DAVID

NCE upon a time, I was very religious. I saw angels in my bathwater,
and when I opened the front door birds would roost upon my
shoulders!
Well, no.
I can:t tell you that, not truthfully.
I was p~epavedfor it, however-the birds, the angels, God speaking to me in a
hushed and confidential tone, me and Him, H e and I, with secrets to share-that
was the life I had envisioned for myself. NOWand again, driving to work on a
bright and sunny day in early spring, I was sure that God would step out onto the
highway and flag me down, illumination as hitchhiker. In those moments my
head would get so light, my mood so euphoric, I feared for my sanity, but a
doctor friend, a shrink, claimed that these incidents were nothing more than a
manic phase. "Wait a bit," he told me. "It's early yet." My wife, on the other
hand, insisted that I was experiencing an electrolyte imbalance. "Drink some
Gatorade. You'll feel better."
I felt fine, I insisted. The air was nectar, the sly ambrosia. God was dancing in
the peach blossoms.
She patted my hand as though consoling a stroke victim.
<<
Jesus," I said, "give me a break."
"Not now, dear," said my wife, assured of her hold over me. "Maybe later."
This went on year after pear. If I saw two sides of an oalc leaf dancing back and
forth on its branch, I knew God lived on the other side of the breeze. Surely. But
H e always stayed that one breath away.
On occasion I acted less than responsibly. According to my nrife, at least. One
evening, I drove into a pasture by accident while loohng at the moon. A fat,
silver disk swimming in aquamarine twilight, it looked like a doonvay into
another dimension. Then the car went up and over a barbed wire fence and
tipped, nose-first, into an irrigation ditch. h4y head hit the steering wheel, and the
lights went out. When I wolte, water was lapping at my feet, and the car, a Buiclz,
my father's last before he died, was beginning to shift against the current. His
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displeasure-with what I had done to his inheritance-was palpable, the taste of
blood coating my mouth.
"I was distracted," I said, scrambling out of my seat belt. The bank vTaspacked
d r t , but wet and slippery, and climbing it was no easy matter. A primitive form of
life rising from the ooze, hands and feet, elbows and knees. Three cows stood
placidly by, thoughtfully observing from the other side of the ditch bank. Thank
god for cell phones.
"Moron," I heard my father say. "Space cadet."
"I'm open t o new experience." I spit out a tooth. "Is that such a bad thing?"
"You never could focus. Always lost in your own little world. Nothing but
fantasies."
"I could never figure things out. Not like you could."
"Hah," he snorted, one of the courtroom tactics calculated to rattle me, his
most recalcitrant witness. "You just didn't apply yourself."
An old argument, my failure in law school, where I couldn't get through the
most elementary course in contracts. I sat in classrooms late at night, surrounded
by the drone of precedent and statute but listening for a melody no one else
could hear. I lasted most of the first semester until I started having breathing
problems. The classroom door closed, my chest tightened, and I'd have to get
away, a prisoner escaping his keepers and cell.
"You had the mind," my father grumped.
A tow truck idled next to the ditch, red lights blinking above the cab, the
driver hooking cables to the undercarriage of my father's former car.
"But not the heart," I said. "I never did."
The one decision that pleased my father was my marriage. Jenna, he said, had
enough gumption for both of us. My mother approved of Jenna as ~el1,'for
similar reasons.
"She'll lzeep your feet on the ground, Charlie," my mother said. We were
sitting on the patio across from each other, our drinks on the glass-topped table
serving as intermeharies. "You need that, you know. Otherwise you're liable to
float away. I've been afi-aid one of these days I'd look up at the sly, and it would
be: 'Oh, look, there goes Charlie.' Jenna won't let that happen."
A tax attorney for Nieboldt, Brand, and Marcus, Jenna spent that first evening
of our engagement tossing back slugs of Johnnie Walker with my father and
tradmg stories about the worst judgments they'd ever received while my mother
started a preliminary guest list for the weddmg. I wandered the back yard,
watching the shadows of the palm trees make fingers along the back fence, before
taking off my shoes, rolling up my pants legs and sticlung my feet into the
swimming pool, hoping the water would be more than just wet.
I t wasn't.
N o matter that it chucked against the d e s like laughter, the pool lights playing
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hide-and-seek in the folds of its surface, or that it burped in the slummers, the
water was only wet.
No more nor less than the water that poured from my father's Buiclz when the
tow truck lowered the back end down in our drivenraj~.Why should I have
expected anything hfferent?
Jenna watched from the front door, her hands on her hips. "Forget to loolz at
the road again?" she said. "Take the turnoff for the highway to heaven?"
Which is not to say I was so otherworldly that I neglected eventhlng, Jenna's
feelings notwithstanding. I'm not some Izoolz who, certain that the end of the
world will happen on January 17, sells his house and heads to the mountains to
wear buclzslun and eat berries. As you know, I had a wife, but I also had a job, a
mortgage, and after this last incident, car payments. A life hke any other. hllaybe
that was the problem. The ordinariness, the conformity. Maybe I was just looking
for son~qhingto make life different.
I drove to worlz evenr day. I paid my bills. Did I mention that I'm an appraiser
of vineyards and orchards, ranches and other small farms near the foothills of the
Sierra? No? Forgive me. M e r my failure in law school, I went to work for a bank.
I was supposed to become the assistant appraiser, but the man assigned to train
me had a heart attaclz and d e d . There were several mix-ups in the ulalze of his
death, and to make a long story short, the bank manager sent me to evaluate an
orchard in Sanger. Thus, in spite of my protests that I knew next to nothing. I
tromped through the trees and in and out of barns for three hours, I sweat rivers,
and I was no closer to an appraisal than I \vas when I arrived. I totaled estimates
twelve different ways and never arrived at the same answer h17ice.Finally, at my
wits' end, a figure popped into my head with more authority than any of the
numbers at the end of any one of my columns, and I penciled it in with a shaky
hand, deciding I could update my resume later.
Imagine my surprise when no repercussions were forthcoming. The manager
nodded to me the next morning and each morning thereafter, and mithin a
month my paycheclz included a substantial raise. Herein the other part of the
problem: the ball< and those lvho employ me believe that my appraisal is based
on acreage, soil quality, condition of the outbuildings, equipment, etc., but in
reality, I rarely do more than step oxrer a fence and sniff the air and run my fingers
through the field grass. It doesn't take long to lalow whether or not an acre of
Thompsons is worth the investment. The verdict annouilces itself in the air. It
sounds rather precious, I lu~onr,and I can no more explain my method to myself
than I can to anyone else, but after fifteen years, although thejr can hardly be
called rational analyses, my appraisals have become the standard by whch other
appraisals are based. I am successful-wouldn't that be a s u l p i s e to my father? ?n
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So day after day, I drive into farmland, an expert who lcnows nothing but his
own intuition, and risk losing consciousness over the sight of a brown horse
foraging in the green tufts of spring, certain that something essential is about to
be revealed. (Though, to be honest, I have always been disappointed.) And at
night, I drive home, tracing the rocky course of the Kngs kver, and watch the
sun set, a deflated old baslcetball disappearing into the purple veil of dust and
haze. Is it any wonder that some evenings I come home convinced that I almost
sawTsomething beyond the thing itself?
And yet this is what's puzzling: sometime last year, I had an appointment with
an elderly ~vidowv.Mrs. Caldxvell, the elderly widow, was buying an orchard from
the grandson of old friends, Nathan Albright. I knew Nathan. We had gone to
high school together, ~vherehe was known as somethng of a schmuclc and a fool.
He burned off his eyebrows in chemistry class-twice. His girlfriend turned up
pregnant, our junior year. He quit school, got a job, and his girlfriend gave birth
to nvins. His grandfather died, and with the inheritance, he bought a doughnut
shop that went banluupt six months later. His mother died, and he bought an
orchard, although he knew nothing about farming. Mrs. Caldwell had no interest
in the orchard. She was only buying it so she could lease it baclz at a fraction of its
true cost. He needed the money, she needed the write-off. What could be better?
However, she insisted that I meet with her before doing the appraisal, an
irregularity that caused Jenna to raise her eyebrows.
"The old lady has her hoolcs out for you," she said, laughing. "You'll be
hanging on to the doorknob and she'll be throwing bed sheets over your head."
"She's seventy-two," I said.
"And you are naive."
"She has a dozen grandluds."
"All the more reason," she said, snapping shut her briefcase. "Be careful. Be
very careful."
I backed out of the garage in my new tank of a Navigator, Jenna7sgift to me,
the peal of her laughter ringing in my ears.
Mrs. Cald~vell'shouse was in Fig Garden, an unincorporated area within the
city limits of Fresno. Dwarfed by its tall, unmanaged cedars and without the
severity of sidewallcs or curbs, Fig Garden does not resemble the coolue-cutter
neighborhoods elsewhere in town. The houses, set back from the street by deep
lawns and h c l c hedges of oleander, have aged gracefully, slumping a bit at the
corners, perhaps, like your uncle's mustache, but managing a cheerful senescence
nonetheless.
A note on Mrs. Caldtvell's front door informed me that she was in the back
yard, and that I should come through the gate by her detached garage. From
somewrhere deep inside the house, a dog began to bark. I stepped off the porch
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and around to the back where a radio was playing and water running.
Mrs. Caldwell was s~vimrninglaps in a black keyhole-shaped pool, a slow waterchurning stroke followed by an arthritic fhp turn at each end. I let myself through
the gate and sat in one of the Adrondacks on the patio, watching her plow the
water. Baclc and forth, back and forth. The robotic nature of the exercise seemed
somehow futile and without hope.
"Oh, Charlie, you made it. So good of you to come. And so far out of your
way."
She stepped out of the water and pulled a robe around her shoulders. Nearly
six feet tall, and once considered elegant, she was now, however, only skeletal
with gray, gunmetal hair clipped schoolboy short, and I might have been looking
at a preview of Jenna thirty years hence. Have I mentioned that Jenna was once a
model? That her posture is always correct? No? Forgive me yet again. Jenna was
once a model. Which means that, lilze Mrs. Caldwell in her prime, she is tall for a
urom?n and extremely thin, a narrow waist and hps, and, if it weren't for a
surgicd enhancement, little more to her bust than there is to mine. She can wear
anything, and if shoulder pads are incorporated into the design, so much the
better. You should see her, thing of beauty that she is, in front of a judge; with
her h g h cheelcbones and her honey-colored hair pulled back, she appears severe,
ethereal, but she has a way of turning her attention over to others in a way that
hands over her beauty as well. Impossible to resist. She was once a model, until
she encountered a tax problem that cost her five thousand dollars in tax money
and twenty-five grand in legal fees, and then she became a lawyer. A ferocious
one, without mercy but, llke Nature, cloaked in loveliness.
We met during my brief stay in law school. She had given a lecture on the
hlstory of tax law, and there was a reception afterwards in the faculty commons. I
should mention, by the way, that not only is she three inches taller than I am, she
is nine years older, and although she has no more illusions about my abilities than
my parents had, she has a tolerance where I am concerned that must be love. Of
some lzind anyway. I had been hued for the evening to serve hors d'oeuvres, and
she saw me in my w h t e waiter's jacket, standing in a corner of the room by
myself, eating the canapb before I could circulate among the guests.
"Hungry?" she asked.
My mouth was full. I nodded, offering her the tray.
"Well," she said, "this has been a lovely event."
I had not attended her lecture, and my sense of imprisonment was thiclcening
in my chest even here at the party. There was no way I could have faked
agreement when this surreal creature accosted me in my corner.
"I hate law school and every single one of these people." I swallowed. "It's
cholzing the life out of me."
"A common reaction. We all suffer from it."
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As it turned out, the lecture had been anydung but lovely. The audience had
been dull and uninterested, and the professor who had invited her to speak, an
old boyfriend from whom she had parted unpleasantly, had acted badly. There
were innuendos and leers, and if he started anything at the party, she swore there
would be consequences.
"Let's get out of here," she said. We had polished off the last of the shrimp,
and she handed me a napkin. "Wipe your mouth. D o you have a car?"
"Sure."
"Dickhead picked me up. He probably knew I'd bail out of here othenvise.
Let's go."
We left through the lutchen; I kept my jacket, she left her coat, not quite an
even trade, but there was no way in hell she was going back to retrieve it tonight.
I unlocked the passenger door of a Buiclc Regal, just one of the many cars my
father gave me over the years.
"This is your car? This is something Nixon would drive. Jesus Christ, Nixon's
car."
"My father gave it to me."
"Of course he did. And he's never owned a convertible, has he? Here, give me
the keys. I'll drive."
We barreled north on 99 as far as Merced with the windows down and the chill
February air pouring in. The only reason we stopped was Highway Patrolman
Cardenas, who had clocked us doing one hundred and ten and watched us
weaving back and forth among the semis and tractor-trailers. Jenna pulled to the
shoulder, rolled down her window, and beamed a smile into the darkness. Soon
enough we were on our way south, albeit more slowly, with only the mildest of
.
warnings.
"Would it surprise you to know I've never gotten a ticket?" she said. "How old
are you, anyway?"
"Twenty-two."
"A baby," she sighed, "who hates law school."
"Yes."
"Poor little snook'ums."
Once off the highway, she stopped the car in a new development on the north
end of town. Hers was the only completed house on the street, and the framed
skeletons of houses-to-be stood outlined against the dark sky like the aftermath of
disaster. Earthmovers and backhoes posed like museum dinosaurs underneath the
streetlights.
"Well, you are coming in, aren't you?"
There was something a little frightening about the insistence of her invitation.
"It's pretty late."
"Oh, please. There's a hot tub on my back deck and a beautiful view of the
'L

