
CHAPTER 12

Sludge Ponds and Sacred Dances

Summer 2020

They do weird things together, in the weeks of hopeful calm that descend after VAMOS submits its tens 

of thousands of signatures for the city people to certify. Lines and lines of signature, shaky and blocky and 

flowing, on reams of legal paper nested in cardboard file boxes. There is nothing to do now but wait, Lali 

pushing the pending move from her mind, pretending it isn't happening. It is a window of time outside of time 

that has opened up, in which to imagine that something else is possible, some radically new or unpredicted 

outcome. The morning VAMOS had hauled all those boxes of signatures to the city clerk's office downtown, 

Joel had swung by on his way out of town to pick up his daughter for the summer, and they had sat together on 

Lali's porch under a late morning sun. There, he had confirmed receipt of the poem. He had approved its minutes

and certified the results. So close to my experience there is virtually nothing I could add, he said. Up the street, 

Chela had texted and texted all morning for her to come down to the city offices—where was she? She was 

supposed to be there, she was supposed to speak. But she had not slept all night, not one hour. She couldn't do it.

That was the day, when Hector got home from work, that she told him she was sure she could not stay. That day 

of the submission of signatures, three weeks before their scheduled move. 

Now Joel's 11-year-old daughter has arrived for the summer, with hair long and straight and eyes clear 

as the skies of the West Texas desert where she stays most of the year with her mother. She is as clear and 

watchful as Joel and Lali are buzzy and jumpy, shocking each other each time their hands brush, each time feet 

bump beneath the table. They are cautious otherwise, scrupulous in avoiding intentional contact. Because of 

daughters, because they don't know what might happen. So they eat dinner together, Joel and Jodi on one side of 

Joel's dining nook and Lali and Nena on the other. After, when Lali stands doing the dishes at his sink, Joel 

retrieves a nutritional supplement he takes from the fridge to show her, various Indian herbs suspended in a 

tarlike honey sludge. He digs out a large spoonful for himself and eats it in a single go, then spoons out a smaller

amount for Lali to try, urging it to her lips as she stands at the sink with hands submerged. Lali hesitates, 

embarrassed, then parts her lips to permit his offer, so full of tenderness and erotic charge. No one has ever fed 

her before. In the other room, daughters eat ice cream and bang on Jodi's electric keyboard. For those slender 

few weeks they comprise a mythical family, the fiction of a family for any onlooker. 

They do weird things together: Lali knows a place they can all go, her and Joel and the kids. It's 



outdoorsy, family friendly—the shape of a nature park finagled from the city's former wastewater lagoons, at 

one time the end of the line for its sewage, the sinkhole into which they had poured its entire watershed. Lali 

knows about it because a chapter of her dissertation had been about the complex urban politics of waste and 

waste management at work in battles over what to do with Los Angeles sewage sludge. The actual ecological 

embeddedness revealed by desires to displace human immanence. No, really. It'll be interesting, c'mon. So they 

drive to the far Southside of the city, to the simmering biologic funk that remains where water once went to die. 

It's not nasty anymore, Lali reassures a still apprehensive Jodi as they spill out of the car to sniff 

cautiously at the air and inspect informational kiosks. They had to clean up the site after the Clean Water Act 

passed. And they had to do something else with the sewage sludge. They weren't allowed to just dump it 

anymore. Now they treated some of it for use as a fertilizer, landfilled the rest.

Took em awhile, Joel says. CWA was, when, 1970? 

Yeah. Most cities had to be dragged backwards screaming into compliance in the late 80s or 90s. Signs 

kind of gloss over that part. She runs a finger lightly over the kiosk's engraved letters describing the city's 

commitment to sustainability, its partnership with the bird people who now administer the park. Sewage ponds 

are famous for their ability to attract birds, and consequently the bird people who chase after them in their floppy

hats and binoculars. 

They circle the ponds once, lazily. Jodi walks briskly ahead by herself, arms crossed; Nena lags and has 

to be persuaded, then pulled, then carried—but not by Joel! Only Mama! Flies seek their bare arms when they 

stop momentarily to observe the minor goings on of the ponds. They see the boxy snout of a reptile snuffling 

above the waterline, slipping below its green surface before they can tell if it is turtle or snake. Probably turtle. 

They pass a docent on his morning beat, binoculars raised as he gazes out over the ponds, and stop to say hello. 

Did you see that Vermillion Flycatcher? he wants to know. He's doing a summer bird count, tally sheet in his 

hand like a golfing scorecard. 

In fact Lali had, a red streak of something flying overhead a moment ago, although she hadn't known the

name for what she was seeing. 

The docent nods approval, giving her a look that is part satisfaction and part pride. Good eye, he says. 

It is a real birding moment. A moment of birding subterfuge, passing for bird people, with their camera 

bags and backpacks and water bottles bumping against their bodies as they walk. 

The birds are sparse that morning because of the summer heat, the docent had said, but they do see 

egrets gliding overhead in a pair—those Joel knows—then skimming the water with legs thrust backwards, to 

light with precision in just the right spot on a constructed island, where other egrets gather. As they land, the 

others jump aside to admit them and then ease back in, absorbing them into the group as a pool absorbs the 

wrinkle of a wave. They see a knot of fifteen to twenty ducks swimming in whirlpool formation, furiously 

churning the water—why? she wants to know. But Joel doesn't know. And farther down on the banks, they find 

a scattering of feathers that outlines what can only be recent carnage, and just beyond that lies a ball of feathers, 

perfectly spherical and light as air. Amazed, they pick it up to examine more closely, holding it to the sun like a 



gem; Joel cradles it in the palm of one hand to phone-photograph it with the other. Its colors remind them of 

tiger's eye and its patterning of leopard print, iridescent brown with black mottling. What is it? Maybe an owl 

pellet or a savaged chunk of flesh? But there's nothing inside to suggest something so gruesome, no bones or 

gristle or meat. Nothing in their experience that can lend insight or explanation. Just the intimation of a previous 

violence and this single precious remainder; just orphan feathers tightly curled into a ball to guard their mystery. 

Weird stuff. Synchronicities and inexplicable resonances, like a tuning fork humming. Their next outing 

is a black hat dance performed by an exiled Tibetan lama who travels the world to spread awareness of the 

orphanage he heads in India for refugee children. Watching the dance is supposed to remove all negative energy,

all barriers to hope, all obstacles and delusions that prevent one from seeing things as they are.

Nena is with Hector that night, so Lali has a few hours. She is nervous when he picks her up in his bright

red car—so indelibly bright her head will forevermore turn at the sight of red on the road, even three states away,

in case it is him—quiet nervous, not sure if it will start up, the thing between them. What if it doesn't? Nervous 

as they park and walk up to the intake building of the homeless mega-shelter where the lama will perform his 

dance, in an interdenominational chapel hidden somewhere inside its fortress of services. He picks up on her 

tension, stopping to hug her before they enter the building. Are you scared? he asks. A little, she admits. Don't be

scared, he says, smiling into her with arms wrapped round. It'll be okay. And just like that, it starts up between 

them, the frequency that cannot be named. 

Everyone has to enter through a single checkpoint, signing in with their names and addresses, submitting

backpacks and the contents of pockets to screening before walking through scanners. Foucauldian, Lali murmurs

as they retrieve their personal effects. 

Who what? Joel wants to know. 

Oh, Foucault. French theorist guy, she tells Joel, too much philosopher for historians and too much 

historian for philosophers. It had been almost 30 years since his death, but the halls of academe still rang with 

talk of bald gay turtlenecked leather daddy Foucault and his alternate theories of power. Not power as top down, 

a violent force of prohibition emanating from a visible center, which is how the movement people thought and 

talked about it. Not power as a king ordering the public punishment of criminals or madmen. Power instead as 

non-local, distributive, disciplinary. Everywhere and nowhere and immanent. Arising from within those 

governed, by an anxiety to approximate norms and expectations. His famous image for this power was 

Bentham's panopticon, a circular prison complex with an all-seeing guard tower at its center, in which a guard 

may or may not be, exerting governance through the mere suggestion of surveillance. But governance also via 

the timetable, the diagnostic category, the standard deviation. The basic Foucauldian thing—and it really was 

very smart, which was why everyone still buzzed—was that a new kind of governance characterized modern 

society, one that produced new identities and forms of being as much as it excluded or repressed those who did 

not fit. He had developed this idea over a series of books that looked at the history of different kinds of 

institutions—madhouses, prisons, clinics.

Like this place, she says. The city's solution to its own exiled had been not to run them out of town or 



kill them, but to include them ever more intensively within the workings of the city, to institutionalize their 

management ever more effectively in its streamlining and consolidation. To process and measure, via discourses 

of ruthless aspiration. It was a point lost on those who saw only the humanitarian face of this consolidation. But 

it was not lost on the intersection panhandlers who were forced to decide between mega-shelter or jail, nor on the

Food Not Bombs kids like Chela whose weekly food distribution in the park was now criminal, nor on the street 

ministers who brought their teachings to the underpasses instead of to the shelter. What Foucault had done was 

point out that the modern shift from power as punishment to power as discipline only appeared humanitarian, 

when in fact the application of power had become all the more intensive, extensive, inescapable. It was this 

insight that upset people about Foucault: the idea of power as a fine mesh lacing of productive determinations 

was depressing. There is no outside to power—that was what he argued. And he had died, of AIDS, before he 

had fully developed an account of disciplinary power's failures or ruptures or refugees, its unpredicted 

possibilities for resistance and transformation. 

They are walking now, across the courtyard at the center of the shelter complex and toward the cafeteria 

that doubles as chapel. All over the dry yellow grass of the courtyard, people sprawl and sit and lie; that was 

where those who did not want to commit to the various assistance programs of the shelter were allowed to camp.

And you know, she says, the shelter was a concession for the vagrancy law they passed a few years back, to 

boost downtown tourism. You didn't know that? Council voted to pass the most punitive downtown vagrancy 

law in decades if the business community would put money toward the shelter. 

Still—says Joel—still. And he is not wrong to say so. 

In the cafeteria chapel they sit right up against each other at long particleboard lunch tables, close close 

with legs pressed together, Joel's fingers resting lightly on the back of Lali's arm, above the elbow. When 

Rinpoche enters, his hat is indeed black, but it is also draped in yellow sashing and crowned with a grinning 

calavera, just as his black robe is embroidered blue and gold with the porcine face of a demon, grimacing with 

tongue out and bordered by floating skulls. He dances trailing a fistful of rainbow streamers from each hand, 

circling first one direction and then another, sending a waterfall of many colored tassels flying from the bottom 

of his robe. 

What does it mean, Lali wonders. What am I seeing, what am I supposed to be seeing? 

Afterward there is time for questions like that, but Lali and Joel bypass the line that forms before the 

lama, instinctively reaching for each other's hand as they walk out into the courtyard among intransigent 

sprawlers and campers. When he says he has a headache, she retrieves a bottle of pills from the little pocket of 

her backpack and shakes a few into his waiting hand, cupping it from beneath with one of hers, stroking his 

fingers closed with her other. 

They don't have much time. Children are waiting back home, cared for by parents and ex-partners. But 

before they return, they drive down to the stretch of river that runs by her house. They park and cross the tangle 

of train tracks, to follow the freshly constructed bikepath for a little ways, walking alongside the water. At the 

newly opened bike bridge, they slide down the bank to sit on the concrete wall that intersects the bridge 



abutment, talking about high school and family. We moved out of the city when I was seven, she says. We got 

bought out, and they tore our house down. My folks took the money and moved north, out of the city. It's 

suburban now, but back then it was the middle of nowhere. As a kid I remember the car ride felt like it took 

hours. 

And it's weird, but even though she spent more of her formative years there than she did in the city, she 

never really felt like she was from there, like she belonged. Always a feeling that she had been ripped from the 

city, that a piece of her had snagged on something and gotten left behind, or that something had snagged on her 

and followed, sewed up inside her body like a surgical error. As a teenager she would walk around outside at 

night in the big empty spaces north of the city, feeling as though the houses had their backs turned. By night the 

trees were black shapes, swaying in the warm wind. She would drive around for hours sometimes, looking and 

smoking and listening to music. She would skip school just to drive around, sometimes with others, sometimes 

alone. Once, on a long backroad detour home, she found a small roadway bridge that traversed the Guadalupe 

where it ran swift and narrow. She had parked and carefully picked her way down the steep embankment to sit 

by the water, and when she hiked back up she veered off-path to inspect the underside of the bridge. There she 

had seen a shocking sight, stumbling backwards before scrambling back up the hill: a paper wasp nest the size of

a car looming beneath the concrete tresses of the bridge. Years later the memory seems incredible, unreal, but it 

seems equally incredible that she might have imagined it. 

Stuff like that, though. The houses may have been suspicious of her, but there were unexpected pockets 

of something unalienated, inalienable. They should look for that bridge sometime together. They should see if 

the nest is there still. 

He listens with arms hugging his knees, head down. He can sympathize. A move, they say it's like a 

death, next to a death in its impact on a person's life. When he was fourteen years old, his father suddenly 

relocated the family from Philadelphia to Waco, Texas, to take a job as department chair of Mathematics at the 

Bible Belt college there, in the years just before the FBI laid waste to David Koresh and his Branch Davidian 

compound. It was traumatic for all of them, a move from which none of them had ever fully recovered. His sister

was least marked by it; she was almost out of the house already. But it had estranged his parents for years after, 

plunging them into separate depressions at opposite ends of the house. And that had been when the episodes 

began for Joel, that was when the cycles had gathered force and taken shape. Only recently had he been able to 

talk to his dad about that time. They had bonded over it, because Joel understood what it was to be so low it 

seemed better to die.

Talking, walking now, propelled by mosquitoes and time constraints off the bridge abutment and onto 

the bike path back to the car, not touching not kissing but with the charge between them palpable, wondering 

what would happen, and when. 

And then it does, and it's not what either of them expect. But when he tells her about his father, 

something makes them slow and turn toward one another; something brings her hand up to rest on the side of his

face. With her other she takes his hand where it rests quietly at his side. His eyes widen, his mouth falls open. 



She lets her hand rest there for a few seconds, on the side of his face, both of them standing outside in the falling 

dusk, moths and mosquitoes swarming the streetlight above, joggers and cyclists and strollers passing them from

behind. 

A powerful helplessness. A powerful powerlessness. Which is to say: there is a line of force between 

them, but it is unstable. That night she lays up, feeling his fingers lightly running along the back of her arm. He 

lays up, the weight of her knowing hand against his face for those few seconds, throbbing with the heat of a 

brand.


