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			Praise for Boonville

		

		
			“It’s the funniest first novel by an American writer to come my way since John Kennedy Toole’s A Confederacy of Dunces.” 

			 			– Washington Post Book World

			“Energetic, abrasive and very funny. . . . steamroller prose.”  

							  – New York Times Book Review

			“Milk-through-the-nose funny. . .”  – Salon

			“…brilliant, dyspeptic American comedy… (readers) will be rationing pages, putting off the evil hour when there is no more…”   			     				    – Boston Globe

			“A very sick man – and a very funny writer.”  

						 – Carl Hiaasen, author of Tourist Season

			“In the way that Carl Hiaasen takes on and spoofs South Florida, 

			Robert Mailer Anderson inflates, twists and serves up
characters from eccentric Boonville California. . . .  lots of laughs . . .  plenty of cheap shots.”  	  	– San Jose Mercury News

			“A brilliant new voice – twitchy, corny, sly, cackling and sad, but most of all, racing with vitality and goosing you to keep up. 

			Boonville is the creepy and hilarious coming-of-age story the 

			territory deserves – not your parents’ Vineland, but your own.” 

				        – Jonathan Lethem, author of Motherless Brooklyn

			“This… may prove to be the first genuine cult novel since Tom Robbins went mainstream. A great first novel. . . . a language and style all his own.”   	            – San Francisco Chronicle

			“A sardonic and beautifully imagined first novel… pages of

			well-tuned humor… an exemplary eye for emotional detail.” 

								   – San Francisco Weekly

			“Anderson’s outstanding first novel is a volatile mix of hippies and rednecks… riotous…”	          – San Francisco Examiner 

			“Boonville is the kind of story Steinbeck might have written if he was writing books today…” 

							   – Curled Up With A Good Book

			“Because I think Boonville by Robert Mailer Anderson is terrific, I am obliged to state that he is not a relative. He has, however, written a most exciting first novel and gives more than a few signs that he could become a member of that vanishing American breed – a major novelist.”

				          –  Norman Mailer, two time Pulitzer Prize winner,      
  author of The Armies of the Night and The Executioner’s Song

			“…deliciously wicked observations…  Anderson is not only a
skilled guide to one of America’s shadowier outlands, but a
plain top writer as well. He not only takes us there, but he makes us see and hear and sense even the dark corners of this world, and leave us with the characters still echoing.” 

								 – Raleigh News Observer

			“Anderson’s debut novel is a jolting journey... witty and insightful...”

						       		        –  Publishers Weekly

			“…full of hilariously quirky details only an insider would have
access to… Anderson can’t hide the ripe mix of love and disdain he seems to feel for the town and its inhabitants.”  

							    – San Francisco Bay Guardian 

			“The book is picaresque and hilarious – but Big Picture issues like racism, sexual freedom, spousal abuse, alcoholism, and abortion seep through its comical façade… His writing pulls no punches; nobody comes off looking good.” 

								   – San Francisco Reader

			“…blunt and provocative… the exceedingly talented Robert Mailer Anderson was born to write.” 

								 – Redwood Coast Review

			“Not for the faint of heart. Anderson is a bold, bright, funny writer who keeps the pages turning.” 

			 –  Bill Barich author, Big Dreams: Into the Heart of California

			“This book is not for the faint of heart.… an equal opportunity offender… no one escapes his scathing wit… Boonville takes up the big themes of life: love, death, relationships, community, and art.”	

			 					  – Russian River Monthly

			“Anderson has created characters worthy of Carl Hiaasen, set pieces that will make you howl with laughter, one-liners to turn late-night comics green with envy… rowdy, hilarious, and heartfelt…” 	

									        – Pacific Sun

			“…the cast of characters is a crew whose strangeness has rarely been matched.” 		

							           – San Francisco Examiner

			“…a Gen-X answer to Thomas Pynchon’s Vineland, a fresh take
on the meaning and madness of Northern California… in the spirit of the black comedies of Florida novelist Carl Hiaasen… maybe the right point of comparison for Anderson lies somewhere between Beowolf and Don Quixote.” 

								     – North Bay Bohemian

			“…fast-paced, quick-witted dialogue and sparkling writing…” 

								      – The Press Democrat

			“A young writer of energy, style, and wit.” 

					              – Martin Cruz Smith, author Gorky Park

			“Anderson may be the WASP Lenny Bruce.” 

							      –  Anderson Valley Advertiser

			“Top ten literary events of 2001.”  

							          – San Francisco Chronicle
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			This is a work of fiction; any character’s resemblance to persons living or dead is strictly coincidental. Although the town of Boonville is real and I did live there and graduate from high school and drink beer and play sports and read Dos Passos and write for the local paper there and my first girlfriend (although I never really called her my girlfriend) tried to kill me there by driving into oncoming traffic at the intersection of Highway 128 and Mountain View Road and my heroes have always been cowboys and I do truly love the Anderson Valley, there’s no way to accurately portray this place. Nobody would believe the real truth. It’s too violent and weird. And this is not some thinly veiled autobiography. I repeat, this is a work of fiction. I tried my best to
get at some “higher truth.” I think we all know the inherent problems in that undertaking. So, any of the local residents who can read, and do read this novel, and take offense at the descriptions or content, instead of sucker-punching me while I’m in town trying to buy groceries with my wife and son, let me just buy you a drink and we’ll call it even. As for the hippies in the county who may be upset at the depiction of hippies, I say, “Tough shit, hippie.” Anyone willing to identify themselves as a hippie here in the 21st century has their head up their ass and gets what they deserve.

		

		
			For

			Nicola

			Dashiell, Lucinda, Frances, Callum

			Bruce Anderson 

			The Anderson Valley Advertiser

			Anderson Valley High School 

			(especially the class of ’87)

			Panther Pride

			and in memory of 

			The Lodge

			and

			Joyce Hurley

		

		
			
			

		

		
			The power of an event can flow from its unresolvable heart, 
all the cruel and elusive elements that don’t add up, and it makes 
you do odd things, and tell stories to yourself, and build 
believable worlds.

			– Don DeLillo, Underworld

			Which proves again how no man can cause more grief
than that one clinging blindly to the vices of his ancestors.

			– William Faulkner, Intruder in the Dust

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Boonville. John couldn’t believe the town was actually named Boonville. It wasn’t just an expression, a private joke among his family describing where his whacked-out, alcoholic grandmother had lived and made squirrel sculptures from driftwood. This place existed. He was driving his dead grandmother’s ’78 Datsun down the main strip, eyes wide with disbelief as the principal attractions shot past: gas station, video store, bar, market, bar, hotel, drive-in, health-food store, open highway. He continued along the two-lane road expecting the rest of the town to appear, more buildings, street signs, traffic, a Burger King for Christ’s sake. But there was nothing, a slab of concrete wedged between trees and hills, winding away from what he thought must have been a mirage. Two more miles of pastoral landscape and he flicked on his blinker, signaling for the hell of it, checking his rearview mirror and seeing nobody coming or going in either direction. He steered the car to the skirt of the road, engine coughing and wheezing, dieseling and then farting a cloud of carbon monoxide into the country air. The motor made a mechanical ticking sound. John sat motionless behind the wheel. Tick, tick, tick.

			“I’m going to put this as nicely as I can, John,” he re-
membered his girlfriend saying, two weeks before he booked his flight from Miami to San Francisco. “Your grandma was a spent bitch!”

		

		
		

		
			1

		

		
			Born a communications major, Christina had a flair for tact. She had recently told John on a crowded bus, within earshot of at least twenty Cubans, she felt like a potato chip dunked into a can of black bean dip.

			“Completely fucking gaga,” she elaborated. “Growing marijuana at age seventy, shooting a guy in the leg because he had a bad aura. Woodchuck sculptures? Your father said she lived in a shack, and that town Boonville, I read somewhere it’s so backward they have their own language.”

			John had read the same piece on the town’s odd lingo, Boontling, which had sprouted around the turn of the century at “hop-pickin’ campaigns,” a mish-mash of slang that used English as its base. Grandma had said it was as dead as Latin. Only a fistful of locals spoke it, transplants from Arkansas, hard-drinking, tobacco-chewing bullshit artists. In the article there had been a picture of two such men, dirty workshirts, rifles in the gun racks of their pickup trucks, a half-mouth of teeth between them, conversing in front of a restaurant called the Horn of Zeese, which was Boontling for “cup of coffee.” Quaint or disturbing, John couldn’t decide.

			“Christina,” he pleaded, unable to recall the last time they had done something spontaneous together, aside from switching long-distance carriers. They never did take those tango classes or learn to salsa. He’d suggest weekend trips without a destination, renting scuba gear, exploring the Everglades. She would agree, and then find an excuse to stay home. Queen of the twenty-four-hour flu. If he argued, she changed the subject to their careers or lack of cash flow.

			“Think about it,” Christina demanded, with her usual single-
mindedness. “Until she died, that woman was living in the sixties. It wasn’t even her generation.”

			Grandma had kept John updated on her protests, weekend attempts to save the spotted owl, the coho salmon, the giant redwoods. The endangered-species cause célèbre. She had been arrested a dozen times in towns he couldn’t find on a map, Albion, Covelo, Laytonville, and, of course, Boonville. She had once sent a postcard from the jailhouse of Point Arena that consisted of two Thoreau quotes, “I believe in the forest, and in the meadow, and in the night in which the corn grows.” and “What are you doing out there?” John had found his grandmother’s radicalism endearing, transforming her lifelong bitterness into something useful. Christina said, “If she really wanted change, she’d pool her resources with other hippies and hire a lobbyist.”

			Christina had grown more conservative since their college days at the University of Miami, developing a low tolerance for anything that didn’t increase their savings account. It was beginning to dominate the details of their life, the food they ate, the jokes they told, the plays and museum exhibitions they missed. She even dressed differently, skirt suits, hair pulled back and set with a clip. Sensible shoes. Before it was loose T-shirts and loud Bermudas, hair falling unevenly onto her shoulders, eyes that asked, “What next?” She would go braless, sometimes sans panties. “Easy access,” she would coo, and they would make love in elevators, parking lots, on the beach. Now it was predictable, clothes, conduct, conversation. And sex only occurred in bed, if they had scheduled a “sex date.”

			“The sixties are over, the seventies are over, and the eighties are closing fast,” Christina told him, demonstrating how history could be disposed of in neat packages. “Your grandma didn’t realize that, and now she’s dead.”

			“What does that have to do with anything?” John wanted to know.

			He looked around their apartment, pastel furniture and white carpeting. Carefully selected chrome and glass accessories. Television, front and center. A stack of coasters on a coffee table with magazines spread out just so, Glamour, House Beautiful, 
Vanity Fair. Mood dimmer halogen track lighting, an Italian floor lamp that took six weeks to be delivered, all ordered from one 
of Christina’s catalogs. Over the sofa, a framed Ansel Adams print of a forest of white-trunked trees.

			What compromise had led to that purchase? John wondered. It must have been the day he wanted to buy the Diane Arbus photograph of the retarded girl touching her toes.

			“Muerto!” Christina spit, and even in another language her point was still unclear. “Her whole way of thinking is done.”

			Outside the apartment, Florida air hung as hot and tight as a sunbather’s butt thong. Through the window, John watched palm trees droop with the weight of the afternoon, Coppertone bodies flashing Rolexes, boutiques and half-empty high-rises. Miami, city of greed and vanity, cocaine and implants, varicose veins and mambo. He had grown up, gone to college, spent twenty-seven years in the Sunshine State trying to believe fun was a large body of water and a pink drink. Whenever you built a city in a place without seasons, he observed, people got strange. At least as a child he was able to walk the beaches barefoot. Now you couldn’t take a step without cutting yourself on a broken bottle or syringe. Miami had become an hourglass. Time run out.

			“What about rednecks?” Christina asked. “Have you given a thought about rednecks?”

			Christina was on a roll that a fancy dinner and a pitcher of piña coladas couldn’t stop. Forget trying to make it up to her with flowers, he wouldn’t hear the end of this one for weeks. It was as if he had suggested they move straight to hell.

			“Remember, I lived in Tallahassee for five years,” she reminded John. “Rednecks might be worse than hippies.”

			Of course he had thought about rednecks, recalling the saying in Miami, “The farther north you go, the farther south you get.” But the question on the floor was, “What about west?” California was supposed to be the final frontier for personal expression, especially the San Francisco Bay Area, an enclave of born dissidents. By Grandma’s account, Boonville was only a hundred miles north of the Golden Gate Bridge, in Mendocino County, a region known for its stunning coastline and wine grapes. There were rivers and forests, a fertile valley with acres of scrub oaks and apple orchards. Everybody knew everybody by their first name. They still rode horses and raised livestock. People didn’t lock their doors at night.

			But you never knew what was fact or fiction until you experienced it for yourself. Grandma had also warned, “If you travel fifty miles outside any city in America, it’s Faulkner country.”

			“I need to move,” John told Christina.

			“Selfish,” Christina chided. “Mr. Selfish.”

			“I can’t live here anymore,” he tried to explain. “I don’t want to start a family in Florida. They’ll grow up to be surfers, realtors, lawyers, or worse. There’s nothing else here.”

			“We’re here,” Christina said.

			“That’s right,” John said, conceding the obvious, but not knowing exactly what to make of it. “And I don’t want my kids getting skin cancer or believing life imitates L.A.”

			“What’s wrong with L.A.?” she said.

			Christina compulsively reached for one of the bottles of sunscreen left around the apartment, squirting a dollop in her palm and rubbing it onto her arms as if the lotion offered a layer of protection not only from the UV rays, but from her life.

			“It could be great,” John said, ignoring her question because answering it would begin another conversation about the same thing, and he was trying to build momentum. “We could take the forty grand she left me and fix her cabin. You could work in a gallery. I could take a break from marketing. You said yourself I need a career change. It would be an adventure.”

			“How about doing the same thing here,” Christina suggested. “Use the money for a down payment on a place in Coral Gables?”

			“I’m sick of living this close to my parents,” John said, thinking, if she didn’t understand that, then who had he been sleeping with all these years? “I’m starting to wonder how much influence I have over my own life.”

			“I’m starting to wonder how much you want to be involved in mine.” Christina replied, sealing the lid back on the bottle. “You go to Bumfuck, John, you’re leaving your job, your family, your friends. And me.”

			Not quite believing it, John looked at Christina and saw seven years of devotion culminating in a decision that took all of two seconds. Then he told himself a joke that he had always found more frightening than funny, one passed around ceremoniously by his buddies after breakups with wives and girlfriends, inserting their former partner’s name for the punch line:

			Knock, knock.

			“Who’s there?”

			Not Christina anymore.

			The dying California sunlight shredded trees, spreading Fritz Lang shadows across John’s face and the Datsun. With each gust of wind, leaves and brittle sticks departed the main to the mulching roadside. Moss covered branches, mistletoe clung in clumps to inner limbs. There were no mangroves or sand. No coconuts or dates hanging oblong and edible, ripe for the picking. No Key Biscayne shimmering through the windshield. This wasn’t a Sunday drive to contemplate sailboats and pink flamingos, a down and back to Sloppy Joe’s to sit on Hemingway’s stool and sip Cuba Libres. John smelled rotting apples, sweat, motor oil. He felt his universe imploding, boundaries pulled in and tucked around his neck like a plastic bag. California didn’t feel laid back.

			Something compelled him to look out the passenger’s window to the drainage ditch running the length of the highway where he spotted the carcass of a decomposing animal. Deer, goat, dog? There was a trail in the dirt leading to where it had collapsed, probably with the hopes of somehow escaping. Every animal believes in immortality, John thought, if only in the moment before they die. He wondered if the thing knew where it was when it took its last breath. Euphoric adrenaline shock of a child falling off a bicycle. Did the rest of the pack so much as pause? He had heard that when dogs had litters in the country, their owners put the puppies in a sack and threw them in a river to drown.

			Looking at the dead animal, John thought, What have I done?

			“Don’t do it,” his father had warned, standing in the center of the living room where John had spent countless hours hunkered down on the rug doing his homework and listening to his parents fight.

			The Gibson house was a steel-shuttered bungalow in the center of a middle-class block. Hurricane-proof, inside and out. The furniture consisted of cheap antiques and worthless heirlooms. It seemed that in decorating their home, John’s parents had pledged to make the same mistakes as their parents, not just with the furnishings but across the board – fear-infused alcoholism with a Republican chaser. Grandma was the exception, departing from the fold. But they refused to acknowledge her second life as a senior citizen and sculptor because it didn’t fit into their perspective of appropriate behavior. She was a skeleton in the closet, dead and bone-rattling.

			“The devil you know is better than the devil you don’t,” his father continued. “They got cults out there, Moonies, Bhagwans, Manson, Jim Jones, feminists. Weird alliances.”

			John hadn’t told his father that his bags were already packed. He had splurged on a one-way ticket in business class, paying last-minute prices for a hot towel and a shot of
Courvoisier. Christina wasn’t coming. Tomorrow he would be on the West Coast alone, manifesting his destiny.

			He had just gone through the motions of saying goodbye to his mother. No tears there. She was sherry-glazed and doing the laundry.

			“Take care and write,” she said, the same farewell speech she had given John when he had moved fifteen minutes away to Coral Gables for college.

			His father was more verbose. John was almost enjoying the alarmist concern. It was a perverse power, knowing that whatever his father said, he could no longer stop him.

			“You make a decision like this,” his father said, trying to relate to him the dire consequences of embracing the unknown, “and you have to live with it, forever.”

			John knew his father had once dreamed of his only child becoming an investment banker instead of a manager in the marketing department of a public relations firm. He envisioned his son tearing entire economies a new asshole, not fucking around with pamphlets. John was supposed to own an apartment in Manhattan by now, a house in the Hamptons, a condo in Boca Raton. There were supposed to be brief visits and expensive dinners, beautiful women on his arm, so his father could have something worth looking at across the table from him. How would John get laid without money? Christina was fine, but his father was convinced she was going to leave him if John didn’t claw his way into a higher tax bracket. His relationship with Christina had always been a mystery to his father, a wrinkle on a clean pressed shirt.

			So, in preparation for his son’s future, his father had made John play a game of “fantasy stocks.” Choosing shares with a pretend bank account, he taught him how to pick “winners.” IRAs, money- markets, futures, junk bonds. There were quizzes and transaction fees. Daily calls. Then he could read the sports page if he liked, unless he would rather make his father happy and scour the rest of the Herald for trends. But instead of the business section, John developed an obsession with the obituaries, people’s lives laid out in a paragraph. Eventually his mother discovered his notebooks filled with imaginary obits for his family and friends, the neighbors and the postman. John’s father concluded that his son was a failure, and it became clear to John that any success he might experience would be looked upon with disappointment by the man who had leaked life inside his mother while simultaneously sucking it out. But his father’s real obituary was forthcoming. Men like him didn’t see sixty too often. They died of strokes and colon cancer, overdosing on red meat and Black Label. John looked forward to writing his father’s obituary. It wouldn’t take long or be much of a headline, possibly only the words Also Dead Today. Or a small listing: Survived by. His own name beneath his mother’s.

			He felt a tinge of guilt as he watched his father’s hand shake with a tremor of Parkinson’s, a dark prayer answered. His father tried to steady the wave but the quake rolled down his arm, shoulder trembling, face twisting with the sting of palsy.

			“You never listen to me anyway,” his father said.

			John wanted to disagree, tell his father he had heard everything, but it seemed cruel to attack a man whose own body had turned against him. His father backed away, ambling to a rhythm that only the marrow of his bones could understand, and went over to the liquor cabinet to pour himself a drink. Half the booze made it into the glass, the rest ran down his wrist onto the floor. A puddle formed at his feet. His father swallowed the contents of the tumbler, grimacing at his choice of medicine.

			John heard his mother in the kitchen, banging pots and pans. Well-done meat, limp vegetables, plenty of potatoes. The menu never changed. John didn’t miss eating at the family table, his mother serving the meal, then doing her crossword so she didn’t have to watch her husband stabbing the meat with his knife and fork, challenging the food until he defeated every last bite. Gibsons were fast eaters, food defined by texture not taste. His father sat down in his chair waiting for the routine to begin, looking away from his only heir. John turned to leave. No tears all the way around.

			So now here he was staring past the dashboard of the Datsun at the swaying trees, their branches swinging with suffusive intent, each limb fighting for space amidst the others. Leaves failing to cover the conflict. The largest of the trees let out a high-pitched creak from somewhere within its bark. That one should be cut down, John thought. What had his father whispered passing the casket at Grandma’s funeral? “Damage control.”

			John recalled the relief in his father’s eyes after throwing the first shovelful of dirt at Grandma’s grave site. Later, while eating ice cream off a paper plate, he had heard the phrase “self-quarantine,” uncertain whether someone was referring to Grandma packing up and moving to California or how his father had decided to stay put in Florida. John still couldn’t believe she was dead. He remembered their last conversation, three days before her death.

			Holding the telephone receiver in his office at Leggiere and Philips, John didn’t hear the condemned roller coaster he had come to know as Grandma’s voice, starting low and rising decibel by decibel, lurching upward with regrets and misgivings until it shrieked on its tracks, dropping into drunken grumbling. She had found a pace for her thoughts that carried with it the unsettling notes of finality. Instead of singing like a carnival ride, she seemed to hum an aria of sadness. It caught him off guard, not because she had called him at work – Grandma rarely telephoned him at home for fear of reaching “The Ivory Girl,” as she had dubbed Christina – it was her tone that was unnerving. The calm urgency of someone who had prepared for catastrophe all their lives and had finally spotted locusts on the horizon.

			John was eating a Cuban sandwich. He tried to do something else when he talked to Grandma, an excuse not to listen closely. If he did, he found himself hearing a kind of truth nobody else spoke, recruiting him into a conspiracy against himself. If any of his colleagues caught him in his cubicle on one of these calls, they teased him. He had told them stories about Grandma and they thought it was hilarious the way he could hardly tolerate a five-minute conversation with the woman. They made sinister Nosferatu gestures with their fingers and drinking motions with imaginary bottles in their hands. They knew it was Grandma because John’s expression grew serious like he was contemplating the laws of physics instead of trying to create a mailer. The office secretary thought his discomfort was cute, everybody loving a crazy relative as long as they weren’t related. Normally, John welcomed the distractions, but on this day he found their banter caustic and accusing.

			Bean Bean, his friend and co-worker, whose real name was Benito Beñes, a Cuban whose parents had fled Fidel in the sixties by floating to America on a makeshift raft of inner tubes stripped from their Chrysler Imperial, called John’s name out in the voice John used to mimic his grandmother. John scowled. Bean Bean’s hands were full of fliers in three different fonts. Another arbitrary aesthetic decision. He smiled at John and his “abuela loca.” When John pressed the receiver to Bean Bean’s ear so he could hear the source, it ceased being funny.

			“What’s that noise?” Grandma wanted to know. “Feeding time at the zoo?”

			“Sorry, Grandma,” he said, swallowing a lump of sandwich and waving away Bean Bean.

			“If you were sorry, you’d visit,” she replied, telling him that he sounded older than he ought to be, adding, “It’s amazing how people change if they’re capable of it. Human beings have a huge capacity to better themselves, although they rarely ever do. But their opportunities never cease.”

			John glanced at the other Leggiere and Philips employees bustling about with tired eyes. The fluorescent lighting sucked color from everyone’s skin, even the sunworshippers who spent their weekends darkening their tropical tans – the Long Island refugees and Jewish girls who now looked Jamaican. He knew half the office was involved in some deadline with an unhappy client. The other half was updating their resumes. Typical Thursday. The custodian changed the lining on the wastepaper baskets. Bean Bean had moved to the water cooler where he tried to avoid eye contact with their boss and a secretary he had slept with on a rum drunk. Everyone wanted to hit the beach or go home. They were pushing sand against the tide. That was one of Grandma’s favorite expressions. She used it to describe the first sixty-five years of her life.

			“There’s so much bullshit to sort through before you get to yourself,” she had told John. “I wish I could have started earlier. My race is about run. But you could take advantage of this. And as you go on, I go on. I’m in your blood, probably more so than your father. Sometimes it skips a generation, the desire to be alive.”

			John turned the key and stepped on the accelerator. The Datsun swung around in a semicircle off the shoulder of the road and back onto the highway. A rear door opened, threatening to spill his suitcase and the cardboard boxes full of everything he had flown out with him from Miami, but the door hit its hinge, springing back before anything was lost. He barely noticed, foot flush with floorboard, eyes fixed ahead. He saw a field of sheep grazing among archaic farm equipment, parted out and left to rust, tillers and thrashers, diggers and planters. Machinery of a bygone era. There was a pile of tractor tires, a stack of industrial pipe, broken cinder blocks. Smoke from a burn barrel gathered in a billow above the remnants of a feed barn. Metal stakes of a new vineyard flickered the reflections of anticipated growth in the periphery of his vision. He didn’t bother to check his rearview mirror or feel sympathy for his compatriot left back in the ditch. He concentrated on the road stretching out before him.

			And there it was again, the town where Grandma had spent the last twelve years of her life. The town where she had willed him his future. A green sign riddled with bullet holes and dents pounded by beer bottles flung from speeding trucks, said, “Boonville, pop 715.” He blinked. Boonville, pop 715.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			“I’m a feminist, but I can still have fun!” a woman’s voice boomed from the dining room of the Boonville Hotel.

			John was sitting at the bar. He threw back a shot of whiskey and took a swig of his beer chaser. After revisiting the mile-long strip of Highway 128 that was Boonville, he had decided he needed a drink. Maybe two drinks, stiff ones. Possibly three. Then I can assess the situation objectively, he convinced himself, and call Grandma’s friend to get the keys to her cabin or make a run for the airport while my bags are still packed.

			“That’s the problem with the Movement,” stated the voice from the dining room. “I can’t be a part of it if I want to get laid.”

			The bartender shook his head. He had gentle blue eyes and stiff whiskers, his silver hair cut into a style that may have been fashionable some Sunday-go-to-meeting fifty years ago. He wore a wine-stained apron and a denim shirt with embroidery above each pocket depicting two blossoming roses. John didn’t know if the shirt was a uniform or something the old man would wear anyway, not every day, but to get gussied up. He reminded John of the wagon-train cook in an old Western, the one the bad guys shot to let you know they were bad.

			The bartender checked the room to see if he could be overheard, then fixed an elbow on the bar in front of John.

			“Before this was the Boonville Hotel, it was the New Boonville Hotel,” he said, voice gravelly, furthering the John Ford effect. “Hands down, it had the ugliest sign of any restaurant in Northern California.”

			John tried to imagine the sort of monstrosity an entrepreneur in this area might hang to attract passing motorists, thinking about the signs that cluttered Highway 1 in Florida, transforming what used to be a scenic view into a gaudy sales pitch.

			“This building dates back to before I was born, which is saying something for anything standin’ in these parts,” the bartender elaborated. “But that sign was plastic and neon tacked on like an outhouse at the Taj Mahal.”

			John nodded, pushing his shot glass forward, indicating he didn’t need another, although he wanted one. The bartender dispensed of the empty into a three-tubbed sink filled with soapy, clear, and blue-dyed water. He ran the dirty glass through the three pools and set it in a drying rack.

			“But now that it’s gone, we got her,” he gestured back toward the woman’s voice, a trail of water following his hand. “Not an even exchange.”

			John’s head began to transmit a serene static. Hard alcohol hit him right away. Maybe he didn’t want another. He took a drink of his Boont Amber to keep it rolling, a beer he learned from the menu was brewed across the street at the Buckhorn Saloon, which operated a “micro-brewery” in its basement. By the taste of it, that sounded about right.

			He had spotted the Buckhorn on his drive into town, a redwood structure that resembled a hunting lodge, the sort of place where several televisions would be showing marginal sporting events, steeplechasing, kickboxing, Australian-rules football. They had the same kind of bars in Miami with tropical motifs: “Tommy’s Tuna Hut,” “Jim’s Trophy Room,” “Danny’s Dolphin Lounge.” But the Buckhorn appeared to be a new business; nothing about it sagged like the rest of the town.

			John had chosen to patronize the Boonville Hotel because of the fancier cars in the parking lot. He wanted to see the best Boonville had to offer and also check for a vacancy in case Grandma’s cabin was unlivable. It was the only hotel he had seen since Cloverdale, another wide spot in the road thirty miles back toward San Francisco. Unfortunately, the hostess of the Boonville Hotel informed him that it wasn’t a working hotel anymore, “just a restaurant and bar.” John didn’t press for details. He’d settle for a drink. But apparently the bartender had taken it upon himself to fill him in on the history.

			“The owners of this place were a couple from Frisk,” he told John. “They were the ones responsible for the sign and puttin’ art on the walls, fancy wine, espresso, ten bucks a salad: piece of lettuce, rabbit’s shit worth of goat cheese. California Nouvelle Cuisine. Told the food critics they grew everything in the garden, organic. Yuppies and hippies love their organics. They came out of the woodwork to eat at the New Boonville Hotel. Then all hell broke loose.”

			People didn’t often share information with John, who had overheard his friends describe him as “fiercely loyal” and “the last to know,” the latter attribute lending itself to the first. He had the instincts of a mutt: feed me, pet me, fetch. What facts he had discovered, he had sought out to routine disappointment. The truth hurt. Still, he didn’t want to be left out. He waited for the bartender’s bone toss, feigning the composure of someone who could keep a secret. The bartender leaned in further, obviously having taken the job for the social aspects, not the paycheck.

			He told John the former owners were bad businesspeople, running up debts and burning bridges. The wait-staff began demanding payment for their shifts in advance. A cook once quit three times in the same week, walking out during the dinner rush. They had to bribe him back with a case of wine. One night, tired of the battle, the couple “Z’ed” the register and skipped town without paying anyone. Two weeks later, they hired someone to rob the restaurant, then claimed theft and collected insurance money from a post office box in Mendocino.

			“Big goddamned stink,” the bartender said. “Locals started lootin’ the place. See, your average logger or Mexican couldn’t afford to eat here, still can’t. They wouldn’t let ‘em hang out in the bar either. Yuppies in six-hundred-dollar suits don’t want to look at rednecks in twenty-dollar jeans. Most folks just took what they thought was owed. I sent my grandkid into the wine cellar, but the half-wit came back with six bottles of grenadine. Been drinkin’ Shirley Temples to make my toes curl. But now that couple runs a restaurant up in Seattle or Paris or somewhere. Rich people can get away with murder.”

			“Didn’t the local authorities do anything?” John said, rinsing his throat with the rest of his beer.

			“Local authorities?” the bartender laughed. “All we got is Cal, the resident deputy. Other than him, there’s no law. He’s got better things to do than guard this place. There’s a fight pretty near every week at The Lodge, folks drivin’ around higher ‘n a billy, four-wheelin’, shootin’ guns. Besides, his response time ain’t what I call inspirin’. By the time he gets his slow butt out of bed, crime’s been done. Hold up a minute.”

			The bartender tramped three paces to take a couple’s order, waiting patiently while a bald man in a sports jacket asked about the “nose” and “acidity” of various wines on the wine list. After a litany of questions concerning “harvests,” “fermentation,” and “barrel selection,” he inquired about the house red, asking if it was “full-bodied.” The bartender answered, “Like Liz Taylor on a chocolate binge.” Uncorking a bottle labeled Edmeades, he poured two glasses with the nonchalance of someone who had spent more than their share of time behind a slab of mahogany. The bald man shoved his face into the glass, held it up to the light, swirled it, and then took a sip.

			“Jammy,” he said, as if he had stomped the grapes himself.

			His companion sampled hers, seemingly satisfied. The bartender returned the bottle to its shelf, marked a check with a pencil and set the bill in front of them in a brandy snifter. The two kissed as if the bartender’s tip was to witness their affection. He swabbed a wet spot to their right with a towel, wiped his hands on his apron, and slid back to John.

			“I should have left them the bottle,” he whispered. “And bet they couldn’t make it back to the bright lights inside an hour. Highpockety prack.”

			John wasn’t familiar with the expression, wondering if it was a bit of the local language, but as a native Floridian used to tourists making the rounds in Mickey Mouse ears, he felt he got the gist of it.

			“Where you from?” the bartender asked, peeking at the couple like he had served them hemlock and was waiting for it to kick in. “You look like you got more sense than to be from around here.”

			“Miami,” John answered.

			“Should have known by the tan,” the bartender said. “Almost mistook you for a workin’ man.”

			“I work,” John replied, not wanting to talk shop about the job he had quit. “But my grandmother died recently, so I’m moving out here into her place.”

			“Sorry to hear that,” the bartender said.

			“That I’m moving to Boonville or that my grandmother died?” John asked.

			“Both,” the bartender told him. “This town is hard on the young and it’s never easy losin’ family. Plus, bad luck runs in threes. You got somethin’ else waitin’ on you.”

			“I’m not superstitious,” John said, although he was the kind of person who hedged his bets, throwing salt, knocking wood, avoiding the underneath of ladders. He wouldn’t stoop for a penny on the ground unless it was faced heads up. Out loud, he claimed superstitions were for idiots. In private, he read his horoscope and cringed at unfortuitous fortune cookies. Christina once rearranged their furniture for good feng shui, demanding he buy a mirror for the entryway of the apartment to access their “career center.” Why pull on trouble’s braid? He did as he was told. He didn’t solicit occult information, but always felt better if someone was predicting happiness instead of doom.

			“Grandma and I weren’t close,” he told the bartender, trying to distance himself from a woman whose whole life seemed snakebit.

			Edna Woodhull Nesbitt had been born in the wrong place at the wrong time, not that there would have been a right place or right time. If you had asked her, she would have told you the world was rigged against all women. But being born eccentric in Arizona in 1915 without a father did her no favors. On her seventh birthday, her schoolmarm widow of a mother gave her a copy of The Works of Emily Dickinson, relaying emphatically, “This is our legacy. Stay away from those Bronte sisters.” Edna carried it with her wherever she went, sitting for hours in the Tucson sun, reading over and over, “I never saw a moor, I never saw the sea; Yet know I how the heather looks, And what a wave must be.” She took long walks and had conversations with dead writers. She was at the top of her class at school, but indifferent to classmates. “Why doesn’t she come play?” the other girls would ask. Edna thought the answer was obvious.

			When her figure took shape at sixteen, it isolated her even further. Occasionally, a teen smelling of pomade and puberty would cross the cafeteria, eyes of the school upon him, and ask her to a movie. “Are you kidding?” she would say, unsure if the boy was being sincere, thinking to herself, “Wasn’t he making fun of my breasts in gym class?” Her confusion sounded like a refusal and the boy would slink back to his lunch table pals, cursing, “Stuck-up bitch!” High school ended. She didn’t go to prom. She didn’t care. She got to go to college, the other girls didn’t.

			She matriculated at Arizona State to study teaching like her mother. The girls in her dormitory compared her looks to Myrna Loy’s and were shocked that she had never dated. Edna was astounded that they had no intention of pursuing a career outside of being a rich man’s wife. They called her “the last suffragette.” “We already have the vote,” they’d say. “What else do you want?” Edna didn’t know, something. But to appease them, she dated Wayne Gibson, a business major from Honolulu who kept his tan year-round as captain of the A.S.U. golf team. She went along with the relationship like a guest served burnt food, forcing a look of satisfaction, never asking for seconds. They graduated, Edna with honors, Wayne a scratch golfer. They married and moved to Hawaii where Wayne was handed the family fortune, which he dropped in a series of bad investments. After selling their beachfront property, stating, “Nobody’s going to want to vacation here anymore, not after Pearl Harbor,” he invested in a chain of miniature-golf-course-Laundromats. They moved to Florida. Babies came, one after the other; Wayne named them, Edna raised them. They bought twin beds. Too late.

			“None of it was my idea,” Grandma revealed to John after his grandfather had died. “I never wanted to teach, I never wanted children,” she paused, taking a pop from her glass of gin. “And I never wanted your grandfather. The only thing he knew how to do was play golf and lose money. I used to sit in our house and pray to God he’d die of heatstroke on the tee of the eighteenth hole. I’d take over the finances, and he wouldn’t get to finish his round.”

			“Imagine,” she continued, John transfixed, “We had once owned acres of Waikiki Beach and then there we were in the concrete squalor of South Florida sitting behind that ‘Putt and Dry’ with only a pocket full of quarters. And once we had children, your grandfather disappeared. I’ll tell you, his absence became the only thing he had to offer me. This is a man’s world. They don’t even let women think about the possibilities. Now that he’s really gone, I’m doing as I please!”

			She took their bank book and her dog-eared copy of Emily Dickinson and flew to the self-actualizing confines of the Left Coast. The answer was obvious.

			For the bartender’s benefit, John briefly explained how Grandma had moved from Florida when he was fourteen, communicating through letters and telephone calls. She sent books for his birthday: Grace Paley, Edith Wharton, Dawn Powell. It was part of a deal that hinged on the understanding that he would never visit and she would never return. In fact, he still had to get the keys to her cabin from a friend of hers named Pensive Prairie Sunset.

			“Aw shit!” the bartender let loose. “Is your grandmother’s place up on Manchester Road?”

			“I think so,” John answered, reaching into his pocket for a slip of paper ripped from a pad of Leggiere and Philips stationery, the scrawl close to illegible, as if he had hoped to get lost from his own directions.

			“I’ll be a sonofabitch,” the bartender said, when John confirmed the address as either 312 or 317 Manchester Road, unable to decipher the last digit. “Your grandma’s the Squirrel Lady!”

			“She’s just Grandma to me,” John replied, but could see the bartender recognized something in his features.

			“I know folks come here to get weird, but the Squirrel Lady must have started way before she hit Boont,” the bartender insisted. “I never had no problems with her, except winnin’ one of her squirrels in a raffle. Pissy lookin’ thing, eight-feet tall, still settin’ in my backyard, not worth a shit. But that’s my luck, same old six-then-seven.”

			“So, you knew her?” John said, wondering if her reputation was going to prevent him from being anything more than Edna Gibson’s grandson.

			“Everybody knew her,” the bartender told him. “But I don’t talk about nobody’s family to their face. Folks are more sensitive than they care to admit, and quicker with their fists than you’d care to imagine.”

			“What about Pensive Prairie Sunset?” John asked.

			“See for yourself,” the bartender said. “But I’m guessin’ she’s number three in your cycle of bad luck.”

			John tried to imagine his luck deteriorating more than it already had, clicking along like the insides of Grandma’s pocket watch, running neither fast nor slow but at its own unpredictable pace. As a child, he had opened the gold timepiece because he had wanted to survey the works, gears gleaming, gunmetal efficient. He replaced the back and it never kept time again. Sometimes, tapping the crystal, it gave a few irregular seconds. False hopes. Nothing to be counted on. After Grandma pronounced it worthless, she gave it to him as a gift. Later in life, John carried it as a charm to the dog track. Jai alai matches. If I can get it to work, he’d say, shaking it roughly, I’ll win. More superstition. There was only one cycle of luck, he had decided. And it was all bad.

			“Here’s one on the house,” the bartender said, setting a fresh beer in front of John. “Welcome to the valley, Squirrel Boy. Bahl hornin’. Drink up though, this place is shut at 9:30 and I’m home with the wife yellin’ at me by 9:35.”

			“How come you close so early?” John asked.

			“In case you haven’t noticed,” the bartender replied, “this is a small town.”

			John thanked him, but as he drank, his fears reasserted themselves. Everything was becoming treacherous; the bar, the patrons, his buzz. He worried that Grandma had been more than a crazy alcoholic. Even the bartender could tell something else was wrong with her, anyone with common sense, a semi-normal nervous system, could see that. John’s father had said Edna Gibson was mean enough to fake Alzheimer’s. “Are you sure I have a son who is alive?” Grandma would ask if John mentioned his father, “Well, tell him I said, ‘Hello,’ and that I’m dying.” She had been kind to John, but now he wondered if Grandma didn’t resent him too, plotting to destroy her grandson because she could reach him in a way she couldn’t her own son. Boonville could be a trap. Her love the bait.

			John stared at the bubbles in his beer. He tried to remember the last time he had had a drink without waiting for Christina or a friend to join him. He didn’t like to drink alone. But it was on occasions that he did the unexpected that he felt the most alive. Time seemed to stop; hours slowed to minutes, separated into seconds, halted into pictures. Still-life image of emotion. Perfectly framed as any flicker of Citizen Kane, only not running reel to reel. It was a slide show his mind flashed to make sense of the shifting world. And in these gluts, John felt he revealed himself, every beer bottle and doubt, cobwebbed corner and regret, shadow and memory in deep focus. This was who he was. This was life. Everything else was in-between.

			John held tight to the vision of himself in the Boonville Hotel, a stranger in a strange land. The modern-day frontiersman. Compared to his parents or Christina or the paper-shufflers back at Leggiere and Philips, he was Daniel Boone. Grandma had said Boonville had been named after Daniel Boone’s cousin, so it was appropriate. He’d find a coonskin hat to fill out the role. Grandma was on the right track. He knew what he had to do. In a few minutes, he’d call her friend to get the keys and directions to the cabin, and then get a good night’s sleep.

			Resolved, he glanced around the bar at the art on the walls, a series of watercolors of dilapidated barns. Unobtrusive as shopping music. He smiled at the red-winers giddy with their outing, happy at how friendly people could be when you spent money. They raised their glasses in his direction and the bald man said, “Cheers.” John could tell they thought they made friends wherever they went, the kind of people who used name tags to create one-way intimacies with waiters, bellhops, gas station attendants, ice cream scoopers, whoever had the misfortune of working for minimum wage and with the public.

			Pricks, John thought, wishing the couple would gather their coats and drive off to whatever bright corner of California they had come from.

			Then he saw her.

			She was waiting by the exit, shouting something about how homosexuals were going to be “the negroes of the nineties,” AIDS awareness replacing the Civil Rights Movement as a political focus for liberals. She wore a man’s dress shirt, showcasing her femininity within a shroud of the masculine. John flashed on Christina, undeniably beautiful, but always searching for center stage. This woman the spotlight followed like a celebrity in rehab. She tossed back ringlets of brown hair with fingers that belonged on the hands of a cellist, then returned to the dining room, possibly having forgotten something. But before she was gone, John caught a glimpse of her eyes. Blue. Sea without wave, sky without cloud.

			“Squirrel Boy,” the bartender said, “Put your tongue back in your mouth and piss on a fire hydrant outside. Don’t fool with her. She was the one doin’ that squawkin’. Not to mention, her ex is crayzeek. Make your grandma seem stone sane. Been six years, and if it weren’t for lack of pussy, he wouldn’t know they was ever divorced.”

			The bartender told John how the woman’s ex-husband had recently made a visit to her intentional community, drunk and demanding entry into her cabin. She said, “Fuck off!” He produced a chain saw, yelling, “Nobody locks me out of my house!” Then tried to cut a new door in a side wall, forgetting she was the sole resident on the commune with electricity. He hit a power line. Deputy Cal found him unconscious fifty feet away, still holding the Stihl, hands burnt to the color of forgotten toast. She had a restraining order, but nobody had the death wish to enforce it.

			“Mr. Cooper the English schoolch took her here for gorms once,” the bartender said. “I’m settin’ up horns when I hear this racket and go to the window to see what I can see. There’s her ex, takin’ swings at Cooper’s car with an ax. Loggers got a thing for their equipment. Then he punched in the windows, bare-fisted. He said he’d kill Cooper if he saw them together again. Nobody doubted him. He may be jimheady, but he’s also a man of his word.”

			“Why did she marry him?” John asked.

			“Why does anybody get married?” the bartender replied. “He’s good lookin’, makes a decent wage. Around here even the hippies marry young.”

			“What’s her name?” John said.

			“Sarah McKay,” the bartender told him. “She’s prettier than the gene pool of Anderson Valley, but I’m tellin’ you stay clear ‘less you want to go the way of your grandma.”

			That said, the bartender began to collect coasters, wash glasses, and busy himself with the procedures of closing time. Fair warning.

			“Ever seen a redneck in the city?” a voice asked.

			In the reflection of the bar mirror, John spotted a man standing behind him wearing black and smiling like he might leap on him with his teeth. He was of average height but pumping-iron stocky. He had a big nose and his hair was slicked back with gel. There was a scar running across his left cheek. John could tell he wasn’t from Boonville.

			“They look scared,” the man hissed.

			John turned his shoulders to face the man, noticing at once the earring in his lobe previously obscured by the angle of the reflection – a silver hoop engraved with skulls, much larger than the diamond studs John’s friends had started sporting, and obviously having more to do with piracy than fashion.

			“Can they stop a bullet?” the man asked, opening his leather jacket and revealing a gun tucked into his belt. “I came to help these hayseeds harvest early, if you know what I mean. I checked it out, hippies and rubes, that’s all that’s here. Too stupid to have money, not tough enough to keep it if they did. Don’t sweat these hillbillies, they’d last two minutes on concrete. It’s a whole different ball game.”

			Startled by the gun but having enough street smarts from watching reruns of “Baretta,” John tried to stay calm and agree with whatever the man said. Despite the firearm, the man seemed friendly; the gun flash wasn’t so much a threat, but a confidence.

			“The name’s Balostrasi,” the man said. “See you around.”

			“Take care,” John offered, wondering if anyone else had seen the gun and just how long it would take Deputy Cal to answer a distress call.

			“I will,” Balostrasi promised, swaggering his way to the exit, earring swinging like a canaryless perch. “Go Hurricanes!”

			“Go Canes!” John responded out of habit, realizing Balostrasi must have heard him tell the bartender he was from Miami.

			And Sarah McKay appeared again, reclaiming her space with a rail thin woman in blue jeans and cowboy boots. They were both laughing. Sarah stuffed a wad of money into her pocket. The rail said, “Thanks again.” Sarah answered, “No problem. I’ll be flush in another month when the season’s over.” The rail responded, “Sorry I can’t help.” Sarah said, “No worries.” Balostrasi held the door open for them, but instead of leaving, the two women filled stools next to John. Balostrasi smiled, giving John the thumbs up sign. Then he was gone.

			John believed in the “no blood, no foul” rule of inappropriate behavior. If someone crossed the line of social etiquette, then walked out of your life to wreak havoc somewhere else, it wasn’t your problem. Especially when Sarah McKay was gesturing at your beer, and asking, “Doesn’t Boont Amber make you feel like you have to shit?”

			John stared through the question and into her eyes. Balostrasi, concealed weapons, and idle threats were quickly forgotten. Sarah was even more beautiful up close. She had a distinctive 1940s quality to her, as if she were stopping off on her way home from the munitions factory, or if she held her hands behind her head, posing for a painting to be imprinted on the side of a bomber. She was why men fought wars. Her skin was creamy white, smelling of pine trees, and doobage?

			“I guess by your expression it does,” she said.

			“No,” John answered, more flustered by her voice than Balostrasi’s gun. “I always look this way when I drink.”

			“Then I’d hate to watch you shit,” she replied, turning to her friend and the bartender, who was explaining that the bar was closed.

			John regarded the back of her head, only Beer Nuts and ashtrays between them.
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Praise for Boonville

“It’s the funniest first novel by an American writer to come my
way since John Kennedy Toole’s 4 Confederacy of Dunces.”
— Washington Post Book World

“Energetic, abrasive and very funny.... steamroller prose.”
— New York Times Book Review

“Milk-through-the-nose funny...” — Salon

«...brilliant, dyspeptic American comedy... (readers) will be
rationing pages, putting off the evil hour when there is no more...”
— Boston Globe

“A very sick man — and a very funny writer.”
— Carl Hiaasen, author of Tourist Season

“In the way that Carl Hiaasen takes on and spoofs South Florida,
Robert Mailer Anderson inflates, twists and serves up
characters from eccentric Boonville California. ... lots of laughs . ..
plenty of cheap shots.” — San Jose Mercury News

“A brilliant new voice — twitchy, corny, sly, cackling and sad,
but most of all, racing with vitality and goosing you to keep up.
Boonville is the creepy and hilarious coming-of-age story the
territory deserves — not your parents’ Vineland, but your own.”

— Jonathan Lethem, author of Motherless Brooklyn

“This... may prove to be the first genuine cult novel since Tom
Robbins went mainstream. A great first novel. ... a language
and style all his own.” — San Francisco Chronicle

“Asardonic and beautifully imagined first novel... pages of
well-tuned humor... an exemplary eye for emotional detail.”
— San Francisco Weekly

“Anderson’s outstanding first novel is a volatile mix of hippies
and rednecks. .. riotous...” — San Francisco Examiner
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