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IT	WAS	MID-AFTERNOON	when	the	train	stopped.	There	was	a	general	jerking	and	screeching
of	brakes	and	then	silence.	I	was	hot	and	tired.	My	father	and	I	had	been	on	the	train	for
two	and	a	half	days,	sleeping	in	the	chair	car,	gradually	feeling	dirtier	and	sweatier	as	the
train	had	come	farther	west.

Now	the	train	was	stopped	and	my	father	struggled	to	get	our	suitcase	down	from	the
overhead	rack.	He	was	a	slightly	built	man	and	in	his	weakened	condition	it	looked	as	if
the	scuffed	leather	bag	would	come	crashing	down	on	him.

I	was	twelve.	The	year	was	1945.

We	had	come	to	Arizona	because	my	father	had	tuberculosis.	In	those	days	you	went
west,	to	places	like	Arizona	or	New	Mexico,	preferably	up	in	the	mountains	where	the	thin
dry	 air	 was	 supposed	 to	 help	 cure	 the	 disease.	 I	 don’t	 know	 how	my	 father	 found	 the
place.	I	suppose	a	doctor	told	him	about	it.	Apparently	there	were	dozens	of	sanatoriums,
or	“sans”	as	they	called	them,	filled	with	men	and	women	who	left	the	cold	damp	winters
of	the	northeast	and	midwest	to	air	out	their	lungs	in	the	arid	mountains	of	the	southwest.

We	left	the	South	Side	of	Chicago,	the	two	of	us,	one	suitcase	between	us,	on	the	Santa
Fe	Railroad	at	the	end	of	the	summer.	My	mother	had	disappeared	at	the	end	of	July.	My
father,	 who	 had	 been	 working	 at	 Arlington	 Park	 racetrack	 as	 a	 teller	 had	 been	 getting
steadily	thinner	and	weaker	and	he	had	been	coughing	more	and	more.	At	first	we	thought
it	was	a	bad	winter	cold,	but	when	it	lasted	into	the	summer	and	it	got	deeper	and	deeper
until	 he	 was	 racked	 by	 paroxysms	 of	 coughing,	 bent	 double,	 and	 it	 seemed	 he	 would
cough	up	his	lungs,	we	knew	it	was	more	than	a	cold	that	wouldn’t	go	away.	In	June	he
went	 to	 see	a	doctor	and	 the	doctor	diagnosed	 tuberculosis.	My	mother,	who	was	never
very	good	around	sick	people	anyway,	began	to	talk	about	going	home	to	Kentucky,	and	in
the	middle	of	July	she	simply	left.	No	note,	no	goodbye.	Just	packed	her	clothes,	emptied
out	what	 little	 there	was	 in	 the	bank	account,	and	 left.	She	 took	my	sister,	Pamela,	who
was	eight,	with	her.	Looking	back	on	it	I	suppose	it	was	her	way	of	dividing	things	up.	She
got	the	money	and	Pamela,	my	father	got	the	furniture,	such	as	it	was,	and	me.	The	house
was	rented,	so	there	was	nothing	else	left.	But	there	was	more	to	it	than	that	and	I	would
not	figure	it	out	until	the	year	was	nearly	over.

My	father	told	me	about	the	tuberculosis,	but	he	told	me	not	to	tell	anyone	else	and	he
continued	 to	 go	 to	 the	 racetrack	 each	 day.	 I	 wasn’t	 sure	 what	 tuberculosis	 was,	 but	 I
watched	my	father	get	weaker	and	weaker	until	the	end	of	summer	when	he	came	home
one	evening	and	announced	we	were	going	to	Arizona.

It	was	mid-afternoon	when	 the	 train	 stopped	 in	Williams.	Actually,	 it	 didn’t	 stop	 in
Williams,	 it	 stopped	 twenty	miles	west	of	Williams	at	 a	place	called	Navajo	 Junction.	 I
was	excited	because	Navajo	meant	Indians,	and	I	fully	expected	to	see	them,	astride	their
spotted	 ponies,	 perhaps	 not	 in	 full	 battle	 dress	 as	 I’d	 seen	 them	pictured	 in	my	 eighth-
grade	history	book,	but	still	looking	very	Indian-like,	and	I	was	disappointed	to	find	that
Navajo	 Junction	wasn’t	 anything	more	 than	 a	 place	where	 a	 graveled	 road	 crossed	 the
railroad	tracks.	There	was	a	wooden	building	next	to	the	tracks	that	looked	as	if	it	might
have	been	a	station	at	one	time,	but	the	roof	had	worn	away	in	places,	and	the	boards	were



curling	 and	 unpainted.	 The	 remains	 of	 a	 platform	 sloped	 away	 from	 one	 side	 of	 the
building.	Other	than	that,	there	was	nothing	there.

We	 stood	 in	 the	 gravel	 as	 the	 conductor	 put	 the	 metal	 footstool	 in	 the	 vestibule,
climbed	up	on	the	lower	step,	leaned	out,	and	waved.	There	was	a	jerk	and	a	rumble	and
the	train	started	moving.	A	minute	 later	 it	was	growing	smaller	down	the	 tracks	and	my
father	and	I	were	alone.

“Shit!”	 I	 heard	 my	 father	 mutter.	 Which	 was	 surprising,	 because	 my	 father	 never
swore.	At	least	I	had	never	heard	him	swear.	We	sat	in	the	shade	of	the	abandoned	station,
our	backs	against	the	weathered	wall,	looking	at	the	mountains	in	the	distance,	blue-gray
in	the	afternoon	heat.	We	must	have	sat	there	silently	for	half	an	hour	before	a	plume	of
dust	appeared	several	miles	off.	As	it	approached,	I	could	see	that	it	was	being	made	by	a
vehicle,	and	it	wasn’t	long	after	that	a	beat-up	Ford	panel	truck	came	down	the	gravel	road
toward	us.	The	driver	waved	one	hand	out	the	window	as	if	to	announce	his	arrival,	but	it
was	obvious	that	his	was	the	only	vehicle	coming	and	we	were	the	only	people	waiting.

The	truck	came	to	a	stop	with	a	flourish,	turning	broadside	to	the	road,	and	the	driver
leaped	out,	going	around	to	the	back	and	opening	the	two	doors.	Inside	were	four	kitchen
chairs	bolted	to	the	walls	of	the	truck,	two	on	either	side.	The	man,	a	short	fellow	with	a
smile	 that	 seemed	 to	split	his	brown	face	horizontally,	didn’t	 say	anything,	 just	grabbed
our	bag	and	tossed	it	in	between	the	chairs	on	the	dusty	floor	of	the	truck.

“Are	you	from	Metzenbaum’s	Sanatorium?”	my	father	asked.

“Si,”	the	man	replied.

“I’m	 Edward	 Hall	 and	 this	 is	 my	 son,	 Thomas,”	 my	 father	 said,	 but	 the	 man
interrupted	him	with	a	wave	of	his	hand,	shaking	it	back	and	forth	in	front	of	my	father’s
face.

“No	habla	Inglés,”	the	man	said.

“No	what?”	My	father	asked.

“No	habla	Inglés,	No	Eenglis.”	He	waved	us	toward	the	inside	of	the	truck.

“Jesus	Christ,”	my	father	muttered,	climbing	over	the	rear	bumper.	The	man	shut	the
doors	 behind	 us	 and	 we	 sat	 in	 the	 semi-darkness,	 the	 only	 light	 coming	 from	 the
windshield,	visible	over	the	back	of	the	driver’s	seat.

“Where	are	we	going?”	I	asked.

“To	Doctor	Metzenbaum’s	tuberculosis	sanatorium,”	my	father	replied.	He	reached	out
and	 touched	 my	 shoulder.	 My	 father	 was	 not	 a	 toucher,	 so	 the	 gesture	 took	 on	 added
significance.

“It’s	not	exactly	what	I	was	told,”	he	said.	“But	maybe	it’s	just	a	different	way	of	life
out	West.”

The	West.	The	very	words	excited	me.
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IN	 ONE	 OF	 THE	 GALLERIES	 in	 the	 art	 museum	 in	 Chicago	 hung	 a	 painting	 that	 I	 always
sought	out	when	we	were	there.	It	showed	two	Indians	on	their	horses,	looking	out	over	a
long	valley.	One	of	them	was	wrapped	in	a	striped	blanket,	the	other	had	his	arm	extended,
as	if	he	were	pointing	out	some	far	distant	object.	The	foreground	was	rocky	and	dotted
with	sagebrush,	but	the	long	stretch	of	landscape	beyond	them	was	almost	purple,	white-
topped	mountains	 rising	 out	 of	 the	 hazy	 distance,	 gray	 clouds	 scudding	 across	 the	 sky.
When	 I	woke	up	 at	Metzenbaum’s	 sanatorium	 that	 first	morning	 and	went	 out	 onto	 the
lawn	in	front	of	the	building	where	I	had	slept,	I	found	that	only	the	Indians	were	missing.
Even	 though	 I	 had	watched	 great	 distances	 unfold	 from	 the	 train	 during	 the	 past	 three
days,	the	plains	dropping	away	from	Metzenbaum’s	mountainside	sanatorium	were	hard	to
grasp.	 In	 Chicago	 there	 had	 always	 been	 buildings,	 and	 even	 the	 horizon	 of	 Lake
Michigan	hadn’t	been	like	this,	because	I	could	turn	right	or	left	and	see	the	city	blocking
the	sky.

Somewhere	 in	 front	of	me	 the	Grand	Canyon	cut	 its	 swath	 through	 the	earth,	 to	 the
right	were	mountains	cloaked	in	dense	pines,	and	far	off	to	the	left	the	dim	outlines	of	the
mountains	 of	 New	Mexico	 rose	 in	 the	 early	 morning	 light.	 It	 was	 as	 if	 I	 had	 stepped
through	the	screen	during	the	Saturday	morning	movie	on	the	South	Side	of	Chicago	and
found	 myself	 waiting	 for	 Zachary	 Scott	 and	 a	 troop	 of	 cavalry	 soldiers	 to	 appear.	 I
immediately	 set	 off	 to	 find	 where	 my	 father	 had	 spent	 the	 night	 so	 I	 could	 share	 my
excitement	with	him.

The	patients	were	housed	 in	 small	 square	cottages,	 each	with	 four	beds,	one	against
each	wall.	There	were	windows	along	each	side,	almost	the	whole	length	of	the	cottage,
only	there	was	no	glass,	only	screens.	Outside,	a	solid	shutter	was	hinged	at	the	top,	and
they	were	all	propped	open	by	long	poles	that	were	wedged	at	the	base	of	the	building.	In
the	winter	 these	 shutters	 could	 be	 lowered	 to	 enclose	 the	 cottage,	 but	 all	 summer	 they
were	raised,	giving	each	little	house	the	appearance	of	a	Chinese	coolie’s	hat.	You	could
stand	 at	 one	 side	 of	 the	 building	 and	 look	 right	 through,	 in	 one	 window	 and	 out	 the
windows	on	the	opposite	side.

The	floors	were	wooden,	polished	over	and	over	until	they	had	a	dull	shine,	worn	pale
at	the	edge	of	each	bed	and	the	doorway.

Each	man	had	a	dresser	at	the	foot	of	his	bed,	a	night	stand	with	a	lamp	at	the	head	of
the	bed,	and	in	 the	middle	of	 the	room	was	a	small	square	wood	stove	with	a	stovepipe
that	rose	straight	through	the	roof.	The	rafters	of	the	building	were	exposed,	and	it	had	a
camp-like	feeling,	as	if	these	men	had	come	to	the	mountains	for	the	summer	and	would
go	swimming	and	make	lanyards	and	sing	songs	around	the	campfire	and	then,	when	the
nights	got	cold,	would	get	on	the	bus	and	go	back	to	the	cities	they	had	come	from.

My	father’s	bed	was	the	one	on	the	wall	with	the	doorway.	Because	of	the	door	he	had
less	room	than	the	others,	but	it	was	expected	that	the	newcomer	in	the	cottage	would	get
the	 short	wall.	The	beds	were	high	and	made	of	 iron	with	 enough	 room	underneath	 for
boxes	where	the	men	kept	personal	belongings	other	than	clothing.	When	I	climbed	up	on
my	father’s	bed	I	discovered	that	it	was	level	with	the	low	window	sill.	I	could	lie	on	the



bed	 and	 look	 to	my	 left	 and	 see	 the	 Sangre	 de	Cristo	Mountains	 stretching	 beyond	 the
piñon	trees,	green	at	first,	fading	into	a	hazy	blue.

But	I	would	learn	that	I	wasn’t	supposed	to	lie	on	his	bed.	In	fact,	I	wasn’t	supposed	to
hang	around	the	cottage	at	all.	I	would	be	given	a	room	in	the	nurse’s	wing	of	the	main
hospital,	 a	 low-slung	 building	 with	 wide	 overhanging	 eaves.	 Hospital	 was	 a	 generous
term.	It	was	more	like	a	big	family	home,	with	a	room	for	an	x-ray	machine,	an	examining
room,	Dr.	Metzenbaum’s	office,	a	big	kitchen	at	one	end	where	 they	prepared	the	meals
for	the	san,	a	dining	room,	a	couple	of	private	rooms	for	patients	who	were	seriously	ill,
and	a	lounge	for	the	nurses.	Only	one	of	the	nurses	stayed	at	the	san.	The	other	two	lived
in	Vallecitos,	a	few	miles	down	the	mountain.	My	room	wasn’t	much	bigger	than	a	closet,
room	enough	for	a	bed	and	a	small	dresser.	It	had	a	single	high	window	I	could	only	see
the	sky	through,	and	I	spent	very	little	time	in	it.	The	whole	sanatorium	consisted	of	six
cottages,	 the	 hospital,	 and	 a	 little	 house	where	Dr.	Metzenbaum	 lived,	 all	 connected	by
graveled	paths	that	wound	among	tall	pines.

The	first	morning	I	watched	my	father	arrange	his	things	on	the	table	next	to	his	bed
and	stow	the	suitcase	under	it,	and	he	introduced	me	to	the	three	other	men.

“You’ll	have	to	entertain	yourself	for	a	while,	Tommy,”	he	said.	“I’m	afraid	there	may
not	be	other	kids	around,”

“That’s	okay,”	I	said.	I	was	used	to	moving,	and	making	new	friends	wasn’t	something
I	 set	 high	 on	my	 list.	 Racetrack	meetings	 ended	 and	we’d	 pack	 our	 things	 and	 friends
disappeared	with	a	dependable	regularity.

A	large	man	in	a	white	smock	opened	the	screen	door.	He	introduced	himself	to	me	as
Dr.	Metzenbaum,	and	I	shook	his	soft	hand.

“I	need	to	talk	with	your	father,”	he	said.	“Later	on	you	and	I	can	sit	down	and	figure
out	what	we’re	going	to	do	with	you.”	He	smiled	that	kind	of	smile	that	adults	use	when
they’re	 trying	 to	be	 friendly	with	 strange	kids,	but	 I	got	 the	distinct	 impression	 that	my
presence	at	Metzenbaum’s	sanatorium	wasn’t	something	that	pleased	him	all	that	much.

“Growing	boy	like	you,	I’ll	bet	you’re	hungry.	Go	back	to	that	building.”	He	pointed
through	 the	 screen	 at	 the	 building	where	 I	 had	 slept.	 “You’ll	 find	 a	 dining	 room.	Have
yourself	 some	 breakfast.	Don’t	worry,”	 he	 added,	 “you’re	 part	 of	 our	 little	 family	 now.
You’ll	figure	out	our	routine	quickly,	I’m	sure.”

“Run	along,	Tommy,”	my	father	said.

As	I	walked	back	across	the	shaded	lawn,	I	began	to	feel	for	the	first	time	the	isolation
that	my	father’s	disease	would	impose	on	us.	It	was	apparent	that	we	would	spend	a	great
deal	of	time	apart	from	each	other	and	that	Dr.	Metzenbaum	would	dictate	the	routine	of
our	lives.	The	grandness	of	the	movie	set	gave	way	to	a	sense	of	foreboding.	I	wanted	this
part	of	my	life	to	go	quickly.	I	missed	the	streets	and	houses	of	the	city.

Before	 I	 was	 finished	 eating,	 Dr.	 Metzenbaum	 joined	 me.	 He	 explained	 that
tuberculosis	was	a	disease	 that	could	be	 transmitted	from	one	person	 to	another	 through
the	air,	so	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	spend	a	lot	of	time	with	my	father.	I	would	have	the	run	of
the	grounds,	but	I	was	to	stay	out	of	the	cottages	and	away	from	the	hospital	portion	of	the
main	building.



“Your	father	says	you’re	a	resourceful	young	man.	Do	you	like	the	outdoors?

I	nodded.

“Well,	there’s	certainly	a	lot	of	that	around	here.”	He	laughed	at	what	was	supposed	to
be	a	joke.	“We’re	not	used	to	having	the	child	of	a	patient	here.	It’s	a	new	experience	for
us.	It’ll	take	some	time	to	figure	out	how	this	is	going	to	work.”

Apparently	Dr.	Metzenbaum	didn’t	have	a	clue	as	to	what	to	do	with	me.	I	would	be
on	my	own.

After	 breakfast	 I	 found	 some	 books	 on	 tuberculosis	 on	 a	 shelf	 in	 the	 staff	 lounge.
There	was	an	old	couch	and	a	table	with	an	assortment	of	mismatched	chairs,	a	scratched
and	 discolored	 refrigerator,	 and	 a	 hot	 plate	 that	 was	 rarely	 used	 as	 far	 as	 I	 could	 tell.
Sometimes	a	nurse	would	come	in	with	a	cup	of	coffee	from	the	kitchen	down	the	hall.	At
first,	they	treated	me	like	a	kid	brother,	fawning	over	me,	asking	if	I	wanted	ice	cream	or
quizzing	me	about	my	father	and	my	mother;	but	after	a	week	I	blended	in,	and	I	spent	a
lot	of	time	reading	up	on	tuberculosis.

Once,	Dr.	Metzenbaum	came	in,	and	when	he	saw	what	I	was	reading,	he	said,	“Oh,
planning	on	becoming	a	doctor,	are	you?”

I	 found	 out	 that	 history	was	 full	 of	 people	who	had	 the	 same	disease	 as	my	 father:
Thoreau,	Keats,	Shelley,	Robert	Louis	Stevenson,	Chopin,	Emerson,	Rousseau,	Goethe—
the	list	went	on	and	on.	Some	books	said	tuberculosis	heightened	creativity,	others	that	it
dampened	 it.	 Some	 said	 it	 created	 an	 increased	 sexual	 desire,	 others	 that	 the	 sufferer
wanted	 not	much	more	 than	 to	 sleep	 away	 his	 or	 her	 life.	 In	 a	 book	 called	The	White
Plague,	I	read	that	Edgar	Allan	Poe’s	teenage	wife	suddenly	clutched	at	her	throat	during
a	party,	coughed,	and	a	stream	of	blood	spilled	out	of	her	mouth.	Such	an	event	was	called
a	hemorrhage,	and	I	had	this	vivid	picture	of	a	beautiful	teenager,	her	skin	as	white	as	a
handkerchief,	with	brilliant	crimson	cascading	like	a	thin	waterfall	over	her	lips,	down	her
chin,	covering	her	throat	and	breasts.

My	 father	had	never,	 to	my	knowledge,	 coughed	up	blood,	nor,	 I	would	 soon	 learn,
had	any	of	 the	men	in	his	cottage,	although	they	all	 talked	about	 it,	carefully	examining
the	stuff	they	hawked	up	into	little	paper	sputum	cups	so	that	the	nurse	could	measure	the
amount	and	look	for	blood.

An	Indian	nurse	named	Opal	lived	in	a	room	at	the	end	of	the	hall	where	I	was	placed.
The	hallway	was	shaped	like	an	“L”	and	I	discovered	that	if	I	climbed	on	a	chair	I	could
see	out	of	my	small	high	window	down	into	the	window	of	her	room.	She	was	a	skinny
girl,	probably	eighteen,	and	I	immediately	fell	in	love	with	her.	Whenever	she	disappeared
into	her	room,	I	went	into	mine,	dragged	the	chair	under	the	window,	and	climbed	up	to
watch	for	her.	During	the	day	there	was	no	point	in	looking	since	I	couldn’t	see	into	her
room,	but	in	the	evening	when	it	was	dark	out	and	the	lights	were	on,	I	could	see	a	pie-
shaped	wedge	of	room	that	included	the	edge	of	her	bed.	I	would	hold	onto	the	sill	of	the
window	with	both	hands,	my	face	just	above	it,	waiting,	and	sometimes	the	light	went	out
without	ever	seeing	her,	but	occasionally	she	sat	on	the	edge	of	the	bed,	twice	in	panties
and	bra,	and	once	without	any	clothes	on.	One	night	I	caught	a	brief	glimpse	of	her	pubic
hair	and	her	tiny	breasts	with	large	dark	nipples,	and	I	was	conscious,	for	the	first	time,	of
growing	hard	and	knowing	what	it	was	all	about.



The	 next	morning	 I	 followed	 her	 into	 the	 staff	 room	 and,	 screwing	 up	my	 courage,
spoke	to	her.

“Are	you	married?”	I	asked.

She	turned	from	the	hot	plate	where	she	was	heating	water	for	tea.

“What	kind	of	a	question	is	that?”

“I	 just	wondered,”	 I	 said,	 feeling	 stupid,	 and	at	 the	 same	 time	 trying	 to	 imagine	her
without	any	clothes	on.

“No,”	she	said.	“Who	the	hell	would	I	meet	 in	a	place	 like	 this?	They’re	all	about	a
hundred	years	old	and	they’re	sick.”

“I’m	not	a	hundred	years	old	and	I’m	not	sick,”	I	said	in	a	flash	of	what	I	thought	was
brilliance.

She	smiled.	“You’re	kinda	cute,”	she	said.

I	felt	the	blood	pounding	in	my	ears.

“How	old	are	you?”

“Fifteen,”	 I	 lied.	 I	knew	I	couldn’t	get	away	with	eighteen.	Fifteen	was	stretching	 it
beyond	belief.

“No,	you’re	not,”	she	said,	pouring	water	into	a	thick	white	hospital	mug	and	jiggling
a	tea	bag	up	and	down.

“Come	back	in	about	six	years.”	She	tousled	the	hair	on	my	head	with	her	other	hand,

I	felt	really	stupid.
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MOST	OF	METZENBAUM’S	WORKERS	came	from	a	small	village	nearby,	and	it	took	me	only	a
few	days	to	find	where	it	was.	It	required	a	two-mile	hike	on	a	dirt	and	gravel	road	that
wound	over	the	ridge	behind	the	sanatorium	and	then	down	a	steep	grade	in	the	open	sun.
I	set	out	late	in	the	morning	and	by	the	time	I	got	to	Vallecitos,	it	was	hot.	The	sun	was
straight	overhead	and	there	was	no	breeze.	I	wanted	something	to	drink	and	I	wanted	some
shade.	My	head	felt	woozy	and	my	eyes	ached.	Vallecitos	wasn’t	much,	but	it	was	the	only
town	between	 the	 sanatorium	 and	Williams,	 twenty	miles	 north.	The	 town	 clung	 to	 the
hillside,	the	road	separating	a	string	of	houses	on	the	down	side	from	the	store,	a	church,
and	a	lot	with	several	house	trailers	with	peeling	paint	on	the	sides.	A	dog	came	out	into
the	road	as	if	he	were	trying	to	menace	me,	but	he	was	too	hot	to	do	more	than	growl	and
he	lay	down	in	the	dust	next	to	a	telephone	pole,	his	tongue	hanging	out,	his	sides	heaving.

The	 slope	 behind	 the	 houses	 glittered	 in	 the	 sun,	 thousands	 of	 points	 of	 sharp	 light
reflecting	what	 seemed	 like	 countless	 jewels,	 some	 red,	 some	 blue,	 others	 glinting	 like
diamonds.	 It	 took	me	a	minute	 to	 realize	 it	was	broken	glass,	what	must	have	been	 the
remnants	of	thousands	of	broken	bottles	scattered	down	the	slope.	The	front	of	the	store
had	a	small	wooden	porch	that	ran	the	length	of	the	building,	and	sitting	on	the	porch	in
cast-off	chairs,	their	scuffed	cowboy	boots	hooked	into	the	rungs,	were	three	young	men.
They	were	Indians.

One	had	a	round	face	with	skin	that	was	brown	and	smooth	as	polished	leather.	Even
though	he	was	sitting	down,	I	could	tell	he	was	a	big	man	with	a	belly	that	hung	over	his
belt.	The	second	man	was	lean,	with	darker	skin.	He	looked	almost	Spanish,	but	his	hair
was	long	and	dark	and	pulled	into	a	single	braid	at	the	back,	like	a	horse’s	tail.	The	third
man’s	face	was	pockmarked	and	he	would	have	looked	scary,	but	he	had	a	huge	grin	as	he
watched	me	approach.

“Hey,	you	better	get	out	of	the	sun	before	you	cook,”	he	said	to	me.

“I	think	maybe	he’s	cooked	already,”	said	the	big	man.	“He	looks	pretty	much	done	to
me.”

“Naw,”	said	the	skinny	guy.	“I	think	he	needs	another	ten	minutes	on	this	side.	Then
we	better	turn	him	around	and	walk	him	back	to	Messinbombs.	Get	him	done	on	the	other
side.”

I	went	up	onto	the	porch	and	into	the	store.	Inside	it	was	darker	and	for	a	moment	I
couldn’t	 see	anything.	Then	I	saw	 the	cooler	next	 to	 the	cash	 register,	a	 red	metal	chest
with	slots	in	the	top	and	soda	pop	bottles	up	to	their	necks	in	cold	water.	I	got	out	a	dime,
slipped	it	into	the	coin	box	at	the	end	of	the	chest,	and	slid	a	bottle	of	Dr.	Pepper	along	the
slot	until	it	came	free	at	the	end.	Lifting	it,	dripping	and	cold,	I	pressed	the	bottle	to	my
hot	cheeks.

When	I	came	out	into	the	sunlight	the	three	men	were	still	there.	I	sipped	at	the	bottle
of	Dr.	Pepper	and	squinted	at	the	light.	I	could	feel	them	watching	me.	I	sat	on	the	single
step,	the	bottle	warming	in	my	hands.	One	of	them	spoke.

“What	you	doing	at	Messinbombs,	kid?”



I	half	turned	to	face	him.

“You	visiting	somebody?”	The	man	with	the	pockmarked	face	asked.

“No,	I	live	there	with	my	father.”

“He	some	kind	of	a	doctor?”

“No,	he’s	a	patient.”

“You	a	lunger,	too?”

It	was	the	first	 time	I	heard	that	word.	I	would	grow	accustomed	to	it	 in	 the	months
ahead.

“No.”

Pockmark	 continued	 to	 look	 at	me	but	 the	 other	 two	were	watching	 him,	 as	 if	 they
were	waiting	to	hear	what	he	would	say	next.

And	then	it	came	out	of	me,	a	blurted	question	whose	answer	was	apparent	before	it
was	asked:	“Are	you	Indians?”

Pockmark	slapped	his	 leg.	He	 turned	 to	 the	other	 two	and	said	 in	mock	seriousness,
“You	an	 Indian?	You?	Me?”	He	 faced	me	again.	 “What	gives	you	 that	 crazy	 idea,	 kid?
You	see	our	war	ponies	out	back	when	you	come	down	the	road?”

“I’ve	 never	 seen	 Indians,”	 I	 stammered.	 Then	 I	 added,	 “except	 in	 movies	 and	 in
books.”

“Where	the	hell	you	come	from?”

“Chicago.”

“Big	city	boy.	Well,	what	do	you	 think?”	He	turned	again	 to	his	companions.	“Shall
we	scalp	him	now	or	just	tie	him	to	a	stake	until	the	cavalry	comes	and	kills	us	all	off?”

“Lay	off,	Chief,”	said	the	big	man.	“He’s	a	kid.”

Pockmark	looked	at	me	again.	“You	got	a	champion	here	in	Tiny.	What’s	your	name,
kid?”

“Tom	Hall.”

“Well,	Tom	Hall,	we	are	genuine	Indians	who	have	escaped	from	the	reservation	and
are	waiting	 for	a	call	 from	Hollywood	so	we	can	get	 jobs	as	 Indian	 scouts	 in	Tom	Mix
movies.	How’s	 that?”	he	said	 to	 the	big	man.	He	 tipped	his	chair	back	against	 the	wall.
One	 chair	 leg	 was	 bent	 inward	 and	 I	 wondered	 why	 it	 didn’t	 collapse.	 I	 could	 see	 an
immense	 buckle	 on	 his	 belt,	 bright	 silver	 inlaid	 with	 soft	 blue	 stones.	 “What’s	 your
name?”	I	asked.

“I’m	the	Chief.”

“Chief	what?”	and	then,	because	I	was	nervous	and	didn’t	want	to	sound	nosy,	I	added,
“Is	there	more	to	it?”

“Chief	Standing	Buffalo	Fart,”	said	the	big	man	with	a	grin.	“That’s	about	it,	ain’t	it,
Chief?”



Pockmark	continued	to	smile.	“And	he,”	he	said,	pointing	to	the	big	man,	“is	named
Large	Man	Who	Squashes	His	Enemies	Like	Bugs.”

“How	about	me?”	the	lean-faced	man	said.

“You,”	 continued	 Pockmark,	 “are	 named	 He	 Who	 Stands	 in	 His	 Own	 Puke	 and
Pisses.”

At	that	the	three	of	them	began	to	laugh	uproariously.

“My	 grandfather,”	 said	 the	 lean-faced	man	 between	 gasps	 of	 laughter,	 “was	 named
One	Who	Pisses	On	White	Guys	When	He’s	Drunk.”	And	he	bent	double,	his	laugh	now	a
high-pitched	whinny.

“Jesus,”	said	the	big	man.	“We	ain’t	gonna	get	any	of	them	Hollywood	actor	jobs	like
you	want	unless	we	change	our	names,”	and	the	laughter	rose	again.

They	 paid	 no	 more	 attention	 to	 me	 and	 I	 finished	 my	 soda,	 left	 the	 bottle	 on	 the
counter	in	the	dark	interior	of	the	store,	and	started	the	long	walk	back	to	the	sanatorium.

Each	time	over	the	next	few	weeks	when	I	returned	to	Vallecitos	I	found	the	three	of
them	on	the	porch	of	the	store	and	I	came	to	know	more	about	them.	The	big	man,	called
Tiny,	 was	 the	 gentlest	 of	 the	 three.	 The	 one	 with	 the	 pock-marked	 face	 was	 named
Sleeping	Jesus	but	nobody	called	him	 that—just	Chief.	And	 the	 third,	 the	man	with	 the
lean	 Spanish	 face	 and	 the	 black	 ponytail,	was	Willie.	 Sometimes	 I	watched	while	 they
worked	on	one	of	the	old	cars	that	littered	Vallecitos,	and	I	found	out	why	so	many	of	the
cars	rested	on	their	sides	or	were	upside	down	like	abandoned	desert	 tortoises.	To	avoid
crawling	 in	 the	dirt	 under	 the	 car	 to	 take	out	 a	 transmission	or	 a	 drive	 shaft	 or	 the	 leaf
springs,	they	simply	turned	it	on	its	side,	scavenging	parts	here	and	there	to	make	another
car	 run.	 They	 never	 seemed	 to	 run	 for	 long.	 Whenever	 they	 got	 a	 car	 running,	 they
disappeared	for	several	days,	but	I	never	found	out	where	they	went.

Willie	had	lots	of	nieces	and	nephews,	a	few	of	them	my	age,	and	I	hung	around	the
Indian	 houses	 in	 Vallecitos,	 sometimes	 staying	 to	 eat	 Indian	 tortillas,	 soft	 pancakes	 of
Indian	 bread	 rolled	 with	 chilies	 and	 stew	 inside.	 We	 played	 in	 the	 old	 car	 bodies,
pretending	to	drive,	or	shot	slingshots	at	ground	squirrels.	Once	I	spent	an	hour	in	an	old
Nash	with	 a	 niece	 named	Yolanda.	 I	 played	 the	 part	 of	 the	 doctor	 from	 the	 sanatorium
examining	 her	 for	 signs	 of	 TB	 and	 spent	most	 of	 the	 time	 getting	 her	 to	 unbutton	 her
blouse	 so	 I	 could	 press	 my	 ear	 against	 her	 budding	 breasts	 and	 then	 began	 to	 use	 a
technique	 I	 had	 seen	 Dr.	 Metzenbaum	 use,	 tapping	 my	 fingers	 against	 her	 ribs	 and
pretending	to	listen	intently.	I	was	working	my	way	toward	the	base	of	her	belly	when	one
of	her	brothers	discovered	us	and	threatened	to	beat	the	shit	out	of	me	if	I	ever	touched	his
sister	again.	She	seemed	disappointed.

One	 afternoon	 Willie,	 Tiny,	 and	 the	 Chief	 dragged	 a	 motorcycle	 that	 belonged	 to
Willie	up	onto	the	mesa.	It	had	no	clutch	so	the	three	of	them	propped	up	the	back	wheel,
fired	it	up,	and	then	the	Chief	sat	on	it	while	the	other	two	pushed	it	off	the	blocks.	It	hit
the	 ground,	 rear	 wheel	 throwing	 gravel,	 the	 bike	 lurching	 as	 he	 tried	 to	 keep	 it	 under
control.	It	seemed	to	have	only	one	speed	and	that	was	fast.	There	were	shouts	of	“Ride
’em,	Indian!”	and	the	other	 two,	with	me	tagging	far	behind,	 took	off	running	while	 the
Chief	careened	around	scrub	piñons	and	shot	through	buck	brush	until	he	ran	out	of	gas.



Willie,	when	it	was	his	turn,	sat	back	and	hooked	the	heels	of	his	cowboy	boots	over	the
handlebars,	steering	that	way	while	hanging	onto	the	ragged	seat	with	both	hands.	His	ride
ended	with	a	spectacular	crash	when	the	bike	hit	some	rocks,	and	we	rushed	to	drag	him
away	while	they	yanked	the	spark	wire	loose	to	kill	the	still-whirling	drive	wheel.

The	second	time	we	dragged	the	motorcycle	onto	the	mesa,	Tiny	asked	if	I	wanted	to
have	a	ride.	I	remembered	Willie	lodged	in	the	bushes	while	the	engine	roared,	the	wheel
spinning	and	kicking	up	rocks.	But	I	didn’t	want	to	appear	as	if	I	were	afraid.	I	shrugged
my	shoulders.

“Come	on,	kid,”	he	said.	You	don’t	need	to	go	fast.	Give	it	a	try.”	He	poured	a	cupful
of	gas	 into	 the	 tank,	 then	 lifted	 the	back	of	 the	bike	while	 the	other	 two	put	 a	piece	of
stump	under	the	frame.

I	climbed	over	the	seat,	straddling	it,	and	grabbed	the	grips.

“Turn	this	one	if	you	want	to	go	faster,”	he	said.	He	kicked	down	on	the	starter	and	the
motorcycle	came	to	life.	It	rattled	and	shook	as	if	it	were	about	to	come	apart.

“Ready?”	Tiny	shouted	above	the	engine.

I	nodded.	I	was	terrified.

“Bombs	away!”	the	Chief	yelled,	and	he	gave	the	stump	a	kick.	The	motorcycle	came
down	 with	 a	 thump	 and	 I	 was	 nearly	 jerked	 off	 backwards.	 But	 in	 grabbing	 the
handlegrips	harder,	I	twisted	them,	and	the	bike	shot	forward	at	full	speed,	swerving	from
side	to	side.	I	had	no	control.	A	bush	loomed	in	front	of	me	and	I	turned	the	motorcycle,
only	to	find	I	was	headed	toward	the	edge	of	the	mesa.	I	could	hear	shouts	of	“Turn	the
sonofabitch!”	and	I	 laid	 the	bike	over	on	 the	other	side.	Somehow	it	 righted	 itself	and	I
jolted	down	 into	 a	 small	 ravine,	 slamming	 forward	over	 the	handlebars.	The	 effect	was
that	I	twisted	the	grip	in	the	opposite	direction	and	the	bike	slowed.	I	managed	to	turn	it
back	toward	the	now	small	three	figures	who	were	waving	their	hands	in	the	air.	As	they
got	bigger	I	could	hear	them	whooping	and	one	of	them	called	out,	“Ride	’em,	whiteboy!”

But	my	sudden	elation	was	short-lived.	The	bike	hit	some	roots,	slewed	to	one	side,
and	went	down.	I	felt	my	leg	pinched	between	the	motorcycle	and	the	sandy	ground	and	a
hot	pain	 shot	 through	 it.	The	engine	continued	 to	 roar	and	 the	wheel	caught	 something,
sending	the	motorcycle	pinwheeling	off	of	me.	Before	it	could	lurch	back,	Tiny	had	me,
one	hand	grabbing	a	 fistful	of	my	hair,	 the	other	my	belt,	 and	he	hoisted	me	out	of	 the
way.	The	others	shut	down	the	bike	and	the	silence	was	absolute.

“You	 okay,	 kid?”	 Tiny	 asked,	 setting	 me	 upright.	 My	 scalp	 tingled	 and	 I	 had	 the
sudden	impression	of	what	it	might	have	been	like	to	have	been	scalped.	But	the	tingling
was	replaced	by	 the	pain	 that	welled	up	 in	my	right	 leg.	My	trouser	 leg	wasn’t	 torn	but
when	I	lifted	my	pants	I	saw	that	the	side	of	my	calf	was	an	angry	red.	Apparently	I	had
come	in	contact	with	the	exhaust	pipe.

“Holy	 Jesus,”	Willie	 said.	 “That	 don’t	 look	 so	 good.”	 I	 rode	 down	 off	 the	mesa	 on
Tiny’s	shoulders,	while	Willie	and	the	Chief	dragged	the	motorcycle	between	them.	Willie
kept	 saying,	 “We’re	 gonna	 get	 it.	 Messinbomb	 ain’t	 gonna	 be	 happy	 we	 got	 this	 kid
burned.”



“Don’t	worry,”	I	said.	“I	won’t	tell	him.”

“How	you	gonna	get	that	fixed	up,	then?”

“I’ll	get	one	of	the	nurses	to	give	me	something,”	I	said.	“It’s	not	broken	or	anything.
It’s	just	a	burn.”	But	I	was	on	the	verge	of	tears,	the	pain	was	so	intense.

“I	think,”	Tiny	said	from	underneath	me,	“that	we	need	a	new	name	for	the	kid.	How
about	we	call	you	Flying	Motorcycle?”

“More	like	Chief	Crash	and	Burn,”	said	the	Chief.

“Okay	by	me,”	Tiny	said.	“From	now	on	you’re	Crash	and	Burn.”

I	 had	 only	 been	 in	 the	West	 four	 weeks	 and	 I	 already	 had	 an	 Indian	 name.	 For	 a
moment	the	pain	in	my	leg	disappeared.

By	the	time	I	had	hobbled	back	to	Metzenbaum’s,	the	pain	was	so	intense	that	I	could
barely	 stand	 it.	 Several	 times	 along	 the	 road	 I	 stopped	 to	 sob	 uncontrollably,	 but	 I
managed	 to	 wipe	 off	 the	 dust	 and	 tears	 and	walk	 reasonably	 upright	 to	 the	 staff	 room
where	I	collapsed	on	the	couch.	Grace	was	the	first	one	to	come	in.	She	was	a	middle-aged
woman	who	lived	in	Vallecitos.	I	don’t	think	she	was	a	real	nurse,	but	she	wore	the	same
white	uniform	that	the	others	did	and	I	told	her	what	had	happened.

“Please	don’t	tell	Dr.	Metzenbaum,”	I	said.	“He	won’t	let	me	go	back	to	Vallecitos.”

“Goddam	those	three,”	she	said.	“They’re	always	messing	something	up.”	She	looked
at	my	leg	where	the	skin	had	now	risen	in	transparent	blisters.	“This	don’t	look	good,”	she
said.	She	left	the	room	and	came	back	with	Larry,	the	other	nurse.

“Grace	tells	me	you	tried	to	tame	a	wild	motorcycle,”	he	said.	He	motioned	for	me	to
take	off	my	pants.	When	I	hesitated,	he	turned	to	Grace.	“Find	something	to	do,”	he	said.
“And	the	less	said	about	this,	the	better.”

Larry	 washed	 my	 leg	 and	 smeared	 a	 clear	 jelly	 on	 it,	 wrapping	 it	 with	 gauze.	 It
immediately	felt	better,	although	it	still	throbbed.

“This	is	going	to	hurt	a	lot,”	he	said.	“It’s	going	to	scab	over	and	we’ll	have	to	change
that	dressing	twice	a	day.	With	any	luck	all	you’ll	have	is	a	nice	scar	to	remind	you.”

“You	won’t	tell	Dr.	Metzenbaum,	will	you?	Or	my	father?”

He	watched	while	 I	 struggled	 to	get	 the	 leg	of	my	pants	over	 the	gauze-covered	 leg
without	putting	pressure	on	it.

“You	won’t	help	your	father	get	well	by	getting	yourself	hurt,	you	know.”

“I	know.”

“This	isn’t	much	of	a	place	for	you,	is	it?”

“No,	it	isn’t,”	I	said,	without	thinking.	Then	I	retreated.	“It’s	okay.	We	aren’t	going	to
be	here	very	long	anyway.”

“I	hope	not,”	he	said	and	he	ran	his	hand	through	my	hair	the	way	my	mother	used	to
do,	but	it	felt	different	and	I	wondered	where	my	mother	was	at	that	moment.
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THE	 FIFTH	 WEEK	 I	 WAS	 at	 Metzenbaum’s,	 I	 had	 my	 first	 x-ray.	 It	 was	 in	 a	 small,	 high-
ceilinged	 room,	 everything	painted	 the	 same	 shade	of	 almost-green.	The	x-ray	operator,
who	only	came	up	the	mountain	once	a	month,	was	there	when	I	arrived	and	he	told	me	to
take	off	my	shirt.	I	felt	nervous	and	exposed.	He	told	me	to	stand	with	my	chest	against	a
glass-plated	cabinet	on	the	wall	and	hook	my	chin	over	the	top.	He	pulled	my	arms	out	to
my	sides	until	I	was	spread-eagled	against	the	glass.	I	heard	him	move	away	and	then	his
muffled	voice	came	from	somewhere	behind	me.

“Take	a	breath	and	hold	it.”

I	sucked	in	my	breath	and	waited.	There	was	a	click	and	a	grinding	sound.	I	thought	of
Buck	Rogers	and	his	space	ship	and	my	lungs	wanted	to	burst.	It	seemed	to	take	forever.

Finally	I	heard	him	say,	“Okay,”	and	I	let	the	air	out	of	my	lungs	in	a	rush.

“You	can	put	your	shirt	back	on,”	he	said,	busy	behind	a	partition	at	 the	back	of	 the
room.	Overhead	a	huge	contraption	hovered	over	a	long	table	that	looked	like	the	kind	of
table	Dr.	Frankenstein	might	have	used.	Pipes	and	cables	snaked	from	the	contraption	over
the	top	of	the	partition.

The	x-ray	machine	was	 the	only	modern	 thing	about	Metzenbaum’s.	A	staple	of	 the
doctor’s	treatment	was	something	called	“ethyl	ester	of	chaulmoogra	oil	by	intramuscular
injection.”

“Chaulmoogra	oil	sounds	like	a	snake	oil	from	one	of	your	western	stories,	Tommy,”
my	 father	 said	when	 I	 told	him	about	 it.	 “Are	you	 sure	you	heard	 that	 right?	He	hasn’t
tried	it	on	me	yet.”

All	of	the	patients	were	required	to	take	“heliotherapy”	each	afternoon	which,	as	far	as
I	 could	 see,	meant	 they	 sat	 in	 the	 sun	with	 their	 clothes	 on.	Mostly	 the	 regimen	 of	 the
sanatorium	consisted	of	careful	attention	to	diet,	exercise,	and	worry.

All	of	 the	patients	kept	a	day-book	of	notations	of	 the	number	of	minutes	 they	were
out	 of	 bed;	 the	 amount	 of	 water	 they	 drank;	 the	 temperature	 of	 the	 day;	 the	wind	 and
weather;	 their	own	 temperatures	morning,	noon,	 and	evening;	 and,	 above	all,	 they	were
continually	told	not	to	worry.	“A	great	boon	to	health	is	a	cheerful	soul,”	was	one	of	the
things	 that	Metzenbaum	often	said.	But	 it	 seemed	 the	more	he	said	 it,	 the	more	patients
worried	about	not	getting	well.

A	 few	of	 the	patients	who	were	 felt	 to	be	near	 recovery	were	allowed	 to	 ride	 in	 the
panel	 truck	 to	Williams	on	Wednesdays.	They	usually	carried	with	 them	a	 list	of	 things
other	patients	needed,	but	there	were	few	things	to	need	on	Dr.	Metzenbaum’s	mountain.

During	 rest	 periods	 in	 the	mid-morning	 and	 afternoon	 there	were	 absolute	 rules:	 no
one	was	 to	speak	or	whisper,	nor	 to	 rattle	papers,	nor	could	anyone	do	what	was	called
“fancy	work.”	Most	of	the	patients,	including	the	men,	had	an	embroidery	hoop	they	used
to	stitch	designs	for	pillow	covers	or	little	decorative	cloths.	It	was	a	strange	sight	to	see	a
group	 of	 men	 sitting	 in	 a	 half-circle	 in	 the	 sun	 with	 their	 embroidery	 hoops	 silently
slipping	needles	through	the	stretched	cloth,	several	spools	of	colored	thread	in	their	laps.



Embroidery	 was	 permitted	 during	 heliotherapy,	 but	 forbidden	 during	 the	 rest	 periods.
Anything	of	that	nature	was	“fancy	work.”

I	 was	 constantly	 being	 admonished	 by	 nurses	 and	 patients	 for	 running.	 When	 I
protested	 that	 I	wasn’t	 sick,	 I	was	 reminded	 that	my	pace	might	 be	 upsetting	 to	 people
who	were	forbidden	to	move	faster	than	a	walk.

I	found	a	copy	of	Dr.	Metzenbaum’s	admission	rules	in	the	staff	room.	It	was	part	of	a
letter	 that	 he	 mailed	 out	 to	 prospective	 patients,	 so	 I	 knew	 that	 my	 father	 must	 have
received	one.	Part	of	it	read:

Bring	a	long	warm	bathrobe,	slippers	and	soft	head	covering

All	shoes	must	be	fitted	with	rubber	heels

You	will	be	expected	to	make	your	own	bed,	assist	in	minor	household	duties	and	will
be	responsible	for	your	quarters

Each	patient	must	have	his	own	thermometer	(available	for	75	cents)

Bed	patients	will	be	charged	$75	per	month

Up-patients	will	be	charged	$45	per	month

All	bills	will	be	payable	on	the	first	of	month	in	advance

A	chest	x-ray	must	be	provided	upon	admission	or	one	will	be	taken	at	a	charge	of	$1

There	 were	 some	 other	 paragraphs	 praising	 the	 high	 altitude	 and	 clean	 dry	 air	 of
Arizona	 and	 the	modern	 cottages	 and	dining	 facilities	 and	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 laundry	was
done	in	a	“modern,	fully-equipped	laundry	right	on	the	grounds,”	but	I	later	learned	that
the	 laundry	 in	 Williams	 refused	 to	 handle	 the	 sheets	 and	 towels	 of	 people	 who	 had
tuberculosis.	 It	 occurred	 to	me	 that	 the	Williams	 laundry	must	 accept	 the	handkerchiefs
from	 people	 who	 were	 blowing	 snot	 into	 them,	 so	 what	 was	 the	 difference?	 At
Metzenbaum’s,	everybody	was	provided	with	little	paper	handkerchiefs	and	paper	cups	to
spit	in	and	these	were	burned	in	the	stove	each	morning	and	afternoon.

This	was,	I	would	discover,	part	of	the	incredible	isolation	that	Metzenbaum’s	colony
of	tuberculars	felt.	They	were	cut	off	from	the	rest	of	the	world	and	for	several	hours	a	day
even	cut	off	from	each	other,	forced	to	tie	themselves	with	invisible	ropes	to	the	identical
white-sheeted,	white-blanketed	beds	that	filled	each	cottage.	It	was	no	wonder	the	nurses
told	me	to	walk	and	patients	snapped	at	me	when	I	ran	past	a	cottage.	And	now	that	the
burn	on	my	leg	forced	me	into	inactivity,	I	began	to	feel	the	oppression	of	the	sanatorium.
Time	no	longer	mattered.	Watches	and	clocks	were	put	away	since	there	was	no	need	for
them.	The	schedule	was	inviolable,	always	the	same.	And,	unlike	a	broken	leg	or	the	flu,
there	seemed	to	be	no	visible	horizon	for	tuberculars.	My	leg	was	scabbing	over	quickly
and	I	couldn’t	wait	 to	get	back	 to	Vallecitos.	There	I	was	Chief	Crash	and	Burn.	Here	I
was	only	an	irritation.



5

5

5

5

5

5

55
THERE	WERE	DOGS	IN	VALLECITOS.	They	climbed	on	the	roofs	of	the	low	buildings,	lay	about
on	 the	 tops	 of	 sheds,	 and	 sat	 on	 the	 roofs	 of	 abandoned	 cars	 in	 the	 front	 yards	 of	 the
ramshackle	 dwellings.	 Nondescript,	 their	 ribs	 showing,	 they	 barked	 at	 people,	 birds,
passing	 clouds.	 It	was	 impossible	 to	walk	 through	Vallecitos	without	 raising	 a	 racket.	 I
thought	of	them	as	Indian	dogs,	on	the	lookout	for	cavalry	scouts.	And,	since	I	was	white,
that	 made	 me	 the	 enemy,	 and	 I	 tried	 hard	 to	 sneak	 past	 these	 sentries	 without	 being
discovered;	but	they	always	found	me	out,	first	one	and	than	another,	until	a	whole	chorus
of	 discordant	 and	 chaotic	 yapping	 filled	 the	 village.	 It	 always	 took	 a	 long	 time	 to	 die
down,	settling	at	first,	then	rising	again	when	one	dog	continued,	the	others	joining	in	until
from	somewhere	in	the	village	would	come	a	Goddammitshutupyoufuckingdogs!	And	the
barking	would	abruptly	halt.

Scrawny,	long-legged,	the	dogs	walked	on	their	toes,	tails	up,	stopping	only	to	hump
their	backs,	raise	a	hind	leg	and	scratch	vigorously	at	fleas,	then	trot	along	again,	veering
suddenly	 to	 right	 or	 left	 as	 if	 pulled	by	 strings,	 but	 always	 alert.	They	were	mostly	 the
color	of	dirt	with	faces	that	had	a	touch	of	rat	or	coyote	and	they	seemed	attached	to	no
one,	although	every	house	had	at	least	one	dog.

We	had	a	dog	for	a	short	while	in	Chicago.	It	was	a	black	cocker	spaniel	and	unlike	the
Vallecitos	dogs,	it	had	a	soft	face	and	a	vacant	look	as	if	it	weren’t	very	bright.	In	fact,	my
father	said	it	had	to	go	when	it	repeatedly	left	a	little	pile	next	to	the	door	after	it	began	to
snow,	 unwilling	 to	 do	 its	 business	 on	 the	 icy	 sidewalks	 or	 the	 snow-covered	 vacant	 lot
next	 door.	My	mother	 brought	 the	 dog	 home,	 but	 its	 fur	 got	matted	 and	 it	 smelled	 and
wasn’t	much	of	 a	 companion	 for	my	 sister	 and	me,	 although	 that	was	why,	my	mother
insisted,	 she	 had	 gotten	 it.	 I	 think	 it	 was	 one	 of	 my	 mother’s	 impulses.	 She	 would
suddenly	do	something	like	bring	home	a	dog	and	then	a	few	days	later,	lose	interest	in	it.

Even	though	the	dog	refused	to	do	its	business	outside,	it	played	with	us	in	the	vacant
lot	where	we	lay	on	our	backs	in	the	snow	and	swept	our	arms	and	legs	back	and	forth	to
make	snow	angels.	It	barked	and	growled	and	ran	in	circles	when	we	threw	snowballs	as	if
it	were	deranged	 and	 then	 it	 flopped	 in	 the	 snow	breathing	heavily	 and	my	 sister	 and	 I
would	have	to	carry	the	heavy	wet	thing	inside	where	it	lay	in	a	steaming	pile	next	to	the
door.

That	winter	my	father	worked	at	Washington	Park	where	the	trotters	ran	no	matter	how
cold	it	was.

The	dog	disappeared.	It	was	gone	one	day	and	when	I	asked	my	mother	she	said	ask
your	father,	and	when	I	asked	him	he	said	it	would	be	happier	in	a	house	with	a	yard	to
play	 in.	 I	 imagined	 it	with	 some	wealthy	 family	 in	Oak	 Park	 learning	 to	 do	 tricks	 and
being	taken	for	walks	along	the	elm-shaded	streets	by	a	maid.

That	dog	was	not	the	first	disappearance	of	my	life.	My	father’s	work	meant	that	we
moved	from	one	track	to	another	as	the	racing	seasons	changed.	Friends	and	houses	came
and	went	and	the	only	constant	things	in	my	life	were	my	father,	my	mother,	and	my	sister.
Now	my	mother	and	my	sister	had	disappeared,	too.	I	tried	to	imagine	the	kind	of	house
they	had	 found	 in	Kentucky,	 but	 the	 houses	 always	 either	 looked	 like	 our	 last	 house	 in



Chicago	 or	 the	 cottage	 my	 father	 lived	 in	 at	 Metzenbaum’s.	 It	 was	 as	 if	 they	 were
characters	in	a	book	I	had	read	but	had	not	finished	and	they,	too,	were	half-finished	and
something	more	would	happen	to	them	that	I	could	not	know	because	I	had	lost	the	book
and	there	was	no	way	to	find	out	how	it	ended.
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