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     First and last, accept no man’s statement that he knows this Country of Lost Borders well. A great number having lost their lives in the process of proving where it is not safe to go, it is now possible to pass through much of the district by guide-posts and well-known water-holes, but the best part of it remains locked, inviolate, or best known only to some far-straying Indian, sheepherder, or pocket hunter, whose account of it does not get into the reports of the Geological Survey.
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    Prologue


    

     California City

    


   


   

    

     

      

       I

       

      

       WAS DRIVING TO THE END

      

      of the world, I was sure of it. Instead of flowing straight and flat, like a normal roadbed, this freeway was all up and down. The hills I was passing through bumped their way to the horizon, where there was nothing. The sun scorched the road. I’d left at nine in the morning, and it was past noon now. I’d made hardly any headway. It took longer than it should have to climb those heights, one after another, and then descend, steeply, on the other side. Already my car thermometer said 107. Far behind me were the comfortable fields and developments of Bakersfield and human camaraderie; now I was working my way east toward the Mojave Desert and Death Valley.


    Desert was the right word for where I was. In these blank, dusty hills you could come upon a camel, no problem. You’d say howdy.


    I was thirsty, and thinking about history: history always has something worse to offer than the situation you happen to be in. The gold prospectors of 1849, for example. I focused my mind on them, seeking their fortune in California. Poor things. They suffered terrible thirst and desperate hunger as they made their way (and didn’t make their way) with their skinny oxen through hills very much like the ones I was passing through, very near the ones I was passing through.


    Death Valley was only a jump of the imagination away from here, a few more miles on the odometer. The forty-niners had left home for this—this, and the gold beyond.
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    I was on my way to California City. I needed to see a city with a name like that in a place like this. I thought it would explain California to me; clearly California City’s founders imagined that somehow their creation expressed the essence of the state—and maybe it would. You don’t give a place a name like that for no good reason. And on the map, California City looked fantastical, a huge grid, dwarfing almost every city near or far. It was laid out in a broad, rational oval of ring roads around what seemed to be a town square. I conjured up a sort of Emerald City rising from the desert. I knew such a city could be built, if you had the right engineers and the right portion of pure ambition and ruthless dedication to profit. Look at Los Angeles.


    Also I wanted to get to a place where I could feel safe (not that I wanted to plant myself for good out in the Mojave; probably a couple of hours would do). I just wanted to know that such a place existed. I’d been in New York on September 11, and I was still looking for a spot to live in that wasn’t a reflexive, knee-jerk, obvious target. L.A. had not exactly served the purpose; it turned out that it wasn’t removed enough from the national scene to qualify. But surely California City, so deep in the desert, so far from the 5 and the 99, those busy, flowing arteries, would be an enclave of peace, calm, and forgetfulness, a sort of modern-day, urban Xanadu, the kind of place so many people had been seeking for so long in California.


    All along the 58, a lesser road, the desert rolled out around me like a faded rug, shaken for cleaning, twisted and contorted, its design, if it had one, indistinguishable. It was another planet out here: that’s how it feels when the land takes over, when rock, mineral, and sheer topography are cold comrades and the world is bereft of the human touch, the human scale. You begin to go blank in these conditions, counting miles, zoning out, hoping the big rigs don’t run out of control on the downhills and ram you off the road. I always watch for runaway truck lanes; that’s what the sign says: Runaway Truck Lane, 1 mile. Then I wait to see the dead-end lane off the highway, a sandy embankment. It’s a comfort to me—knowing that somewhere, someone has planned to avert disaster, no matter how infrequent.


    There’s someone out there.


    Thirst and sun turn my mind to water, too: Is there any? Why did I forget to bring any? Can I get any?


     


    As I pass a double rig, I suddenly remember a piece of ox liver. Kind, desperate, starving forty-niners on a Death Valley expedition gave this precious piece of liver to a Mrs. Brier, wife of the Reverend J. W. Brier, and to her three babies. That liver has been vivid in my mind since the day I read about its fate.


    Mrs. Brier was busy doing something else at the moment the liver was presented to her—changing a diaper, kissing a bruised knee—and she put that liver on an upended bucket and she turned her back on that liver for one second. She was always ministering to someone in the caravan, not just her own. Meanwhile, some haggard fortune seeker, half-crazed with starvation, crept up to the overturned bucket in the evening’s half-light and made off with Mrs. Brier’s liver. Mrs. Brier and her babies—after several days without food—had to make do that night with bits of oxen offal, horrid things fit only for coyotes.


    I didn’t want to be in such a place, where the lucky people ended up eating oxen offal. Refugees, pilgrims, and pioneers—I’d always trusted that my era in history was going to spare me their fate, but like any reasonable former resident of the Upper West Side of Manhattan, a neighborhood filled with immigrant and refugee offspring, I worried. In the past I’d thought of people like Mrs. Brier as quaint artifacts of Americana, a breed almost unknown to me, and of which I certainly was no member. But September 11 made me realize that anyone at any time can join Mrs. Brier’s ranks, and now out here on the 58, passing Caliente with not a soul in sight, I could imagine it all.


     


    The splashes of black, watery mirage along the road as it bucks and plunges are dazzling and seductive. Can that be a lake, I ask myself, looking into the near distance where the hills meet a flat, blue-looking area. The forty-niners, ablaze with thirst, saw these phantasms too, huge lakes shining up at them as they gazed down from some peak dreadful to ascend, dreadful to descend. On closer inspection, they would find an arid lake bed, its surface dry for so long that it had hardened like rock and now reflected the sun like dark glass, or the surface of still water. When I drive off the highway to my lake, it turns out that it’s nothing but smog or some other distortion of light, and so I head back to the freeway. I keep going.


    The road winds on past Keene, Woodford, Golden Hills, and Tehachapi, past the Monolith cement factory (a huge, ancient-seeming piece of elaborate industrialization towering alone over the sands), and across the Los Angeles Aqueduct as its waters pour down from Inyo County.


    My mouth felt dry. I never thought you could get dehydrated in a car traveling seventy miles per hour, with the air-conditioning on, but that’s what was happening. I felt as if I might swoon and lose control, so I pulled over, not at a runaway truck exit, but on the plain old dusty shoulder. This was an unusual feeling; normally I am as sturdy as a farm animal. But now I’m in desert condition, like a Vermont calf stranded in a dry Middle Eastern wadi.


    I got out of the car. It was about one in the afternoon. Of course, I had no hat. Stalwart, dependable Mrs. Brier would have had a hat, no doubt. Huge trucks passed by at barreling speeds. Otherwise there was nothing. A hill across the highway, another one behind me, the one I was on. Some greenish grayish low-lying bushes, a couple of rocks, and an ocean of dust and sand and sun lay before me.


    I was not convinced this rest stop was helping my condition. Another rig passed by. I stood there, leaning against the hot car. Across the highway, in the distance, something moved. It did, I was sure. I squinted. I could have sworn that I saw something shift across a patch of sand, out from under one bit of brush and into the shadow of another. I waited, and it moved again—again from shade into shade. The thing that had moved looked like a rock, but even a New Yorker knows that rocks don’t move. I watched it some more—what I could make out of it—but it didn’t move again, and now it looked more like a shadow itself than anything else. Could I be hallucinating from the heat, or from thirst? I got back in the car. Mrs. Brier’s companions hallucinated from thirst, but I didn’t think I was that far gone. No, I thought. It must have been a desert tortoise, an ancient and endangered species that lurks out here amid the rocks. They like to forage for food and shade near noon. As far as I could tell from my experience so far, a desert tortoise was a fitter resident for this desert than any human, even one in an air-conditioned car.


     


    About seventy miles east of Bakersfield, California City shuffles up from the desert, not like a jutting Emerald City, but instead as if it were made from the same materials as its surroundings, camouflaged in the sand like a desert rat, its lawns a wreckage of scrub brush, dirt, and jalopies, its houses flat tan-and-beige ranch prefabs or mobile homes or Section 8 housing. Tumbleweed and plastic bags blow down its undeveloped streets. A few trees have been planted here, but they don’t seem to be making much of a difference. In the center of “town” there is a park. It’s called Central Park, a weirdly green patch.


    Cal City, as its residents call it, has no real topographical or geological reason to exist, and it barely does. It’s purely a result of human imagination, engineering, hope, and greed. It is not a normal city, because it didn’t grow up around anything. There was no water here to speak of, originally: when water was discovered at a miners’ town called Cow Wells in the late 1800s, those wells had to be dug to fifteen hundred feet.


    No river, no lake, no oil, no railroad station right nearby—the freeway, even now, more than ten miles away. No oasis—nothing. Nothingness, sheer emptiness, has always defined the area: it’s a place through which huge aqueducts could pass without disturbing private property; a place for long runways that accommodate superfast, low-flying military aircraft; for experimental bombing runs complete with bombs; for the army’s desert training; for automotive manufacturers’ proving grounds, where cars are raced and crashed and swiveled and forced to somersault at high speeds, their performance rated; it’s a place for open-ended dirt biking, paragliding, and wave soaring; it’s a place to put prisons.


    It surprised me, then, to discover that—after San Francisco and Los Angeles—California City, at 204 square miles, is the state’s third-largest city, in terms of area (it is the eleventh-largest city in the United States). More reasonably, it was recently the state’s 347th most populous city, with 11,422 residents. Because of its empty expanse, it feels sparse, almost dead, deserted—although more accurately, it has never quite been inhabited. Many of its streets still have nothing built on them, forty-nine years after groundbreaking began. It’s hard to imagine what fueled the dream of California City for all these decades, right down to now. There are some jobs: at the borax mines several miles east, at Edwards Air Force Base seventeen miles to the south, at the new Cal City correctional facility just outside town, at Monolith Cement, at the Hyundai/Kia and Honda proving grounds. The housing is inexpensive. But for someone not from around here, this desolate place looks like nothing but a huge mistake, a grave miscalculation about human nature and human habitation.


    It’s hard to imagine why anyone imagined California City, much less began to build it. You could posit, for example, that only a dreamer or a fool would dare to build on so grandiose a scale, but also, of course, confidence men might try it, and rip-off artists and scammers too. And indeed, a few men of this kind were mixed into the real-estate brew from which the city was conjured.


    In 1958, “visionary” developer Nathan K. Mendelsohn, a Czech-born sociology instructor at Columbia University who specialized in land use and demographics, decided to build a model desert city here, following the great successes of postwar planned suburban towns like California’s own Lakewood and Long Island’s Levittown. As a canvas for his vast project, Mendelsohn bought up some eighty thousand cheap Mojave acres. This was urban development in the wild, in a place where the biggest junction up till then had been some irrigation trails that connected with the Los Angeles Aqueduct, and the lonely, crisscrossing tracks of the desert tortoise, my endangered friend.
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    The occupied space nearest to California City, adjacent and overlapping, and also blocked out by dreamers, is the Desert Tortoise Natural Area, which, at 39.5 square miles, is less than a fifth the size of the neighboring human city and even more sparsely populated. This area is the spot to which the hard-shelled reptilian former denizens of California City are supposed to repair in their mobile homes—but do not, always. The desert tortoise can often be found outside the “natural” area; in fact, the area perimeter fence is built so that he can enter and leave on his own recognizance. That must be how mine got under his scrub brush by the road.


    The desert tortoise is certainly better suited to this environment than I am, and better outfitted even than the obstinate trailer dwellers of California City. He can live where the ground temperature reaches above 140 degrees Fahrenheit. He spends more than 95 percent of his life, which can last as long as a hundred years, in underground burrows, which is what any sane creature would do when faced with the Mojave Desert. He can survive for more than a year without water, and can, in a moment of dehydration, even suck back urine that has collected in his bladder. This would have been a true plus for anyone living in the original California, before the advent of William Mulholland, the notorious supervisor of the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power. In the fall of 1904, Mulholland drove out of L.A., heading north on a two-horse buckboard, with a friend and some hard liquor, searching for water to feed the expanding city he worked for. After an arduous trip, they came upon the Owens River, and thus began the construction of the Los Angeles Aqueduct, which I’d just crossed over. The aqueduct runs for 250 miles between Owens Valley and Los Angeles, and it made both California City and modern-day Los Angeles possible. It also devastated the farms of the Owens Valley.


    The desert tortoise survived the construction of the waterworks, incredibly. Hardy as the tortoise is, he is vulnerable to the extreme changes in his environment caused by humans. Those changes may not look extreme to the humans; to this human, for one, the Mojave, as represented by California City and its environs, still looks much like a desert, only worse, with roads and banks, slapdash houses, a couple of spots reserved for off-road vehicles, a mini-mall here or there, a gas station every once in a while, an aqueduct, a cement factory, everything low, flat, and cinder-blocked. But to the desert tortoise, everything has changed, changed utterly. Odd to think, too, that many of these beasts have lived long enough to have witnessed the change personally—if you can use the words “witness” and “personally” where a tortoise is concerned—unlike other creatures, who experience the phases of their own extinction only generationally. Imagine the eighty-five-year-old tortoise, now a resident of the Desert Tortoise Natural Area. Does he put air quotes around the word “natural”? With his flat front legs, designed for burrowing?


     


    Here’s what happened to the poor little turtle—not so little, really, at more than a foot long in many cases. The usual hunting grounds of the tortoise have been cut into and carved away by developments like California City, which bring in their wake huge numbers of ravens, eaters of offal, attracted by tasty human refuse. This artificial community of ravens, camp followers of desert development, then also preys on the slow and delectably meaty tortoise and is now responsible for more than half of the deaths of the young and tender of that species. The ravens use telephone and electric wires as perches from which to attack their prey.


    Also encouraged by development, and the concomitant razing of native plants, inedible invasive species of grass and grain have pushed out the tortoise’s normal fare. And off-roaders, who are attracted to both the basins and the hills of the desert, sometimes make a sport of flattening super-slo-mo tortoises that cross their path, in a sort of mad, topsy-turvy, fuel-injected version of the Tortoise and the Hare. Intense off-roading has also ruined the soil in prime parts of tortoise land and created a sterile zone in some former tortoise grazing areas.


    So although no real-estate boom ever happened in California City, at least not on the scale that Mendelsohn had envisioned, the human population of the Mojave eventually doubled and doubled again, while the tortoise population was reduced by 90 percent, in spite of the animals’ evolutionary ability to survive in this place of extremes. Humans are still slowly moving to California City, as all of Los Angeles County to the south becomes urbanized and people grow tired of megalopolitan life. The urban sprawl to the south is out of control. Palmdale, the closest big town on the other side of the Tehachapi range, already has a population of 131,153 and is growing rapidly. When Mulholland passed through Palmdale on his way to the Owens River, the population was 25.


     


    When California City finally filled the artificial lake at the center of the town’s Central Park (the name Mendelsohn gave it), the town gathered to celebrate. It was a big moment for Mendelsohn, and as the city’s hundreds of residents laid out their picnics below, an airplane he’d hired overflew the park and dumped water that had been taken from the lake in New York’s eponymous park into the new lake in the desert. But in spite of its founder’s attempt to compare it to the country’s greatest urban agglomerations, California City never attracted the kinds of universities, shopping malls, or corporate investment that Mendelsohn and his salesmen described when hawking parcels to newcomers.


    Over the years since Mendelsohn invented it, the town has been the subject of real-estate speculation, lawsuits, and interventions by federal and state government. No skyscrapers went up here; today, the tallest buildings are the abandoned movie theater and a couple of apartment buildings constructed with Section 8 funds. One of the many suits filed against the developers alleged that there was insufficient water for the California City project. Nor did the value of the land appreciate rapidly, as Mendelsohn had predicted. One poor fellow who bought his parcel in 1959 for $3,490 had it assessed by Kern County at $3,755.64 thirty years later, according to a 1990 L.A. Times report. By then, Mendelsohn was long gone, but not before he and his company settled lawsuits with various purchasers to the tune of more than $3 million. He left behind a largely empty city and went on to found a resort community in Brackettville, Texas, before his death on the golf course there in 1984.


     


    Yet California City persists, like a good desert denizen, and over the years has spread out slightly, in a halting, sporadic way. This odd collection of houses, shacks, and trailers even has a City Hall, and I’ve come upon it by chance. It’s a cinder-blocker, another California building with no history. Inside, I find Helen Dennis, California City town clerk. I wonder if perhaps she might know where I can get some water. Dennis has soft, powder-puff skin, what used to be called an ample bosom, a plump physique, and a no-nonsense attitude. She’s all business. Only the desert tortoise is more perfectly formed than Dennis for life in the California City area. To me, she looks nice and friendly but, above all, hydrated.


    Somehow, though, it seems rude to go directly to water, so I start out slowly. Dennis tells me she came up here from a trailer home in Los Angeles, when California City was barely a scrape in the ground. “My parents were rock hounds,” she says, meaning they collected and traded interesting rock samples. “They spent a lot of time in the desert, picking up rocks, so I went along with them. I was used to the desert.” Dennis looks at me funny when I say that I come from New York. I tell her that I guess I just don’t get California City: what makes a city like this one appealing?


    “Well, we don’t get New York!” Dennis laughs. “California City was a beautiful city, back then,” she says. “There was a movie theater, a hotel, the park. At the beginning, Mr. Mendelsohn built forty-one ranch-flat homes, all with the same floor plan. There were fifty-five thousand subdivided lots. It was a land rush.” In fact, it was rank land speculation. By 1965, Mendelsohn had sold about forty-nine thousand of his lots, but in fact, only twelve hundred or so optimists turned up who actually wanted to live in California City. Mendelsohn had paved and graded many of his roads without any houses on them, and no houses scheduled to be built. Many of those roads—with developers’ imaginative names slapped on them, names like Harvard, Princeton, Bennington, Dartmouth, Cornell, Amherst, and Georgetown; or Melville, Fenimore, and Cooper; or Bentham, Arnold, Keynes, and Hume; or Orchard, Sylvan, Verdant, Eucalyptus, Dogwood, and Catalpa—have hardly a house on them.


    After Dennis’s family moved the mobile home up to California City, she married a navy aviator, so proximity to the Edwards base was useful. Later, she got her broker’s license and went into real estate, first for Mendelsohn, then for a man she calls “Mr. Billionaire Billy White” of Billy White Enterprises, and then, as the business became more corporate, for Great Western United Corp., which bought out Mendelsohn in 1969 for over $27 million in stock.


    As I talk to Dennis, I’m thinking mostly about how to get out of here and where to find water. I feel faint, as if I might fall out of my metal chair onto the linoleum at any moment. My mind is confused. And I have a right to be confused. First, a lot has happened in California City today: that is, there’s been a visitor (me), and also, there’s been a car crash not far from City Hall, with many injuries, some serious. The mayor, Larry Adams, comes in from the scene of the accident, bearing the bad news. He looks shaken. A woman no one recognized hit a van filled with elderly California City residents being ferried on their daily rounds. People at City Hall are making phone calls to daughters and daughters-in-law of the victims. People are coming in and out during my chat with Dennis.


    And second, I can’t really understand Dennis’s flat, all-American accent. So my conversation with the town clerk is jarringly interspersed with give-and-take like this:


    Me, finally: “Can you tell me where I can buy a bottle of water for the road?”


    Dennis: “Cassidy Market. How’s the woman?”


    Mayor: “Well, when they’re not moving, they’re usually hurt pretty bad.”


    I’m not a person who enjoys dwelling on car crashes, especially when I have a lot of driving ahead of me. My head aches; my heart is still beating a little too fast. Now I’m thinking about motionless bodies in the road.


    I ask where Cassidy Market is.


    

     “Cal City,” says Dennis. “Cal City Market. On Cal City Boulevard.” Then, thoughtfully, to the mayor: “She must have been going pretty fast.”


    Mayor: “Yup. I think she was looking down. Looking away, anyhow. Poor kid. Helicopter took her.”


     


    Never look away. That was Mrs. Brier’s mistake, with the liver, and I don’t want it to be mine. I promise myself not to fiddle with CDs while I’m on the 58 back to Bakersfield, and from there, on the 5 to Los Angeles. I promise myself not ever to look backward while driving forward. And I will drink enough water if I ever find the Cassidy Market. I promise, in other words, never to take my eyes off the liver.


    People are feeling shaky everywhere today, not just me. It’s the day after the London transit bombings, with so many bodies in the road and the tunnels. You could argue that the British were looking away. Having been in New York on September 11, I’ve thought a lot about being prepared and not being prepared, and whether preparation makes any difference. For people so far away, so utterly removed, from London, the officials of California City are deeply touched by the events. This bothers me, because I had imagined I was entering the American zone of safety, but something about Dennis’s and Adams’s deep empathy with the London victims tells me I’m not there yet, at least not psychologically. Talk of the London bombs even manages to divert their attention from their own immediate car crash.


    “When something like London happens, I say we should bomb Mecca,” Mayor Adams says. “In return.”


    I look at him in a friendly, open sort of way, as if it’s possible I might agree.


    “And if the French start whining,” he adds, “bomb them too.”


    I must make some doubting face, because he says, “No, I mean it.”


    Outside the office we’re sitting in, in the lobby of City Hall, is a bunting hung with red hearts, each one representing a child of California City who is fighting in Iraq; I count around twenty hearts and Dennis assures me that these are not the only residents in service there.


    “Oh, I have something to show you,” she says to me. “Since you’re from New York.” My imagination begins to race along with my heartbeat…what will it be? I hope illogically that it will be water, but I know it won’t be…I feel panic. I don’t want to be held responsible for New York; I can’t take on that kind of burden. Not out here, with no one to rush to my defense.


    She guides me out the front door of City Hall, the one that gives onto a patch of lawn instead of the parking lot. The heat smacks us as we exit. It’s afternoon now, but the sun has a few more hours until it begins to set. Half sun-blind, I follow her down a short path, where she gestures, open-handed, to a piece of sculpture in front of the building.


    And there it is, sparkling at me: a replica of the World Trade Center in brushed steel, and just my height. It all comes back to me in a sort of dizzying rush, the cloud that settled on the city that day and then those eerily bright September days afterward, not long enough ago. Now the structure shimmers at me like a mirage, as if it were made of water. I am tottering a bit, from disorientation, so I take hold of one tower, the north tower (at least here it is the north tower). I can wrap my arm around it, like an old school chum, and I do, to steady myself, leaning a bit to peer at the plaque between the towers, which begins, God Bless America.


    I think: this is where it all begins, it all began, at the Twin Towers. In a way, it’s how I ended up here in California, in California City, it’s why I ever agreed to be in such a place. Here’s the World Trade Center on a lawn in the middle of the Mojave Desert, weirdly rebuilt: the people of New York couldn’t, but the people of California City could put it together again. Yes, it’s smaller, it’s been reduced, downsized, it’s useless and hollow. But it’s here, nonetheless. It must mean something.


    Oh, now I know what it is. It’s a symbol; I get it. But a symbol of what? To the town clerk of California City, a symbol of what? That we are not defeated? That we remain strong? That we are one nation…etc., etc.?


    “The world has changed, hasn’t it?” Dennis says, looking for my reaction as I droop over the tower. I give her a friendly if defeated look.


    “But we can’t let them win.” That means something to her, and to Mayor Adams too, with his sorties over Mecca and Paris.


    And to me, a symbol of what? I feel suddenly too large, and in comparison to these towers, ridiculous. The scale is all wrong. I’m holding on to the north tower chatting with Dennis, another giant: why, at this size, we could have saved them all. We could have cupped our hands and broken their fall; could have doused the fire with a pail of water, could have stood between the buildings and the planes, and stopped it all, and felt nothing.


     


    Dennis escorts me to the parking lot, giving me careful directions once more to the Cal City Market; she obviously feels I am not ever going to get there, even though all I have to do is turn right after I get out of the lot. Perhaps she’s hoping to avoid a second car wreck today in California City. I shake her dry, soft hand and pile myself into my car, sticking to the upholstery through my clothes. The paper in my notebook is curling from the heat. The car thermometer says 107 again.


    Dennis has gone back inside to deal with more wreckage, the rest of the survivors and their relations. I turn right on California City Boulevard toward the 58, like an obedient girl, just as Dennis told me to, keeping an eye out for the Cal City Market on the left. And there it is at a light, my personal oasis, in the corner of a mini-mall, the Cal City Mini Mall. There’s not much in the Cal City Market in the Cal City Mini Mall on Cal City Boulevard: some sad old frozen meat, a shelf of frozen fish, pork rinds galore, bulk bread, cigarettes, paper goods, many different kinds of Cheetos.


    And cold water. I buy myself two big liters. At the cash register, my head is spinning as I count the bills and begin to make my way out of the store. And then I drink one full bottle right off, sitting there in the driver’s seat in the mini-mall parking lot with my head back and the door open and my feet kicking at the side of my car. I take a couple of deep breaths and toss the empty into a bin, sit back down, and shut my door. I turn the air-conditioning on full blast, switch on the radio, and just idle there for a few minutes, with a hand resting lightly on the other water bottle beside me.


    Whatever, I say to myself. I’m back in my car, my pod, my tortoise shell. I pull out.
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      Chapter One


      

       The Dead Point

      


     


     

      

       

        

         I

        

        

         T’S A BEAUTIFUL DAY

        

        in Los Angeles, two years earlier, in the flatlands at the foot of the Hollywood Hills. It’s fall, but you might not know it. I’m in my garden—my own backyard. I can hear a neighbor’s lawn mower going, can see his gardener’s straw hat moving back and forth among the leaves of the high bushes between our yards. My neighbor’s dog is swimming in the pool. He’s calling to the dog: “Bella, Bella! Come.” Flies buzz through the sunlight; they lend a drugged charm to the scene. The sprinklers have just finished going and there’s an uncharacteristic moisture in the air that lets you inhale deeply—not like desert air, not scratchy, not physically demanding. In the backyard, the Chinese elm is swaying beneficently in a cool breeze. The grass and ficus and boxwood and lemon trees are green with a kind of sparkling purity that seems to promise honesty and freshness and present pleasure. The house is white with green shutters. Its windows reflect the fluttering, descending leaves and light. It’s a dream, birds are singing, a mourning dove gurgles in the lattice of the rose arbor. This is where I live, in a dream.


      On a shelf inside the white garage is a blue bucket, and in that bucket is a boat. It’s an inflatable boat, and it is all curled up tightly in a stuff bag in the bucket. The boat seats five. The garage in all other visible respects is a normal garage: a Ping-Pong table, a few bikes of different sizes leaning against the walls and hanging from hooks, cobwebs draping the roof corners, a blade of light coming down from a dim window, a bunch of old backpacks hanging from a rusty nail, two skateboards tucked under a ledge, two broken scooters nearby, a cast-off pair of Rollerblades pushed under a shelf, a red bicycle pump in a corner, and next to the door, a basket of baseball bats, mitts, gloves, caps, and balls. There are no cars in there, though. In L.A., you keep your car or cars outside, because the garage is often not a garage, it’s an office or a playroom or a pool house, or a studio, or a guest room. Anyway, there is no weather here, no snow or sleet, and very little rain to destroy your car—except for the automatic showers of the garden sprinklers. At least, that’s what I thought when I was living in my dream: I was no meteorologist.


      On another shelf in the garage is a pump to inflate my boat. It’s a battery-run pump. You could also blow my boat up by mouth, but it would take a long, long time and might cause hyperventilation. The hard seats and floor of my boat are up on a plank just beneath the garage ceiling, along with two old wooden doors from the house, and screens from the side doors; some miscellaneous rods and rope for the boat are in the basement of the house.


      I look at my boat and its accessories with some embarrassment these days. After all. Even if there happened to be no traffic (which has never happened in Los Angeles), I still live a half an hour away from any useful ocean, and anyway, this kind of boat is not a seagoing vessel. This kind of boat is usually employed as a dinghy for a big sailboat. It’s a harbor boat, not a Pacific boat, although it does have a place to attach a small outboard motor. I bought the motor too, but it was too heavy for my purposes, so I returned it. I had never realized how heavy a motor is. I was glad to be rid of it.


      I bought my inflatable boat when I still lived in New York City, on the twelfth floor of a prewar co-op apartment building on Riverside Drive, a few hundred yards from the Hudson River. It was July of 2002; I was in the country on a summer vacation, sitting in front of a computer late at night, contemplating the return to Manhattan and ordinary life. Outside in the night, skunks and groundhogs and raccoons snuffled and prowled over the dark meadow. I was trying to conjure up my life back in New York—it seemed to me, thinking of Manhattan from a black, cricket-filled night in the country, that it was too tense, too anxiety-provoking; that I didn’t want to be there anymore—and then I remembered inflatable boats. A friend of mine, a sailor from the age of six, had one. An inflatable boat would allay my anxiety, I thought. Why didn’t everyone in New York City have one? Manhattan was an island, I wanted to remind them.


      So I went online and bought one. I put it in my shopping cart, just like that—a boat in your shopping cart. Rescue was on the way. In my late-night mind, a little rowboat seemed like a perfect conveyance to carry my family and me across the Hudson River to New Jersey, which is my original home state and where I should end up, anyway. In case of catastrophe. I had a friend I’d once considered sane, a newspaper reporter who had covered wars and remained unmoved. But after reporting on the World Trade Center’s disintegration on September 11, this well-balanced, rock-solid, grounded person (“grounded” is a word I’ve learned to use since coming to California to mean something other than keeping safe from electrical currents), this grounded person put together a safe room in his apartment with a huge barrel of drinking water, gas and germ masks, food supplies that included vast quantities of powdered milk, antibiotics, a hand-cranked radio, and duct tape. That was a little extreme, I thought. It was in the children’s bedroom, crowding things—and what must the children be thinking?


      Arnold Schwarzenegger, the Austrian bodybuilder who was soon to run for governor of California, and who is a man who knows a lot about survival, told Oui magazine in 1977 that an athlete—one who wants to put his fist in the air when the competition is over, and all others have been eliminated—must “go through that pain barrier, that dead point” in order to survive. Why was this muscleman so wise? My friend was clearly confronting his pain barrier, and so was I. Would we ever get past the dead point?


      To cope with that monolithic pain barrier after the events of September 11, it seemed more reasonable to lay out six hundred dollars for a boat than to construct a safe room among the bunk beds. Six hundred was, it seemed to me, a small price to pay for a means of escape. No one can argue that I was thinking rationally. I am only sporadically logical when beset by emotions—especially fear. A little boat, a chubby boat, friendly as a tub or a beach ball. I had an image of me at the prow (wind in my hair) and my husband rowing like crazy and the children having a grand time, as Manhattan, in flames, slowly disappeared behind us. I thought I would feel more secure with that boat under my bed in apartment 12B.


      When the boat arrived, though, I scrambled to hide it. It was shameful, of course, and pathetic, and possibly weird. I didn’t want anyone else to know about it: it was like a drug problem or alcoholism, a dirty secret. Except for the rods and ropes and seats, the boat in its stuff bag did fit quite tidily under the bed. In the flesh, though, I realized my dinghy was quite an unwieldy thing that would be hard to get to the river’s shore on a calm and sunny Sunday in May, much less to inflate and put together and drag down to the riverbank and pilot to Hoboken or Fort Lee in the midst of major chaos—with the city in flames, nuclear detritus floating above, and millions of terrified people pushing through Riverside Park down to the Hudson, trying to get away. Me there too, with three children and a sixty-pound boat tucked under my arm…the dog…After all this planning, I felt, my boat wasn’t really going to save us. I was not convinced it would get me past the dead point.


      So when the opportunity arose, I agreed to move to California.


      As if that would help.


      Of course, I didn’t want to go there. (When I say “go there,” I mean “travel to a destination,” as opposed to what my friends in California mean when they say “go there”—“to discuss or refer to an off-limits subject.”) California had never appealed to me in any way. It was too far away, and it was on the wrong side of the country. It faced Asia, not Europe. The sun set over the ocean there, instead of rising over it. When you said “west” in California, you could mean the Far East; when you said “east,” you could mean Nevada. I didn’t want to be in a place where there was no real theater district and no Lower East Side. (When I say “be in a place,” by the way, I mean “dwell in an actual location,” not, as my friends in California might mean, “take a certain emotional or psychological stance.”) I didn’t want to be in a place where—according to the tropes, clichés, and stereotypes that I’d absorbed as a proper New Yorker—everyone was blond, tan, cute, strong-jawed, empty-headed, and athletic, and possibly spiritually inclined. I was dark, bespectacled, bookish, and both physically and mentally not tan. I did not belong in L.A.


      But my husband had been offered a job as an editor at the Los Angeles Times, and so I had to consider the place more carefully. California’s strong suit for me—at the moment when a chance to move there arose—was precisely that it wasn’t New York. I looked around New York and the whole place reeked of the aftermath of September 11; there were checkpoints at the subway stops, armed guards at entrances to bridges, and something called “police actions” that occasionally stopped all traffic in both directions. I knew the city had psychological problems when the articles I ended up writing about it—even for women’s fashion magazines—centered on post-traumatic stress disorder and whether it was now possible to compare New York to Jerusalem during the Intifada.


      I thought I could do with a break from the stress.


      After some time living in Los Angeles, however, I realized that stress and fear will follow you. In the blank, unsignifying land of the West, as yet unscarred by terrorists’ craters, I was not immune to the fears of the age. And naturally there were some new, place-specific worries I could delve into out here. As my friends in California would say: It’s not about where you live. It’s about who you want to be. You need to get to a place where you’re secure. You have to work on it. You’ve got to go there, over and over again, and then you must rise above.


      Whereas I was more of a catastrophist, an inflatable boater. I believed that planning an escape—however elaborate—was the only rational tool for confronting our times. Everyone, I thought, should have a personal exit strategy.


      Mine, however, was clearly flawed, because from the beginning, it was obvious that California would not rescue me.
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      First of all, the state was not in a condition to rescue anyone, I discovered to my surprise. I had always thought of California as the jumping-off point for all that was shiny and bright and full of promise, or at the very least, for all that was new. California was not really a state but a country. A country whose decisions on matters of policy could direct legislation for decades in the rest of the nation. It was a state whose property tax revolution had utterly changed the way the rest of the country thought of and legislated on such taxes. A place whose smog controls and organic standards had become the standard for the nation, and where every ruling on cars and gasoline immediately had an impact on Detroit and in Japan. A state whose economy was, by most estimates, the world’s fifth largest. It was the land of silicon chips and wine and macrobiotics, of smog checks and solar power and windmills. Whenever I thought of California, I thought of that lyric of Steely Dan’s Donald Fagen: “We’ll be clean when their work is done/ We’ll be eternally free, yes, and eternally young.”


      Perhaps I’d been thinking more of Northern California, not L.A.


      But instead I landed in L.A. and entered a world that, like New York and New Jersey, felt a lot like the Third World. California was $28 billion in debt. It was just recovering from an energy crisis—much of it artificially induced, it later became clear—during which the lights had gone out in parts of the state. The California I arrived in wasn’t clean or perfect; it was a deeply flawed place with bad public education and poor health care—a gas-guzzling consumathon with hundreds of thousands of miles of asphalt but barely any public transportation. There wasn’t even a shared language for its people, though in the areas around my neighborhood, if you had to guess which was the official language, you would have said either Korean or Spanish. Often, indeed, it seemed that hundreds of thousands of the state’s residents had no rights at all, because they were here illegally. And yet this was the place we all had grown up thinking of as America’s best offering, the place everyone used to want to move to, the state to which hundreds of thousands of people continued to migrate each year (though many more were leaving), a state where new housing developments were coming on line every week.


      So it was no utopia. That was fine with me. I was used to dystopian living; as I said, I grew up in New Jersey. But California was also in the middle of a political crisis. Governor Gray Davis, a Democrat who had been reelected little more than a year before I arrived, was facing a recall vote—almost entirely because the state was in such bad fiscal shape, and because the Republicans sensed a weakness; not for any particular malfeasance on Davis’s part. A recall election for governor—such a thing had never been done before in California; indeed, the only other time a governor had been recalled in U.S. history was in 1921, in North Dakota.


      When I finally came up for air after arriving in Los Angeles—with three children, moving is never easy—I began to hear rumors about this recall election: that it was not an empty threat; that it really was going to happen; that provisions for recalls were really included in the California constitution; that enough signatures were going to be gathered to force a recall vote; and that Schwarzenegger or even Warren Beatty might be among the candidates. That the governor now sitting might lose. Coming from New York, where George Pataki was in his third boring term, it seemed amazing, and even a little ridiculous, that I might soon be living under a Governor Schwarzenegger—or Beatty. I was beginning to learn about the eccentric charms of my new state. It really was a different country out here, all right—the early pioneers and the adventurers of the Gold Rush had been right about that—and soon I would learn more.


       


      At my sons’ new elementary school in a church in Hollywood, I was encouraged to supply what are called “comfort bags” for them. I was given a flyer that told me what to include in the bags marked with their names: a favorite stuffed animal or security object, a book, games, a change of clothes, a toothbrush, and perhaps a photograph of the family (which sounded ominous). This was in case of earthquake. The school itself, at the parents’ expense, also had a stock of earthquake supplies—powdered milk, bottled water (replaced every year), canned foods, blankets, etc. The school itself, I later found out, is located on a major fault line.


      I learned, too, from a small green photocopied notice tacked up discreetly near the door of my fourth-grader’s classroom, that there was an emergency command chain at the school, as well as a medical team, an evacuation team, and a damage assessment team that would follow “the sweep route” after an earthquake to check for damage and to report “critically injured to the medical team.” There was a plan for triage. A heading entitled “The First Hour” advised teachers that “if children are in a bathroom, they need to crouch against a wall.” It went on to inform the responsible adults at the school that “most injuries occur while trying to evacuate during the shaking.” It pointed out that the school’s hallways “are safer if you are not under the skylights.” The notice went well beyond what I felt was acceptable to envision.


      I had arrived in L.A. hoping to avoid catastrophe, only to find that I was living in its capital. My new friends advised me: Cash and water in your car (Tampax too). Full tank, always. Slippers or flip-flops next to each bed (for walking on the inevitable broken glass). Flashlights everywhere, especially in night tables; make sure the batteries are live. Emergency lights. Hand-cranked radio. This all was beginning to sound too familiar. And don’t forget: The safest spot is still in a door frame or under a sturdy table; outside is dangerous until the shaking has stopped; door frames without doors are better because doors can swing and knock you out. Bolt all your bookcases to the walls.


       


      Well, I was no stranger to destruction, so I decided that the wisest plan was to shrug, to shrug it off. I was a former foreign correspondent, after all. That sounds brave. I had faced the Israeli Army from the Palestinian side and, cowering in a corner, had survived. I’d lived in Jerusalem during a period of bus bombs, and I’d gotten used to it. I had lived in Haiti for years and covered violent demonstrations there—which happened with the regularity of holidays elsewhere. I had felt safe in Port-au-Prince, the capital, even when I was dodging gunfire, since most of the people with guns couldn’t shoot straight and weren’t aiming for me, in any case. I’d hung out with torturers, dictators, and terrorists, and I’m none the worse for it. And I had walked across Manhattan on September 11 with my children and emerged with only an inflatable boat as a sign of my anxiety syndrome.


      I could do earthquakes, too, I knew it.


      In my travels, I’d already been in a few small ones and they seemed innocent enough, little reminders that the earth is not really solid ground beneath your feet. But in California the reminders are not so friendly, I knew. From the earliest recorded California quake in 1700 through the year 2000, there had been seventy-six major earthquakes here (over 6 on the Richter scale), which killed a total of 3,451 people, injured tens of thousands, and caused billions of dollars’ worth of damage. The earth plays a major role here. I tried to cast out of my mind my friends’ descriptions of the Northridge earthquake of 1994, the last big earthquake to strike Southern California. The jumping armoires, the hallways of broken glass, a baby a friend of mine “forgot” and had to run back in for, the bouncing freeway, the word “pancake” used as a verb for the first time in my memory.


      Right away, upon moving here, I became something of an earthquake connoisseur, a specialty catastrophist. In Jerusalem, I’d studied sonic booms versus bus bombs, like the rest of the population, and discovered that if you could hear the roar of a jet right after the bang, the bang was probably not a bomb. Sometimes after a bang, the whole crowd in the street wherever you were would stand suddenly quiet, at virtual attention, listening for either the telltale jet or for sirens beginning their wail. When the sound of the passing plane made itself heard, the return to relaxation was palpable, the murmur of the crowd starting up again, breath being taken, the pedestrian to-and-fro commencing once more. Knowledge does play a part in controlling fear, although too much knowledge can exacerbate tension. It’s best not to know how many moving parts are involved in lowering the landing gear, for example.


      I was pleased to note that, according to the inspector’s report, my new house in L.A. was not on a “known fault line.” That was all to the good. Except for the earthquakes (and the plane that took off from a small airport and crashed into a low apartment building in Hollywood, and the old man who ran over dozens of people, killing ten, in the Santa Monica Farmers’ Market, and the wildfire season, which was now), every day in California was like every other day, sunny and warm, at least to the unschooled, and I was unschooled. I came here thinking that, beyond earthquakes, there were no problems in L.A. anymore—race riots having ended.


       


      Something else I have in my garage: medium-weight jackets for the whole family, a wrench to turn off the gas, two two-gallon containers of water, that eternal powdered milk, a flashlight, batteries, half a bottle of Scotch. I’ve now become like my friend who was so deranged after September 11 that he became a virtual survivalist. But the major difference between me and him is this: most of my friends in California have similar supplies. This is a state of the disaster-ready. Now that I too am prepared, I await my earthquake with something like interested, even eager, anticipation. In fact, I feel earthquakes more often than they happen.


      Carey McWilliams, the great Southern California observer, might have diagnosed me as having earthquake syndrome: “How deeply the experience of living in an earthquake country,” he writes, in Southern California: An Island on the Land,


      

       has impressed the residents of the region is clearly shown in the novels about Southern California. In many of these novels, one will find that the climax of the tale invariably is reached at precisely the moment when the dishes begin to rattle, the stove to bounce, and the chairs to dance. According to the novelist Lawrence Rising, there is a stillness and expectancy in California “found only in earthquake countries.”
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      I have been known to visit a site on the web that is called quake.usgs.gov in order to check on whether an earthquake has just occurred. “Last week, last day, last hour” are the categories; of course, you can also check by the whereabouts of the epicenter. (In my excitement at finding one near me, my hand must tremble, because a message will occasionally come up from the site: “Sorry, your mouse click did not fall inside an earthquake.”)


      You’d be surprised at how many quakes there are in the vicinity. Sometimes the little tremor I thought I felt was an earthquake. Then I consider myself very geo-sensitive and feel quite smug. But sometimes, more times, there was no little tremor, except in my head. One night at about two in the morning, there was what I considered a biggish quake: it woke me out of sleep with a bang, and I could feel the house moving. My family slept through it, and so did the dog. So much for the theory that animals give you a warning: there he was, snoring on the floor at the foot of our bed. I lay there thinking: Was that an earthquake? Or a dream? In the morning, there was evidence. The bathroom mirror had fallen. And a neighbor called to me from across the street: “How’d you like your first baby?” Well, I liked it fine. But I wanted the next one to be a little higher on the Richter scale. But not too high. I wanted the dog at least to awaken. I didn’t tell my neighbor that, though.


      I was having dinner a few days later with new friends in Silver Lake, an L.A. neighborhood on a hill near downtown. Natacha was going on about L.A. and how surprising it was that she had remained here. She’s Swiss, but everyone here who is an expat talks like this, as if the place they left more than a decade earlier, or two decades earlier—especially if it was New York City, but even if it was some spot on the western border of Ohio—is still home. People here talk as if they are on extended leave or on assignment or on sabbatical from real life. They’re all doing fieldwork.


      “I must have been so in love with him that I didn’t care how bad L.A. was,” Natacha said. She was talking about Bob, the man who became her husband, who was in the other room.


      “One night I came home. Bob was away, and it was raining and the lights had gone out and I couldn’t find my flashlight. There was a mudslide down the hill and the kitchen was flooded, and when I finally found the flashlight, I saw that there were snakes just, you know, slizzering around on the kitchen floor, and I thought, My God! I’ve got to get out of this crazy place! There were dozens of small earthquakes at that time, and thunderstorms, even. But over time, you forget.”


      Natacha was clearly afflicted by a not very well-known but endemic local condition. It’s called sclerophylly, and it’s a botanical term. It’s what happens to vegetation (over eons) in climates like L.A.’s, or around the Mediterranean. According to Mike Davis, a California writer and urban critic who likes to flirt, passionately, with catastrophe, botanical sclerophylly is “the development of small, tough, evergreen leaves…as a defense against drought.” More technically, the New Phytologist of October 2003 defines some of the traits shown in a study of sclerophylly: “Of the structural properties, strength, toughness and flexural stiffness each made substantial independent contributions to the variation in sclerophylly indices, but the best individual explanators were flexural stiffness and strength.”


      Flexural stiffness—the ability to remain stiff yet yielding. Davis doesn’t say so, but the humans who live here appear to share plant responses to certain kinds of privation, exposure, and suffering (flexural stiffness is also required by building codes in regions prone to earthquake). Sclerophylly turns you into a hardened survivor, like a Sicilian or a Marseillais—or an Angeleno or longtime L.A. transplant. You become a kind of resilient hybrid (or you go home). I think of all the sclerophyllic transplants in my personal garden: Bob, Natacha, Jake, Susie, Martine, Chuck, Marisa, Ken, Margie, Marla, Wesley, Michael, Jamie…and maybe someday, after long exposure, me. I haven’t lived in this semiarid place long enough, yet. I remain a deciduous species, and when the seasons change, the leaves fall down.


       


      Knowing all I now know, I still sometimes feel comforted here in the sun, under the palms. First of all, it’s not the bleak New Jersey town where I was raised, an industrial backwater near the Jersey Turnpike, that dark, clotted artery of the East Coast. Even though California warns me at every turn about carcinogens and methane releases and earthquake bolting, at least the place doesn’t look—as my town did back then—like detritus and debris in the gully of an abandoned railroad track. My town sometimes smelled bad; it smelled like sharp chemical releases (because it was under the plumes of many smokestacks), and there were weird sempiternal creaks, grindings, and groans that issued from the nearby factories. The bay near my house was brackish. Water rats lived there under the decaying docks, scuttling through oily foam and old beer bottles. Carcasses of horseshoe crabs slain by local boys lined the dirty bit of beach. You have to look hard to find this kind of thing in California.


      The fogs were strange too. It was a Dickensian setting. In the old days, as you came into my town from the north on the Jersey railroad line, you passed over the city dump, a heaving mess of garbage and compacted wrecks, above which an unusually honest municipal official had erected a billboard that read “Welcome to Perth Amboy.”


      Second, the omens and signs here in L.A. have been propitious so far, and I pay some attention to omens and signs, having lived in Haiti in close contact with people who take such things pretty seriously. If the omens are good, the gods are feeling friendly. These have been among the positive signals: a rainbow over the Hollywood freeway during rush hour, timed to be viewed by millions, including me; a speckled kitten sneaking in my front door; my first name in the scramble of letters and numbers on a license plate ahead of me on the Pacific Coast Highway; and not least, lovely, cheering, recognizable Muzak playing over the sound system at the Grove, a nearby outdoor shopping mall: “We’ll Meet Again,” “Oh, Happy Day,” “All You Need Is Love”—all wafting up mysteriously from the trees and planters, fountains and benches, and refuse bins. The way life should be.


      I was trying to be optimistic, and my optimism was justified because there was a large measure of comfort in knowing that, no matter what, I would never have to get my boat out of its bucket.


      

       [image: space]

      


      There’s a pale light in Los Angeles in the fall that takes over the sky in the evening, as if the city had been carefully lit by a professional who wanted to disguise its true face. You wouldn’t expect that this hard city was capable of anything so subtle, so ethereal. After some time here you begin to value very dearly each thing that is sweet, every word that is kind, each gesture that is heartfelt. That tender light, almost lavender, floats like gossamer over the place, part smog, part atmosphere. It means the weather is changing, and you say, thank God. Not so many bloody sunny days. The cold is coming in. The seasonal change stuns the city into a kind of beauty at the end of the day: the light is benign and cosmetic, like candlelight; it smooths things over, like Botox. It blankets the place. On Sepulveda, on La Cienega, on La Brea, on Olympic, drivers open the window to feel the change. It’s a little silky, a little chilly.


      This is late October. My neighborhood, just south of Hollywood, is festooned with skeletons. In front of each house, harvests of pumpkins trail over stoops and pergolas, and down front paths flanked by red, badge-shaped security-firm signs that read Armed Response. (It can take the LAPD up to an hour to respond to an alarm or a call, so my neighbors rely now on a security firm that provides its own armed patrols.) I have a contract with the security firm, too, but since my house has more than seventeen first-floor doors, I can’t afford to have everything secured. Those shields in the bushes, with their chin-quavering braggadocio, are my greatest protection against random attack. I can imagine how they would make hardened criminals roll their eyes.


      

       And it’s Halloween. Spiders the size of men, and bigger, keep watch over the neighborhood, too, their thick black webs cascading down over gleaming, well-kept eaves. A life-sized dummy with a chainsaw haunts one front yard; one roof is garlanded with infrared bulbs. I have stationed a plastic rat the size of a chimp at my front door in an enthusiastic if foolish attempt to get into the spirit. Movie people live in my neighborhood, and they like special effects.


      When the temperature sinks below sixty-five, which sometimes it will do around Halloween, the occasional ancient, malodorous scent of the tar pits we’re living over disappears.
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      I left New Jersey years ago, long before I came to California, and though its darkness still resonates in my heart, I’m from New York now—which of course is a long-standing joke in Los Angeles. I’m a recent New York transplant: in L.A., that’s a stereotype. Most of the people I know here are from somewhere else (most of the people here are in general from somewhere else). The ones I know are mostly from New York. Like most transplanted species, they want a lot of care and attention to survive, even those who’ve developed sclerophylly. Other transplants ask me, “How do you like it?”


      If I say I do, which I do say on good days, they are horrified, or shocked. They want everyone to acknowledge how hard the soil is here for their delicate sensibilities. They have the usual list of complaints, well known from the days when the pale, skinny, shrimpy, clever, bespectacled New Yorker Woody Allen came to L.A. and recoiled, almost electromagnetically repelled by all the halter-topped perfection and Frank Lloyd Wrightism (at best) around him. The pools are too blue. Larry David, another New York comic who came to L.A. (and who lives here now, which gives him a more intimate anthropological understanding of the place), has taken the Allen syndrome to new levels of sophistication and despair.


      Here are some of the things New Yorkers famously love to despise about L.A.: cars, blondes, lawns and pools, cosmetic surgery, fashion, vapidity, cultural emptiness, sunshine. What they like: each other, money, “the industry.” Also, they like cars, blondes, pools, and sunshine, it turns out. They also love what’s considered “noir” here. They seek it out, and they say they can live here only because of this noir aspect; it’s the guilt-ridden New York mind’s natural reaction to sunshine. New Yorkers here search for what’s dark: the insects clicking, scratching, and reproducing in among the grass of carefully tended lawns; the sordid acts taking place (one can only hope) behind spotless suburban façades; cockroaches going for a sidewalk stroll after nightfall, snails oozing across the driveway; witchy middle-aged and even elderly women morphed into blonde babes, disguising their true selves with waxy masks of grafts, tucks, and suctionings; and more generally, the corruption that grows everywhere here, and the stench of money, its octopuslike reach into every corner of the culture.


      Expats like everything that tells them that all is not well behind the blank, pale sweetheart stare of Southern California. All of Nathanael West’s L.A. work is suffused with this noir; he was from New York. Raymond Chandler virtually created L.A. noir; he was from Chicago. Favorite piece of L.A. noir: that the darkest Beach Boy, Dennis Wilson, knew Charlie Manson and bought one of his songs (with a wad of cash, not a check, not credit), which the band recorded on its 20/20 album. Manson’s song was called—no great surprise here—“Cease to Exist.” The Beach Boys kept many of the lyrics but renamed the song “Never Learn Not to Love.” Manson, a true artist, it seems, never forgave them for not crediting him and for changing some of the words of the song. But even in the final whispery Beach Boy cut, the lyrics are creepy: “Cease to resist, come on say you love me / Give up your world, come on and be with me.” When Dennis Wilson drowned while diving under a yacht at Marina del Rey in 1983, Charlie Manson was quoted as saying, with some satisfaction, “Dennis Wilson was killed by my shadow because he took my music and changed the words from my soul.”


      This is the kind of thing New Yorkers like to discover about L.A., along with the widely shared belief that Manson’s real target was not the ingenue Sharon Tate but the record producer Terry Melcher (the only child of Doris Day). With his then girlfriend Candice Bergen, Melcher had been renting a house up on Cielo Drive in Benedict Canyon but was subletting it at the time to Tate, who was pregnant, and her husband, the director Roman Polanski.


      Melcher met Manson through the Beach Boys and, after encouraging him, in the end rebuffed Manson’s attempts to get a record contract. Since the murders, the Cielo Drive house has been demolished, rebuilt, and given a new street number. In L.A., Manson’s 1969 murders—which cultural commentators like to say marked the end of the 1960s’ “free love” era—are taken, probably more accurately, for the extreme act of a deranged entertainment-industry loser.


      Manson is now seventy-one years old.


       


      I remember very clearly a morning in late August 1965. It was summer vacation, and I was walking around the block on the Jersey shore. The sky was very blue and there was a light wind. I’d decided to go down toward the ocean, just to get out of the house so that I could listen to my transistor radio with the volume on as high as I wanted it. We were staying at my grandparents’ house for the summer, and upstairs in her air-conditioned bedroom, my grandmother was playing Brahms on the violin. At the time, Brahms was not the toppermost of my poppermost. I was wearing shorts, a T-shirt, white anklets, and red PF Flyers. On Surf Lane, the broad leaves on the trees had begun to turn, a subtle browning and crisping at the edges. It was hot out; worms trying to make it across a span of sidewalk around the corner had been surprised by the morning sun and shriveled up midway in their tracks. I skipped to avoid them. Big cars with fins sped by on Ocean Avenue toward Asbury Park, where there hadn’t been any riots yet, and which was not yet famous for providing a venue for Bruce Springsteen’s band. Martin Luther King was still alive.


      “California Girls” came on my radio.


      It was number three on the WABC playlist, and was the first Beach Boys song I’d ever listened to with any attention. It was sprightly and cheerful, full of sunshine. More important, it seemed to be addressed to me, to girls. But its message was mysterious; like all men, the Beach Boys seemed to me to be talking in code. I was such a kid. Did they want all those girls to be in California? I wondered. The “Midwest farmer’s daughters,” the hip East Coast girls (the Beach Boys really dug the clothes they wore: could they mean shorts, a T-shirt, PF Flyers?), “the northern girls, with the way they kiss,” the southern ones, “with the way they talk”? Or did they simply want those girls to be like California girls: tan, French-bikini-wearing, on the beach in Hawaii, “by a palm tree in the sand”? It seemed to me that I would never be like any of the girls in these categories, and yet I was—though plainly unhip, and absolutely unfashionable—obviously an East Coast girl…


      I’d never thought about California before: this song was my introduction. But soon I would begin to notice things. Surfboards. Surfboards were a frequent spring and summer prop in fashion photographs in my Seventeen magazine, while fall and winter were represented by photographs of prep-school-style models in kneesocks and kilts fastened with big gold pins. There was volleyball on the beach, also—an unheard-of thing. I noticed too the big white teeth of Californians; for some reason big white teeth and California are forever associated in my mind. The Beach Boys’ Wilson brothers, with their floppy hair and bland faces, were a part of this. An entire fashion gestalt came from California, I thought. Tans, and Breck shampoo—and thick, thick blond hair that could be tossed over a bronzed insouciant shoulder. The word “Hollywood” was another California thing that came under my consideration. To me it seemed to conjure up a forest, and Christmas, reds and deep greens, something festive yet full of shadows.


      Before “California Girls,” I’d been the type of serious young lady who dreamed of velvet party dresses, satin sashes, houses covered with moss, and saturnine, glowering heroes. I read English novels, and imagined being in love with dark characters like Mr. Rochester and Heathcliff. At age ten, I wore tortoiseshell glasses and had a head-band. I was as far as a girl could get from being a Californian. I was more like a Londoner, but not one from the Swinging Sixties—no Rocker, certainly, and not even a Mod. I was a Victorian. I was from the Old World entirely.


      But now, on this corner of Ocean Avenue and Deal Esplanade, my red-sneakered foot was tapping away and my head was filling up with Beach Boys. I loved them, even if the Beach Boys (although my compatriots) did seem more alien than the Beatles; I knew more about where the Beatles came from, but the geography and vernacular of the Beach Boys were new. They sounded clean and happy, a western version of the Beatles. I loved this song; I knew now that I wanted to be above all other things a California girl.


      On that morning so long ago—bopping along Ocean Avenue with my silver Sony transistor—I could never have imagined that anything could tarnish the Beach Boys’ shine. Drugs, death by drowning—any coloration other than the bright, the glistening, and the glowing had nothing to do with the Beach Boys or with California, that warm and happy wonderland. And how could I guess—indeed, how could the Beach Boys guess?—that in virtually no time at all wild girls from the Manson Family would be going home to Dennis’s house on Sunset for some fun? The Manson girls were (by Beach Boy definition) California girls. That odd, unhappy assortment of chicks with their dissonant names—Linda Kasabian, Leslie Van Houten, Squeaky Fromme, Patricia Krenwinkel, among others—were not only living in California, but many of them were, indeed, from California, even if none was tanned or particularly bikini-wearing.


      And finally I have achieved my dream: now I too am a California girl, loosely defined. Because now, against all odds, I’ve ended up in Los Angeles and I consider myself to be as much a California girl as any of the millions of other Californian women who were not born in the state. I am as Californian as Liz Taylor, elder stateswoman of Hollywood (born in London); or as Barbra Streisand, queen of the movie industry (born in Brooklyn); or as Nancy Reagan, former first lady of the United States and California, and chief dowager of Beverly Hills society (born in New York City); or as Maria Shriver, current first lady of California (born in Chicago).


      If they can be California girls, why not me?


       


      As mass murderer and king of noir (there’s nothing darker in L.A. than killing a pregnant starlet), Manson was not particularly original or early in the annals of California. Edmund Wilson, the critic and man of letters, came to visit Los Angeles in the 1920s and, as he traveled in his train compartment, wrote that


      

       a somewhat morbid state of mind had already been induced by my following…the story of some gruesome murders which had taken place in California: a homosexual boy had been preying on other boys who, one by one, had come to work for him and his mother; when they were done with a boy, they murdered him in order to prevent him from talking. They buried him on their ranch.


      


      Noir came early and naturally to this sunny place, even before West’s The Day of the Locust and the 1940s. Wilson himself mentions the grisly murders just after writing about the loveliness of the state, or “this country,” as he calls California: “A silver-filamented stream—the metallic dark green orange-orbed orange groves—the dry fragrance from the warm eternal noon…”


      It’s brazen, and admirable, in a God-tormented sort of way, that a place should have all that good healthy light (“the West Coast has the sunshine…”) and all those waving palm trees, deep green canyons, all those blondes, that promise of Paradise, orange and lemon groves, bumblebees, hummingbirds, high chaparral, horses, cypress, bougainvillea tumbling over walls and down the hillsides, and be, at the same time, and nonchalantly, a geological cauldron, a cultural vacuum, and a pit of sin, pollution, and deadly avarice. Not bad. All places where humans live are pits of sin, of course, but not all of them look—or at least, looked—like Eden.


      Now noir is just another cliché about L.A. And yet almost seventy years after The Day of the Locust was published, the dark heart is still passionate and seductive.


       


      If you visit Los Angeles, or even if you live here, the La Brea Tar Pits, the real dark heart of Los Angeles, seem like a mere tourist attraction, an entertaining stop along the way. Yet the whole history of the city lies buried here, from the late Pleistocene era on. The tar pits are noir, figuratively and literally. They are a wide, gaping, black graveyard, in some places hidden and paved over, in others visible, and sticky. The tar pits contain L.A.’s earliest resource, pitch (as in “pitch black”), which is really solidified petroleum, also called asphaltum, a thick layer of goo between the surface and L.A.’s later, deeper resource, oil.


      I have a fascination with the tar pits because I live on top of them. That’s what my dream house is: a clapboard construction built over a tarry ooze.


      Surprisingly, the open pits—which are part of a larger geological phenomenon that is now almost entirely covered up and developed—are prominently located on Wilshire Boulevard next to the Los Angeles County Museum. You drive past Ralph’s, Rite Aid, a Wells Fargo bank, Smart & Final, the IHOP, Variety’s offices, EMI, Baja Fresh, and Koo Koo Roo to get there. You drive beyond the Miracle Mile. You drive almost all the way to Flynt Publications, a large, dark, ovoid building that is the headquarters of Larry Flynt’s pornography kingdom.


      A few months after I came to California, I drove over to the tar pits. The pits on Wilshire are not far from my house—not far by Los Angeles standards, a ten- or fifteen-minute drive. My neighborhood and the tar pits were once all part of Rancho La Brea, a land parcel of 4,450 square acres right in the middle of what is now L.A. Until the late 1920s, most of the rancho was still undeveloped. Gaspar de Portolá, the Spanish governor of Baja California, crossed the Los Angeles River in 1769 and—according to information posted in the museum—“proceeded west along what is now Wilshire Boulevard” (that is, he was heading toward my neighborhood, on horseback), and came upon the pits.


      “In the afternoon,” wrote Juan Crespi, a priest who accompanied the expedition,


      

       we felt new earthquakes, the continuation of which astonishes us. We judge that in the mountains that run to the west in front of us there are some volcanoes, for there are many signs on the road…. The explorers saw some large marshes of a certain substance like pitch, they were boiling and bubbling…and there is such an abundance of it that it would serve to caulk many ships.


      


      The Indians who lived in the area used the tar as an adhesive and for waterproofing.


      A Portuguese sailor turned businessman, Antonio José Rocha, became Rancho La Brea’s first owner, and in 1855, by which time California had been taken from Mexico by the United States, Rocha sold the ranch house to the county to be used as a courthouse, jail, and municipal office. By 1883, comporting nicely with Los Angeles’s cultural history, the ranch house had become a realtor’s office, with a moneylender conveniently on the premises and a booth where you could buy discount railway tickets if you needed to get out of town fast.


      Female bones excavated from the bubbling asphalt in 1915 used to be mounted in the museum, alongside a life-sized dummy purporting to resemble the woman to whom the bones had once belonged. The exhibit was called La Brea Woman. La Brea means “the tar” in Spanish. La Brea Woman died about nine thousand years ago, probably from injuries inflicted with a blunt instrument: a piece of bone is missing from the top of her skull. (This flaw has been patched over, the poor old skull having been unearthed in the land of cosmetic enhancement.) La Brea Woman died with her dog by her side, scientists believe, pointing to canine bones found near her remains. La Brea Woman, another California girl, is nine thousand years old and has a hole in her head and a broken jaw, and I feel connected to her. That’s how I feel at dinner parties on the west side of L.A., among the blond second wives and pontificating producers.


       


      It was the 2003 fire season in Southern California. The weather was searingly hot, witheringly dry. It happens every year, and every half decade or so, the fires, fueled by heat wave, high winds, and dried-out foliage, come licking at the city’s edges from all sides, as if L.A. were a final redoubt at the farthest reaches of an inferno. That fall, which was the fall of the recall vote, the Cedar Fire was rampaging through the San Diego area, and the Old Fire came hammering up the side of the San Bernardino Mountains, threatening a last line of defense on a road called Rim of the World. The Cedar Fire alone would eventually consume 273,246 acres, destroy 2,232 houses and 588 other buildings, and kill fourteen people. The Piru and Val Verde fires were hurtling into the Simi Valley. It felt as if the city were about to be consumed. Certainly we were under siege. Although it seemed to me like a holocaust descending, I noticed that the citizens of L.A. went on about their business utterly unperturbed. They were resistant.


      At lunchtime I drank my soda and watched firefighters protecting another development. This town was called Crestline.


      Already, scores of houses had been destroyed, and the fire was now lapping at the back of one of those pseudo-classic, porthole-windowed, arched-doorwayed, cathedral-ceilinged, gable-roofed pink stucco homes that line the lushly treed cul-de-sacs in such high-price developments. The fire was lurking behind the swimming pool, peering through what remained of the landscaped foliage—now here, now there—like a curious, uninvited neighbor.


      I’d been up to several threatened developments like this one in the past few days, firehunting. Up near Rancho Cucamonga (a “master-planned residential project,” in the words of its developers), smoke came pouring out over the beautiful mountains where the highway turned, pouring out and down over the whole plain below, which was blanketed with well-heeled developments. The smoke seemed to follow in the path of the power lines that marched down the ridge to service all the new housing. It was otherworldly up there, near the fires. Huge fires were burning behind another development called Falcon Pointe at Hunter’s Ridge, which advertised “spacious homes” up to 2,450 square feet, from the low $300,000s.


      The streets at Falcon Pointe (what is there to say about that final, fanciful e?) have names like Manor Lane and Brunswick and Regina, as if we’re suddenly inside some private joke about Britain; these are soap opera names, developers’ marketing names. The logo for the Falcon Pointe development is a purplish mountain range in shadowy silhouette in front of a sunset sky, like a label on a California wine bottle, but what I saw up there behind the ridge was a fire cloud. On the way up toward Barstow, there were weird patches of blue clarity amid the tangle of orange and gray above the fires. Fifty-foot flames were crossing Laverne Avenue. There was a fire on Cherry.


      “There was fire everywhere, even under my car,” a woman from the Rancho Cucamonga development told me. She’d sent her husband out on one of their children’s scooters—off through the flames—trying to get help.


      I wondered if the pool would save the house in Crestline. You heard a lot in those weeks about families jumping into the pool as the fire rushed over their heads to devour the house. (You had to put your head under the water too.) The firefighters were pouring flame retardants on the giant walls of fire behind the Crestline house. They were standing next to the pool in their yellow outfits. Helicopters flew right through towering curtains of flame to dump chemicals from within the huge plumes of smoke and fire. Television reporters wore masks and ran back and forth, dodging the temperamental fires, leaping over walls and crouching behind cars as if this were a war. The sky in Crestline was an unlikely verdigris color, when it was not filled with orange flames or black soot, ash, and debris. An hour or two later, I looked at the television news to see if the house in Crestline had been saved. It had; at least, I think it had. There was a house that looked like it, and firefighters standing in front of it, saying the danger was past. But then, every house in Crestline looked like that house.


      When I drove out to the Simi Valley, it was like landing on another planet. Ash and charred, denuded trees lined the highway. In the gated Portofino community at the top of the Porter Ranch development, the fire had been stopped only fifty feet before it would have consumed the houses.


      “And these are million-dollar houses,” a security guard outside the Portofino gate said, sweeping his arm indignantly at the street behind him, as if the fire had done it on purpose. Across from the gatehouse and the guard’s rickety chair, the hill was scorched. Everything was carbonized. The hills near the highway I drove away on were blackened, and a lowering cloud appeared to be parked in the sky just a few thousand feet down the road, and getting bigger by the minute. Beyond this, the highway was closed, and that was okay. I had no desire to explore the farthest reaches. The sky was getting too dark. Fire trucks filed past the ordinary traffic in a caravan. I turned my car around.


      There was no delicate autumnal light over here, only a murky sweat of ash and smoke and the carcinogenic airborne contaminants created when the materials used to build subdevelopments and other modern buildings are incinerated. I know about such contaminants because the state of California likes to draw its residents’ attention to them and the harm they can cause. California doesn’t necessarily want to do anything about those contaminants—it’s not that kind of state—but it does want you to be aware, so that if you’d like to do something to protect yourself, you can.


      In California, when you enter a garage (or what Californians more grandly call a “parking structure”), or a hotel, a museum, a movie theater, or even a restaurant, there is often a plaque, prominently displayed near the entrance. Because I come from the East—where such plaques can be relied upon to say things like “Upon this site formerly stood the Brennan Mansion in which resided from March 1844 to August 1845 Edgar Allan Poe and here during such residence he produced and gave to American literature and to immortality The Raven…”—I am always caught by surprise when, in California, the plaques say, “This area contains chemicals known to the state of California to cause cancer and birth defects or other reproductive harm.” Thanks for the heads-up, state of California. You are warned but not protected: it’s a libertarian, individualist approach to the citizen and his responsibilities.


      The fires were progressing, carrying the choking fumes with them. Even in my neighborhood, which is at the center of the megalopolis and nowhere near the freeways that ran through the fire lands, the sweet violet light was turning green. It didn’t feel hard to breathe, but a cough came over you after three or four inhales.


      

       [image: space]

      


      Then suddenly, the fires went out—with plenty of help from human intervention in the form of chemical drops and water from air tankers, and line after line of courageous firefighters. If you’d been watching the fires on a daily basis, and running after them, it did seem as if, because of some change in the weather or the atmosphere or the time of year, they’d simply come to an end, burned out. They had seemed to begin that way as well, but perhaps there was a reason for their suddenness: the authorities speculated that at least four of the most damaging ones had been “human-caused,” as it is called in the firefighting vernacular. This means either accident or arson. But they were over now; the air was clearing, though a thin layer of ash remained over everything. You noticed it when you got into your car: it took a swipe or two of the windshield wipers to clear the view. A season had passed.


      And another was upon us. In a spasm of inclement weather, six inches of unexpected and ephemeral hail fell down out of a tremendous black thundercloud onto parts of the city, including Watts—the site of some of the country’s most violent race riots in 1965. With what must have been a janitorial broom or a snow shovel (though, on reflection, who would have a snow shovel in Southern California?), someone wrote “WATTS” in huge fat letters in the white ice, right across the macadam of a parking lot: an airplane passenger could read it, written in neat capital print bigger than a man. Did that mean there was pride in proclaiming it? My neighborhood near the tar pits is also not far from the inner city, if you can call the sunny sprawl of South Central an inner city, with the term’s ghetto connotations—at least for those of us from the East Coast—of project high-rises and dark, narrow streets. In 1992, during a week of rioting there, my neighbors, standing on their lawns or looking out of their children’s bedroom windows, could see the fires burning in South Central. Some fled at the sight; others bought guns. Dozens of houses in my neighborhood came on the market cheap.


      This was when the security business began to boom; it was the era of armed response. Almost a decade after the riots, around a million residents of the state were living in gated communities, some behind barriers you could open with a click of a remote, some behind gates that were closed only at night, others in neighborhoods guarded by a manned gatehouse, where you needed a card or other identification to enter. California leads the nation in the creation of gated communities. One of my favorite examples is Irvine, a spread-out city south of L.A. that is filled with upscale developments and enormous public schools with rolling playing fields the size of stud farms. When I visited Irvine for one of my sons’ baseball tournaments, I noticed that almost all the “communities” that together made up Irvine were gated—leading one to speculate about exactly whom they imagined they were excluding. Were they keeping out people from the other gated communities? Or was it just visitors to their ball fields whom they considered suspect? Were there criminals roaming the streets in cars, ready to prey on the ungated? In any case, all of Irvine’s “Ranches” and “Crests” and “Ridges” and “Villages” seemed to face the quiet, broad suburban streets with unremitting walls.


      The places touched by wildfires are also often gated or walled communities built at a physical remove intended to ensure security, but that actually places them at the mercy of seasonal fires. Yet rarely is this consideration a stumbling block for developers of hillside and canyon townlets, nor is it the subject of more than passing debate as firefighters mass each fall to protect those new-luxe houses.


      “…Politicians and the media,” writes Mike Davis,


      

       have allowed the essential land use issue—the rampant, uncontrolled proliferation of firebelt suburbs—to be camouflaged in a neutral discourse about natural hazards and public safety. But “safety” for…luxury enclaves and gated hilltop suburbs is becoming one of the state’s major social expenditures, although—unlike welfare or immigration—it is almost never debated in terms of trade-offs or alternatives. The $100 million cost of mobilizing 15,000 firefighters during Halloween week in 1993 may [become] an increasingly common entry in the public ledger. Needless to say, there is no comparable investment in the fire, toxic, or earthquake safety of inner-city communities.
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      I’m on the 101, now, a few days after the hailstorm in Watts. The other name for the 101 is the Hollywood Freeway, until it crosses into the San Fernando Valley and becomes the Ventura Freeway. I’m always driving, a condition New Yorkers find alienating, while the rest of America just does it. I have only two reliable subjects of conversation in L.A.: weather and traffic. Traffic conversation includes both conditions (accidents, volume, rush hour, etc.) and directions: How did you get here? What freeway did you take? What exit? Are the “surface” roads faster than the 101?


      On the 101 near Universal Studios, there’s a billboard. I passed it almost every day once my children started going to school in North Hollywood. A giant man in sunglasses with scratches and blood on his face looks out impassively over the traffic, like the optometrist Dr. T. J. Eckleburg presiding over the wasteland of ashes in The Great Gatsby. It’s just his three-story face; his sunglasses alone must be four feet high. In the background beside his chin, you can see a few robots and skulls as you inch by, but they are comparatively tiny and obscured by actual treetops.


      The sign says “Buy T3.” This great big fellow on an enormous black background was to end up being our new governor. At the time, it seemed as if Arnold Schwarzenegger’s candidacy in the recall vote was all part of a Terminator promotion package. Was this, you asked yourself, a campaign billboard? Schwarzenegger’s DVD was about to be released when the billboard went up in the fall of 2003. If elected, he was to be sworn in six days post-release. In Baghdad, pictures of Saddam hung in every public place; in Thailand, the king’s portrait appeared everywhere. In Haiti in the old days, hillsides and intersections were decorated with signs and billboards depicting the dour, bespectacled dictator, Dr. François Duvalier, and later, his wide-headed son and successor. But this was different, supposedly. It’s an ad, stupid.


      There was a long story behind the billboard and how it got there, and why it remained for so long (in the end, for more than two years, as the foliage grew up and around it, obscuring the jutting chin and making Schwarzenegger look somewhat rabbinical); it was a story that I would come upon later. For now, all I knew was that the candidate’s face had replaced the Jurassic Park tyrannosaurus, which used to consider commuters as possible forage as it looked down with big teeth over our travails.


      I had that feeling of being watched over by the Terminator too—though not as a prospective dinner. Being watched over, monitored—I think that was supposed to make us feel good. I was already beginning to like Schwarzenegger as a candidate, of course. I enjoyed him. He said “and all that kind of stuff” or “and all that kind of thing” when he meant “et cetera” (a perfectly good translation from the Latin) and he used the expression freely. He’d finish sentences about the biggest policy issues, for example, funding for needy children, or education, or immigration, with “and all that kind of stuff.” All that kind of stuff—it’s Hollywood big-picture talk: “Gimme the poster, gimme the trailer,” they supposedly say to writers who are proposing movies. Detail subsumed to overview. That was Schwarzenegger—not a policy wonk.


      “I care,” he once said, “about families, about children, and all that kind of stuff.” And he meant it.


      Maybe he cared about me, too. I am that kind of stuff. I hoped so, anyhow, because I needed him. A man like that fed my rescue fantasies. Like the superheroes he played, he seemed above the fray (no fire dared to lick at the back of his house in Brentwood) but at the center of it too. He liked to present himself as shoving aside all ideology and storming through controversy as if it couldn’t get its tiny, weak hand around his great big biceps. “I don’t have any weak points,” he said in Pumping Iron, the documentary that helped propel his ascent to superfame.


      In moviemaking, there is a job called focus puller. The focus puller—or assistant director of photography—sees to all of the camera equipment and makes sure the shot is in focus for each scene or set of frames. He or she is an optics technician with an aesthetic edge. Commonly, the actor must remain within a constricted, laid-out space for each take, in order to keep the focus.


      In the story of his life, Schwarzenegger was used to being in the focus puller’s crosshairs. He also was, metaphorically, the focus puller himself—the committed professional who decided how to frame his narrative and where the star (himself) would figure in the picture. That’s how Schwarzenegger organized things. He did not fade out of the picture; he did not bleed to the edge of the film. He wouldn’t move outside the boundaries that kept his image clear. Politics was like bodybuilding and acting. The spotlight had to be on you. Even if he happened to be thousands of miles away, Schwarzenegger intended to be in the middle of the frame.
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