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THE DUMP AT SANTA CRUZ
J. SCOTT HARDIN

I was too much a man of action to be truly satisfied with a scholarly profession.  I had learned very late, after all the classes a person could legitimately take in graduate school for credit, that being a scholar wasn’t so much of a profession as a lifestyle.  Signing up for a job was one thing, especially when you could get lost in ideas – yours, professors’, a corpus of thinkers and their translators.  In fact, I had come to realize that the most celebrated historians were exactly that:  translators.

I discovered at the tail end of youth that I didn’t want to be a man who wrote about other people who studied the archives to uncover what other people meant by what they did.  That path to wisdom grew shallow as the years went by, and my best guess was that, if successful, I’d end up penning a monograph that was moderately well-received by a committee and then sell twelve copies.  Of these, ten would be purchased by myself, one by a mistaken click at Amazon Print On Demand and the last by a dreary-eyed librarian at Butt Ass State University.  Someday, on a trip through the Midwest, old and grey, tenured and big-bellied, I’d stop in at this library only to discover among the circulation records that it had never been checked out.  With a seeping dread that ruined everything, I lead myself to the conclusion that I had been traveling down the path of impotence.
At some point in my mind, the accumulating weight of a million tiny doubts had finally brought down the avalanche.  So it had been ten years of side jobs and penury, and ten crates of worthless notes and grandiose essays.  Ten years of garbage in the garbage.  And so what?  It’s only the loss of youth.  You can always get another, right?  I withdrew from the program as quietly as one can in such situations.
After a while, ‘so what’ became now what.  I felt lost, like the child who has come enough of age that his mommy finally took away his favorite blanket or stuffed animal.  Life had taken away my little white bunny.
Reverting back to boyhood, I once again peeked through the blinds into a predawn street to watch and listen as a dirty green truck hoisted the dumpster and loudly dropped its contents into a cesspool of colored human waste.  The way of stuffed bunnies now seemed like the way of all innocent loves and dreams.  It would get crushed and piled into cordoned off dumps outside town.  And there they lay in a giant compost, generations of garbage and bunnies brought in by endless columns of loud green trucks.

Have you ever been to a dump site?  Maybe it’s a strange question, but not everyone has.  My mom’s second husband used to go to one outside of Santa Cruz on the weekends, and he would sometimes let me come.  He was a practical man, always in search of an unworn spare tire, a serviceable gasket or an undamaged leg from a busted chair.  By the time I was eight or nine, I’m pretty sure he had discovered I was weird.  In the car, he always put his meaty arm across my chest to stop me from my constant rocking.  Back and forth and back and forth, he took my natural abnormality for purposefully driven intent to irritate.

Needless to say, he usually left me alone at the dump.  There I was free to trudge the pathways through debris, scout around mountainous piles of junk and otherwise explore what people cared about through what they left behind.  It was a first step down a road that pointed to what is by way of what is not.
I remember having mostly been interested in the kids’ stuff.  Scraped up toy cars, melted army men and busted doll houses, I imagine, must have had stories behind them.  Each and every last one of them had meant something to somebody at one point or other.  Adult refuse, by contrast, tended to be practical, -- a torn up bill that had been paid or not, a yellowed bra without a clasp, a VCR spewing clumps of melted brown tape from every cracked orifice.  
The kids, I explained to myself, possibly had an excuse.  Maybe they hadn’t really given up on what they were interested in or loved.  Since they weren’t really in control over their things, it stood to reason that they had probably been forced to give them up.  Some kind of horrible change had made the adults turn traitor and go against who they had once been.  But not the kids.  I decided then and there, meandering through the dump at Santa Cruz on overcast Saturday mornings, that the black monster was not getting me.

Actually, it was Jenny who set my mind in stone on that solemn oath.  She was a little girl with curly blonde locks and a smile of mirth.  She would have made you laugh no matter how bad your day was, just with her playfulness.  And her biggest secret, at once her most beautiful thus vulnerable spot, was her love for her best friend Phoebe.  
I never met Jenny, of course, but I used to visit Phoebe when I got the chance.  She was invariably dirty and never once spoke.  But I knew her name and pieced together her story because of a little note that had been tied to her left leg, written in permanent ink:

I PROMIC PHOEBE I WILL NEVR FURGIT YOU. NOT


EVER. I LOVE YOU. LOVE JENNY

The fuzzy stuffed animal had lost all of its fuzz.  One ear was charred, some of the body had merged with a cereal box, and the whole thing was in a state of advanced decay.  If I pulled Jenny’s note off, I was pretty sure the whole leg would come with it.  I couldn’t allow that.  It was the same bunny as my own.

