Exodus” with the 

others she’d heard were leaving the state. Halfway between girl and woman, she was still 

scared of stuff that when she got older, didn’t, or might not have—but this did. The 

whole state of California falling off into the ocean? At first, the earth slowly moving, 

then cracking, pieces crumbling off and rumbling louder than any noise she’d ever heard, 

like the biggest earthquake ever, only much, much worse; titanic waves created by 

chunks of the state falling into the ocean; cities, freeways, bridges, fires, smoke, dust, and 

noise, until the entire state from Mexico to Oregon, was under water and Nevada became 

the new western coast of the U.S.A. Or, at least, she imagined it happening like that. 

Relentless, she’d pestered her parents for weeks to pack up the house. The 

weekend before the cataclysm was supposed to happen, Abby sat at the kitchen table, 

slouched over her plate, twirling the spaghetti that Doreen had fixed for dinner. She 

slammed her fork down. 

“We have to pack tonight so we can leave tomorrow.” 

Doreen looked at her vacantly. 

“Leave? To go where?” 

“Higher ground. Oregon or Nevada. Next Sunday, September the eighth, 

California will crack off and fall into the ocean. Haven’t you seen the news?” 

Don pushed his newspaper aside. 
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“That won’t happen. It is a geological impossibility. I know that you are an 

intelligent young lady and that you know that a whole state, one the size of California, 

breaking off like a piece of peanut brittle and sliding into the ocean is scientifically 

impossible. It could never happen. Understand?” 

“Yes, but-” 

“No ‘yes, buts,’ Don said. “Understand?” 

“Yes, Daddy,” Abby said. 

When she told him she understood, she felt like she was still five. So annoying. 

Why should she believe him anyway? A scientist who believed in God? Grandma Tiggy, 

who was married to Bob, the bigot, promised to pick her up and take her to higher 

ground. 

Although she was unaware of it, the co-ed murders, now up to five and considered 

the work of a serial killer, was the real cause of Abby’s abject fear. Not the predictions 

and not the chance of an earthquake. She’d lived all her life in California. She was used 

to moving and shaking. Like the predictions, she followed all the news reports of the 

murders assiduously: the daily updates in the Telegram-Tribune and the nightly reports 

on the local TV station, KSBY. The police had no leads, no suspects. The murderer took 

talismans: fingers, toes, whole hands occasionally. Abby’s dreams were filled with 

chopped off body parts, floating off, above her. She would jump up to grab them and put 

them back, but they would spin away, detached forever. Misunderstanding her fear, she 

blamed it on the predictions. Predictions equaled prophecy. Prophecy was not fact, it was 
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potential. Escape her fact. Replacement her potential. What she wanted to escape was the 

hell that California had become. Seeing her father burying things in the backyard late at 

night didn’t help calm her down. 

# 

 

I didn’t understand that we lived in a “subdivision” until I left home and went to 

college. Hey, there, it’s me again, Vickie. As the story unfurls, I’m finding I want to jump 

in, comment, and editorialize even. Put in my two cents. Growing up in our 

neighborhood, it was home, our surroundings so familiar that I never questioned nor 

thought about it. Its sameness didn’t occur to me until I saw cities on the East Coast, 

places that didn’t have that similar, insular feeling. Neighborhoods with true character, 

places alive, diverse and interesting, like my Brooklyn neighborhood where African 

Americans, Latinos, Asians, Arabs, Caucasians, gay, straight and in-between all 

intermingle. Where each house, apartment building, and shop is a different architectural 

style, from Federal to Gothic to Queen Anne and Renaissance, some built a hundred 

years ago, others last year. Red brick up against beige-painted concrete next to wood; 

some twenty stories high, others two. When I walk my neighborhood, my senses pop—

sight, smell, sounds, touch. The neighborhood a living, breathing entity. Deadness to the 

Laguna Lakes subdivision where we all grew up. There were times walking home from 

school where Abby and I were the only living beings in the universe—at least it felt that 



!

 

45 

!

way. We’d walk past house after house, sealed up tight, no signs of the humans who 

resided within them. That sort of quiet stillness only leads to bad stuff, right? 

Subdivisions15—someone’s idea of forced happiness. Defined as a basic unit of 

residential development, they were created when a large parcel of undeveloped land like 

a farm was divided into smaller lots suitable for building a home. Usually located outside 

a city, often in areas more suited to agriculture than human occupancy. The Laguna 

Lakes subdivision that the Francis family called home fit the description  to a T. Built in 

1962, on former farmland, located two miles away from downtown San Luis, it was out 

and away, unto its own in a windblown valley called Los Osos, a reference to the many 

bears that used to roam the area. Not quite a frontier, it still felt separate from. Like a 

colony on the moon. Okay, maybe not quite that remote, but you get the point. The 

houses, all single-story, California ranch-style came in four different flavors (floor plans): 

1.) the Greenwood; 2.) the Philadelphia; 3.) the Sea Breeze; and 4.) the Mayflower.16 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 Post-Great Depression, with a dire housing need, the National Housing Act of 

1934 ushered in the spread of the American subdivision. The Act insured bank-made 
home loans against losses lowering the prices of houses. Now, everyone could afford a 
home. The Act’s goal was to ensure long-term neighborhood stability—stability the 
country needed. Problem: with their unified streetscapes, and common architectural 
designs they all looked the same. Cookie cutter versions of each other. A controlled 
neighborhood. Which floor plan would you like Mrs. Walker? The Birchwood? The 
Oakwood? The Pinewood or the Citrus? Only consider the Citrus if you like a whole lot 
of orange. Unlike a neighborhood in a city or a town, these controlled neighborhoods 
lacked uniqueness. Begging the question: do the occupants devolve into robots? Does 
their individuality, their distinctiveness ebb, dissipating the longer they live in one? If 
they die still living in one will there be nothing left? No person, a non-being? 

16 So much for a cohesive theme. 
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Abby’s parents chose the Mayflower because Doreen knew it would be the easiest 

to clean. Abby learned this by overhearing a conversation between her mother and 

Barbra. Her mother, such a clean freak. The layout of the three bedroom, one-and-a-half 

bath house, put Abby’s bedroom in the middle between her parent’s master bedroom and 

her brother’s room. The rooms were lined up one after the other along the avocado green 

shag-carpeted hallway. Family photographs hung on the hallway walls. Don and 

Doreen’s wedding. Baby Brad in Doreen’s arms coming home from the hospital. Brad 

playing all the boy sports. Brad at prom. Four photos of Abby that stopped on her third 

birthday. Like she had ceased, Abby thought. Looking at the pictures, she wondered, 

where’s Abby? Where am I? Too hurt to ask, she’d never brought it up.  

At night, Abby could hear her father snoring and her mother crying with the TV 

on, volume low. Her brother came and went at all hours, playing his music—Hendrix, the 

Doors, Janis Joplin, and the Dead—until her father yelled at him to turn it down. She also 

heard her brother entertaining girls. Noises she was once too young to understand, noises 

she once heard coming from her parents’ room. But now she understood. The moans and 

giggles, and high-pitched squeaks. He was screwing girls from school. 

The sounds the house made soothed Abby. In her room, at night, the roar of the 

forced air heater turning on, the clicking of zippers against metal and the rush of water 

filling up the washing machine and the refrigerator cycling on-and-off. Even the low 

volume of Don and Doreen watching TV in the living room. Sounds of home. They 

meant she was safe, protected, inside a bubble of plasterboard, stucco, and shingles. 
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Tenuous, though it may have been, the house was her fortress. With Vickie’s house to the 

south of Abby’s, their bedroom windows faced each other. Abby could see Vickie in her 

room and Vickie could see Abby in hers. Often, they spoke via open windows across the 

space between their houses or flashed each other things, a new outfit, and pictures of cute 

guys in magazines, records, and posters—stuff like that. Abby and Vickie, inseparable, 

were friends for life. Vickie had a key to the Francis’s front door, and Abby had a key to 

the Lees’. Not unusual to find Vickie in Abby’s bed one morning and Abby in Vickie’s 

bed the next. One night that past spring, while doing homework at Abby’s, 17 they heard 

Brad in his room with a girl. 

“Who is it?” 

“How the hell should I know?” Abby said. “A different one every night.” 

“Such a horndog,” Vickie said. 

They’d been adding to their list of swear words, and sex talk, and dirty words. 

Horndog was one that Vickie had recently picked up. She used it all the time now. 

Horndog this, horndog that. 

“Such a horndog,” Abby said.  

Vickie, sex-obsessed, Abby thought, kneeled down to peek through a hole in the 

wall—an electrical socket without a face plate. The other side, in Brad’s room, also had a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 Vickie giving Abby answers to their math homework. 
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faceless outlet. Don had never replaced them after painting both rooms last summer; they 

could see right through the wall. 

“Jesus, who’s the horndog now?” Abby said. 

“Shh. Come look.” 

Abby knelt down with Vickie and peeked through the hole. She saw her brother 

with Candy, his latest skank.18 Brad was seventeen going on eighteen, almost a man in 

Abby’s eyes. She knew what a man wanted, and what a man did to get it. She’d read all 

of her mother’s Cosmopolitan magazines. She understood what sex was and what a 

mistake was. She’d overheard her mother telling Barbra Miller, the neighbor across the 

street, that she couldn’t understand what happened. She had her I.U.D. in and everything, 

but somehow she still got pregnant—with Abby. With Abby. The way she said her name 

made it sound like she was a piece of unwanted trash. 

“Look, he’s got a woody,” Vickie said, whispering.  

A woody, another word that Vickie had just acquired. A word to Abby that was 

for kids. 

Brad stood in his white briefs with a visible erection, the front of his underwear 

sticking straight out. 

“A hard-on. You mean a hard-on.” 

 “Okay, okay, a hard-on,” Vickie said. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Another new word! 
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Vickie still had a lot to learn about ‘stuff,’ Abby decided. She thought that Vickie 

was a little behind on things because her parents were overprotective. They were 

Chinese, not American. Vickie had to give a report to their class about her family so she 

knew Vickie’s story. Her parents came to the U.S. from China but Vickie was born here 

so she was Chinese-American. It pissed Abby off when the kids at school teased Vickie, 

calling her Ching-Chong and slanty-eyes. Abby stood up to them, told them to leave her 

alone.  

Brad pulled the girl to the bed and climbed on top. Both girls recoiled, somehow 

knowing they’d seen enough. 

“I still don’t understand,” Vickie said.  

Abby drew stick figures, a boy, and a girl, to show Vickie what Brad was doing to 

the girl.  

“Ewww, gross.” 

“Want to see something else?” Abby said. 

Abby led Vickie outside to the backyard and showed her an area of the lawn that 

had been dug up. Several spots, 3’x’3, the size of a hopscotch square, were covered with 

recently turned soil. 

“What is it?” 

“My dad buries things here,” Abby said. 

“What things?” 

 “I don’t know.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

Doreen came out of the house when Grandma Tiggy came by to pick Abby up for 

the weekend. Tiggy, dressed in pedal pushers, a sleeveless, Calico print blouse a size too 

small, a lime green scarf over her ash blonde hair, orange lipstick—a color Doreen had 

never seen before—and cat-eye sunglasses, stood outside her car, a ’64 Chevy Polara 

smoking a cigarette. Doreen thought the entire look too young. 

“Hi, Mom,” Doreen said. “Abby’ll be right out. You’ll be okay for two nights?” 

“We’ll be fine.” 

“Is that a new color of lipstick?” Doreen asked Tiggy. 

“Yes, do you like it?” 

“It’s very orange.” 

“That sweater,” Tiggy said. “It makes your boobs stick out.”  

When Tiggy spoke, she still had, after forty-five years, a hint of her native 

German and the cold delivery that went along with it. Doreen pulled the form-fitting, 

black knit, sleeveless sweater down hiding exposed tummy flesh. She expected the 

insults. Her mother didn’t know any other way. It was always the same when they saw 

each other; both trying to insult the other. It made Doreen feel like a twelve-year-old 

again. The same age Abby is now, she realized. She hated that she always participated. 

“It’s the look now. Everyone’s wearing them.” 
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“You look like a whore,” Tiggy said. 

“Thanks, Mom.” 

Doreen, each time she saw her mother, witnessed the beauty and elegance once 

possessed ebbing away. Tiggy, too young at fifty-nine to have so many wrinkles, and 

such a sallow, pallid skin tone. Doreen’s own future looked back at her. She knew, in her 

mother’s case, that booze and cigarettes were speeding the aging process along. 

“I’m ready.”  

Abby interrupted them. She threw a suitcase into the back seat and climbed into 

the passenger seat. 

“Let’s go,” Abby said. “We have to leave the state right now. We have to go to 

higher ground before it’s too late.” 

“Shush, Abby,” Doreen said. “Behave for your grandma.” 

“But, mom-” 

“California will still be here in the morning. I promise.” 

Predictions of end times? Doreen didn’t believe any of that. The imagination of 

that girl drove Doreen nuts. The car, which needed beaucoup help, pulled away from the 

curb, creaking and groaning then lurching when her mother pushed down on the gas 

pedal. Doreen head-prayed a non-religious prayer, the kind that non-believers steal from 

the religious and use on an as-needed basis, that they’d make it to her mother’s in one 

piece. Her mother should have stopped driving years ago. Not because of old age but 
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because of her drinking. The car disappeared around the corner. Doreen was glad; she 

needed a break. 

“Hello.”  

A woman, a quite beautiful one, walked toward Doreen, hand outstretched. 

“I’m Rose Perkins. We just moved in down the street.” 

Doreen took her hand. 

“I’m Doreen–” 

“Francis,” Rose said. 

“Yes, how did you know?” 

“Our husbands work together. I met Don a few weeks ago.” 

“Oh,” Doreen said. “Guess I’m a little late to the party.” 

“Not at all. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

“Well, welcome to the neighborhood,” Doreen said. 

Doreen watched while Rose strode by, long-legged, lithe, tanned, coiffure 

parfaite, 19 the cutest Capri pants she’d ever seen, and a sleeveless silk paisley blouse that 

was not in the Penney’s catalog. Mental note, invite Mr. and Mrs. Perkins over for dinner. 

Soon. 

Doreen went back inside the house. Home alone, the house was quiet—and 

empty—without Abby. She didn’t know what to do with herself. She didn’t feel like 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 Doreen’s français now much improved. 
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cleaning. Should she see if Barbra was home? She decided to do nothing. She poured 

herself a glass of Cold Duck, went to the living room, sat in her recliner, and went to light 

a cigarette. There were no matches on the coffee table so she rummaged around in her 

purse pulling out the matchbook that had Sofia’s name and phone number on it. For 

several days after her encounter with Sofia at the Madonna Inn, the matchbook sat at the 

bottom of Doreen’s purse. Not forgotten but out of sight. Not used but considered, 

questioned, and wondered about during most of Doreen’s waking hours. Should I call 

her? What will happen? I’ve never been with a woman. What would it be like? (A sotto 

voce thought: Am I a lesbian?) Why did she give me her number? So we could be 

friends? Her head refused to shut up. Migraines didn’t stop the noise, and the Valium that 

Dr. Rosen prescribed barely helped her sleep. Two weeks after meeting Sofia, in a single 

day, Doreen used all the matches left in the matchbook lighting her Kool Menthols 

except for one. Now, without thinking, and without lighting the cigarette dangling from 

her mouth, she used the last match to burn up the matchbook. She set it down in an 

ashtray and watched it flame up then burn all the way out. 

The next night, a Saturday, she dressed all the way up. Like she might if she lived 

in Paris or New York—très elegant. Earlier in the day she went to the one chic woman’s 

boutique downtown, Chez Marie, and bought a sexy new silk blouse. Black and 

sleeveless, Yves Saint Laurent, Marie said. Doreen used cash she’d saved up, secretly. A 

pilfered dollar or two from the grocery money. She couldn’t let Don see how much the 

blouse cost, so a check was out of the question. Doreen wore it with a camel mini-skirt 
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and bone-colored t-strap heels. She also went to Casablanca so her coiffure was fresh. 

Don was away at a dirt convention, Brad was who-knows-where and Abby was at 

Tiggy’s. There was no one home to see Doreen’s new look. This saddened her for a 

moment until she realized all the questions they would ask. Answers she didn’t have and 

wouldn’t want to give. Not even Barbra got to see the new her. Lipstick, Revlon’s 

“Stormy Pink,” her current favorite, the final touch, then out the door.  

She sat in the car in the Madonna Inn parking lot for a half hour before going 

inside. There were just a few people in the cocktail lounge: a young couple at a booth and 

a cowboy seated at the bar. An hour later, feeling tipsy after her second daiquiri, she 

decided to leave. The alcohol made her more anxious than relaxed. No sign of Sofia or 

her husband. No one else she cared to drink with. And the cowboy, on what seemed like 

his eighth Pabst Blue Ribbon, kept leering at her. Over the next couple of weeks, Doreen 

managed to evade her family several more times, but after the fourth trip to the bar and 

not finding Sofia, she wondered if she’d imagined the whole thing. Maybe the drinks had 

made her head fuzzy? Except—except for the matchbook, the one she’d burned—that 

proved it was real. Maybe they were tourists passing through town. Maybe she’d never 

see her again. 

She tried to forget her. With no way to contact her, what else could she do? Life 

resumed much like it always had. Housewife to Don, mother to Brad and Abby, cooking, 

cleaning, smoking, drinking, dreaming, grocery shopping, wanting, PTA-ing, desiring, 

wondering, gossiping, drinking, smoking, cooking, cleaning, sleeping, then doing it all 
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over again. Until routine interruptus happened one night. Doreen, yellow Playtex gloves 

on, down on hands and knees, head inside the oven scrubbing the enamel with steel wool 

and Ajax didn’t hear the front door open.  

“You here, Dor?” Barbra called out. 

“Kitchen.” 

Barbra held a flyer out to Doreen, who had lowered herself to the floor sitting 

back on her haunches while pushing her hair out of her face. 

“What is it?” Doreen said. 

“Rod McKuen, the poet,” Barbra said. “He’s reading from his book, Listen to the 

Warm at Eden’s End tonight.” 

 Doreen looked at the flyer. 

“And we’re going,” Barbra said. “Drop the cleaning materials and go get ready.” 

Barbra sat at the kitchen table and read Ladies’ Home Journal. Doreen removed 

the gloves, closed the oven and went to change. Barbra loved the McKuen book, but 

Doreen had never read poetry. She’d tried a few times, but she just didn’t get it. 

Magazines were more her speed. She tried to read that Lolita book, got halfway through 

it and stopped. That Humbert Humbert character was a pervert, and the girl, Dolores, a 

tempting little tramp. Behaving that way towards a man old enough to be her father? 

 

The Eden’s End Bookstore, housed on the first floor of a red brick building on 

Marsh Street, was a gathering place for the area’s anarchists, communists, feminists, 
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leftists, radicals, and socialists. All those renegade types who sought change, upheaval, 

and a new social order. The store was crammed full of books, floor to ceiling, narrow 

aisles wide enough for one person, shelves leaning forward, backward and sideways, 

groaning under the weight of too many tomes. The night of the poetry reading, Doreen 

and Barbra showed up late. Doreen hated to be late for anything, but Barbra was never on 

time. If it starts at eight o’clock, get there by seven forty-five was how Doreen liked to 

operate. McKuen had just started his second poem when Doreen and Barbra grabbed the 

last two seats in the back row. The small space that the bookstore allotted for the reading 

reeked of incense, patchouli oil, marijuana, and sweat, and was full of hippies—long, 

straggly hair on the men, beards and mustaches hiding their faces, beads around their 

necks, and peace signs pinned to their clothing. The women wore granny dresses, tie-

dyed t-shirts, no bras and had unkempt hair. The first thought Doreen had upon sitting 

down: This place needs a thorough scrubbing. She tried not to move around in the chair 

too much. She didn’t have time to inspect it before she sat. Who knows what might be on 

it? While McKuen read, Doreen could not stop staring at a woman in front of her. The 

woman, who wore a tank top, hadn’t shaved her underarm hair in ages and it stuck out all 

over the place. Brown tufts of hair that Doreen found, well, um, she found it—repulsive. 

Yes, that’s a good word, repulsive. The woman wasn’t the only unshaven woman there. 

Doreen looked around—armpit hair everywhere. She felt out of place in her knit sweater, 

curve-enhancing slacks, and Jackie Kennedy hair-do. 
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McKuen’s words floated around the room, Doreen heard a few, a phrase here, 

another there—open up the heart and let some hurt come in and when love is here or 

gone, but she missed most of them. Images too soft and simple to grab onto. Her mind 

unfocused, her heart confused, she wondered why her life wasn’t different, and then the 

What-Ifs started. What if she hadn’t married Don but married Jed instead? What if she 

lost all her babies and was childless? What would she do with all that time? What if she 

was still single? What if she’d been born a man? Maybe then she could’ve run for 

president and helped make this screwed-up world a better place. That would be 

something. When McKuen said the word Paris, she grabbed that word out of the air. 

What if she left everything and everyone and moved to Paris? Actually lived there? No 

idle thought. This was something she dreamed of often. It was why she was learning 

French. Could she run away and start over in a foreign country? Before she had time to 

complete the thought, a sudden thud—her attention returning back to the cramped, stuffy, 

smelly room— when Sofia cat-walked like a model down the aisle toward her. She 

turned away when she passed, then stood and followed her out. 

The bookstore’s restrooms were in a common hallway shared with other 

businesses in the building. Doreen didn’t see Sofia enter but assumed that’s where she 

went. She stood in the hallway, stuck, uncertainty and fear freezing her in place like one 

of the statues she’d seen in the books on Paris. Running water coming from inside the 

women’s restroom nudged her forward and through the door. 

“We really have to stop meeting like this,” Sofia said when Doreen entered. 
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 Sofia stood at the sink, looking at Doreen’s reflection in the mirror. Doreen, 

statue-stunned again, didn’t move. Sofia turned to face her. 

“I meant in ladies’ rooms, silly.” 

“Sorry,” Doreen said. “I’m just surprised to see you—again.”  

“And I’m happy to see you—again. You didn’t call.” 

Doreen stepped up to the mirror to touch up her makeup. 

“I lost the matchbook.” 

Red lipstick20 turned up out of its gold-tone metal holder, swiped along top and 

bottom lips, back and forth rolling of lips together to confirm coverage, next, an open-

mouthed kiss to a tissue leaving a red osculation for the wastebasket, then a wide grin to 

make sure no lipstick on teeth, wiping off teeth with a finger if necessary, Doreen 

finished the re-applying of lipstick ritual millions of women performed throughout the 

day and night the world over. 

“Forgiven. Are you a fan of Rod McKuen?” 

“Not really,” Doreen said turning to face her. 

“Yeah, me either. I came with a friend. She adores his work. I don’t really get it.” 

“Uhm, yeah, me too, a friend brought me too.” 

Nervous, not sure how to act or what to do, Doreen looked Sofia up and down. 

She was more beautiful than she remembered. The skin, the eyes, the lips, the svelte 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 “Hot Lips” by Coty 
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figure. Doreen’s faced flushed, she grew warm. She wanted her. She wanted to possess 

her. But she didn’t know why. Urges inside, physical, emotional, exploding, what the hell 

was happening? 

“Drink?” Sofia said. 

“Now?” Doreen said. 

“Yes.” 

“What about our friends?” 

“Let’s ditch them.” 

Sofia grabbed Doreen by the hand and they left. They snuck out of the building, 

the cool night air a relief to Doreen while they fast-walked away from “A Poetry Reading 

by Rod McKuen.” Wait, did you hear that? Listen to the warm. 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

 

Brad called Grandma Terry “Tiggy” when he was a baby because he couldn’t 

pronounce her name. The name stuck and everyone who knew her started calling her 

Tiggy—her friends, her co-workers, even her husband, in fact, the entire family. Except, 

of course, Abby, who insisted on calling Tiggy by her real nameTerry. She refused to use 

Grandma. Once she was old enough to know that Tiggy was her brother’s garbled name 

for their grandmother she declined to use it forevermore. No Grandma Tiggy, no 

Grandma Terry, just Terry like they were best girlfriends. 
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She also started calling Bob, Terry’s third husband, Bob-the-bigot. Abby first 

noticed Bob’s racism at Terry and Bob’s wedding when she was six. She heard words 

pouring from his mouth she’d never heard or learned in school. Words that when she 

asked her mother what they meant, Doreen told her to never use again. This was Abby’s 

first clue about the weirdness percolating within her family. Who was this man marrying 

her grandmother who used all these bad words? The family weirdness factor cemented 

itself that same day when Bob’s great-aunt Thelma peed in the rose bushes right in front 

of the church. She climbed in, hiked up her dress and squatted right there. The plaza in 

front of the church was full of wedding guests and not one person reacted. They 

pretended they didn’t see. Abby was so close she could hear the torrent of urine flowing 

out of the old woman. She tugged on her mother’s hand to get her attention, but Doreen 

ignored her, just kept on talking to Aunt June. No one spoke of it then or ever.   

Bob only saw white, he didn’t see color. Well, actually, he saw color, he just 

hated it. Cowardly, he was an armchair bigot. No attending KKK rallies or burning of 

crosses, 21 no protests or marches with his kind. He sat in his La-Z-Boy Recliner, TV 

remote in hand, screaming at the television. Every word that came out of the man’s 

mouth put someone down: nigger this, wop that, and spook and spade and coon and 

Chink and Dago and Flip and Jap and gook and kike, queer and dyke too. Abby wrote 

them all down once. She wanted to know which words not to use. She learned to tune it 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 There weren’t many of those in San Luis anyway. 
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out whenever he started in, which was usually during the evening news. Reports on the 

Civil Rights Movement always set him off. When they showed Blacks marching, he’d 

shout at the television (like they could hear him) “those goddamn niggers need to be 

taught a lesson.” During reports on the Vietnam War, when they showed flag-draped 

coffins of dead American boys being offloaded at Dover Air Force Base, he’d get teary-

eyed and say, “Kill ‘em! Kill all them commie gooks; kill ‘em, goddamnit.” The hippies, 

even though many were white, suffered his slings too: “Get a job, you long-haired hippy 

freaks. And get a goddamned haircut.” 

Terry loved craft projects and Abby loved Terry for it. Doreen didn’t have the 

craft gene. Abby’s friends’ mothers did things like macramé and pottery and made 

terrariums out of empty glass water bottles. Doreen read magazines and cleaned. The 

weekend that Abby spent with Terry, they made felt art—paintings made with pieces of 

cut-out felt. The design that Abby chose was of Baby Jesus in the manger. She wanted to 

give it to her religious-scientist father. A birth without sex? Uh, huh. Things don’t 

materialize out of thin air, this Abby knew. It took a man fertilizing the woman’s egg to 

create a baby. Scientific fact. She and Terry spent all afternoon cutting out pieces of felt 

and gluing them onto the cardboard that came with the felt art kit. Bob sat in his recliner 

yelling epithets at the television. Neither Abby nor Terry heard him; they were so 

accustomed to the noise. Abby glued the final piece of felt down, a crown of yellow 

around Jesus’ head, and asked her grandmother a question she’d wanted an answer to for 

a long time. 
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“Terry?” 

 “Yes, dear?” 

Terry worked on a design of Vincent Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, gluing down gold-

colored pieces of felt. 

“Did my mother have a baby before Brad?” 

Terry stopped gluing. She didn’t look at Abby. She started gathering all the craft 

materials together: scissors, extra pieces of felt, sequins, buttons, glitter, and glue. She 

crammed it all back inside her ‘crafts box’—a box that had “Crafts” written in black felt-

tip pen on the side. She picked up Abby’s felt manger and looked it over. 

“You did a very nice job with this. Now go get your things so I can drive you 

home.” 

“But it’s not time yet.” 

“Yes, it is.” 

Abby knew by Terry’s tone not to challenge her. She also knew, with the certainty 

of a know-it-all twelve-year-old, that Doreen had had a baby before Brad. In her silence, 

Terry answered the question. Abby grabbed her suitcase from the guest room. On her 

way out the door she heard Bob shout: “Goddamned niggers!” Abby stopped, returned to 

the living room and said to Bob, “The word is Negroes, not the other one you are 

constantly yelling. The other word is not a nice word.” She stormed out of the house with 

Terry close on her heels. 
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Returned home from Grandma Tiggy’s, her bid to flee to higher ground trounced, 

Abby still had to figure out what to do about the doomsday prediction which was three 

days away. The seers said it would happen on August 8th, a Thursday, between 3:15 and 

3:45 in the afternoon. Hiding out in her room, sitting at her desk, a notebook open before 

her, she began to formulate a plan. A survival plan or an escape plan? That’s exactly what 

she needed to figure out. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN 

 

Their affair started that day in church—the day Don confused Rose with Jesus. 

That same day, the cynosure of Rose became the Apotheosis of Rose, even though the 

apotheosizing took place in Don’s clouded head only. The moment he placed the body of 

Christ on her tongue, he was all in. All in. All in as in don’t stop for Sundays. All in as in 

do-or-die. All in as in no turning back. Nothing else happened between them that Sunday. 

Rose exited out a side door looking back at Don once and smiling. Don nervously 

continued placing wafers on peoples’ tongues. After all had been fed,22 he found Doreen 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 Saved! 
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outside smoking; Rose was nowhere in sight. That night on his evening walk with Max, 

Rose’s garage was sealed tight. That didn’t stop Don from starting the physical part of 

their affair. He walked on, and just like before, touched himself through his jeans’ pocket, 

imagining Rose nude, thinking of laying her down and making love to her—he released 

gobs of his seed against the cloth of his corduroys, moaning carefully. Even Max 

wondered what was going on. He looked up at the out of breath, quivering Don, asking in 

dog thought: Is something wrong? Nothing at all was wrong. This time, Don felt no 

remorse, no guilt, just unbridled, eye-popping exhilaration. 

 

Wait, it’s Vickie, stepping in for a fast moment, again. Are you, dear readers, 

maybe wondering why? Why would Don, a nebbish, introverted scientist who just 

happens to resemble Paul Newman suddenly embark on an extramarital affair? Yeah, me 

too. I don’t know if I can answer that because I don’t think Don knows why. All the 

typical reasons—passionless marriage, midlife crisis, horned up male—are too pat. Or 

maybe they aren’t? I wonder if it’s simply that a beautiful woman desires him. That’s 

never happened to him as a mature adult. When he and Doreen married, he was a gangly, 

awkward teenager much like she was. Their physical desires were propelled by immature 

hormones—like homing missiles aimed at each other they couldn’t stay apart. There was 

little true desire involved. I’d even venture to say, that with all his questioning, his moral 

incertitude, his religious confusion, he was never going to stop this affair from 

happening. It was, as they say, a fait accompli before it even started. Besides all of that, 
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it’s the late ‘60s, he’s a heterosexual male—in those days they didn’t know how to 

express themselves, they didn’t know they had feelings let alone emotional lives. 

 

Sifting soil at his garage workbench, several days after seeing Rose at church, 

Don wondered what to do next. Knock on her door when he knew her husband was 

lecturing? Sit in his car across the street and wait for her to go the grocery store? Call her 

on the phone and hope she answered? Inexperience kept him from acting. Instinct told 

him to wait. Wait for what? Inspiration, timing, ardor? Don didn’t want to screw it up. 

Their affair moved ahead at warp speed in his brain. He imagined kissing her all over, 

their bodies entwined, her supple breasts against his chest. He ravaged her, he consumed 

every single, microscopic, cell, and he took her to heights of ecstasy unknown. He 

entered her and refused to come out. The last time Don had spontaneous ejaculations 

were teenage nocturnal emissions. Since meeting Rose, he’d been having them over and 

over. He worried that Doreen might notice his crusty, glued-together underwear and 

pants. 

Don looked through the eyepiece of his microscope at a new soil sample taken 

from the shore at Laguna Lake. At 400x magnification, he’d normally see mineral grains, 

tiny clay particles, mycorrhizae, fungi and bacteria, root and plant fragments. Instead, he 

saw swimming spermatozoa. Hundreds of thousands of the squirming, determined motile 

sperm cells clouded his vision. He stepped away and looked back again and they were 

still there. He’d never felt this turned on, revved up, horny before. He thought maybe he 
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had a form of sexual wet brain. Peering through the ocular lens, trying to make the sperm 

go away he heard a distant voice calling out. 

“Dad!” 

He popped up from his position at the microscope. Abby stood next to him. 

“I called you like four times,” she said. “Didn’t you hear me?” 

“No, honey, I didn’t.” 

He reached over and patted her head, running his hand down her hair. Doing that 

helped. He did it again. He calmed. That connection to his progeny pulled him back to 

Earth. He kept patting her until she pushed his hand away. 

 “You never hear us when your nose is under that microscope.” 

“I know.” 

“Are there any empty cardboard boxes I can have?” Abby said. “They’re for a 

school project.”  

Normally, Don would have been annoyed by the interruption. He mired down so 

deeply in whatever research he was working on that he became unreachable, a tortoise 

inside his carapace. Yet, today, something transformed. The effect of Rose softened him; 

he heard the need in Abby’s voice. What was going on with this girl? His daughter? He’d 

not given her too much thought over the years. It wasn’t only a box she wanted. Don 

pointed to several boxes in a corner of the garage. 

“You can have those.” 

“Thanks,” Abby said. 
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“Abby?” Don said. “Everything okay with you?” 

“I’m fine. Just have to get my homework done.” 

She grabbed the boxes and went back inside. Don watched her go. He knew 

everything was not okay with her but had no idea what to do about it. Don put his eye 

back down to the microscope eyepiece. This time, the soil presented itself. He wrote data 

into a notebook before the squirming spermatozoa could reappear on the slide. Several 

minutes later, immersed in more soil details, the notebook full of letters and figures, Don 

had returned to his carapace—again, the outside world non-existent, thoughts of Rose 

abated. 

Five minutes later, Don noticed movement in his the peripheral vision. If he 

didn’t know better, he’d have thought a bear was in the room. He pulled his head away 

from the microscope to find Brad standing there. Big, much bigger than any of the men 

on Don’s side of the family, and hairy too. Doreen’s genes, not his. Every time he was 

near his son, he stepped away. Where did this creature come from? He hardly knew him 

anymore since he’d become a teenager. 

“Dad?” 

“Hey, Brad.” 

“You know the draft?” 

“I do.” 

“Some of the guys’re saying I have to register for it when I turn eighteen.” 

“Correct. You have to register with the Selective Service.” 
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“The selective what?” 

“Service,” Don said. “The draft board.” 

“So they can draft me? Send me to ‘Nam?” 

“Yes, I’m afraid so,” Don said. 

The words stuck in his throat. He’d known this day would come, and now that it 

was here, he didn’t know what to do or say. Half of him was all-American, proud, 

supported the boys who defended this Great Nation; the other half believed the war was 

wrong, that the U.S. should not be involved, that America’s youth were being slaughtered 

in vain.   

  “I don’t want to go. Do I have to sign up?” 

“Well, they can put you in jail if you don’t,” Don said. “So, yes, you probably 

should.” 

Don didn’t mention a deferment because he knew Brad wouldn’t qualify for any 

of them. He watched while Brad, usually animated, joking and teasing, went quietly into 

the house. Brad, wait, Don thought. He wanted to say more. Where was the guidebook to 

fathering? Don had always felt like he had no idea what he was doing. His doctorate 

made him an expert in the field of soil science. But where was the Ph.D. in parenting? 

He’d learned nothing from his own father who rarely uttered a word unless it involved 

yelling at him and his brother. He would have told Don to buck up and go to war. Fight 

for your country. The thought of Brad returning in a flag-covered coffin lurked in Don’s 

subconscious. He tried to resume his research but when he looked back at the slide, the 
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appropriate pieces of the soil puzzle were there but he didn’t recognize them. A gloom 

appeared instead. He couldn’t focus. Another voice pulled him away from the 

microscope, again. 

“Hello, stranger.” 

Before he lifted his head, he was sure he’d heard an angel speaking. What was 

that mellifluous sound? He looked up and Rose stood at the garage threshold. On the 

black asphalt, just on the other side of the concrete garage floor. A streetlight backlit her 

so it looked like she wore a crown of yellow light. He sat on the stool staring, stuck, 

struck, no words, no movement. 

“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” she said. 

“Of course, yes, come in, please, come in.” 

Don stood up and beckoned her forward. Her step over the pavement-concrete 

threshold became their first commitment to each other. 

“What’re you looking at?” 

She walked closer to Don and his microscope. 

“Oh, it’s, uh, some of the mud from over at the lake,” he said. “Analyzing it’s 

contents.” 

“May I see?” 

“Really, you want to see?” 

Doreen had never expressed the least interest in his obsession. Few people had. 

He helped her take a seat and adjust the lens so she could view the slide. He stood close 
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behind her, his arms around her to show her what to do. He had to step away when he 

became too excited. 

“So what am I seeing?” she said. “What are all these objects?” 

Objects. She’d used the word “objects,” not things, Don wowed. She saw the 

individual components, the living entities, and the non-living. Smacked up the side of the 

head smitten. Boom, like a gigantic hand, came down. He hoped there wasn’t a red 

bruise, or maybe he did. 

“Uh, let’s see, the little rectangles are mineral grains, the round ones are tiny clay 

particles, and the squiggles are a combination of mycorrhizae, fungi, and bacteria, the 

bigger odd-shaped stuff is root and plant fragments.” 

“The root and plant fragments must be primarily tules, right? If the sample came 

from the lake,” she said. 

He stepped away, stared. (Tules. She knows what she’s looking at. Who is this 

woman?) 

“Correct. Very, very correct.” 

She smiled and he smiled back, but he hadn’t a clue what to do next. He stood 

there, she sat on the stool. Time ceased, a complete standstill, a temporal traffic jam. The 

door between the house and the garage creaked open and Doreen stepped out. Snap! Just 

like that time picked up speed, traffic moved again. Rose stood up. 

“Hello,” Rose said. 

“Oh, hello,” Doreen said. “I didn’t know anyone else was out here.” 
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Don answered in a rapid-fire, nervous-filled manner. 

“Uhm, yes, well this is, uh, this is Rose. She’s a neighbor down the street. She 

was taking a walk. I was just showing her my soil samples. Her husband teaches with me, 

and—” 

“Don, it’s okay,” Doreen said. “We met the other day.” 

“You did?” 

Re-focused, Don noticed how Doreen looked. Dressed up. Hair done differently. 

More makeup than usual. Maybe new clothes even. 

“You look wonderful,” Rose said. “I love your outfit. Where did you get it?” 

“Thank you,” Doreen said. “Downtown, at Chez Marie.” 

“She does carry some lovely things,” Rose said. 

Rose walked across the concrete garage floor to the threshold between garage and 

driveway. 

“I should be going,” she said to Don and Doreen. “Nice to see you both.” 

“Bye,” Don said. 

“Goodbye,” Doreen said. 

Rose stepped onto the asphalt driveway and a chill ran through Don. He watched 

her saunter off. 

“Beautiful woman,” Doreen said. 

“Hmm, yes, I guess so.” 
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“I just came out to tell you that I’m going to the movies with Barbra. Abby’s 

staying over at Vickie’s tonight.” 

 Don told her to have a nice time and then turned back to his work.  He looked 

through the microscope’s ocular lens at the soil sample on the slide, but he couldn’t see a 

thing. 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 

Thursday, August 8, 1968, 3:15 p.m. to 3:45 p.m., Pacific Standard Time. 

Thwarted by Doreen when she found her packing up her belongings, Abby was 

alone on the big day. No one else home, she sat, knees drawn up to her chest, under her 

desk, looking at her watch, waiting for the minute and hour hands to line up on the three. 

Waiting for the end; waiting for the booms, the crashes,  the dust, and the smoke. Hoping 

that maybe her small pine desk with two drawers, the one her dad painted pink for her, 

might save her life. 

 

Okay, hold on; let me interrupt for just a quick moment. It’s me, Vickie, back 

again. Abby probably had doubts herself. I mean, I was there too. We were twelve. Not 

little kids anymore. I remember all the announcements, the excitement, people talking 

about our (precious!) state falling off into the ocean. But the adults around us didn’t seem 

worried in the least. Wait; sorry, I guess I’m providing contradictory information here. 
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Some people worried, of course; most kids we knew were excited about the possibility—

it was something different, out of their daily routines. Abby ascended to another level of 

panic entirely. At the time, I didn’t understand it. I’m only starting to now. 

 

Abby, pushed all the way back under her desk, knees pulled up tight, head resting 

on her kneecaps, stared at her watch. When the minute hand landed on the three, she 

closed her eyes and placed her hands over her ears. That didn’t help. Five minutes later it 

started. A rumble of thunder off in the distance grew louder and louder. The house, her 

bedroom, shifted and moved up and down, softly at first then harder. Side to side. The 

wood inside the walls creaking, groaning and cracking. Stuff—books, her Barbies, a 

stack of Tiger Beat magazines—fell off of shelves, plaster dust sprinkled down. Abby 

braced herself against the sides of the desk by pushing against them with her feet and 

hands. She imagined her little desk carrying her along on the waves once the tsunami 

arrived. She peeked through her fingers and saw it: water seeping under her closed 

bedroom door. Slowly soaking the white wall-to-wall carpeting, staining it muddy brown. 

Soon it would be a wall of sea water engulfing everything, taking her away with it. 

Amazed by how slowly it was happening, she looked out. She’d imagined it would all be 

over in a few minutes. The state plunged into the ocean and no more like a snap of the 

fingers. That’s not how it was happening at all. The house now creaking and groaning 

much louder, the ground shifting violently underneath it, slipped toward Avila Beach and 

the Pacific Ocean. She heard the pavement outside breaking up. The house was moving, 
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gradually, like it was on the back of a very large turtle, plodding westward. Outside, loud 

booms, things exploding, breaking and cracking and crumbling and chipping away, the 

house jolted here and there by objects hitting up against it. Seawater rising higher, up the 

walls of her bedroom, Abby stayed put, wishing her desk into a boat. She didn’t scream. 

She didn’t cry either. She thought she’d do both. Instead, she watched in wonder. 

The voice sounded distant, far away, but it was calling her name: Abby. Abigail 

Marie, Abby, Abby. Who was it? Where were they? Someone trapped in the rubble 

somewhere? Or floating on the waves? Maybe in a desk-boat like hers? Abby. Louder 

now. Abby! Wake up. Wake up? I’m not asleep. I’m on an adventure. The house is on the 

back of gigantic turtles and we’re going to the ocean. I will float on my desk-boat until 

someone saves me. Wake up, Abby! Her eyes popped open and Doreen was looking down 

at her. Abby uncurled herself and climbed out from underneath the desk. 

“Mom?” Abby said. “Are we okay? Did we survive?”  

“Survive what? What are you doing?” 

Disappointed, Abby looked at her watch which now read three-thirty. She looked 

around her room—all intact, dry, no water, no signs of a cataclysm. But she’d seen it with 

her own eyes. It had happened—it wasn’t just her fainting from holding her breath. 

California did slide off into the ocean just like the seers had predicted. It was real. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

 

Digging in dirt held zero interest for Abby. She was glad her father was so 

involved in it because he left her alone. Still, she did wonder what the hell he was 

burying in the backyard. Something he did more and more often. She couldn’t ask him. 

He might explode. Her father’s stern, reserved manner made Abby nervous. He was super 

moody. She never knew who he would be. Sometimes he was the nicest guy in the whole 

wide world, mostly he was a monster. Either, he wouldn’t look at you, or he’d snap if you 

asked him something. She tried to stay out of his way. He barely spoke to any of his 

family and spent hours in his garage laboratory working with his precious “soil.” Abby 

knew who her father was and what he did. In the first grade, she started a scrapbook of 

newspaper and magazine articles about him, including papers he wrote that were 

published in scientific journals.23 She even had a thorough understanding of soil science 

just from reading his writings. 

Abby sat in the back seat of her father’s Datsun while he drove to work at Cal 

Poly. Doreen and Barbra were in Santa Barbara for a girls’ day away and Abby needed 

babysitting so Don took her to work with him. She sat quietly, afraid to make a noise. She 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 His article “Seasonal Dynamics of Surface Soil Bulk Density in a Forested 

Catchment” published in the Soil Science Society of America Journal won several 
awards, and improved the understanding of seasonal changes to the measured bulk 
density of surface soil horizons in a forested ecosystem. His research on the subject is 
still used in pedology. 
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peered between the bucket seats at Don, who seemed a million miles away. He stared 

straight ahead, carefully maneuvering through traffic. What was he thinking? She felt 

invisible to him. Did he even remember she was in the back seat? She thought she could 

probably open the door and fall out and he’d keep driving. At the next stop sign, she 

slowly opened the left-side rear door and stuck one leg out then the other. When the car 

started to move forward, she pulled herself back in and closed the door. Don hadn’t seen 

or heard a thing. 

Abby had never gone to work with Don before. When he was teaching, she was 

usually in school herself. But, this summer, Don was teaching a class. Once the lecture 

started, Abby scribbled notes furiously trying to keep up with what her father said. She’d 

never heard him speak live. He was a totally different person. He spoke with passion and 

intensity which Abby wasn’t used to. No longer the quiet, brooding man at home; a bit of 

a mad scientist about him. The lecture was on geomorphology.24 He stood in front of the 

class, back to everyone, writing, drawing rather, the features of a glacial landscape, firing 

off words and phrases like “Medial moraine,” Cirques,” “Horn,” and “Turncated spurs” 

while describing how glaciers affected landscape change by moving gradually causing 

abrasion and plucking of the underlying rock. Abby loved the weird words and tried to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Geomorphology is the scientific study of the origin and evolution of 

topographic and bathymetric features created by physical or chemical processes operating 
at or near the earth’s surface. Geomorphologists seek to understand why landscapes look 
the way they do, to understand landform history and dynamics and to predict changes 
through a combination of field observations, physical experiments and numerical 
modeling. 
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write them all down. When Don turned around, he still didn’t look anyone in the eye. 

But, when he finished the lecture, she noticed him wink. Was he winking at her? He 

wasn’t looking at her. She looked down to the end of her row and there was a pretty 

girl—she looked exactly like Mary Ann on Gilligan’s Island—sitting there, alone. She 

winked back at Don and he smiled. Abby put her hand up. 

 “Yes, Abby?” 

 “Is it true that the moon is made of cheese?” 

The class erupted in laughter. 

 “I’m sorry folks, my daughter, Abby.” 

She stood up and took a bow. 

 “You know it’s not. What is it really made of?” 

 “The same as the earth? Rocks, and soil, minerals, lava in its core.” 

 “Correct.” 

At that word, “correct,” a rumble started, the building shook like a huge hand had 

shoved it, and the floor moved in a right to left ripple. An earthquake, a real one—it all 

lasted less than a minute. 3.5 on the Richter scale, they’d find out later. Abby climbed 

under the seat she sat on. The other students started to react, but it was over before they 

could do anything. Abby knew it was a sign, she just wasn’t sure what it was a sign of, 

but it was definitely a sign. 

“Class dismissed,” Don said. 
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Abby climbed out from under the seat and waited for her father to gather his 

materials. She watched him watching the pretty girl leaving the lecture hall. Definitely a 

sign of something, definitely. 

 

Don, wait no, that’s not right. Not Don but, Mr. Francis. I always called him Mr. 

Francis. Even when he’d say to me, Vickie, call me Don, I’d say yes, Mr. Francis and 

never ever call him Don. My parents drilled it into me how I should always address all 

adults with respect: Mr. or Mrs., never first names. But, I have to say, looking back now, 

Mr. Francis frightened me. There was just something kind of creepy about him, off 

maybe. Not that I knew it then because I don’t think I did, but I sensed something. That 

sixth sense that children have; they intuit wrongness, or weirdness, or evil. Not that he 

was evil necessarily but there was a darker side to him, I think. Like Abby mentioned, I 

steered clear of him too. I took a step back when he was too close, cowering a bit. I’d 

forgotten all about that. 

 

The night of the earthquake Abby couldn’t sleep. Her bed would not stop shaking. 

Not aftershocks but residual psychic effects of the shaking from earlier in the day. She 

lay on her moving bed until she heard the latch on the side gate. She didn’t get up this 

time to check and see. She knew who it was and what he was doing. Her dreams that 

night involved cracking, shifting, erupting earth and emerging hands from holes in the 

ground. She woke up screaming. 
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“No, Daddy, no! Daddy, no!!!” 

Doreen held her close, the smell of menthol cigarettes and Jean Naté calmed her 

and she went back to sleep. 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 

The week after the anti-cataclysm everything returned to the way it had always 

been. Actually, hold on, maybe not quite like it had always been. Lately, Abby thought, 

her mother had been acting so weird—buying fancy new clothes, wearing lots of makeup, 

and disappearing without saying anything. A couple of nights she never came home to 

cook dinner so Abby pulled cereal25 out of the kitchen cabinet and they ate it for dinner. 

Her father acted differently too. Normally he had a scowl on his face. Now he was 

walking around with a huge smile. It didn’t even look like him. And he’d bought new 

clothes too, without Doreen’s help, and he was combing his hair. Like another man had 

taken over Don’s body. Adults were weirdoes. Her brother, however, was the same: he 

either ignored her or terrorized her depending on how stoned he was or wasn’t. Abby’s 

only friend was Vickie. Thank God for Vickie. So everything went back to the newish 

normal except for one night the following week when, for Abby, the earth did move, or 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 Frosted Flakes or Raisin Bran. 



!

 

80 

!

shook, shuddered slightly, rattled on its axis—not an earthquake exactly, but like a piece 

of California did chip off and fall away into the ocean. 

Unusually, the entire Francis family was in the living room watching television. 

Not color but black and white. They were the last family on Newport Street to still own a 

black and white television. A Wednesday night, it was pouring rain outside —strange, it 

usually didn’t rain in September in their part of the country. Don and Doreen were sitting 

back in their matching recliners while Abby and Brad lounged on the couch. The local six 

o’clock news, KSBY, Channel 4, reported on a missing Cal Poly student. A photo flashed 

onscreen of a pretty blonde coed named Jennifer Reiss. Abby looked over at her father 

when he slammed his recliner closed. The chair made a spring-loaded thump when it 

snapped back into its upright position. He leaned toward the TV like he wanted to pull 

Jennifer off the screen and into their living room. 

“I was wondering what happened to her,” he said. 

“You know her?” Doreen said. 

Based on the evidence in her dorm room, police believe she may have been 

murdered, the reporter said into the camera. He went on to say that police are still trying 

to determine if this murder could be the sixth co-ed murder committed by the SLO Serial 

Killer. 

“She was in my Soils 101 class,” Don said. “One of my brightest students. One 

day she stopped coming to class.” 
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When Abby understood that the murdered girl was her father’s student, she 

looked at him in absolute horror and screamed a scream so loud, so shrill that all the dogs 

in the neighborhood started barking while Don, Doreen, and Brad, put their hands over 

their ears. Abby ran out of the room. 

“What has come over that girl?” Don said. 

 

That night it happened again. Abby heard the side gate rattle. She peeked through 

the curtains covering the sliding glass door and there he was just like all the other times: 

her father, digging holes and burying things in a corner of the backyard. For the 

following three nights, Abby witnessed the exact same thing: Don digging and burying in 

the backyard. Abby woke up each night and watched from the darkened living room. 

Each night when she went back to bed, she couldn’t sleep. She stared at the shadows on 

her bedroom’s cottage cheese ceiling imagining all manner of catastrophes—the roar, the 

rumble, the smoke, the ash, the thunder, the lightning; torrential rains, floods, blizzards, 

avalanches, hurricanes, tornadoes, and tsunamis. 

 

“You know that Dad buries stuff in the backyard, right?” 

Abby asked her mother this question the day after the news report aired about the 

missing-maybe-murdered girl. Doreen sat at her vanity putting on false eyelashes while 

Abby, sprawled on the shag rug looking up at her, watched her every detailed move. She 

wanted to put false eyelashes on with Vickie, so she really needed to know how to do it, 
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and her mother was clearly an expert. Doreen looked down at Abby with one false 

eyelash on. 

“What, honey?” Doreen said. 

She took a drag off a Kool Menthol and blew the minty smoke away from Abby. 

“Daddy. What is he burying in the backyard?” 

“Oh, it’s probably just another one of his dirt experiments, sweetheart.” 

“Soil not dirt,” Abby said. 

Don gave her the soil not dirt lecture years ago and she never forgot it. She 

actually understood the distinction even though she couldn’t quite explain it. Soil was 

more elegant than dirt. She also knew that her father normally experimented with soil out 

of the ground. He never buried things in the ground. Doreen now had the second false 

eyelash glued on. 

“What, dear?” 

“Was I a mistake?” 

Abby watched Doreen twist on the little stool she sat on and snuff out her 

cigarette in an overfull ashtray. 

“A mistake?” 

“Like a surprise that you and Daddy weren’t expecting. You had me when you 

were twenty-eight. That’s old for a woman to still have kids. Brad’s five years older than 

me. Why didn’t you have me sooner so I’d be closer to Brad’s age?” 
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Doreen leaned down and squeezed Abby’s cheeks together in that way that made 

her crazy—like she was still a little girl. In her head Abby screamed, I’m almost thirteen! 

She didn’t want to say it out loud because she wanted her mother to answer the question. 

 “No, silly, of course, you weren’t.” 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

  

Sex! Let’s talk about it, okay? Everyone likes to talk about it, don’t they? 

Actually, it has taken me a long time to feel comfortable discussing it. I know that Abby 

told you I (Vickie) was a horn dog when we were kids but I don’t think I was aware of it. 

I think it was naïve curiosity fueled by Abby’s sophistication. In other words: I followed 

her cues. The subject was verboten at my house. I never spoke about it with my mother 

and most definitely not with Mr. Lee, my father. I learned by doing when I left for 

college but even then I never discussed it, we just did it, often, my various boyfriends and 

I. Only recently, in therapy, have I started to talk about it, and what happened to me. But 

that’s currently between my therapist and me. Sex Ed classes in high school provided a 

bare minimum of information on reproduction, contraception, and STDs. At least by the 

time I was an adult female contraception was an accepted practice. It wasn’t always that 

way. 

 “The Pill.” 
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Or, the combined oral contraceptive pill (COCP), colloquially “the birth control 

pill” or, just “the Pill.” A combination of two hormones, estradiol, and progestin. Taken 

every day by mouth to inhibit female fertility. First approved for contraceptive use in the 

United States in 1960. On 28-day cycles, combined oral contraceptive pills should be 

taken at the same time each day. Two different packet sizes: the 21-pill packet, where a 

pill is consumed daily for three weeks, followed by a week of no pills. For the 28-pill 

packet, 21 pills are taken, followed by a week of placebo or sugar pills. Side effects: 

breakthrough bleeding, amenorrhea,26 nausea, vomiting, headache, bloating, breast 

tenderness, swelling of the ankles and feet, weight gain. First available to married women 

in 1965. Available to unmarried women in 1972. The Pill altered sexual relations 

between men and women forever. The era of worry-free intercourse commenced. Doreen 

asked her doctor for a prescription the moment she heard about them. 

 

Inside = Doreen hiding. That was what troubled Doreen most. Not so much the 

act of hiding—that gave her a frisson of excitement. Like in those French films where the 

secret lovers hid from their spouses, meeting in tiny hotel rooms in the side streets of 

Paris. Like she was doing, except for the Parisian hotel rooms. No, what troubled her was 

trying to cover her tracks, to keep up with the stories she’d told, the itty bitty details of an 

illicit affair. Lipstick on a collar, not that Don would ever notice, but one of the kids 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 Absence of menses. 
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might wonder. Hickeys! She’d told Sofia to stop but in the throes, these things happened. 

The last one she’d barely been able to conceal. The expensive gifts27caused the most 

panic. She’d taken to hiding them in the recesses of her closet behind her sweaters. What 

if the kids found out? What if Don suspected? 

She and Sofia had been meeting for weekly assignations since the night at the 

bookstore. They usually took a room at one of the motels on Monterey Street. They 

picked a different one each week to not arouse suspicion. San Luis wasn’t a small town, 

but it also wasn’t large enough to offer secure anonymity. People watched. They talked. 

They gossiped. They spread rumors, often nasty ones. Later, on the same afternoon that 

Abby asked if she was a mistake, Doreen lay in a double bed inside Room 17 at the 

Peach Tree Inn, waiting, wondering why Abby thought that. How could she know? 

Wearing a pink negligee, face made up including false eyelashes, she felt alive—up high, 

floating, lighter than usual. Maybe it was all the sex. Abby was a mistake. She thought 

the pill was foolproof but found out that it wasn’t true. When she learned she was 

pregnant, she double-checked the blister pack the pills came in. She hadn’t missed any 

days. Something happened and Don’s sperm squiggled its way up to her fallopian tube 

via her uterus and met and fertilized her egg of the month. Voilá, Abby. 

Secrets = dead babies, procreative errors and missing orgasms. Doreen hadn’t told 

anyone, not even Barbra that Don had never given her an orgasm. She’d been faking 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 A diamond necklace, ruby earrings. 
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them for years because—well, it was just easier. It wasn’t that sex with Don was 

distasteful; she found pleasure in their lovemaking. It felt good, she was aroused, she had 

fun, but she’d never achieved that pinnacle of carnality. Until Sofia. Sofia = multiple 

orgasms. They just rolled over and through her, again and again, satiating her, exhausting 

her, day after day after day. Once undergone, she desired more. Like a drug addict. She 

wanted to make up for lost time. 

Doreen learned that Sofia was American born but married to an Italian. Piero, her 

husband, was an art historian at the Università di Roma. They were in California for a 

one-year sabbatical while Piero conducted research at Hearst Castle. Sofia explained that 

the primary reason for their stay was so Piero could study The Continence of Scipio.28 

Sofia met Piero when he studied at Columbia University in New York. She was a 

secretary at the School of the Arts. Piero courted her with Italian assiduousness and 

succeeded. They married in Rome. They never had children. Doreen found Sofia’s life 

exotic. Her life in Rome then in New York. Doreen regretted never leaving San Luis. She 

wished she’d tried a little harder. Her buzzing mind quieted until she dozed on the motel 

room bed. A light knock on the door roused her. 

“It’s me,” a voice said through the door. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 c. 1550, a tapestry by Giulio Romano that depicts Roman General Scipio 

Africanus returning a captive woman to her fiancé and family. Doreen curious and 
wanting to know more, looked Giulio Romano up in Abby’s “Encyclopedia Britannica” 
and read about him and his art. She’d visited Hearst Castle but didn’t remember seeing 
that specific tapestry. She remembered seeing a lot of art, now a blur in her memory. 
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Doreen opened the door a crack and Sofia slipped through, the spicy floral scent 

of her perfume, “Fidji,” following her. Doreen’s knees weakened at the sight (and smell) 

of this astonishing, voluptuous woman. Clothes shed, naked and kissing within seconds, 

they lay down on the bed. This time, Doreen took control. She proceeded to do all the 

things they’d already done plus a few new ones she came up with during their in-

between-time.29 One of the best things? While they were involved sexually, Doreen 

stopped thinking, worrying, and trying to understand and figure it out. It could wait. Life 

on hold. Best of all? 

Sofia = no pill, no worries about unwanted babies. 

 

Outside = Don ravaging Rose. Sitting in his brand new car, a robin egg blue, 

Datsun 510, in the parking lot of the Peach Tree Inn, Don ravaged Rose—in his mind. 

Trying to get up the nerve to go into Room 16 where Rose awaited. He looked around the 

parking lot. A car parked at the other end of the lot looked like Doreen’s station wagon. 

Odd coincidence. Memories of his first seduction of Doreen, fumbling in the backseat of 

her parents’ Ford Fairlane, trying to get the rubber on so it wouldn’t happen again. An 

unwanted baby. That thing they were unprepared for. His one-two grunt and it was over. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 Mind you, this was before the publication of Our Bodies, Our Selves (1973), 

the seminal book on women’s health and sexuality; and before The Joy of Sex: A 
Gourmet Guide to Lovemaking (1972) and The Joy of Lesbian Sex (1977). It was still the 
Dark Ages of self-help sex. Blissfully, Doreen and Sofia were on their own. They didn’t 
know that help was on the way. 
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No pleasure for her. He still felt bad about it. He’d tried to make up for it in the 

intervening years. He thought he’d improved, he hoped he had, she seemed to enjoy it. 

She had those, um, orgasms. Up until recently. Now she seemed to hate him. 

He scrunched down in the seat when another car pulled into the parking lot and 

watched a beautiful woman, who looked foreign, or like she was from New York or San 

Francisco, enter Room 17. Probably a tourist traveling down the 101, seeing California. 

Enough of Doreen, he decided. He wasn’t there to worry about her. Nerve-wracked but 

with desire urging him forth, Don had finally devised a plan to talk to Rose in person a 

few days back. One afternoon, he went to her house with an envelope of research papers 

to give to Professor Perkins in case he happened to be home. Prior, he’d checked the 

professor’s schedule and knew that he should be on campus. Doreen was off somewhere, 

and the kids weren’t home. Don spent a full hour making sure he looked his best. He 

showered, shaved, Old Spiced, Brylcreemed and dressed in a white Oxford dress shirt 

that Doreen had ironed that morning. He wore khaki pants, brown dress shoes, a tie that 

Abby had given him for his birthday and a corduroy jacket despite the heat because it was 

the only one he had. He stood before the bathroom mirror not recognizing the image of 

the man looking back. He breathed in and out for a full five minutes, decided not to wear 

the jacket and headed over to Rose’s house. 

Five more full minutes before he rang the bell, a handkerchief to wipe the sweat 

beading his brow and upper lip. 

“Who is it?”  
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A woman’s voice, through the closed door. 

“It’s, it’s Don, your neighbor. I have some, um, documents, papers, for Professor 

Perkins.” 

Rose opened the door, when she came into view, Don stepped back. Again, an 

angel stood before him, surrounded by a blinding white light, a clarion blaring like she 

was the Queen of England arriving at court; he shaded his eyes to see. Her angel wings 

fluttered slowly up and down, up then down. He blinked hard. His subcortex playing 

games again. A mirror in the hallway reflecting sunlight on his face, the culprit. Rose 

moved to block the light and Don stepped forward. 

“Well, hello, Don, my neighbor,” she said. 

He held out the envelope. 

“These are for Jeff. Unless maybe he’s not here?” 

“He’s not here, but I’d be happy to pass them along.” 

She grabbed the envelope edge Don held toward her, but he didn’t let go. 

“Meet me at the Peach Tree Inn next Tuesday at three?” 

She released the envelope and smiled a smile Don had never seen a woman smile 

before—sly, lusty, complicit, full of desire. The audio if there had been any would have 

been a low, earthy, seductive, growl. 

“See you then,” she said, carefully closing the door. 

Don faced the closed door for too long. Finally he pushed himself away, forced 

his legs to move, his feet to take steps down the driveway to the sidewalk. 
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The pavement in the parking lot of the Peach Tree Inn radiated heat up through 

the floorboards, turning the Datsun into a sauna. Don needed to get out of the car. He 

looked at his watch, now three-fifteen, late. He stepped out and went to number 16 and 

knocked, quickly. The door opened and he slipped inside. The room was cool and dark, 

Rose wore the same negligee she had on when Don first saw her. The night she stood in 

her garage and he first experienced the cynosure of Rose. This time, however, there were 

no lights, no music or angels, nothing apotheosized through the motel ceiling. She stood 

in all her blonde gloriousness looking at the frozen Don. She stepped up to him and 

loosened his tie, then removed it. She untucked his shirt, undid the buttons one by one, 

and slid it off him. Don shook uncontrollably. Hard in his khakis, embarrassed. She 

stopped undressing him, led him over to the bed and they sat down. She kissed him 

gently on his forehead, cheeks and lips. The shaking ceased. He kissed her back, regained 

his faculties, control. He didn’t take over and lead like he always did with Doreen, he let 

her continue her ministrations, but he also joined in and ministered to her. Together they 

made love. Yes, he fumbled, and, yes, he felt inadequate but she was patient, she didn’t 

make him feel small or unworthy. He gained his groove. An hour later, at the peak of 

sexual excitation, an explosion of light 1000x brighter than the cynosure light; singing, 

the Vienna Boys’ Choir choraling Mozart’s Requiem Mass in D Minor so much louder 

than the apotheosis angels that the roof of the motel could have blasted off into space, out 

past the sun, into the outer galaxies; plus another clarion, this one played by five-hundred 
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trumpeters, all erupted in Room 16 of the Peach Tree Inn in San Luis Obispo, California, 

U.S. of A. Don feared that other guests had heard their noise until he, panting, out of 

breath, deliriously happy, realized that it had taken place in his head only. Curled up, 

dozing, Rose next to him, hunger gnawed a hole in his stomach. Rose reached into a 

paper bag and passed him a sandwich. They ate together in the middle of the bed, 

scattering crumbs on the sheets. Don divorced Doreen, Rose left Jeff, Don and Rose 

married—all in Don’s overactive imagination. 

Rose = a miracle, a Godly presence delivered unto him. 

 

Thirty minutes later Doreen left Room 17 first, before Sofia. She fast walked to 

the station wagon, climbed in and started the engine. Driving through the lot she noticed 

a robin egg blue Datsun that looked like Don's. She pulled into traffic on Monterey Street 

at the same time that Don left Rose in Room 16. He turned the Datsun onto Monterey 

Street a few cars behind Doreen’s station wagon. Again, he thought, the station wagon in 

front of him looked like Doreen’s. Sofia, perfectly put back together after her Sapphic 

liaison with Doreen, stepped out of her motel room at the exact same moment that Rose, 

also seamlessly reassembled after Don’s ravaging, stepped from hers. They both looked 

each other up and down. 

“Hello,” Sofia said. 

“Hello,” Rose said. 
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Each woman thought of the other: Wow, that’s a stunningly beautiful woman. 

Where’d she get those shoes? Then both walked to their cars and drove back to their 

lives. 

Kismet = destiny; fate. 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 

“Far out, man.” 

Brad’s favorite phrase. He said it all the time. Far out, man. Far out, man! 

Question, though; How far out was he really? Maybe not so far as one might have 

thought, or he’d have liked everyone to believe. The thing about Brad was he just hadn’t 

stopped long enough to figure it out. He just went along, one foot in front of the other, 

and here he was seventeen, almost an adult, and clueless. Maybe directionless was a 

better word. He knew that shit was happening, out in the world, beyond the bubble of 

SLO. Bad shit, but it hadn’t affected him so he didn’t deal. No reason to. Roof overhead, 

yes. Food in stomach, ditto. Chicks digging him, yes, oh yes! Oh, and drugs to get high 

on. Life was pretty fucking good. 

Irresponsible: a one word Brad summation. Don and Doreen tried to get him to 

focus. Study harder; learn better, the future, the future, the future. Annoyed the shit out of 

him. What fucking future? See, he did understand that there might not be one. A future. 

What Don and Doreen didn’t get was that he did, believe it or not, pay attention to the 
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news. And, man, it was bleak out there. Nuclear Armageddon any day now. Any minute, 

any second even. They’d watch the bombs coming. No way to stop them. Incinerated, 

everyone, in an instant. The idiotic war in Vietnam. All the dead boys, flag-covered 

coffins. Guys he knew who’d gone over. Not come back. Bleak, futile, fucking hopeless 

= the future. 

“Like, wow, whooooaaa, dude, cosmic,” Brad said. 

Ever since LSD hit SLO, Brad and friends dropped it all the time. Brad had the 

perfect job for an acid-head: pumping gas at a Texaco station. Part-time but enough to 

keep his parents off his ass, and it gave him “spending money.” Although, due to the cash 

intake from his drug sales “spending money” was kinda unnecessary but whatever. 

Responsibility, man! Bonus: the owner, Mr. Carlucci, left him in charge for long 

stretches of time. On one of his shifts, a Tuesday, two p.m. to seven p.m., the same hot 

afternoon that Don and Doreen, separately, spent several hours at the Peach Tree Inn, 

Brad and his best friend Hank sat outside in the shade on a wooden bench waiting for 

customers. Oh, and tripping. Hank hung out often while Brad worked. Mr. Carlucci 

didn’t seem to mind. But he didn’t know that Brad worked stoned pretty much all the 

time. 

“Yeah, like, wow, whooooaaa, dude, super fucking cosmic,” Hank said back. 

Brad held his hand out in front of his face and watched it stretch away from his 

arm and extend three feet. It moved and waved and swirled around in front of him. Blues 

and purples, oranges and greens faded in and out, super intense then not so and back 
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again. He watched the exterior of his car, parked off to the side of the office, melt into a 

blue puddle exposing all the inner parts, the engine, the cords and cables, the frame, the 

tire rims. A car skeleton. 

“Far out, man. My car, look, dude, it’s just the insides,” Brad said. 

“No man, it’s moving, shaking, shimmering, like it’s alive,” Hank said. “So cool. 

This is some good shit.” 

Honking, sounding far away, echoing, pulled focus for Brad. He looked out at 

Higuera Street, a one-way heading west toward Laguna Lake and home, and saw his 

mother waving. He waved back. Wait, was that Doreen? Or did he hallucinate her? She’d 

driven by in extreme slow motion, barely moving, a blur of powder blue. The car 

stretched to five times its normal length, a weird, spooky look on his mother’s face. He 

drank cold water from the drinking fountain, splashed his face. 

“Hey, man, you okay?” Hank asked. 

Brad sat back down on the bench. 

“Did you see my mom drive by just now?” 

“Yeah, man, I saw her.” 

“Far out, man.” 

Ding, ding. Don pulled his car into the station and up to a pump. Brad went out. 

He tucked in his work shirt, short-sleeved, olive green with the Texaco logo sewed over 

one pocket and ‘Brad’ in red stitching over the other, a tire pressure gauge poking out. He 

straightened the belt around the rest of the uniform: a pair of olive green, khaki style 
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pants. He donned the Texaco hat only when Mr. Carlucci was around. He reached back 

and adjusted the rubber band keeping his hair ponytailed. 

“Fill ‘er up, Dad?” 

“Sounds good, son.” 

“Hi, Mr. Francis.” Hank waved at Don from his chair.  

“Hi, Hank.” Don waved back. 

Brad tried hard to focus. Activity helped. Opening the gas tank on the car, 

grabbing the gas nozzle from the pump, sticking it into the car’s gas tank, squeezing it to 

start the gas flowing, washing the windows. Step-by-step, one step ahead in his mind. 

“Check under the hood?” 

“Nah, that’s okay,” Don said. “How’s business?” 

“It’s, yeah, um, slow today.” 

“That’s nice,” Don said. 

Don smiled a big, highly unusual grin. Why was his dad in such a good mood 

today? Brad wondered. Really not like him. Don’s face started to distort into a creepy 

clown mask: huge red lips, white makeup, the works. Quick, look away. 

“Mom drove by a few minutes ago.” Brad had to tell himself to say a few minutes 

because it felt like she drove by yesterday. Tripping, time did such weird fucking shit. A 

minute seemed like ancient history, an hour could feel like a week. 

“Really?” Don said. “Just now?” 

“Yep, honked and waved.” 
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“Hmmm, wonder where she was?” 

Brad finished pumping the gas. 

“Dunno, three-forty, please,” Brad said. 

Don passed him four one-dollar bills. 

“Keep the change,” Don said. “See you at home.” 

Don pulled out onto Higuera Street and headed west. Brad put the money into a 

till and sat down next to Hank.  

Whoaaa, dude, was your dad just here?” Hank asked. “Or did I make that up?” 

“He was here, man. Got some gas and took off.” 

“Far out, man,” Hank said. 

Brad’s trip took an internal trajectory. He blamed it on seeing his mom and dad 

within five minutes of each other. Family. His was so weird. He stayed away from the 

house now that he could. Now that he had his own wheels, and a job. Doreen checked out 

years ago. She went somewhere and never came back. Who knows what happened? He 

didn’t need her now, but he did when he was younger. Don, he called him the Non-Dad. 

Work (dirt, or soil, or whatever the fuck) was all he was capable of. Work, work, work 

and more work.  Got worse when Brad got older. He tried some when Brad was a kid—

coaching pee wee baseball, swimming lessons, Boy Scouts. But Brad, even when he was 

little, didn’t think Don was into any of it. Then there was little sister Abby, like a black 

hole, pulling all the energy and attention to her. Brad was left in the void, the vacuum of 

her wake. Him seventeen and her twelve, what did they have in common? Absolutely 
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nothing. He wondered often, did the condom break or come off? Did Doreen screw up 

her birth control? Wait, whoa, man, what the hell? Why was he obsessively thinking 

about his family? No, no and no. Ding, ding, a car ran over the service bell, interrupting 

his familial ruminations. He went out thinking it was time for a toke. A few hits after this 

customer. He’d survive the future by staying stoned. 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 

So it wasn’t just the clan Francis who told lies and kept secrets. Hello again! 

Vickie returning to the page—me in right-now time— for a flicker of a moment. Like any 

American neighborhood, I suppose, behind closed front doors all manner of angst and 

trauma and tears took place, all the time. Lies, secrets and misery aching to be told, 

spread and relished. Reining it in, keeping it from prying, eager eyes and ears the trick to 

a well-maintained life. Spillage occurred, thankfully. The schadenfreude proclivities of 

neighbors30 sated. Newport Street, no different from any other street in America. 

 

Doreen met Barbra Miller in the fall of 1965 the day Barbra and her husband, 

Tom, moved into the house across the street. Doreen took a plate of freshly baked 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 And hungry gossips like me. 
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Tollhouse chocolate chip cookies31 to welcome them to the neighborhood. Normally, a 

Welcome Wagon she was not. Other families had moved onto the street, but Doreen 

remained behind shaded windows peeking out, spying to see who had invaded the 

neighborhood this time. Eventually, she’d meet them. No reason to bake and make up 

just to introduce herself. Except in the case of Barbra. Doreen heard the immense moving 

truck parking and the movers unloading and watched Barbra direct them—telling them 

where to put items, what should go in first, to be careful with this or that. Organized, 

specific, and super clean. Doreen liked Barbra’s style. A couple of hours later she noticed 

a full living room set out on the new neighbor’s lawn. And sitting on the exact same 

couch that Doreen owned was Barbra, a cigarette in one hand and a cocktail in the other. 

Doreen hightailed it to her bedroom, changed clothes, finished hair and makeup, grabbed 

the plate of cookies, and walked gingerly, lady-like, across the street. 

“Excuse me,” she said to Barbra from the driveway. 

“Why come in, come in,” Barbra said with a southern drawl. “Barbra. Barbra 

Miller,” she said setting her drink down and extending her hand. Doreen walked closer 

across the lawn around an end table, hand extended to meet Barbra’s. 

“Doreen Francis. I live in that house over there.” She pointed to her house. 

“Oh, that’s my favorite one on the block. I just love that color. Sienna, right?” 

“Yes, exactly.” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 Cookies she’d made for the kids. 
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“Such a warm color. Would you care for a drink?” Barbra asked like sitting out on 

the front lawn in the middle of the afternoon on living room furniture was the most 

normal thing in the world. 

“If I’m not intruding,” Doreen said hoping all the other neighborhood gossips 

were spying on them via shaded windows. Barbra mixed a martini for Doreen and the 

two women sat there for the next two hours drinking, smoking, and talking non-stop. The 

reason the entire living room sat out on the front lawn? The carpet guys were still putting 

down the white shag carpeting Barbra had chosen for the living room and hallway. 

Doreen had tried to be friends with a few of the other housewives on Newport 

Street, but it didn’t work. May Chan next door was nice enough, but she hardly spoke 

English, so being best gossipy girlfriends with her could never happen. Mrs. Padereski, a 

widow who lived at 1233, spent most of her time playing gin rummy, didn’t drink or 

smoke, and Doreen hated cards. Doreen was so bored by the third attempt to socialize 

with Mrs. P. that she swore never again. She and Sylvia Somers waved to one another, 

but Doreen never initiated anything else. Sylvia, always put together perfectly, with two 

beautiful, well-behaved children and a husband with an Adonis body was too much for 

Doreen. 

The day after Barbara and Tom moved in, Barbra walked across the street, 

returned the cookie plate, asked for the recipe because Tom hadn’t stopped raving about 

how good the cookies were, and sat down in Doreen’s kitchen for two hours. The women 

drank Cold Duck, smoked more cigarettes, and Doreen filled Barbra in on even more of 
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the neighborhood gossip. Barbra Miller, instant forever friend to Doreen Francis. In 1966, 

a year after moving to the block, Tom Miller sold Mr. Wood,32 a life insurance policy. 

One night while over at the Wood’s getting final papers signed, Tom met Cindy Wood, 

the Wood’s twenty-two-year-old daughter. Three months later, Barbra found Tom and 

Cindy in bed together. The divorce was final the following year. Tom and Cindy married 

the same month the divorce became official. During the long ordeal Doreen consoled, 

counseled, swore with, cried with, and offered Barbra anything she needed—anything. 

Doreen Francis, forever friend to Barbra Miller. Divorcée. The word still had a negative 

connotation in 1968. A single woman who couldn’t hold on to her man. Used 

merchandise. Now, left to her own devices, how would she survive? Survive Barbra did. 

She took a job, a medical transcriber at Sierra Vista Hospital. So she had income plus the 

alimony that Tom paid her, plus the house. What more did a divorcée need? Well, a lot, 

of course, but she was off to a good start. 

Doreen didn’t know how to tell Barbra about Sofia. She wanted to. Best friends 

and all. They shared everything. No secrets. But she just couldn’t. Too many ‘ifs.’ What 

if she didn’t approve? What if she ended their friendship? What if she got upset and told 

everyone? So she just didn’t. Pretended like nothing was going on. The day after the 

Peach Tree rendezvous, Barbra sat with Doreen in her kitchen drinking Cold Duck and 

smoking while they did their nails. Trouble was Barbra sensed something; Doreen knew 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
32 Five doors down from the Francises and the Millers. 
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she did. They were friends like that. The kind that read each other’s minds, each other’s 

“energy.” Not in a hokey, hippy, psychic séance way. In the way that two friends who 

know each other so well become one, the same person. 

“What is it?” Barbra said looking at Doreen like it was the first time she’d ever 

seen her. 

“What’s what?” 

“Something’s different.” Barbra looked at Doreen, boring a hole through her. 

“Hair same, makeup same, new perfume?” 

Doreen held her hand out. 

“New nail polish? French Pink.” 

Barbra took her hand, examined the new color. 

“It’s—what’s that French word you’re always using?” 

“Chic?” Doreen said. 

Doreen now knew a handful of French words and phrases. She’d been listening to 

the French tapes, practicing, repeating words and phrases, conjugating verbs when the 

taped female voice admonished. She’d been whispering French words into Sofia’s ears 

while they afternoon-delighted. Sofia always answered in a whispered, sultry oui. 

“Yes, chic, but that’s not it. There’s something else. It’s like you have a secret.” 

A secret? Doreen almost spat it out, the tip of her tongue: I’m having an affair, 

with a woman, but I don’t know if I’m a lesbian, please still be my friend. Abby stepped 

into the kitchen, interrupting them. Doreen was both disappointed and relieved. Abby 
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held a copy of Cosmopolitan open to an article, which she plunked down on the kitchen 

table. 

“I’m bored,” she said. 

“Where’s Vickie?” Doreen said. 

“I don’t know.” 

“Here, let’s paint your nails,” Barbra said. “French pink? Your mother’s new 

color.” 

Abby didn’t answer. She put her right hand out to Barbra, who started applying 

polish. No conversation for a few moments. Doreen lit a cigarette and drank from her 

goblet of Cold Duck while Barbra painted Abby’s fingernails. 

“You know you’re a dipsomaniac, right?” Abby said to her mother. 

“A what?” 

Doreen exchanged a quick look with Barbra. 

“Dipsomaniac.” 

“Where did you hear that word?” 

“In that article.” Abby pointed to an article in the open magazine. 

Doreen picked up the magazine. She was pretty sure she knew what the word 

meant, but she wanted to be 100% sure. 

“No, dear, I’m not a dipso, a, uh, dipso—” 

“Dipsomaniac,” Abby said helping her. “‘A person with an irresistible craving for 

alcoholic drink.’ That’s what the dictionary says. Irresistible craving.” 
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“That’s enough, Abby.” 

“Well, you are.” 

“Young lady,” Doreen said, glaring at her difficult daughter. 

Doreen tossed the magazine onto the table. 

“There. All done,” Barbra said to Abby. “Do you like them?” 

“I guess so,” Abby said. “Pink’s not my color.” 

The doorbell rang and Abby ran to answer it. 

“Mom, I’m going to the library,” she yelled from the front door.  

The door slammed before Doreen could answer. Thank you, God, Doreen thought 

and mouthed to Barbra. She filled her wine glass, toasted with Barbra and downed 

another bubbly gulp. Barbra pulled that day’s newspaper, leftover from Don’s breakfast, 

closer. The headline screamed: ‘SLO Serial Killer Strikes Again.’ 

“Jesus,” Barbra said. “They still haven’t caught this guy?” 

“Did I tell you that one of the girls was Don’s student?” Doreen said. “That 

Jennifer Reiss. She was in one of his classes. So freaky.” 

“Wow, that is freaky,” Barbra said. “It’s the fingers and toes that he takes for 

souvenirs that creeps me out the most.” 

“I know, makes me afraid to go out alone,” Doreen said. 

“Oh, before I forget.” Barbra reached into her purse and pulled out a book: Myra 

Breckinridge. “Here’s the book I told you about.” 
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Doreen knew all about it from Sofia. Everyone in the country was reading it—and 

talking about it. A bestseller full of risqué characters and deviant sex; it even had a 

character that changed sexes, a man becomes a woman—surgically. They remove all his 

male parts and create female ones, new boobs, and a new vagina, everything brand new.  

Doreen read the dust jacket. 

“Female dominance? I don’t even know what that means.” 

“Read it, you’ll find out,” Barbra said. 

“Orgies?” 

“Yes, read it.” 

Doreen set the book on the edge of the kitchen table. 

“I dunno.” 

“Read it, Dor,” Barbra said. 

Doreen was surprised that Barbra would be into that kind of thing. Maybe she 

didn’t know her like she thought she did. She also thought: I suppose we all have our 

dark sides. Barbra grabbed her purse and her cigarettes. 

“Au re—how do you say it?” 

“Au revoir, oh—re—vwa,” Doreen said. 

“Au—re—voir,” Barbara managed. “Call me later.” 

The moment Barbra left, Doreen grabbed her drink, her cigarettes, the book, and 

went to the living room. She settled into her recliner, foot rest up, and started, right after 

correcting the placement of the Scheurich vase—everything, everything, in its proper 
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place—reading Myra Breckinridge. Like most everyone else who’d read the book, she 

devoured it in twenty-four hours, to the exclusion of all else including Sofia. Well, not 

quite twenty-four hours, a bit longer because there was a minor interruption when, twenty 

minutes after starting, in the middle of chapter three, Doreen realized that Abby had said 

“library” and that the closest library was clear across town, miles away. She jumped up, 

grabbed her car keys and slammed the door on her way out. 

 

Abby and Vickie walked along Madonna Road, a busy, four-lane thoroughfare 

that led from the Laguna Lake subdivision to downtown San Luis Obispo. Abby had her 

thumb out. Car after car zoomed by, some honking; probably mothers objecting to two 

young girls hitchhiking alone. None worried enough to stop. 

 “My mother’s a dipsomaniac.” 

 “A dipso what?” Vickie said. 

 “Dipsomaniac. Someone who has an uncontrollable craving for alcoholic 

liquors.” 

 “Someone who drinks beer? My dad drinks beer.” 

 “It’s when they like it too much, so they drink too much. My mom drinks Cold 

Duck.” 

 “Cold Duck, that’s a funny name for a drink.” 

 The girls giggled. A car stopped along the shoulder. It was Doreen in the station 

wagon. She rolled her window down; a cigarette dangled from her mouth. 
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 “Get in.” 

 Abby and Vickie climbed into the back seat. 

 “Abby! What the hell were you thinking? You girls are way too young to be out 

alone and hitchhiking.” 

 “I’m sorry, Mrs. Francis,” Vickie said. 

 “Sorry,” Abby said. “I didn’t think you wanted to drive us.” 

Abby caught Doreen’s glare in the rearview mirror. 

“I can’t tell you if I would have or not, but next time ask first. Understood?” 

Abby nodded yes to her, and Doreen pulled into traffic. 

 “You’re grounded for a week.” 

 “Mom!” 

 “Grounded. One full week.” 

 “But—” 

 “Do you want an additional week, young lady?” 

 Abby sulked until she noticed a flyer on the back seat. It had photos of the two 

murdered college girls. One was Jennifer Reiss and another girl, Paula Goodman, 

murdered just a few days before. The flyer asked that anyone with any information please 

call the police. Abby screamed, loudly, fiercely, shrieking into the wind that blew 

through the open window. Doreen covered her right ear with her free hand. Vickie 

covered both ears. Abby held the flyer out the window, screamed even louder and 

released it. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 

“Abigail Marie Francis.” 

Abby answered when the old lady in the church pew in front of them asked her 

name. Don liked when she used her full name, middle name included. Abby was named 

after Don’s mother, “Abigail Lee Francis;” who died before Abby was born. Don also 

wanted his only daughter to have the name “Mary”—after the Virgin Mary. Don was in 

his early twenties when Abby was born. The church still loomed large in his psyche. Not 

so much now, then yes. Doreen relented when he agreed it could be “Marie” instead of 

Mary. She said because it was French, Marie sounded more sophisticated. Wait. What? 

The Virgin Mary? His virginal daughter? The thought popped into his head during Mass 

that Sunday. The week of his first assignation with Rose. Abby sat twitching and playing 

with her hair next to him; Doreen was on the other side. Abby would be thirteen soon. 

Possibly non-virginal soon too. Nope, can’t think about it. Abby with boys? Carnally? 

Back to Rose. No, not good either, erections in church, not a good thing. Crap, there she 

is. He watched Rose and Jeff sit down in a pew one row back and across the aisle from 

them. He looked around, made eye contact with her, looked away. He hadn’t seen her 

since they’d balled. It had only been a couple of days. He thought of her constantly, every 



!

 

108 

!

possible increment of time from a Planck second33 to regular seconds, to minutes, hours, 

days, weeks, years, eternities, Rose, Rose, Rose and more Rose. Of all the nasty stuff 

they did. Of how she kissed and licked and sucked and, no! Stop, don’t think. Church, in 

church. Stop looking around at her. Don’t look, stop. Am I in love? A sharp jab to the 

ribs knocked him back to reality. 

“Dad, who’s that lady?” Abby said. 

Before his heart lurched out of his chest and bounced around like a dying fish on 

the stone floor, Doreen answered for him. 

“She’s our new neighbor, Rose Perkins.” 

Don removed a cotton handkerchief from his jacket pocket and wiped at the 

rivulets of sweat issuing forth from the top of his head and running down his face and 

neck. 

“Jesus, it’s hot in here,” he said too loudly. 

The old lady in front of them turned around and gave him a nun-like look of 

admonishment. 

 

Why did that old lady ask her name? Abby hated her name, all of them, except for 

Francis. She guessed she didn’t mind her last name. It sounded so official, regal or 

something if that’s the right word. Francis. Like the saint. St. Francis of Assisi, patron 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 0.000000000000000000000000000000000000000000054 seconds. 
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saint of animals. Abby liked him. Father Gomez droned on. Her mind wandering, she 

looked up at the high ceilings of the adobe building and wondered what it would be like 

if a gigantic earthquake struck right now. The ceiling would cave in, the statues of saints, 

the religious paintings, all the artifacts would collapse, wood crunching, into a heap of 

brown dust. People screaming and moaning, fleeing, bleeding. But why would God allow 

such a horrible thing? 

“Let us offer each other a sign of peace,” Father Gomez said interrupting her 

reverie. 

The part of the mass that drove Abby nuts. Having to reach forward, and 

backward, and sideways too to shake hands with other parishioners saying “Peace be with 

you” each time. Stuck between Doreen, who wore a scratchy low-cut cotton blouse, and 

smelled of her usual menthol cigarettes and Jean Naté, and her father who wore an itchy 

wool suit jacket even during Indian summer because he owned one nice jacket, she 

thought Peace not be with you then worried she might go to hell for thinking that.  

Abby had researched her last name for a paper assigned by Mrs. Nelson during 

the last school year—all the students had to write the history of their surnames and give a 

report in front of the class. Abby made her parents sit in the living room one night while 

she gave a practice report. Don and Doreen reclined in their easy chairs. Doreen sipped at 

a goblet of Cold Duck. 

“My last name is Francis,” Abby started. “The origin of the name commenced 

with the Latin name Franciscus, which meant “Frank” or “Frenchman.” The name 
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became highly popular during the Middle Ages due to the fame of Saint Francis of Assisi. 

Saint Francis was born in 1182 and died in 1226.!His baptismal name was Giovanni—

that’s Italian for John—but he was nicknamed Francesco—that’s Francis in Italian—

because when he was born his father, an admirer of the French, was away in France. 

Francis eventually renounced his father’s wealth and devoted his life to the poor, 

founding the Franciscan order of friars. Later in his life he reportedly received the 

stigmata making him a divine and holy man. Due to his renown as a saint the name 

Francis became widespread throughout Western Europe. The end. Thank you.” 

She bowed. Her parents clapped. 

 “That was very good, honey,” Doreen said lighting a cigarette, blue smoke 

hanging in the air. 

“I didn’t know that about my last name, sweetheart,” Don said. “Thank you. That 

was very illuminating. I found the part about his stigmata particularly fascinating.” He 

held his palms face up like they might spurt blood. What he didn’t know was that Abby, 

too, was fascinated by the idea of stigmata. After completing her research on the name 

“Francis,” she spent four more hours in the library studying case after case of stigma. 

Spontaneous eruptions of blood from body parts? Outta sight! 

 

The old lady in front of them liked Abby’s name. Such a lovely name, and so 

dignified, she’d said. Doreen had agreed to Don’s request to name Abby after his mother 

because she loved, loved, loved Dear Abby, the advice column written by Abigail Van 
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Buren. Dear Abby was the only thing Doreen read in the newspaper besides the comics. 

The real news made her anxious and upset. So messy and unruly. Her favorite Dear Abby 

column of the past few years was published on May 3, 1968 (she cut it out): 

“Dear Abby: My boyfriend is in Viet-Nam, and I write him nearly every 
day. I recently got a job as a cocktail waitress. We have to wear costumes 
that show quite a bit. They are not topless, but there’s not much to the top, 
and there is very little to the bottom, too. I guess it’s about the size of a 
bikini bathing suit. Well, Johnny wrote from Viet-Nam and said he wanted 
to know all about my new job and what my uniform looks like. How 
should I describe it? JUDY 

DEAR JUDY: Tell him it looks like JUDY.” 
 

Doreen, no longer religious, still attended church with Don. She could care less 

about God and Jesus and Mary and all that crap. She liked to dress up on Sunday; to walk 

up the church steps on Don’s arm. She liked catching a man’s eye. He’d grab the chance 

to look her way when his wife stopped to talk to someone. She’d smile, and he’d quickly 

look away, or when one of the old ladies whispered when she walked by—probably 

saying nasty things about her. She smiled at them too, and they’d stop talking mid-

sentence. Now she occupied her time, during the long mass, with thoughts of Sofia. 

Thoughts of looking down at Sofia’s auburn head while she moved around between her 

legs, using her tongue, mouth, and lips to pleasure her. Touching her in places she never 

knew existed. The slow, patient build-up to eruptive orgasms—over, and over, and over. 

Doreen flushed crimson and, turned on, squirmed in her seat; she grabbed Don’s damp 

handkerchief and wiped the sweat off her neck and face. 
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“Jesus, why’s it so hot in here?” she said too loudly. 

The old lady in front of them turned around and gave her a nun-like look of 

admonishment. The old lady, Ida Reiss, was the murdered co-ed, Jennifer Reiss’s, 

grandmother but the Francises didn’t know that at the time. She asked what Abby’s name 

was because Abby reminded her of Jennifer when she was Abby’s age. 

 

Two years ago, when Abby was in the fourth grade, she wrote a report all about 

the missions up and down California from San Diego to San Francisco built by the 

Franciscan monks. She got extra credit for the detailed report she wrote on her home 

mission: Mission San Luis Obispo de Tolosa. Due to her thorough research she knew the 

church inside and out. Since then, after every service, which Don and Doreen forced her 

to attend she stopped to look at a painting of St. Francis. She examined it closely—each 

of his skyward-held palms showed the tell-tale bloody stigma wounds in the center. On 

this particular Sunday, while the family stood outside on the church steps saying good-

bye to Father Gomez, Abby interrupted her father and the priest. 

 “Father Gomez? Stigmata isn’t real, is it? It’s made up, right? Like the virgin 

birth. That’s not real either, is it?” 

 Doreen stepped into the plaza and lit a cigarette. Don and Father Gomez looked 

down at Abby, not answering. 

“God be with you, dear,” Father Gomez said to her. 
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Don grabbed her arm hard and pushed her towards Doreen. She knew better than 

to say anything. Again, Abby thought, she’d never understand adults. They were just so, 

so, weird, the only word she could think of. Weird, weirdos. She wasn’t sure she wanted 

to become one if this is the way you behaved. She trailed behind her parents while they 

walked to their car. Her father kept looking over his shoulder at the woman who was in 

the church, their new neighbor; she walked with a man behind them. Abby watched her 

mother notice this too. 

“Dad has a crush,” she said from behind her parents.  

Don stopped, turned and shushed her. 

“What’re you talking about?” 

“That woman, our new neighbor, you keep looking at her.” 

“I do not.” He spat the words out. 

Angry, Abby saw it on his reddening face.  

“You do, Don, I’ve seen it too,” Doreen said. “Rose is quite beautiful. Even I 

want to look at her.” 

“I hadn’t noticed. Now be quiet both of you.” 

Abby didn’t understand why Doreen let him off the hook so easily. Something 

was up with them. Abby sensed it. They weren’t together anymore, not like a husband 

and wife at least. They drove home in silence. Abby felt Don’s anger from the back seat. 

He hated to be confronted or exposed, kind of like an animal hiding in a dark corner 

when you turn on the light and it lashes out. He did no lashing. He held it in, fuming on 
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the inside. Doreen snapped on the radio. The brand new Carpenter’s song, “Close To 

You,” a song Abby loved, was on. She sang along, loudly, especially at this part: “That is 

why all the girls in town follow you around, Just like me, they long to be close to you... 

Just like me, they long to be close to you...” 

Don drove without speaking. He made all the requisite full and complete stops at 

all intersections with stop signs, drove just under the speed limit and obeyed all other 

traffic laws. When they pulled into the asphalt driveway in front of their house, he let 

Doreen and Abby get out before he backed out of the driveway. Abby watched him drive 

off. 

“I wonder where he’s going.” 

“I don’t know, honey,” Doreen said. “Let’s go inside.” 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 

August heat pounded down in shimmery waves making everything—the houses, 

the pavement on Newport Street, the sidewalks, the air— blast-furnace hot the week that 

Abby spent grounded. Hiding inside, the only antidote. Don didn’t have to teach, but he 

was still busy with his soil projects. Abby avoided him. It was just easier. He still acted 

all mad. Just get over it already. The world’s not going to end because you got caught 

looking at another woman. Brad spent most of his time away from the house. Abby didn’t 

know where he went all day and all night. Her parents didn’t seem to know either. Abby 
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liked it better when he wasn’t around. Doreen visited Mrs. Miller across the street for 

hours. She wondered what her mother and Mrs. Miller talked about all the time. Did they 

talk about sex and gossip about the neighbors? Abby wished she could be a fly on the 

wall and listen to them. During her grounding, Abby was home alone for the most part. 

Bored, bored, B.O.R.E.D., bored! 

One night Vickie snuck over—Abby wasn’t supposed to have friends over while 

she was grounded—and watched while Abby assembled a paring knife, gauze, that sticky 

white medical tape and an old towel from the rag bag in the garage. Ever since the last 

time she looked at the painting of St. Francis, she’d been thinking about stigmata. What 

would it feel like to just start bleeding? Oozing, trickling blood? 

“What’re you doing?” 

“Stigmata.” 

“Stick what?” 

“Not stick—stig—stigmata. Like Jesus Christ.” 

Abby pointed to the spots on her body where Christ had nails pounded into him. 

“The holes where the nails held Jesus on the cross. Some people bleed from those 

places. It’s called stigmata. They bleed spontaneously.” 

“Gross.” 
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Abby proceeded to use her mother’s paring knife to make quarter-inch slices in 

the center of both of her palms and in the center of each Arcus pedis.34 Blood emerged 

from the wounds. 

“It’s like those girls at school who, you know, injure themselves,” Vickie said. 

“Injure? What girls?” 

“That girl Nancy and the other one, her friend, Julie. They cut their skin with 

razor blades.” 

“How do you know?” 

“I’ve seen them. In the girls’ bathroom.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, really.” 

Abby let the wounds bleed for a few moments. 

“What does it feel like?” Vickie said. 

“Nothing.” 

But Abby was lying. She did feel something. She didn’t know how to put the 

euphoria into words. Something lifted. It went away. All her worries and fears, maybe. 

Not in touch enough to know exactly, but there was a shift. She liked it and she knew the 

moment she made the first cut that she’d be cutting again. She wrapped each wound in 

gauze. Not stopping the bleeding but stanching it. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
34 The arch of the foot. 
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“You should try it,” Abby said. 

Vickie shook her head no. 

Abby didn’t push. She didn’t mind having this thing to herself. It made her feel 

special, better than, not everyone knew what it felt like to cut themselves. A noise from 

outside interrupted them: the side gate rattling—again. 

Abby quickly turned off the lights. 

“Abby?” Vickie said. 

“Shhh, I don’t want him to hear us.” 

“Who?” 

“My dad. Now shut up.” 

# 

 

Self-harm (SH), deliberate self-harm (DSH) and self-injury (SI), all alternate 

terms for the more popular and current “cutting.” Attributed to primarily teenage girls, 

they are not alone in this activity. Most common in adolescence and young adulthood, 

self-harm usually appears between the ages of twelve and twenty-four. Defined as the 

intentional, direct injuring of body tissue, it is most often done without suicidal 

intentions. Skin-cutting is the most common form of self-harm, but it covers a wide range 

of harmful behaviors including, but not limited to, burning, scratching, banging or hitting 
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body parts, dermatillomania,35 trichotillomania36 and ingestion of toxic substances or 

objects. Self-harm is used as a coping mechanism to provide temporary relief of intense 

feelings of anxiety, depression, stress, emotional numbness or a sense of failure or self-

loathing and other mental traits including low self-esteem or perfectionism. The term 

self-mutilation, a precursor to the modern self-harm, first appeared in medical journals in 

1931. 

 

Yes, dear readers, Abby cut before “cutting” was a thing. I, Vickie, watched her 

do it. Repulsed? Yes, at first. Then, sort of fascinated. I could not look away when she, 

quite precisely I might add, made little Xs on her hands and feet, drops of blood pooling 

in her palms, appearing on the tops of her feet. Now that I know more about the subject I 

see how she muddled up and was influenced by what she saw and learned in church. And, 

I’d now ask, what does our current understanding say about all those saints, and religious 

figures who self-mutilated throughout Christian history? Kind of a fascinating subject to 

consider, don’t you think? They all participated in church-sanctioned self-harm. I mean 

was nailing Christ to the cross the penultimate act of self-harm even though he didn’t 

necessarily do it to himself? Yeah, well, maybe I’m off on a wild tangent here. Clearly, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
35 Interfering with wound healing. 

36 Hair-pulling. 
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Abby possessed enough of the emotional issues that warranted “cutting” whether she was 

right or wrong to do so. 

  

The next morning at breakfast Doreen noticed Abby’s bandaged hands and feet. 

“What happened? Did you cut yourself? 

“My stigmata started.” 

“Your what started?” 

Doreen had expected this day to come and here it was. Her own mother told her 

nothing beforehand and now she had done the same thing to her own daughter. Her 

mother had marched her into the bathroom and showed her where she hid the tampons 

and that was it. The rest she figured out on her own. The first time she inserted one she 

felt so uncomfortable. Like something foreign was growing inside her. She wanted to 

remove it. In school, uncomfortable, she squirmed around in her seat all day long. And 

the string dangling down tickled her. By the third month she didn’t even notice it inside 

her; inserting and removing without realizing it. Doreen tried to be a modern mother, but 

now she felt like an old-fashioned failure. Why had she waited to have “the talk”? 

“I’m bleeding like Jesus,” Abby said. “I’m a ‘stigmatiste.’ See?” 

She held up her hands to show a stain of red leaking through the center of each 

bandaged hand. 

“A what?” 

“Stigmatiste.” 
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“Did you cut yourself on purpose?” Doreen said. 

Abby didn’t answer the question, but Doreen knew the answer and she had no 

idea what to do or say. 

“You are going to be the death of me, Abigail Marie Francis. I swear. Now eat 

your cereal.” 

While Abby slurped her Frosted Flakes and Doreen drank coffee and smoked, 

men’s voices came from the backyard. Don stood in the far corner watching two men 

install a chain link fence around the area where he’d dug up the yard. 

“What are they doing?” 

“I don’t know. You know your father doesn’t tell me anything. It looks like 

they’re putting up a fence back there.” 

Doreen grabbed Abby’s empty cereal bowl and went to the sink. She turned on 

the radio that sat on the counter. She liked to listen to music while she washed dishes. A 

news report began about another murdered co-ed; that made seven. The police still 

considered all seven the work of the same man. That still made him a serial killer. Abby 

screamed again. That loud, ear piercing screech that sounded like an animal being torn 

apart. She grabbed her school books and ran from the house. Doreen pulled a bottle of 

Cold Duck out of the refrigerator, poured a glass, and sipped it while she calmly washed 

the dishes. 
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101. Highway 101. The One-Oh-One. The 101. Official name: U.S. Route 101 or 

U.S Highway 101. Depending on where one lived along it: the Pacific Highway, the 

Santa Ana, Hollywood and Ventura Freeway(s), the Bayshore Freeway, Historic El 

Camino Real, the Redwood Highway, the Oregon Coast Highway. The 101 stretches 

1,550 miles through three states: California, Oregon, and Washington. And it runs right 

through the middle of San Luis Obispo, dividing it in half. 

Anyone (everyone!) who has ever lived in San Luis has traveled the 101, 

repeatedly, over and over, year after year. The ten-mile stretch between S. Higuera Street 

south of town and the Cuesta Grade to the north has seen millions upon millions of 

automobiles over the decades of its blacktop existence. Mostly travelers passing through 

on their way north to San Francisco or south to Los Angeles. Some make a quick stop 

while SLO is a definite tourist attraction for others. What most people, including the 

locals, don’t know is that the 101 has magical powers. For some, it takes them forward in 

time. A leaving, moving to a new life whether departing SLO for bigger ideas or 

traveling through to new adventures. Others it takes back in time. Home to family, once 

left behind, not seen in many years. Whoosh, the automobiles ferrying travelers through 

town enter the protective force field that surrounds it. They enter the bubble, they feel it 

in imperceptible ways, but they don’t know it’s happening. The phenomenon has never 

been written about or recorded. But neither had X until Y. 
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The SLO Recycling Center was located down the 101 off S. Higuera Street on the 

outskirts of town. Abby, when much younger, liked going with Don to take the recycling 

in. Don had bins set up in the garage: one for (clean!) cans and aluminum, and one for 

(clean!) glass. A separate stack of newspapers sat alongside the bins. That was it: tin 

cans, aluminum, glass and newspapers, and the papers had to be in twine-wrapped 

bundles. No plastic, this was long before the world went completely plastic from bottles 

to noses. And it was voluntary so no curbside pickup. Early adopter Don started recycling 

the minute the city announced there would be a new recycling center. Saturday mornings 

were for recycling. Don loaded up the back of Doreen’s station wagon, and he and Abby 

pulled out onto the 101.37 The real reason Abby liked going? Breaking glass. It thrilled 

her to throw the empty glass containers, juice and wine bottles, and mayonnaise and 

pickle jars, beer and soda bottles against all the shards of already broken glass. You had 

to do this carefully but if done right one could get a lot of aggression out. Crash, 

explosion, shatter, flying glass, green, white, brown and blue. Boom, crash, shatter again. 

 

Ever since the anti-cataclysm Abby had been moping around the house. So 

fucking bored she could scream. Disappointed that what should have been the most 

jolting, upsetting, experience of her life hadn’t happened. What now? Back at school, 7th 

Grade and so what? Boring, boring and so much more boring. At least she could go break 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37 Contrarian Abby liked to call it the one-zero-one, even though, no one else ever 

did. She thought it was weird to insert a letter between the two ones. 
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some glass. She hadn’t recycled with Don for several years but every Saturday he still 

asked if she wanted to go, and when she told him “no” she saw his disappointment. So 

when he asked this morning, she surprised him by saying “yes.” She even helped him 

load up the car. While Don backed out of the driveway, Doreen came out and made Abby 

move to the back seat. 

“Why are you coming?” Abby said. 

“I don’t appreciate that tone, young lady,” Doreen said. “You and I are stopping 

at the shopping center on the way home. Daddy can wait in the car.” 

“Why? For what?” 

“Never mind,” Doreen said. “It’s a lady thing.” 

Oh, shit! She’s going to make me buy a bra, Abby thought. It’s finally here. Oh, 

shit, oh, shit, oh, shit. She placed her hands on her boobs and moved them around. They 

were like Jell-O, jiggly, and squishy too. Were they big enough now? She didn’t want to 

think about it—about becoming a grown up. She sat back looking out at the blur going 

by—other cars, trucks hauling lemons and tomatoes and onions, a Greyhound bus, a 

hitchhiking hippie couple, against a backdrop of blue sky and clouds. She liked being out 

on the 101. Windows down, hair snapping in her face, radio playing. Escape, movement, 

let’s just keep going until we can’t go no more. Like being back in her desk-boat. 

“Magical Mystery Tour” started on the radio and she sang along shouting the lyrics out 

the window. “The Magical Mystery Tour is waiting to take you away. Waiting to take 

you away…” She knew every song on the album backward and forwards, she’d come 
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close to wearing out the LP that she bought with her allowance. “Roll up, roll up for the 

mystery tour…” She wanted to; she wished that she could, float away with the Beatles 

and never come back. 

Giggle-snort. Her mother’s laugh. Giggle-snort again. Abby looked over the seat 

back to see what Doreen was laughing at. Doreen held a book up to her face. Myra 

Breckinridge. Abby read some of what she could see. 

“That’s dirty,” she said. 

Doreen slammed the book shut and turned around. 

“You shouldn’t be spying.” 

“You’re reading a nasty book.” 

“Yes, it’s book for adults,” Doreen said. “Now stop spying.” 

Doreen opened the book again but angled it away so Abby couldn’t see the pages. 

Abby would, of course, look for the book at the library: Myra Breckinridge. 

Dirty—it reminded Abby. “So what are you burying in the backyard, Dad?” 

Don was pulling into the recycling center. Abby caught his eye in the rearview 

mirror. 

“Nothing, honey,” Don said. “It’s just more of my soil experiments.” 

Liar. She thought. Both of her parents were acting so weird. Abby helped her 

father dump the recycling off while Doreen waited in the car. Don let her toss all of the 

glass into the glass bin. Boom, pop, crash, shatter. Flying glass, green, white, brown and 

blue. Boom, pop, crash, and shatter—again. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 

The Vietnam War. 

58,220 dead. 303,644 wounded. 1 November 1955 – 30 April 1975. 19 years, 5 

months and 1 day. Age of conscription 18 – 25. Also called the Second Indochina War. 

Chiên trahn Viêt Nam in Vietnamese, or the Resistance War Against America, or simply, 

the American War. America’s enemy: The Viet Cong. The People’s Army of Vietnam. 

America’s goal: to stop the spread of communism. 

 

Brad couldn’t ignore it—the war. He tried to, but it was constantly in his face, on 

the news, in newspapers and magazines, and discussed at school. He did his best to not 

think about any of it. All that stuff going on out there, all those problems? Other people’s 

problems. Until, of course, they weren’t. Since talking to Don about it, Brad knew, 

according to U.S. law that he had to register for the draft when he turned eighteen, or risk 

going to jail. Neither choice was optimum. He also knew he could be drafted, and sent 

over to the frontlines. Returning in a metal box, another possibility. Or maimed like Neil, 

Davey Z’s brother. Scared shitless, what did he know about fighting a war? Or dying for 

that matter? One day while at the dentist’s waiting to have his teeth cleaned, he picked up 

an issue of Time magazine and read a first-hand account written by a soldier who had 

recently returned from the war. The soldier wrote about seeing his best buddy after he’d 

stepped on a landmine; his nose blown clean off his face, brain matter emerging from a 
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hole in his head, a river of blood gushing and running everywhere. And then about how 

he had no time to react, no time to cry or grieve. Never any time during war. Fast, quick, 

go, move now. How they had to grab the body and prepare it for dust off. They went 

through his pockets, collected his personal effects, put them in a plastic bag and tied it to 

his arm. After removing his canteens and ammo, all the heavy stuff every soldier carried 

on their bodies, they wrapped him up in his own poncho and set him out in a field for the 

helicopter that would begin the long transport of his best friend home in a government-

issued metal box. Brad jumped when they called his name. Throughout the cleaning all 

he could see was not the pretty face of the young blonde hygienist, but the soldier’s face 

with his nose blown off and his brains leaking out. He toked up the minute he was outside 

the dentist’s office. 

 

Doofus stoner friends announced one day they were going to a war protest at Cal 

Poly, did Brad want to come along? Chicks, weed, free love. The day of, they all met at 

some dude’s house over on Pismo Street and got stoned. On some far out reefer, man. 

Jerry was an older dude, around twenty-six, and grew the shit in his backyard. It wasn’t 

Mexican, the truly good stuff, but it was some fuckin’ groovy ganga. Weak, fleeting 

thought: ask to buy some of his stash—’cause this stuff’ll sell like there’s no tomorrow. 

After they were all stoned, like, way out of their gourds, they caravanned over to the 

campus. Brad drove a couple of friends in his ’62 Bug sputtering and stalling all the way. 
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The war protests at Cal Poly didn’t compare to those held in San Francisco, 

Chicago and Washington, D.C. where thousands upon thousands showed up. There were 

a few hundred students clogging Highland Drive, the main artery into campus. A late 

August sun hammered down. The scrub oaks growing alongside the road offered little 

shade. The crowd spilled across the two-lane street blocking traffic. Guys wearing tie-dye 

T-shirts, long hair in ponytails, bandanas tied around their heads waved anti-war signs, 

“Stop the War, Bring the Troops Home Now,” “Love Not War,” and “Give Peace a 

Chance” written in black lettering on white poster board. Girls, with flowers in their hair, 

peace signs around their necks, some wearing bell bottoms, others denim skirts, carried 

sheets with “Peace” written across them, so large it took two to carry them. A sea of 

peaceful (stoned!) protestors undulating further into the campus, all chanting “Hell no, 

we won’t go,” “One, two, three, four! We don’t want your fucking war!” Campus police, 

in tight blue uniforms, sweat running down their glaring faces, stood off to the sides, 

restless, jumpy, and waiting to break up the demonstration.  

The crowd moved towards the administration building; Brad’s Bug sputtered to a 

stop along the curb on Highland and he and his friends ran to catch up. His favorite chant: 

“Draft beer, not boys.” Brad looked around him awestruck. Dumbstruck too. He’d been 

coming to the campus since he was a kid, but he’d never seen it like this. Surrounded by 

college students he sensed the importance of what they were doing. They wanted the U.S 

out of Vietnam, now. Right now. Early feelings of adulthood wriggled loose inside his 

head, evolving. These kids seemed so grown up. What they were doing, like, extremely 
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important. He marched and chanted, and stared at a girl next to him who was topless and 

had red peace signs painted around her nipples. 

“Peace, man,” she said.  

They had to shout to hear each other. 

“Wow, yeah, man, peace.” 

“What’s your name?” 

“Uhm, Brad,” he said. “Brad Francis.” 

“I’m Chastity. Chas for short. How old are you?” 

“Hi, Chas. Seventeen. I turn eighteen in a few months.” 

“Shit man, what’re you gonna do?” she said. 

“Yeah, like wow, like have a mega blow out with my friends. You wanna come?” 

“No, I mean, are you going to register?  

“Register?” he said. 

“For the draft?” 

“Uhm, I dunno.” 

“Don’t,” she said. “You shouldn’t. Don’t do it.” 

She grabbed his hand and pulled him up to the front of the crowd. The protestors 

stopped outside the college’s administration building. A reporter from KSBY-TV stood 

off to the side videotaping a news segment. Chas spoke with one of the protest leaders 

while Brad waited. Brad watched her and was really turned on. She was older than most 

of the girls he screwed. A super-hot college girl. He’d never had a college girl before. He 
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had to think of ice cream to keep from popping a boner right there. Licking ice cream off 

her nipples, wow! No, no, stop it. Shit, now he had the munchies too. The protest leader 

lifted the megaphone up to his mouth. 

“So, listen up, folks.” 

The crowd quieted. 

“I just learned that this young man right here,” he said pointing to Brad, “is a 

seventeen-year-old high school student. His name is Brad Francis. He turns eighteen 

soon. He’s one of the kids who could end up fighting and dying in this unjust war. Brad, 

will you say a few words to us? What’s it like knowing that our corrupt government 

wants to send you overseas to die?” 

Brad, seriously stoned, looked out at the crowd; he wasn’t sure what was going 

on. The protest leader put the megaphone in his hand. 

“Like, wow, man, peace,” he said into the megaphone. The loudness made him 

jump back. He tried to focus. 

“So, uh, really, I don’t want to go. I really don’t want to. I’m a peaceful guy, a 

loving dude. I don’t want to kill people. I don’t believe that’s right. The government 

really and truly is corrupt. We should tell them, all of us, every young American dude, we 

should tell them hell no, we won’t go. Hell no, we will not go! Hell no, we will not go!!” 

The crowd joined the chant, louder and louder. 

“Now, let’s smoke out!” Brad said. “Let’s show them who we really are.” 
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Brad pulled a pipe out of his jeans pocket and lit up. The crowd of protestors 

hooted and hollered and chanted “Hell no, we won’t go,” over and over. Clouds of 

skunky smoke wafted through the air. When Brad parked the Bug along the curb on 

Newport Street at eleven-thirty that night and stumbled into his house, he felt grown up, 

like he’d participated in something that had meaning. He’d had a glimpse of a larger 

world outside the curving suburban streets of the subdivision he and his family lived in. 

He also had Chas’s phone number. Drifting off to sleep he dreamed of running his tongue 

around those sweet, sweet, peace-signs. Two weeks later, a couple of days before his 

eighteenth birthday, he went to the local draft board and registered with the U.S. 

Selective Service. A kid in his class told him that it didn’t mean he’d be drafted, 

something about deferments and that he knew another kid who went to jail because he 

didn’t register, so Brad registered. Reason? He didn’t think they’d let him toke up in jail. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY 

 

One chilly, early fall, night, the dinner dishes put away, Doreen plopped into a 

chair at the kitchen table. A few swallows of Cold Duck later, she lit a cigarette. Two 

weeks of the most astounding orgasms of her life and now nothing. Sofia was out of town 

with Piero, at a lecture at UCLA. Bored, tearing her hair out, missing Sofia, Doreen 

didn’t know what to do with herself. Nothing interested her. She’d read Myra 

Breckinridge three times and by the third time, the titillating parts no longer aroused her. 
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Afraid she’d admit what was going on, she avoided Barbra. Even the housework held no 

interest. Was this love? She didn’t remember feeling this way with Don. Her head 

wouldn’t shut up. What is love anyway?  So many kinds of love. She loved her children 

because isn’t that what you’re supposed to do? But how much love? How much is 

enough? She never felt too motherly. It was something that sort of happened. She and 

Don married just after her eighteenth birthday. What did she know at that age? Her 

mother pushed her into marrying him. According to her, he came from a “good” family. 

If his family was so good, she wondered, what did that make our family? At the time, it 

seemed like the right thing to do. She felt like she owed him since he’d helped her and 

the father, Don’s best friend, hide the pregnancy and then with the death; Baby X, her 

big-teenage-mistake. Her great teenage-tragedy. Plus, he was attractive, smart, and fun to 

be with, but what did she know about boys, let alone men? And sex? She’d had sex once 

before Don. Her first time, age fourteen.38 She didn’t enjoy it, it hurt like hell, and she 

bled all over. In those days, girls didn’t. They weren’t supposed to. Even if the boy 

wanted it, and they always did, you said, “no way, José.” Now she regretted her lapse. 

She guessed she loved Don, but she wasn’t “in love” with him then or now.  

She snuffed out the cigarette, switched off the kitchen light, and walked through 

the slumbering house. The house her family lived in; the house they called “home.” She 

knocked on Brad’s door then opened it. Not surprised that he wasn’t there, she entered 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38 1x! & voila! sperm + egg = Baby X. 
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and stood in the middle of the room. His black light was on and several of his posters 

glowed, that eerie purple-blue. Clothes in piles across the bed, and on the floor, she 

started to pick them up then stopped. She dropped the pair of underwear she’d picked up 

back to the pile they came from. The stale air smelled like her son: teenage boy, coupled 

with smoked weed. She knew he was a big pothead, but oh well, what’re you gonna do? 

Can’t watch their every move. She closed the door. 

In Abby’s room she tucked her in and kissed her cheek, and realized that it had 

been a long time since she’d done that. Abby stirred and spoke from a half-sleep. 

“Mommy, I’m afraid of the dark matter and can we get a monkey?” 

Then she turned over and went back to sleep. At times still a little girl; not yet the 

teenager she would soon become. Doreen watched her breathing. Doreen always felt 

closer to Brad; the firstborn, he was a boy, and he was the best baby ever—so easy and so 

happy. Abby came so late after Brad. She was a difficult baby and toddler, always sick, 

temperamental. So much like Don—super-smart, a bit introverted. Doreen found it harder 

to love Abby. Dark matter? She had no idea what that was about. On her way out she 

picked dirty clothes up off the floor and took them with her. 

In the master bedroom, Don, propped up on pillows, was reading in bed. Doreen 

stood watching him for several minutes. Did she still desire him? She wasn’t sure. She 

could still see the handsome young man she married even if he’d become more and more 

eccentric over the years. She liked his intelligence, it was a turn-on for her even if she 

didn’t understand anything he said or told her. She wished he was more involved in the 
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children’s lives. He used to be—especially Brad’s when he was a little boy. He didn’t 

seem to be interested in Abby and she wasn’t sure why. Maybe Brad was it for him; like 

she had, maybe he thought he was done too. One kid was enough. Standing there she 

slowly undressed; she undid her jeans and wriggled out of them; she removed her blouse 

and it dropped to the floor; she unclasped her bra and it landed at her feet. Lastly, she 

pushed her panties down and stepped out of them. She stood there stark naked. 

“What’s dark matter?” 

Don looked up. 

“Oh, I didn’t know you were there. What is what?” 

“Dark matter?” 

“Uhm, well, it’s never been proven it exists. A gravitational force in space that, 

umm, pulls other things towards it. Not visible, a hypothetical theory—why do you ask?” 

“Oh no reason, Abby told me she was afraid of it then asked for a pet monkey.” 

She waited to see what he’d do next. She truly didn’t know. She knew what she 

hoped for but didn’t expect to get it. He blinked several times in a row, fast-blinks, that 

thing he always did when he was nervous, or cornered. He placed his bookmark inside 

the book, closed it and set it on his nightstand. Then he removed his t-shirt and underwear 

and pulled the covers back on her side of the bed. She climbed in beside him, and he 

turned out the light. It had been a long, long time since they’d both been awake, together, 

in the dark. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

 

Vickie, here again. I mentioned before that my parents were over-protective when 

I was a little girl. Mr. and Mrs. Chan: the original Helicopter Parents. All the horrible 

stuff that so affected Abby, I was not witness to because my parents kept me away from 

it. I was not allowed to watch the news or read the newspaper.39 I suppose they were 

afraid I wouldn’t be able to handle it. Maybe they thought I was too fragile. I don’t know. 

I’ve never asked them. Because they did shelter me, I was naïve, simple—at least until I 

could get away from them and become my own person. Abby, on the other hand, had no 

protection from any of it. Don and Doreen child reared in a hands-off style. 

Unsupervised, she absorbed information like one of Doreen’s kitchen sponges. The 

sponges she bought by the dozen at Safeway so she could replace them every few days. 

That’s what was important to Doreen: clean sponges. But back to my friend, Abby—what 

people probably don’t know about her is that when we were kids she always lived in 

dread. Dread brought on by the fear of what might happen. Dread brought on by the times 

we were living in, and through. 

 

The start of the Zodiac Killer’s rampage, the assassinations of Martin Luther 

King, Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, and the fourteenth year of the ongoing war in Vietnam 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
39 Thankfully, I had Abby to help me with my Current Events homework. 
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affected every single man, woman, and child who lived through 1968 in the United States 

of America. Every night on the CBS Evening News, Walter Cronkite, America’s “most 

trusted man,” appeared in black and white on the Francis family’s television. And with 

him images of war: our boys, young Americans, teenagers, machine gun-toting; knee-

deep in rice paddies; dead and mangled; returning gray metal, flag-covered coffins; 

enemy corpses, the Viet-Cong splayed across killing fields. Abby forced to watch 

because Mr. Billings assigned watching the news for homework. Part of what he called 

“Current Events.” Abby sat with a notebook in her lap taking notes. All of it gave her the 

creeps and nightmares but she was a good student, she wanted straight As, so she 

watched the mayhem. Through the fingers of one hand when the gross stuff was reported.  

But when they showed the peace protestors she watched, fascinated. The hippies 

with flowers in their hair, singing protest songs, dancing in the streets, shoving daisies 

down the barrels of guns. Flashing two-fingered peace signs, and carrying placards with 

“No More War,” “Come Together in Peace,” “Make Love, Not War,” and one of her 

favorites, “War is Not Healthy for Children and Other Living Things.” All of it so cool 

and important; she wished she could join them. In solidarity she put daisies in her hair, 

flashed the peace sign, and covered her Pee Chee folders in psychedelic peace symbols. 

“Dad, why is there war?” 

There was a reason she asked: she had a five-page report on current events due 

soon. Mr. Billings left it to the students to pick their subject. Abby decided to write on 

why there was war. She needed to start the report soon. Normally, she respected an 
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inferred period of silence that Don seemed to demand during the thirty-minute newscast. 

At first he didn’t answer or look her way. 

“Dad?” 

“Ask your mother, honey.” 

The “honey” or “sweetheart” that Don always seemed to add when addressing 

Abby confused her. It seemed to be his attempt at being a father, but she didn’t quite 

know if he meant it or not. Inconsistent signals didn’t help abate her fear and anxiety 

about the state of the world. Her father’s evasiveness confirmed what she thought: that he 

was up to no good in the backyard, digging and burying things. No way did she believe 

he conducted soil experiments in the middle of the night. 

Her mother recently abandoned the nightly news watching ritual and Abby didn’t 

know why. Until a few weeks ago, the evening routine included Don, Doreen, and Abby. 

Doreen with her goblet of Cold Duck and her cigarettes, Don with a cup of cold coffee 

brewed earlier that morning, both in their recliners, and Abby on the couch, notebook in 

her lap, feet dangling off the edge. And then Doreen stopped showing up. Abby wasn’t 

sure why she stopped watching. Her mother was just too weird to even try to figure out. 

Usually, if she wasn’t home, she was across the street at Mrs. Miller’s. Tonight, for a 

change, Mrs. Miller was over at their house; the two women were in the Francis’s 

kitchen. 

Once Abby needed to know something it stuck in her head. Like one of her 45s 

that she scratched by mistake, repeating the same two lyrics, “close to you,” scritch, 
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“close to you,” scritch, “close to you,” scritch, over and over. The only way to make it 

stop was to lift the needle off the record. In this case, it was “Why war? Why war? Why 

war?” but without the scritches. When Don refused to answer her questions, she went to 

Doreen. Doreen and Barbra sat at the kitchen table smoking and drinking. Abby spied on 

them from the small dining room next to the kitchen. She sat up against the wall, out of 

view, right outside the entryway to the kitchen. She peeked around the corner. Listening 

to grownups talk when they didn’t know she was there electrified her. Barbra, hair up in 

curlers, a cigarette dangling from the side of her mouth, squinting against the smoke 

coiling around her face, spoke to Doreen. 

“You sure there’s nothing going on with you?” she said. “You seem different.” 

“No, just the same old me,” Doreen said. 

“You even look different.” 

Abby always knew when her mother was lying. Her voice changed. An octave 

higher. Like it sounded right now. 

“Nothing’s new,” Doreen said. “You know I’d tell you if there was.”  

Doreen grabbed a bottle of Cold Duck from the door in the refrigerator and 

refilled their glasses. 

“Everyone at Casablanca misses you,” Doreen said. “Why don’t you come back 

to Lurene? Give her a try again. The whole curlers thing is so fifties.”  

“I’m just not ready. My head is still healing from what she did to me. Besides, 

I’m considering cutting it all off.” 
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“What? No, you can’t,” Doreen said. “You have beautiful hair.” 

Abby watched Barbra pull a folded-up page torn out of a magazine from her 

purse: a photo of a model with a severely short angled haircut. 

“Like this.” 

She showed Doreen the photo.  

“Really? It’s so severe.” 

“I’m feeling a little severe these days,” Barbra said smiling. “Know what I 

mean?” 

Abby charged in before Doreen could answer. 

“Mom, why is there war? I need to know for school.” 

“Ask your father.” 

“He told me to ask you.” 

“Of course he did. Because men are boys who never grow up and killing each 

other is the only way they know how to settle arguments.” 

“So does that mean it’s better to be a girl?” 

Doreen and Barbra laughed at this. 

“Yes, honey,” Barbra said. “It’s much, much better to be a girl.” 

“Now go finish your homework,” Doreen said. 

“Thanks for nothing,” Abby said. “You guys didn’t help at all.” 

Abby stormed off to her bedroom. That night she heard the gate in the side yard 

rattle (again). She didn’t need to get up to see who it was. She knew it was her father 
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burying stuff in the backyard (again). The rest of the night she slept fitfully. She tossed 

and turned and thought of dead co-eds, maimed soldiers, serial killings, body parts, and 

assassinations. She wondered, obsessively: How do you visit someone in prison? If you 

visit someone in prison, do they lock you up too? She twisted herself up in the sheets, she 

threw them on the floor, she sat up and gulped water from the glass she always had on 

her nightstand. Then she opened a drawer in said nightstand, pulled out the paring knife 

she’d stolen from her mother and made a tiny cut on her forearm. She watched the blood 

trickle down her arm in the glow of her nightlight and just before it was about to drip 

onto her sheets, she wiped at it with a wad of Kleenex. She pulled the sheets back onto 

the bed and covered herself—relieved, she drifted off to sleep. 

The next day after school Abby decided something. She’d read an article in one of 

her mother’s magazines—Ladies Home Journal maybe? Or McCall’s? She couldn’t 

remember. Her mother subscribed to so many women's’ magazines. The article was about 

facing your fears. It told the reader to be confident and strong and to confront the things 

that frightened you. The lady who wrote it was named Gloria Steinem. Abby remembered 

the writer’s name but not the magazine’s. 

Abby knew she would be home alone so when she got home from school she 

went straight to the garage, hauled out a folding chair, one of those cheap aluminum ones 

with the polypropylene webbing that if you weren’t careful would close up and pinch the 

skin on your legs. She took it to her father’s fenced-in area in the backyard and set it up 

facing the chain link fence. She sat watching the disturbed ground, looking for signs of 
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life. Were there little sprouts coming up? Like the ones in the egg cartons at school? 

Poking their cute little green heads through the dark soil? She leaned in closer but saw 

nothing. She concluded that Don was not growing plants behind the fence. She sat 

watching the plot for forty-five minutes. Nothing happened. No movement. No signs of 

anything alive. Folding up the chair and going back inside, she decided that Gloria 

Steinem was full of shit. She was more frightened now than when she’d sat down in the 

chair. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

 

Don and Rose had been screwing for several weeks, once or twice a week. When 

he wasn’t with her, guilt consumed him. Leftover Catholic guilt that had become personal 

guilt. He was breaking his own commandments. He read the Ten Commandments to see 

which of those rules applied to his situation. Despite his growing aversion to the church, 

he still felt that the moral code the church imparted was one to live by, or at least to 

attempt to live by. Two commandments tripped him up: “Thou shalt not commit 

adultery” and “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s house, thou shalt not covet thy 

neighbor’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor 

anything that is thy neighbors.” He thought that his house was better than theirs so 

swapping houses wasn’t an issue. He didn’t think the Perkins had any household help, 

and he knew that their only pet was a cat named “Twinkles” so it was only the coveting 
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of the wife that was a serious problem because covet, want, desire and need were what he 

did when it came to the cynosure of Rose. Deep inside her, wrapped up in her arms, 

ejaculating at exactly the right moment so they climaxed together, Don felt no guilt, zero 

worry; instead he experienced total perfection. The lights and choirs and explosions were 

behind him now. Now, when with Rose, he melted into her, they became one, a singular 

unit of flesh, one soul—a quasi-religious experience. At least that was how it felt to Don. 

He was afraid to ask Rose if she felt the same thing. What if she said “no”? He knew 

what they were doing was wrong and a place in hell awaited him—the real hell if it 

existed, or, at the very least, his own personal hell. He even felt guilty when he screwed 

Doreen. It was like cheating on Rose. So he was cheating on them both. Guilt, it 

possessed no limits. He needed some relief before he went nuts, cracked up completely. 

It, relief, showed up one afternoon at the parish offices of Father Gomez. 

 

The morning after Don and Doreen made disconnected love, Doreen brought a 

pair of Abby’s pajamas to breakfast. Abby, face close to her cereal bowl, hidden behind 

her hair, slurped her cereal. Doreen sat down with a cup of coffee. Don sat at the table 

reading the newspaper. 

“Abby, are you still cutting yourself?” Doreen said. 

Doreen held up a pink pajama top with tiny yellow flowers on it that had blood 

stains on the arms, small, quarter-inch lines, scattered on the material. Don closed the 

newspaper. Abby moved her hair aside to see. 
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“Well?” Doreen said. 

“I dunno, maybe.” 

 “You’re cutting yourself?” Don asked. “Why would you do that?” 

“Stigmata. I’m imitating Christ on the cross.” 

Doreen went around to Abby and grabbed her arm, pulled her sleeve up. A couple 

of fresh cuts were visible, others, recently healed, scarred. 

“Hold up your hands,” Don said. Both hands were wrapped in gauze. “Your feet 

too.”  She showed him her feet, also wrapped in gauze. 

“I wanted to see what it felt like to bleed like Jesus,” Abby said. 

“How long have you been doing this?” Don said. 

“I dunno.” 

“You have to stop it, right now,” Don said. “This isn’t a game. It’s dangerous. Do 

you hear me, young lady?” 

Abby nodded her head. 

“Go get ready for school,” Doreen said. 

Abby grabbed her bowl, placed it in the kitchen sink and skulked out. Don and 

Doreen agreed that a visit to Father Gomez was in order for their one-and-only Christ-

impersonating daughter. 

 

One afternoon after school they both sat before Father Gomez. While the priest 

finished a phone call, Abby looked down at the floor and twirled her hair in her fingers. 
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Don sat next to her like he was there to be admonished for his sins, or, rather, sin, 

singular. Maybe he should confess, maybe it would make him feel better. Could the priest 

tell? They had divining powers, they can see inside your soul, at least he thought so when 

he was a kid which is how he felt right now. Like a misbehaved six-year-old boy 

awaiting his punishment. When the priest spoke, he was reminded that he was there for 

Abby not for himself. 

“So I understand you have an interest in the stigmata, young lady?” Father Gomez 

said. 

“Sit up, Abby, look at Father Gomez,” Don said. “Respond to him, ‘yes, Father.’” 

Abby sat up, pushed her hair out of her face. 

“Yes, Father,” she said. “Did you know that Jupiter has sixty-seven moons?” 

“No, I did not know that,” Father Gomez said. “That’s a whole lotta moons, isn’t 

it?” 

Abby nodded her head back and forth, back and forth, back and forth until Don 

reached over and used his hand to stop her. The old priest started babbling, reciting the 

history of stigmata for almost an hour. Don could tell that Abby stopped listening after 

the first five minutes. Even he lost interest, thinking of—who else—Rose. Her 

translucent white skin, the “V” down to her pussy, her rosy nipples. Shit, no! Church, 

priest, daughter. Stop it. Phrases reached through his tawdry reverie and caught his 

attention: five holy wounds, Crown of Thorns, wounds to the forehead, tears of blood, 
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sweating blood, wounds to the back from scourging, the Odour of Sanctity,40 

mortification of the flesh. When Father Gomez finished his lesson, he asked to see 

Abby’s hands. She reached her hands out to him, and he looked at each one, turning them 

over. Light scars still showed on each palm. 

“Did you make these wounds?” 

“I dunno,” Abby said. 

“Well, I suspect that you did, young lady,” Father Gomez said. “And if you did, 

that would be a sin. The stigmata is a very holy thing and not to be taken lightly. Do you 

understand?  

“Yes, Father.” 

“You need to stop it, okay?” 

“Yes, Father.” 

“Now wait outside while I talk to your father,” Father Gomez said. 

Abby bolted out of the office. 

“She’s a young, spirited girl,” the priest said. “I wouldn’t worry. She’ll forget all 

about it by next week.” 

Don shook the priest’s hand. 

“That mortification of the flesh you mentioned?” Don said. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
40 The perfumed smell of stigmatics’ blood. 
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“Yes, bodily penances to atone for sins. Fasting, self-flagellation, scourging, 

wearing a hair shirt, pain and suffering leading back to the path of sanctity, back to God’s 

good graces.” 

“I see,” Don said. 

“Do you have sins to atone for?” the priest asked. “Confession would be the first 

step.” 

“Um, no, I’m okay right now,” Don said. “Nothing to confess. Thanks for your 

help with Abby.” 

Don met Abby outside on the mission’s steps. He already knew the little speech 

that Father Gomez gave would be of no help with Abby’s problem whatsoever. 

“I already knew all that stuff,” Abby said. 

On the way home, Don stopped at the library and while Abby ran off to who-

knows-where, he asked the head librarian for help finding a book on mortification of the 

flesh. He told her he was writing a dissertation on the Catholic Church. He had a feeling 

she didn’t believe this. He didn’t blame her. 

 

While Don researched who-knows-what, Abby stood at the immense dictionary 

next to the reference desk and looked up dirty words. A kid at school, Mikey Nelson, had 

given her a list of them: cunnilingus, fellatio, masturbation, penis, vagina, intercourse, 

ejaculation, orgasm, spermatozoa, and semen. He told her these were the fancy, 

dictionary words for some other nasty words. She needed to look up two: cunnilingus and 
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fellatio, the others she already knew. Mikey was a pretty stupid kid who got held back a 

year. Writing down dirty words was so fourth grade but Abby liked to be smart so she 

looked up the two words on his list that she didn’t know. She decided to create her own 

list so she sat down at one of the over-sized oak library tables. Her list was comprised of 

words that two people engaged in sexual intercourse did to one another. Hers was more 

loving: kiss, hug, squeeze, caress, suck, stroke, bite, nibble, tickle, pinch, and tongue. She 

knew that that these things might go on between two people having sex because she’d 

seen the words in her father’s Penthouse and Playboy magazines. She fast-shoved the list 

into her shorts pocket when she saw Don coming toward her. Don, who she didn’t know 

what to think of. If he was who she thought he might be, he was a very dangerous man. 

But he didn’t seem to be any different than he usually was. Nasty words, loving words for 

sex thought replaced by the now-familiar confusion, dread and fear while she and Don 

left the library. 

 

Don persistently fucking Rose, persistently felt guilty over the week it took him to 

make a cilice.41 He couldn’t stop seeing her while he worked on his penance-inflicting 

apparatus. She was like spilled Coke to a yellow jacket at a picnic; he tried hard to stop 

the addiction that she’d become, but could not. Don discovered the cilice in the book on 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
41 A cilice, or “hair shirt,” was an undergarment made of coarse sackcloth or 

animal hair worn against the skin to atone for sins committed while fighting the spiritual 
battle. The sackcloth (or animal hair) scratched the wearer and made them decidedly 
uncomfortable. 
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mortification of the flesh, a book he checked out from the library. Don didn’t think he 

was fighting a spiritual battle. It was just the two commandments. He decided wearing 

the cilice would allow him to continue committing and coveting. But, he needed the 

personal penance. He wanted the punishment. The reminder of his own wrongdoing. He 

added several rows of small metal spikes, like the ends of paper clips that dug into the 

flesh of his chest and back. He wore the cilice for three days before seeing Rose again. 

The burlap scratched and irritated his skin, and rubbed his nipples raw. The embedded 

spikes stabbed into his skin with every single, minute movement. He spent a lot of time 

clenching his jaw against the pain, hoping no one noticed his discomfort. The wounds 

bled ever so slightly. He hoped Rose, and Doreen, wouldn’t notice his blood-stained 

clothing. 

 Wow, fucking was so freeing post wearing the cilice. Don felt fantastic the next 

time he saw Rose. He fucked guilt-free now. He could, he paid for it by punishing 

himself. He wondered if wearing the hair shirt hadn’t aroused him even more. The pain 

had changed. The sensation of the cloth and the spikes touching his skin was an intimacy 

he’d never known. Each scratch, stab and poke a reminder. That he was corporeal, 

animate, that electrical signals coursed through his body. In a motel room, one of the 

many they’d been using along Monterey Street, Rose and Don lay naked in bed. They’d 

yet to start the day’s sexual activities. 

“I have something for us,” Don said. 

“For us?” 
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He reached down to his briefcase and retrieved a book: the Kama Sutra. He’d 

grabbed it when he was at the library with Abby. Rose thumbed through it. 

“What is it?” 

“The Kama Sutra,” Don said. “An ancient Indian encyclopedia of sex.” 

He showed her the section on the sixty-four sexual acts. She looked at them all. 

So quiet, so intent he thought he’d lost her. He watched her, engrossed by what she read; 

his arousal apparent from the forty-five-degree angle protrusion under the white sheet. 

“This is so amazing.” 

Don could not have smiled any bigger. 

“Which one should we try?” 

She pointed to a picture in the book: A man taking a woman from behind. 

“Are you sure?” Don said. 

“Yes,” she said. “Jeff never wanted to try it, but I always did.” 

Tossing the sheet aside, she rolled, feline-like, onto her stomach. She grabbed the 

headboard with both hands, raised her ass up ever so and waited. Don had always wanted 

to take Doreen from behind, but he’d been too chicken shit to ask. Now he was going to 

finally have his chance, with Rose. I love Rose so much, he thought, right before he 

entered her. 




