






[image: ]










[image: ]


SCRIBNER PAPERBACK FICTION


Simon & Schuster, Inc.


Rockefeller Center


1230 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10020

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2001 by Moon Unit Zappa

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole


or in part in any form.

SCRIBNER PAPERBACK FICTION


and design are trademarks


of Macmillan Library Reference USA, Inc., used under license


by Simon & Schuster, the publisher of this work.

ISBN 0-7432-1913-9





For my mother and trees everywhere.






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

For their inestimable contributions, I gratefully acknowledge the following: In New York, my editor, Doris Cooper, for making me look like I knew what I was doing the whole time and also Jimmy Vines, the best literary agent in the solar system.

In Los Angeles, my unofficial editor/writing guru/soul-sister Claudette Sutherland and her Live Girls Live minions — Trista Delamere, Emily Schlaeger, Cynthia True, Tulis McCall, and Janel Maloney. Along with special guest appearances by Karen and Henry Scott, Gail Zappa and Diva Zappa, Brendan Smith, Giti Khalsa, Jason Ross, Joe Sehee, Stephen Lisk, Roddy Mancuso, Peter Stuart, Tory & Ahmet Zappa as well as Heather R. Price in Orlando, Florida.

Da business: Pearl Wexler, Deborah Obad, & Betty at Paul Kohner and everyone who helped me gather lyric copyrights! (Andrea Moss, Mary Klauzer, Mary Sowerwine, Dawn Capper, Shira Sokol, and Evan Lamberg in particular.)

For putting up with my many mood swings and for making this book possible on a minute-to-minute basis: God, and my family and friends: Utie, La La, Beeshu & Lisa, Olive, Pat McMahon and J.J., Gina & Kevin Lake, David and Lindsey Strasberg, Kate Luyben, Simbiat Hall, Melissa Bushell, Frankie Miles and Sammy, Sandipops, Bridget Gless, Lynn McCracken, Emily, Lukas, Simon, Niki and Berthold Haas, Mollye, Kevin, Ethan and Miranda Stein, David Baer and the Schermerhorn clan, Peter Turman, Laura Milligan, Greg and Amira Behrendt, Julie James and the nice folk at the Improv, Mike Rap, Janeane Garofalo, Greg Miller and Beth Lapides, Patton Oswalt, Joy Goring, Doug Benson, Brian Posehn, Gary Mann, Robin & Bianca, Lief & Lone, Jo and Mickael, Lazlo and Adam Small, Alice Warshaw, Ada and Arlene Tai, Jules Blaine Davis, Jeff Garlin and family, Mariel & Ryan, Michael O’Brien, Willie Mercer, Flanagan & Largo, Brian Mendes, Shelley McCrory, Lisa Leingang, Matt Walsh, Peter Crawford, Cynthia Watson, Pamela Wynn, Jason Nash, Sanders Trippe, Adam Werbach, Jessica Tully, Kathy & Amy Eldon, Kent Osborne, Danny Ferrington, Beverly D’Angelo and Al Pacino, Megan Slattery O’Hara, Francis Okwu, Mark Scroggs, Michael Lippman, Why Cook, Kinko’s Studio City, Crunch Gym, Glow, Alan at Bristol Farms, Joan’s on Third, Tree People, Mari & Winsor Fitness, Tracy Pepper, Gabrielle Roth, Lynne Franks, Famille Barthelemy, Julia Sweeney, Quentin Tarantino, Dakota, Jim Jarmusch, Tiffany Rae Baker, Keith Fischer, Laura Dern & Bellina Logan, Orna Banarie, Jim Gaffigan, Bob Kahan, Gary Iskowitz, Jonathan Kirsch, Handsome Jack, Dena and Blues, Anna Hayes, Chelsea Cain, Justine Bateman, Alison VanPelt, Eric White and family, John Miller, Craig Carlisle, The 2 Andys, Bronwyn Keenan, Dana Rae, Kip Winger, Matt Groening, Owen Sloane, Rob and Marisol Thomas, matchbox twenty, Tom, Jane and Brian Doucette, Dave Abbruzzese, Todd Barry, and Miss Ellen Atlas.

My healers: Maria Bartolotta, Robert Coffman, Theresa Crùz, Laura Hart, Minga, Victoria Mestetsky, and Music.

A special thank you to my writing angels for their kind words along the way: Cameron Crowe, Amy Heckerling, Jeff at Writers’ Bootcamp, Billy Bob Thornton, Roy London, Cameron and Alice Thor, Ray Wright, Bruce Wagner, Bill Idelson, June Bauer, Kristin Harms & John Wells, Sandra Singh Loh, Joe Frank, Randy Bookasta, k. d. lang, Alanis Morissette, Jacqueline Maher, Teddy Bloomberg, Dana and Sue Gould, FZ, and the very Canadian Rob Cohen.

In Portland, Catherine Ingram for whom there are literally no words.

And most of all, infinity gratitude to my beloved real-life Otto, Paul Doucette.







The man pulling radishes pointed the way with a radish.

— ISSA









CONTENTS





PART ONE
BLISS


ONE: PRE-SENT


TWO: BUGS AND FISHES


THREE: COLLECT CALL FROM ZEUS


FOUR: A FEW MINUTES LATER


FIVE: SAN QUENTIN


SIX: BLACK SUNDAY


SEVEN: RADIOACTIVATE


EIGHT: RADIOACTIVATE (DANCE REMIX)


NINE: SADIE TO THE RESCUE


TEN: TENHELL OR HIGHWATER


ELEVEN: AUGUST


TWELVE: RADIOACTIVATE (RADIO EDIT)


THIRTEEN: ROCK BOTTOM JESUS


FOURTEEN: OTTO-EROTICA


FIFTEEN: CAMEL GATEAUX


PART TWO
LET THE HEALING BEGIN


SIXTEEN: BOO WHO


SEVENTEEN: FREE DUMB


EIGHTEEN: OWLS


NINETEEN: HOPE A TRIBUTE TO THE COLOR BROWN


TWENTY: BELLY BUTTON


TWENTY-ONE: HIT TV


TWENTY-TWO: MERRY XMAS


TWENTY-THREE: NOT SEE PARTY


TWENTY-FOUR: A MONTH OF SUNDAYS


TWENTY-FIVE: BABYS BREATH


TWENTY-SIX: RADIOACTIVATE (REPRISE)


TWENTY-SEVEN: CRACK BABY PETEY


PART THREE
AWAKE AT LAST


TWENTY-EIGHT: OM SWEET OM


TWENTY-NINE: FREE DUMB PART 2


THIRTY: MEAT ME IN ST. LOUIS (BALLOONS)


THIRTY-ONE: BOLIFAR CARFISH INN


THIRTY-TWO: LADIES AND GENTLEMEN


THIRTY-THREE: WELCOME POINTLESSNESS











PART ONE

BLISS










ONE


PRE-SENT

“Hooray for Hollywood.”

— Johnny Mercer

“Yes,” I heard myself say when the total stranger asked me to coffee. “Well, er, um, I’m, uh, I mean, I didn’t think, uh,. . . . well why not” is what actually came out, but in my head it sounded a lot like just plain yes.

OK, he’s not exactly a total stranger; I mean he has served me hot beverages on a number of occasions, so no, it’s not like we’ve never talked. No one’s denying we’ve swapped pleasantries here and there, in between refills of French roast coffee with just a hint of cinnamon (his touch, in spite of the management’s disapproval), so it’s probably fine. I liked his defiance and said so. He liked that I brought my cobalt blue mug from home and lobbied for free refills. (Thanks to me, the chalkboard sign with the thumbs up now says “Refills free if you save a tree!”) And once I watched him give someone change entirely in ones.

So big deal. I said yes.

At least that explains why I am sitting across from the King’s Road Café, in my little ’89 silver Audi with the sunroof open, parked at the corner of Beverly and King’s Road directly in front of a high-end furniture store and a two-hour meter at 10:01 A.M. on a crisp, windyish day, exactly fifty-nine minutes before Otto is due to arrive. It also halfway explains why I am being forced to watch a pear-shaped bald man check his reflection in the window while he wrestles his wind-blown combover back in place and looks longingly at a black and maple futon.

What it does not explain is why I agreed to meet Otto so early in the day when anyone with any claim will tell you I am in no way a morning person.

I once broke up with a man for continually trying to rouse me in the early A.M.to have all-hour intercourse. His name was Angie. He was diurnal. He taught me that word. It means he was the devil and woke with the rising demon sun. One morning, he woke me with a massive predawn erection; I sat up, rested my elbows on Angie’s cat fur–encrusted futon, faced this cross-legged man with the Egyptian-style beaded goatee and said, “I am the daughter of an artist. I thought you understood that the day begins around eleven at the earliest.” Disciplined Ben had understood this, toy-obsessed Ed did too, even collegiate Liam did in his own redneck way, but not Angie. He just looked away and covered his sunrise lap with a pillow. Behind him the sky had begun to take on an annoy-ingly yellowish hue. I held my hand up to block out its enthusiastic urgings. Angie’s back began to tremble. I softened then and placed my wayward hand on his knee. “You could be a male model or an adorable underweight baby in an incubator, and if you woke me I would still give you a Cuban necktie for disturbing my sleep.”

I shift a little in my cracked leather seat and adjust my visor to the morning sun. My God, do I think this coffee encounter with Otto might amount to sex?

I check one of the many clocks next to the Day-Glo hammock in the window of the trendy shop. A bright orange one reads 10:04. I watch a skinny lady with muscular legs and a royal blue satin windbreaker that says “Jazz” in rhinestones jog by. Of course none of this explains why I am here an hour EARLIER than I need to be. I tell myself, Relax Mer, you know you just like to get a feel for a place, to tune in to the frequency of a spot . . . Hell, you like getting a good parking space.

Just breathe.

What kind of a name is Otto anyway? Odd-o is more like it, with all that talk about history and physics and light noticing itself being observed. When I asked him what he liked to do for fun he said he enjoys “reading, Ping-Pong, and creating an internal double of himself energetically, yunno, to let off steam.” All this before handing me his number written in black ink from a disposable fountain pen on the inside of a custom-made matchbook with the First Amendment typed inside the flap. He does make the most perfect head of foam I’ve ever seen. “Low fat is key. Nonfat is bullshit.”

I hold my hand to my stomach. Surely he understands romance is out of the question, since we are meeting during business hours. I think I might be sick. I look at myself in the rearview to see if I look sick.

Instead I find a stray eyebrow that I can’t pluck or pull, so I lick my finger and smooth it back in place. Relax, Mer, I tell myself again. This time I say it like my Scottish yoga teacher, “ReeeeLOXshh,” which makes me always want to say “bagel and cream cheese” in my best Sean Connery right afterwards.

Over the last year and a half, since the Jasper Husch Incident, I have come to realize that I am a nervous person, especially when I am subjected to my first, official — dare I say it — “date” in over nine months. A year ago I would not have even noticed this guy, looks, foam skills, and all. Six months ago his kindness didn’t even register.

I hate that word, date. It makes everything sound tough and chewy. Date. Like all the sweetness and moisture of life has been sucked from your bones and, well, in a way it has, if you are forced to get back out there and . . . date. Why couldn’t it be called a cloud or a pudding? Something bouncy and hopeful. I’m going on my first pudding in over nine months since the Jasper Husch Incident. That sounds a lot better. Funny. Like a Nancy Drew Mystery, with accompanying illustration of the shadow of a man fleeing down an endless spiral staircase along with a small, incriminating pool of pudding. I smile; Otto is so nice.

I was wearing a pale blue calf-length rayon dress with little white painted moons along the hem, an orange shawl, and pink platform shoes that fine Wednesday. He was standing behind the counter of my favorite coffee joint, the Mom & Pop Kaffeehaus, like he always did, this time wearing a pair of too short navy blue vintage cords, brown suspenders, and a Rainbow Brite T-shirt. “Otto Guthrie,” he said extending his arm over the counter, which I accidentally shook at the wrist. “Nice to meet you,” I said awkwardly pumping away, “I mean officially for real.” When I released his arm he backed away slightly, and massaged the wrist back to life with his spare hand. That’s when I noticed how nice his hands were. Are. I mean really noticed. That’s probably the main reason why I didn’t just turn and run screaming out of the building. Then he said, “Hey, what’s your name, anyway?”

I froze and fixed my eyes on a ball of tinfoil hanging from a thin red piece of twine Scotch-taped to the ceiling. It was one among many, a local artist’s tribute to clouds, displayed in a row above loose tea stored neatly in glass jars.

“America. America Throne.” America Thrown was more like it. I scanned his eyes for any recognition of my famous name and the famous dead father that went with it: “B. Throne, painter, writer, poet, political activist, renaissance man, genius,” the papers said, “dead of an aneurysm at age fifty,” but nada.

“America Throne,” he repeated, swirling it around in his mouth like a fine wine. “Hippie parents?” he said after a small eternity. I decided he was either clueless, had a good poker face, or didn’t care. I thought, Cool.

“Yeah I guess,” I said. It was either that or blurt out my entire defining history, complete with those last few minutes I spent with my father, the only other man I loved best in the world, besides Jasper, who had broken my heart so completely.

But I didn’t. Why? Because I’ve had therapy. Then he said, “Hey, can I take you out sometime? I know you like caffeine” and I said “Great” meaning awful, and he said, “How’s about Friday?” and then a blushing silence passed between us and then he said “America Throne, huh,” and I said “Yup” while swinging my arms and pressing my lips together like I was about to get a bassoon lesson.

Which brings me to here: me parked in my little car, playing the scene over and over again in my mind’s eye, while I case the joint like a shitty private eye exactly fifty-six minutes before the rest of my entire life begins.

Across the street I watch a waiter in black jeans roll down the awning to give the pine tables and chairs and its few customers some shade. In a little while the place will be crowded and sun-assaulted.

I check my mirror again, this time to see if I’m still cute. Then I tug on the little St. Christopher that hangs on the rearview from a pale blue ribbon. My mother gave it to me a long time ago. She had been traveling through Europe with my father on a second honeymoon, well actually a first considering they had been married for close to sixteen years without a first. She went into one of the little churches in France or Spain or Italy, someplace in the middle of nowhere, and lit some candles. Outside they sold trinkets and mementos. She wrote me a postcard and told me about it. I still have the card, the Blessed Virgin with a flaming sacred heart. Apparently it had been blessed by the pope to protect its owner from the dangers of travel. I was about to get my driver’s license. She got my dad to sign it, too. “Bugs and Fishes,” it said (meaning hugs and kisses), “Mom and Dad.”

10:07. In less than fifty-three minutes, if he’s on time, Otto’ll arrive and take his seat at the King’s Road Café. After a while we will get into a deep conversation, and swap family horror stories. The old me would have told him with a humorous detached irony about the birth of my stillborn baby sister Shiva Plum when I was nearly three and leapt right into how my mother would not even begin to smile again until the birth of my brother Spoonie, “the miracle baby,” two years later. I would have launched into my jealousy of the wunderkind with the golden curls and longer eyelashes than my own, the one who restored laughter to our house but who stole all the attention. I might have told him about dropping out of school early because we traveled so much from one grand opening to another and about the financial roller coaster we endured as a family, living on the tidal wave success of one sellout show and living through the cinched-belt failure of another. Sometimes we’d save money by staying behind while my father traveled first-class to exotic places, to be seen at an important event promoting coffee table books of his art with their lucid, acerbic text criticizing everything from Elvis to processed cheese.

I would have told him how my father’s worldwide fame and respect the globe over seemed incongruous to my anger about his notorious but covert affairs and about my mother’s resulting bouts with depression; how in my eyes she both craved his attention and desired her own life, but remained unsatisfied pursuing any achievements on her own.

This would naturally lead me to expound on how difficult it is to be hippie royalty and try to find your own identity in the shadow of a certifiable self-made “genius.” About the complexity of emotions involved, growing up the daughter of an artist while living in a fishbowl, citing a particular incident during my mother’s photography phase. It seemed to me her artistic statement involved taking photos only when people were miserable and didn’t want their photos snapped, as demonstrated by the one of me taken when I was seven. I’m standing shirtless in my underwear in our lavender and wood-paneled kitchen holding a soft fabric dolly that Spoonie had just defaced with fake-blueberry-scented permanent Magic Markers. Only a few moments before she began snapping away I begged her to give Spoonie up for adoption as punishment for his heinous crime. In my fury to be taken seriously I slammed my hand down on the kitchen counter, my small fingers accidentally grazing a pool of leftover salsa. In the photo I am holding my favorite dolly by a limp leg, rubbing my red swollen eyes with my chili pepper fingers, and screaming. Not only did Spoonie go unpunished, but I was scolded for even daring to dream that Spoonie be given up for adoption. My only true consolation came a few days later: After seeing the finished photo of me, my father was so entranced with the purity of my pain and discomfort, he exerted great effort, working several days without sleeping, eating, or spending time with us to capture me in a 6' x 9' oil portrait. He would later entitle the piece Pure for a show of the same name, “as if to illuminate the beauty of our true natures in honest response to pure stimuli — genius!” according to one reviewer. Though my father did not care for reviews or opinions of the “humorless masses,” it is among his only works which won him international acclaim, comparing him to Bacon and Schiele, two painters he greatly admired.

At the show I wore a frilly red dress like a Spanish senorita, complete with a red hibiscus bobby-pinned behind my ear. The portrait of me hung resplendent sandwiched between a woman at the height of orgasm in a piece called Ecstasy and a matador just at the moment before plunging the death blow dagger into a bull.

For a few wonderful minutes my father paraded me around on his shoulders.

One lady with raccoon eyes recognized me and asked if I was “the pure one.” Proudly I declared, Yes! Unfortunately within earshot of several photographers. My father affectionately squeezed my leg while the flash bulbs went off. They hurt my eyes, but I was on top of the world. The painting sold for $30,000, shocking for that day, so that night we all slept at a fancy hotel to celebrate and I got to order anything I wanted from room service. Since I was the inspiration, my father presented me with a white rabbit fur coat with a champagne-colored satin lining. The next day our photo was in the newspaper.

This would all lead to my confession about being a late bloomer, which is polite for poverty-level trust funder, which is polite for loser. Then, without warning, I would stop stirring the sugar at the bottom of my too bitter espresso, and become very still, my eyes drifting past him, and I would bravely describe seeing my father die quite suddenly in the arms of a woman who was not my mother.

Otto might have looked down thoughtfully at his empty cup then and reached for my sweaty tear-soaked hair, brushing it away from my face and telling me something terrifically under-standing like “I wish I could take your pain away” or a fatherly, “There there, everything’s gonna be all right” or maybe, like Jasper, he’d freak out and bolt because I am so emotional, leaving me to pay for his uneaten sandwich.

I dig my pinkie finger into a perfect little doggie hole where Tulie has scratched and dug her little doggie nails into the passenger seat. My mother always says, “One day you will like all the damage that little dog has done because when she is gone, they will be sweet reminders of creature comfort.”

10:08. I reach into the bottom of my purse in search of a stray Chiclet. Anything to do or chew to settle my stomach and its building nausea. Or worse, what if Otto is my future husband and I don’t even know it! What if he isn’t my husband? What if he’s just a ship passing in the night? A stranger. A fling or something awful in between. Would I even be able to tell? Is everything just a choice? A science experiment? A cosmic consequence based on random accidents I have mistakenly called Collected Data? What if I have to go on a hundred — no, three hundred — more puddings before ending up alone. They say if you haven’t found someone by the time you graduate high school you will be in a kind of loveless inferno until you are in your forties and have to settle. No soulmate for you, America Throne. Bad America, bad.

I close my eyes, count to five on the inhale, count to five on the exhale. “I am a river and those are just mind thoughts calmly rushing by. Stop it, Mer, just stop.” But I don’t.

What if he drives a jalopy? What if he takes the bus? Who cares about cars and stuff like that? That kind of thing only matters if you’re going to have kids. He could be crazy. He could be getting a master’s degree in Crazy. Jesus, what if he’s a murderer! What if I am on stakeout and he’s A MURDERER! I shouldn’t be here to see this. Drive away quick, Mer! I have never wished for hand cream more in my life.

I count to five again. Relax relax relax, that is just your fear talking. I pound my breastbone lightly, saying, Calm calm calm, only love lives here. Then I reach for my cell phone. Maybe there’s still time to catch him.

Oh God, I don’t even have his number. What kind of a responsible person leaves the house without the wherewithal to cancel everything at a moment’s notice. I feel my palms go all sweaty. Drive away, Mer!

I reach for the key in the ignition. That’s when I see him walk in. Walk in! This is so my life. What kind of loser shows up for a date an hour early?

I scrunch down a little lower in my seat hoping he hasn’t seen me. He’s wearing jeans and boots and a bandana around his head. He looks handsome. A little too handsome. I watch him signal to someone inside and then choose a table outside in the sun. I watch him sit down, hit his knees on the underside of the table, stand up, pull his chair back, hit the customer’s chair behind him, apologize, sit back down, slide forward and bump the underside of the table with his legs again.

I think, Drive away, Mer, but I don’t, because he has a rose in his hand. A big, fat, orangy-pink straight-from-somebody’s-real-garden type of rose.










TWO


BUGS AND FISHES

“You forgot to carry the zero.”

— Built to Spill

In the dream someone hands me a bouquet of roses. I am Miss America and I am being crowned on a stage in an opera house with red velvet curtains. In a dress made of clown noses. One of the judges, dressed in a long black robe like a courtroom judge, hands me the flowers. People in the audience are laughing and applauding. They are all dressed like nurses, including Jasper. My brother Spoonie and my mother are there, too. As I turn to wave to them, I see Jasper sneaking out a side entrance. For some reason I know he has given me a fatal dis-ease and he wants us to die from it. Separately. My heartbeat quickens and I run toward the exit after him. Just then the bundle in my arm turns into a squirming baby. I look down and find it’s a girl. I know it is my dead sister come back to life. I am so happy to see her that I lean in to kiss her, but she starts to turn blue. I look around for help but there is no one there. I realize night has fallen and I am in a forest dense with spiny trees and fog, and I am utterly lost. I start to cry and when my tears fall they turn to rose petals. Now I am in an industrial kitchen decorating the baby’s coffin with icing instead of paint. I write “Bugs and Fishes” in pink along the edge where the hinges are. Just then the baby’s eyes blink open and her mouth forms a perfect “O” as if she will speak. “Don’t be afraid,” she coos in a croney old voice.

I woke up on my back, sweaty and frightened, hands clenched at my chest gripping a handful of nightgown. I heard an owl in the giant pine tree outside the window. I fixed my eyes on the white painted beams along the ceiling overhead and listened to the sound of my pounding heart. I caught my breath. Oh yeah, our new place.

It was our third night there. In the morning Jasper would fly back to San Francisco, finish one last illustration job for yet another Internet billionaire, pack up his painting studio, cats, clothes, and furniture, along with everything else he owned, and hand the keys and the lease over to his deadbeat friend Benny in exchange for help loading the rented moving truck. Then, Jasper would drive back down to make Los Angeles (and me) home once and for all.

I turned my head to make sure Jasper was still by my side. Lying next to me, beatific in deep REM, was the best boyfriend in the world. His long eyelashes looked like feather dusters set against those milky white eyelids. One of his perfect hands cradled his perfect hairless cheek while the other perfect hand lay pressed between his perfect thighs. I swear, Jasper could sleep on the very edge of any bed without ever falling off.

I rolled onto my side and inched toward him. I curled my legs under my nightgown, stretching the white cotton so that it pulled tight at my lower back and hips. It felt a bit like a hug. I listened to Jasper’s breathing, watched his lungs fill his upper back, watched his freckly shoulders rise and fall in the moonlight.

Why couldn’t I have a good dream like the one where I’m a long distance runner? I love those dreams. They are better than flying dreams to me. Sometimes I cross a finish line. Sometimes Jasper is there to greet me. Sometimes my father is there in a pair of skintight snakeskin pants, when he was at his happiest. Something about an even, measured pace and knowing I have the stamina in body, mind, and spirit to continue going and going forever and ever.

I made my body into a crescent to match Jasper’s shape, curled my flesh and bones into his, two cozy spoons. “Baby I had a bad dream,” I said nuzzling my way into Jasper’s ear.

“Try to fall back to sleep.”

“Baby I can’t,” I whispered into his night-smelling shoulders. I had to exhale the other way because Jasper hated it when I breathed on his naked back. Not me. He could breathe his stink breath directly into my nose and it would still smell like honey kisses. “Baby? Are you still sleeping?”

“Go get a drink of water,” he groaned, “that always works in the movies.” Jasper amazed me, he could be dead asleep and he would still manage to say something clever.

I got up and pulled my favorite brown and grey stripey wool sweater from its bedpost resting place and wrestled it over my head. My long brown hair hung in loose braids against the wool — silky smooth against scritchy-scratchy. I aimed for the kitchen, bare feet against hardwood floors through an obstacle course of half unpacked boxes. I kept my fingers extended, trying to get a feel for the new space in the dark. I could hear Tulie making licking noises in her crate. That made me feel safe.

In the kitchen, leaning against the door frame, I fumbled around the wall for the lightswitch. It still smelled like paint, pale pink walls with red trim.

I turned on the Jesus nightlight I had found at a junk store on Vermont and examined the necessities I had managed to liberate in the dark from a box I had labeled “Essential Living”: my kettle, a strainer, an “I Heart SF” mug that Jasper bought me as a gag one afternoon while we played tourists down at the wharf, and a lone chamomile teabag.

I love the ritual of making tea. The alchemy of water and tea leaves, heat, and a love-worn teapot passed on from one generation to another and so on. As I waited for the water to boil I imagined big ships since the beginning of time carrying important cargo, spices and teas from exotic places, just so I could drink it a million miles away. I sat on an ice-blue rag rug from Ikea, hugged my knees to my chin, and listened to the gas pilot hiss as it glowed.

Our third night together in our new place, I thought proudly. Even in the dark I could see that the house had already begun to come together.

We, well I, had managed to find the place for a mere $2,500 through a friend of my mother’s. A real steal.

The house itself was an old, rustic, wooden one-bedroom nestled in the canyon. It used to be one of several getaway cabins for movie stars back in the twenties and thirties. Even though we were only fifteen minutes from Hollywood, the broker with the chipped, fill-in nails told me that in the olden days it took forty-five minutes to get there via trolley, past orange groves and ranch houses. The roads weren’t even paved. This was considered going to the mountains! Nothing but miles of dirt back then. Now the place boasted our own canyon store and dry cleaner’s! In less than an hour I had put down the deposit (plus first and last), signed the lease, got the keys, arranged for a moving truck, and called Jasper.

I didn’t mind paying for it all up front myself because in the first place I was the one who found it and I wanted to secure it, and in the second place I had the money saved up anyway so I figured he could always pay next month’s and square the rest with me when he collected on an upcoming art show. After that it would be fifty-fifty. I mean, we were in this for keeps, so no big. Then Jasper flew down for a quickie visit, gave the final thumbs-up, and helped me paint.

I glanced at the iris-colored flame beneath the kettle and stuck the end of my braid in my mouth.

We weren’t planning on making the move to live together this fast, having been together only a year and a half, but this place was too good to pass up. I admit, I pushed Jasper a tad; even though it was only a one bedroom, I assured him there was plenty of charm here to make up for the space we would be missing, and as soon as he saw it he agreed. Plus he would be closer to the better galleries and the people with real money to buy his art. Besides, we had a genuine wood-burning fireplace now and were planning to convert the garage into Jasper’s painting studio, since having a “public transport only” boyfriend meant we needed only one parking spot.

I thought, My God, soon we will probably be married! Isn’t that what comes after living together? I wasn’t exactly thrilled at the idea of being married to a painter, like my mother, but at least I knew the ropes: the creative highs and lows, the pouting, the thieving gallery owners, the pretentious buyers, the awe over Jasper’s art. Next would come children and buying a house together! I imagined our children now, a boy and a girl, each with Jasper’s long limbs and caffeine-free ground-edness and maybe my hair and aesthetic.

Tulie let out a little yawn. I looked over at the brightly colored Mexican blanket that covered her crate near the breakfast nook Jasper and I painted periwinkle. The kettle began to whistle so I reached to turn off the gas, catching it before it cried out in agony.

I watched the steam rise up to meet the new ceiling as I poured. Then I sat back down again, this time cross-legged, and pulled the lacy edge of my nightgown over my knees and thought about how good Jasper’s Star Wars action figures were going to look lining the cabinets of our new kitchen.

I held the cup in my hands to warm them, felt the steam rise up and wash over my nose and eyelids and forehead, leaving a fine dew in the baby-fine hairs that framed my face. I took a sip of the yellow water, then pressed the cup to my cheek. I liked how my features, though individually kind of funny, formed a pleasing incongruity when arranged all together. Jasper claimed that I most resembled Princess Leia. Sometimes he said Bjork or Alanis. That’s because I usually keep my hair coiled up about my ears like fuzzy wintery muffs, or hissing cobras lying in wait, depending on my mood and the company.

I looked up at my God Wall, a portable altar on framed corkboard in the breakfast nook. In the dark I could just make out the postcards and magazine tear-outs I had collected over the years. Images of lovers, pioneers, poets, postwar survivors on street corners, at the beach, poised on a crescent moon, or in elaborate costume. One postcard is by far my favorite, and depicts an old-fashioned classroom circa 1880, the names of the children written in thoughtful cursive on an old school blackboard, names like Sam and Harry and Jane and Mary Swope. Maybe I like it because people have always made such a big deal about me being named America.

I traced a lone chicken pox scar with my finger and thought, It will be light out soon.

Inhaling the night-blooming jasmine that wafted through the little screen window, I leaned against the newly painted built-in kitchen cabinets and just listened.

I didn’t even care that I looked like an ad for coffee sitting by myself, grinning dopily, save the slats of sunlight on my face. On and on they chattered, our new birds. Our new sounds.

Our new home, I thought happily.

I climbed back into bed. Once safely under the covers, I wriggled out of my sweater, and let it fall to the floor. Jasper exhaled deeply. I curled in close to him, pressed my hands together in prayer. I thanked God I was me, America Throne, the struggling-to-get-her-career-together owner of Tallulah the all-black, all-gas French Bulldog; best friend to one Sadie McGuire; daughter of Camilla and the famous dead-before-his-time genius painter Boris Throne; sister to the deceased Shiva Plum and the very much alive bursting-with-hormones-and-musical-talent Spoon “Spoonie” Throne. Blessings to us and the lives we touched. And of course, Oh Lord, an extra special thank you for sweet, poetic, lanky Jasper Husch with his art and his downright global awareness. My proof that life is good and worth living.

What is it about being so truly loved that makes you feel invincible to the outside world?

“Baby?” I whispered, poking my head out from under the covers to check if he was sleeping.

“Hmn?”

“Goodnight.” I kissed his back.

“Go back to sleep, Guava,” he said before rolling over and away from me onto his perfect hairless belly. I loved when he called me by my pet name.

He pushed some of the covers back and let a leg dangle out, and gave another nostrilly sigh. I rolled onto my back and closed my eyes. Then I heard what sounded like a cat being eaten alive by an owl or coyote. I opened my eyes and turned on my side inching my way closer to Jasper.

“Jas?”

“What?”

“I can’t sleep.”

“Think of something good,” he said before turning on his side and disappearing into his little corner of the universe. Yes, think about something good. I scooted toward him a little more, faced his back, and smoothed my nightgown over my knees. You are something good, Jasper Husch, I’ll think about you for a while.

On our first date, he took me to see the giant sequoias and instead of kissing me, we lay on our backs and pressed the crowns of our heads together under a canopy of trees that went straight up into toothpick points in the sky. I felt so happy to be so small, so insignificant — we were insignificant together.

I now stared at his starry shoulders now, a smallish Milky Way of freckles. I found Cassiopeia, the Big Dipper, the North Star. “You are true north,” I whispered as my fingers lightly tickled their way up the nape of his neck to his latest Art Boy hairdo. I gently tugged on one of his white matted dreads, feeling the brittle clump between my thumb and index finger.

Suddenly I am five and my father is unsuccessfully attempting to untangle “rats’ nests” which have taken over the back of my fine, honey-spun hair because my mother is still too grief stricken to get out of bed. My daddy is in charge of me. I have just gotten out of the bath. He wraps me in a fluffy purple bath towel and plops me on a metal chair with a squishy yellow seat. He turns the chair so we face the mirror in the pink-tiled bathroom. He frowns. Armed with a black plastic comb he sprays some baby-smelling oil into the hair pile he will inevitably have to cut to expedite things instead of unfastening every strand one at a time.

I felt Jasper twitch beside me, exhaling long and deep. I wanted to say I love you and hear him say it back, but he was already long gone. Inwardly I said it anyway. Then I turned over and thought about the little blue face and what it said about not being afraid.

“Afraid of what?” I wondered before falling into a dreamless sleep.







THREE


COLLECT CALL FROM ZEUS






“Freeze, don’t move, you’ve been chosen as an extra in the movie adaptation of the sequel to your life.”

— Pavement





At 7:10 in the morning I woke to probing fingers attempting to harden my nipples. And even though Jasper and I were unbelievably in love, it made me mad for like eight reasons. For one thing, I didn’t like the way he poked at them. It made me feel like a pet store kitten with an eye infection being poked at by someone who had no intention of buying me. For another thing, he totally could have let me sleep for at least forty-five more minutes before driving him to the airport in rush hour traffic. He could have stalled the realization that came with the full light of day, that I didn’t want to be the national spokesperson for crotch cream.

Caress me, massage me, lick me, but for God’s sake don’t poke.

I mean it’s not like he didn’t know I hadn’t slept all that well the night before. Besides, Jasper KNEW I didn’t like morning sex. I was certain I had told Jasper about Angie because during that same conversation he had confessed to dumping that one girl for her squirting orgasms.

And even though getting up sooner meant we could start our new life together sooner, who wakes someone wearing a nightgown and big granny-style undies to have sex? Especially when I was almost thirty and still sponged off my family’s melting glacier of a fortune and was forced to audition for a yeast infection ointment radio spot to earn my keep. Especially since I was seven to twelve pounds overweight about it.

Even at twenty-nine and born to a genius who made a patchwork living comprised of painting or writing whatever struck his fancy to elicit strong emotional reactions in order “to wake up the sleeping dogs and free one of the humiliation of simply being human,” I was yet unable to pick a career. (An utter failure by Los Angeles standards.)

I had no other choice but to accept my mother’s offering of $2,000 a month. I had already bounced from yoga studio receptionist to actress to personal assistant to gallery slave to voice-overs. Having inherited my father’s artistic nature and my mother’s changeability, I looked for jobs that required the minimum amount of work for the maximum amount of money so, like them, I could pursue my heart’s desire . . . whatever that turned out to be. Of course my mother, who believed herself to be a sainted patron of the arts, generously dubbed me “a late bloomer,” swore up and down it didn’t bother her to wait for me to make my fortune. Though she never expressed a desire for repayment, I always felt an unspoken pressure to make a gazil-lion dollars to pay it all back. Voice-overs seemed to me to be a good compromise. You could make at least seven hundred and fifty bucks a pop just for standing around in a small padded recording booth trying to sound like a baby, a chain-smoking phone sex operator, or a mall-obsessed helium hottie.

Plus you didn’t have to wear makeup to work and you could remain completely anonymous.

It made me feel mad and glad at the same time to be a poverty-level trust funder, happy to be able to lean on my family for support, yet able to do little more than pay my rent and bills. I kept meaning to learn how to manage money and cut back, but then there was the house — first, last, and deposit — not to mention the moving in together, the furniture, paint supplies, and of course groceries for the moving in together . . . it adds up, living together.

Didn’t my almost live-in boyfriend understand that the sleep he was poking into probably contained vital information which would inform the rest of my natural earthly life as to my actual PURPOSE? My God, did he think I WANTED to be the spokesperson for itchy tweeters? On top of everything, I had to pee like a racehorse!

So, even though I was in no mood whatsoever, I let him continue his advances. You do that when you’re in love. My backup plan? The alarm clock would be going off any minute, putting a defining finish to the A.M. frolicking since Jasper couldn’t miss his flight if he was to make his fancy magazine illustration deadline. Jasper always enjoyed the challenge of a last-minute big money request; he liked the pressure and the crazy hours and the new contacts and the free exposure.

While he poked at my nipples like a handyman testing a new doorbell, I checked my glands both fearing and hoping for a sore throat. Normal. Too bad. I couldn’t bear the thought of selling the nation crotch cream. But, Jasper always said it was better to do something and make some money than to do nothing and make none. Still, what did he know about the struggle for career identity? He’d known he wanted to be a painter since before he was da Vinci in another lifetime. And, just like my father, he didn’t care if he made five dollars or five hundred dollars so long as he was doing what he loved.

Jasper rolled over on top of me spreading my legs open with his. I reached my hand into the drawer of our little yellow bedside table and felt around for my diaphragm and a single serving of sperm killer. Jasper removed the wrapper of the applicator tube and squirted some gel into the little rubber cup I held in my hand, then I pinched it in half and inserted it. It was so cold it made my stomach muscles tighten. Then he tossed the applicator aside, pulled my arms above my head, lifted up my nightgown, parted my underwear to one side, and — missing — pressed his giant early morning erection into my belly.

Now I really had to pee.

On the second pass my face reddened, not from passion but from extreme concentration. I could tell he was in down and dirty passion mode by the way he moved. Up and down, down and up. He moved his hips in slow grinding circles with speedy jerks pressing into me on the upstrokes. Ow ow.

While he kissed my neck, I turned my head and checked the clock. It was only 7:17. The alarm wouldn’t go off until 8:00. I panicked! Jasper bit my ear. If my checkbook, the Burbank airport, and my bladder weren’t all breathing down my neck I might be into this.

Think, Mer, think. Aha! To put an end to my escalating urinary situation I playfully pushed him off of me and seductively licked my way past his belly button to his best feature. In this ass-up position I felt some relief. Sucking on him and tasting myself I discovered I was somewhat pasty. I found this a bit ironic considering my itch-cream job potential. I looked at the clock. 7:19.

Suddenly, he pulled me up by my armpits, positioned me on top of him. My eyes began to water. I checked the clock. At 7:21, accelerated jerky thrusts kicked in. At 7:24, the two of us twisted and contorted our bodies in various positions, him in passion, me entirely in search of comfort. I checked the clock, 7:25. Damn! If I were under water I’d be dead by now. Moaning and low groans and grunts kicked in at 7:27.

Then, at 7:29, he pulled my legs up and over my head rather suddenly, lurched forward, and came, screaming, “I don’t want to have a baby!” That’s when I accidentally kicked him.

“OW! Christ, Mer!” he said rubbing his jaw.

“I’m sorry,” I said, wriggling out from under him. “Let me get you a cool towel.” I ran to the bathroom, turned on the cold water to drown out the sound, and relieved myself. After almost a year and a half I was still too shy to discuss bodily functions with Jasper, let alone allow him to hear me pee.

I wondered if the erotic art I was inundated with in my youth had raised a prude.

“Are you bringing the towel or what?” I pretended not to hear. “You aren’t fooling me in there, you know.” Over my porcelain din I could hear Jasper clomping around. I heard the zipping of a suitcase. I pulled up my undies and turned off the water.

In the bedroom I caught him piling clothes into a small brown tattered suitcase. He had already climbed back into his faded navy blue boxers that lay crumpled in the corner only a few minutes earlier. I snuck up and hugged him from behind. “Why are you packing?” I said, passing my hand seductively over his deflated crotch.

“Because I’m gonna need some of this stuff this week,” he said, pulling away. He made his way over to the chair in the corner to where his grey T-shirt and brown cords lay and slipped them on.

“Just leave all that here.”

“I’m gonna need a suitcase, Mer.”

“Yeah, but why are you taking your clothes.”

“Because I’m gonna be up there for at least a week. Besides you know these are my favorite things.”

“At least a week? You said a few days at the most.”

“Yeah, well, I got an extension on that one job.”

“You didn’t tell me that.”

“I’m telling you now.”

“Why can’t you just come down earlier and do it all here?”

“Because it’s easier to just use everything while it’s still set up. Plus the cats have a vet appointment they can’t miss on Tuesday.”

“Oh,” I said trying not to sound disappointed. Jasper hopped on one leg now while he pulled up a green and purple argyle sock. Then he put on his grey runners and, standing, stuffed his hands in his pockets to make sure they lay flat against his thighs. Fine, I thought as he walked past me to zip up his suitcase, I don’t need this, not today. Today I needed all of my positive energy to save the orphanage called my bank account and our new life.
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