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The Middle Fork

The Cosumnes River flows west from the Sierra Nevada 
foothills, emptying into the Mokelumne, which joins up with 
the San Joaquin and Sacramento Rivers. These waters mix 
and churn together in the delta, then continue past the towns 
of Antioch, Martinez, and Crockett, through the Carquinez 
Strait and into San Francisco Bay. 

The mountain rivers in Northern California run cold and 
clear from snow runoff, gradually smoothing a multicolored 
riverbed of quartz, feldspar, rhyolite, and granite. The silt on 
the bank glitters with flecks of fool’s gold. Many of my for-
mative summers feature the slow precise memory of my own 
bare feet sinking into that sparkling clay, my quiet moment 
of focus watching the moisture evaporate in an outline 
around my toes, ever so slightly tilting the angles of the specs 
of pyrite into a thousand tiny flashes.
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I would lie down sideways on my muddying towel and vi-
sualize the riverbank from an ant’s perspective: the pebbles 
as boulders, the water before me a swiftly flowing ocean. As 
I gazed out at this miniature world, my two brothers would 
amble over river rocks downstream, seeking out shallow pools 
and lazy currents. I mostly stuck to attempts at underwater 
handstands, or I sunbathed in my mom’s vintage crocheted 
two piece that was too big for me and took an uncomfort-
able amount of time to dry. Sometimes I’d join the boys in 
rock hopping and tadpole catching. The three of us skinny 
and curly headed, squinting in the sun, adventurous, great 
fort builders, bad swimmers, determined to stay outside until 
Dad’s voice had grown hoarse and the house was safe again. 

Broughty was three years younger than me and a daredevil, 
always braving those leaps between the river boulders that sat 
a little too far apart. Our playground stretched from the river 
behind the house to a second-story high treehouse in the front 
yard. One afternoon, for no reason that I can recall, he jumped 
off the platform of the treehouse and into the driveway where he 
collapsed in pain, clutching a dislocated elbow. My mother drove 
us thirty miles to the nearest hospital, down a long dirt road 
filled with potholes and miniature canyons formed from snow 
runoff. Our 1985 Yugo had long worn out its shocks, and every 
time we hit a bump Broughty screamed out in pain. I sat silently 
in the back seat, tears in my eyes, flinching with each outburst. 


