










I. The Moon




At first I think he looks like a skull, like he is wearing a skull mask. Because somehow the dark glasses look concave like sockets and his face is so thin and white. I think about the skulls they paint in Mexico for the Day of the Dead—little skulls and dangling, dancing skeletons everywhere. He is junky-thin but still bulky around the shoulders and arms, muscley, the way the muscles stay intact after the junk’s worn away at the flesh. And he is wonderfully white in the fluorescence of the hospital waiting room.


He looks up from his book and nods at me. Then he says hello and his voice is the best thing—it cracks like ice when you pour the liquor over.

“You’ve been here a long time,” he says. I guess it’s easy to tell I haven’t slept—my clothes are wrinkled and I can feel the shadowy cloud pressing around my eyes.

“I’ve lost count.”

“Why’re you here?”

“My father.”

I think of my father in the room down the hall—what is supposed to still be my father. Gaping, hooked up with tubes. My mother still not believing, still speaking to him, pleading. As if that was still him. When I look at what is supposed to still be him, I can’t remember anything. The way his eyes are the color of the bronze women he made when he was young. The way he used to take splinters out of my hands. Make pancakes shaped like animals. Press his mouth against me, warming my skin with his breath.

“I hate this waiting. Here. It feels sick. You start wishing it would be over with,” I say.

“You probably need a break,” the man says. “To drive to the beach. Get some air at least.”

I notice that his lips are full, different from the rest of his face.

Maybe it is his voice. Or that hospitals are supposed to make people horny. Or that it’s the biggest rebound of my life with my father in there dying. But I wish this man would come over to me and press his mouth to my mouth and hold the balls of my shoulders, hold them as if he could crush them to splinters in his hands.

“I better get back,” I say, standing up.

“What’s your name?”

I tell him Laurel and he says, “Jack.”

“I’ll see you, Laurel,” he says and his voice is full in his throat as if he has said something else, something more.

I go down the hall that is quiet except for a cough and these liquid sounds. My mother is standing outside of my father’s room with her face in her hands. The doctor is saying something to her.

My mother feels like a marionette made of string and wood as I lead her out of the hospital and into the heat.

There are black birds hunched in the oleander bushes. As we drive home, we pull up next to a truck with metal bars. Inside, something roars, some caged thing pacing, lashing its tail.

We drive up the canyon under the Hollywood sign. It used to say Hollywoodland like Alice in Wonder or Disney but now it just says Hollywood as in wood of hollys. Or Holy Wood. I think people have tried to leap off of it and die, or is that just in books?

Below the canyon stretches out like an umbilical cord to the belly of the city and up we go past the Spanish-style apartments where the girl got raped last week, some man prowling outside her pink stucco walls while she lay on her bed. Broke the glass. Past the canyon market where I worked last summer, packing bags full of yogurts, avocados, peaches, and wine for the canyon people—the long-haired, junky musicians from My Animal and Shocks and Struts, the beautiful lesbian models Rebecca and Sophie, shaved punk kids, artists in paint-spattered clothes and bone jewelry, film types in cowboy boots and jeans carrying scripts. Past the cafe—they all hang out there too—where Claudia and I drink coffee (mine black, hers sugary and milky brown) and smoke at the window booth with the sun dusting in like some kind of drug we want to put in our noses and mouths and veins.

And up where it winds toward the crest of the hill, past the old stone castles, Spanish villas, Moroccan palaces, gabled fairy-tale cottages—all built for movie stars a long time ago. Charlie Chaplin’s house that was a fancy whorehouse after that. And the house where Victoria and her daughter, Perdita, and Victoria’s various boyfriends all live. It’s covered with hibiscus in front and the blue glass windows must make Perdita feel like she is in some kind of a fish tank.

Tucked in the hills is the lake where the runners circle, passing the rusty metal tubing I have nightmares about, going over the bridge with the carved lion heads and the water below getting sucked down into a whirlpool drain.

At the top of the canyon are our two houses—Claudia and her mother, Eva’s palace and our house. Both of them under the Hollywood sign looking down over the stretch of canyon to the mother belly city like children attached to an old cord.

We live in a house with a tower. The man who built it was a toymaker; he carved the faces over the fireplace and planted the vines that cover the walls and the oleander in the garden. It smells like cedar and eucalyptus, smoke and lavender in this house. There are things everywhere: books, shells, fossils, dried flowers, bird skulls, the antique wooden cherub, the miniature stone sphinx, ivory monkeys, the brass menorah, china dolls with little teeth, the ancient Roman tear vessel that came from a tomb—that looks like a fossilized tear itself; the three bronze women stand erect. My father made them before I was born.

I go into the kitchen and put some plums and a slice of buttered, home-baked bread onto a blue-and-white plate from Holland. I fill a glass with water and squeeze some lemon in. I put everything on the tray with the real butterflies pressed under glass. Then I bring it in to my mother. She is sitting on the green velvet chair that still has cat hair on it, holding her sides, her arms crisscross. I leave the tray beside her and go to call everybody, thinking it will be easier to just get it over with. People are crying and saying O My God O My God and I have to comfort them, especially the older ones whose voices vibrate with the thought of their own deaths. I have to say, he wasn’t in too much pain…it was sudden…no, it was less painful than they expected. I go through the red leather book name by name, but not really thinking. I don’t know half of these people and the ones I do know seem to blur together. I’m happy when I get an answering machine. Beep. My father died. I feel like a machine too—my jaw a steel trapdoor.

After the last call I hang up and listen. It seems quieter in our house now. Why is it so quiet? Nothing is rattling in the cupboards, no sound of trembling glass and china. I know that nothing will break anymore.

Three pink wineglasses. The china mermaid bell. My father’s reading glasses. An ivory hand mirror. Nine blue-and-white plates from Holland. On and on. My mother kept a list. She told me, “This has got to stop. We will have to eat off the table.” I said, “It’s not me.” But once I threw an empty wine bottle to the floor as hard as I could. It broke into green pieces. They were like the cold, hard, gritty fragments I imagine lodged in my throat sometimes. I wanted to know what it felt like to break something—with my hands instead.

I know that nothing will break anymore. Not the way things used to break. Clattering, crashing, smashing, shattering by themselves. It is very quiet in our house now.

I lie awake in my bed in the tower room, my cigarette becoming ash. The moon looks too big, swollen like a belly full of blood. My period doesn’t come and the moon swells more each month. I touch myself furiously, trying to set the blood free. I’m not pregnant; the doctor says it’s because I don’t eat. My bones feel starved, chalky. The moon, resentful that she can’t make me bleed, pulls and pulls on my belly and my swollen heart, saying, if you won’t bleed I’ll drag at your very bones.


 

My mother says, “I am a Gypsy witch. I am a Gypsy witch.”

She laughs. “Today in the market, a little girl pointed at me and said to her mother, ‘Mommy, see the witch!’ The mother was embarrassed and said, ‘Oh, a lot of ladies wear black dresses!’ I started to laugh,” my mother says.

Her hair is long and pulled back severely and she wears pointed black boots and silver charms. But it mostly has to do with her eyes.

My mother walks around holding the peonies I bought her as if they were children—cradling the petally heads in her arms. She says, “I saw another white moth today. They follow me everywhere. Every time I leave the house.” I have seen them whitening the air around her head like her thoughts flying. I think she thinks they are my father’s spirit. I say, “Maybe you shouldn’t talk so much about those moths in front of other people.”


My mother is cleaning in a frenzy—spraying, wiping, scrubbing, dusting, boiling, bleaching. My mother is cooking and cooking. She buys turkeys and reaches inside of them and takes out what is there and rubs the flesh all over with garlic and stuffs them with vegetables and bakes them in the oven. It has been hot and the kitchen feels like an oven. I feel like those children that the witch stuffed into an oven in the fairy tale. The kitchen smells of garlic and animal and yeast from the breads my mother bakes. My mother bakes breads and she makes them in the shapes of women with breasts, of mermaids with braids, of fat animals, and moons with faces. Sometimes she doesn’t sleep; she stays up all night cooking and she won’t listen to me when I tell her to sleep. She says, “Come in here and eat something, you’re too skinny. I think you have that disease. What is that disease called? The one where those girls stop eating.” I feel like Hansel and Gretel. Didn’t the witch stuff them in an oven?

But I won’t eat all that candy Hansel and Gretel ate. I will be thin and pure like a glass cup. Empty. Pure as light. Music. I move my hands over my body—my shoulders, collar bone, my rib cage, my hipbones like part of an animal skull, my small thighs. In the mirror my face is pale and my eyes look bruised. My hair is pale and thin and the light comes through. I could be a lot younger than seventeen. I could be a child still, untouched.

 

I used to just be afraid of getting pregnant and V.D. and getting hurt, of the way I’d feel transparent afterward as if my skin showed the man I was with everything underneath. That he could see my organs and my bones. Now they’ve started saying on the news how sex can kill you.

Dying from needles and love. It’s like a nightmare demon coming in through bedroom windows. It’s like the devil came the first time, breaking in a window with a body of wounds and syringes full of poison blood.

On the news they said there is some killer in the hills who’s been breaking in through windows at night and raping women and cutting their throats so I lock my windows but I don’t sleep well now. When I do sleep, I have all these dreams. Mostly, I dream about a man.

In one dream I see him stand, I don’t see his face but I recognize him. And he takes off this blue kimono that slides over the shadow of bare shoulders like it’s silk and the shoulders are very smooth. It is so real. I can feel the way the cold silk has absorbed the heat of his skin.

In a dream he is in one of those old five-and-dimes looking through bins of weird things in the dark—miniature plates and chairs and colored glass beads and plastic flowers. He has these huge green, red, and yellow parrots perched on his shoulders and they have big, sharp beaks and eyes like beads. They make terrible sounds. I am afraid they will fly in my face with beaks and claws and feathers. Desire is a parrot. When I was little, my mother would leave me in my room with Zack. He would be out of his cage, sitting there cleaning his feet and staring at me with one eye.

Once, I dreamed the man was standing among the oleanders, eating the flowers and smiling so his teeth showed. They grow in front of our house—oleanders. My mother said, “They’re poisonous, Laurel.” The flowers look like cigarette cherries. I used to wonder if you’d die right away from eating the flowers. We had a white cat named Sugar that used to play in the bushes and I would try to catch her because I was afraid she would die from eating the flowers.

It isn’t just dreams though. I was taking a shower one night and the door was closed. I always lock my doors. Slipping soapy fingers over my body, it was like someone was there, like someone was touching me. And when I got out of the shower, the door was open.

Last night, I dreamed he was made of gold and he touched me and made me gold too. He looked wonderful with the muscles in his neck and arms gleaming. But I wanted him to touch me inside too so that I would be gold inside and not feel things.

Remember the story about King Midas? He touched everything and made it gold. Including his daughter and then he had her forever and ever. Finally, he starved to death because the food he touched turned gold. My father told me that story. He stroked my hair and he said I had hair like Midas’s daughter and
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