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I grew up
five miles from the Pacific Ocean, hedged in by backyard
bougainvillea, roses, and kumquats. My mother kept yellow African
daisies in flower beds surrounded by the cool, succulent hearts of
dichondra. Jacaranda trees dropped purple flowers, which, during
our rare rain showers, floated like amethysts in the gutters. I
wore sandals on Christmas.

But I
dreamed of everywhere else.

In fourth grade, I saved up twenty dollars
to buy the large red Hammond Ambassador
World Atlas I spotted at Waldenbooks in
the Westminster Mall. As soon as I brought it home, I lay by my
bedroom’s screen door that opened to our tropical backyard and
started to explore. Soon I realized it wasn’t the far-flung
countries I was drawn to, but other states. States very different
from mine.

The
California two-page spread unnerved me. An inset diagram at the
upper-right corner indicated the state’s place on the globe: a gash
of red against the curving green land, an open wound on the
earth.

My
imagination took refuge in places like Iowa, Nebraska, and Kansas.
Kansas sat like a preschool rectangle, most of its counties
similarly shaped and contained by perfect corners and
lines.

I wanted
to lie on the quiet blanket of Kansas with its quilted edges of
farm towns and soda-fountain main streets, where families didn’t
yell or rip telephones from walls.

Of course,
I didn’t know about tornadoes or thunderstorms or slaughtering pigs
in barns and frozen pipes. I just knew these places were clean and
predictable and far. Towns like Plains. Crystal Springs. Hope.
Towns where I could hide.

I didn’t realize my home had a history of
providing abundant food and gold to the world or that Hollywood was
any big deal. I didn’t know people spent their life savings to move
here or that TV shows like Three’s
Company were cool precisely because they
were set just miles from my house.

In middle
school, I started collecting pen pals from all over the country. I
also corresponded with a few kids from Paris and Tokyo. Mostly? I
was interested in girls named Jane from the Midwest.

Tell me about fall, I would write. Tell me about
snow.

Why? You
live by Disneyland! San Diego! Mountains! The Beach!

But I often felt nervous passing through
the hallway of my own home, and the Golden State was simply where I
lived. For me, there was no California Dreaming. I just
was, at the center of it
all.
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It felt
like one of our big Afghan dogs had bumped into the couch, but the
dogs remained snoozing in the grass outside, and the crystal
pendants of the chandelier, which hung on the other side of the
living room, clinked like tines on a plate.

I froze, Ramona
the Brave in hand.

Had a
spirit entered the house? My mother collected antiques, many of
which haunted me in the small Orange County ranch. Trembling, I
glanced at the Viking faces that jutted out from the mahogany arms
of the brown velvet couch. The stern faces of ceramic Pekingese
dogs on the brick mantel. The faces of hand-painted cats on
decorative plates that spotted the walls.

She had
accumulated most of these items years before I was born, even years
before my sister’s birth fourteen years prior to mine. My mother
and her treasures had their own relationship. The chair she bought
from an estate sale while she attended art school. (“I went without
food for that one.”) The tiny French perfume bottles she dug out of
a dumpster, cleaned, and displayed in the bathroom, a glass
menagerie filled with ancient amber liquids. It would be years
before I’d realize that one of dozens of figures in the small curio
cabinets in the entryway, a small black figure jutting from an
alligator’s mouth, was a slave in the process of being
devoured.

For at
least ten minutes after the jolt I sat, afraid to move, straining
to hear the fading echoes of the big brass pendulum of the
grandfather clock. Finally, my mother pulled into the driveway,
home from her job at the interior decorating store.

“Mom, what
was that?” I asked when she walked in, red hair bobbing. The front
door jingled with vintage bells and tassels tied to the brass
handle, and I folded my arms as she passed.

“It was
weird, Mom. It felt like someone hit the house.”

“Probably
a little earthquake. I didn’t feel anything in the car.”

“The earth moved?” I twisted the end of my
braid. “Why?”

She
started to get Polish sausage, my dad’s favorite meal, out of the
fridge, moving about the kitchen briskly, her hair skimming the
antique ladles and flour sifters that dangled from the ceiling.
Soon my dad would come home demanding dinner. At two hundred and
ten pounds, and over six feet tall, he downright knocked stuff off
the walls.

“It has to
let out the pressure.”

“Why does
the earth have pressure?”

“It’s the
way the land’s formed, something like that,” she said. “Don’t stew
about it.”

And that
was where we left it.

The
pressure on the earth had been released through a right-lateral
strike-slip fault some one hundred miles away near the town of
Anza. A small, 4.8 quake, it was unlikely many other people in my
town felt it. But alone in the house, I had shaken alongside the
breaking earth, 1920s carnival glass looking on.

Sure,
summer latchkeyism had its perks. Other kids had to play dodgeball
in day camp. I spent the days eating as many popsicles as I could,
watching Wheel of Fortune, writing plays, and reading. In the weeks
following the quake, though, I padded across the marble and parquet
floors, afraid I would somehow trigger another lurch.

“You’re
home alone because you’re more mature than the other kids,” my mom
would say, and I’d let those words roll through my mind. Being
smart and mature was a burden I carried with both pride and shame.
In second grade, my teacher had kept me in during lunch to tutor
other students. I loved and dreaded it at the same time. Tall,
quiet and studious, I tried to pass myself off as older, and the
teacher had been complicit in the ruse.

But
suddenly, at age 9, I felt the need to hold up the house. I wasn’t
ready.

~


October 1.
Sophomore year in high school. My friend Adina and I stood at her
locker as she grabbed books for morning classes. Like all southern
California campuses, Los Alamitos High is outdoors, classrooms
opening to walkways and courtyards lined with lily of the Nile,
lockers distributed in dozens of blue metallic pods over a number
of acres. We wore T-shirts and sundresses as morning light poured
gold across the campus. Adina took a last look in her locker
mirror, pushing back a few black curls and blotting lip gloss.
Then? The ground took a dip like a fishing boat or roller coaster,
and my stomach seemed to bounce off the concrete.

“What?
Who’s jumping?” I yelled, furious with what must have been a
football player’s antics. But when I saw students scattering into
the courtyard, some spinning and cheering “earthquake!” I clung to
Adina’s arm.

For the
next ten minutes, the campus exploded with chatter. Kids in zero
period choir said they thought the risers were getting pulled out
from beneath them and rampaged toward the door. Kids in the parking
lot said the asphalt turned to waves.

I stood
outside biology class, afraid to enter. Was this a foreshock of
what was to come? I had heard of the Big One, but it seemed far,
too far to matter in my life. Now the familiar classroom became a
potential deathtrap of concrete and exploding gas valves. When an
aftershock hit right after the first-period bell, kids dove under
the lab tables with delighted screams, then went on to discuss
mitosis while my imagination froze in the destruction to
come.

Fifteen
miles away, at the epicenter in Whittier, unreinforced brick
buildings crumbled. A storefront fell onto a 1970s Honda Accord
hatchback, the same kind my grandfather drove until we inherited
it. The picture would appear in the news footage for days from
different angles until the one car became thousands in my mind,
cars just like ours suffocating under a chalky blanket of bricks,
with me in the back seat, crushed.

Statistically, over 1,300 people in the LA area die every
year from air pollution alone. These slow, suffocating deaths
attract no news cameras or breaking headlines fraught with tense
digital music. The victims die in hospital beds, not under concrete
bridges. If 1,300 people died annually in earthquake-related
injuries, the government would pour its money into infrastructure.
Only six had died in the Whittier quake.

But as an
anxious teenager, I had no interest in statistics or quantified
suffering. I clung to the news to tell me everything would be okay.
I didn’t realize the news made money from doing exactly the
opposite.

While
stations continued to cover the Whittier quake, stern-faced men in
rolled-up shirt sleeves, rubble behind them, would warn, “This is
not the Big One we’ve been waiting for for years. The Big
One...[insert dramatic newscaster pause] ...will be much worse.” At
that point, I began to learn about the Richter scale. The Whittier
quake was a 5.9, while a 7.0 would be over one hundred times
larger. An 8.0, what the Big One was supposed to be, one hundred
times larger than that. I tried to multiply the destruction I saw
on the TV by one thousand, the six deaths by one thousand, and
could barely breathe.

Although
our house sustained just a few shifted pictures on the wall, I
convinced myself the Big One was nigh, most likely within a week or
two; at the very latest, by the turn of the millennium. “I’ve got
just ten years to live,” I told my mom. She told me not to talk
like that. I wasn’t trying to be dramatic; I really believed
it.

My mind
shifted, cracked. I had trouble understanding why other people
weren’t paralyzed by this prediction, why they weren’t fleeing for
their lives for solid land in Arizona, Nevada. But they kept going.
Built new houses, even. Didn’t they know that an 8.0 would mean
certain death for all but the luckiest southern Californians?
Buildings–supposed places of shelter–became my enemy. Every time I
walked into a room, I looked for where I would duck and cover, or,
more likely, run for my life. I felt safe only when outside. During
track meets I would sit in the middle of the field with a cup of
Gatorade, look up at the open space with no power lines or trees,
and think, “Now. Now would be the time. Can we just get it over
with while I’m out here?”

Worry was
a cognitive activity, but my dread of earthquakes had begun to take
root in my body, in the feeling of dread in my stomach that made
all food feel like a foreign body, in the adrenaline that sizzled
in my fingertips. It was the beginning of an indelicate balance,
trauma and anxiety mixing together and slowly carving grooves in my
brain that would direct my thoughts and decisions. The coming Big
One embodied my parents’ unpredictable
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