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the crazy folkers and the damn dirty junkies. Out there: The crack heads
stalk alleyways, stick-up kids pull guns on and rob people in broad day
light. Drunk Uncles count their panhandle income and laugh at worse off
welfare Moms. BLAH BLAH BLAH. Just as long as the junkies don’t
take over, life is easier on the bus than out there on the streets.

The bus stops at Southern Ave. and Central, and Miguel steps on.
EL, he likes to be called EL - he’s a Route Zero regular; young, seventeen
and a breed of the most rebellious youth. He tells America, “I’m a
Revolutionary!” LOOK, look at his clothes, anti-fad-following, and
politically radical, MARK, he’s not afraid. LOOK! The jeans he wears
turned inside out have a large blotch of red paint - it looks like blood - with
words stenciled in that read, “Made in.” His shirt, a black T-shirt with a
foreign flag painted on in thick acrylics, a Pakistani flag - but he’s
Mexican. So, it’s about Solidarity! Mark, Solidarity. Look at that flimsy
backpack hanging on his left shoulder, decorated to be a territory ofits
own. - SOLIDARITY? - decorated with huge safety pins, militant badges,
and pasted on pictures of his heros, TRUE heroes: Zapata, Mao, and Che
Guevara. And check his eyes, rough gravel tone eyes that challenge the
world with that constant glare of defiance. And his hair? About two
inches in length, black with a light brown camouflage pattern bleached in,
what’s wrong with that?

EL drops into the seat next to the junkie who has nodded off,
fallen into a toxic trance. Startled, that dope head jumps, straightens his
neck, then looks at EL like they know one another, but they’re strangers.
Junkie slouches and spaces out. The bus drives. They stare at each other
Junkie’s mouth opens, but EL steals the initiative, “Comrade, Brother,
what are you doing?” He sounds concerned, for what!

The damn Junkie’s head sways back and forth.

EL says, “You can’t even talk! You’re through with...out of the
battle! Look at you. You need help.”

“What?” Junkie murmurs.

“Damn,” EL says, “the system’s gotta hold of you with that dope!
You can’t fight the revolution like this.”

Junkie’s eyes widen. “Hey, man,” the addict speaks. “What do
you know about revolution? I was part of the Chicano Movement. You
ever heard of Phoenix Union? Man, I went -”
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“You went to Phoenix Union!” EL says, “That was like the center
of protest, a Mecca for Revolutionaries. Comrade! What are you doing
strung-out? There’s a war going on. We need all the help...”

As EL preaches, the junkie’s face loses color and turns to rubber;
he’s a loser, lost, not going to listen to you EL!

Route Zero stops and the bus doors open; the doors open like fish
gills. Summer hot air rushes in; I can actually see the wavy mirage of heat
on the bus. A line of people, over heated, roasted humans, file in - they’re
some pretty drones - but one of them is well groomed, draped in an
expensive suit, the typical stranger. Their bus fare falls into the collection
bucket, cling-clang, straight down into Route Zero’s belly, and the bus
driver keeps an eye on the machine that counts the fare to make sure his
bus is fed. Outside, a woman pushes a baby stroller at high speed past my
window, late for the bus. And outside - I look to make sure - Lupe waits,
second from last in line to get on the bus. This is her stop: Central and
Roesier. My heart bangs on my lungs like they’re congas. Calm down,
sucko for love, she’s getting on right now. Lupe steps on, drops a tiny fist
full of change into the fare buckets, and starts down the aisle, but the bus
driver stops her saying, “Hey, you need another quarter.” Lupe shrugs and
arches her eyebrows which does the trick; the bus driver waves her on.
Her walk is broken, each step an effort, the right foot favored, each step a
message, two words repeated, I hurt. SHUT UP, please don’t be the poet,
not today. Her hands, pale and bony, jump from seat to seat holding on for
balance as she walks and the bus starts to drive. Does she notice me? Her
eyes tumble, there’s no focus to them. I’'m not sure she sees anything, but
does moonlight shine on one person - hey, loverboy, she’s drunk, dug. A
ghost, she’s dressed to wander the streets, as a ghost. Her clothes hang
lightly over her body. A thin, green denim jacket covers her arms, and
underneath it she has on a loose white shirt - it’s filthy tan. We live ina
desert and it’s windy outside, and the shirt WAS white; shiny white
buttons, they’re proof it was white when it was clean.

Clear the seat, jackass. She’s almost here! Ihave to get the
construction worker guy to move seats. “Hey,” I say, anxious. “Hey,
come on, you hear me.” Cinder Block Head.

He turns, “Wha’d ya say?”

Wait, this should be thought through, the guy’s twice my-size. [
say, “I need you to move seats. Go to another seat, alright?”

82



His face, dark and five o’clock shadowed, folds with annoyance.
He asks, “What’s this about? You gettin’ crazy?”

“NO!” I shout. “God needs your seat, so love may sit and rest.
It’s hard to explain. You see her, the beautiful woman coming this way,
Love? Ineed to be next to her.” Ugh, why, whenever I get nervous, do I
always talk in lingo nobody but myself will understand?

He chuckles, rolls his eyes, and leaves the seat - WITH his
meatball subs - muttering, “Take the seat I feel sorry for you - shit, for the
both of you.”

Straighten up. I adjust in my seat as Lupe stops in front of me,
looks down, her eyes sliding from empty seat to me, then puts her hand
down onto the cushioned seat. Crimson grime is buried under her
fingernails, yet her skin is clear, fresh bath clean. With a girly moan she
lowers herself onto the seat, slow, careful. Beautiful, even in “the worst
part,” Lupe smiles. Teeth are bone, exposed, enameled bone, that’s all.
Her breath smells like beer, fresh beer, not stale. A bit drunk, her black
eyes are glossed over, which makes them look hard, icy, miserable but
numb. She’s cried! An ash color smudge stretches down her cheek from
eye to jaw; a dry murky riverbed run through white sands. Look at her
skin, it’s like wet powder. Lupe’s tiny nostrils make a little noise, not a
whistle, but an echo, a wheeze.

Words rattle from her throat, her hello, “Mark Luis Stephen
Enriquez. You haven’t become yet?”

I say, “Hey, Mark Luis Stephen Enriquez, that’s me, twenty-three
letters. And no I haven’t become yet, sorry. Working hard at it though.
I’m about to write the great American Poem.”

Lupe pulls a prescription bottle from her pocket and places it
between the two of our thighs on the seat. Prescription? My face
scrunches inward as I stare down. The bottle bounces between us, shakes
as the bus drives south on Central. Pick it up - I don’t want to! Lupe
looks at me, her head tilted, chin pressed to her shoulder, and her fluffy
lips curved down. She says, “I, uh, I learned the other day that my art
wasn’t good enough for a certain job that I busted my ass to get.” It hurts
her to say this. “I realized I haven’t written or painted anything that I'm
extremely proud of in the past three years. And I can’t - won’t do it
anymore, no more. Nothing. I’'m empty - I - I don’t know when this can
all be over. It’s too much, emotion and crap. Mark, why do [ torture
myself? AmI-”
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“You’re thoughtful,” I say, “contemplative.”

“Alright.” She agrees. “But is that good? I mean, it’s not
therapeutic. This isn’t good anymore. I’m empty. The bottle’s empty.
[’m going to die. I’ll die.” Her words grab and squeeze my throat. My
eyes look from her pasty, pretty, face down to the prescription bottle; it’s
empty. Lupe wants me to piece it together - it’s simple - but I can’t
breathe.

The bus stops, opens it’s doors and swallows a teenager who
slams his fare into the bucket then stands there and counts with the
machine. What a weirdo. He turns, his eyes wired (bugged wide open),
and stares at me like he wants to fight. He walks to a seat. He smells like
sun-dried vegetables and herbs. What's he staring at, like he’s crazy.
That chump, he notices me throned here in the back row. Our eyes don't
break contact as he struts to a seat in the middle of the bus. He knows the
deal: I'm older, experienced in the Way, a survivor still going through it,
a veteran of the streets. It’s obvious. I flaunt endurance like a badge of
honor, even choked up over Lupe. My arms reach down, hands plant
onto the seat to lift my body, but Lupe grabs my wrist. Her hand is
clammy. Lupe needs me. She’s faced forward, staring at the youngster as
hard as I am. Lupe tells me, “On the bottle of O.E. it says, Union Made:
Weird pride, huh?”

I hate O.E., Old English. Malt Liquor, it’s poison, population
control targeted at inner city nationalities - or something like that.

She says, “I drink way too much. I think I might need help. My
dinner is too much beer, every night. It has to stop. It doesn’t-1-1don’t
even remember myself having fun ‘cause I get too fucked up. It’s time to
stop. I had my fun. Ineed to - maybe I can drink and still function if I
calm down a little. But the alcohol keeps me sane” - she turns to me and I
look at her - “sometimes, I swear I feel like...”

A long blink, not only do her eyelids close, but so does her face, it
drops, empties. Her mouth opens without a breathe and her cheeks droop
down like a hot candle, soft white with a thin film of sweat. My face
moves close to hers. We could kiss. Lupe’s eyes are open just enough
that I can see shiny slivers of white. She’s not breathing. Wake up! Her
nostrils flare and eyes flutter open. She notices how close I am and moves
a little closer, then I ask, “Giving up? Sometimes you feel like giving
up?”’
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She slides her head back and says, “No I don’t, or didn 't feel like
that too much. But to live and die as a human and not some supreme
being like you always call me -

“You're a goddess.”

“But Mark, you just don’t know, I’'m so fuckin’ angry. Ineed an
out. Sometimes, I think it is a trap! I don’t want to be here, don’t want to
be Lupe. 1don’t want to be drunk. I don’t want to be full of that - that
nasty need to survive. [ don’t ever want to paint anymore.” Lupe pauses.
I have nothing, nothing to say. She starts up again, her voice broken by
nervousness, “When I was fifteen I vowed not to feel emotion because it
only brings problems. And art conjures emotion for me and drowns a
childhood dream, or nightmare really. Emotion lays its hands tightly over
my ears and forces me to listen to the inside of me. It forces me to listen,
Jforces! So, ’m putting me in a cage like I should have done, not when I
was fifteen, but when I was eight, when it started.

“I’m still a youth at twenty-three. I will finally be an innocent at
thirty-three, all the more a child a fifty-seven. And one day I’ll
understand, and realize that I‘m just naive. Mark I hate this. Maybe, you
can help me.”

I can help, how? Idon’t want to do it for her, kill her - hello, get
her to the hospital, or just go Kervorkian. 1 pick up the bottle and hold it
in my lap, staring down not really at the bottle but more at the dirty bus
floor just so I don’t have to look at Lupe so she doesn’t see that [ want to
help but don’t know how. Just stand up, walk to the dumb ass bus driver,
and tell him my friend is going to die! Please don’t die, Lupe. My free
hand reaches up and rolls the bottle. Suicide, how do you stop a suicide?
I tell her, “You got it better than me, Lupe. Look I’m trapped, a homeless
artist, a writer at that, Starving. This is all I am.”

“Homeless artist, bull shit!” She chops my statement. “What you
do is succeed in your own eyes. You won’t stay like this. You like to be
the center of attention too much. You’ll be clean, dressed nice, and
lovely. You’ll by happy, you should be - I see you that way. You’re too
cute to be a bum. Be an artist. Successful. You know, you’re too much,
not everyone sees that. And so. Their loss.”

No response. Her compliments scare me - lies, they 're lies.
Involuntarily, my hand, the one farthest from Lupe and rolling the bottle,
curls into a claw and pulls up to my chest with my elbow held in close to
my ribs. What a momma’s boy. Whoa, wait a minute. Lupe tilts her head
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back gently and her plush neck is exposed. Whoa, what can I do? Touch
her neck? Kiss it, lick it, or just let the breeze of a whisper brush her
neck; I want to whisper, so she knows, “I still love you.” A blue throb
stretches up from her shoulder, along her neck, to behind her ear, it beats,
barely. Her eyes roll down and she notices me staring at her neck, then
says, “My heart beat is like an extra weird Dot-Da Dat right now. It
makes me sick to my stomach, mostly ‘cause it’s uncomfortable, but I’l]
be able to sleep now, no nightmares.” She stops and gives a look as
though asking if I understand. Yes, I nod yes. She continues, “I read on-
line that there’s a place that will cremate you and mix you in with cement
to form a big ball, boulder like thing. They throw you, the ball, into the
sea so that you can be turned into a coral reef for the fishies. They put a
bronze plaque on the ball of the reef so that your family can dive down to
visit. But, what if they want to lay flowers? What if they want to pour
out a little liquor and cry for me? [ think for my funeral - well, it depends,
I have a whole dress up thing [ want to do. Not a lot of make-up and I
want to be buried with a tree next to me. Mark, you understand?”

“Yeah, I do. Lupe, maybe I could write out your plan.”

“Maybe. Mark, you should write this -”

“Damn! Help!” It’s EL a few seats away, screaming, “Ah, no.
Someone help, please. This man - damn - ” EL stands in the aisle holding
the junkie, the limp sleeping junkie by the shoulders, shaking him. “-
he’s - I think he’s gone, overdosed on some skit/ Get an ambulance.”

A woman two seats away, directly to Lupe’s left, pulls a digital
phone from her plastic alligator skin purse, and dials 911. Lupe’s head
snaps from side to side, adding it up. Overdosed junkie and emergency
phone call: possible failed suicide attempt. 1watch Lupe. Her lips are
pastel blue and her face is beginning to sweat badly. Her body stiffens;
she knows that an ambulance might save her from egoism’s epitome. I
lean forward and in front of Lupe like I could coil around her.

EL has propped the junkie, who’s probably dead, against the wall
and put his legs on the seat so the guy’s feet stick out into the aisle.
Everyone, murmuring, stays in their seats, although many stand for a
better view. The bus stops. The woman next to Lupe tells the operator
about an overdose and rises from her seat to look out the window, then
says, “We’re at Dobbins and Central, on the route Zero bus - yes, the
bus.”
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Lupe starts to stand up to leave. I grab her arm digging my
fingers into the bicep, and she looks at me, eyes wide, head shaking, no,
side to side, just barely noticeable. The bus driver gets out of his seat,
sighing, rubbing his butt, and walks down the aisle. I pull Lupe to me and
say, “No, no, you can stay your ass here. Please. You want to die, cool,
but if this junkie’s overdose leads to your stomach being pumped, to your
life being saved, then let it happen. Lupe, please, just let this coincidence
happen. If you start shaking and shit before the paramedics are here, you
live, and if not -”

“Mark, are you going to say anything to them?”

“Knowing myself, I just don’t know.”
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Michael Knoll

The Looking Glass

At the end I’m convicted, sentenced and escorted by soldiers to a
room in the center of the city, a cell with a tiny picture window, a wooden
door that opens only from the outside. The interior walls are white,
perfectly empty except for a photo of the President. From a ledge above
the toilet he smiles down, his small eyes sparked with a gracious light.
Twice a day the warden comes with a plate of food: a boiled potato and a
portion of cabbage. The diet never varies

For a long time the only sounds are the voices of soldiers who sit
gambling beyond the door. Ispend my time pacing, reviewing my
memories of the world as if they were a book I was forced to read over
and over. At intervals in the afternoon I look out through the window,
watching the faces which pause to peer in. [ gesture to each one but none
appears to see me. Each set of eyes is intent on the outer surface of the
glass. 1 watch someone’s hands straighten a tie, fix lipstick, a blouse, a
tangle of hair, and finally I understand: the window, painted silver on one
side, is a mirror, a kind of looking glass.

The stream of pedestrians outside the window is constant, as is
the interest in the mirror, the regular pausing at my window. Nearly
everyone who stops, observing the image in the glass, expresses some
complaint or grievance. Enthusiastically they describe their frustrations,
traumas, illnesses, the poverty and disorder of their lives.

I listen patiently, at first offering encouragement or consolation.
When I've heard each complaint a dozen times, and for the sake of
argument, I begin to disagree. “You’ve nothing to complain about,” I tell
a hunchbacked man in a grey overcoat. “You’re alive, you have your
freedom. Be content.”

“You’re insane,” the hunchback screams. “What right have you
to tell me about freedom. The mirror doesn’t belong in your window...”
The others forming a crowd, begin to side with him. They argue. I argue
back. It goes on.

The worst complainer is a fat man with one leg, sad eyes, a small
mole on one cheek. “I can’t tolerate it anymore,” he weeps. “It’s a
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struggle to walk. My bones ache with arthritis. My business fails. My
son wets his bed.”

“Calm yourself,” I advise. “Go watch the sunset or play with a
child...” He does not listen, repeating the same complaints over and over,
the words leaving his mouth like so many black birds.

One day the door opens. The fat man, the one with the missing
leg, is thrown inside protesting strenuously. As the door slams shut he
slumps against the wall, pleading. “It is not right! I don’t belong here! A
huge injustice has been done.”

For hours the screaming continues. The fat man curses the
government, condemns all of humanity. When he’s exhausted he sinks to
the floor, face drained, eyes coming to rest on the photo of the President.
For a. moment we curse him together. “May the President burn in hell,”
the fat man concludes, spitting twice at the photograph.

After that I offer my hand. “I’m Antoine,” he tells me. “I owned
a house with twelve rooms, a gabled roof, a wife with the face of an
angel. I think now that I loved her...”

We speak of our lives until the talking makes them beautiful,
sharing memories as if they were food, a kind of nourishment. When we
can remember no more we begin to invent, creating extravagant stories
neither of us believe, though we pretend to listen as the other is speaking.
When we tire of this we look out through the window, watching the city
change and grow lovely with the passage of days. The pedestrians,
though, remain the same, repeating their complaints in the same
despairing voices.

The most abrasive belongs to a red-haired woman with harlequin
glasses. “My husband is driving me to madness,” she sobs. “He pretends
to be impotent, refuses to lay a hand on me. Nothing arouses him.”

I ignore her, though she continues talking louder. “My stomach
grows worse every day. It’s eaten up with ulcers. Certain foods I’'m
unable to eat...”

Throughout her monologue Antoine regards her curiously, staring
as if he knew her once, the lines of his face drawn, vaguely troubled.
When I think he’s gone to sleep, the woman still moaning in the street, he
steps from the floor and drags himself on one leg to the window, throwing
his body against the glass and pounding heavily with his fists. “What’s
the matter with you?” he yells at the woman. “Have you lost your
eyesight? Look around you again. The sky at your shoulders is a piece of
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blue glass, perfect, each cloud filled with the breath of angels. And the
white buildings — Look! They rise above you like the pillars of heaven...”

(Note: Originally published in The Sonora Review)
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