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I am a pornographer. From earliest childhood,
I saw sex suffusing the world.


Camille Paglia







 


Last night I couldn’t sleep, so I went for a drive. I only meant to take a loop around the peninsula, driving up and down the hills, seeing the city to the north, the port to the west, and the Pacific Ocean reaching for the dark horizon. It was just past midnight, so I tuned in to a rock station that had a late-night call-in show about sex and relationships. It had been on the air as long as I could remember, since before I’d thought of doing anything more than holding hands. It was the kind of show that made driving bearable. Once you’ve learned the words to every song on the radio, nothing breaks the boredom of sitting behind the wheel like conversation. Nervous callers made themselves vulnerable to a psychologist who’d heard it all before. He did his best to help, assuring people that they were not alone in fear, confusion, or desire. Whatever it was they wanted, they were allowed, he said, so long as it was safe, sane, and consensual. There was one thing he’d ask that made me bristle. Whenever a girl called in with a problem, he’d start off by asking, ‘Where’s Dad?’ Where’s Dad? As if that were the key to it all.





Echo





 


The hills were sleeping giants, twitching as they dreamed. Each time they rolled over in their beds, maintenance crews arrived to fix the cracks in the coastal road, and the sea sucked stones from the shore. When the hills caught fire during the dry season, I stood at the cliffs watching helicopters lower their buckets into the water. I’d search for the pilot’s eyes as the chopper rose into the sky, up and over my parents’ house, hoping they were carrying nothing but water. Brush fire and broken roads were everyday dangers, like rattlesnakes and car crashes. I kept a packed suitcase in my closet, should the earth shake or fire jump the road. Even as a child, I knew the landscape would not hold.


The landscape brought other fascinations to my family’s front door. We would watch migrating whales logging or lunging in the coves. We spent the season counting and took our tallies to the interpretive center, a squat building next to a lighthouse surrounded by a garden of native plants. Through Bakelite handsets, I listened to underwater recordings of whales, their haunted songs, their hearts. In the long silence between each slow beat, I’d take my pulse. I often returned to this quiet space, finding relief in the cocoon of a steady, even bass.


In another room, dioramas depicted centuries of cliff erosion in the area. Fifty feet, one hundred feet, gone. The present day model showed the cliffs as they were. Nothing had crumbled in a long while, even in the landslide zones. But I knew what that meant. A crumbling was overdue. Before I grew old, the land would claim our bodies and we would rise again as ghosts. Ghosts, like the young woman who haunted the lighthouse. She had thrown herself off these cliffs when she was sure her sailor would never return. She entered oblivion to find him. It was the most romantic story I knew. I liked to imagine love’s oblivion. A yielding of the self to sensation, a sensation that belonged to the nights I fell asleep with my hands cupped between my legs, comforted.


On these nights, I was sure I could hear the lovers’ laughter rising from the waves. Their joy beckoned. Once I followed the sound to the end of the garden, through the fence and to the cliff, crawling under the rail, inching closer and closer, closer to the edge than I’d ever dared. Peering down the wall of sedimentary rock, I discovered a ledge. Huddled figures wrapped in a cloud of something cloying, like roses wilting in a bowl. Laughing as if their rock were the only rock that promised never to fall. Fall, fall, fall, the cliffs whispered. Dear God, if I fall, please let me die on impact. Paralysis would be worse than death, I thought, and it frightened me. I couldn’t imagine myself without this body, even though as a child I sensed its limits, the built-in obsolescence. The call grew louder, and eventually I stopped taking walks along the cliffs.


By the time I was ten, my father had had enough of my living in fear. He said it was not death that awaited me at the foot of the cliffs, but a beach. I could get anywhere, as long as I knew how to navigate my environment. I think he grew to like those cliffs so much because the longer we spent in that house, the less he seemed to be able to keep a grasp on us, especially on my mother, whose refusal to be pleased was a form of tyranny. The cliffs he could handle. Scaling the sedimentary rock, sliding down a steep and sandy path, he taught me about footholds and grips and how to read the stones. The sea at our feet, indifferent to us. It was a rocky beach, not suitable for swimming or sunbathing, most easily accessed by boat. On the shore: tide pools, sunbaked kelp, seal carcasses, cans eaten by the salty air, weather-beaten dirty magazines, traces of fire. I pictured the molten glow of midnight fisherman roasting their catch, wary of the siren’s song. Even the air on the beach was sticky.


I would linger by the spreads of nude women bleaching in the sun. That pleasing tension, the muscular contraction of the sea cucumber, the gentle suction of an anemone’s tentacles when I stuck my finger in the water, pretending I was a clownfish, impervious to its sting.


Rusty kelp beds broke the blue, red markers bobbed above where fishermen laid their traps. Down the crescent of our cove, my father and I scaled the lip of its rocky maw. When low tide turned to high, frothy waves crashed against the throat of the cave, and when they receded, they licked the pebbled floor clean. The first time I saw the cave and the rocky point, I refused to follow him across.


‘Don’t be scared,’ he said. ‘Just don’t fall.’


Fifteen years we climbed over that cave.


And then, one day, he fell.


I didn’t see it happen. He was ahead of me, and then he wasn’t. That’s what I told emergency services. There was a response boat. Helicopter. Harbor Patrol. Divers. They were out on the water until morning. We were told they’d stay in ‘search-and-rescue mode’ until ‘the victim’ was found. After the twenty-four-hour mark, they started to call it ‘body recovery,’ but even that search failed. I asked them what they were calling it now, but they would give no answer. They started passing the buck, each one telling me to ask another department.


In the aftermath, I spent most of my days at home with my hands pressed to the large glass panes facing our clear ocean view. When I had spent so long looking I could no longer tell sea from sky, my hands stayed put on the windowpane, feeling every vibration, every thud of wind. I was still in the womb when the shipping company they worked for moved my parents from Rotterdam to Los Angeles, but I was old enough to remember when they built it. Their dream home. How carefully they chose each detail, the joy they were able to take in it and each other. I didn’t understand why we needed to leave the small house with the floral wallpaper by the port, where we could see cranes unloading containers from cargo ships, and every day at dusk a man who skateboarded around the neighborhood with a trumpet under his arm stopped to play ‘Taps’. But when I first saw the house, it was unreal.


A great white box planted atop a bluff, a jut of land pushing into the sea, set apart from every other house on the street. Instead of sirens and trumpets, we heard peacocks and seals. The house was glass and steel and full of light. Once inside, you could see the ocean from just about any angle. At sunset the walls turned tangerine, then violet, before darkness arrived and gave us the stars. ‘Every day a love letter,’ my father would say, my mother in his arms, taking in the life they had built together. I preferred to think of them like this. Optimistic, trusting in whatever logic kept them from getting a divorce.


Standing at that same window, it wasn’t the ocean I saw but seams: silicone, grout, hinges and brackets. All that was holding the house together and all the ways in which it could fall apart. Cracked Malibu tiles in the entryway, cracks running down the stucco walls. I inspected the silicone that held our kitchen sink in place, the build-up in the corners, the way the basin never really dried. Corrosion. I took the trash cans out of the cabinet under the sink and ran my fingers along the scar-like material holding it in place, feeling for edges that had unstuck themselves. Testing their integrity with my thumbnail, feeling sick when it slid underneath.


After my father disappeared, the Friday of Memorial Day weekend, my mother forgot to cancel the barbecue, which made for awkward conversations at the door. We didn’t invite anyone in but the caterer. I unplugged the phone. There was no reason for me to go back to my apartment in the city after the holiday weekend, so I waited a while, subsuming myself in her rhythm of sleep and reheated macaroni, marinated meat and booze. The caterer had packed everything into single servings, some for the freezer, some for the fridge. You’ll need to eat, she kept saying. My mother split each serving in half, and when she handed me my plate she said, This is no excuse to let ourselves go. Blanca cleaned up after us and made sure there was fresh milk for my father, as usual. After the milk went sour, Blanca asked where Mr Jack was and my mother told her that he’d be back, but she must have asked around the neighborhood because I heard her crying in the laundry room.


During these days, his absence led to a kind of ease between my mother and me, but we still didn’t find a way into conversation. What was there to say? He might still return. And when I thought, no, maybe he’s really gone, it wasn’t words that wanted to come out of my mouth, but screaming. Finger-pointing and blame. And if I started in on blame, I was afraid of what she would say. I would blame her for pushing him away, and she would point to my fear as the cause of his demise. When we’d exhausted each other, maybe we’d cry together, talk about the loss of a man who’d never been good at making room for us in his life. All of it was too much and too unpredictable. It was best to keep my mouth shut and wait.


Each night, we sat on the balcony and stared at the ocean. Each night, she’d go to the pantry and take out one cigarette from the ceramic jar marked ‘garlic’. She’d drop the ash into a wet paper towel and toss the sooty lump in the trash can in the garage. She left no trace because she promised him she’d quit. One morning I woke to find an ashtray on the kitchen table and stale smoke in the air. I never loved her less than I did then.


It seems inevitable in the retelling. My mother and father playing house, building their lives and their love in the shape of something familiar, never stopping to question the structure, the structure not being able to hold. But really, I don’t remember much about those early weeks after he fell, how it went and why – apart from the forgetfulness: going to get milk from the kitchen but only managing to take a glass from the cupboard before being distracted by something else, and finding myself in another room wondering what the glass was doing in my hand. The crying that kept me from sleep, the thoughts that wouldn’t quit, guilt, resentment, the gape of loss. Day after day passed by, then June was over and I was still at my parents’ house. It’s easy to lose track of time in Los Angeles even when you’re not wondering where Dad is, whether gone means gone and what being gone means. The sun and sky are narcotic. Seventy-five degrees and clear afternoon skies by the beaches day after day after day.




 


The fortune teller saw all of this coming. Or maybe her words were what had set my fears in motion so they could exert their force on the world. Sometimes I think if she had said something else, I’d be a different person now. You have to be careful with what you tell children. It sticks.


I met her right before my parents ‘took a break’, a trial separation that would last only a few months. I was seven, maybe eight, already braced for change. Maybe it had something to do with the environmental education we had at school, which instilled a fear of unstable ground and the water running out. Some kids might have walked away with lessons on conservation, but me, I lost trust that anything could ever last. I was forever waiting for tragedy.


Like every year, the interpretive center hosted a whale-watching jamboree. Crowds leaned their weight on the railing that ran along the cliff, trusting it to hold them, binoculars pressed to their eyes, scanning the sea for spouts and tails. Kids from my school were shoving their hands in bags of cotton candy and playing Pin-the-Tail-on-the-Whale as though it couldn’t have been any other way. I wanted to know how long we had before it would be all over. Before all this sun and sea and rock came to its end.


The morning of the jamboree, my parents had been fighting again. They’d been fighting so long they seemed to forget I was there, ready to get in the car, ready to watch for whales. They shouted their competing interests at each other, something about how my father preferred to spend his Sunday. He wanted alone time; my mother said that weekends were for family, and the jamboree had been in our shared calendar for weeks. He insisted that everything he did was for the family, and he needed one damn minute for himself. He punctuated his rage with the words ‘If that’s all right with you, dear.’ Dear: cold and slithering with sarcasm. I hadn’t known a term of endearment could be weaponized until then. My mother didn’t say anything after that. He took his car and ‘went for a drive’, and I ended up alone with my mother at the jamboree. It was a somber affair. She kept dabbing at her eyes under her sunglasses and disappearing with other moms while I threw darts at balloons.


Beyond the stalls selling windbreakers covered in puffy paint, I saw a purple tent shimmering off the main drag. The clapboard sign featured a crystal ball and stars. I imagined a sea witch who’d lost her seat in Poseidon’s court but whose dark magic was still at work. I was sure she was there for me. I begged my mother for the entirety of my week’s allowance so the fortune teller could tell me that this storm was not going to tear my family apart, that it would pass, as others had.


After the fights they’d had before their separation, they’d sit me down and say: Just because we fight, it doesn’t mean we don’t love each other. We get under each other’s skin because we love each other so much. Their rough patch seemed to last so long I came to understand my father’s absence from my everyday life, even when he was right there at home putting out fires on the phone during dinner, as an act of love. In a way it was. He was taking care of us. And as he liked to remind my mother, there was no this, he’d gesture around the house, without this, the ringing phone and files under his arm. My mother wanted his time, she said. But they could never agree on how to spend it. She liked to plan, he liked to see where the day would take him. Only after I met Orly and understood that loving in the way you love is not enough, that you have to pay attention to how people need and want to be loved – did I come to realize that they were blind to each other.


As a child, I couldn’t figure out how a story like theirs could turn out so rotten. It had sounded like the stuff of old romantic comedies with fast-talking, strong-minded women, and men who get the girl in the end. My father, the businessman abroad. My mother, his peer, at first mistaken for his secretary. A battle of wills that became a battle for her heart. I thought the fact that I was here meant that theirs was a happy ending. But if a happy ending looked like this, then I needed a love that was greater than theirs. All would be well with a love like that.


Inside the fortune teller’s tent, it was stuffy and hot but for the breeze working its way into my jelly sandals. Across the table, the fortune teller asked for my hand. She studied my lines. I studied hers. The crescents of her nails, the crescent moons hung from her ears and neck. Her eyelids, turquoise demilunes.


She said: ‘When other people fall, they can get right back up, dust themselves off and keep going. Not you. You break. And you have to figure out how to put yourself back together each time.’


I pulled my hand away.


‘It’s what I see,’ she said.


I never asked about my future again.


The fortune teller could have put it differently: You’re a sensitive person; you’ll need a thick skin. Then I might have cultivated a callus. Instead, I tried not to break, moving through the world without friction, following the path laid out before me. I’d do well in school, I’d curl my hair and make sure my face was done, ever ready for love’s arrival. Love would be my salvation and the force against which my character would be formed. I suppose that’s how I got into acting, to get an idea of some of the many selves I might become once taken in by love’s power. I liked trying on these other lives, stretching each new role over me, covering the fractures inside.


My first audition was for an innovative yogurt product designed for women on the go. I mean, they were basically large ketchup packets filled with fruit-flavored yogurt that you sucked down, no need for a spoon. It was right before my senior year of high school. The casting agent who’d visited my summer drama program called right after the audition to tell me that I was exactly what they wanted: a fresh face for a fresh product with a major national roll-out. Nothing had ever felt so good. I was young, but I wasn’t getting any younger. I didn’t want to end up like Linda.


Linda was my mother’s friend from the shipping company. Unlike my mother, she had kept her job and would visit sometimes when she was in town for business. I remember her copper-red hair and eyes like Cleopatra, the way she smoked and touched my dad on the knee when she addressed him. How the touch made him nervous. I think my mom liked watching him squirm, having something over him.


Linda must have been around fifty and me a teenager when I saw her last, same hair and makeup, same hand on the knee. My father seemed to enjoy her just as much. After dinner, he and Linda left the table to finish the wine on the balcony, and as my mom and I cleaned up the kitchen, she asked if I didn’t think it was about time Linda retired the femme fatale act. I remember dutifully agreeing with her that Linda, the way she was at her age, was tragic. But this agreement settled inside me as a seed of agitation. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I liked seeing Dad happy and relaxed. And I liked Linda. There was so much to her: energy, conviction and mystery. A lightness my mother did not have. A certain style. In Linda, I saw a woman capable of giving and receiving joy and the effect it had on my dad. Until then, I’d thought my mother’s dissatisfaction was noble and luxurious: it meant her life was full enough for her to be dismissive of its bounty. I thought my mother’s capacity for displeasure was a sign that she was discerning.


My yogurt commercial was still on the air around the Christmas holidays, when everyone else at school was awaiting decisions on their college applications. But I was ahead of the game. I had a career, so I kept at it and stayed in the Los Angeles area long after most of my classmates moved away. I had a good run. Five years where I was exactly what they wanted, but then whatever shine I’d had dulled, and by the time I entered my mid-twenties, I wasn’t what anyone wanted anymore. All I’d been hearing before my agent dropped me this year was, ‘They couldn’t see you in the part.’ I knew exactly what they meant. I was surprised it had taken them so long to catch on. I’d never been passionate about acting, I’d just gotten into a groove. But the last real role I’d had was two years ago. I played ‘Young Camp Counsellor’ in a reboot of a nineties show about rich high school kids. It was a three-episode arc. I had a few lines. And after those few days up in Malibu, where I mostly hung out in the shade with the rest of the cast, trading stories about life in the canyons – people who got lost, mountain lions, and secret pot farms – I had a decent year’s salary. Enough to make me want to do better, but still enough to not worry about making too much of an effort.


I can’t tell you how I spent my time. I read. I treated dating like it was my job. The men were easy fun. There was more to it, of course, but I liked the customs that came with being a woman on a date with a man. I was well-rehearsed. Women gave me stage fright. With women, there was an open space of possibility, a potential to define the relationship on our terms, but that meant I had to account for myself. After Ana, I was afraid of being hurt. And behind that fear was that wish for love, for sensation, the dreams I dreamt in the silence between two heartbeats.


As for acting, I guess I’d hoped I could keep doing what I’d been doing. But since ‘Young Camp Counsellor’, I hadn’t booked anything of consequence. In the past two years, I played the lead in a student feature, helped out behind the scenes on other people’s passion projects, and danced in a music video privately funded by a musician I’d been sleeping with off and on for a few months. He was beautiful, and our bodies were better in conversation than we were, which was its own kind of rare.


To keep myself going, I’d been doing odd jobs. For a while I was earning enough serving drinks, snacks and views of my ass at a monthly poker party at a private residence off Mulholland. The tips were good if you could just be a body in a tight uniform. The host said there was more work if I wanted it. Did I have a business suit? I did. It had been a graduation gift from my mother, because ‘everyone needs one someday’, which was really her way of telling me that I was chasing a pipe dream.


‘Here’s the deal,’ the party’s host said. ‘You come over for a “meeting” when my wife is home. Briefcase, files, office-appropriate shoes, tasteful jewelry and makeup. The whole deal. Business formal. And then we fuck on my desk. Fifteen hundred bucks. You’re in and out in an hour.’


One of the other girls I worked with ended up taking the gig, but I don’t know – after I turned him down, something changed. What had felt like fast cash for doing little more than showing up and being friendly turned sour. There was something in the way he’d claimed me with his offer. And how he started to resent me when I didn’t indulge his advances, even though the woman I became at those events had always played hard to get. His breath on my neck against the pantry door when I was restocking the nuts. How satisfied he sounded with himself when he called me incorrigible. I wasn’t planning on going back after Memorial Day, and I’d been looking forward to the long weekend with my dad to think things through. Dad didn’t need to know the details, though telling him would have probably meant he’d slip me a few months’ expenses. He was like that with gifts, haphazard and practical. He’d never have given me a dime if I asked for it straight out. All I wanted that Memorial Day weekend was to pick his business brain. He was good at being dispassionate, catching loose strands and weaving them into a plan. I wanted a plan, some sort of structure. But then he was gone.




 


In those blank weeks of sorrow, it fell to me to keep our fridge stocked. After we had worked our way through the barbecue food from the caterer, I thought I’d start working my way through the pantry, but I couldn’t bring myself to touch any of it, not even a half-eaten bag of tortilla chips kept closed with an ancient rubber band, the kind that my dad had around his file folders when they got thick. I couldn’t bring myself to take that rubber band off. It was stretched out and brittle, and if it broke, I’d have to go through the drawer under the telephone in the kitchen where all the rubber bands, binder clips and freebie pens ended up. The junk of life, the stuff you think you’re going to organize one day. The very thought of the drawer made me feel unstable. Disturbing anything that was his felt dangerous. So, I kept the door to the pantry shut and filled my time with going to the grocery store. It was, at least, a way to force myself to shower, and because of the distances in this city, a fantastic way of killing time. Some days, I made sure to leave the house when the schools let out, and I’d take the road that always got clogged with moms and minivans so I could sit in traffic, the sun in my face, the radio on, and wait for a flash of how things used to be.


When I’d moved to my apartment in the city, I’d taken what I needed and tossed all the things I didn’t, so my childhood bedroom didn’t have much in it. I borrowed my mother’s clothes: capri pants, leather sandals and a twinset. The door to my father’s closet was closed, and only once did I slide the door open a crack and sniff. The air was stale but thick with him, and I thought I might be sick. I shut the door.


I would let my long hair air dry in the wind as I drove those miles to the shopping mall, with the windows rolled down. Except for my tangled hair, I looked like every mom around. My mother’s clothes smelled of carnal white florals. And sometimes I saw her feet in the coral shoes, her legs in the pale-blue trousers, which were just shy of being too tight on me. As my mother liked to point out, I’d inherited my father’s bones. It made me think she was disappointed in me, but the feeling was mutual. I might have thick bones, but what kind of life had she given in to?


I would push the cart around the grocery store and keep my sunglasses on. I wanted something between me and the world, a different surface for the world to interact with, so I could be left to my sadness. Not only sadness but a poisoned feeling, like there was something wrong with the groundwater and I had to keep it away from my skin. I hoped I wouldn’t run into anyone I knew. In a community as small as ours, anyone I went to school with would know me by my walk, the back of my ear.


Neither my mother nor I had it in us to cook. Our freezer had been full of casseroles that had been dropped off at our house like offerings to an angry god, but this had now stopped, as though there were an expiration date on sympathy. I took the end of these gestures as a judgment: the first swell of grief should have passed by now, the absent dishes seemed to say. From the deli counter, I bought concoctions for which my dad used the umbrella term ‘salad’ and that never seemed to spoil. Foods like those the caterer had brought for the barbecue, as if by stocking the fridge just so, I could live that day again. This time he wouldn’t fall.


If the counter was out of potato salad, my throat would close up and my sinuses would swell. I’d go straight to the checkout, grab a roll of mints and crunch my way through the packet, the menthol clearing my nasal passages. Even in those fits of despair, there was value in my shopping routine. When our pantry and fridge were full, I still did my rounds of the aisles. My mother was either asleep, busy with the people who administrate death, or on the phone with relatives overseas. The one time she handed me the phone, I could just about manage to speak German to my cousin. My cousin and I didn’t know each other well so our exchange was short, dutiful, and polite. My shopping routine gave me something of my own in those weeks. And it was during these trips, as I pulled in and out of our driveway, that I began to notice the men.

OEBPS/images/9780349700397.jpg
permission
saskia vogel






