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1 

NIGHTSHIFT AT THE COATHANGER 

FACTORY 

 

A dry river cuts through the desert, between the moon and 

two red rocks beyond the southbound highway. Human 

lips open in the shape of an eye; what did my mouth see, 

gaping empty and silent under the blue sky, on the hill 

above the Cloud Factory? There were black birds circling 

in the heat, awaiting their turn at my flesh. The earth made 

an offering of me, and the sun burned me for a while, and 

then night came with the turning of the mercy wheel, to 

hide me in its train of scattered stars. They say a sun god 

once desired a woman, and she escaped and became a 

black persimmon tree. Maybe it was the same with me, and 



MANKILLER 

13 

it was still, without a breath of air. And I heard your mama 

crying out, her voice floating somehow through the walls 

and out into the night, but it was a grief cry, little darling, 

she was singing the death song. And then the coyotes 

began to howl.” Diana said that Tommy was a crazy man 

with a plate in his head who had huffed so many tailpipes 

he could tell regular unleaded from high octane by the 

smell, and I should keep away from him. Uncle Dog, she 

called him. I remember Tommy dancing to Elvis on the 

radio, how he used to slide his arch-less feet and kick them 

in the gravel, head tilted back, eyes fixed on some 

highflying bird.  

 

 

My mother was a hand trembler, a spiritual medium. It was 

a Navajo tradition and Diana was not Navajo and had 

never met a Navajo, but none of her clients would have 

known the difference. Her gifts came to her in a bastard 

mix of shamanism, voodoo and cut rate Santaria, tea 

leaves, Tarot cards, white sage and strangled roosters, 

hippie crystals and little totem animals lined up on the 

windowsill shoulder to shoulder with Santa Muerte and 
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the Holy Virgin. When I was born she wanted to name me 

Black Rooster Girl Obregon, and would have, if my father 

hadn’t named me first; once a name was given, Diana said, 

you couldn’t take it back. She was a self-taught dowser, 

too, what she liked to call a water witch, a lucrative 

profession in the desert. With these talents, the 

government dole and a dash of family benevolence, Diana 

mothered me and loved me into being as best she could, 

which was neither well nor ever enough, but what do our 

parents owe us? Diana was no one’s servant, and asked for 

no one’s blessing; she cashed the checks from my father, 

and the checks from the government, and said they could 

both rot in hell. She paid frequent visits to a lonely doctor 

in Dennis, who wrote her prescriptions for 

pharmaceuticals, orange bottles full of pills that rattled 

around the glove compartment until she sold them to the 

town kids at a hefty premium. “That’s called hustling and 

rustling,” she told me. She was an outer of lost objects and 

the fortunes of lonely women, a seeker of water in the 

ground.  

To claim this deep seeing, she told me that it had been 

with the women of our family for generations, though I 
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know this was a lie; I, for one, was born with no such gift, 

and I knew very well that Diana was not on speaking terms 

with any other women in our family. But it was part of 

Diana’s personal legend, and it gave her profession 

credibility. A few times, she tried to teach me to do what 

she did without admitting that it was all a trick. She told 

me about weather patterns and the blooms of desert 

flowers, lipped like a woman’s private parts, of what could 

be revealed by a yellow fork of Opossum Haw and the 

placement of waterloving trees. But my mistrust of 

Diana’s vocation ran deep as my childhood feelings for 

her, the confused fear and adoration of any drunk’s child. 

Diana tried to teach me how a washer swung from a chain 

could answer questions and find a lost treasure. As the 

pendulum swung in front of me I watched her brown hand 

and yellow, leopard’s eyes, looking for a tell of some kind, 

though in retrospect I wonder if a person answering their 

own questions, divining themselves, was not magic 

enough.  

There were two kinds of clients, people looking for lost 

things, wedding bands, oil in the ground or a spring in the 

bedrock, the most efficacious footprint for a well or a 
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cattle wade or a grave. Most of Diana’s clients were of this 

first variety; in a dry climate, where three inches of rain 

might fall in a year, water witching was sacred work. The 

other kind of clients who sought Diana’s help were those 

who wanted to see. They were women, and they came 

around at night. They stood on the porch of the house on 

Devil’s Foot Road, scratching like cats against the screen 

door, which was kinked and pulled by years of such soft 

scratching. Diana would banish me from the kitchen and 

let the women in, and I would watch through a crack in 

the door, breathing in the black smell of the pine tar soap 

she used to cleanse her body before communing with 

spirits. When the smell was on her, like sex and wood 

smoke and the must of some night animal, when her hair 

hung down black and straight around her sharp brown 

face and the old plaid shirts she wore, it was hard not to 

believe in Diana’s magic, that she could see, with her 

unsparing, yellow eye, the secrets no one else could. She 

would unhook the screen door and let the women in, and 

they would sit at the kitchen table, backs turned to the ruin 

of dirty dishes; this was dark magic work. The women 

came alone, looking frightened and disconsolate, and paid 
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with heirlooms and valuable trinkets. Diana made a show 

of weighing the item against her heart, as if some spirit 

essence lay within; she would later take these things to the 

pawn shop in Dennis, hat pins and pocket watches, 

cufflinks and silk scarves, old turquoise and Mexican 

silver. The women gave their heirlooms, and she snatched 

them in her hard hands, and she listened while they 

trembled out their question. Nine times out of ten it was 

about a man. Diana explained this part of her trade to me 

with a dismissive wave of her cigarette, saying, “It doesn’t 

take a medium to tell someone an answer they already 

know. If you think he’s cheating, he’s cheating.” If people 

came seeking money, or someone else’s husband, lover, or 

wife, Diana said, with a witching glare, “Beware the 

Wendigo spirit. Beware the Hungry One. She’s the spirit 

of greed that devours the world, grows in proportion to 

her feast, and is never satisfied.” Wendigo was Algonquin. 

Diana had never met an Algonquin, either. My mother was 

half Cherokee, half Irish, saddled with the maiden name 

McBride before she married and divorced an Obregon.  

When I was sixteen, seventeen maybe, a boy whose 

name I now forget said he was in love with me, and I 
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thought, why not? This is an experience I’m supposed to 

have. So I let him fumble around with me in the back seat 

of a van with a busted carburetor, poking tentatively as if 

searching for his keys. Later that night he drove me home, 

but I was so drunk I couldn’t remember where my own 

house was. I ended up walking alone for a long time that 

night, passing one fence post after another, watching the 

stars turn. It was late summer, and the wildfires in Mexico 

were sending clouds of pale smoke across the sky, as they 

did every summer.  I got home as the first birds were 

singing, and tried to enter quietly, but Diana was sitting on 

the porch, wrapped in a quilt and sober. 

“Where you been?” she asked. 

I told her, and she said, “Do you love him back?” 

“Nope.” 

She nodded, satisfied. Then, in what I regard as one of 

her finest moments of parenting, she added, “Good. 

Screw them if you have to, but don’t give no one that 

power over you. No way to satisfy that kind of wanting, 

anyway. You’ll just want it more.”  

I wondered then and still do how a woman so shrewd 

and perceptive when looking into the lives of others could 
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turn such a blind eye on herself, could forget the child who 

needed her, could fall asleep with the TV on and all the 

dishes piling up, could spend money on booze when there 

was no food in the house, letting me beg from neighbors. 

I wondered how she could entertain such low regard for 

those who pined for love. It did not surprise me at all that 

Diana, who flaunted her ability to divine things beyond 

herself, who practiced palmistry and pierced the hearts of 

birds with iron needles, would as the years went on lose 

car keys, jewelry, lovers and precious documents, would 

eventually forget my existence, then her own name.  The 

house would become a mess of knickknacks, as she tore 

open drawers and dumped them out on the floor, looking 

for all the lost treasures. When I was seventeen, her 

sapphire wedding ring slipped off her finger, never to be 

found.  

I am told Diana died in a hospital; I was not there, but 

I can’t imagine that it was either peaceful or quiet, as the 

woman herself was neither. She died during an ice storm, 

a wicked freeze that shattered all the pipes in the house 

where I spent my childhood. Water gushed into the house 

and then froze, so that when the searchers came they 
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found Diana’s belongings suspended under glass, 

photographs, amulets, totems and heirlooms, locked for 

as long as the cold spell lasted in a natural history museum 

of real life, visible but not to be touched by human hands. 

The scene must have had the flavor of an epic disaster, the 

tarot cards of a dead medium spread out in random 

patterns over the floor, frozen grins of the totem animals, 

a rosary, perhaps, wrapped around the leg of a chair, Santa 

Muerte and La Llorona presiding over the chaos, the glint 

of Ghedi’s sunglasses, dark fingers covering his grin. 

 

 

The town of Cavall lies roughly between San Antonio and 

Nuevo Laredo, but, in the way of Texas towns, not close 

to either. You pull off I 35 between the buzzard swarms 

of car lots and fast food chains, the neon boots and triple 

X billboards, signs admonishing you to wear your seatbelt 

and signs about being saved; this is not the town of Cavall. 

To get to Cavall, you have to drive a handful of miles 

down a two lane with no name that appears to lead 

nowhere but is in perfect condition, resurfaced every other 

year (Texas roads are unparalleled even in the border 
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towns, soaring speed limits and long sight lines, the 

absence of cops and cracks in the asphalt). You will see a 

sign that says, inexplicably, “Please God”. You will see a 

gas station with an Old Dominion truck stranded in the 

field beside it, an iron ship bearing the faded legend of an 

archangel with a sword.  Slow down, because if you go too 

fast you might burn right through the town in a curl of 

dust and never know it’s there. It’s a place that seems 

strangely hard to leave, though you can see no reason it 

would keep you. 

In the town of Cavall there is one stoplight, and for as 

long as I can remember the light has been stuck on 

flashing red, like a great, red heart in the sky. It hangs there 

beating, flashing through the daylight and the dark, and I 

lean down low over the Shadow’s handlebars and bullet 

through the intersection without stopping. Everyone does 

this at the Cavall traffic light, though most of them are in 

cars and pickups, not death trap motorcycles like me.  It 

doesn’t matter where you’ve come from or where you’re 

going. Sometimes on Saturday nights the town boys will 

get drunk and speed for the flashing red and somebody 

will get killed or smashed up, but nobody ever fixes it, and 
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