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BROILERS  

This is how the man explained it.  

You can hammer on the outside of a chicken shed all day long and no one inside will hear 

you, there’s too much damn racket going on in there, that’s how I feel right now, the both of you 

hammering on me. Like the one time, Ben was little and he caught a red crab at Fort Point Pier 

using roasted chicken for bait and he wanted to bring it home and I said no, but you put it in a 

plastic bag for him in the truck, what a damn stink that made, and it died on the way home like I 

said it would. I busted him one across the nose for that. And almost you. Everyone tells me now I 

scared them but nobody told me anything at the time. That one time, we went hiking with the 

kids, we saw some real nice countryside, all of us. Even Ellie. No one talks about that.  

This is how the woman explained it.  

My blood pressure medicine kills my libido.  

Dr. Meyer summed up for them. Sexy means you make the other person think about sex, 

and if you don’t, anymore, then you’re not being sexy anymore.  

Stop saying anymore, the woman told him, and she stood up and left before the session 

was over.  

They didn’t go back to Dr. Meyer. They took a long trip south instead, driving all the way 

down to Los Angeles in the truck. Being empty nesters, they could afford to get away if they 

wanted, if they did it on the cheap, and hiking was still cheap. A long loop trail into the Mojave 

Desert in February cost them next to nothing.  

. . 

I’ve been reading a book, he told her. It’s on how to write books.  

He was driving the truck slowly now, down a narrow strip of blacktop in the middle of 

the Mojave, half-buried in sand so it disappeared along one side and then bulged out on the 

other, like a one-lane snake devouring its own habitat.  

There’s a whole chapter on punctuation, he said, for instance, what kind of person you 

are if you use too many commas, or periods.  

You’re the kind of person who pauses too much, she said, trying to be funny.  

He didn’t finish telling her then what he was going to tell her.  

Here is what they learned about themselves in the Mojave Desert.   

They learned, a human settlement had once existed there, 9,000 years earlier, when a 

large, reliable river flowed through the same valley that was now a dry wash a mile wide. No one 

knows anything about those humans except for a few tools and bones they left behind.  

They learned, the ocotillo is not a cactus but in fact a deciduous plant that can produce 

leaves up to five times a year, depending not on the season but on the availability of water. When 

it rains, the gray, dead stalks produce sudden life and then they shed it as quickly as it formed. 

They learned, the creosote bush is thought to be the oldest living plant on earth, with 

some bushes estimated at 12,000 years old. The volunteer ranger in the ranger station was unsure 

of the year—11,000, or 12,000. The roots can grow 60 feet deep, she said, and they secrete a 

toxin during dry years so other creosote bushes won’t grow close to them.  

Where the man and the woman were standing now, in the desert, alone, it was creosote 

bushes everywhere.  

I can’t imagine what it’s like here in the summer, he said. 
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I imagine it’s unearthly, she said. 

What it was like in the summer was 120 degrees Fahrenheit, and vast, and quiet as the 

inside of a jar. The only sound being the sound of solid granite boulders splitting from the heat.  

What happened next was this. 

The more they circled back, looking for where they had parked the truck, the more they 

couldn’t find it. 

. . 

The man was the kind of father who hadn’t helped enough with raising his children. What 

kind of father did? the woman thought. What was wrong with men? He yelled at them if they 

sang at dinner, yelled at how they worked in the chicken sheds, packed ice on the boy’s broken 

nose like he wanted to break it again. Why can’t a man love his own children? she thought. They 

aren’t a crate of chickens.  

The boy never took to raising chickens. He took to teaching school in Petaluma. His eyes 

had burned too much from the ammonia in the sheds, given off by the bird droppings that 

collected all year long in the cages stacked on shelves three levels high and a hundred yards from 

end to end. He told his father he was afraid he’d go blind from his eyes watering, like some of 

the chickens did.  

You won’t go blind, you’re not a damn chicken, the man yelled, over the noise in the 

shed. Help me cull the dead ones.  

The broilers died of collapse from their own weight gain and bone loss, trying to get to 

market in 45 days. Heart failure, some of them, or infected lesions from the ammonia they sat in 

once they grew too heavy to stand anymore.  

The boy couldn’t do it. The culling.  

Feed the chicks then, his father yelled at him over the noise.  

Under bright lights the newly-hatched chicks experienced sunshine around the clock to 

teach them the habit of eating constantly. Under the din, the man and the boy learned the habit of 

yelling at each other constantly.  

Broilers are a damn tough business, he told his wife.  

It was better for Ben he took to teaching, she said. And Petaluma. It’s very nice there.  

Ellie, their daughter, never took to anything but drugs, and died in her teens, in her own 

kind of cage, unable to keep her weight up.  

. . 

Stockton, California, is a chicken town in the valley, east of San Francisco, a place to be 

from and not a place to go to. Anyone living there hasn’t amounted to much. And knows it.  

On their way south to Los Angeles, the man and the woman had stopped in Santa Clarita 

for gas and a place to stay the night. At a red light, they watched a local eccentric cross in front 

of their truck, wearing a frayed backpack over a blue sweater unbuttoned in front and a length of 

faded hair forgotten in back. I hope I don’t ever look like that, the woman said. Then, quieter:  

Some days I feel like that.  

The man laughed and they waited for the light to turn green. At the next light, they sat 

without saying anything.  

They looked for a motel on the cheap, but a national brand. They watched TV in bed for 

an hour before falling asleep. The man’s hearing was shot and the woman buried her head under 
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a pillow against the volume of the television. Have you tried everything to lose weight and 

nothing works? the television yelled at her. No. I’ve tried nothing. And that doesn’t work, either, 

she said.   

The man didn’t think to kiss her good night. If he had, it would have scared her, more 

than anything else. 

. . 

The next day, on their way at last into the desert, they stopped near Palm Springs for 

lunch at too nice a restaurant. It looked okay from outside but it had white tablecloths and linen 

napkins, and was filled with older women who looked retired and fit and dyed blond over gray, 

wearing gold jewelry and diamond necklaces, their eyes and cheekbones tight with surgery. 

Walking Skulls, the man called them, but they seemed happier to the woman than any woman 

she knew in Stockton. They looked like women who had genuinely found a place for themselves 

in the world.  

There will always be the Fat and Happy, the man said, too loudly. You have to look at it 

the way you look at anything, he said.  

Which is to say, they were all ordering chicken.  

A young waitress with her hair tied in a perky pony tail and her lips heavily glossed in 

pink came to their table at last and took their order.  

I miss Ellie so much sometimes, the woman said.  

The man worked his linen napkin into a tight ball.  

She could have worked in a place like this, the woman said. Easy.  

Nothing was ever stopping her, the man said.  

They paid for their lunch with a credit card and drove into the Mojave.  

. . 

Should we panic yet? she asked. 

Hell no. 

The woman knew he wouldn’t panic. It was her way of saying, Explain what we do next. 

They were experienced hikers—as the news media liked to put it—but they were also in their 

50s, and from Stockton, and still working in the chicken sheds, one of those awful places in the 

valley to be from and not to, which any viewer would understand without having it explained to 

them on the Palm Springs Channel 6 News. 

An item of interest before the weather, not to be dwelled on. 

The weather, by the way, was 10 degrees below normal for this time of year, down to 40 

at night and 30 in the desert, only reaching into the low 60s tomorrow, your complete Lifestyle 

Weather Forecast coming up later on in the program.  

It’ll get cold soon, the man said. He tried one last time calling for the truck with his keys. 

It was out of range, wherever it was, neck-deep in creosote bush and ocotillo and Joshua trees. 

They’d been lost before, they’d even spent a night in the woods before, but they were younger 

then and they were forest hikers, not desert hikers. They knew enough not to keep walking in 

circles. It was time to settle in.  

We’ve got an hour of light left, he said, looking west.  

Our whole life has been like this, the woman thought. And then, quieter, What will he do 

next?  
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A desert raven landed on a Joshua tree nearby, grasping at the ball of thorns at the end of 

a limb. The thorns looked as sharp as sewing needles, but what in the desert isn’t, she thought, 

and the ravens have been circling and landing all day, not to read too much into it, they are well-

adapted to the desert, the largest of the songbirds and prominent in many Native American 

myths, why would he be reading a book on how to write books at his age, although he’s wanted 

for years to record something for the grandchildren on the history of chicken sheds in the family, 

he worries how to make it sound interesting. I shouldn’t have joked about the commas and the 

periods, I’m sorry, hon, she thought.  

Hon? he asked.  

He laughed an easy laugh. I said we need to focus. 

She loved his laugh. Really. If it all came down to one thing.  

Have more to eat, he said, handing her a packaged bar of hiking food. This Joshua should 

burn, he said. He pointed to the armless trunk of an old fallen tree across the ground in front of 

them, an unearthly white log, not a forest log, almost a roll of dough, like the time she tried to 

make gnocchi for his so-demanding parents. White potato and flour, rolled into a rope and cut in 

half-inch lengths, then boil them just until they float. If they come apart, it means you didn’t use 

enough flour. She hated recipes where you only found out at the end if you had failed, with no 

way to fix it.  

Looking at the desert and the hour of light remaining. 

Yes, let’s try it, she said, kicking at the log, which gave no answer. 

Here is what we have, the man said. 

She’d always criticized his overpacking for day hikes, until the first time they’d gotten 

lost in the woods. Then she stopped. 

Matches, he said. Four bars of food. No water, but it’s winter, one night won’t be an 

issue. He pulled out two jackets. I packed these. We’re going to be cold. That’s the thing. Maybe 

we should dig into the sand, like an animal does. 

Like a grave, she thought. 

The sand wasn’t sand. It was a coarse type of granite flake, it seemed, hard on the hands, 

and they had no shovel, or even forest wood, to dig with. Only thorned plants. In every direction, 

for a hundred miles.  

The fire is the main thing, she said. 

Yes, that’s it, he said, nodding. That’s it, hon.  

They found a second log a good ways off and dragged it back to the first log. 

. . 

What about scorpions? she asked.  

Not fatal, he said. 

What about rattlesnakes? 

Too cold this time of year. 

And that’s all you know about. 

Yes. 

They used their shoes to scrape out a depression in the sand, which did seem instinctively 

a way to stay warmer. If nothing else, the digging warmed them. 

The ends of the logs were burning like two long cigarettes left in an ashtray. The woman 

worried the cheat grass all around them would ignite and set off a wildfire, so they pulled up 

what they could near the campfire and watched for sparks.  
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The sun fell hard without a sunset and left them alone in the bottom of a cold, black 

place, completely dark beyond the fire’s reach. They could have banged all night on that starry 

lid and no one would have heard them. 

Let’s settle in then, the man said. 

They laid themselves down on their sides in the shallow grave of granite sand they’d dug 

for themselves close to the burning logs. The man was taller and put himself behind his wife with 

his arm around her. He snugged every curve of hers into his, from shoulder to foot, and then 

again, and slid his hand up under her jacket like a teenager on a first date.  

He felt the curve of a breast, in fact, and moved away from it, and then, after a while, he 

moved back to it, and she didn’t mind. She turned her face toward his face and they could feel 

the roundness of each other’s cheeks, looser with age but still alive and warm, and when she 

smiled he could feel her smile and she could feel his.  

Do you think we’ll make it? she asked.   

He listened to the cold silence around them.  

If we stay like this, he said. 

They heard a howling far off in the hills.  

I forgot about coyotes, he said. Not an issue.  

. . 

It didn’t occur to them that a volunteer ranger would account for all the vehicles exiting 

the area before going home to her own nest in the dark, and so the search for them continued 

through the night, and in the morning, beside the remains of the fire, they were found.  

 

 


