
In the fall of 2012, Emily arrived in the parking lot of a vacant big-box store, or 
"ghost box," near downtown Los Angeles with 45-pound bags of cat food. She 
converted the otherwise vacant property into an impromptu bird sanctuary and 
evaded arrest by the LAPD for months. Emerson Whitney adventures into the 
weirdness of her story and the strangeness of vacant urban space, writing 
wildness and ferocity into the strip mall. Ghost Box is gross and wry, gorgeous and 
feral, a hoarse cry from abandoned city space: "we want to be beautiful too."  

“Emerson Whitney’s Ghost Box is a poetic detective story whose scene of the 
crime is nothing less than contemporary capitalism and its threat to—or 
decimation of—wilderness, wildness. That said, this is an intimate tale, populated 
by our (intrepid, lucid, sly) narrator, “the man with the rake,” wheeling birds, and 
most importantly, Emily, placeholder for / ghost of disobedience, conscience, 
craziness, and beauty. From the detritus of a vacant lot, Whitney wrestles a poetic 
document that bears witness, winks, invents, and soars.”

     Maggie Nelson, author of Bluets and The Art of Cruelty

EMERSON WHITNEY is a poet, writer, and journalist based in Los Angeles. 
Emerson’s work has been featured in The Huffington Post, New York Observer, and 
has been widely anthologized, most recently in Troubling the Line: Trans and 
Genderqueer Poetry and Poetics, Bombay Gin, and &Now Awards: Best Innovative 
Writing. Emerson is a kari edwards fellow and a professor at Los Angeles City 
College. This is Emerson's first book. 
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Inside Los Angeles—loud and grey—is Ghost 

Box, based on the story of a woman accused 

of criminal behavior for feeding birds at a 

vacant big-box store, or "ghost box," near 

downtown Los Angeles.

For three months, November 2012 to January 

2013, I visited the site daily. The big-box 

in question was deserted after the chain, 

Kmart, went bankrupt in 2004. The building 

and its 4-acre lot were purchased by Home 

Depot in 2007 with intentions to build a 

"superstore." A citizen group called "No 

Home Depot Coalition" successfully thwarted 

the superstore due to a widely-supported 

neighborhood rezoning effort.



The site has remained empty since. And 

Home Depot has been trying to sell the 

dilapidated building and lot for seven years.

According to a source at the site, a woman 

named Emily arrived in the fall of 2012 with 

45-pound bags of cat food. Within a few 

months, she converted the otherwise vacant 

property into an impromptu bird sanctuary.

As a visitor to the site, I met "the person with 

the rake," who served as a mouthpiece for 

Home Depot, trying to catch Emily and stop 

her. I stood with him. I watched him rake. I 

watched birds shit and shit. I saw families 

park just beyond No Trespassing signs, feed 

the birds and hold their children. I walked 

across the street and bought a sex toy. I saw 

falcons, hawks, yellow finches, pigeons, gulls, 

African bees, and a lizard. I stood in stopped 



traffic swarmed by birds. I was rear-ended. I 

found fresh paint-trays of water and colorful 

dog bowls of cat food. I waited endlessly 

to see who they belonged to. And I found a 

trespass, loitering





Ghost Box
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I am ruminating on emblems and underbellies, and I 
watch a plume of birds lift from the lot. Birds bat my 
car, the sky. I stop. Hundreds of gulls mix midair with 
pigeons, eclipsing adjacent neon signs, stoplights, sun. 
I pull off the road, and I look into the city. In response, 
the city writes a shrub growing against concrete, it 
writes in blues and deep red. It writes, we want to be 
beautiful too.
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A dilapidated big-box looms over McDonald's and a 
small university, aiming to “provide a sound education 
through the liberating message of Jesus Christ.” The 
building’s parking lot is walled-off and empty, save for 
a handful of downcast shrubs, shadows, and several 
trees fit small in slots of green/brown space.

Right now, there is a mother with hands on her hips 
watching a baby learn to ride a bike in tiny circles 
through the birds. It’s late afternoon. They are beyond 
the railing, beyond new signs for “No Trespassing or 
Loitering, Feeding Birds or Wildlife.”
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EMILY:

I am becoming a bird, but nobody knows—  
sharp, hot, painful.
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Past diapers strung along a thin strip of protective orange 
railing, I see a car careen from nowhere. The car parks at 
the far end. Someone pops the trunk and lifts a rake from 
inside. The person scrapes at the surface of the concrete. 
The person looks useless. I decide to wander through the 
bird shit and approach him. I shake his hand. The person 
says that they are hoping I am a producer for a reality show. 
I am not. I am a poet, I say. He says the show should be 
called “Home Depot: The Real Story,” gesturing the words 
onto an imaginary, airborne marquee. I interrupt him to 
ask about the birds. He shields his eyes and leans back 
onto his car. “It’s this fucking woman,” he says, smiling.
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EMILY:

I want to be aloft with you sometime, shitting.
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“She is supposedly dying or something like that,” the 
person with the rake explains. “Cancer.” Now, shards of 
glass, car engines, truck engines, shit, chewed popsicle 
sticks, a screw, feathers, fronds, used condoms, hand 
prints, tongue prints, and feet, are her backdrop.

“Her doctor told her to do something that makes her 
happy,” The person with the rake continues, “We’ve 
been looking for her.” He says his higher-ups are angry. 
Emily and her mess are his fault somehow. But after 
weeks of watching, in place of her body there are only 
small paint trays full of water and clusters of colorful 
dog bowls, crumbs. He wants my help looking. I hear 
myself say yes. Right now, someone else is walking 
through the lot like it’s theirs, and the birds have flown 
to wires away.
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EMILY:

Once, I gathered at least 1,000 of your feathers and 
stuffed them in my mouth.
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EMILY:

When I am pressed against a table,

I catch myself watching the ceiling for signs of you, 
for seas, your shapes 

there are none, I wrestle myself back.
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See, I’m uncomfortable. It’s Los Angeles. I moved here 
last month from a rural place. I was a freak in that 
rural place, threatened a few times for being so queer, 
teeming gay. But I loved what the landscape did to me, 
what the blues and the greens did. I’ve come back! I 
shout into the trash rolling around. I’m back because I 
don’t want to be alone. I’m back because I need you, 
I need to look at places like this and see something 
bigger, beautiful. I lived in a place like Los Angeles as 
a kid—busses breaking, aluminum cans rolling around. 
I hated it, hot Dallas, burnt seat-belts, plastic grass.

The person with the rake is smoking a cigarillo. My 
sweatshirt is bunched around my waist. I’m thinking 
about how he does this every day, rakes the concrete, 
rakes at bits of dried plant nudged into the cracks. 
The sweet of his cigarillo is stinking in my hair already.
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I wonder how Emily evades us. I sit on the curb and 
we wait.

“What are we waiting for?” I ask.

“The police,” he says.
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Two officers pull up in a white pickup, swinging their 
truck around the lot. They look happy. I turn my recording 
equipment on. The person with the rake adjusts himself, 
then hurries up to the driver’s side window. He hangs 
there, he points to a far corner of the lot. He’s talking 
about the signs, the trespassing, the birds.

“I have no clue,” says the officer when I ask how many 
times they’ve called to check on the bird situation. “We 
have been receiving numerous complaints, not just his,” 
the cop points at the person with the rake. “Whoever 
is spreading this cat food is causing a distraction and 
creating trash—poop and trash—and we're trying...”

I look over to the side of the lot where I usually sit. There 
are two shit-filled diapers balled up and discarded on 
the curb. The police wave at us, then pull away, saying 
they’ll check back tomorrow. As their truck bumps off 
the lot, the person with the rake looks into the sun. He 
high-fives an imaginary compatriot.

“We’re living now!” he says.
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EMILY:

They are gunning for us.
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Today, I am unnerved by a herd of Jehovah's Witnesses 
who are milling around three unmarked vans parked near 
the McDonald's. There are only about twenty birds. I 
fold up my recording equipment to leave. The Jehovah's 
Witnesses approach me. I tell them I am too busy to talk 
because I am going to buy a sex toy. I motion toward 
the neon lights of a sex shop across the street.
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EMILY:

In evasion

I’ve taken to hiding under cars

and snaking between piss-shrubs 

I sleep nowhere—

my eyes are glowing, atrophied 

but I am stronger still

swollen regardless,

huge even.
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How will I get into this place? How will I get into 
any place? I come from wanderers, from Hungarian 
Gypsies and cowboys—I’m always moving. I moved here, 
somewhere with bowling smog, yellow crepe, pink. This 
is what I wanted away from, from leaping across a four-
lane highway to eat “dinner” at the 7/11, playing inside 
overturned grocery carts, far, far, gray. I never wanted 
to live here with these palm trees flaking off. Never 
wanted back into the noise of the quasi-city, the car.

Who is Emily and what does she want? We’re living 
parallel at this lot. I want to see her. I want to ask her if 
she loves these birds more than life. I want to see what 
dedication looks like, spread across her face.
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The person with the rake explains that he’s only actually 
seen her twice. The first time, she was red from rolling 
in bird shit, multicolored from cheap cat food. It was 
Halloween, exactly. She seemed beautifully feral, blonde 
and braking. So, he shined a flashlight across her shins 
and shirked back to his car. Returning home, he told his 
wife the store was haunted. California too, his wife said.
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EMILY:

I like it, pressed being

a chase

still, I am where the sensation escapes, whole

alone, retching

and I feel aliveness

throbbing rich,

unseen.
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I decide to drive to the site today. I am tired of traipsing 
through the trash. I am hot. I am hungry. I feel somehow 
obligated. I stop while two pedestrians cross through 
the intersection. My car and my self jolt forward. An 
18-year-old rear-ends us. We pull into the McDonald’s 
lot to exchange information. She is almost crying but 
goes inside to buy food. I wait with the birds.

What am I doing here? I say to them.

What are all of us doing here?

Why don’t you get the fuck back to the ocean.

Why don’t you?

I imagine, they say.
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This afternoon, I joke about the term "wildlife" on the 
No Trespassing sign with the person with the rake. He 
does not think it is funny. He believes that besides the 
birds, the "wildlife" of the lot includes people like “that 
guy in the van,” he points to a faux-wood-grain VW 
mini-van that is permanently parked on the periphery. 
“And all the other homeless people,” he gestures in a 
circle around the site, “also cats, bees, skunks, and 
one possum.”
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EMILY:

I am a phantom, a pigeon

charged impossible

I am all of your mothers 

at night and all the time 

naked 

dragging food 

feathers, saving 

a precious 

ugliness

for you.
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One night, determined to see her, I park my car on the 
McDonald’s side of the lot. I click my engine off and lean 
my seat far back. I turn on the radio, low. It’s 1:30 a.m., 
and the bird population is thrashing. The most wild I’ve 
seen. The lot is an aviary. It’s hard and hot. Feathers 
float in the air. Dirt-crusted birds skip between shards of 
glass, lipping discarded McDonald’s wrappers. Chirps and 
coos are constant. It’s so soft somehow still. I think of 
the nights I slept outside alone as a kid, kicked out. Left 
out. Alone. There was heaven there, ebullience somehow 
in the dark. In the lot, there are rushes of blue-green 
like that. I am reminded of the ocean, of the safety of 
darkness. I begin to fall asleep.



34

No Emily. Just new bowls of food and fresh water. I 
fucking missed her, I think. I can’t believe it! The person 
with the rake tells me that a complaint has been filed 
with the city over a seagull attack, a McNugget, a child. 
The person with the rake’s higher-ups are desperate. 
“We have to get her in the act,” he says, more agitated 
than normal because of a recent health violation the 
lot received. He has put out traps, five of them in four 
different places, that he will now check once a week.
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“Does your job make you happy?” I ask the person with 
the rake. He’s adjusting one of the traps along the back 
of the building. The “trap” is a wet-looking iron rod that, 
if tripped, will set off an alarm.

“I don’t know,” he says. “It puts a roof over my head, 
I’m happy about that.”

I nod.

“Sometimes I want out,” he says.

I look at him.

“Sometimes I want to get a stack of money from 
somebody and put my feet up somewhere breezy.”

“Me too,” I say.

“We’d probably get bored though,” he muses.
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I’m alone at the lot today. There were new cat food piles 
all over the front of the lot, little multi-colored mounds. 
She was here. He’s not. I don’t know where he is. It’s 
cooler. Am I avoiding my life? I wonder, looking for this 
woman. I am walking slow by the mounds. I look up to 
see a new paint tray of water near one corner by the 
road. The water seems so fresh. How did I just miss 
her? The water so new. I search the sidewalk. People 
are walking in and out of the laundry, the McDonalds. 
No one looks up to see me. I search all their faces still.
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It has been over two weeks and the person with the rake 
hasn’t caught anything in the traps. Instead, he was stung 
by an African bee last night while trying to clear debris 
away from a rotten-looking palm tree. Today, he hikes up 
his shirt to show me a welt on his stomach. And right 
now, there is only a handful of grey birds and a van full 
of children ready with stale bread.

“This is it?” they call, emptying onto the lot.
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EMILY:

I mix your shit with my hair

laying flat in an empty space furthest from the road, 

I finger a plant nearest my head,

realizing I want to be buried.
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“I am crazy,” says the person with the rake. He shakes 
his head and sours his face. In a recurring nightmare, 
Emily kisses him, and her mouth is dirt. In the dream, he 
hits her with his flashlight. Her face is large and orange.

There are fewer birds every day, no evidence, no source. 
Neither of us knows exactly why or what’s happened, 
but he seems triumphant and attributes it to traps.
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The person with the rake starts to dream up new uses 
for the Home Depot lot. “Like an adventure world or 
something,” he says. Apparently, the “adventure” aspect 
of the park would center around the current ecosystem 
“like anything that has to do with thieves or cops or 
freaks or bums or skunks.”

That same day, feeling like the lack of birds means she 
was arrested, I call the LAPD and they decline comment.
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I have this one memory that cycles around and around. 
My mother switches on a fan and spreads a sheet out 
for us on the living room floor. My body and the cool 
of that sheet is every feeling I’ve ever wanted—absent 
self-consciousness, missing heat. Why do I think of that 
here? I’m here. I’m alive.

I’ve stopped going to the lot. There’s less birds, so 
less activity.

“Maybe she died,” the person with the rake says.

“What will we do if she did?” I say.
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EMILY:

There is a snaking of fledglings behind me 

and I am endless

wild, what looks like almost nothing.
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These days, I see him less and less. Last time I saw 
him, he presses his palms into his eyes, then walks 
into the sun to finish the installation of a large, glossy 
sandwich board at the entrance to the site.

Contact Brokers! 

102,284 square feet 

built 1972

rent NEGOTIABLE.
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“The members would have liked to see something else 
there, some other kind of use,” says Luis Lopez, a 
business owner in the area.

I called him to ask about the For Rent sign and any 
developments on the lot.

“I’m going to be honest with you,” he says. “The vacant 
building and the empty parking lot just became part of 
the landscape. People stopped seeing it a long time ago.”
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I think about my place. I think about my place in all 
this and decide to go to the lot one more time. I’ll 
memorialize it, I tell myself. This is the last Friday of 
the third month, and I’ve been coming here everyday. 
I’m done. She comes and goes. Not me. She won’t 
be written.

One single paint-tray of water is on a corner visible 
from the road. The tray of water is like always—glinting, 
sharp and singular.

I want to shout, but I whisper what looks like almost 
nothing is wild.

There was no one near me, no wildlife, no noise, just 
a plastic bag resembling a bird, being hit and hit in 
the roadway.





When I was nine, I learned to ride a white, 

streamer-less bike along sand dunes in 

Midland, Texas. I remember riding past 

acres and acres of barbed-wire fences that 

closed off naked, unusable land. I was hot 

and frustrated. I asked my dad if the fences 

would stop at the horizon. At the time, I had 

recently harnessed the idea of escape—the 

idea that it was possible to run off and whittle 

sticks, sleep outside. “All of the world’s ugly is 

bought up already too,” he said. I remember 

feeling the slipperiness of “free.”

There were other times I felt this way. Like 

when I would row a dingy out into Long 

Island Sound for my grandpa so he could 

spray paint sex-red No Trespassing signs on a 

small jetty of rocks that seemed so randomly 

his. Like when I would rollerblade in Dallas 

behind the water tower until they caged it 



off. Like eviction notices, like knee-high 

grass, like walled-off parks, like zoos, like 

shipwrecks, like me.

I visited the former Kmart site one last time. 

There was a Porta-Potty lodged near the 

center of lot and a dump truck blocking one 

of the driveways. A story-high wire fence 

has been erected along the entire periphery. 

And there’s talk that the lot was bought by 

Goodwill to be turned into mixed-use space 

for “a sprawling job training center, thrift 

store, cafe.” Along the wire fencing, someone 

has pinned a ripped white poster board 

scrawled with thin blue Sharpie: “there is no 

there here—where are we?”
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FREE ADDITIONAL CONTENT



NITE SELFIE  

BY JOEL GREGORY

Joel Gregory affixes daily reminders to the 
built environment of Oakland, California. He 
photographs these visual poems and posts 
them on instagram. You can follow this project 
as it unfolds @niteselfie.
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FORTHCOMING:

EXCERPT FROM BLACK LAVENDER MILK  

BY ANGEL DOMINGUEZ

Some notes on forming dzonots: 

Step 1: locate the event boundary; rub the soil into your 

skin. Begin digging.

Step 2: ________________________________

Step 2a: make black water: the water my grandfather 

described to me the morning after he had a vision: milky 

black midnight, thick; something that smells of salt and 

blood. His vision was standing on a narrow alabaster bridge 

in a dark space—no moon—bodies everywhere in the 

water. I wonder if I too was a body in the void of dream. 

He didn’t know how to help them; the next day there were 

reports of a tsunami somewhere on the other side of the 

pacific. We watered the avocados and lemons. We buried 

salt beneath the orange tree.

Step 3: stop when you reach your elbow, or shoulder; you’ll 

know when to stop.
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Step 4: equip the hole with a plastic bag membrane: this 

is not biodegradable and perhaps reminds you of an ocean 

or airport.

Step 4a: continue to make black water: crush charcoal 

from burnt palm trees, add cold coffee and day old wine. 

Stir. Continue, adding salt to the liquid—watch for colloidal 

materials to form a constellation. Add lemon juice for flavor. 

When the water thickens with memory, begin to pour.

Step 5: deposit what you remember losing; lower your 

fingers into the water and retain: rough, yet soft. Hands.

Step 6: go for a run. Continue until you reach a body of 

water, or become a body of water.

Step 7: return home via aeroplane. Take notes: 

 

A room full of atoms beckons a body across the void; voice 

a portal with an outline—find the route that requires the 

least oxygen—language cryogen: Xix, I brought you a pint 

of old blood under the orange tree, drunk off whiskey and 

trying to bury notebooks behind me in a time that precedes 

and haunts me; I want memories to bring (me) back
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Language cryogen: find an earth scab; catch a bit a glass 

from the nearest car crash, press the substance to skin; 

hints of then, buried in our blood.

Buried in our blood: a body of night, curved across a planet.

Our molecules call across the void and bury sunlight in our 

sleep; how will I know to meet you when I arrive?



62
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Timeless, Infinite Light you and me together online streaming 
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