

[image: Cover: Stray, by Stephanie Danler]




Stray


Stephanie Danler


‘A compulsive, neck-breaking masterpiece.’ Lisa Taddeo, author of Three Women











Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.













[image: Stray, by Stephanie Danler, UK Adult]











[image: Freeway and Artery Map of Greater Los Angeles]










To Matthew and Julian Wild.


The end of this story and the beginning of the next.











Now I am quietly waiting for


the catastrophe of my personality


to seem beautiful again,


and interesting, and modern.


The country is grey and


brown and white in trees,


snows and skies of laughter


always diminishing, less funny


not just darker, not just grey.


It may be the coldest day of


the year, what does he think of


that? I mean, what do I? And if I do,


perhaps I am myself again.


—FRANK O’HARA, “Mayakovsky”


I have been looking all my life for


history and have yet to find it.


—JOAN DIDION, South and West













PART I [image: ] Mother











Laurel Canyon, California


The list of things I thought I knew but did not know grew quickly during my first weeks back in Los Angeles. A hummingbird dropped dead: its wings stopped pounding, gravity took over, its body jumped when it hit the wooden deck. I didn’t know that the water in my bird feeder was moldy.


An omen? asks Eli, who is sunning himself in my yard, his tan a mark of leisure, unemployment, and depression. It’s 2015 and he’s living in San Francisco, his “start-up” circling the drain, his bank accounts depleted by a summer in Mykonos, Spain, Tel Aviv. But here he is, hopping commuter flights to Los Angeles based on his whims or mine, coming home at eight a.m. from an after-after-hours party (I thought you were at breakfast, I would say, already at my desk, and he’d laugh in my face before passing out in my bed fully clothed, cigarette smoke wafting up). He slept off entire days, weeks, months of his life. Oh to be Eli, was what we said behind his back. It seemed that no triviality of responsibility, debt, or consequence could ever latch on to him.


Is it possible it’s a good omen? I ask.


No, says Eli.


I stare at the bird and wonder why it chose me to witness its death. I’ve always been ashamed of the Southern California mysticism I’ve kept. But there it is, the belief in a divine pattern just outside my field of vision. It’s given me this seeking frame of mind that never resolves or rests but wants to move me closer to a fundamental truth. Mystics, I find, ask why before who what where when how, a tendency that leaves them bereft of practical knowledge. And this is Los Angeles, a town full of oracles, con men, real estate speculators, all high on self-delusion, self-gratification, marijuana, and a shitload of quartz.


I had just come outside from writing about my father. The writing made me physically tender: flu symptoms would flourish, and I’d sit in the sun until they passed. I moved here in the middle of fire season. A knuckle-cracking wind flies through Laurel Canyon, where I’ve found a cottage to rent while I wait for my next life to start. Every snap of static is a potential spark.


A few nights earlier I had entertained at the house, built as a hunting cottage back in the 1920s, when the Santa Monica Mountains were filled with populations of mountain lions, deer, and boar, which by the 1920s were well on their way to being killed off, in no small part due to cottages like this one. There were stone stairs carved into the hillside outside my bedroom that led to an old trail. The trail now led to the mansion above me on the hill, whose pool was resting on stilts that touched down near my house. I heard their pool parties. Once a flamingo float was thrown overboard and landed in my yard.


I was still good at dinner parties, a skill left over from my married life, though I was out of practice and now they took me all day to prepare. I swept the dust and debris off the outdoor table in the morning, only to find that by the afternoon it was covered again. The winds. I made a vinegar-braised chicken, an Alice Waters recipe. It came out more elegantly than I expected. The night was almost too cold for Chenin Blanc, and we wore sweaters. I bought small hurricane lamps at Home Depot, which glowed and bestowed upon this scene a stylishness far beyond my capabilities. The canyon rose up above us, rickety.


I have a friend, someone started, who was at a party with the fire chief of Los Angeles. He said what scares him most—more than Malibu, or anywhere else in the Santa Monica Mountains—is Laurel Canyon. He said it keeps him up at night.


We discussed how Laurel Canyon has only one way in and one way out—single ingress and egress, is what they call it—which means that not only would the road be swarmed with cars trying to evacuate, it would also be impossible for emergency vehicles to get in. Not to mention the tiny streets up the hill, someone else chimed in, I can barely get my sedan through there.


All this became clear in the 1950s when the canyon was ravaged by fire and it was impossible to defend. There was the tinder-dry vegetation to contend with, in addition to the density of housing, prolific and vertical, which adds to its vulnerability, as fire is driven upward when it burns. Cyclonic, some call those fires. Yet the fires of the 1950s, the 1970s, the early aughts, did not impede building. Quite the opposite. Look at Malibu. Real estate companies were given tax breaks to rebuild, homeowners advised to take out insurance, and a cheerful amnesia was prescribed to anyone living near the Santa Monica Mountains, or really anywhere in this disaster-prone city.


The mountains have always been on fire, since Spanish sailors spied this land in the 1500s, calling San Pedro the Bay of Smoke. The Chumash and Tongva Native Americans practiced controlled burns of the hills to avoid the kind of cyclonic infernos we have today. These fires seem to be the result of our ceaseless development as well as our failure to fund fire prevention. The prevention itself means there’s more chaparral, more sage scrub, more dried-out grasses that light up when the fires and winds do come. And they always come. Yet Californians build, pick through the ashes of their houses, build again. This I understand: People often act against common sense when they’ve fallen in love with a fantasy.


And isn’t this Laurel Canyon cottage a fantasy I had? As the landlord toured me through it and I noticed the lack of any updates since the seventies, he said, Yeah, that’s about when Fleetwood Mac lived here. I signed the check immediately even though I knew I was about to run out of money.


Toward the end of dinner, the winds came like a hot exhale and blew the napkins off the table. Some people made excuses, checked traffic on their phones. The remaining guests voted to move inside. In that foreboding omniscient wind, I felt like a child again.


Why did I come back here?





I made up stories from the minute I could speak. A natural escapist, I was always looking for the hidden, real world. I believed—at points—that it existed underwater, or in tide pools. In the roots of trees, or in their branches. In outer space, under beds, in forts of blankets. In the house next door.


I told my elementary school classmates that my father was an astronaut and therefore had to be away from home. I told my younger sister that we were exiled aristocracy, descendants of the Romanovs, and that she must always behave like a princess. I told my kindergarten friends that I was a mermaid—that I snuck out of my house each evening after putting my mother to bed. I ran to the ocean and spent nights racing in the black water with my real family. This is what children do—they investigate reality by contrasting it with fantasy. The problem, as is so often the case, was that I invested authority in the latter, preferring it to the former. Too much unsupervised time and a teeming imagination, too much relentless hope that I could make the invented real.


Children believed me. It took a parent or a teacher to convince my peers I was lying. I remember barreling through people’s disbelief with the sheer force of my personality. I refused to relent when caught.


My younger sister, Christina, was and continues to be instinctively loyal to me. When we were little, she corroborated my stories, telling the other kindergarteners that I was indeed a mermaid, even if she didn’t quite trust my version of events. I woke up before my sister and my mother and used Crayola markers to color my hair, proof that I had just journeyed from another world. Christina stared at my hair with her mouth open. Many nights she came into my bed and begged me to take her swimming, to make her a mermaid too.


But she couldn’t go with me. Not when I dreamed of those night swims, not when I ran away at age ten to go live under the Seal Beach pier, not when I left my house on countless nights to skateboard through empty suburban streets, and not when my mother sent me away to Colorado at sixteen. I don’t think my sister saw that it was a gift to be at home, that it was her special power, getting to stay. I think now that I understood exile. I was born a stray.





A lot of murders in the canyons, my aunt informs me as we sit down at an outdoor café with good iced tea and niçoise salads. A lot. Were you alive for that one up on Wonderland?


That was the seventies, I say. She blinks. No, I was not alive.


It was the early eighties, actually. Forgive me, I forget how old you are.


We order the essential iced teas and niçoise salads. The café is full. People drink rosé. It’s two p.m., and no one is going anywhere. The wrinkled insignia of overproductivity, the patina of stress, these people are glistening with the lack of it. It leaves me in a bit of a freefall, of not being pinned down, or knowing how to define my time. A friend living out here said, It’s a different pace. If you accomplish one thing a day—you know, one meeting, one lunch, one workout, just one of those things—then you’re good. I sip my iced tea and watch people accomplishing their one thing.


That was a really dirty job, my aunt continues. Those people: bludgeoned so badly. And that man, the porn star, oh God, I forgot his real name, how awful, Johnny Wadd though, that was his—ahem—stage name.


This is my mother’s sister, formerly a district attorney of some note. She secured a few convictions in high-profile criminal cases, those successes leading to her being appointed prosecutor to a very publicized murder trial in the nineties. The trial ended with a hung jury. She had a nervous breakdown. She recovered, then retired. She retained her encyclopedic knowledge of crime in Los Angeles, stories that have been told and retold at the dinner tables of my childhood, the city inexhaustible in that respect.


My aunt is disarmingly, harshly honest. She has been since I was a child. She has the posture of a ballerina and had an East Coast education that manifested in that rarest of all qualities: discipline. She taught me the word atheist (when I was in kindergarten, at a Catholic school), told me that she wouldn’t condescend to me and pretend there was a God. When I was eight, she and I were out to dinner at the Katella Deli. I had an open-faced turkey sandwich in front of me and she said that my father had left us all those years ago because he was a cocaine addict.


What’s cocaine? I asked.


Cocaine is a drug. I would lock him up if I could.


It was the same tone in which she had told me, perhaps the same year, perhaps a year later, while we were baking poolside at her house in Palm Desert, that the problem with sex is that it feels too good and makes you crazy.


She gave me Catcher in the Rye at ten years old. Justine by Lawrence Durrell at thirteen. Before she adopted in her forties, she seemed (to me) childless by choice, and deliciously free because of it. She made all her own money and drove a Mercedes, too fast. Obviously, I worshipped her. She was the only adult I knew who didn’t drink, which led me to believe early on that she was the only adult I knew.


Yeah, they made a movie out of this murder. Starring Val Kilmer. My aunt dislikes media depictions of crimes that were—to our family—personal. They never got the facts right. The actors were either too pretty or too ugly. Do you mind if I have some wine?


You drink at lunch now? Is that considered sophisticated where you live?


I shrug, gesture around me. The line between her eyebrows is disappointed, watchful. She minds. Never mind, I don’t need it.


Didn’t Val Kilmer get fat? Anyway, I knew the DA that tried that case. He came up to me in an elevator once and said, ‘I’ve never lost a case.’ I looked at him and said, ‘What about Wonderland?’ He was a real idiot.


Did you watch that one about Bob Durst?


Watch it? No thank you, I lived it. The police on that one—morons. That was Benedict Canyon.


Stevie Nicks lived in my house, I say defensively. Or someone from Fleetwood Mac. At least that’s what they told me. How many landlords in the canyon could correctly identify a former New Yorker who cannot resist the allure of that fairy-tale bohemia. That’s one LA story. My aunt will not be deterred from hers.


They were all drug addicts, that whole music scene up there. She takes a bite. A lot of mental illness. It’s actually quite sad. And of course, Cielo Drive. Did you know your uncle watched the Manson trials? He was an assistant, still a law student and he sat every day, thinking, what a mess. These people are evil. And they were. Just evil. That was also Benedict, that way. She gestures west toward Beverly Hills. Far. But not that far. She signals the waiter for a refill. You should invest in some curtains. How’s the writing going?


All these years she’s been asking me to move back, and this is the shit she talks about at lunch.










Los Angeles, California


The Monster is what I’m calling the man I love. He loves anonymity, being lost, and privilege, which flying, even with all its misery, undoubtedly affords. The mixture of the three is a state he equates with being free.


I was emulating him when I flew into Los Angeles. The Monster is who I would be if I were a man and had better control over my feelings: loving when I felt like it, ruthlessly irreverent and impolite, ease greasing up all the gears of my life. Maybe I would even learn to love flying.


I was hungover and medicated, coming from what started as a wedding weekend in Mexico and turned into a few weeks of writing and not writing. On this flight there were a thousand things I couldn’t say out loud; one was that I was moving back to Los Angeles. I’m only comfortable when I believe I don’t live anywhere. But the New York City storage unit constituting my home for the past four years was closed up, the boxes all on a truck, probably stalled on an expressionless highway in the middle of the country.


My things are coming for me, I thought. So was the Monster. I stared out the window, self-satisfied with the dosage of Xanax and box wine I’d landed on. I have a rigorous fear of flying, but on this flight I had a feeling of being too close to something too big to die. The Monster was probably at In-N-Out that very moment, I guessed, planning to surprise me. Thinking I’d be impressed by some generic Southern California thoughtfulness. I would be.


I want a real life, I’d said to him. I want to unpack these boxes and put things away. He knew exactly what I meant. Countless times we’d ended it and restarted it. How long had I been in this state of kerosene in the veins, of constant ignition? Casualty of a lust, a rabidity, a purity that burned through all the detritus?


The rest of our lives were the detritus. It didn’t matter where I went during this year, and I’d been so many places. He came to me in Brooklyn, in London, in Rome, in Athens. He found me, the way he’d find me in the airport (don’t tell me what time you land, I’ll find you), the way he always found me, intruding on any relative peace I’d scraped together, forcing that joyful explosion every time I returned to him.


So. I’m moving back to Los Angeles and my married boyfriend is picking me up, I thought to myself, smudging the plastic window with my forehead.


Flying into LAX triggered feelings of possession for the endless turquoise-studded grids that reach toward the San Gabriel Mountains. The grid like an outdated network of cells, a massive failure in urban planning, a city built not for humans but for cars. Only a prodigal daughter could see beauty in this sprawl, could look fondly at the yellow banks of smog racked up against the mountains. That daunting Pacific. And there it was, Love for the Monster, for this city, a feeling old-fashioned like salvation, like a narcotic uncoiling. Yes, for us as for so many settlers before us, California would be the golden frontier. Also our homecoming. As the plane descended, I felt dangerously close to healing, a sensation I also refused to recognize as a bad omen.










Laurel Canyon, California


I’m in the middle of a home-improvement project with the cottage, pulling up vomit-green carpet squares and scraping the cottage cheese off the ceilings. The house that Stevie Nicks may-or-may-not-have-lived-in is a mess.


This place is about to fall off the hill, Eli says. I’m covered in spider bites. The windows don’t lock… No garbage disposal! Why even leave New York?


He’s right: vinyl flooring coming up warped in the bathroom, mold on the ceilings, raccoon nests under the house, and a sloping foundation that will set a water bottle rolling toward the street. Eli says it makes him seasick. But I’m fixated on improving the floors and ceilings, and to my shock my landlord agreed to renovations. All day my mattress lies on the floor wrapped in plastic and at night I sleep in dust.


My suitcases have erupted onto the floor. Carly comes over and comments on it. Remember how you never unpacked the entire time we were in Rome? Carly has a pitiless memory. She’s talking about our semester abroad in Rome during college, where I lived out of a tangle of clothes on the floor though an empty closet sat above it.


I guess my eyes are immune, I say to her. I’ve been traveling for so long I don’t consider putting my clothes away. I’m writing, I explain to her, as if it makes me exempt. And I am writing. I pitched a national magazine a piece about lost jewelry, thinking it a perfect fit. They asked for alternatives and I mentioned offhandedly that I had something about my father. That’s the piece they want, though I said I wasn’t ready. I don’t really talk about that stuff, I said to the editor. But then why did I mention it to a stranger? Because it’s coming, unplanned and fevered. With the words come the memories, once dormant, now exposed. They pile up in my sleep. I told the magazine I would try.


It’s been two weeks of this writing and I don’t leave the house beyond walking to the Laurel Canyon Country Store to buy heads of cabbage or bulbs of fennel. I simmer and smother them with parmesan and butter, then eat it for days. My solitude only feels enterable when Eli tells me he’s on the 5:30 p.m. flight to LA. There’s a concert and we will be on a list.


You love being on a list, I tell him, stalling.


Like you don’t? Come out, come out, wherever you are!


Carly asked me earlier how the writing was going. I responded, If you find my body first, please turn off the Adele. Now she calls me: Go to the concert.


That’s what leads me to my first night out in Los Angeles, where I’m bored. I know I should be dating, meeting people, connecting. I know that my reluctance is considered unhealthy. But as I look around the rooftop of the Fonda Theatre where an after-party has landed, this circle of affluent art-adjacent people feels stifling. In New York, LA, Paris, I see people I’ve waited on. They don’t recognize me, but I know them inside and out: they take comfort in a web of references to restaurants, artists and filmmakers, obscure vacation spots that aren’t too obscure since they all seem to be going there, while drinking bottles of natural wine so flawed they taste like kombucha. I see the same faces in Mexico City, Barcelona, Joshua Tree. While I was finishing my first book, living on a tiny Greek island in the off-season, I ran into a New York academic who regularly publishes in The New York Review of Books. The world of my adulthood is tiny, and on this evening where, a stranger in my hometown, I asked it to expand, it appears to be shrinking. I’ve even been to this same Beach House concert before. And the truth nagging at me all evening is this: I’m one of them now.


Except for one tiny thing: I have a love that doesn’t rest on platitudes or convenience but thrives on its obstacles. I keep one hand on the phone in my pocket. I think of the Monster, probably at a party like this in his city, weary but looking at the sky. Whenever I look at the moon, he says, I’m talking to you. I shiver when I know he’s thinking of me. We often text each other at the same instant. That won’t happen now, because he’s with his wife, but I can’t stop touching my phone anyway.


The temperature on this night is in the low sixties. I’m introduced to a friend of a close friend, a handsome man wearing a wool cap. I know he’s from California. He’s not new exactly, but he’s refreshing. I see what he’s not: rich, entitled, cynical. He’s not the Monster.


The Bay, he says when I peg him as a native son.


That’s exotic, I say, I’ve never been.


That’s not technically true, I go on to tell him. I stopped there once on a road trip when I was in high school. I drove from Boulder, Colorado, to visit a friend attending the University of San Francisco. I arrived in the afternoon. I took a hit of ecstasy at four p.m., spent all night at a warehouse rave in Oakland, then drove down to see my sister in LA, my eyes still rolling back in my head.


So, I do know San Francisco, I joke. It’s very sunny.


There’s nothing more radiant than a woman with a secret. This man sees the heat coming off me but has no idea of its source. Is he simply a visual creature, he likes the way I look? I don’t know why men are charmed by this shit. But they mostly are, a performance of derision and confidence, abrasive edges smoothed out with self-deprecation that hints at vulnerability. I don’t know why they love that I’m divorced, why a thousand red flags don’t shoot off in their brains when I tell them—eventually—that I’ve cheated on everyone I’ve ever been with. I don’t say it with pride. It’s shame and honesty. A warning. I never say, It will be different, but I must shimmer with promises. I’m doing it now, it feels like I’m yawning, stretching up out of a confined space, my hand unclasping my phone, coming out of my pocket, I gesture, I pull my hair back behind my ears. The man smiles at me, and there is a loose thread in that smile I want to tug; his eyes look like he wants to play. He turns to introduce me to his girlfriend and I, also, smile.





There was a story my mother told me about her childhood, an afternoon with her father, my grandfather, back in the sixties. They had parked on the bluffs of the South Bay and were walking down a trail to picnic. Down beach, something caught my mother’s eye. The cliffs of Palos Verdes are continuously disintegrating. The Portuguese Bend, miles of coastline on the edge of the peninsula, remains undeveloped only because it’s too geologically unstable to build upon. As you drive the long, pockmarked and tar-scarred coastal road in the evenings, you can see it: the road particulating, waves evaporating as they crash below the bluffs, the ice plants and coastal sage leaning off their ledges. Elsewhere in Palos Verdes there are Mediterranean-style mansions, manicured gardens, roads winding into the hills where horses stand at attention in oak fields. But what I remember is the dark pull of this coastline, relatively isolated in the middle of Los Angeles.


A car flew from the cliff, as if on cue, as if a prop, and sailed down in an arc, whistling, until it crashed nose-first into the ocean. My mother and grandfather stayed as the police arrived, but he took her home before the driver was fished out of the water. The man was, certainly, my grandfather assured her, DOA.


Why did he do that? I was a child asking her. I already thought the area was haunted. My sister and I were often left with my grandparents in Palos Verdes on weekends. Sometimes we stayed weeks. Every time I saw a car parked, admiring the view, I felt that vertiginous pull.


The driver had had enough, she said.


Enough of what? I wondered but didn’t ask.


I remember this story when I wake up in Laurel Canyon with a view of an empty hillside where there was once a house. It sailed down in the rains, all the way down Laurel Canyon Boulevard, my aunt says.


They’ve cemented the hillside to prevent further erosion. Around the cement, greens have come, unexpectedly. It’s been a wet autumn. Neon-green grasses, moonlight aloes with orange and yellow blossoms. Cacti exploding with green stretch marks. Every morning the same lunatic chores: I wake up, every day, to texts from the Monster. He is sometimes in my time zone, more often not. He has texting hours, as most married men do, but I do not. I am always open, available, flexible.


When they are relevant, he tells me about his dreams: Last night we were driving, there were redwoods. You were talking in the front seat next to me, but I couldn’t hear you. I don’t know if this is supposed to make me feel better about our situation. He thinks I should take comfort in the fact that he never forgets me.


I check the weather in New York City. I test out some statements about myself to start the day: I wrote a novel and it will be published. I stopped waiting tables. I can afford to live by myself (something, at thirty-one, I’ve never done). The Monster and I are in love. I’m in love! I try to say to myself. I can never deliver that exclamation point. I’m not twenty anymore.


It’s in the forties back in New York, a day when the drizzle and gray won’t lift. I seem to have survived some test the city gave me, though I do not feel victorious or even that clever. What I’ve purchased, with the working till four a.m., back at it again at nine a.m., the debt, the divorce, the minute and massive sacrifices, is not the book, but an absurd freedom. No mortgage, no marriage, nowhere to clock in and tie on an apron. I have my friends on both coasts, my sister, Polaroid photos from countless sparkling parties, meals so decadent and rarified they were unrepeatable. I also have the potential for more. This should be the happiest time of my life.


I tell myself this each morning. But the truth is that I’m stalked by this exposed feeling of failure. A belief that being here is admitting defeat, that the ground is too unsteady to walk on, the air too dry to breathe. I think my aunt is right, I should put curtains up. But then I wouldn’t see the coyote that comes and eats the cat food I leave out for the stray cat. The coyote is so close to me while he eats that he sometimes bumps his nose into the glass not five inches from my face. I watch him, not blinking, not knowing that the stray is another thing that by feeding I am close to killing. Every morning I refill the dish with cat food, encouraging prey toward predator, conflating care with threat.


I rinse the coffee cup, a tannic brown residue left from yesterday. I clean things and they become dirty again. In New York I never had the kind of life that created small clusters of dirty dishes. I could use every plate in the house for entertaining. And I created garbage, with iced coffee cups and take-out containers. But I worked odd hours, ate at least twice a day at whatever restaurant employed me. I feel new to the rhythms of inhabiting a home.


Now every morning the kettle, the blooming grinds, the hum of traffic on Laurel Canyon Boulevard, the squirrels stealing pomelos from the tree. While I drink coffee, I stare at a map from the Thomas Guide I have tacked up on the wall. It’s the Thomas Guide I used to study in the back seat of my grandparents’ Cadillac. I can see the pastel-pink south peninsula, the bourgeois Palos Verdes my mother came from, the blue-collar San Pedro my father came from. All of it seeming to be important, though I feel nothing.


What about your parents? the guy from the concert asks, holding a coffee cup and toast. A few weeks ago we spent the night together and he made me laugh the next morning. I purposely didn’t take down his phone number or his last name (Look at you! my sister texted), but when a text arrived from him a day later, I was—to my own surprise—relieved.


Now I make breakfast for him occasionally. Nothing too elaborate. He’s in an open relationship with the girlfriend I met at the Fonda Theatre—his use of the term makes me laugh out loud, but I don’t ask for further explanation. I’m not available, even if I wanted to be. He’s curious about me, seems fueled by a restless curiosity in general. He’s a landscape architect who knows more about my birth city than I do. The way he inspects the cottage, you can tell he loves to fix things. He’s not your type, Eli says dryly after that night at the Fonda. That comment is meant to be mean and reductive, like this guy is nice and I’m not. Accordingly, I roll my eyes when I talk about him.


Not close, is all I say to him about my parents. That’s what I’ve always said, from the minute I got away from them. That’s not so surprising, is it? If he presses, I’ll say my mother lives down the 405 freeway in Long Beach. I’ll say I don’t know where my father lives, but I believe him to be in Washington. If he’s surprised that I don’t know where my father lives, I’ll shrug. Like I said, not close.


This has worked for me for a decade. People I’ve worked side by side with for years, whose weddings I’ve attended, whose heartbreak I’ve nursed, know nothing about where I come from. I arrived in New York City from school in Ohio, and I wanted to start over. Tabula rasa. That’s something I miss about my restaurant friends: they didn’t ask why I never went home for the holidays, only cared if I could pick up their shift. I miss that shared understanding of evasion.


But you’re from Los Angeles? the Love Interest clarifies. Yes, he’s the Love Interest. He’s shirtless and barefoot. He has been digging in my garden—though I never asked him or invited him to, he’s there all the same. Every time he leaves, I assume it will be the last time, but then he’s back and I’m only sometimes annoyed. He smells like health but cleans the dirt out from under his fingernails before he touches me. All the windows are open, and he’s looking over the map with me. I point to Laurel Canyon, then to the south peninsula.


Not really. I wouldn’t know how to get from here to there if you paid me.










Long Beach, California


The children who stayed at day care until dark had stories to tell, but not the voices to tell them. It was a Catholic school, so divorces weren’t as common as the national statistics of the 1980s reported, and those of us coming from “broken homes” were acutely aware of how different we were. Most of the other moms didn’t work. The staff handled all of us who stayed until dinnertime gently.


A car door would slam, and I would lose focus on whatever I was drawing or painting or gluing, my entire body a satellite searching for her high heels on the asphalt. She would appear in the doorway, nothing like the other moms with their smudged faces, skewed ponytails, sweats, minivans, packed lunch sets. Her legs shimmered in her nylons, which she shed like snakeskin when we landed back home. She hemmed her skirts an extra inch, because I’m short but my legs are long, she informed me. Those legs appeared, then the rest of her, in silk skirts, blazers, camisoles or button-down blouses. Then the eyes, bright (my eyes, she would say while considering my own), and her youth, wafting off her like Chanel No. 5. She never looked tired to me, but I can see it now, how her posture had wilted by day’s end, how she still had to feed us, bathe us, read to us, sing to us, sleep with us. She never intended on being a single mother of two by the time she was twenty-nine, or a barely glorified secretary to a judge, clerking her way through a thoughtless, uninspired forty-hour workweek. But when she arrived at day care in her professional regalia, other left-behind children stared at her, jealous.


I already knew she was fragile. I don’t know many single mothers who are able to hide their pain from their children. There isn’t enough space. Crying while she balanced the checkbook. Panic attacks while driving us. Crying on the phone with her mother, berating our absent father on his answering machine. One night she fell chasing him out of the house. She twisted her ankle. He didn’t come back. She sat on the lawn crying and my sister and I ran to her. I remember my fear. I remember exactly how she tried to get back up quickly. How she gripped her ankle and sat down on the lawn, defeated, curling into herself to weep. Shortly thereafter I went through a phase where I practiced calling 911, hanging up when I heard the passive voice.


When my mother and aunt asked me to explain my actions, I said, When you don’t have a father, and you have a baby sister, you have to be in charge when your mom falls down.


After your dad left, you wouldn’t let her go to the mailbox alone, my aunt remembers. It’s gross and total, the way I can feel the tug of my love for her. My protectiveness. Her skirt hems, her Chanel purses, the cigarettes and hairspray. Clutching at her, shrieking for her if she disappeared for even a moment, running to her when she came into any room, done pretending that I was strong, independent, or cared about anything else. I know what it’s like to be claimed by the most beautiful woman in the world. She was mine.





My father told me they met as undergraduates at the foreign kids table during lunch at Loyola Marymount University. My mother was fluent in French and Italian, my father fluent in nothing. I can’t quite piece together what they were both doing at that specific table. Were they loners? Were they trying to escape the South Bay where they grew up?


There is, unfortunately, another likelier story. My aunt says they met at my mother’s boyfriend’s apartment in Manhattan Beach. My mother’s boyfriend being a very well-established coke dealer in Los Angeles in the seventies. The last I heard of that boyfriend, my aunt recalls, he was serving a twenty-year sentence. The apartment—I imagine—had views of the ocean. Mirrored surfaces that made cocaine shine. A terrace where my mother could smoke and stare at the horizon, which is what—I imagine—she’s doing that day when my father comes out for some air. Tall, dark, and handsome. The two of them brushed powder from their noses, ran tongues over gums, introduced themselves, chattered in a fast-forwarded, intimate way.


What did you love about him? I asked my mother when I was a teenager, wondering if I had missed some central story that would make their animosity toward each other logical. Beyond a transaction related to one of his visitations, I never saw them spend more than five minutes in a room together.


He was handsome, she said, edged. He didn’t age well.
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