
 

 
 

PRAISE FOR JOHN M. KELLER 

 
“One of the most original and most brilliant of the new crop of 

young American fiction writers.” 
                                            ―Roll Magazine 

 
“I knew I was in the presence of not just a conscious stylist with 

a mind well stocked with image, likeness, mashal, but also a 
storyteller capable, as the best are, of overcoming ‘plot,’ and 

turning it into event—a journey not for characters alone but for 
the reader. I continue to read his stories, each one surprising, and 

wait for the novels the bio note promises.” 
                                           ―Robert Kelly 

 
 

ADVANCE PRAISE FOR KNOW YOUR BAKER 
 
“Keller has Juárez in his bones. This intricate novel is people 
talking—the good priest, the bad cop, the woman about to be 
murdered...Ciudad Juárez beats the lies of nations into the dust, 
and Keller has written the city’s poverty and gore in bold colors 
and cold gales of anger. Feel the rumble of the slow train 
a’coming? That train is death and filled with dead girls and dead 
men and dead dreams. Hop on board for Know Your Baker.” 
                                         ―Charles Bowden, author of  
                                  Some of the Dead Are Still Breathing 
 
“Alternating parallel narratives, Know Your Baker is a witty and 
imaginative first novel, enhanced by an intrinsic elegance.”  
                  ―Jonathan Baumbach, author of  

     Dreams of Molly  
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for the dying city, and its dead: for the girls and 

women and their families; for whoever goes to hell 

with delusions of fixing things; for chuck and the 

photographers and journalists and the strawberry 

girl; and for padre haroldo, s.j., that brazilian bicycle 

priest 
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ya se fue 
 
 

I have a terrible memory, but some things I can remember 
perfectly. Entire epochs and details of my history have 
escaped my memory (the children’s literature I read as a young 
adult, a vacation to Chihuahua City with my family when I 
was 17, a number of festive, memorable birthdays…), but I 
can recall colors, objects and dialogue with rare precision 
during other moments, such as the time I stared confoundedly 
at the word “memoir” on a vocabulary examination for five 
minutes before guessing and moving along, or serendipitously 
discovering the grand opening of a local branch of a national 
taco dynasty. When I looked back upon the beginning of the 
longer lunch days, I remembered what Art said almost 
verbatim, how the third fight between the Martínez twins 
panned out (Nico, the minutes-elder Martínez, dropped his 
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brother in two impressive rounds) and the nauseated look on 
Julio Poitras’ face as he flew down the corridor between the 
gym and old buildings, poised to hurl. My memory did suffer 
some contortion and convolution over the passing years. 
During the first and only time Art ever asked me if I knew my 
baker, I see myself wearing a sweater (in some odd accident of 
memory), but I wouldn’t have worn a sweater until years 
later―after I’d moved to New York. Otherwise, I 
remembered that day with such rare clarity, it was as if some 
sort of memory chip had been miraculously inserted into my 
head, saving the data. And this was the moment I recalled as I 
sank into the couch, just after I hung up with Art’s mother, 
just after she told me that Art had vanished, had been gone 
for more than a week now and had left in his place a painting. 

It had been during the beginning of the longer lunch days, 
when lunch would from then on last thirty minutes rather 
than fifteen. We hadn’t been surprised by the over-the-
intercom announcement a week prior. Simply, Julio Poitras 
had thrown up during fifth-period gym, and two days later his 
sylphlike mother entered the principal’s office in an all-black 
wardrobe and exited a minute later, a subtle grin on her face. 
We were not amused when the extension of lunch (which was 
referred to as the lunch “hour” by the faculty) pushed the last 
bell from two-forty to two fifty-five, thereby causing after-
school programs to commence fifteen minutes en retard, their 
subsequent finales to be fifteen minutes later, and the time 
between the end of school and the end of the day drawn 
closer together like illness and death. 

Having grown accustomed to eating in fewer than fifteen 
minutes, this additional fifteen now seemed frivolous, like a 
zipper on a shirt collar with buttons. Since the announcement, 
no one could seem to talk of anything else [“Now I can’t 
watch…” such-and-such TV show, “But my dad starts work at 
three, and he used to drop me off before…” “¡No mames, Julio 
Poitras!’] Scattered about the cluttered outdoor tables, my 
classmates talked zealously about the extended day until a 
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third fight at the park between the school’s toughest blades, 
the Martínez twins, overrode its importance. 

Art was oblivious to the chatter about this new issue. Even 
then, as a freshman in high school, his conversations were like 
a crazy old Colombian man tied to a tree. “I’m going to 
revolutionize the world,” he said. “Va a cambiar conmigo, 
güey.” I nodded, agreeing. Of course he would. I sipped my 
soda. 

“You’re not paying attention to me,” he said, and I knew 
that I hadn’t been. I was thinking about how thirty minutes 
was too long, how I’d finished my sandwich in less than four, 
and my coke was gone too. “You’ll see one day,” he 
continued. “I’ll paint the mountain completely white and use 
it as a palimpsest for my creations. You know what I’ll write?” 
I shook my head, and my eyes scanned the outdoor cafeteria 
tables for some napkins. 

“I’ll write, ‘know your baker.’ Do you know why?” 
I nodded, intimating that I did, but he went on: “Because 

we don’t know our bakers anymore. And you can’t even 
possibly know your baker. You live on the Westside.” 

It was true―I did live on the Westside, and it had been my 
most shameful demerit ever since my dad’s business had 
expanded from a single warehouse selling brake pads to 
several and our family moved across the mountain to live 
among the rich folks. All of my friends and classmates lived 
on the Eastside, and on the Westside there was nothing to do. 
It didn’t make sense to me that the rich people lived on that 
side of town, away from where everything was happening. 

But knowing my baker…what did Art mean? 
“Who is your baker?” I asked. 
“His name is Jim.” 
“What’s so special about him?” 
“It’s not so much him himself. It’s the fact that I know him, 

that I know my baker. Don’t you understand?” 
Even then, I had a feeling that Art knew something I 

didn’t. That, as he suggested, my ability to understand this, 
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and other important things, was obstructed by the yuccas and 
cacti and the three-thousand-foot mountain that divided me 
from him, from his side of town. I imagined Art and his 
baker―an older man, probably about forty, with a long white 
baker’s hat and a precisely shaved face―sitting together, 
conversing. In this imaginary scene, Art has his arm around 
his baker. He is laughing and patting the man’s back at the 
same time. 

“No, I do understand,” I said. Some time passed. All we 
had was time―still twenty minutes of it. “Art, did you call that 
girl?” I asked. 

“I can’t call girls at a time like this. All the girls are dying,” 
he said. It was evident that everything affected, or appeared to 
affect, Art on a personal level, and oftentimes while talking to 
him I felt like I had been the instigator of the world’s 
malevolence, as if I had a hand in the intractable Juárez 
murders to which he was referring. 

“I didn’t know we were talking about the murders again,” I 
said, my guilt seeping out from my pores like the smell of 
death emanating from a body washed up on the riverbed. 

“You can’t be human and not talk about the murders…” 
His face lit up with an expression that quickly faded―perhaps 
he knew he had taken it too far, had associated yet another, 
only vaguely related topic, to the border’s greatest pestilence. 
“No, I haven’t called her yet. She’s got to feel it first, and I 
know it will take her at least a few days to realize what hit 
her.” 

I was accustomed to hearing Art talk this way―he was the 
type to give himself nicknames, wear a skull-cap during 
summer, do his calculus homework in graffiti, come late to 
school and offer “a sudden moment of revelation” as his 
excuse…yes, to paint the mountain a snowy white and use it 
as a canvas. 

It wouldn’t have surprised me then―seventeen years ago, 
amid the highly theatrical dispute over the elongated lunch 
period―to know that Art’s story, his bio, his existence would 
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later be of international importance, throw the highest of 
morals into question and the world of art into a whorl. 
Although we would lose touch for several years at a time, I 
had long counted Art as one of my greatest lifelong friends. 
There is something impenetrable about the ties formed in 
youth―before great successes and failures, before university 
and one’s departure from home, before life’s great romances, 
back in the days when years traveled much slower through 
time. So even though we hadn’t spoken in the past two-and-a-
half years, a phone call or a letter―even an email―would have 
caused our friendship to pick up right where it left off. I was 
fully comfortable with the characters in my life coming and 
going the same way characters in Dickens novels come and 
go. They enter with great ceremony, then disappear as if for 
good but always return, and when they do, the relationships 
grow denser. In fact, in some ways, I was perfectly happy with 
the idea of explicitly cultivating friendships as such, forming 
deep relationships, then allowing a fallow period to transpire 
before rediscovering them and watching them bloom anew.  

Regardless of this temporary fallow period in which my 
friendship with Art then dwelt, it was impossible to ignore his 
rising renown in the world of art and his celebrity-at-large. At 
first there were occasional moments when his name came 
up―the volume of my TV would rise suddenly and his name 
would spit through the plasma in reference to some art 
opening, exhibition or gala. A few years before, while 
interviewing one of Hollywood’s stylish new luminaries for a 
profile piece, I’d asked her what she planned to do while in 
New York. She said, “Go to the Housing Works Bookstore in 
SOHO, see what’s shaking Off-Broadway and then take in the 
new Art Serrano exhibition.” It had come to pass, without my 
realizing it at first, that my dear old friend Art had become the 
name-brand painter of the new century, the man who defined 
the era and time in which he painted. I hadn’t understood this 
fully until Joaquín Guzmán, a friend of mine whose interest in 
the art world was strictly pornographic, said to me, excitedly, 
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when he learned of our friendship: “He’s the Michael Jordan 
of the art world!” This was long before Art had disappeared.   

Art was known especially for his range, for an œuvre that 
defied categorization by medium and genre. His earlier 
paintings were remarkable duplications in scale and color of 
the objects of our world. Quickly, he developed an affinity for 
lithographs, and in El Paso he turned these into murals, often 
depicting themes used to represent the border between the 
United States and Mexico, then very carefully blending these 
styles before next graduating to his famous paintings that 
exaggerated the human form and, according to one eminent 
art critic, “changed forever the way both artist and spectator 
view the world.” Later, Art used his paintings to communicate 
messages and ideologies―especially those pointing out the ills 
of globalization; these, stylistically, were vast departures from 
his earlier, true-to-scale paintings. Perhaps his signature, 
however, was his audacious use of color to provoke in the 
viewer the sensation of seeing the world for the first time.  

Although I rarely saw photographs of Art, when I did 
encounter one, it always struck me as interesting that his face 
had changed so little in the seventeen years since that day in 
the cafeteria. His father’s family was full-blooded Aztec; his 
mother was English (an anomalous cross-breeding experience 
in El Paso) and, though Art’s siblings were tall and more 
Anglo-looking, he peaked at just a bit over five-four and was 
an uncanny relic of one of the world’s greatest civilizations.  

I had changed immeasurably since high school. Although 
then I had been a scrawny kid, the quintessential nerd with 
glasses, and feet and ears larger-proportioned than the rest of 
my body, I was now a fuller-figured man, my black hair was 
whitening on the side of my head, and I wore contact lenses 
(glasses only for reading). At thirty-five, I had finally settled 
comfortably into my career as a journalist, having spent the 
past several years as a contributing editor for several national 
magazines and published a book of essays entitled “The B-
35,” which sold poorly, as it was named after a bus. 



KNOW YOUR BAKER 

9 

Aside from the press that caught my eye, I often thought 
of Art, especially Art as he was in those days―destined for 
success, the brother of three stunning sisters, the son of a 
Mexican entrepreneur and an English university professor 
who taught at the University of Texas-El Paso. And while his 
artistic success was what the world had so propitiously latched 
onto and, though his interviews and articles were focused on 
his art, the conversations we would have in our sporadic times 
together almost never touched on our professions, art or 
writing, even though I can’t recall exactly what we did talk 
about. 

And, nearly a year before, while working on an article in 
Seville, Spain, I saw a college-age kid wearing a T-shirt with 
the words Conozca a su Panadero written upon it in a sort of 
graffiti font. I knew immediately the slogan had been Art’s 
creation, but I never saw the shirt again. Although I had 
intended at the time to contact Art, I was writing a profile 
about an ancient war vessel that had been uncovered under an 
old sevillano port, and the story had consumed me, thinking 
in my first language fatigued me and, after I left Spain, I 
forgot about the T-shirt entirely, the way the world had 
forgotten about Seville. 

This particular afternoon of the call from Art’s mother I 
had just finished writing another fairly horrible story on a 
musician/celebrity, a twenty-one-year-old with a mawkish 
voice who said, “Even though I’m an adult, I’ll still show my 
belly-button [in music videos] because I don’t want to dress 
like a mom.” On my couch with my feet hanging off the sides 
so that the blood rushed to my head, I almost fell answering 
the phone, and managed only a strained, truncated “Hello.” 

“Hello…” she said, and in an English accent that has never 
failed to delight me, she immediately told me what happened, 
thankfully excluding the How are you?/Great/And yourself/Not so 
well, I mean…/What?/Well… Art had moved back to El Paso a 
year before to devote himself completely to recapturing 
images of Mexico, the border, his youth, and had taken up an 
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apartment on South El Paso Street downtown, just blocks 
from the border. One night after his mom had called him 
several times and received no answer, she drove to the 
apartment, knocked for several minutes and eventually 
entered using a key Art had given her no more than a week 
before in case of emergency. There she found the room in 
order (“a rare sight”―Art had always been messy) and 
discovered two envelopes and a handwritten note placed 
squarely on the small bed. A new painting hung on the wall. 
The note said, “I have decided to take my own life, which 
belongs to me. You will not find my body―don’t look for it. 
Why? The answer is obvious. And yet, if the answer were as 
obvious to everyone else as it is to me, then perhaps I would 
still be here. I send my love to my friends, and my family, in 
un-dying quantities.” The envelopes were addressed to me, 
which is why she called, or “phoned,” as she put it. (It made 
me feel like a sort of accomplice, as if I might know 
something, despite not having spoken to Art in so much 
time.) Then the painting―all she would say was that I needed 
to see it in person. There were already several different 
interpretations of the work, though that of Professor Keating, 
who had flown in from Grenoble, France, where Art had been 
a Montparnasse fellow for two years, had become the most 
widespread. But I would learn about all of that as soon as I 
arrived. 

“As soon as I arrive?” 
“Yes, you must come,” she said. It was then that her 

smooth, authoritative voice cracked, and she cried violently, a 
wretched wailing sound that forced me to keep the phone a 
few extra inches away from my head. Then I heard Art’s dad’s 
soothing voice in the background, calming her.  

I was slow to make distinctions between fact and fantasy 
when it came to events of great significance. I didn’t feel 
happy about a magazine award I’d received until a few weeks 
after I accepted the award. I didn’t weep until three months 
after my mother died. By the time I mourned the loss of an 
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ex-girlfriend with whom I’d broken up, she was already living 
with her next boyfriend. I was the part of the snow that 
melted last.  

But hearing Hector Serrano’s soft, reticent voice consoling 
his wife added an extra dimension to the drama and made it 
real. In this moment, I truly registered the gravity of the 
situation, that a plot usually reserved for a movie or book had 
entered my life, my world. 

The loss of friendships had been a recent motif in my 
life―one friend had died in a boating accident, another 
married and had to schedule his encounters on a calendar 
(What’s your confirmation number?), a third hit it big on 
Broadway, declared himself out-of-closet (which was an 
interesting thing to reveal as epiphany several years after 
opening a gay-and-lesbian bar in Chelsea) and became 
increasingly unavailable to his closest friends. Now Art. Even 
though I hadn’t talked to him in years, he was my final link to 
that place called adolescence, that place of firsts in all their 
forms: El Paso, the border, the city and site of the perpetual 
in-between. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, trying to get her to stop crying. “I’ll be 
there.” I was surprised to hear myself give in so easily, though 
as soon as I said it I understood that I needed to go. I knew 
for some odd reason that it was important I be there, if not 
because of the mysteries, then just to have an excuse to go 
back to see if the places of the past still existed.  

“Thank you,” she said, sniffling, stifling the heavy 
ululations that seemed almost histrionic in the same way that a 
Southerner’s Southern accent often sounds overwrought.  

I held off calling the airlines until later that afternoon. 
Instead I lay back on the couch and reminisced about high 
school―of Julio Poitras’ mother sashaying through the school, 
the absurdity of discipline and pedantic high school 
bureaucracy, the way that in each of life’s stages we always feel 
as if we are just one step behind arrival. I began to debate with 
myself the pros and cons of an abbreviated lunch period. 
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(We’d get home earlier, but Julio and others might regurgitate their food. 
But―Julio and others would get used to it. We’d get home earlier…) I 
conjured the small figure of Art eating lunch, his head 
somewhere in the clouds. I remembered the girl he had met 
the night before on the bridge between the countries…Was it 
true that Art Serrano was now dead? 

 
Within a few hours of the phone call, you couldn’t go 
anywhere without hearing Art’s name. News crews, beginning 
with the local bureaus of wire services and then the national 
magazines, newspapers and television networks, descended on 
El Paso in a frenzy. Ella Serrano and family declined 
interviews. On the major news channels, Keating, the 
American professor who had recruited Art to Grenoble, 
managed only to boost the mystique by claiming Art’s swan 
song work had been the “perfect artist’s suicide note in visual 
form,” though he would not elaborate on why (and no one 
was allowed access). The media’s importunity increased, 
piggybacking on talk of even further greatness―immortalizing 
greatness―and soon the event had festered into a media 
blitzkrieg.  

I received my first phone call a few hours after Art’s 
mother had phoned―from a young reporter on staff at a 
publication I worked for. He quoted another El Pasoan, a 
neighbor of theirs who had watched Art grow up and 
responded in post-suicide-quote cliché: “But he wouldn’t 
commit suicide. They were the happiest of families.”  

“Yeah, but he wouldn’t just disappear either,” I said. “I 
don’t think the potential for killing himself or disappearing 
were part of his character, so if you rule one out for that 
reason, you have to also rule out the other. And because it has 
to be one or the other, both become a possibility,” I said, not 
necessarily endorsing the suicide theory, but also not 
espousing the idea that people’s intentions are worn externally 
(consider the longevity of some with tattoos of skulls). 

“So, you think it was a suicide?” he said. 
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“I don’t know. I haven’t even…” I swallowed, “…seen the 
painting.” I listened to myself contribute to the hype. “Look,” 
I said. “It’d be better if you didn’t ask me anything just yet. 
I’ve just potentially lost a very close friend, and I don’t want 
to comment until I have something to say.” 

“All right,” the guy said. “I respect that. Just promise me 
you’ll keep us up to speed on this one. Do you have a pen? 
My number is…” 

I didn’t think Art had committed suicide. As soon as Ella 
Serrano called and told me what happened, I immediately 
decided he’d run away, had vanished to another country, 
another part of the globe, to the Europe in which he had 
spent the better part of his life―or farther beyond: to 
Thailand? Sri Lanka? India? The mystery to me had been 
more in the why or the where rather than the what. He hadn’t 
even revolutionized the world yet. How could he possibly kill 
himself now?  

Why is it that our first thoughts on a subject, the first 
reactions that grip our senses, become the basis by which we 
judge all other consistency on a particular subject forever? 
Even if we change our minds completely, there will always be 
that starting point. This is why we understand the layout of 
some cities and not others. This is why we forgive some 
people over and over again but can’t forgive others once. We 
stake our lives on these―these first moments of intuition. An 
encounter with a girl in a bar, the urgency of the moment, the 
words that sound like what you’ve been trying to say all your 
life…you fall in love and everything springs from one night, 
one confident pick-up line, one collision of time and space. I 
didn’t think Art had committed suicide and, even when the 
evidence later suggested otherwise, I still believed he was alive.  

 
I stood on the stoop of my brownstone talking with my 
roommate, Camille. The traffic light a few blocks over painted 
her face a shade of red. The wind blew. The onset of winter 
dressed us in layers of thick apparel. I watched her smoke a 
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