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Dedication

To Mom,

With gratitude

Introduction to the Second Edition

Originally written as a series of blogs, Notes from Nadir made its online debut on March 3, 2010. My blog gradually began to attract readers. They seemed interested in reading the forthcoming novel that Notes from Nadir would later become. I also continued the blog series in January 2011 with the sequel entitled Leaving Nadir. By then I had several other books to write and co-write, so I couldn't do more than one blog entry a week. Later, I removed most of the posts as I wanted to rethink the book. Also, I wasn’t interested in milking the reader into buying two separate books when one was sufficient. One fairly long book. A book written over the course of almost four years.  

What is Nadir?

If noon is zenith then nadir is 6:30. And it was 6:29 and counting down. Way down. Merriam-Webster defines it as: "The lowest point." Nadir – it was the place where I was inevitably going. Lots of stuff got me headed in that downward direction. Decisions made too late. Unmade calls. Calls made that weren't answered. Missed connections. Being at the right place at the wrong time. Excuses. I was caught in the web of my own cause and effect and the resulting karma was ripening. Ripening of karma meant that payment was due pronto. And who paid for my own karma? Me. No checks accepted. No credit cards. And there sure as heck weren't any I.O.U's. 

Only one place left to go. Back east. Back to a place I no longer called home. Back to a mom I hadn't lived with or seen in many years. She had a new house in a quiet semi-retirement community. She had a spare room. Two-car garage. Free internet. And a few conditions...

Part I

Chapter 1 - Operation Stay in L.A.

A week before I had to move from my apartment, I launched Operation Stay in L.A. I went from looking for a small apartment of my own to a roommate situation. I called a Culver City resident who had a two-bedroom unit. The location was near the 405 freeway, parking was hard to find, and there was one bathroom. As Mom would say, it was a roof over my head, so I made an appointment to see the place the next day. I walked over to The Grove, a trendy outdoor mall near the original Farmers Market on Third and Fairfax, not knowing it was my final time there. I was optimistic that I'd get a place and reside within Los Angeles County. 

A world movie premiere at the Pacific Theatres was being held for Hotel for Dogs, which starred Don Cheadle. I smiled, remembering the actor.

Back in 2005, I won a contest on Amazon.com celebrating their tenth anniversary when I ordered a DVD of Hotel Rwanda. A couple of days after the order was placed; I got an email from an Amazon employee notifying me that I was a winner in their upcoming contest. Someone affiliated with the movie I'd ordered would deliver it to me. I had to sign and fax back a release form. I'd need to be available the following Wednesday in order to answer the door for the special delivery. 

On that hot Wednesday afternoon in July there was a knock on my front door. I was surprised to see the star of the movie standing there! But a quick glance to my right and I was unhappily surprised to see that the Academy Award nominated actor had tracked tar upstairs and globs of it were on the new beige and white woven doormat I'd set out expressly for the occasion. "I'm sorry," the actor said, looking down at his now dirty sneakers. I was embarrassed for him. The mat was far less expensive than his shoes. I recalled looking into his large eyes and thinking how kind they were; he radiated a friendliness and hospitality that was seen in the character, Paul Rusesabagina, he portrayed in the film. I was upset about the mini tar pit gushing downstairs on the walkway and making its way towards the street, but the landlady wouldn't fix it, nor would the city. I had put some cardboard on the walkway to stave off the flow so I was puzzled as to why Don Cheadle stepped in it. 

The tall UPS driver was super friendly as he was being filmed. He played his role of having me sign for the package and I played mine as the signee. The camera guy was positioned near the stairs filming the constrained action. Below him, on the edge of the walkway, stood the boom operator and I noticed a few other people who I guess were publicists and those affiliated with Amazon.

We went downstairs and they wanted to interview me in front of the landlady's house but I said no and we settled on the corrugated metal background of the garage. Not a scenic locale, but far enough away from the always-home landlady. I told Don that I was a very private person and he said, "You must think I'm sick!" He grinned, adding, "You actually never really get used to all this..." indicating the cameras and attention. A woman carrying a Ralph's shopping bag stopped on the sidewalk and was gawking.

I asked Don if he got lost, remembering the Comcast cable guy who had the audacity to knock on the landlady's front door and she threatened to call the police on him for trespassing.

"I have friends that live across the street," he said.

I gestured to the north at the apartment building. He shook his head. "Right there." A well built large Spanish style house on the east side of Willow Street with a freshly landscaped front yard. 

Instead of discussing the genocide flick he had come to promote, I mentioned his other films: Boogie Nights and Volcano, the latter which was filmed in the area.

Standing at the top of the driveway, unused to being in front of cameras, I was uncomfortable. I noticed that traffic on Park Street was stuck and wondered why; it was only 1:30. Los Angeles was a common filming ground but I didn't expect it to happen to me in front of a garage. As the cameras rolled, Don autographed the DVD. He also gave me a package of green Save Darfur wristbands. 

Soon he was gone, traffic increased from parade speed, and the spectator resumed her journey. I went back into what I referred to as the compound, closing and locking the gate behind me. I looked at the cover of the DVD with Don's dramatic handwriting filling the top portion. After so many years of trying to make it as a screenwriter in the film business, I finally had someone in the film business visit me. I went upstairs, saw the newest markings, and wished that Le Petit La Brea Tar Pit was fixed but it was too much money, according to the owner. 

I'd first moved into the apartment after it was totally remodeled. All the appliances were new, the grey Berber carpeting was recently installed, and walls were stark white as were the mini blinds. To me, it was the cutest little apartment in the Miracle Mile area. I used to joke it was a miracle that I'd found the place as it was affordable and I even had my own one-car garage right below me as well as use of the washer and dryer that was in the other garage.

Like in the film, Kundun, the young Dalai Lama's employee told him: "Today you lose, tomorrow you may win." He snapped his fingers for emphasis. "Things change." Oh boy, did they! Not instantly, of course, but I observed the landlady's mental collapse. Queenie had gone from being a liberal, PBS-affiliated Democrat, who ranted against then-President George W. Bush to an agoraphobic alcoholic. I used to see empty plastic whisky bottles whenever I took out the trash. Hell, at least she put 'em in the blue recycling bin like a good citizen.

It was sad to watch her disintegrate alone in that two-story house on the corner of Willow and Park Streets. I always referred to anything that went on in her house as Up Front. I was in the detached garage/guest house on the far corner of her property so that I didn't always hear her drunken rants. Her only son checked up on her frequently because he had to stay in her good graces in order to inherit her house. His nickname was King, because he thought he already owned the place. I had to go Up Front to get the mail that was next to the front door and cringed when I saw the short guy watching me pick up my mail. I despised the communal mailbox setup because so often, especially in recent years, my incoming mail was skimpier. A few times envelopes had been opened. I was also missing items I knew were being sent. I finally rented a mailbox. After that, I only went up there once a week to check. 

I first met King when he was an acne-faced art student who painted anything with a flat surface. That included saws, boards, canvases, cans, metal birdcages, and anchovy and sardine tins. I'd go down to the garage/laundry room/art studio and see his latest creations of circles and curlicues decorating his chosen canvas. Sometimes I'd see him working on a piece and would tiptoe past him so as not to disturb King, then in his Le Artiste mode. He wouldn't have heard me unless there was an earthquake because his damned radio was blaring 1980's pop tunes.

Record level rainfall in early 2008 caused flooding. The ground was soaked and late one night I heard a loud crash followed by a popping noise. I saw a brilliant flash of light coming from outside. It was a transformer blowing out and there was no electricity. I would discover the next day that one of the trees had split in half due to the rain sodden earth. It had caused the power lines to flame up and drop some heavy tree limbs on a couple of parked cars, crushing them.

A month later, my hot water heater went out. I knew that Queenie wouldn't fix it but maybe her son would deign to repair the peasant's sole means of lukewarm shower water. He was Up Front with one of his art cronies and I overheard laughter but no response to any of my voicemail messages. Two days later he called and told me Queenie had a stroke and was in the hospital. I offered my get-well wishes and sent her a card when she was put in a long-term care facility. As long as she was alive I had a place to live, I reasoned. As soon as she died King would evict me.

In August I was watching the Beijing Olympics Opening Ceremony when I heard King prowling around his property. The darkened house suddenly had lights being switched on. He was now the King of Willow Street when he moved back in and his mother returned, confined to a hospital bed. Two East Indian caretakers arrived, a couple of scrawny Tamils who were darker than Don Cheadle. One of them walked into my apartment one afternoon, claiming it was an accident. Had I not been there I'm sure he would have been lurking around, as I knew that King had probably sent him up there. 

There were noises Up Front now that sounded like screams and shouts. I overheard muffled rantings that were mockeries of Queenie's speech pattern. What was really going on up there? I would never find out. 

It was time to move. I had forwarded all my mail to the post office box. But I also knew that King wouldn't give me a good reference if I looked for an apartment. He wanted me out of there. I asked him to turn down his radio about a year ago and the look of disgust he had given me as he refused to lower the volume was a clue as to how I was viewed as a tenant. I also had annoyed him by having the temerity to ask that he fix the hot water heater. The day after Christmas, King gave me my 30-day notice. He claimed to be selling the place and would have to do extensive renovations. That entailed new carpeting, painting; repairing that pesky hot water heater, the air conditioning unit in my room needed replacing, as did the 1980's refrigerator. I was down to using one burner on the stove. The oven croaked that summer. Outside it needed painting, the termite-gnawed wooden steps and door had to be replaced, and that tar needed removing, an expensive task. That was always the reason why Queenie never had that unsightly black spillage cleaned up as it was estimated to cost several thousand dollars. It only affected the area where I lived, certainly not her front stoop with the ceramic tiled steps that were in good condition. The runoff from the Le Petit La Brea Tar Pit smelled like a hot tar roofers' convention on a 98-degree summer's day. Only it never let up.

I could find a temporary place and hope to move back in, knowing the rent would be doubled due to all the renovations, and the desirable location. But I wouldn't want to go back there. So I found an ad on craigslist for the following in the "rooms & shares" section: 

"Offering a good size room with very large closets and a bathroom of your own with shower and bathtub, very clean. Apartment building has been renovated and looks great. The inside of our apartment is very open, clean and uncluttered, with full kitchen, water delivery, new gas stove, ceiling fans, fireplace, wetbar, plenty of storage/closet space and lots of room in the fridge for you. Seeking female, non-smoker who has a stable income, who enjoys a sacred space for meditating or just being.... I am a male who has taught new age classes for 25 years and like to keep our living space very sacred and clean. Vegetarians prefered...I strive for kindness, consideration, cleanliness, openness and sharing. Room comes with parking space, laundry, great views, comfortable all year, relaxing and safe environment, peaceful, and other than the bedroom, the apt. is nicely furnished. Security building. Location is excellent! close to Brentwood, UCLA, Westwood, Santa Monica, Century City, Beverly Hills, BEACH!, 405 + 10 freeways,  shops, movies, stores and restaurants in walking distance. room is available NOW for showing, day or evening as it is freshly shampooed. Please email me with a good description of yourself and include your phone number so we can set a time to meet!"

My first instinct? That the guy was looking for some poontang. My second instinct was what if he wasn't? I needed a place to live. I wrote that I was a quiet writer and left my phone number and 30 minutes later Phil called. We spoke for a few minutes and he revealed the location was near Santa Monica Boulevard in West Los Angeles [WLA]. The rent was $777 per month which was on the high end for me but I was told how I could see the Getty Museum from the place. I chuckled about the "room comes with parking space" bit. I envisioned a concrete parking space next to the bedroom! And what was freshly shampooed, I thought, referring back to the penultimate sentence; the room or the day or evening? 

Another night spent packing. In the morning, I got dressed for my visit to the WLA place. West on Olympic. Had to be careful in Beverly Hills due to the new camera lights put up to discourage the disease of rampant red light running, not that I was afflicted with such a malady. Phil said his building was one of the few apartment buildings on the street. It was like that for a few blocks, many single-family homes, and then the street was ALL multi-level apartment buildings. 

I walked up the brick front steps to the building, impressed to see they were tar-free. The place seemed orderly and nice. I looked at the mailboxes; standard issue locked jobs prevalent in apartments, and found Phil's. His last name was Snider* and the * indicated he was the resident manager. Didn't they usually stay there rent-free? Why look for a roomie? I punched in the number and a raspy voice answered and informed me he'd just gotten out of the shower. The door was buzzed open. I slowly entered the courtyard setup, which I thought of as a rabbit warren. I went upstairs and by that time the man was dressed, his short gray blond hair combed. He seemed friendly and we shook hands over the threshold of the door, which I recalled was bad luck according to a Russian custom. I noticed he was the only one to have a large Welcome doormat. I took off my new sneakers and inside I could smell rose incense. There was a TV in the corner of his living room but it didn't seem very large – 24" or so with that telltale bulging backside that indicated it was an older model. Couch, standard issue neutral color. The carpeting was similar to what I had lived with for the past decade. 

I followed Phil down the hall and the first room to the right was the bathroom. There was a tub with a small window above it. We went back out into the hallway and further along was the room for rent.

It was about the same size as my about-to-be former room. There was a mirrored closet along one wall. Single high set northern facing window. No view of the Getty Museum—just rooftops. Phil's room was situated right across the hall and the door was open, revealing an unmade bed. The bathroom wasn't connected to the room so I'd have to go down the hallway which led past the manager's room. Then I was shown the kitchen and when he opened up the fridge I saw that half of it was occupied. He made a big deal about the hot and cold water cooler and how I could have it for an extra 50 bucks and the wireless issue was brought up and the numbers changed more from my benefit to his benefit. I let him babble about the new countertop/snack bar and he began pulling out a chair for me to sit down on so and we could talk more. The phone chimed, and it was a tenant or someone he didn't want to talk to and he said he'd call them back. After he hung up, he grinned and said that he wouldn't bother and laughed about it. Now that was a sterling quality to have in a resident manager. 

As he intently stared at me, I asked about parking and storage. We went downstairs where he showed me the open garage plan—beneath the building but ungated. He made a big to-do about the locked wooden storage bins above the parking spaces and said there was a couple available. A ladder was needed to access them, but as he was slightly taller than me, he was able to open one. We saw old books and boxes of assorted stuff. Mentioned there was something wrong with the lock but it just needed fixing and it was something I could do. Along with remove the entire contents of the storage bin? Guess that wasn't the resident manager's job to actually fix something, let alone clean up items that had been left there by a previous tenant who had departed five years ago! 

By then he told me he liked me and I obligingly smiled and noted his chapped lips. He liked me because I didn't complain or ask too many questions. 

I needed a place to live so I conveniently overlooked potential problems. And that man was a huge potential problem. I said I'd think it over and let him know the next day. He also wanted first and last month's rent upfront in cash. Another red flag hoisted up the looking for a roomie flagpole. 

I called a place near Marina del Rey in a newish looking building but the woman talked real loud and couldn't show the place until Monday afternoon. Didn't have time to waste with that one. 

Another craigslist prospect I'd written down the night before only had a phone number and minimal description. The 464 prefix indicated it was in eastern Hollywood. Two rings later and an accented man's voice announced, "This is Hans." 

He had a very circular way of talking. The conversation stopped and started and almost ended only to be picked up again. I learn he was from Austria and was wheelchair bound and on pain medication. The asking price of $575 was flexible; the hint of me providing cleaning and cooking duties might also come into play. Then $30 for DWP was needed every month. Hans had physical therapy to attend that afternoon and he wanted to get the place cleaned up so it could be shown. Then he remembered that it was Friday and there was no therapy but a meeting with a producer as he "wants very much to be in the film industry." When he learned I was a writer he wondered if I had some story ideas to pitch. The old Hollywood lure. Admittedly, I'd fallen for it in the past but had no time for such nonsense with less than a week to find a new address. Auf wiedersehen.

My next foray into finding a potential roomie was done via email. There was a lengthy craigslist ad: "We live in a very fun safe private community with 24 hour security next to everything, with Valley views and mountain trails. We have a roomshare for 450 and a private room 600. We are looking for a female roommate, that is fun honest reliable,and drama/drug free,. The 450 is for a fully furnished ROOMSHARE with another cool female, with 2 beds, a big walk in closet, and a bathroom in the room that includes all the utilities. We also have a fully furnished private room with a nice new bed, TV, desk, big mirrors, closets, storage etc.... We live in a big 3 story/3 bedroom/3 bath town house in the safe Burbank hills. Next to all the studios, 1 mile to the Burbank mall and 3 miles to Hollywood. There is a pool, tennis courts, Jacuzzie, High speed Internet, washer/dryer and full access of the whole house. There is plenty of room, it is girls in their 20s, with one guy(in the movie business) and his wife (an artist) that share a room. We are all very fun honest hard working adventurous people and fun to hang out with. Please send us a myspace link—heres ours. Also please no smoking, no pets, no drugs and no drama. We will work with you on the deposit for the right roommate."

I dashed off my brief inquiry asking if the private room was still available and stating that I was drama/drug/smoke free and also a quiet person.

Within ten minutes I got the rest of the signature line filled in with a "yes" and a smiley face. 

Hi Lisa, 

We would love to talk to you more about the private room we have. You sound like you would be a great fit. When would you be free to come see the house? Looking forward to hearing from you soon. 

Sincerely, 

Brad and Heather

11:00

Hi Brad & Heather,

I would like to see the place after 2 if possible.

Looking forward to meeting you!

Thanks!

12 minutes later:

Hi Lisa,

Sure this afternoon is fine. What time would you like to come? Do you have a myspace or face book by chance? Looking forward to meeting you.

Sincerely,

Brad and Heather

So after getting a phone number and a general address for the area, I was told to call once I reached the gates of the apartment complex as it was so large and the place was complicated to find. 

That clock was a-tickin' and those calendar pages were quickly unfurling like in those old movies. The heat grew more intense on such a fine sunny day. How I wished I had a decent place to live and could just hang out by the beach and relax. Instead, I was driving to beautiful downtown Burbank and not to go to the mall, visit the bookstore, or see a movie, but to find a new address to park my carcass. I didn't follow Brad's directions and got lost. That didn't seem like a good sign. I neglected to Google the place beforehand. Fifteen minutes wasted until I located the apartment complex. 

I called the guy and was on the cell phone [illegally] the whole time he was indicating which private street to take, driving down an alley reminiscent of a new European village, and making two more turns until I located a parking space. 

Getting out of my car, I locked my Mustang and walked up a steep flight of stairs. I was greeted by wiry looking Brad. He wasn't much taller than me and had a short crop of graying hair. His MySpace profile claimed he was 35 but he looked older. It was eerie that he'd been able to see my car's progress as it made its way from the main entrance to the current parking space. Sort of like his cell phone was the remote control that guided me and my car into the space. 

He invited me inside his townhouse. I saw a cramped foyer and to my right was the amber haired wife and another young female sitting in the darkly furnished living room watching a DVD of The Dark Knight. The TV was small, in the low 20-inch size range. 

The tour officially began as Brad led me down a flight of black carpeted stairs and the first stop was a look-see at the diminutive bathroom with just a toilet and sink. Someone must shop at Costco as I saw a 24-roll pack of toilet paper on the back of the toilet. We went down another half flight and there was the available "private" room for rent. I was astonished to see that the entire wall in front of me was a big mirrored expanse. To the left was a twin bed and to the right was a long, narrow black dresser. A naked light bulb hung above the dresser and there was a cheesy white paper ball covering another bulb above the bed. A single tiny window offered a gloomy view of the lower level carport. I checked for closet space after politely exclaiming about the size of the dresser. "We bought it from a girl who used to live here," Brad said. There was a pair of mini closets and a couple of pull out racks on either side of the doorway. And where was the door? Why, there was none! But there was an orange fabric curtain for privacy! 

Brad told me the house rules, indicating that I wasn't to talk to the neighbors except to say hello. And only if they said hello first. He'd lived there for three years and didn't talk to his neighbors. I didn't anticipate Brad's next rule -—every house guest must be supervised. I wasn't allowed to have any friends and/or family over unless he and the missus met them there for a cup of tea or coffee. 

"The neighbors want to know everyone's business," Brad stated. "If anyone ever tries to talk to you, don't talk to them. Tell me about it right away and I'll go handle it." The ludicrousness of the statement didn't filter into my brain at first as I wasn't thinking of having any company over. But when it did, I thought that a visiting friend or relative from out of town wouldn't be allowed to see me alone? Or that I couldn't have a boyfriend over. Were the neighbors curious or did they have a legitimate reason to be suspicious? Those doubts flocked to me later; I was in the absorption mode of seeing the private room and the entire townhouse. 

The main floor past the living room housed a small kitchen with stainless steel appliances. A washer/dryer unit was next to it and I was told I could use it free of charge when it was available. Oh, but never at night, only during the daytime. And make sure I used my own detergent. I acted suitably impressed with the offer. 

Followed Brad up a flight of stairs and past the master bedroom with the unmade bed. Did people not bother making their own beds? We turned the corner and entered a much smaller bedroom with a pair of double beds, one stripped of sheets, the other sloppily spilling sheets over the side, separated by a nightstand. Beyond the beds was the bathroom that I would use for bathing purposes. I saw a somewhat spacious shower, filled with cheap shampoos, liquid soap and conditioners. A shower caddy contained several colorful scrubbies and brushes. I wondered about having to use the shower if people were in the bedroom—that seemed rather awkward. As I turned to leave the bathroom, I caught a glimpse of a dog collar and leash hanging from a wall hook next to some towels.

Returning to the living room, we all agreed it best to think it over and we'd get back with each other the next day.

As I drove down the alley and out of the compound, I was glad to be gone. Brad's sense of mileage was also skewed. It was about three miles to the Burbank Media Center and at least seven miles to Hollywood. I contemplated the strangeness of the place, especially warnings of "don't talk to neighbors" and "no unsupervised houseguests" rules. A dog collar and leash in a household where pets weren't allowed? Six hundred bucks for a garage view in a curtained off little room. A depressing basement room? No, it was actually a Mirrored Dungeon.

There was a listing for a West Hollywood apartment. I called and talked to Diego who said his roommate was moving out that weekend. I got the address and we agreed that I could meet him there around four. It was near the Bodhi Tree bookstore. Took Fairfax Avenue and easily found the place. It was a two-story building that hailed back to the 1950's. No courtyard setting. Underground garage parking with no gates. Diego wasn't as old and homely as Phil, nor did he seem as bizarre as Brad. He was younger than me and from El Salvador.

I took off my shoes, as per my upbringing, and the man was cordial as we went through the plainly furnished living room, and into the room for rent. The Asian roommate sat on a large mattress working on her Mac. I was more surprised to see a brown and white rabbit in a fenced off area to my left. The furry animal distracted me; I wanted to pet the rabbit. Instead, I looked around the almost empty room I saw the ample closet; it was larger and taller than most new closets. The bathroom was small and had a shower instead of a tub. I only glanced as I was uncomfortable invading her privacy even though she seemed amiable. 

Diego and I returned to the living room and went into the long and narrow kitchen. He casually mentioned his teenage son living there and sleeping in the living room. Why wasn't another roommate/family member mentioned during the initial phone call? 

He appeared too young to have a teen but Diego said he was 17 when the kid was born. A North Hollywood-residing mother also visited once a week and on weekends, but as conversation continued, it seemed like maybe she stopped by a few weeknights, too. After seeing the Mirrored Dungeon, Diego seemed relatively normal. He had a high tech job removing toxic waste and claimed to work 12-hour days. Yet here it was, four in the afternoon and unless he began work at four in the morning, he wasn't putting in overtime. Just before I left he picked up one of my new blue and gold Skechers and admired it! I thought he was going to put it on my foot like a sales person in a shoe store. Strange! But, right at that moment, his place was preferable to that setup in the Burbank basement.

There was one more place I almost visited. I'd seen the craigslist ad several times but it was a dark pixilated picture and seemed like a small place. The amount was also suspiciously low—$450. The woman I talked to was friendly and had a slight Filipino accent. She claimed to "never be here." Her place was on Fourth Street and I thought I overheard the name Normandie used as a cross street. However, I learned my lesson and Googled the place only to find a downtown location. I had a hunch that she as looking for a short term roomie so she could pay her rent. Never being home was just an enticement. The whole roomie thing was a major rip off. 

Ironically, that evening I heard back from the owner of the Mirrored Dungeon! 

Hi Lisa,

We just wanted to say it was really nice meeting you today. We are looking forward to talking to you more tomorrow about being roommates. Have a wonderful rest of the night.

Sincerely,

Brad and Heather

That wasn't going to happen. I chuckled as I thought about going over to a nosy neighbor's house to borrow a cup of sugar. Instead, I checked the latest listings. A room in Sherman Oaks with a phone number to call before nine. It was 8:15.

Shirley was the owner and wanted $600. The area was fine—near the Galleria and Whole Foods. "Close to everything." That was a term I grew accustomed to hearing. It meant that someone thought their place was the center of the world. Shirley sounded older and during the five minutes I spent talking to her I found out enough to save me a drive out there. She was injured and using a walker as she'd fallen a week before. She had a temperamental Irish setter whom she dearly loved but he wasn't fully housebroken. Then she said there was a huge stain in the carpeting in the room she was renting, but in three or four months, once she got the settlement, it would be taken care of. Even though it was a residential area there was also a $30 monthly parking fee for street parking. She also would need a $600 deposit as soon as I moved in on top of the $600 rental fee.

I went back to craigslist and clicked refresh but the new listings were either too costly or too far out of the way. There was only one roommate I could deal with right now.

Chapter  2 - February 2009 – Start Point

I was leaving it all behind. Well, most of it was stashed in banker's boxes and stacked up in a Hollywood storage facility. The rest was deposited on the sidewalk and the bottom of the driveway for anyone to gather up. Large objects: table and chairs, bookcases, a stereo and black modular plywood cabinet from 1995. Old cassette tapes. Piles of clothes, some unworn. A chubby Asian guy held up a blue bath towel and asked, "Got any matching towels in beige?" Did he think this was a Macy's outlet? This was what remained of my apartment's contents. All those years spent in the same place, less than two miles from Beverly Hills, and now only empty rooms remained. 

In my Mustang were the most precious remnants of my memories: books, writings, clothes, and laptop. I'd even left my two beloved pairs of ice skates in the locker as I was so limited in square footage. Mustangs weren't known as moving vans.

I added the last load to the car; my purse, overnight bag, and me. As I started the engine, and headed east down the street I'd lived off of for so many years, it would officially begin—Start Point. I'd driven down that street in rain, on perfect sunny days, at night, in all kinds of moods, probably thousands of times. Even now, I was still hoping for some kind of miracle. Something or someone to save me from making this unwanted journey. Above me loomed the palm trees I so loved; they always reminded me that I was still here in L.A. Today when I woke up I saw them when I opened the mini blinds. The little cluster of them I'd seen every morning for so many years. A reminder of the city I loved...

This was my last time. I turned right on La Brea Avenue and 15 minutes later was driving along the eastbound I-10. No carpool lane for me, but no parking lot-like traffic as speeds were up to 40 MPH, the bulk of the "rush hour" traffic over until mid-afternoon.

Beautiful SoCA weather, seventies and sunny, soaring up to the lower eighties in the valley. I took the usual 31-mile trip to West Covina, making a detour to fund my journey at a Wells Fargo ATM. Afterwards; I drove to the dharma center, heading back west several blocks. I'd been going there since 1999. Many times I'd driven that familiar route so that I could see my teacher or take a class from him. But on that summerlike February day I drove up to the Buddhist center on a weekday morning only to see it was unusually quiet. The students were at work. The teachers weren't there, not even in the shrine room. I'd never been there alone before, with not even a student monk present. I was disappointed. Before leaving, I took pictures of colorful flapping prayer flags flying in the breeze, and shots of snow capped Mount Baldy looming in the distance. I shivered inwardly, thinking that the stuff on the mountain would be seen on the ground where I was heading.

I'd never felt so reluctant to begin a journey. I wanted to spend the next several hours hanging out in my favorite quiet place. My teacher was in India for the next month, but even that didn't matter. His vibes were there. 

When I left, I drove slowly down the street and towards the freeway. Had to get gas. Could've stopped off anywhere down the 10 but I wanted to hang out in the San Gabriel Valley area, just absorbing the smoggy sunshine of SoCA a little longer. 

About 100 miles away from the City of Angels, on an almost empty freeway I saw my first sign of change. The speed limit sign had new numbers: 70. I stomped my foot down harder on the accelerator. 

Driving southeast, in the desert and heading for more and more of it. Around me were palm trees sprouting from the dirt and always in the distance were the beckoning mountains. 

The heat was rising and in the air condition-less car both windows were partially open. All I heard was the steady sound of the wind rushing past as I drove through the light afternoon traffic. Passed the wind turbines near Palm Springs, the large looming machines looked like giant floor fans. Some were on top of the mountains and others in the valley. I noticed that some turned their triple blades quickly while others scarcely moved. So many of them loomed overhead they gave off a science fictiony feeling. I needed a soundtrack to go with the sight, I thought. There were hundreds and hundreds of them and they were huge—more than 200 feet tall each, I guessed. So dramatic. So SoCA. 

Soon after the manufactured wind energy display, the road narrowed from four lanes down to two. I was officially away from California's last metropolis of Palm Springs. For most of my journey I'd be on a two-lane interstate, not freeway, that crossed other states and only in the cities did the lanes multiply. I had lived in L.A. for so long I'd forgotten about places that didn't have seven or eight lanes of traffic and multiple cloverleafs filled with vehicles. I'd forgotten about places without electronic signs warning of car crashes or breakdowns that disabled traffic for miles.

The orange warning sign read: "Avoid overheating. Turn off a/c next 10 miles." This was seen at the Sonoran desert just before climbing the Chiriaco Summit. No a/c, no problem. I was also happy that my 'stang was being driven the way it was supposed to. Fast. Unfettered by sudden blockages on the 101 or 405 even late at night or way early in the morning. My 'stang hugged the few curves, and I admired the surrounding desert scenery, absorbing it, loving the dryness and the warmth. My car sped easily as it hadn't since living in the midst of Los Angeles. And it was quickly heading to the 80-plus mile away gas station in the border town of Blythe where it would greedily suck up that $2.27 per gallon fuel it needed to get me closer to my destination.

Phoenix, Arizona was still 250 miles east of me. I hoped to sail through it that afternoon or evening and spend the night further north in the Grand Canyon state. Overhead the blue smogless sky soared above me. I saw the occasional sign pointing out that radiator water was available, further emphasizing how hot it got in the summer. But not in February. 

Sped past the familiar but increasingly unnecessary orange and blue call boxes along the sides of the freeway/interstate, remnants of pre-cell phone times. I'd seen them so frequently along the freeways that I scarcely noticed them anymore. But where I was going they didn't exist. I was driving into the future, ever southeastward, but to me there was nothing in front of me that I wanted to see or do or hear. I was going someplace because the place I had left behind was no longer. 

The sights around me distracted my thoughts. In the midst of the desert I saw a field with a small herd of grazing sheep. Marveling at that incongruity, I stopped off at a gas station, making sure I stocked up on bottled water for my journey through the desert between here and Phoenix. For food I snacked on pumpkin seeds and raisins. This way I could drive, drive, drive. But that night I'd find a fast food place because I felt that during my trip I could justify an inexpensive and unhealthy dinner. After all, I hadn't packed any cookware and where I was heading I'd find plenty of it. 

I managed to time my arrival in Phoenix right around five p.m. From 75 I slowed to 35 but soon it was sundown and I now left the 10 behind me and headed north on the I-17. I'd hoped to stop off at Flagstaff that night. It brought back memories of my journey out to California and how I didn't make L.A. on that third night but opted for Flagstaff and called the family in Palm Springs where I'd stay temporarily so I could get acclimated to life in SoCA. But now, in the setting sun of my first night away from the place I'd acclimated to, the mountains surrounding this other western city reminded me of parts of Burbank and Glendale. I thought of Fry's Electronics near the Burbank airport. The store with the 1950's sci fi theme where I'd bought such diverse items as buckwheat filled pillows, a rice cooker and various software programs, DVDs and CDs. I drove from Maricopa County to Yavapai County—exotic sounding names of places I'd linger at for mere minutes as I journeyed in my least favorite direction – north.

Darkness fell and the wind picked up speed around stony mountains with tufts of sage and chaparral. Soon the interstate was more like a small road as it twisted and turned to accommodate the surrounding landscape. I'm on unfamiliar turf and it doesn't seem sensible barreling along through this region so quickly. I won't make Flagstaff but there's the town of Prescott and I go by the blue informational signs to spot my twin nocturnal needs: motel and McDonald's.

I pulled into a two-story chain motel with a vacancy sign. Not exactly tourist season. I was winging it, not calling ahead for reservations, stopping when the mood hit me. Hell, this wasn't a nine to five drive, it was longer than that—I was puttin' in that overtime. I want to cover half of America and I wouldn't do it with a few hours and lots of stopping for food and gas. Stopping for gas, vital. For me to have leisurely meals – unlikely. Only at night, I'd splurge on one meal. 

Forked over almost $60. Maybe it was tourist season in that area? Well, whatever, at least I got a free magnet for some local attraction of a Rainbow Bridge. How PC, I thought, being too tired to remember that it was a huge natural bridge that had been here long before that term. Another customer was checking in and I saw he was wearing camouflage and wondered if he was a hunter or a solider or just another traveler going somewhere, nowhere, anywhere. 

I drove over to the first floor non-smoking room and the smell of fake floral air freshener and cleaning supplies assaulted my senses. The room was carpeted darkly and the small TV was no larger than 21". But it was in color, there was cable and, oh shit, American Idol was on! Darn, Mountain Time Zone had snuck up on me. So what if I missed a few minutes? I plunked my laptop inside a dresser drawer and dashed over to the McDonald’s across the street. Across a wide, empty street. This wasn't a happening place. It was serene—so different from L.A. Colder, too. I could look up and see stars instead of blinking aircraft lights or satellites or smog. Not a big crowd or a long wait and I'd soon feast on my favorite junk food meal of Big Mac, fries and an icy Coke. Less than seven bucks for supper. I rushed back to the room and sat at the small round table. There would be no new 32" Vizio high def TV that I'd been able to get back in August because I'd saved my money for that purpose. Now, as I dined on the ketchup and salt laden fries I saw on TV the dazzling lights of the city I'd left that day. I thought of how the night before I'd been in that city, one of the lights shining up into the sky had been from one of the windows in that small apartment. I concentrated on the silliness and fake drama of the excited musical contestants in the midst of playing the Hollywood game. How many were from places like this one? Places with large skies overhead and wide, empty streets? Or worse, places like where I was heading? 

I consumed my meal and stared at the screen, thinking of how they were filming in the Kodak Theatre. How only a couple of miles from there my stuff was stored in a lonely storage bin — kitchenware, more of my writings and boxes filled with books that weren't able to fit in my car—and all the memories that concrete locker now contained. 

After the show ended, I decided to take a shower and go to bed, as I wanted to get as much driving done the following day as I could. The smoking rooms were upstairs. I wished all that smoke would disappear – it was such an annoying habit and having been in the Golden State for so long, I'd seen smoker's rights vanish like the substance they exhaled. It seemed like their constitutional rights were being taken from them. I could remember when people were able to smoke at their desks or in a break room—but no longer.

I was too tired to log onto the computer and I noticed a sight I hadn't seen in years as I'd deliberately donated my clock/radio to a thrift store. There it was a big red numbered clock that was annoying in its obviousness. I checked the heat, felt nice and toasty warm, and kept it on all night so I would remain
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