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    Arabella heard the high-pitched whine of motorcycles coming along the old canyon road. They sounded close.


    D was outside, working on one of his bikes, a ’96 Fatboy he used for road trips. He had spent most of the last two days driving himself nuts, taking it apart trying to figure out why it was backfiring and missing. They had talked for hours, hours, about the problem. Every so often he would come in to report the latest. He would stand in the sunny trailer kitchen in his oily jeans and leather vest, his pale blue eyes darting this way and that, his lean jaw out, pounding one fist into the palm of the other hand, talking, talking. “So what then, hon?” she would prompt. She knew it was better to keep him talking than for him to get all broody and paranoid, because then, watch out.


    So then he had rejetted the carb a little leaner. The pushrods were loose, so he readjusted them. The bike ran great for about an hour, time enough to go to the store for more beer, then started missing again. He checked the pistons; they were OK. He rejetted it to run richer. Wouldn’t start. Rejetted it leaner again. OK for a ride around the block, but it still didn’t seem to be at full power. He checked for manifold leaks. Last she’d heard he was checking the timing.


    By now he was driving her nuts. But he got like this toward the end of a binge. One time he spent three days painting silver pinstriping on his other bike, starting over each time he missed a stroke. D could have been an artist, if he’d been born in Italy or Spain instead of in some piss-poor place down the mountain from Donner Pass. By the age of 12, after watching his folks chew each other up and spit each other out at least 20 times a week, drunk or sober, D knew all that could go wrong between human beings. He shifted his allegiance to things, and that bike was the thing he loved most in the world, a custom Screamin’ Eagle Deuce, with a Twin Cam 95 V-Twin engine.


    It was around midnight now. Arabella had washed her hair and was channel surfing, feeling jittery. She had heard coyotes howling earlier and brought in her dogs, two black Labs, Sally and Ditch. The wind chimes had her on edge, jangling away, articulating the rhythms of the airstreams that gusted through the coastal canyons after the sun set and the cooler air sifted down. Now it was motorcycles, a couple of male voices. Probably here for a buy.


    She was wearing a tank top that said “D’s Body and Fender Shop” and jeans, her black boots, a skinny chiffon scarf in a rainbow of stripes around her neck. Her skin was itchy.


    She was waiting for the right moment to cut in with another bump. Then something to sleep it off. They had been tweaking for days. D had everything she needed, and then some. All she had to do was ask.


    D was new. They had met just before the holidays. She was still shaky from rehab, having jagged days, nightmares, humongous cravings. She hadn’t felt that bad in years, not since after the accident, when she was 16 and went through the windshield near dawn after a long, foggy night at the clubs on Sunset. Then she had stayed in a coma for weeks. (Her mother always talked about it in this dramatic voice: “Arabella was in a coma for weeks—she came back from the dead.”) It was cozy enough for her, she was feeling no pain, just morphine and voices and a sense of almost being where she belonged. In a coma was fine with her. Coming out of it was a bitch.


    D was riding high when they met. “Hey, babe, come with me to Vegas,” he’d said a few days after they were introduced. “My business is up to 3,000 percent because everyone is so fucked up at Christmas.” D cracked her up. They snorted meth for five days straight. She didn’t have to spend a dime, so every time he cut her out a line, she did it. They smoked some, too. She was in love.


    Now it was spring. The arroyos were damp, the grasses sent pollen into the air, the daffodils planted near the mall were nodding yellow in the breeze. Yesterday the drive along the old canyon road on her motorcycle had been juicy with fragrance. On this particular night a full moon as radiant as candlelight was rising over the lip of the canyon. She went to the screen door of the trailer and looked out. One of the bikes was shining in the moonlight. It was one of those new stainless-steel Harleys. That was next on D’s wish list. He said they cost around $30,000.


    There were three men clustered around D in the circle of light from his world lamp, all in leathers with dark hair. She couldn’t see their faces, but their voices were growing loud. When the fight started suddenly, it frightened her—all those big guys rolling around on the ground.


    She thought of a couple of weird phone messages he’d gotten recently. “Jose is back.” Jose. Is. Back. Amigo. When she asked D about it he scowled and told her to vamoose or he’d give her the back of his hand. He’d been paranoid for a while now. Days? Weeks? He kept his Magnum in the back of his jeans. She figured it must have had something to do with his time in Chino. Had he known any of those men there? she wondered as she stared out at the fighting men through the flimsy screen door.



    

    


    Arabella had abandoned context early in her life.


    She was never good at finding her way from one place to another, and she couldn’t seem to make it to any planned event on time. Beginning in grade school, she learned to dart into a room almost invisibly, surprising teachers who already had counted her absent. She thought there should have been a name for what it was that kept her from doing what other kids did so easily.


    She was named after a street sign in the Garden District of New Orleans. Her mother had spotted it on a brief visit to the Big Easy. Her account was one of Arabella’s favorite stories. “It was a crisp, sunny day in early March, a few months before you were born,” her mother would begin. She always told the story the same way, as though reading a storybook before bedtime. “I took the St. Charles streetcar to the end of the line; it was the cheapest entertainment in town. The houses looked like Gone with the Wind. The trees sparkled with those carnival beads they throw at Mardi Gras. Then I started back and hopped off to walk in Audubon Park. I saw live oaks, and in the pond there was a wading bird with a long, pale gray neck. I had indulged in gumbo and bread pudding with bourbon sauce, and it was repeating on me something fierce. But for a few minutes, sitting in the park in sunshine, surrounded by deep blue pansies, I felt peaceful. Content, like you’re supposed to feel when you’re expecting.”


    So that was it. The most peaceful moment of her mother’s life. Before Arabella came along to screw things up.


    Her mother always said, “Arabella, you’re from some other planet. I just don’t know which one.” When she was little her mother pasted a galaxy on the ceiling of her bedroom. Arabella liked to lie in bed looking up at glowing images of the planets: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars. Venus, Neptune, Uranus.


    In junior high she started sneaking up the coast to West Hollywood on weeknights. She wore her own made-up outfits, with long feather boas and dozens of long necklaces and silk scarves. She dyed her brown hair burgundy, cut it in various lengths, cut designs into it, shaved it off altogether. The other girls copied her style. The other mothers were furious. They wanted their daughters to look preppy. Arabella’s mother said she had them looking sexy, like “creatures from the blue lagoon.”


    Her mother had pushed and pushed, but she never could get Arabella interested in studying. School was so duh. Arabella lived for nighttime. The Sunset Strip shifted from shoddy to sparkling at sundown. She would smoke some pot and drive to the top of the ridge and stare at the coastline as the lights began to come on. It was like the night sky, first one star visible, then another, then, suddenly, a universe.


    Later, after a visit to Bennie Sunshine set her up with something interesting to smoke, or maybe a hit of acid, what she liked most was dancing. Giddy circles, holding someone close, that cozy feeling against someone’s skin, the heat and smell of them. And the release, pressure gone. Peace.


    Arabella never could remember much about the accident. She remembered breaking up with her boyfriend, the one with the Porsche, the weekend before. She remembered the feeling that she was 16, she had all the time in the world. She remembered heading out to Sunset after school, dancing and dancing, smoking a lot of pot. She remembered a screeching sound. Then there was a long gap she later learned was a coma. After the coma came months of feeling as if she were underwater and all the people around her hospital bed were strange sea creatures coming at her with outstretched tentacles.


    She had nightmares about gasping for air, drowning, and woke up in an afterglow of terror. The doctors said her hypothalamus, the fight or flight center deep inside the brain, was injured. It was on high alert.


    Out of the hospital finally, months after the accident, Arabella still could feel a halo of pain around her head and spinal column. She saw a painting once, by Frida, the painter Madonna loved, with her backbone exposed. It was like that.


    The rehab made her feel really stupid. She couldn’t connect. All she could sense was limits. Time. Space. Being stuck in one skin bubble, while everyone else was stuck in separate skin bubbles. She couldn’t feel good, not for one minute of the day, not even when she first woke up or when she was eating ice cream. Being alive hurt.


    She wasn’t fun anymore. She lost all her friends. The kids at school called her a “retard.” She could not think what to do next when it was right in front of her face. Her mother called her “discombobulated.”


    “The frontal lobe,” the doctor said, “is the seat of memory, judgment, impulse control.” Hers was damaged. Tough luck.


    Whole parts of her mind were shut down forever. She had to discover on her own which areas were still open. She had to fight her way through the labyrinth and figure out how to live the way she was now. No speech or physical therapist could help with that.


    She dropped out of school a few weeks before graduation. She was flunking everything. She had to learn how to give up. She was shocked at how long that took. Years.


    After that there were lots of new kids to hang out with. It was easier than she’d thought. There was a whole world out there that was invisible until you went looking for it.


    She could snort huge amounts of coke. It made her feel up when she was depressed. She started selling her jewelry, her feather boas, anything to make money. Her mother figured out what was up and sat her down for a talk. Arabella said drugs were the only thing that made her fool better. “You mean feel,” her mother said.


    “No, fool. Fool you all.” She was furious at everyone, still walking around like everything was OK.


    On the second anniversary of the accident, she almost OD’d on coke. She had a fierce headache. Then she felt like her chest was about to explode. When her temperature hit 105 degrees, her mother took her to the emergency room.


    That was the first time her mother got her into drug rehab, and she hated being there. It hurt just as much as after the accident, when she had to learn to walk and talk all over again, how to feed herself, how to think. What a waste. But she tried. She went to a group and she sat every day for hours with the book they gave her that would help her learn what she needed to know to take her high school equivalency exam. One of the counselors was big on credentials. With a GED, she could get a job. They let her out unsupervised one Saturday morning to take the test. She knew she had seen some of the answers, but she couldn’t bring them into her mind. She got only halfway through before time was called. She flunked, bigtime. Failing made her hate rehab all the more.


    After she got out, she discovered meth. It was cheaper and lasted all day. What a deal. With crystal she was on top of the world.


    Her mother got her into rehab again. The second time, it was even worse. “How many teeth do you think you’ll have left a year from now?” one woman screamed at her during the group. “After two years? If you’re still alive.” Arabella hated her. She hated them all. The next time, she decided, she’d rather go to jail.


    On meth, Arabella was fearless. She would ride her bike at full speed in heavy rain along the canyon road and not think a thing of it. When her mother drove over to see her in the canyon, on a clear day in a decent car, she would beg Arabella to take it easy. It’s a bloodcurdling drive, she would say; you can’t see who’s coming, you don’t know what’s around the corner, there is no shoulder, no guardrail, just a sheer drop. Arabella shrugged her off.
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