
Star Fragments

Andrew Tavarelli



Preface

 Not an Illustration but the Equivalent is the 
title of a thoughtful re-interpretation of Abstract Ex-
pressionism.* The phrase is also an apt description 
of the creation of Star Fragments. The watercolors in 
this book are the visual equivalent of the accompany-
ing text. They are not subordinate to the words but 
exist as a parallel incarnation in another medium, 
improvisations on a theme.
 The text is selected from my unpublished 
novel False Stars, completed in 2006. The paintings 
were done over nine months spanning 2014-2015. 
This production interval was serendipitous, an un-
intended correspondence of my artistic process to 
human gestation. Although the novel predates the 
paintings, it was written with a painter’s eye and its 
form was shaped by visual observation. It is a true 
chicken and egg situation, but the ambiguities of nav-
igating different cultures are fundamental to both. A 
writer friend once commented, “you were always a 
pretty good word guy for an eye guy.” In truth, the in-
terplay between the worlds of words and images has 

“Nothing in the world is permanent, and we’re fool-
ish when we ask anything to last, but surely we’re still 
more foolish not to take delight in it while we have it.”

- Somerset Maughn, The Razor’s Edge



fascinated me throughout my career.
 I have travelled extensively in Bali and South-
east Asia, always with a journal, a set of watercolors 
and a camera. My memories and the material from 
my travel journal provided the grist for the novel, 
and the transformation of experience is also fused in 
the watercolors that appear in this book. The novel 
is set in those climes and the paintings reflect this 
sense of place as well. Shadow puppets, vernacular 
painting, rice terraces, temple forms, the intense col-
ors and patterns of sarongs and ritual objects give the 
paintings an other-side-of-the-world ambience.
 The original novel is nearly 300 pages long; 
the passages in Star Fragments are just that, frag-
ments from a bigger picture. The story is told in three 
voices: Hart, Red aka. MJ, and Pictures. Each text se-
lection notes the identity of the narrator. Just as each 
voice adds to the richness of the story, the imagery 
expands the narrative and makes it tangible. Count 
me among the believers of the old adage, “a picture is 
worth a thousand words.”

*Cernuschi, Claude. “Not an Illustration but the Equivalent”: A Cognitive Ap-
proach to Abstract Expressionism. Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 1997. Print.

Star Fragments
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 MJ
 
 The blue nylon tarp was burning, but no one 
seemed to care.  The monsoons had lingered longer 
than expected, and the tarp had been hastily erected 
to protect the funeral pyre from the rain.  The day 
was smudged with a cinder-gray mist, but the rain 
hadn’t arrived.  It reminded me of the way the mist 
hung over the barren miles of the Texas Panhandle, 
but the comparison ended there.  The fallout of 
burnt bone and flesh rose in great billows and then, 
after reaching the tops of the palms, fell to rejoin 
the earth.  The human dust settled on us all—the 
mourners, the musicians and a throng of spectators, 
some of whom didn’t even know the boy who was 
being cremated.  He had died two years before, and 
the family had saved up thousands of rupiah to pay 
for the cremation.  To me it was sad that he was only 
eleven when he had some freak accident, the exact 
nature of which I didn’t understand.  
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Sadness didn’t seem to be part of the mindset of the 
mourners.  No one was crying, and the mood made 
it seem more a wedding than a funeral. 
 I guess going off to be with the gods is seen 
as a good thing.  Life, even at its longest, is a spit 
in the bucket.  Burning releases the soul from the 
body, so it can start to enjoy its freedom.  If the liv-
ing don’t properly get rid of the body, the soul will 
hang around and re-enter it simply out of habit.  
This reminded me of the joke about why dogs lick 
themselves—answer, because they can—and has a 
similar, matter-of-fact reasoning behind it.   
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 The body had been borne by dozens of men, 
who carried it on a float-like platform.  An elabo-
rate straw and bamboo sculpture that looked like a 
cross between a pagoda and the Eiffel Tower stood 
over the body.  Chinese paper money, flowers, fancy 
cloth, glitter and a million jazzy things I couldn’t 
identify covered it.  I’ve seen some fantastic parades 
in Dallas but this float would have taken the prize.  
The procession was wild and chaotic, a kaleidoscope 
of red and yellow and gold and white, of sarongs 
woven in fantastic patterns.  There were graceful 
umbrellas on tall stalks as slender as the big-eyed 
kids.  Banners and prayer flags snapped in the wind. 
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 There was no marching band orderliness; 
the gamelan music was frenetic, at least to my ears, 
and propelled the people in fits and starts.  They 
turned corners and changed directions, even if they 
didn’t have to, and periodically the men would spin 
the platform around.  It made me dizzy, and later I 
learned that this madness was designed to do just 
that—to confuse the soul of the deceased so that it 
couldn’t find its way back home to haunt those of 
us left behind.  The turning of corners aimed to lose 
any bad spirits who might be following the proces-
sion, since evil spirits are incapable of sidestepping 
moves.  I knew this from the way they make the 
Hindu temples here—there is always a wall dead 
in front of the entrance doorway that prevents you 
from entering directly.  Humans, of course, can walk 
around it, but it seems to be enough to keep evil out 
of the temple grounds. 
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 The stream of mourners wound like a snake 
through the village to the cremation grounds.  There 
was a long, unbroken white cloth attached to the 
coffin and a line of women held it above their heads 
as they walked along.  I was invited by them to hold 
part of it.  The more the merrier, I guess—the more 
people, the louder the send-off, the more important 
the family holding the cremation appears.  As much 
as I hated the idea, the fact that I was lily white had 
a certain cachet in their eyes.  I loved being in the 
procession, and I forgot about myself and was happy 
to be part of something much bigger.  You can 
become part of the bouquet if you give yourself the 
chance.  
 It’s in my nature to want to be in the thick 
of things, and so it was only later that I realized I 
was covered in ash.  That evening I scrubbed myself 
raw, driven by the idea that I had been coated in the 
remains of a once living and breathing person.  Soap 
and water couldn’t rid me of the smell of the ash, 
which lingered on a small area on my left wrist.  I’m 
afraid that, in those moments when things take a 
dark turn, I will know it’s there. 



11 12

 I had heard about the ceremony from the 
innkeeper where I was staying in Candidasa; actu-
ally it was Hart, the guy I was traveling with, who I 
heard it from.  The owner of the inn was too proper 
a Balinese man to have spoken to me directly except 
to exchange pleasantries.  I went to the funeral alone 
because Hart was flat on his back at the losmen, suf-
fering from a wicked case of Bali belly and couldn’t 
be ten steps from the toilet.  I felt a little weird, leav-
ing him like that, but I’ve done so much worse in my 
twenty-three years on the planet, even to him, that I 
got over it quick.  I’m not sorry I went to the funeral 
without him.  It was an incredible event.  I mostly 
felt bad that he missed it; Hart is the one that turned 
me on to these kinds of things and I know he would 
have “creamed for it,” as he says.  
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 The next night was where it got embar-
rassing: I went into Hart’s room.  I hardly needed 
encouragement; the Turk and I hadn’t had sex in 
a week or so, which is pretty weird if you’re sleep-
ing in the same bed, and I was horny and surely 
knew what to expect. Men often make the mistake 
of thinking that women aren’t thinking the same 
thing as them, especially about sex.  It was hardly an 
invitation.  All he said was, “Hey, Red, busy?”  He 
called me Red straight off, because of my hair.  My 
friends call me MJ, short for my real name, which is 
Marjorie Joan Johnson, which I hate with a passion.  
I still introduce myself as MJ but Red stuck with us.  
I told him it sounded kinda masculine to me and all 
he said was “Honey, I don’t think you need to worry 
about that.”  And I don’t.  He said that to me before 
we got together, but he has said it a lot since then.  
We’ve surely had a good time, and we did that first 
night too... 
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 Hart and I left together for the Golden 
Triangle two days later.  I waited until I knew my 
boyfriend was going to be tied up in town, dealing 
with a visa issue.  Official tasks take a long time in-
country. The bureaucracy, the language barrier and 
the general level of corruption among petty officials 
see to that.  I know it was a cheesy way to dump 
him, especially as I had sex with him the night be-
fore I left.  I’m ashamed to say I went straight from 
a secret romp with Hart, still all sticky and hot, and 
gave the Turk a parting tumble.  I didn’t want to be 
forced to explain why I was going, that I was tired of 
his attitude, he was a baby and such.  And although 
I didn’t think he had it in him, I surely didn’t want 
a scene with Hart... It’s been a real adventure since 
then.  Hart and I give each other the courage to 
try just about anything that occurs to us—the idea 
only has to come to one of us and the plans to ac-
complish it spin out like silk from a spider.  Before 
we know it, an intricate web of how and where and 
when is woven and we’re sitting expectantly at the 
center with our hands on the strings.We never seem 
to address the why, preferring “why not?” to get our-
selves going.  
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 Every now and again the thought hits me 
that my Daddy was shot down near this part of the 
world and a weird feeling sneaks up on me.  Like 
at the funeral.  When I watched the body go up in 
flames, I thought, this is how my father died, in a 
big blast of fire.  It must be terrifying to see it com-
ing, like he must have in the plane.  It was different 
for the kid whose funeral I was watching.  He was 
already dead; it wasn’t how he died.  For him it was 
a glorious send off.  He was bathed and dressed in 
white and gold and set on a palanquin and covered 
with silk and lovingly mourned.  There were all 
those people around him.  It was different for my 
father.  In the end, to be truthful?  It just about adds 
up to the same thing.
 We never found the body.  It was the gov-
ernment that didn’t find the body; they said he was 
missing in action and probably went down some-
where near the border.  It makes for a peculiar sense 
of mourning. 
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 Now, my Daddy is a different story. I never 
knew him.  He went off to ‘Nam just before I was 
born and was reported MIA two years later. I kept 
a black “Lost but Not Forgotten” flag in my dorm, 
which freaked out a lot of my friends. Daddy would 
be just about Hart’s age right now...It was easier for 
me to think of missing my father as simply an idea. I 
felt more normal taking that slant—I was treated so 
well by Papa I like to think it hardly made a differ-
ence, and in reality I didn’t miss anything.
 I was content with this way of thinking until 
I talked with Hart about how I felt...I don’t cry eas-
ily, but the conversation triggered a vein of grief in 
me that I thought would break me down the middle.  
Hart tried to comfort me.  I might have read it 
incorrectly, but he seemed more caught up with the 
responsibility that he brought on my tears than with 
my sadness.  Hart claims his own father was such a 
prick, his words, that it was hard for him to under-
stand how I felt.  “He didn’t do you any harm,” was 
the best he could muster. 
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 I hate to admit that I came out as a debu-
tante—it’s a big thing where I come from—but I 
did...
 So my mom and I went into Dallas and 
presented ourselves at Neiman Marcus to buy the 
gown.  All the sales people bowed and scraped and 
couldn’t do enough for us.  My grandfather was R. 
J. Johnson, which might not mean much to anyone 
outside of Dallas, but he was a big shot oil lawyer, 
and they all knew who he was.  I wanted this chic, 
slinky, strapless number my mother thought was 
too sophisticated—in the heat of our argument 
“too sophisticated” was transformed into “it makes 
you look cheap.”  I think it was too difficult for my 
mother to see me so sexy, sexier than her in particu-
lar, and we settled on a gown in which mother said I 
looked “radiant”.  I hated it...
 I couldn’t describe the gown if my life 
depended on it, except it was an unpleasant color 
somewhere between shrimp and bone.  Until this 
day I imagine myself going through the evening 
dressed in the sex-bomb dress I fancied.  
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HART

 I perked up in late morning when a girl 
came by to tend the small shrine outside my door... 
I watched her as she made offerings at the house 
shrines. She first placed banana leaves with bits 
of rice, salt and some chili pepper on them in the 
corners of the walled courtyard, paused for a short 
prayer at each and then walked toward the small 
shrine outside my door...
 The girl took a longer time at the shrine 
outside my door. She was more particular and the 
offerings, more elaborate. She put a small square of 
banana leaf with the requisite rice into the shrine 
and sprinkled a few drops of water from a bottle she 
carried. After that came the incense, a bird woven 
from straw, and a jasmine blossom.  The scent of 
the flower wafted through my open window and 
lingered until she fired the sandalwood incense.  She 
added a fresh rambutan to the mix. The spiky red-
dish shell of the fruit looks like the pod of a horse 
chestnut, but the sweet, silky pulp inside is another 
story—that can put a smile on the face of the most 
bad-assed spirit. The fruit is a little bit like Red.
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PICTURES

 After months of trekking in remote places, 
they would make their way back to Bali.  They knew 
some of the awesome geologic history that gave 
shape to the island.  Earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic 
eruptions, and monsoons thundered through with 
regularity.  The dates and descriptions of old and re-
cent disasters are fixed in cultural memory as firmly 
as the political turmoil of Balinese history.  But they 
found the verdant beauty of Bali, and the grace of 
its people, so intoxicating, that these events became 
shadows behind a screen...
 This island, a tiny bead in a necklace of 
thirteen thousand draped along the equator, upends 
the common equation between size and power.  Bali 
plays havoc with our usual sense of time, as if forces 
hidden in the smoldering volcanoes of the island 
are able to compress the past, present, and future 
together.  The Balinese honor their ancestors and 
ancient gods to insure the future.  They live beneath 
this silvered cloud of great luck, blessed that they 
have found a connective tissue to eternity. 
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 A nearly transparent, pastel green blouse is 
fitted at her tiny waist and gathered beneath her or-
ange-sized breasts.  In one photo she is caught in the 
act of turning, an open-mouthed look of surprise on 
her face.  In the other pictures she seems lost within 
herself, totally absorbed with her task of placing 
small offerings at household shrines.  She reaches 
to place a delicate palm basket on the shoulder of a 
towering sculpture of a goddess.  The long sleeve of 
her blouse has ridden up and exposed her slender 
arm, and the voluptuous proportions of the stone 
image make the young woman seem even more 
diminutive.  The radiance of her skin is unabashedly 
sensual, but seen against the cold blue-gray stone 
it takes on an otherworldly quality.  It is as if she is 
the art the photographer wished to capture and the 
elegantly carved goddess merely a witness to this 
transformation from human to divine.
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HART
 
 During Kunigan the ancestors are honored 
in lavish style—offerings, dances, prayers, mu-
sic—the works.  It’s a Bali-wide extravaganza that 
involves preparations in many temples and com-
munities.   The souls of the departed return to their 
villages, from where I don’t know, and the living, 
regardless of where they are living, return as well.
 Red and I were tooling around the coun-
tryside on the bike, taking in whatever came along.  
We drove through a string of small villages.  The 
meandering roads through the villages were un-
der archways of palm fronds that had been tied to 
posts along the roadside.  The effect was like rid-
ing through a Gothic cathedral in the jungle.  Af-
ter passing under the archway in the first village I 
could feel Red’s smile burn through the back of my 
helmet, and she asked if we could drive through it 
again.  The afternoon sun was ablaze, but the light 
that passed through the canopy was soft-edged and 
harmless.  It was cool under the arcade.  I turned the 
bike around...
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 We stood silently and looked out over the 
paddies.  The rice fields are usually tucked into small 
valleys and hillsides, but these seemed as endless 
as the Great Plains.  The wind whistled lightly over 
young rice plants in terraces dug into the earth 
hundreds of years ago.  They were aligned along the 
course of swelling hills.  Five centuries of weather 
and the constant massage of naked feet and bare 
hands had erased the distinction between what was, 
and what had been made.  
 The rounded rims of the terraces folded into 
each other so that what I saw looked to be a single 
organism.  I couldn’t open my eyes wide enough to 
take it all in. 
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 There were thousands of people.  The long 
approach to the temple was lined with food stalls, 
and the smell of cooking mixed with the heavy scent 
of incense.  Vendors hawked all manner of clothing, 
gadgets and plastic stuff.  You could buy a tradition-
al sarong or a pink polyester sweater, a hand-woven 
basket or a turquoise plastic bucket.  Groups of men 
and women laughed and gossiped...
 As we got closer, I noticed the sandy walk-
way underfoot had turned crunchy and slippery.  
We were walking on a carpet of banten, the hand-
sized, palm-basket offerings.  Thousands of them 
covered the ground.  The bits of rice and flowers of 
the offerings had been mashed into a slick paste.  
Red said it was “gross to walk on, but surely beau-
tiful to look at.”  I annoyed her by snapping a few 
quick shots, even though I knew it was one of those 
“You hadda be there” situations and would look dull 
as day-old shit when it came out of the camera. 
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 I caught a glimpse of the pratimas as they 
were carried aloft in shallow baskets draped with ba-
tik.  The wooden idols were roughly carved, quasi-
human figures—primitive, fiercely expressive and 
radically different than the refined work that typi-
fied Balinese art.  I popped the camera on automatic 
and held it overhead, hoping to get lucky.  There was 
no way to focus or adjust the lens.  One shot, bang.  
I didn’t make my knee-jerk calculation as to what 
the statues were worth.  They weren’t being offered 
to me in the coziness of my room.  The gods were in 
full action mode, in all their power and glory.  They 
were no longer objects, but the center of an enor-
mous force field...
 The gods were removed from the baskets 
and set on a platform amidst flowers and offerings 
and burning incense.  The billows of smoke made it 
all theatrical and surreal.  In a moment of fantasy, 
I half-expected Prince to come prancing out in his 
best fishnet pantyhose, his pencil-line mustache in 
flames.
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MJ
 
 The shower was a towering waterfall whose 
twin flumes plunged into a nearly circular pool.  
One could choose to bake-dry on the smooth, 
glossy black stones, or escape the sun under the 
huge-leafed trees that ringed the pool.  It was a 
calendar picture of paradise, unmarred by plastic 
or paper trash, and the water was as refreshing as it 
promised.  One of the girls had a chip of soap she 
carried in a folded leaf that would hardly lather even 
her tiny body.  It happened that I had a bunch of 
hotel-sized bars in my pack and I gave them each 
one.  They carefully placed the soap on a rock, still 
wrapped, before they entered the water, and each re-
trieved their bar immediately after getting out.  On 
the walk back to the village they clutched their soap 
in two hands and then skedaddled to show the prize 
to their parents.
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 The trail led down a steep slope directly to 
the entrance gate of the village.  It was an elaborate, 
ramshackle job made of bamboo, but the wooden 
figures on one side were impressive.  They were 
almost as tall as I was and primitively carved.  The 
female’s outsized breasts and the male’s huge penis 
made it pretty clear what they were.  I reached out to 
run my hand along the statues and got a very stern 
warning from One.  Apparently this was a no-no of 
major proportions, no pun intended.
 I figured that the statues were a good sign: 
These people liked sex and probably held family 
and children in high regard, all of which I approved.  
Over the course of the next week I found out that 
these things were true and that it made the Akha 
an extremely friendly and hospitable people who 
captured my heart from the get go.  What a sense 
of relief from the pinched Protestants and uptight 
Catholics I grew up and went to school with!
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 He dropped the opium into his pipe and 
sucked away.  He did all this while lying down.  A 
haze of blue smoke, which looked too dense to float, 
hung in the air over the lamp’s small flame.  In the 
same way as pot, the sweet, straw-like smell is un-
mistakable, heavy and rich like its smoke...
 I totally understand how people can get 
hooked.  In the villages they use it as a medicine to 
cure diarrhea and relieve aches and pain.  It surely 
does both those things.  At the end of a day’s trek-
king your shoulders and back ache from carrying 
your pack.  Your legs feel like jelly and, even if you’re 
not at high altitude, the idea of squatting down to 
tie a shoelace, or take a pee, are more than you can 
bear.  If you’re the type to worry your mind into 
knots and walk around with a belly full of anxiety, 
well...I can tell you, that night, all my knots went 
up in a few puffs of smoke.  It was heavenly.  Until 
this day I realize it was a good thing that Hart and 
I didn’t stay longer in the Triangle.  We could eas-
ily have become characters in the stories swapped 
around about travelers who went into the high 
country and never came out.
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 Fate is a funny thing.  Sometimes one per-
son’s bad luck opens up a world of opportunity for 
someone else. It was toward the end of our first 
week. We had walked to another Akha village and, 
after the required visit to the headman, wandered 
through the village of about 60 houses... until we 
came upon a group of men building a new house...
 The house was almost finished. There were 
also a number of ceremonies to be completed to 
insure the good luck of the occupants. I guess you 
could say it was a house but not yet a home; I think 
this was the reason that Hart and I were allowed to 
sleep in it over the next few days... 
 It seems that the house was being built for a 
couple who had been living outside the village gates 
for the past year.  Their time of exile had ended.   I 
couldn’t imagine what awful crime the family had 
committed to deserve banishment. The only crime 
this family had committed was giving birth to a 
little boy who was missing two fingers...It felt a little 
weird at first that we were in our “honeymoon cot-
tage” while the poor couple was probably desperate 
to start their life again.
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 We didn’t get another chance to fool around 
again until the day before our trek ended.  In the 
heat of the day we stopped to eat and rest at a wa-
terfall.  The pool was big enough to swim around in 
and its setting, in a grotto of big-leafed trees, made it 
feel safe and private. One must have read our minds 
and discreetly said he would walk on ahead to the 
next village if we were comfortable with that.  It 
was a straight shot and there was little chance of us 
getting lost, so we decided to spend the rest of the 
afternoon at the falls. The water was relaxing and 
the hot, table-size rocks were too good to pass up.  
Along with our clothes both of us shed our inhibi-
tions about “going in the jungle.” 
 After our first go-round we were lying on the 
rocks talking, and I could tell Hart was ready to stir 
the pot again.  He asked for the ball of opium I had 
been carrying—he thought we’d eat a little and get 
back to our love making “on a different plane.” I pre-
tended to look through my pack for it and, when I 
couldn’t find it, acted disappointed that it must have 
fallen out along the trail.
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 At first I thought he would be mightily 
pissed—not at the money, Hart was totally generous 
that way and it cost all of about ten bucks—but that 
I had failed him...Everyone knows it’s difficult to get 
angry when you’re naked, especially if your edges 
are rubbed off by loving; and Hart was no exception.  
All he said was, “it was a bad idea to begin with,” 
and dove into the water.  
 I got to feeling guilty.  I hadn’t lost the gum-
my ball at all.  Hart really loved “chasing the drag-
on,” as they call it, and I was worried that he liked 
it a little too much.  He would begin to get anxious 
and excited in the late afternoons about getting high 
again.  He couldn’t wait to get to the next village 
to smoke.  The only reason he didn’t start eating it 
is that it makes your legs feel like lead and lowers 
your ambition for anything except sex.  I might have 
been worried that I liked it a little too much as well 
and I was so into making it with Hart while we were 
stoned, it made me wonder.  I lied to him.  It didn’t 
mysteriously leap out of my pack; I threw it away in 
the jungle.  
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HART

 They don’t make the same distinctions we 
do; our values might overlap, but people who view 
themselves as descendants of a priest who was 
magically imprisoned in a thorn tree don’t look at 
the world with the eyes of a New Yorker.  I’ve done 
some serious looking, and I often know more than 
they do about the art.  Market awareness is fast re-
placing their connection to the traditions that fueled 
the art making.  This is one of the questionable side 
effects of the eco-tourism rage.  The locals wow the 
white men with stories of headhunting; and while 
the tourist’s heads are spinning from a gruesome, 
and probably manufactured, story of an old warrior 
eating the frontal lobe of his enemy’s brain, they eas-
ily swap a ratty, old basket for a shiny Timex.  
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PICTURES

 The hallmarks of Hart’s vision leave no 
doubt that the photos are his—they are riddled with 
an otherworldly light and the sense that something 
is about to change.  Many of them have titles on 
the reverse, penciled in his erratic hand...the letters 
shifting between rough and graceful, round and an-
gular.  The subject matter is unfailingly beyond the 
experience of most of us, images of things unseen.
 An old lady holds a carved staff.  Her body 
is bent into an extreme arc so that her head is on a 
level with the carved head of the staff.  She and the 
staff are bathed in light, and the many people seated 
around her are indistinct in the shadows.  The old 
woman points in the direction of the camera and 
appears to be speaking. 
 If there were a totem that was particularly 
appropriate for Hart, this would be it.  It is an object 
that lives a life suspended between here and the 
other world—one whose job it is to traffic back and 
forth between the two worlds and to transform the 
conditions of each. 
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HART

 The glow of having concluded a deal where 
everyone was happy lasted for a month or two, 
until I received a photo in the mail from Sweet... It 
showed Sobot, holding a wand, the same wand I had 
bought and then sold. 
 “Hey, buddy, get my photograph?”
 “Yeah, what’s up?  You see the stick?”
 “Well, I saw it live after I saw it in the photo.   
Do you remember what I told you?
 “You’ve told me a million things, some of 
them I remember.  About what?”
 “How we all make mistakes.  I’ve got a clos-
etful.  Some day I’ll use them for firewood.  We can 
put your stick on the pile and bring in a datu to do 
the honors.”
 “Oh no, man.  What are you telling me, that 
I got fucked?”
  “They’re good...”
 Still, I’ve never looked at that stick the same 
way again.  It’s the identical piece of wood, but it 
doesn’t vibrate the way it used to. 
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PICTURES

 It is difficult to imagine a culture more in 
love with the way things look.  The simplest of 
roadside shrines, and the most elaborate presenta-
tion of the Ramayana, are offerings for the eyes of 
gods and men alike.  Objects and movements are 
blessed with a grace designed to thrill; there is rarely 
a coarse move.  One of Hart’s best photos at first 
glance looks like a picture of a stage set.  The back-
drop is of mountains clad in misty swirls of cloud.  
The sky is a dark and humid, gunmetal gray.  The 
stage lights, hidden in the wings, power beams of 
light across the mid- and foreground, and dissolve 
them into crushed jewels, more phenomena than 
material.  It takes a while to distinguish the waver-
ing line of women toward the bottom of the photo.  
On their heads they are carrying tiered offerings of 
fruits, sweet-cakes and flowers.  There are close-up 
shots that give an inkling of how fantastic these con-
structions are—bizarre arrangements of rambutans, 
pressed ducks, pink pastries that look like Sno-Balls.   
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MJ

 This interest in trees came in handy as I 
looked down into the Pakrisan river valley—after 
I got over the shock of how breathtaking it was.  
There were palm trees, of course, and stands of 
bamboo looking ever so much like groups of spin-
dly kids.  Two huge tamarind trees, one on either 
side of the river, spread their leafy shade like elders 
protecting a village.  A gnarled banyan tree stood 
alongside a temple, its enormous taproots spread 
like tentacles.  The banyan was a world unto itself 
and made me think of an ancient, bearded magi-
cian.  There were acacias, just like those in Southern 
California, and orange-colored African tulip trees 
that fought for attention with the screaming vermil-
ion of a solitary flame tree.  A ghostly, bone-white 
cempaka stood like an apparition on the sidelines.  
Hart smiled at me as I rattled off everything I saw.  
“You aint seen nothing yet.” 
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 It did make me cream!  The tombs had been 
carved directly into the rock of the cliff face.  They 
looked more like temples than anything else, but I 
couldn’t get it out of my mind that, somehow, they 
were really seated figures and that maybe my eyes 
were playing tricks on me.  Hart walked up the few 
steps that ran along their front and the closer he 
got to them the more massive they appeared.  I was 
disappointed that he whipped out his camera right 
away.  I was hoping he would have stood by me and 
soaked it up for a while—I didn’t care how many 
times he’d seen it.
 I know that magical is a much overused 
word, but there is no other way to describe what 
surrounded me.  I knew that if I lived in a place like 
this I would very quickly believe in spirits and gods 
in abundance.  The labor surely had been enormous.  
The carved candi were regal, but the honeycomb of 
monks’ cells and temple caves, the bathing places 
and water spouts, had a simple poetry that made 
me tremble with delight.  I felt full and empty all at 
once. 
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 We poked around the temples and medi-
tation caves for a while.  The sun drooped lower, 
and the temple complex fell under a liquid shadow 
that made it feel as if we were walking underwater.  
Things got a little spooky as the valley began to close 
in.  Hart might have sensed my uneasiness and put 
his arm around me and began to lead me to a path 
in a far corner of the temple grounds.  He had a 
look in his eye that usually preceded serious love 
making, but when I said there was no way I was up 
for it he laughed and said that it wasn’t even on his 
mind.  He had another surprise in store.  We picked 
up our pace so that we could get there, wherever 
there was, before dark.  We walked for five minutes 
or so on a well-worn path through the forest.  The 
growing gloom was getting to me and I grew in-
creasingly skittish.  Every vine looked like a snake, 
and although I reminded myself that the green viper 
is the only poisonous snake on Bali and is hardly 
ever seen, I was beside myself by the time the path 
opened onto a hillside of the most beautiful rice ter-
races I’d ever seen. 
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 We met a young boy along the path.  We 
had seen him wending his way through the sawah, 
skipping along like a water bug on the slippery mud 
walls of the rice terraces.  He was carrying a slender 
bamboo pole and, as he approached, he proudly 
stuck out his other hand, which held what looked to 
me like a string with dirty, dainty ribbons tied along 
it.  “Hello, Meester.  Hello, Lady,” he said before 
turning to Hart and speaking Indonesian.  They 
chatted on, and after a couple of minutes Hart had 
the kid smiling and laughing.  I understood that he 
was trying to sell us something.  
 Aside from the remains of the tattered shorts 
he wore, his stick and the grungy ribbons were his 
only possessions.  It was a mystery to me what we 
would want to buy.  Hart cleared that up straight 
off.  “They’re a delicacy.  If we had a way to fry them 
up I’d buy them in a second.”  Still puzzled, I looked 
more closely at the ribbons, which turned out to 
be a couple of dozen dragonflies shish-ka-bobbed 
on a piece of grass.  The bamboo pole had a lump 
of sticky sap on the end, and that’s how he caught 
them. 
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PICTURES
 
 Another snapshot, one of Hart and MJ, is 
significant. It was taken near dusk, the light is low 
and fragments of the darkening sky can be seen at 
the edges of the photo, but the couple appears to be 
aglow. They sit jammed together on a raised stone 
threshold of a cave. The subtly discernable aura 
around them aligns the photo more closely with 
early Italian religious paintings, where this type of 
magic is commonplace, than to the factualness that 
we have come to believe is the bread and butter of 
photography. One cannot tell if the aura is a trick of 
the light or a manipulation in the developing pro-
cess. In those moments governed more by romanti-
cism, a third explanation makes the most sense: the 
incipient St. Elmo’s fire is actually there. Hart and 
MJ are so close that the patterns on their respec-
tive sarongs merge. It is difficult to tell to whom the 
arms are attached—there seem to be too many, cer-
tainly more than the requisite four, and the impres-
sion is of a many-limbed Hindu goddess. 
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HART
 
 I might have simply imagined I jacked up 
the needle with a load of nearly pure heroin; or 
that it took five minutes searching his limp, rav-
aged body for a vein that hadn’t been collapsed by 
the hundreds of needles used to pump in medicines 
and nourishment.  It might be fiction that his eye 
sockets were deep blue black, with rings of fatigue 
and fear that reached half way down his cheeks; or 
that I looked into his coal black eyes and I could 
see clear through to China; perhaps I really didn’t 
repeat, in the sing-song cadence of a nursery rhyme, 
the words from Somerset Maugham, that life is 
fearfully short and we are dead for such a long time.  
Perhaps it was a trick of the light, the hate and love, 
the resentment and gratitude, the fear and bravery 
I thought I saw in his face when he nodded for me 
to push the plunger that sent a stream of oblivion, a 
shot of redemption coursing through his body.  He 
whispered one last word, “I,” the merest beginning 
of a sentence, before a look of utter surprise hit him 
like an electric jolt and he closed his eyes on me 
forever. 
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 I tried to remember what I had never 
thought of beyond that moment: how, when I 
pushed down on the plunger I felt a chunk of black 
coal enter through my hand, burst into flames and 
course through my body.  It seared everything in its 
path.  I tried to remember that my own sense of re-
lief was as great as his; that I immediately panicked 
at the thought that his disease entered me at that 
moment—that I had murdered my brother, and that 
part of me was glad that I did.  
 Oh, he had asked me to do it.  We had had 
only one previous discussion—but he was sure of it, 
it was what he wanted, he was convinced I could do 
it.  We had been sitting in his bedroom on his enor-
mous canopied bed.  He was propped up on white 
satin pillows and bolsters covered with Kilim tapes-
tries.  The windows were covered with heavy dam-
ask drapes and the twin Tiffany lamps sat on match-
ing end tables and splashed a kaleidoscope of color 
onto the gold wallpaper.  He strove for a Moroccan 
brothel look, and succeeded.  I can remember all 
that clearly. 
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MJ
 
  We sat and listened to the night: the tree 
frogs chirping away, the wind through the stiff 
fronds of the palms, the lonesome quack of a duck, 
the trickle of water in the rice terraces.  Hart got up 
to light a couple of mosquito coils, and we watched 
the smoke peel off the cinnamon colored rings.  I 
could hear the low-level drone of the mosquitoes, 
just beyond the protective curls of smoke.  Hart 
fiddled with the round, blue-and-white cardboard 
box the coils were packaged in.  The box had a 
picture of two deer on it; a buck, with an enormous 
rack of antlers, stood guard over a reclining doe.  
Hart chuckled and read aloud from the label, Obat 
Nyamuk.  Mosquito medicine...
 The next morning, we were still spooned 
beneath a tangle of sarongs when I heard a hesitant, 
“Selamat pagi, Tuan.  Selamat pagi, Missus.”  The 
young boy from the night before stood discreetly 
aside the cave entrance and waited until we wrapped 
our sarongs and rose to greet him...He was carrying 
a basket of food, and he hunkered down to carefully 
unwrap the fruit and hard-boiled eggs.  
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 What I didn’t tell Red was that during the 
entire time I was spinning my sad tale, I saw my 
mother and Randy in the cave.  Their images flick-
ered on the cave wall, pale and wan in the surround-
ing darkness.  When the scene stuttered into focus 
I saw my mother in a pleated gown that looked like 
the togas people wear on old Greek vases.  It was 
creamy white and crossed her bosom, leaving one of 
her fat shoulders bare.  Folds of fabric were gathered 
by a crimson pin on her other shoulder.  I distinctly 
recall that the pin was spider-shaped and was the 
only true color in the otherwise sepia atmosphere.  
My brother sat in a claw-footed chair, elegantly 
dressed in a white linen suit.  He was Mister So-
phisticate: dark, swept-back hair, legs crossed at 
the ankle, a slim cigarette holder dangling from his 
right hand.  My mother towered over the chair, her 
hand on my brother’s shoulder.  She was looking at 
him adoringly, but with an unmistakably lascivious 
undertone.  It was a studio-wedding photograph 
gone awry—my brother was child-sized, about like 
the little guy on Fantasy Island. 
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 The gurgle and slurp of water was every-
where.  The sounds mingled with the rattling of 
bamboo and the palm frond’s soft abrasion of the 
air to produce nature’s X-rated lullaby.  It didn’t take 
long before Red and I were lulled into a torpor that 
poured like syrup over any complaint she might 
have about King’s behavior.  
 We stayed in one of the two guesthouses in 
the compound.  It overlooked its own fishpond, fed 
by a small waterfall.  At night we would lie in bed 
and try to chart the rhythm of its fall, never able 
to ascertain if it was constant, or continually shift-
ing.  Red would kneel down and poke her head out 
through the cocoon of mosquito net for a better 
listen.  It became our standard joke.  While it didn’t 
answer the question, it succeeded in giving me a 
look at her splendid ass. 



77 78

MJ
 
 I watched for what seemed to be a half-hour 
with my knees shaking and a space in my stomach 
that felt like homesickness, but I knew was some-
thing else.  Putu let out a groan as she came, and 
Brem rolled off her.  I was expecting that she would 
take her turn, but she just laid there with her legs 
open and her right hand gently covering and strok-
ing herself.  I don’t understand how the arrange-
ments were made but, as if on cue, King and Putu 
went off to the main house, while Brem remained 
behind in the bale.  She lounged dreamily against 
the cushions and after a few minutes stood up to 
adjust the mosquito net.  It wasn’t calculating on 
my part.  There was no “MJ, this is your chance.”  I 
simply walked down the path and stood within the 
puddle of red light near the bale.  Brem smiled as 
if she had been expecting me, lent her hand to help 
me negotiate the rounded stone that served as a 
step into the bale, closed the lace nets and lay down 
beside me. 
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 She was one of the most striking women ei-
ther of us had ever seen.  A lithe Malay grace blessed 
her simplest movements.  When we first entered her 
gallery she was hanging a mask on the wall.  Her 
night-black hair was gathered into a single braid as 
thick as her wrist.  The braid fell to the small of her 
back like a plumb bob, its rippled contour mimick-
ing the vertebrae beneath her skin.  The hanging 
hook was high on the wall, at the limit of her reach, 
and she stretched her body like a violin string to 
place the mask.  She was wearing a short skirt, like 
most stylish women at that time, and we had an 
enchanting view of her shapely legs.  Her blouse had 
ridden up revealing a hyphen of ochre skin bisected 
by the braid.  We stood inside the doorway, shocked 
to the spot.  Neither of us offered her a hand.  For 
my part, I was content to watch this minor revela-
tion of the clockwork of beauty in the universe.  
When she turned her head to greet us, her arms still 
outstretched against the wall, the radiance of her 
face turned the rest of the world dross. 
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 It is a miracle of physics how ten days can 
take up so much space in the human heart.  Our 
affair was over but, like the dead, lived on in our 
memories.  We got the chance, three years after the 
affair, to tell each other how that was.  Neither of 
us was surprised.  We expected it to be impossible 
from the beginning; we reminded each other of that.  
We had each filed the ten days in a drawer marked, 
“Sensitive Information/Impossible Love.”  We had 
hastily affixed stick-um notes with penciled instruc-
tions, “remember to forget/forget to remember.”  
We confessed that we remained as confused as our 
instructions—the drawer was jammed closed and 
neither of us knew if it was empty or full. 
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 There is a picture of a man holding a mask in 
front of his face.  A penciled note on the reverse says 
“King with Pima mask.”  King looks less a person 
than a phenomenon from some parallel world.  The 
man’s body reminds me of a healthy, round Bud-
dha.  He sits cross-legged on the floor amidst a sea 
of leaves, crinkled newspapers and scribbles of pink 
packing cord.  He holds a mask before his face.  His 
other hand touches the floor as if he were aping 
a meditation pose calling the earth to witness.  It 
looks to have been taken at night, apparently with 
a flash that is reflected as two licks of flame on the 
cheeks of the mask.  It is surreal—the transforma-
tion from human to spirit is complete. 
 On first glance a chilly eeriness emanates 
from the photograph, although it is unclear exactly 
what we see.  It doesn’t seem as if whoever is wear-
ing it is fooling around.  The mask and its wearer 
are one.  It seems a creature from Star Trek, or the 
dream of a madman... But no amount of study can 
dispel the impression that Hart, like Orpheus, had 
stepped into that other world; but Hart brought 
back the photo to prove it.
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HART

 The package was on the floor near Api’s open 
suitcase. The lollypop shaped object was wrapped 
in yellowed newspaper and tied with the ubiquitous 
pink and green plastic twine that was the binder of 
choice throughout the Third World.  
 I reached the package first and hefted it.  
Whatever was inside was too light to be stone and 
too heavy for straw. It had the heft of wood. I gave it 
to King to unwrap. He peeled off the onion-layers of 
newspaper and leaves used as padding. 
 The mask was roughly carved, with an 
elongated, distinctly human face. The ears and nose 
were carved, but other details, like the eyebrows and 
mouth, were painted on. Two almond-shaped holes 
were the eyes to the world. It was the size of a man’s 
head and had a handle about a foot long that bore 
the smooth, dark patina of the countless hands that 
had held it. A bundle of human bones was tied to 
the handle. A carved topknot crowned the head and 
had been painted a sooty black. It was pierced with 
a vertical slot, shaped to receive a bronze spiral that 
ended in a snake’s head.  
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 “That look right?” King asked.
 “Makes sense. It fits right,” I said. I spoke 
softly, as if someone who was in a light sleep was 
nearby. My wariness dropped a couple of notches 
and I put my hand out to King.  
 “Let me see it.  It’s a Pima mask, isn’t it?”
 “As far as I can tell.  It’s hard to believe—but 
I don’t question it.”  
 I remained longer in the grip of objects. I 
was more subject to their power, and it took me a 
few moments before I responded. “It’s the real deal, 
all right. This thing is as right as rain.” I laughed to 
myself. “Christ, Red would say it like that.  I don’t 
question it either.” 
 I took the mask from King and was about to 
hold it in front of my face. I wanted to look through 
its eyes; maybe I could get a glimpse of what death 
looked like without getting too near the flames. But 
the mask felt too hot to handle and I quickly put it 
down. I found myself shaking my hand. “No interest 
in dislodging whatever’s in there,” I said.  
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 A waxed paper envelope, labeled “Things I 
Missed,” holds photographs of objects that have little 
meaning to a Western eye.  The objects are more 
weird than beautiful.  They are not highly crafted 
and appear to be made casually, from coconut shells, 
string and palm-leaf ribs...
 Usually the angenan is placed at the head 
end of the casket of a person to be cremated; in 
Hart’s photo the context is soupy-dark. The angenan 
represents the memory of a deceased person.  It is 
a half coconut shell, with a wood structure resem-
bling a skeletal umbrella sticking up from the center. 
Diamond shapes, cut from reflective metal, dangle 
from colored strings tied to the spokes.  A fragile 
straw basket also hangs from the structure; it holds 
an eggshell filled with oil.  Its delicate wick gives off 
only a faint light, but the long exposure through the 
camera lens explodes the flicker into a solar system 
and makes the persistence of memory visible.  
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MJ

 The ceremony on the beach was solemn, a 
Texas mile from the craziness of the events leading 
up to it.  The music was gentled by the low moan of 
the wind and the sea.  To my ears it had the same 
deep mournfulness of the Pueblo chants that made 
me cry as a young girl.  My mother would comfort 
me and say, “That’s all right, Sugar, it used to make 
your Daddy cry too.  We couldn’t go to a powwow 
without him getting all choked up.”...
 Hart had been down since the news of Api’s 
death.  He seemed to be at odds with himself, his 
usual fire turned to low.  All he said to me was that 
they were dear friends and that it was a long time 
ago.  He claims not to have thought about her for 
years and had only seen her sporadically.  He pre-
tended to be vague about the details of her current 
life.  I knew there was more to it than that.  Sitting 
next to him, with his arm wrapped tightly about my 
waist, I could sense a river of sadness within him.  
It flowed to his eyes but his enormous will built a 
dam to hold back its rush.  I wished so hard for his 
release that I cried for us both in the hope that it 
would bring the ends of the circle together for him. 
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 A Balinese man, whom I recognized as a 
local lay priest, walked to the edge of the sea and 
placed a small offering on the sand, just beyond the 
lap of the waves.  A cone of incense smoldered in 
its nest of rice and flowers, its orange ember fierce 
in the dusky light.  The tide was rising and the little 
palm offering would be borne away on the water 
before it ran its course to ash.  
 He was elegantly dressed in a white, turban-
styled hat and an ankle length, black and white 
checkered sarong.  Another sarong of gold cloth, 
sparked with tendrils of the deepest orange, hung to 
his waist.  He waded knee deep into the water and 
set afloat a boat-shaped offering, which was quickly 
caught by a small rip tide and swept to sea.  On my 
beach walks I had often seen these miniature palm 
boats washed onto the shore.  Grounded, propped 
uncomfortably on their tiny outriggers and stripped 
of their flowered ornaments, they looked derelict.  It 
made me wonder if Api’s boat would make it to an-
other shore or be swept back to its homeport during 
the night. 
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 King dug out a handful of eight by ten prints 
and fanned them like a poker hand for his eyes only 
... King turned the photos for me to see.  “Now, I 
want to know who took these.  I’ve never seen sexier 
pictures of her.”
 I felt the blood rush to my face.  It wasn’t 
embarrassment.  I remembered the heat of that af-
ternoon as keenly as I had felt if twelve years before.  
Api and I had spent most of the afternoon making 
love in my room and went back to her house after-
ward.  Her kid was at a friend’s, she had dismissed 
the maid, and her husband wasn’t due home until 
later that night.  The weather was sultry and we were 
lounging in our sarongs in her garden.  Api was 
bare-breasted and flushed with the excitement of 
the afternoon.  I remember that immediately after I 
took her picture we had another go at it, on a stone 
garden bench that was visible in a corner of the pho-
tograph.
 “I took them,” I said.
 “Sure you did, asshole.  You wish.”
 “I did, King.  I really did.  I took them in her 
garden in Singapore.”  I could have said that I had 
taken them twelve years, six months and nine days 
ago.  I could have said that with certainty. 
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 King, Red, Santi and I were hanging around 
late one night.  We had made some tea and were sip-
ping contentedly as we listened to La Traviata at full 
volume.  Bobo was on his perch near the kitchen, 
squawking raucously, intermittently attacking his 
adversarial toy and flying like a maniac around his 
perch.  We joked that he was in rare form, obvi-
ously intent on drowning out Placido, and forgot it 
as a minor nuisance.  Placido had just finished his 
grand aria when Red smelled something burning.  
We looked to the kitchen and saw a column of nasty 
looking smoke, flecked with crackles of sparks.  Red 
grabbed a fire extinguisher from the kitchen counter 
and let loose at the stove.  When the smoke cleared 
she let out a shriek that her people in Texas could 
have heard.  “Oh, God!  Oh, God!  Oh, God!” was all 
she could manage.  Bobo was barely recognizable in 
the clump of chain, charred feathers and tassel.  
 King had left the burner on when he re-
moved the kettle.  Bobo, in one last burst for 
freedom, had gotten his talons tangled in his toy 
and yanked the chain free from the perch, only to 
tumble directly into the flames.  “He was a gift from 
Api,” King said, “but I don’t think he’s in bird heav-
en.”  
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 I told him that, three days after the bird 
fricasseed himself, the dog caused a bit of havoc.  
Someone had put a plate with chicken scraps on 
a side table near one of the couches.  The tempta-
tion of luscious satay blanked out any shred of good 
behavior the dog had acquired.  In his attempt to 
nab the chicken, the dog knocked a cone of burning 
incense onto a couch pillow.  At the time King was 
screwing his brains out in the bedroom, oblivious 
to the world beyond his dick.  The dog’s barking 
roused Santi, who came out of her room to investi-
gate and saw the pillow in flames.  She singed herself 
tossing the pillow into the pool.  It wasn’t until I 
recounted these stories to Hadji that I saw them as 
a string of events.  I neglected to tell him about Ibu, 
who had scalded her foot in a kitchen accident and 
continued to limp around.  He was already too filled 
with concern. 
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There are three photos of Hart and MJ, taken min-
utes apart, which, seen together, seem to tell a story 
of a lifetime.  There is no date on their backs, only 
a scribbled note on one of them that says “on Hart’s 
departure.”  Even without the casual title it is clear 
that something profound and immensely sad sur-
rounds the two people. 
 In the second snapshot MJ’s bare feet are 
squarely on the ground.  With their elbows crooked 
she and Hart grasp each other’s upper arms.  Their 
bodies are separated and they have just kissed or are 
about to kiss.  In the space between them, hidden 
in the first photograph, is the face of a Hindu god-
dess.  If their eyes were not so intensely riveted on 
each other it might appear that they were about to 
kiss her—instead, she bears smiling witness to this 
confused departure.  If the photographer had used 
infrared film he would have captured the rays of 
heat. 
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HART

 The road was tortuous and the bus chugged 
along, barely above idle speed.  There was a tre-
mendous amount of shifting and double-clutching 
and gnashing of gears, none of which seemed to 
add forward motion.  Gravity was Janus-faced—the 
bus would inch up the hills and then hurtle reck-
lessly down, accompanied by a punk-rock score of 
screaming metal.  Every so often a native of the for-
est would appear at the roadside and stand solemnly 
to watch the bus growl its way uphill.  Occasionally 
one of them would swing onto a ladder at the rear 
of the bus and ride with us for a while.  These men 
were usually alone and, despite their abbreviated 
sarongs or beat-up gym shorts, gave the impression 
of nakedness.  They often carried spears or parangs.  
Baskets and strings of small animals and birds hung 
from their shoulders.  With their copper skin and 
bowl haircuts they looked as if they might have 
stepped out of the Amazon Basin.  They were reab-
sorbed into the forest as quietly and mysteriously as 
they had come. 
 A river had cut a small canyon across the 
road—definitely broken. 
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 On my second day of walking two men 
passed me with an enormous sow trussed to a pole.  
They were going downhill at a pace just short of a 
trot.  Their combined weight looked to be less than 
their squealing burden.  A couple of snot-nosed kids 
tagged along behind.  Like their elders they were 
barefoot.  The kids were dressed in the tattered rem-
nants of shorts—this was fairly consistent with the 
way kids dressed in most of the rural areas of this 
part of the world—but one detail shifted this every-
day occurrence into the Twilight Zone.
 The shorts on the taller of the two boys ex-
isted only as a waistband and two side flaps of shiny 
red polyester, each flap with a single dark stripe...
It took a moment for me to clock that he was wear-
ing what had once been a pair of Thai kick-boxer 
shorts... I knew they were kick-boxer shorts because 
I had owned a pair.  They were red, with dark stripes 
along the side of each leg, had a six-inch-wide waist-
band and were made from the same sleazy material.  
My shorts came to me in a roundabout way. 
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 In my estimation the old man handled 
the necklace much too casually.  Gold objects are 
connected to the spirit world in a very direct way: 
gold is “hot,” formed and smelted with fire.  Fire is 
unpredictable, destructive and steeped in magic of 
the alchemical sort.  Finally, gold inherits the prop-
erties of its maker.  In the old days goldsmiths had 
to go through elaborate rituals to protect themselves 
from the harm they might suffer from messing with 
the spirits of the upper-world.  And here was this 
old man spitting on the necklace and rubbing it with 
his sarong, spinning it in his palms and proffering 
it to me as if it was a foil-covered egg left over from 
Easter.  
 I looked closely at the pleated, crescent-
shaped necklace and hefted its weight.  Its simple 
beauty knocked me out—it was rough and graceful 
at the same time.  The hammered gold was rose col-
ored, which meant it wasn’t as highly valued as gold 
that was more yellow, but I didn’t care and laid my 
wariness to rest. The Nias people were traditionally 
a status-conscious bunch who had a clear idea of 
who and what belonged where... That’s why the old 
man’s indifference to the necklace made me a little 
nervous. 
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 Yeah, I spent my time collecting things and 
selling them off to the highest bidder, but there were 
very few things that I was deeply attached to.  What 
things were worth had little to do with their cash 
value.  The glue was more mysterious.  My attach-
ment grew from how things came to me—not the 
best principle on which to build a business.  The 
Dayak charm that I hustled from the hippie kid and 
wear around my neck is one of them.  There are 
my hiking boots, but that’s a matter of utility and 
comfort; besides I bought four pairs to make sure I 
didn’t run out of them for ten years or so.  And then 
there is the knife that Big Ace had customized for 
me years ago and gave me as a gift.
 All things connected to Ace have a story, and 
the knife was no exception.  The business end of the 
knife was standard Swiss Army—two blades, screw-
driver, can opener, awl and corkscrew.  Ace had 
removed the original red plastic handle and fitted 
his own version.  The handle was made of laminated 
poplar and ebony and fashioned such that it was 
striped like a zebra.  It came to me as roundabout as 
the Thai boxing shorts. 
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 When I left the village of Siwalawa I headed 
north and further inland for a day or so.  Walking 
was like oil on the joints of my spirit, and I became 
more buoyant with each step.  My heart was another 
matter.  Leaving Lato was like pushing the button on 
a switchblade—out popped the stabbing memory of 
Red.  I wondered what she was thinking and what 
she was up to.  Edna St. Vincent Millay got it right 
when she wrote of the presence of that absence; it 
was something rather than nothing.  Red’s absence 
grew heavy as a stone lodged in my chest.  I walked 
fast and told myself that it was not a going away but 
a going toward. 
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 I could carry the stone for a while but I was 
looking forward to putting it down and, for the first 
time in my life, telling someone how that was. 
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PICTURES

 There is a photograph from Nias that is truly 
puzzling.  Although it is mysterious and seems con-
cerned with the notion of the mutability of things, 
I do not think Hart shot it.  It is out of focus and 
badly composed—as if both the subject and camera 
were moving—but is nonetheless fascinating.  There 
is a blur of black and white near the center, which 
might be a figure; a few feet to its right, a silver and 
red swoosh gives the impression of a large object 
either rising or falling.  These images appear against 
a backdrop of dark green trees with a shard of sky 
that juts in at an incomprehensible angle.  There is 
no information written on the back. 

HART
 The thirty-foot-wide river gorge was 
spanned with two logs: one about eighteen inches 
in diameter, the smaller about six.  The logs were 
placed a foot or so apart and I guessed that the idea 
was to ride over the fat one and use the smaller to 
touch down on if you got shaky.  The problem was 
that if you got shaky you were fucked anyway.  I 
wasn’t sure I could do it either.  
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 Orahili was a much smaller village than that 
of the same name which I visited at the other side 
of the island.  There were perhaps a dozen build-
ings, arranged in rows on either side of the north 
south axis.  The cobble paving gave up at the gates, 
and the village center was a dusty expanse of packed 
dirt.  The chief ’s house sat alone at the short-sided, 
northern end.  An impressive array of ancestor 
menhirs and stone tables accompanied two magnifi-
cent stone thrones that stood sentinel in front of the 
house.  There was no doubt they were seats of power 
and made to last.  These were similar to the sculp-
tures I had hoped to find and cart out, who knew 
how, to my clients back home—I had only seen 
these objects in photographs and had no idea they 
were as large as a black bear and weighed four times 
as much. 
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 I already knew the seat of Nias culture was 
considered to be here in the Gomo area, and soon 
after being introduced I offered this up as a conver-
sation starter with the chief.  It was hardly necessary.  
He launched into a discourse on the history of the 
culture that left me weak from the effort of concen-
tration.  I managed to understand that the ancestors, 
the original people called Niha, descended directly 
from heaven to the very spot where we stood.  He 
and his people were Ono Niha, children of the 
people, and as far as he and I were concerned, that 
was pretty damned special! 
 I had met other kapalas, and he was taller 
and younger than I expected, with a full set of teeth 
that had not been eroded by chewing betal nut.  He 
was gracious, but his bearing was formal and aris-
tocratic.  He spoke Bahasa slowly and clearly, and 
he tolerated my limitations with the language even 
as he complimented me on my ability.  He wore a 
sarong and a collared white shirt, not unlike ones 
I usually wore.  Despite the heat his shirt was but-
toned to the neck.  The two young boys who took 
me to him kept a respectable distance as they waited 
for us to finish our conversation. 
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 The women from the village had gone ahead 
to begin clearing the site with their parangs.  One by 
one the stone discs became visible.  The low morn-
ing sun glinted off their polished surfaces...  
 During the morning I counted thirty-eight 
stones.  They varied from three to nearly six feet in 
diameter, and most of them rested on their original, 
fluted pedestals.  Except for periodic clearing of the 
undergrowth, the stones had lain undisturbed for 
hundreds of years.  As near as I could understand 
from the piecemeal explanations given in halting 
Bahasa, the “dancing stones” were not much in use 
nowadays.  They were relics of the old ways and sub-
ject to the remembering and forgetting on the part 
of the living that seemed achingly familiar to me.
 To say that they resembled flying saucers, 
mushrooms, café tables, altars, garden benches or 
pizza stones, adds nothing to our ability to grasp 
these out-sized ceremonial objects.  It hinders access 
to the source of their power by locating them in the 
prosaic.  Big, flat, circular stones in the jungle—how 
could they have moved me so far beyond the con-
fines of my body? 
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 Still spinning from bike-fatigue and my 
morning with the stones, I was unprepared for the 
evening bash at the chief ’s house.  While not as 
grand as some of the more renowned chiefs’ houses, 
the trade-off of tourist attraction for mystique and 
intimacy, is one that I’ll accept every time.  A wood-
en ancestor image, a sitting man with a headdress 
fashioned to look like the tree of life, nearly took my 
breath away.  It pulsed, rather than sat, in its altar-
like niche.  The most unusual wall hooks I’d ever 
seen—my brother would have loved them—were 
a cluster of penises that ringed the central support 
post.  I thought back to Lily and how she had given 
me my name and laughed loudly enough so that 
the kapala looked at me curiously and smiled.  “Too 
complicated to explain,” I said in my best Bahasa.  
“Tidak apa apa,” he responded, nodding his head 
sagely.  No problem! 
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 We would be gone for at least a week.  It 
was a two- or three-day walk to Gomo, and I had 
no illusions about being able to skate in and waltz 
out with the prize.  Getting there was the easy part.  
Unlike a corporate business deal in the states, time 
was not a big issue.  The palaver to get the pieces I 
wanted was sure to be long and complicated.  I had 
been around enough to know to deal with things as 
they came up, but I couldn’t resist looking at the big 
picture.  When I did go that route, a knot formed in 
my stomach.  No pep talk I gave myself could un-
ravel it.  As a balm to my spooks I tried thinking of 
Red, but strands of her hair must have been woven 
into the knot, and it only wound tighter. 
 Singese watched as I laced up my boots.  I 
tied and undid them at least twice.  He smiled and 
pointed to his flip-flops.  I humped my pack and 
withered when I saw the purse-sized, straw, shoul-
der bag that held his belongings.  His only other 
gear was his parang. 
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 At the village, we first made the obligatory 
visit to the chief to pay our respects.  The chief was 
ancient—wizened, stooped and missing most of 
his teeth.  I couldn’t understand a word he said, but 
his deep crow’s feet betrayed a sense of humor and 
he laughed easily.  He knew Fosi and, although he 
hadn’t seen Sigese since he had been a boy, teased 
him affectionately and had him laughing as well.  
We were invited to spend the night in his house.  It 
was a beautiful traditional structure, one of a hand-
ful of adat houses that had escaped a major confla-
gration some years back.  It was rife with animal 
carvings—two lizards adorned the front of the 
house, an insurance policy for good luck and fertil-
ity, and a monkey’s head the size of a soccer ball 
appeared to grow from one of the rafters.  
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 I lay on my straw mat and listened to the 
geckos and rats scurry through the thatch roof.  
Pictures of Red flitted in the darkened room: she 
was untying her sarong, bending to kiss me.  I saw 
her smiling, wild-eyed on a motorcycle, and then 
standing naked under a waterfall, her body slick 
and tanned.  Unexpectedly, a drawn-out sequence 
of Red as a girl began to play.  She was sitting with 
her mother at an Indian powwow.  She was crying.  
Her mother, whom I had never met, was soothing 
her, stroking her hair and cooing words I couldn’t 
hear.  They were surrounded by a group of dancers 
in full regalia, their feathers and fringes flapping 
wildly in odd time with the chanting and tom toms.  
I thought of how much she had become part of my 
reveries, and how painfully I missed her. 
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 Once he was assured I wasn’t burnt to a crisp 
Sigese asked,  “Your belongs, Bapak?  Are your be-
longs safe?”  I must have looked like a day-old fart.  
It was truly how I felt—all that flame and then, only 
the snaky hiss of gas and a bit of ash.  Sigese didn’t 
wait for my response and his next sentence snapped 
me to.  “Saudara, they were beautiful things.  But 
they were only things.  You have your memories.”  
I pointed to my camera, which he was wearing 
around his neck, and said, “I’ve got some pictures.”  
How pathetic!  Part of me wished I had never seen 
those beautiful things—part of me thought I was 
lucky to have held them in my hands.  In the end I 
tried to talk myself into believing that it was a good 
thing that I hadn’t had time to get overly attached to 
them.  Ah, Buddha!  Ah, things!  Ah, nothing! 
 My sense of loss was greater than the miss-
ing objects and erased the question of how the fire 
was started.  Sigese asked, but I must have looked at 
him dumbly and he repeated the question in Ba-
hasa.  He spoke very slowly.  My head was stuffed 
with sensory overload and felt as if it weighed fifty 
pounds. 
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 The rhododendrons are in full bloom in the 
snow.  The wind keeps a mournful continuo, and a 
chattering I hear from the glade grows closer and 
shriller.  There is a great rustling noise, and the trees 
suddenly sway as if they’ve been punched.  The 
red blossoms dart and fracture, like sparks kicked 
from a burning log.  Hoards of silver-haired mon-
keys appear as suddenly as the swaying had begun.  
They are beagle-sized and occupy every available 
limb.  The cold sunlight sparkles off their fur and 
they seem phantoms, more a matter of memory 
than real.  I wonder if I’m hallucinating and quickly 
snap a few photos to reassure myself.  The familiar 
experience of framing and clicking the world into 
focus gives me no mooring.  I find myself reciting 
“here and now, here and now,” as if it were a mantra.  
No matter, the photograph will prove I was here.  
I’m annoyed that I am already thinking in the past 
tense—once the scene is captured and filed, it is 
gone.  It was.  The reassurance will come later, when 
I look at the prints through the safety glass of time, 
when the flinty edges of now are a memory, when I 
can remember to forget. 
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MJ

 I was miserable with my morning blues and 
missed Hart more than I ever imagined.  I’d wake 
up and he would be right there in my mind.  It so 
reminded me of the self-portrait by Frida Kahlo, 
where she painted a picture of her husband Diego 
smack in the middle of her forehead, that I came to 
saying  “Good morning, Diego” when I woke with 
the familiar pang in my stomach.
 My stomach was in a general uproar and I 
couldn’t shake the bug.  I ate enough white rice and 
bananas to last a lifetime, but all that did was add 
constipation to my list of ailments.  I felt weaker by 
the day.
 On the plane back to Dallas I was still try-
ing to figure out why I bolted.  It’s true that I wasn’t 
feeling well and most people in my condition would 
have fled to Singapore, or home, for proper medical 
treatment, no excuses needed...
 I had made an appointment with the doctor 
a couple of days after I got home and went to see 
him at the end of the week.  The good news was, I 
didn’t have a terminal tropical disease—the other 
news was, I was pregnant. 



137 138

PICTURES

 The crate was made of cinnamon-colored 
wood and smelled of warmth and spice, like my skin 
did on a lazy summer afternoon at the beach... I re-
member that the address label was nearly obscured 
by the postmarks and stamps that littered the lid like 
confetti... 
 I remember that my mother’s face looked as 
if she had swallowed a hundred light bulbs...
 On top of the boxes sat a gold colored wood 
charm strung on a worn leather thong.  My Mother 
smiled, held it to the light, and then put it around 
my neck.  “This is yours.  Keep it forever,” she said...
 The top photo, in the top box, the very first 
one of the hundreds I was about to see, pictured a 
handsome, rugged-looking man with dark wavy 
hair...A small charm hung from a piece of rawhide 
around his neck...
 My mother said, “That’s the first photo I ever 
took of your father.  I remember it like it was yester-
day.” All I need to do to recall it, to recall that first 
impression of my father, is to touch the small charm 
I have always worn on a piece of rawhide around my 
neck. 




