The Tale of Opal George
After I had fled my home town of Palo Alto, California for Death Valley, I really did not know how things would work out. A huge transition. For one thing, leaving so many lifelong friends, aunts, uncles, cousins, and my dear mother behind. My mother was always OK with driving around town for getting the shopping done, but to drive from Palo Alto, eastbound, and to do battle with winding Sierra Nevada mountain roads, not so much. Mother was a good and safe driver, and although she never mentioned anything about it, I sensed that she was hesitant to embark on anything more than a two or three hour drive. Death Valley was easily an eight or nine hour drive away, if the weather was good and it wasn't snowing over Sierra passes. Or on Townsend Pass, at almost 5,000 feet elevation, the entry point to Death Valley from the west. It didn't often snow up there, but it always could, in the winter. You just never knew about that until you were there.

And my gut instinct was right, she never drove out to visit me. Not once. Not for lack of motherly son love, but for her anxiety of embarking on such a long drive. And besides, it was me who always made the long drive from Death Valley out to Palo Alto for our big family event every Thanksgiving: the dinner, the family camaraderie, the good vintage wines always served at the table. That was something worth making the trek. And so, mother and son and family and the cousins and aunts and uncles and other kinfolk would be reunited as before, with good appetizers and drink; later, with the turkey and all the trimmings; and after, with good talk about everything under the sun that we all had been up to for the past year. These events were always a good and wholesome time, but once I was back home in Death Valley, I was on my own, without any family visits to later cherish.

Oh, Thanksgiving time, and the last of mid autumn tree and flower splendor in the Bay Area. The beginning of the coastal rainy season, when gentle rains can drizzle and fall for days without end under gray skies, and anything left outside will slowly become completely soggy to the point of falling apart. The birch and ash trees, planted so neatly in the spaces between the sidewalk and the street with most of their wet brown leaves littering the front yard of my growing up house. I remember climbing those trees in my youth. We played hide and seek, street baseball, and sometimes, capture the flag if we had enough neighbor kids to make it work. But the trees in the summertime, loaded with their young branches and green leaves, they provided the secret hideaways where an adolescent boy might climb up, challenging an adolescent girl to climb up too, a fantasy girl in a young pubescent boy's mind perhaps, and who knows what kind of mischief they just might get into, against their parents' best wishes? Hidden so in the green leaves of summer, there was no telling. That first kiss is silent, and sweet, and the parents haven't a clue. Or do they.

But life is cyclical, and all good things, seasonal or otherwise, come to their own conclusion, whether we wish them to or not. With the Thanksgiving feast over and done comes the day after and the great reckoning that the kitchen still needs to be thoroughly cleaned and reorganized, and the family and the cousins and the aunts and the uncles and all the other kinfolk are hugging and shaking hands and saying goodbye in the coastal overcast damp early morning until next year, and all too soon the Thanksgiving family reunion, the biggie, bigger than Christmas ever was in my agnostic family anyway, is over and done, and life resumes eventually as if it never had happened, except for the deep memories of family, the sharing of moments, and those bonds of love. While we all knew it might take days for us to recover from all the love, we always managed to pull it off, and go about our own separate ways.

My separate way, after the party was completely over, was to run around town shopping for all those wonderful things, getting groceries at the co-op and other organic supermarkets, buying drygoods, kitchen essentials, some clothing, maybe a new dishtowel or two, a new shovel or garden hose, and myriad other things only available in the urban jungle, and not available at all in Death Valley. I call such things “unobtanium”, because they are unobtainable when one chooses to live in the high lonesome middle of nowhere.

All that opus of activity was the precursor to my making the drive back to my home, the drive that my mother secretly feared, but never said so. In the unique wintertime geography of California, driving from west to east, and choosing the routes given that many smaller highway passes are closed for the winter due to snow, there are not many choices. Heading south on US 101 was my beginning, then over to SR 58 to Bakersfield, then connecting with SR 178 over Walker Pass, working my way back to Death Valley. A long and arduous journey in winter. I knew the route from memory. The weather may change, but the route never does. And when the Mother Nature rains, or snows, or ices the roadways, I am always super-duper cautious all the time. I always have been, I think it is the way I was wired. Always. It may be why I am still alive, after the many death-defying experiences of my youth. Cautious has always saved my bacon.

I left mother's house at 11 in the morning, too late I knew given the miles I had to drive, but it is so hard to say good bye to my loving family. These things take time, as much time as is needed. The way it goes. The way it always is. I would prefer that we had the words in English that mean something like Shalom in Yiddish, or Aloha in Hawaiian, which can mean both hello and good-bye. I think this might make the separation a little easier, because saying them means not just a good-bye, but a future hello. Maybe.

I got home to my tiny trailer in Furnace Creek just before midnight. Knowing that I would have to wake up at around 7 AM, I did what I needed to do: I had a light dinner, brushed my teeth, and downed a good bit of the French Armagnac I had bought at Draeger's grocery in Mountain View a few hours ago. I turned on my shortwave receiver to listen to the news I'd missed the past several days. Nothing new under the sun, as Ecclesiastes said, so I turned off the lights and went to sleep.

Work was a drag the next day. I was dragging my heels all day long. No matter though, I know how to drag my heels and still accomplish a good day's work for a good day's pay. And the pay was good. 50% take of the shop rate of $30/hour. At the end of the workday, bone-tired and weary from Thanksgiving and the long drive back home, I pulled my old faithful International Harvester Scout into a parking slot in front of the Furnace Creek general store. The intent, to buy a cold sixpack of beer to take back to my trailer, shove some grub down, veg out, and go to sleep.

I didn't notice it at first, but after I got out of my little Scout truck, I noticed an another old International Harvester pickup truck, a full-sized one, to the left and next to where I had parked. I took a nice, long walk around this truck. Now this, I thought to myself, is a real relic. The body had lots of scrapes and dents, each one with its own story I figured; one door was blue and the other one red, and the rest of the truck was of mixed colors. I wondered what kind of person would own and drive such a truck. There was a camper mounted on it, lashed on for dear life with frayed rope, bungee cords, and some duct tape holding a propane tank onto the tailgate. I wondered again who would drive this menagerie of a truck. The owner, I figured, must be a real desert explorer, the kind I would like to meet, and I was just a little anxious to see if I could meet him or her.

As my wandering around the truck took me to the driver's door, I noticed there was someone sitting in there, head back against the cab, motionless. All I could see was part of his face, a gray beard, and a well-worn hat on his head. I backed away, found a planter to sit on, and waited. After some time, through the windshield I saw him move, and he made a very slow headway to open the door and exit.

He was wearing very faded and very patched overalls, a torn plaid shirt underneath, a very old floppy and sweat stained cotton hat, and boots that had seen better days. He plotted his slow meandering path towards the general store, knees slightly bent as he shuffled, which was in my direction. Suddenly, our eyes made contact. Though his clothing was all completely shoddy, and his skin old and wrinkled, his eyes were bright and sparkling blue, and they pierced my own Ashkenazi brown eyes. He stopped in his slow tracks, bent at the knees, and our eye contact lingered on for a few moments. He approached me as if he knew me, squinting his eyes as he did so, and held out his left arm and hand.

“Hi there. Who are you?”

“My name is Max. I'm a mechanic up at the Furnace Creek Garage”, I said.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance”, he replied in a pleasant and animated voice. “I've heard about you. Folks tells me you're a damned good mechanic.” He drew out the “damned good” part for emphasis.

I wasn't sure how to handle this one. Yeah, I figured that I was a pretty good mechanic. I was young though, at 24, but I seemed to have been born with the “figuring things out” gene, and the “patience” gene, and both are needed to even think about being a good mechanic. The guy who owned the German car shop in which I apprenticed had said these things about me after a few years, which I took as compliments, but now here I was in a real time discussion with a stranger, on my own, and I was unsure how to proceed or what to say next.

“Well, I've had some folks tell me that, yes. And I love those old Internationals. That's my old Scout parked to the right of your pickup. What year is yours?” He was apparently more intent on talking about my truck for now.

“Say, I've seen that truck around. She's a beauty. She's an early one, she's got a four-banger under the hood I'd guess. You go out prospecting much? You're the mechanic up at the garage, ain'tcha?”  I'd already said that I was. His demeanor was getting a little excited now; he was bouncing up and down on his bent knees a little bit. “I've been having a problem when she gets hot, she starts to sputter and spit, an' I think it's the carburetor maybe. I put a rebuilt on her a few years ago, but now I'm having the same problem as before. Can you take a look at her, maybe? Oh, uh, my name's Opal George”

I said yes, I could, right there in the parking lot in front of the Furnace Creek general store. He shuffled over to the front of the hood, fingered the hood release, and opened it. That was when I noticed he had a ring on his right ring finger with a huge what looked like an opal mounted on it. Oval and crowned or parabolic shape, maybe 20mm in length along the finger, and 10mm in width perpendicular to the finger. As his hand and ring finger moved, the jewel shimmered a rapid light show of both milky and bright contrasty colors, glimmering there in the late afternoon sunshine. My focus was on this light show, and I was mesmerized by it, not noticing that he had raised the hood and was standing there, looking at me and waiting for me to look under the hood at the carburetor. I kept looking at the ring, and my eyes followed it where it went. I had never really had a fascination with jewelry, but I had to ask him about this.

“Wow, that is a really interesting ring, and that jewel, what is it?”

“Why, it's an opal. And a damn good specimen too.” He drew out “damn good” again. “Found it myself not far from here. Folks says there ain't no way there's any opals in this here Death Valley country. I even heard Death Valley rangers and government geologists say that too. But I found 'em, them opals. I know where them opals is. And I got me a couple a opal mining claims. But I ain't tellin' where they is, not you not nobody, so don't you be asking about it.” This he said with a halfway smile. “Now, what about my carburetor?”

I took a look, as best that I could in the parking lot, but even an ace mechanic can't tell much about a carburetor from the outside. And anyway, maybe it wasn't the carburetor. It could have been a few other things, like a plugged up fuel filter, or a weak fuel pump that “made her sputter and spit”. As my hands were gently touching various things under the hood of his old truck relic, I began to notice that his gaze was fixated on my left hand, following it where it went, not unlike my gaze had been fixated on his ring. It was hard to see Opal George's bright blue eyes because he sometimes squinted so, and one facial wrinkle overlapped the one beneath it, but one could judge the direction of his gaze and attention by the orientation of his long gray beard. They say that horses and donkeys, with their prehensile ears, regardless of which direction their head seems to be pointed, their eyes and ears always point in the same direction. And so it was with Opal George's eyes and beard.

“I don't really know what's wrong with your truck, George.” I suggested he bring the truck into the shop for further diagnosis, but he didn't seem to be buying any of it. “I would need to look a little deeper into the problem.”

“Say, you have nice hands, son. May I take a closer look at them?” Now I was wondering, why would he say this? I recoiled just a bit, out of some kind of primal fear, which he must have sensed. “Oh, don't worry”, he said, chuckling a little, “I know how to read palms, and yours look very interesting. I used to have a palmistry shop in Vegas, back when Vegas was a nice and gentle place full of interesting people, and the mob too. May I?” he said, reaching for my left hand.

So, trusting him, I turned both hands palm upwards, and let him do whatever he was going to do. I figured it's all a hoax, palm reading, but what the hell. I had some time to kill. He looked closely at my wrist lines, which are supposed to reveal life expectancy. He looked at palm lines, thumb lines, and more; all this I caught by him mumbling about what he was seeing. I looked at his face while his eyes were focused on my left palm, and I noticed dust and old dirt in his forehead wrinkles, and blackheads on his cheeks above the beard line. When he had apparently finished, he looked me in the eyes and gave me the report.

“The first thing I noticed, is that you are super-duper cautious in everything you do.” He now had my full attention, because that is who I am and have always been. I know this about me. Driving a car, working, loving including the fear of giving my heart away, financial decisions, everything. Super-duper cautious describes me a hundred percent, often causing me to overly procrastinate important decisions that need to be made. 10 points for Opal George the palm reader. “You come from family that lives long, and so will you live long also”. Correct again, most of my ancestors have lived long, mostly disease free, and mostly happy lives no matter life-long marriages or divorces. They usually bounced back to find happiness somehow, some way. More palm reader points. “You will find a woman soon and marry your life with hers, and you will have two sons.” Now this, I knew, he was stretching it, and I began to hear my internal bullshit alarm. No, definitely bullshit. No way was I ever going to get married. I loved and lived my hedonistic life too much, and was totally satisfied with it. I dismissed this part of his palm reading. Minus 10 points for Opal George. And finally, “You will do well as you go wandering about in your life.” This, I figured, was the signature farewell from the palm reader. Like a fortune cookie, they never end up on anything negative. Often positive, always ambiguous. When was the last time you cracked open a Chinese fortune cookie to read a negative fortune. Like, “your life will soon descend into a terminal and incurable illness and a life of suffering. Your lucky numbers are 2, 3, 11, 12.” Or, “You will become insane in exactly 12 years, and be committed to an asylum. You have no lucky numbers other than zero.” Doesn't happen. Newspaper horoscopes, same thing. Always ambiguous, often upbeat, and never negative. But real life does not always work out this way. And so I lumped palm readers into this same category of synthetic optimist hucksters, looking for a fast buck or some other kind of quid pro quo compensation: I the palm reader bring you good news, and you the client hand over your good money. But George wasn't after money, not with my palm reading anyway. I didn't really know what he was after. Perhaps nothing. Maybe his secret opal mines meant that he could just pursue random acts of palm reading for free, whenever he might discover an “interesting” hand and palm to read, as a hobby and source of joy.

Opal George ran into my life, or perhaps it was mine that ran into his, or some other kind of cosmic mutual running into of lives, in a haphazard way over 40 years ago. Or could it have been preordained? As it turned out, the predictions he gave that day in the Furnace Creek parking lot happened to be far more true than false. I did get married, and to a woman I had met right there in Death Valley, not long after Opal George's palmistry forecast. She and I met in Furnace Creek, shared our passions in the Panamint Mountains just west of Death Valley around a campfire, later eloped to Lone Pine about 100 miles west of there, eventually got married, and eventually had two sons, and no more children after that. And while I lived my life with the assumption that I was being super-duper cautious as always, the marriage only lasted 16 years. Sometimes marriages are that way. We had our heydays and fun in the sun in those years, but in the end, we divorced. And, a few years after that we, or at least I, bounced back. Resilience. And lately, she has bounced back too. Now, much older and perhaps wiser, we are good friends. I wonder what Opal George might see or read in my palms now, if he were still alive. I think if he could, he would tell me that I am super-duper cautious in everything I do. 
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