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GHOST CAMP 
 
“I didn’t expect it to be like this,” Bruce said after they sat down on the front steps 
of a partially collapsed building in the center of the abandoned internment camp.  
They hadn’t spoken more than a half dozen words since they passed through the 
break in the fence.  
 
“What did you expect?” Jane asked. She could have directed the question at herself 
as much as Bruce. 
 
“I thought we’d just find some crumbling foundations, piles of bricks and boards 
here and there but I certainly didn’t think that there would be anything still 
standing.  It’s like a ghost town.” 
 
“It was an internment camp, not a town.” 
 
“So, it’s a ghost camp.” 
 
“Funny you say that because I can’t shake this feeling that we’re not alone.”  Jane 
looked around.  There were at least half a dozen buildings standing between swaths 
of sage brush and rubble.  They were weather beaten and windowless and their tin 
roofs were rusted and battered by years of wind, snow and hail.  “Not that I’m 
scared,” she said looking at him. “And I don’t believe in ghosts.” 
 
“What about the Holy Ghost?” 
 
“I mean ghost as in a dead person who’s come back to scare people,” she replied, 
jabbing him in the side with her left elbow. 
 
“Gee and I was hoping to practice my ghost busting,” Bruce replied, standing up 
and tucking the thumbs of under the belt of his jeans.  “Guess I’ll have to try 
bronco busting instead.  Of course, first I’ll have to learn how to ride a horse.”  
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Jane got up and stood beside him.  “I can ask my Dad to teach you. He taught me 
and my brothers when we were kids.” 
 
“I can go by Bruce the Kid.” 
 
“I think Bruce the kidder would be more appropriate,” Jane said then did a three 
hundred and sixty degree turn and added.  “You know I really do get this feeling 
that we’re not alone.” 
 
“Maybe we should leave.  It could be a security guard, and we are trespassers.” 
 
“If it’s a security guard they aren’t doing a very good job by not showing 
themselves.  After all, it’s not like we look as if we’d put up a fight if they showed 
themselves and told us to leave.” 
 
“Maybe it’s a ghost guard.” 
 
Instead of laughing, Jane gave Bruce her that’s enough so cut it out look that she’d 
deployed on more than one occasion during their marriage. 
 
“Sorry,” he said, quickly.  “I don’t mean to be disrespectful.” 
 
“It wasn’t disrespect it was just a bad pun.” 
 
They lapsed into silence again. Jane remembered the words from Psalm 137 that 
recounted the Jew’s exile and captivity in Babylon By the rivers of Babylon we sat 
down and wept when we remembered Zion.  But, then, instead of meditating on a 
story from the Bible her mind shifted unexpectedly to the Wizard of Oz. She 
pictured Dorothy, only she looked like Jane not Judy Garland and Oz wasn’t 
emerald green but prairie brown and it wasn’t Kansas that Dorothy wanted to 
return to it was California and the Wicked Witch and the Wizard were…. 
 
“What are you thinking?” Bruce asked, bringing her runaway thoughts to a sudden 
halt. 
 
“Just feeling sad but also curious,” she answered, deciding that it was a whole lot 
easier to tell Bruce what she was feeling than what she had been thinking. 
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“Sadness I get, but why curious?  I would be angry.  That’s what I felt when I saw 
Dachau - sad but angry.” 
 
“When did you go to Dachau?” 
 
“Before I met you.  I was in Munich on business and it’s near there.  I had been in 
Munich several days working on a deal with colleagues in our German office and 
had an afternoon before I flew back to New York the next morning. Dachau is 
right outside Munich so I decided to see it.  I went there because I was curious 
about what a Nazi concentration camp, a death camp, was like. My family didn’t 
talk about the holocaust except to say that we were lucky since none of our 
relatives were killed.  At least none that they knew about.  So, even though I’m 
Jewish, I didn’t have a personal connection and it was all abstract to me.  As soon 
as I entered the camp It wasn’t abstract anymore and I wasn’t curious, I was angry.  
When I left Dachau, I changed my flight back to New York from the next morning 
to that night. I wanted to get out of Germany as fast as possible.  Of course, I got 
over the anger and I went back.  I mean back to Germany, not Dachau.  A long 
way of saying that I understand that you’re feeling sad but what are you curious 
about?” 
 
“Curious as to why they were sent to this camp. Why was it such a secret even 
now, after all these years? You know, even my parents don’t know what happened 
here?  I’ve visited the place where Camp Amache was and there’s a memorial 
there but we never knew about this place. If people did know about it they never 
talked about it” 
 
“But your grandparents did.  You said they mentioned that there was another 
camp.” 
 
“That’s true, but I was too young to ask them if they knew anything else and, like I 
told you, when I was older and asked my parents they said that my grandparents 
wouldn’t talk about it other than say that they were lucky they hadn’t been put in 
camps.  My Mom and Dad said that my grandparents and other Japanese 
Americans around here were probably afraid that if they started asking questions 
their patriotism would have been questioned and they’d have ended up in a camp 
themselves. In any case, if they did discover more about this camp they kept it to 
themselves.  Then, after the war ended and the camps were closed I think people 
just wanted to forget and put it behind them.” 
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“I wonder what people around here would have done if they’d rounded up their 
Japanese American neighbors like your grandparents, and thrown them in the 
camps.” 
 
“I imagine people were relieved that they didn’t have to answer that question.” 
 
“Did you see that?”  Bruce exclaimed. 
 
“What?” 
 
“That cloud of dust over there,” he pointed toward the west.  “It looks like 
somebody is driving away and fast.” 
 
Jane stood beside Bruce and looked, cupping her right hand to her forehead since 
even her sunglasses couldn’t block out the full glare of the sun in the cloudless sky.  
“You’re right.  I can’t tell if it’s a car or truck.” 
 
“I guess you were right, we weren’t alone.” 
 
“Where do you think they were?” 
 
“They must have been in that last building close to the fence,” Bruce replied. “And 
their vehicle was hidden behind it.  They were able to drive out through that 
opening with the watch tower beside it.  It’s probably the entrance to the camp.” 
 
“Why would they take off like that?” 
 
“They’re probably trespassing just like us.” 
 
“If that’s the case, why would they run away from other trespassers?” 
 
Bruce shrugged.  “Maybe they didn’t want to stick around to see if we would 
forgive their trespassing if they forgave ours.” 
 
Jane poked Bruce with here elbow again.  “No, seriously, I wonder why they were 
in that building.” 
 
“There’s one way to find out.” 
 
“You mean go over and look inside?” 
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“You said you were curious, didn’t you? You know there can’t be ghosts inside 
because you don’t believe in them.” 
   
 
Unlike the other buildings that were still standing the door to this one was not only 
attached it was closed.  Bruce twisted the rusted knob and gave it a shove. It swung 
open and he walked inside.  “Now this is strange, truly strange,” Bruce said. 
 
“What do you mean?” Jane asked, still standing outside.   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
He poked at several cans on the floor.  “These look like cans of spray paint.”  He 
held one up. “This is red spray paint.” 
 
“You think they’re artists?” 
 
“Artists who use spray paint? If they were they must have taken whatever they 
were painting with them because there’s nothing in here.” 
 
“But why would they use this building to paint in?” 
 
“Beats me,” Bruce said with a shrug.  “Although I knew an artist in New York who 
used a fire escape as her studio.  Of course, she didn’t have much choice since she 
was sharing a one bedroom apartment on the Lower Eastside with three other 
people.  And, in case you’re wondering, I wasn’t one of them and I never spent the 
night there including on the fire escape.  We were just friends…” 
 
“If you keep on I will start wondering.” 
 
“Got it.” 
 
“Maybe they weren’t artists but vandals who were going to spray graffiti all over.”  
 
“That would explain why they ran away, but we didn’t see spray paint on the 
outside of any of the buildings while we were walking through the camp.” 
 
“This can feels like it’s empty to me,” Bruce said.  “Somebody was spraying 
something with it.  They could have left something behind outside.” He handed her 
the can and walked out the door. 
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Jane held the can.  It felt empty like Bruce said.  She picked up the other two can 
on the floor. They were both red.  She decided to put the cans in her small 
backpack rather than leave them there for future use in case the vandals came back. 
 
“I know what they were spray painting,” Bruce shouted from outside. 
 
“What?”  Jane yelled back and then hurried out the door.  Bruce was standing 
looking at the building from the other side.  
 
“They spray painted graffiti all over this wall.  We couldn’t see it because it faces 
the entrance to the camp.” 
 
“Doesn’t it look like the pictographs we saw earlier?”  Bruce asked after Jane 
joined him in looking at what had been painted boldly in red across the wall.  
 
“Those aren't pictographs,” she replied without hesitation.  
 
“What is it, then?” 
 
“It’s Japanese.” 
 
“You’re sure?” 
 
“I think I would know what Japanese writing look like.” 
 
“So what does it say?” 
 
Jane shook her head as she studied the red markings. They were more like angry 
slash marks than the delicate calligraphy she was used to seeing.  “I don’t know.  I 
can speak some Japanese, but I never learned how to read it.” 
 
Bruce looked at her in astonishment. “You’re telling me that you can read Greek 
and Hebrew but not Japanese, which is your ancestral tongue?”   
 
“Says the Jew who can’t read Hebrew.” 
 
“Good thing we both know English,” Bruce said.  “Hey, what about your parents?  
We can take pictures of it and show them.” 
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“They can’t read Japanese either, other than a few characters. The only person I 
know in our family who can read Japanese is my Dad’s older brother, Uncle Joji.  
You’ve never met him.” 
 
“Does he live around here?” 
 
“He lives in my grandparent’s old house.  When my grandfather died my 
grandmother moved in with us and their farm was divided between my Dad, Uncle 
Joji and my two aunts. Since my Dad already had a farm and a house, and my 
aunts live out of state, the land Uncle Joji inherited included my grandparent’s 
house.  My Dad bought his sister’s land and added it to his own, but Uncle Joji still 
owns his land even though from what I’ve heard he’s not much of a farmer.” 
 
“Why haven’t I met this Uncle Joji?” 
 
“I hardly know him, to tell you the truth.  He went to Japan and lived there for a 
number of years. That’s where he learned to speak and write Japanese.  I only saw 
him as a kid when he came back to visit.  He stayed with my grandparents when he 
was visiting here and didn’t come back for good until my grandfather died and left 
him the house on the condition that my grandmother could continue living there.  
She decided to move in with us instead.  My Mom became the oldest daughter by 
default when my aunts moved away.  Fortunately, my grandmother and Mom 
really got along.  Uncle Joji had the house to himself and he’s lived there ever 
since.  The last time I saw him was at my grandmother’s funeral and that was 
almost ten years ago.”   
 
“Since you don’t really know your uncle, maybe your Dad could ask him what this 
means.” 
 
Jane shook her head.  “My Dad, along with my aunts, had some sort of falling out 
with Uncle Joji after my grandfather died and since my grandmother’s death 
they’ve pretty much kept their distance so it wouldn’t be a good idea to ask my 
Dad.” 
 
“Since no one is going to ask your Uncle Joji we’ll have to see if there’s someone 
else who can translate it,” Bruce said.  “There might be someone at Picketwire 
College.”  
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“That won’t be necessary because I’m going to ask him,” Jane said with a firmness 
that surprised Bruce. “I said it wasn’t a good idea to ask my Dad, not that I 
shouldn’t ask Uncle Joji.” 
 
“I thought you said you didn’t really know him.” 
 
“Now’s my chance.” 
 
HERE WE ARE 
 
“You’ve heard about tiny houses, Bapa?” Desmond asked when his father called 
for a status report on repositioning Happy Trails.  Fortunately, Desmond had just 
watched a television show about tiny houses that very morning while channel 
surfing through the seemingly endless number of reality TV programs on people 
buying, fixing up and selling houses in hopes of coming up with ideas to turn 
around Happy Trails.  
 
“Of course, son.” His father’s voice boomed from the cellphone that Desmond had 
placed on his desk. He was much more concerned about going deaf from holding it 
to his ear every time he spoke with his father than the impact on his brain from any 
electromagnetic waves it was emitting.  “They are very small homes.  If we lived 
in the village where our family comes from in Gujarat we would be forced to live 
in a very tiny house.  Just think of all of us in just one room. Fortunately, in 
America we live in a big house where everyone even has their own bedroom.” 
 
“Not those kind of tiny houses,” Desmond replied.  He knew those houses from the 
time his parents took the family on a trip to India when he was a teenager and they 
visited their ancestral village.  “These are custom built and many of them are on 
wheels.  They’re very popular.  People consider them innovative.  One of the ideas 
I’m thinking of is re- inventing Happy Trails as a place for tiny houses.” 
 
“How’s that any different than the trailer park it already is?” 
 
“A tiny house is no more like a house trailer than a Tesla is an Oldsmobile.  
They’re both cars, have four wheels and move but while Tesla’s are innovative, 
high tech and cool and sell like hot cakes they stopped making Oldsmobiles 
because no one would buy them.” 
 
“Not me. I would still buy one. I loved our Oldsmobile 98.” 
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“I hated it.  It was like riding in a huge Lazy Boy recliner on wheels.” 
 
“What’s wrong with being big and comfortable?” 
 
“I don’t want to argue with you, Bapa,” Desmond sighed.  “You told me you 
wanted me to come up with innovative ideas to turn Happy Trails around and this 
is one of them.  I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it.” 
 
“No, my son, I’m glad you feel that you can run ideas by me.” 
 
Just like running into a brick wall, Desmond wanted to say but he just rolled his 
eyes.  For once, he was glad that his Dad refused to use Skype and couldn’t see the 
expression on his face.  “Anyway, I have been asked by the President of the 
Chamber of Commerce to help them with an important project they are sponsoring.  
It’s to showcase local entrepreneurship and innovation.” 
 
“Really?” His father seemed genuinely interested.  “What is this important 
project.” 
 
“I don’t know the details but Sue Cohen, the President, said it was sort of like TED 
X.” 
 
“I’ve never heard of him.” 
 
“TED X isn’t a person.  It stands for Technology, Entertainment and Design Expo.  
They have these events where people give talks about innovative ideas.  They’re 
called TED Talks. 
 
“That’s what we do in our Rotary Club.  We have someone come in at every 
meeting and give a talk. If they have a Rotary in Picketwire you should join. I can 
sponsor you.” 
 
Desmond wanted to say that it wasn’t the same thing but, then, his father would 
have reminded him that he’d never been to a Rotary so how did he know?  “I’ll see 
if they have one, Bapa.  Look, I have a lunch meeting with the President of the 
Chamber of Commerce about the special project, so I need to go now.” 
 
After hanging up, Desmond stuffed his cellphone into the front pocket of his 
khakis and got into his nondescript rental car, whose make and model he’d be hard 
pressed to remember if he was ever asked.  As he pulled out of Happy Trails he 
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tried to imagine what it would look like with rows of tiny houses but what he 
imagined wasn’t all that different than the tiny house trailers that were already 
there.  That made him wonder how the people who lived in tiny houses would be 
different than the people who lived in the tiny trailers?  He had to admit that he 
didn’t know much of anything about Happy Trails except what he could see in its 
financial records.  Other than who paid rent on time, he had no idea as to who lived 
in Happy Trails or why.   If he was going to engage in an innovative turn around 
that would change Happy Trails into something else it would help to know what it 
was now.  
 
 
When Desmond entered the Pretty Good he spotted Sue right away.  She was 
sitting in the center booth in the front next to the big plate glass windows.  This 
was the first time he would have lunch inside the Pretty Good. He’d had breakfast 
there but every time he had gone there for lunch it was always full with a line 
waiting for a table or a seat at the counter.  
 
Sue waved at him and he walked through the crowded diner feeling like an 
honored guest who had been invited to sit at the head table.  This was an 
opportunity.  Desmond knew that being seen eating with the President of the 
Chamber of Commerce was bound to open doors for a newcomer like himself.  He 
also hoped that as a successful local businessperson she would provide some useful 
advice, such as some unobtrusive ways to find out more about the current residents 
of Happy Trails.  As soon as he sat down opposite her she handed him a menu. 
 
“Should we wait for Mister Best?” Desmond asked as he took the menu. 
 
“No, Rich will be late as usual,” Sue replied matter of factly. “So, we can go ahead 
an order.  It’s on me, by the way.” 
 
“It is very kind of you to invite me to lunch, Ms. Cohen…” 
 
“Please, just call me Sue,” she answered, flashing him a smile that was meant to 
put him at ease. 
 
“Sue,” he repeated.  “And you must call me Desmond.” 
 
“I already did.” 
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“That’s right.” His embarrassment was quickly followed by the happiness at being 
on a first name basis with the President of the Chamber of Commerce as well as 
the owner of such an obviously successful business. 
 
“By the way, in case you haven’t noticed, pretty much everyone goes by their first 
name around here.” 
 
“What if you forget their first name?” 
 
“In that case you probably wouldn’t remember their last name either so some 
variation on howdy is considered acceptable.  Chances are they’ll be relieved, 
because if you don’t remember their first name they’ve probably forgotten yours as 
well.” 
 
“That is very helpful advice for a newcomer like me,” Desmond said, hoping that 
those he had previously addressed by their last names were not offended. 
 
“The advice comes with your membership in the Chamber.  The free lunch, 
however, is on me for agreeing to help us with our special project.” 
 
“I am honored that you think I might be helpful,” Desmond said. “When you 
invited me to this lunch meeting you said the project was like TED X? I am a big 
fan of TED X and TED Talks.” 
 
“Sort of like,” Sue answered then pushing the menu closer to Desmond, added.  
“Rich will fill you in when he gets here so, like I said, you might want to order 
since you may not get a chance once he’s here.” 
 
“I am really looking forward to lunch,” Desmond said picking up the menu. “Tell 
me…Sue, I have tried to have lunch here before and it is always full. Is there a way 
to make a reservation?” 
 
“We don’t have reservations but you can become a member of our lunch club.” 
 
“Lunch club?” 
 
“Yeah, if you join you get priority seating.” 
 
“And in return you are able to gather information on your customers, which can be 
very valuable? He made a mental note.  Perhaps he would be able to get valuable 
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information on the those who currently rented spaces at Happy Trails by offering 
some sort of membership coupled with inexpensive perks. 
 
“Actually, we don’t ask for any information other than their name.  Their last name 
as well, to avoid any confusion. If you can believe it, there are actually two Jerry 
Jeffs and Wanda Maes who are members, although you would be the first 
Desmond if you want to join.” 
 
“I would be happy to sign up,” Desmond answered. 
 
“Done.” 
 
“But I didn’t sign anything.” 
 
“You don’t need to.  I know your name.” 
 
“If I might ask, Sue, since you do not use the membership as a way to collect 
information on your customers, what methods do you use?” 
 
“We talk with them.” 
 
“You talk to them?  You mean you ask them questions like in a survey?” 
 
“With them not to them.  Not a survey.  Everyone who works here engages in real 
conversations rather than I’m Sue and I’ll be your server.” 
 
I see,” Desmond nodded.  “That is a secret to your success.” 
 
“It isn’t a secret, Desmond.” 
 
“Got it,” Desmond replied, hiding his disappointment that Sue wasn’t sharing a 
business secret. 
 
“Now that you’ve gotten me to divulge one of my non-secrets is there something 
on the menu that catches your eye?” 
 
“I have heard you have very good chili.  Which one would you recommend?  One 
that is hot and spicy.” 
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“If you like really hot and spicy than try the Purgatory Chili,” Sue answered.  “It 
may be hot as hell but when you’re finished you ‘ll feel like you’re in heaven.” 
 
“Sounds good.  You know,” he added.  “I don’t understand this belief that 
purgatory is an actual place that exists between heaven and hell.” 
 
“If you had lived in LA like me you might.” 
 
“You lived in Los Angeles?” 
 
“For almost twenty years.  That’s where I got into the restaurant business. I went 
from waitress, to cook, to chef, to co-owner, to sole owner, to owner of several 
more, all of them successful by the way… and then I left and came here.” 
 
“You moved here from LA?”  
 
“I’m pretty sure this is where here is.” 
 
“Of course,” he replied, hoping that his dark complexion would hide any blush. “I 
just meant that it seems like a big move.”      
 
“At the time it just seemed like a good move.”  Sue looked out the plate glass 
window at the sleepy street, and added.  “Still does.” 
 
There must be something about Picketwire that he had missed so far, Desmond 
thought.  How else to explain why a successful business woman like Sue Cohen 
would move here from LA to open her next restaurant.  Not wanting to expose his 
ignorance,  by asking here directly he tried an oblique approach.  “After LA you 
must have found it easy to open your next restaurant here.” 
 
“No, Desmond,” Sue shook her head and looked at him with dead seriousness.  “It 
was the hardest thing I’ve ever done beginning with the fact that the last thing I 
wanted to do when I left LA was to own or even work in another restaurant.” 
 
“Yet here we are in your own cafe,” Desmond observed.  
 
“Yes, here we are,” Sue answered. “And, speaking of being here, Rich has just 
arrived.” 
 

END OF INSTALLMENT 10 
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