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D 

 

§  

 

T H E  E C H O   

aniel zeroed in on a silver Prius that would advance 

but wouldn’t make it past him in the next light cycle.  

People paid more attention if he got right up in their 

business. That meant hustling. He moved close to the 

idling cars the way Cox had shown him, close enough to 

hear the syncopated coughs of individual engines and the 

chatter of talk radio from inside.  

Drivers thought Daniel averted his gaze because he 

didn’t want to look them in the eye. He was avoiding not 
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their scrutiny but the flashback of his own face from their 

sunglasses or from the sheen of an SUV’s side window. 

Most people didn’t notice whether he was looking at them 

or not. Ninety nine percent drove by like he was no more 

than a lamp post or a trash bin. The ragged square of 

cardboard printed with block letters might as well have 

been a blank slate.  

The Prius rolled closer. Daniel could see the driver’s 

head: short hair and a square jaw.  

Best not to locate yourself too near the intersection 

where people were free to accelerate as soon as the light 

changed. You wanted to be back a good seven or eight 

cars. You wanted to move nice and easy, ducking your 

head down. The move worked best on single dudes be-

cause they weren’t scared of you or worrying about the 

opinion of anyone else in the car.  

You’d think rush hour would be ideal but that’s when 

everyone hurried.  

“Middle of the day Saturday—that’s optimal,” Cox 

had said. “Timing’s everything.”  

One drawback to his current position was he couldn’t 

see bumper stickers, which sometimes clued you in to the 

occupants’ political leanings, and thus how likely they 

were to blow you off, until it was too late to make a move. 

Priuses were a good bet, regardless.  

Daniel flexed his right hand. The fingers splayed and 

curled in on themselves, then relaxed. This flexion before 

beginning a performance was as automatic as breathing. 
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Only now, with no pick to grasp and no strings to drag the 

pick across, the fingers dangled. His left hand received the 

same signals but could not respond.  

The Prius rolled silently to a stop nearly in front of 

him. He had only to take two strides to be opposite the 

driver’s window. He stepped close, bearing the cardboard 

sign like a shield.  

Now he saw his mistake. The square jaw and crew cut 

had fooled him; the face was not a dude’s. Daniel’s 

movement in her peripheral vision made the woman turn. 

She pulled herself back as if she could smell him through 

the glass. He stepped away, making a meager gesture with 

his incompetent left hand, and saw the booster seat in 

back. The rear window, open a crack, let the child’s words  

through.  

“Mommy, what’s the matter with that man’s hand?” 

 

§ 

 

Daniel preferred hustling alone because Cox had a 

temper. When Cox got turned down he’d likely pound his 

fist on the car’s roof or kick at the tires. “Bitch!” Daniel 

heard him shout more than once at some lady trying to 

mind her own business.  

“How d’you stay so chill, man?” Cox asked him later, 

back at the edge of the lot where the whole pathetic sum 

of their belongings lay humped under the tarp.  

“Yoga,” Daniel said.  
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Cox tipped his head back and howled.  

 

§ 

 

Lucky he’d found Cox. Or more accurately, Cox found 

him, almost a year ago now. 

Late October was summer in L.A. The first few nights 

almost felt like a party under the stars in his sleeping bag. 

Then, the first week of November, it rained. The precipi-

tation started mild and misty in early afternoon. Daniel 

cozied up to his stuff at a back table in Starbucks and 

nursed an Earl Grey for an hour before he asked for a hot 

water warm-up.  

Sitting didn’t come easy. How often had he sat still in 

his life? Not much in the last twenty years. After he 

dropped out of high school and started getting regular 

gigs, he’d spent his time either horizontal or vertical. 

When not sleeping, he was jamming, or loading gear into 

the minivan he’d scammed from his parents, or dragging 

equipment into some bar. Later he bought an ergonomic 

chair outfitted with levers and buttons but still didn’t use 

it. He might sit for a few minutes at his computer to cap-

ture a lyric that had just floated past. Then he’d be up 

again, bouncing on the balls of his feet. The first thing he 

did when he bought the house on Glendower was build in 

a desk he could work at standing up.  

He had left the Starbucks before the barista could kick 

him out. He could have been heading to the airport with 
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his rolling duffel and ordinary clothes. But he no longer 

owned a raincoat. By the time he arrived at the train sta-

tion the rain had soaked through his hoodie and the shirt 

underneath, right down to his skin. 

 

§ 

 

Daniel saw the kid’s legs first, in pink tights that dis-

appeared into purple boots. The tarp was propped into a 

canopy and from under it he couldn’t see above waist-

high. He didn’t think much about the pink legs until they 

stopped in front of him. Then he flipped the tarp back and 

found himself staring up at the square jaw and burning 

eyes of the woman from the silver Prius. She was holding 

the girl’s hand. The hem of a rainbow-striped dress 

showed under the girl’s shiny purple coat. She looked like 

a piece of candy. 

“Hi, mister,” the girl said.  

Her voice was high but not unpleasant, different from 

the subdued whine he had heard the other day from inside 

the car. The sound of it opened a channel in his chest and 

clotted the back of his throat. He barely got out a “Hi.” 

Then the woman spoke. Her voice, too, was high-

pitched and sweet. A voice you could imagine singing. 

“We wanted to know if there’s anything you need.”  

Daniel felt Cox shuffling behind him. The older man 

emerged from his sleeping bag and answered for both of 

them.  
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“Fuck off, bitch!”  

“I’m sorry,” Daniel whispered to the woman and girl, 

but the purple boots already were leading the pink-clad 

legs away.  

Daniel dropped back under the tarp. “What the hell did 

you do that for?” 

Cox shrugged.  

Daniel licked his lips and felt the cracks and flapping 

skin. The more he licked the worse it got. His kingdom 

for a Chap-Stick! Instead he found the pack of cigarettes 

down near the bottom of his sleeping bag, only minimally 

crushed. 

Cox had got him smoking again. Three years ago, after 

months of nicotine patches and feeling himself salivating 

hourly for a smoke, Daniel had quit once and for all. He 

owed his mother some credit for dying of lung cancer and 

scaring the shit out of him. Then one night Cox had 

shared a nearly full pack of Kools and Daniel was right 

back where he’d left off.   

With his right hand, Daniel shook the last two ciga-

rettes from the pack. He stuck one in his mouth and stared 

at the other for a long time before offering it to Cox.  

 

§ 

 

If a crazy fan had stabbed him or a freak accident had 

severed the tendons or even if some exotic disease had 

decimated his nerves, he would have received all sorts of 
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sympathy. The way it went down felt like bleeding to 

death. Every day there would be less and less until there 

was nothing.  

“Carpal tunnel,” the doc had said. “Hazard of the pro-

fession. You’re like an office worker—all that repetitive 

stress. Take some Motrin and take a rest.”  

Going over the steps that got him here made his brain 

as numb as his fingers. Where he had ended up was not 

attributable to any single mistake: ignoring the doctor’s 

advice; walking out halfway through the show at the El 

Rey because his hand stopped working; not returning his 

booking agent’s calls; ignoring the bills that got shoved 

through the mail slot; dismissing the quote-unquote 

friends who started coming around. The friends stood out-

side his gate and buzzed him on the intercom. “Just want 

to see if you’re okay,” they sang. Daniel heard the falsetto 

of the insincere in their voices. They just wanted a piece 

of him.  

The web of consequence and causation nauseated him. 

If he dredged up more mistakes he’d encounter the giant 

step up to the overmortgaged house on Glendower. The 

monthly statements ended in an eye-popping number of 

zeroes. That meant he had to start taking every gig he was 

offered, no matter the location or the size or suckiness of 

the club. He had to write songs for the next CD while he 

was still on tour for the last one. Work pressed in on him 

with an urgency that felt like the haranguing of the high-

school teachers he’d renounced.   
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Then bits of his life began breaking off and floating 

away. Losing the car hurt the most. He’d loved that car, a 

Cadillac Escalade he’d nicknamed The Beast. He didn’t 

care that it was hard to maneuver up the tight streets of 

the L.A. hills. Inside, it was a silent rolling animal ready 

to fill with whatever music he chose to blast through the 

custom stereo. Nothing beat taking it out on the freeway.  

Watching from the house when the repo man came to 

take away The Beast was like watching someone ampu-

tate your limb.   

 

§ 

 

That first rainy night at Union Station he’d gotten 

rousted before midnight. A man had stuck his grubby face 

right into Daniel’s space so it was the first thing Daniel 

saw when he started awake. “What the—” 

“Come on, loser,” the man said. “Move your lazy ass 

and your stuff outta here before the cops come around.”  

If the man hadn’t been shaking him Daniel would have 

woken up anyway from the stench. He’d been dreaming 

himself back to a time of silk sheets that held onto a 

woman’s perfume long after she’d left your bed. The real 

smell of the man got up in his nostrils and stayed.     

“If you ain’t got a ticket they’ll throw you out on your 

ass,” the man was explaining.  “Come on. You got some-

place to stay?”  
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That was Cox for you. Kind to friends, brutal to every-

one else. Daniel never figured out how he made it so 

quickly onto the friend side of the equation. But he was 

glad. Cox was one of the few he could relate to: not an 

addict, someone who seemed, like Daniel, perpetually on 

the verge of moving on to something better.  

Cox’s setup at the edge of the lot wasn’t bad either. 

The tarp was waterproof. The cops didn’t usually come 

out this way and if they did there was a back alley where 

you could shove everything behind a Dumpster and make 

it look like a pile of trash waiting for the Bureau of Sani-

tation.  

“I like to stay away from the other assholes,” Cox said, 

by way of explaining why he didn’t favor a Skid Row 

location. “You’re not an asshole, are you?” 

Cox was respectful, too. He never asked about Dan-

iel’s hand. To give back the respect, Daniel never asked 

anything about Cox. Stuff trickled out: a wife and three 

kids in Albuquerque and some kind of minor criminal 

infraction. Mostly, though, they talked about hustling, the 

weather, how they preferred being on their own instead of 

cooped up in a shelter living by someone else’s stupid-ass 

rules.  

One day, Cox had taken Daniel down to the County 

social services office on East 4th Place.  

“They didn’t do shit for me, but maybe you’ll have 

better luck,” Cox said. 
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When Daniel’s turn came he sat across from Leticia 

Davis and followed her finger down the form. Right there 

he saw his problem. There was a list of documents he’d 

need if he wanted to apply for general relief: birth certifi-

cate, Social Security card, proof of income—the sea of 

papers that once had kept him invisibly afloat and now 

had scattered who-knew-where.  

Leticia Davis had looked at him expectantly. He felt 

the blood rise up his neck. His left hand twitched, unfair-

ly—how could it move when he didn’t want it to, and yet 

fail to respond when he directed it? Perhaps the hand was 

remembering how it had set off the avalanche of his mis-

fortune.  

 Daniel had stood up fast and sidled away from Leticia 

Davis.  

“Some other time,” he muttered. He’d never gone 

back.  

 

§ 

 

They smoked the cigarettes down to where they could 

taste the plastic of the filters starting to burn.  

“Know what next week is?” Cox asked.   

Daniel shook his head.  

“Thanksgiving.”  

“And?” 

“Food, man. This and Christmastime,” Cox said. “Eve-

ryone’s all of a sudden concerned for our welfare. We go 



The Echo 

 

15  

down to St. Matthew’s—no questions asked. They do 

Thanksgiving up right. Turkey, stuffing, cranberry sauce.”  

Next week was all very well, but there was a space un-

der Daniel’s ribs that needed filling now and that meant 

dragging his ass to the intersection. He slithered out of his 

sleeping bag. Maybe no matter what kind of life you had 

you felt this, the endless repetition of waking, sleeping, 

eating, shitting. It all just happened a bit more comforta-

bly with money. The idea twisted in his mind as if it were 

about to become a song.  

He stood up. He watched Cox watching him struggle 

to start the zipper on his hoodie one-handed.  

“Later, man,” Daniel said over his shoulder, and 

walked away.  

 

§ 

 

The square-jawed woman and the pink-tighted girl 

showed up for the third time on Thanksgiving. Moving 

along in the line behind Cox, Daniel saw them as soon as 

one of the volunteers handed him the segmented card-

board plate and the plastic utensils bundled in a napkin. 

The woman was midway down, just past the turkey, wear-

ing an apron and a hairnet, though why she’d need it to 

cover her crew cut he wasn’t sure. The girl pranced be-

hind her mother, circling the tubs of extra food.  

Daniel had a girlfriend once who was into all kinds of 

psychic shit. She believed in the power of threes. “If 
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something calls you once and you blow it off, no biggie,” 

he remembered her saying. “If it comes around again, take 

it or leave it. The third time, you damn well better listen.”  

Could he make a run for it? Slip out of line and come 

back later when their shift was over? But already someone 

had slapped a roll on his plate and the smell of gravy 

made the saliva start at the back of his tongue. There was 

no leaving now.   

What he was really afraid of was that Cox would rec-

ognize them and say something rude. Daniel started talk-

ing to Cox, to distract him. “Man, I remember 

Thanksgiving when I was a kid. We used to go to my 

grandmother’s. She made this kick-ass thing with sweet 

potatoes. That’s when my dad was around. He used to get 

into fights with my grandmother, that was my mother’s 

mother—”  

Cox wasn’t listening. 

Daniel held out his plate for the turkey. It was heavier 

than he thought it would be, a hunk of greasy dark meat 

with a flap of skin attached. Cox was already moving on 

to the potatoes—that’s what the crew-cut lady was doling 

out. Daniel watched Cox hold out his plate, watched 

Cox’s eyes pinned on the food, willed them not to rise up 

to see who was serving him.  

Then it was Daniel’s turn. His eyes went to the wom-

an’s right away. The little girl moved closer. Daniel saw 

her trying not to look at his left arm. The hand was hidden 

away in his jacket pocket along with the plastic utensils.  
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Ten minutes later, while Daniel was lifting the turkey 

to his mouth to bite off a piece, the woman and girl came 

out from behind the serving table and sat down across 

from Daniel and Cox. The woman held up her hand to 

Cox like a traffic cop. The gesture seemed to work. Cox 

looked back down at his plate and kept chewing.  

“Listen,” the woman said. Again, the high sweetness 

of her voice surprised Daniel. “I know who you are.”  

“Oh yeah?” 

The din of the makeshift dining room swelled around 

them. The acoustics would have been horrendous for any 

kind of performance: bare walls, a floor covered in hard 

linoleum, metal tables with attached benches that folded 

up into peaks. Not a surface anywhere to catch or soften a 

sound. A hundred voices echoed around them. 

Daniel leaned forward, wanting to put an end to what-

ever this was.  

“Lady,” he said, “You must have me mixed up with 

someone else.” 

Cox had stopped chewing. Daniel half hoped he would 

spit out a curse and send them away.  

The woman stared at Cox like the bitch he had called 

her that day in the lot. Then she stood up and looked back 

at Daniel.  

“Come on,” she said. “You look like you could use 

some fresh air.”  

She smiled a little when she said it. Like she knew 

how absurd it sounded. Without a word for Cox, without 
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even finishing the last bites of food on his plate, Daniel 

swung his leg over the bench and followed the woman 

and girl outside. 

 

§ 

 

 “I own all your CDs. I used to go see you at The 

Echo,” the Prius lady said. 

Daniel remembered his first gig at The Echo. He re-

membered the flow, the way every little thing clicked into 

place. Even the idiotic mistake of somehow forgetting his 

jack plugs and having to scramble to borrow some before 

the sound check. In his step-wise ascension, that show 

was maybe the pinnacle. The real-estate agent had just 

shown him the house on Glendower. He had moved 

through each of its lovely rooms in his mind, not yet en-

slaved to it. Syntactically Valid had just come out and 

everyone was wild for the single. The twinges he was be-

ginning to feel in his fret hand annoyed him but never 

seemed to bother him during performances.    

The three of them walked down South Central toward 

Third. From the back, maybe, they looked like a family: 

mommy, daddy, and daughter between them, although 

Daniel wasn’t holding the girl’s hand. He was impressed 

with how ballsy the woman was, just coming up to him 

and opening herself up like that. She didn’t know him 

from Adam. Then he realized walking side by side was 

part of her plan. She wanted to talk and it was so much 
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easier when you didn’t have to look straight into some-

one’s eyes.  

“You played there what—five, six times?” she said. 

“Seven.” 

“I must have missed that last one. I stopped clubbing 

when I found out I was pregnant.” 

There wasn’t much traffic downtown this hour of a 

Thanksgiving Day. Everybody would be over the hill to 

grandmother’s house already. Thanksgiving a year ago he 

had spent alone, not yet friendly enough with Cox to hang 

out. The year before that he had been alone, too, in bed in 

the house on Glendower. He’d let the housekeeper go a 

few months earlier. His friends had stopped coming to the 

gate or even calling. The year before that he’d been with 

the crazy psychic girlfriend at her parents’ place in 

Topanga Canyon.  

They were getting close to the intersection at Third. 

Automatically Daniel began calculating his advance, as if 

he were going to hustle up an approaching car, though the 

only one remotely near was a pimpmobile gunning its 

engine almost a block away. The woman stopped at the 

edge of the sidewalk. It wasn’t clear if she intended to 

cross the street. Daniel moved off to the right, far enough 

away to break the illusion of the family triad.  

“Breast cancer,” the woman said. “That’s why I have 

this lovely haircut.”  

Daniel turned to look at her. The hair made sense now, 

the body with its bones showing through, the fierce way 
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she held the child’s hand. He watched as the child broke 

her mother’s grip and moved toward the crosswalk. The 

green figure walking on the signal became a red palm 

blinking. A roar like cresting surf moved along the street. 

The blinking palm turned solid. The girl—a candy cane, a 

lollipop, cotton candy on a stick—stepped off the curb as 

the pimpmobile accelerated past the tail end of its yellow.  

Daniel lunged toward the girl. His left hand, the only 

one close enough to make a difference in this world, shot 

beyond its limitations and swept the small sweet thing 

back off the street and into the arms of her mother.  

The three of them stood for a long moment as the 

sound of the engine ricocheted off the buildings and faded 

away. Then the girl reached out, as if she were retrieving 

a gem, and wrapped her fingers around Daniel’s hand. 
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