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You have not known what you are, you have slumber’d upon yourself all your life,

Your eyelids have been the same as closed...

Walt Whitman, To You

––––––––
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Love lifted me, love lifted me

When nothing else could help, love lifted me...

James Rowe and Howard E. Smith, Love Lifted Me

For my dear friend and bellasista Constance Crosby, who has my back and my heart.
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Prologue
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THE DREAM WAS always the same, announcing itself first only with sound. Crushing, nerve-stripping sound. The blast and roar of it was all the more terrifying since it was accompanied by a darkness so absolute that she felt blinder than her cat Jezebel, trapped in a world absent the dimension of vision, absent of light.

Inevitably, the blackness yielded to patches of misty irradiation, like the pale tinting of lacework that announces the end of a migraine. These mysterious visual hintings resolved themselves into streaky clouds whose ephemeral forms whooshed from front to periphery, suggesting she was in motion, propelled at great speed.

Fight or flight, a voice seemed to say. Her eyes traveled from her bare lap to her fingers, white and nervous, frantically twisting the knobs of an instrument panel.  The unbearably meaningless wall of sound resolved itself into the strivings of an engine, and comprehension dawned suddenly as she felt her head craning, her eyes squinting at the panoramic window of the plane she was flying, unable to penetrate past the clouds that would not get out of her way. 

Her terror was absolute. This plane would crash, or something would crash into her, if she could not manage to see.
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ARIEL THOMPKINS WAS dying for a change. She just hadn’t gotten around to admitting it yet. At seven a.m. that particular spring morning, she was aware only of emerging from one nightmare into another as she took a flying dive off her bed onto her dust-bunny-carpeted floor. Her hasty descent was unintentional. Slamming her hand against her retro clock radio wasn’t. Anything to silence some troglodyte shock jock’s self-congratulatory laughter at a crude play on words involving a particular part of the female anatomy. 

From her undignified pose, cheek to floor, she eyed the evidence of last night’s lapse of judgment. Just inches from her nose, an almost-empty bottle of Merlot stared back at her. An anarchy of dripped burgundy swirls and greasy smudges from a Grubhub-delivered Fatburger blurred the wine label into the shape of a giant winking eye. She looked away, but took its insinuation to heart as her chest burned with acid. 

Last night had been a mistake. The Fatburger was an all-too-frequent indulgence, but she hardly ever drank. Certainly not this much. And never alone. Not a good sign, she knew. But she’d been unusually bored last evening, nothing worth watching on TV, wary of web-generated ennui, and too wiped out to venture into the night to Starbucks or Book Soup. The word she was avoiding threatened to burst in on her, but she held the door fast. A single young woman who allowed herself to acknowledge the depth of her loneliness might just as well put out a welcome mat for its inevitable hangers on: self-pity and despair.  

Pivoting her head to the right, she met Jezebel’s cataract-clouded eyes. Her own wild lunge at the radio had obviously catapulted the cat out of bed. Ariel had a vague recollection of her twitching fingers tapping Jezzie’s silky white belly—as if the otherwise pitch-black cat were the instrument panel in her recurring airplane nightmare—until that crude voice had broken in like the hijacker from hell. 

She sat up, gingerly exploring what felt like a bruise on her cheek, and put her face right up to Jezebel’s nose. “You little stinker. I’ll bet it was you brushing against the radio last night that changed the station. Honestly, some of these creeps are even worse than Howard Stern.” The cat blinked back at her. 

Ariel lifted Jezebel to her shoulder and scrambled back into bed with her, reclaiming the still-warm spot bearing the impression of their two bodies. “I forgive you,” she whispered, planting a delicate kiss on the cat’s nose. She slipped in and out of a delicious half-sleep until the insult of someone’s car alarm broke through. 

Half an hour later, she was altogether unaware of the intriguing picture she presented, her elbow resting on her small kitchen table, her chin propped up by her palm as she leaned intently over a spread-eagled copy of the Los Angeles Times. Her loose, light brown ringlets cascaded across the page, while her still unshaven, strong and shapely legs pretzeled themselves into a nearly perfect figure eight. A small article captioned “‘First Eve Bones Discovered in Africa?” caught her attention. As the smoky halo of the day’s first cigarette lofted over her head, she unhooked her left foot and excitedly wiggled her toes within their cozy white gym socks as a child might do while Jezebel crunched away at her dried Friskies with the gusto of a much younger cat. 

“You know, I almost named you Eve.”

No response, not even a slight twitch of her ears. Ariel laughed ruefully. “You’re right. That did not dignify a response. Only crazy people talk to their animals.” 

She picked up the newspaper again. Jezebel took a moment to stretch her ebony limbs before launching into a full-out self-cleaning campaign. The kitchen faucet offered its own punctuation to the cat’s wet licking sounds in the form of a steady drip into the bottom-burned pot that had recently simmered up Ariel’s soft-boiled eggs. Ariel glanced at the counter, where haphazard piles of dishes and a tower of opened cartons of frozen dinners offered evidence of a week’s worth of solitary meals. She averted her eyes and returned to the article. 


“New genetic evidence supports the claim that all modern humans are descended from a single woman who lived in southern Africa 140,000 years ago, a woman who has become known as the Mitochondrial Eve or ‘the mother of us all.’ That finding does not mean that only one woman was alive then, but that all other women’s lineages eventually died out. Descendants of that woman began migrating out of Africa 75,000 years ago.

A UCLA researcher announced today that the anthropology department has taken particular interest in the recent discovery in Ethiopia of a 140,000-year-old, nearly intact human skeleton, dubbed ‘Eve’ by her finders since her age approximates that of the Mitochondrial Eve. ‘The fossil is of a young woman, but the teeth are worn right down to the gums,’ said the researcher. ‘This appears to be the oldest human specimen yet found.’”


Ariel laid the newspaper down over her dish, now garnished with dried egg and marmalade-smeared toast crumbs. As she lifted her coffee cup to her lips, the smell of sour milk assailed her nostrils. Grumbling, she shuffled to her ancient refrigerator and peered inside. Its minimalist stock included a couple of eggs, the offending pint of non-fat milk, and a suspicious-looking container of what just might be months-old tuna salad. 

She nearly jumped as a series of loud crashes sounded from somewhere in the apartment. Trembling, she rushed into the living room. “Are you okay?” Jezebel crouched tensely beside a shabby, floral upholstered chair in the corner, her rump raised as Ariel stooped to stroke her until the cat calmed down. “My poor darling. Getting blind as a bat, aren’t you?” She flicked her eyes up to the ceiling. “Lord, let me win the lottery so I can pay for your operation.” 

She bent to pick up the books Jezebel had knocked off her bookshelf, a makeshift affair of boards and bricks left over from college. What was she supposed to do with this mess? It was a precarious set-up. The shelves were filled to overflowing, most of the books stacked on their sides in piles two or three deep. Many of them had hastily torn slivers of paper nosing out of them as bookmarks. 

Ariel sneezed three times in quick succession as the accumulated dust of over half a decade got up her nose. She tried wedging a handful of books back onto one of the shelves, but the space was too narrow. She was left with one paperback still in her hand. Turning it over, she saw it was Colin Turnbull’s The Forest People. It had been assigned reading in the one anthropology class she’d taken. She smoothed her hand over its green and black cover. This one had been too good to dump with her college textbooks into one of the giant trash bins behind her apartment building the day after she graduated. It had been a miracle she’d been able to even approach those hulking steel containers. She’d been wary of them ever since the night she’d crammed for her Art History exam. High as a kite on a manic mix of caffeine and Adderall from a friend with actual ADD, she’d convinced herself they were part of some dark cosmic design—malevolently lurking behind apartment buildings, rolling into the middle of alleys while the city slept, so that when you were already late for school the next morning, you’d be trapped in Alley Hell.

Shaking her head at her lunacy, she plopped down cross-legged onto her living room’s threadbare carpet. Jezzie cautiously ventured out from under the chair and settled beside her. Ariel pushed the book’s spine along the cat’s silky back, reassured to hear the deep, steady motor of her purr. 

It was all coming back to her. Turnbull had caught her imagination back then. Hooking her on the lives of his beloved Congo pygmies, despite the fact that they were completely primitive, or as her classmate Ryan Bell had put it at the time, “too fuckin’ weird, man.” To be fair, at first they’d struck her as weird, too. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could walk around stark naked in the forest, bugs and snakes everywhere, and not have the constant heebie-jeebs. 

Stroking Jezzie hand over hand, pulling her fur sleek from head to tail, Ariel recalled that the BaMbuti pygmies had a sacred song for everything—waking, eating, watching the sun go down. She felt a heaviness descend on her. Here in the so-called civilized world you couldn’t write songs sweet enough to make people drop to their knees in gratitude without somebody cannibalizing them in commercials to sell cars and junk food.

Jezzie moved away in a huff, her tail aloft like a black mast, and it occurred to Ariel that she’d probably gotten a little intense with her petting. She riffled through the pages of the dog-eared paperback, and then paused at its mid-section. She hadn’t remembered these photographs, reproduced in grainy black and white, capturing Turnbull’s forest people in the midst of their daily lives. Men with arrows, men playing music, a group of men setting off for the hunt. 

She resumed flipping through the pages, then stopped and went back, catching the tip of her tongue in the slight gap between her teeth. A mahogany-skinned woman was crouched on her haunches, her hands clasped together with her elbows resting loosely on her muscular thighs. Her shoulders rolled forward ever so slightly, and she held her head a little bowed, her expression solemn. An older woman, standing at her side, was smearing something on her forehead that Ariel suspected just might be blood.

It was the younger woman’s breasts, though, that really got her attention, hanging down her chest like two widened brown bananas, pointy-nippled with the points aiming in opposite directions. And the large handful of flesh on her otherwise taut body, the roll of fat at her midriff supporting two unbearably alive-looking breasts.

Ariel’s thoughts turned to her mother Emily, gone so many years now that few actual memories of her survived. Not that her living presence had made that much of a dent. “Died of insignificance,” Ariel had said at the time to her best friends Terry and Jasmine, taking a perverse pride in their shock at her cavalier attitude at being orphaned just a few days before her eighteenth birthday. 

Of course, that had been sheer bravado. She never told them how haunted she’d been by her last image of her mother, breathing laboriously in her hospital bed while Wheel of Fortune droned from a television suspended overhead.  Ariel had kept her eyes glued on the long thread of spittle that dangled from her mother’s chapped lips to her grayish-white sickroom pillow. Anything to distract her from her mother’s diminutive breasts, laid bare from her body’s twistings inside the faded pink and blue flowered hospital nightie tied skimpily at her navel. 

Ariel wondered if there had ever been a fullness to those embarrassingly bared breasts, their nakedness all the more shameful as their wearer had no knowledge of her exposure. Barely more than nubs—Ariel had clearly inherited her own more generous versions from her father’s side of the family—they’d never had anything as substantial as milk in them. Her mother had once confessed apologetically that a post-natal infection had prevented “all that.” 

Compared to Emily Thompkins, Turnbull’s bushwoman had breasts full of presence— breasts with personality. Ariel snorted. Brushing past the sagging arm of the easy chair whose shredded upholstery bore witness to the chronic application of Jezebel’s claws, she burst into singing what she remembered of Lloyd Price’s “Personality” on her way to the shower. She and Terry had first heard the song on oldies station K-Earth 101 when they were thirteen or fourteen, and they’d fallen for its unabashed enthusiasm. 

“Charm!” Breaking into a bouncy dance step, she grabbed a towel from her hall closet. “Love!” She flung her coffee-stained robe from her body as she approached the bathroom mirror, glancing momentarily down at her own breasts, palely pendulous, with their large and darkly stained nipples. Her grin was wide and her brown eyes shone as she brought her face close to the glass, burbling the substitute lyrics she and Terry had made up, both of them sprouting tits and rear ends in adolescence like ripening fruits on summer trees. “And, plus you’ve got a great big aa-aa-as!” She soaped her glistening skin with delight at the memory of how bawdy and bad they’d been.

Less than twenty minutes later Ariel caught sight of her new neighbor Benjamin Doyle, looking intimidatingly attractive in his sockless black penny loafers, skinny jeans, and white T-shirt as he trudged up from the laundry room just as she was preparing to exit her apartment. She hastily tucked the gray shirt of the U.S. Postal Service into her matching shorts and shoved the door closed with her hip. As they passed each other on the staircase, Benjamin opened his mouth as if to say, “Good morning,” then closed it when Ariel shyly averted her eyes and slipped past him on her way down the stairs. Which was why she missed seeing his eyes gleam with interest as he took in the loose curls that bounced with her every step; the pink flush spreading across her broad cheekbones and nearly perfect Grecian nose; the turquoise butterfly tattoo on her left wrist; her generous curves defying the anonymity of her uniform. He reluctantly tugged his eyes away as his overflowing laundry bundle claimed his full attention. He struggled to fish his key out of his pocket and open his front door, socks dropping right and left at his feet.

Nearing the sidewalk, Ariel flicked her eyes upwards just once as she heard Benjamin swear. She knew his name; she’d seen it when she’d looked for the new name for unit 312 in the West Hollywood building’s communal mailbox. No second, female name: just Benjamin Doyle. But who was she kidding? With his trim build, perfectly sculpted biceps, and those brooding blue eyes under a slicked-back head of dark hair, he was way out of her league. She banished him from her mind with a fatalistic shrug. 

Opening the dented door of her Toyota Corolla, she prepared to apply her best efforts to getting the car started. For the first time in ages, the motor turned over on her first try. As soon as she turned on her car radio, the sultry sounds of Kehlani’s “Butterfly” snaked into the car. She sang along to the suggestive lyrics; they almost made her feel “brand new.”

She opened all the windows. It was going to be one of those perfect L.A. days. Not too hot or smoggy, with the wispiest of clouds flirting with the sun. This was the kind of weather that made delivering mail feel less like a dead end than a way to fully enjoy the perks of living in southern California. 

I’m a lucky woman, Ariel thought, signaling to make an illegal left turn into the post office parking lot. Not like all those lemmings in suits, cooped up in dead-air offices. They call them sick buildings. And no wonder. They make you sick.

Just as she began to make her turn, another driver—her silver head barely visible over the wheel of a much newer, undented Toyota—approached from the opposite direction. The old woman frowned anxiously at Ariel’s car and slowed to a crawl, as if unsure whether to continue to drive forward or let Ariel complete her turn. Darting a glance in her rearview mirror, Ariel decided she could spare a few seconds and, with an air of largesse, waved her through first.

As Ariel’s front wheels hit the driveway, the sound of a siren blasted her serenity, then just as quickly whined itself into an ominous I-know-it’s-close-by dead silence. She stiffened, preparing herself for the certain ticket. Instead, her head whipping first to her rear left, then right, to locate from which side the policeman was approaching, she spotted him. Oblivious to her, he was stepping out of his vehicle on the other side of Beverly Boulevard. His hand resting on his still-holstered nightstick, he walked toward a weathered-looking black man who’d just jaywalked his shopping cart across the street. 

She let out a guilty but relieved breath that the cop wasn’t coming after her. She hurriedly parked and—darting a quick glance back at the two of them to reassure herself that no gun was pointed at the homeless man—locked her car before heading into the Bicentennial Post Office to sort her day’s worth of mail.
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THE HOMELESS MAN wasn’t so lucky. The cop had threatened him with arrest if he didn’t keep moving. By the time Ariel had finally lugged her overflowing mail pouch out of the low-slung brick building and into her delivery van, an exhausted Theosophus Kelly was pushing his shopping cart to the rear of the entry to the now-abandoned Beverly Hills branch of Golden State Bank a mile away. The cart was overflowing with stuff, one of its front wheels was gimpy, and the damned thing kept getting stuck. A corner of the wine-stained blanket he’d thrown on the top dragged down to the ground. He was counting on the untended ficus trees that shaded the concrete path from street to front door to shield his presence from the vigilant eyes of the Beverly Hills P.D. One rousting by the fuzz was about all he could handle in one morning. Sure enough, just as he settled his behind down onto the low wall bordering a disused flowerbed—for the first time this day taking a load off his swollen feet—a squad car cruised by. His shoulders relaxed as soon as he determined they hadn’t seen him. 

He lit up his last remaining cigarette butt, inhaled deeply, and coughed, his bloodshot eyes tearing as the pain cracked across his chest. “Damn Pall Malls,” he muttered. He preferred a filtered cigarette, but he had to make do with whatever he found. He clenched the butt with his teeth, and his right eye winked shut at the assault of undulating smoke as he reached down and loosened his shoelaces. He stopped short of giving his feet the full relief they craved, muttering apologetically to his toes, “Can’t do it too much or I’ll never get these laces tied up again.” Once upon a time, his gravelly voice might have sounded sexy to the right woman, but those days were long gone. 

Hard living had aged Theosophus way beyond his thirty-five years. The lines that creased his kind, once-handsome face etched a tale of too much disappointment, too much pain. His forehead was furrowed into a quizzical triangle that reinforced the hangdog sag of his eyes, and wide grooves fanned the drop from nose to mouth to chin like two snakes of sadness.

As the minutes passed, Theosophus watched the urban parade. Cars whizzed by in regulated spurts, punctuated by annoyed blasts of horns as wayward drivers dared to break the furious flow by attempting to park or turn. This being Southern California, the number of pedestrians on the sidewalk was minimal. And this being Beverly Hills, a fair number of Mercedes and BMWs swept past Theosophus’ tired eyes. But Wilshire Boulevard was a major thoroughfare, linking the breezy beach community of Santa Monica with the third world grime of downtown L.A., so that Theosophus saw a lot of beat-up old clunkers, economical Nissans and Hondas, and plain old American Fords and Chevies, too. The inhabitants of all these various smog-churners checked their cell phones, smoked their cigarettes, chewed their gum, sang to their radios, applied their make-up, and picked their noses, with no seeming awareness that they could be seen.

Theosophus liked to look. Even though a lifetime’s worth of bad luck had squeezed the will right out of him, confining him in a prison of enervated and often drunken passivity, his curiosity was still alive.

“No accident they called me Nosy,” he’d tell his whiskey buddies. “Hell, for a long time I thought that was my real name. The way Mama told it, when I was just a baby in my crib, right there in their bedroom, she and my daddy would see me standing up in that little bed, holding on to the rails like my life depended on it. Squinting to see them better when the two of them were getting it on.”

No matter how many times he told the story, he’d be tickled into laughter, imagining being in his father’s place, uncomfortable at being observed in the sex act by a baby, but also getting off a little that the product of his own seed wanted to see his moves. And just as predictably, his laughter would grow hollow-sounding inside his ears as he recalled his father’s desertion of the family when he was only four, leaving the barest of memories of the man who everyone said was so proud when he was born. Theosophus was never sure whether even those recollections were his own or merely a composite of the few blurry black and whites he had of his daddy and himself, embellished by Mama and Granny’s reminiscences.

For sure, there were a lot of memories of his younger days that he knew were his very own, like his terror of the cockroaches that scuttled across the bathroom floor when he had to pee in the middle of the night. Granny called them cock-a-roaches in her high-pitched Alabama voice, and those horrifying creatures with their creepy-crawly, wiggling feelers caused more whuppings than anything else in his childhood. 

For years, he’d hold onto his urine every night so he didn’t have to navigate that bug-filled bathroom, pressing his two hands frantically against his dick in a vain effort to hold back the tide, until his bladder burst into the dreaded warm soaking of his bedsheets. 

Mama never seemed to care why he peed himself so often. She only resented peeling the stained sheets off the bed each morning, their now-cold dampness infecting the bedroom and her hands with the smell of a neglected urinal. She’d look her rage at him as she marched those bedclothes out of the room he shared with his half-brother and sisters to stuff into the plastic garbage bag that soon smelled like a urinal itself. She’d take the bag with her to the Beverly Hills house she cleaned every day, washing its coarse contents right along with the unsuspecting rich old white lady’s eyelet-bordered bedclothes. Mama would always whup him good after lecturing him. Didn’t he have any consideration for her, having to sneak his smelly sheets into Mrs. Levitt’s house? Going on about how she and Granny couldn’t afford their own machine and all, didn’t he know, and how she had a mind anyway to never wash his sheets again, see how he’d like the fusty feel of them night after night, if it weren’t for the fact that his brother and sisters would complain about the smell. And then she’d bring out the awful hairbrush that never touched a hair, tattooing its harsh design onto his butt. Or, if she was late for work, she’d just yank down his pants, having to make do with using her bare hand to slap her frustration at him.

Somewhere inside his resentment of Mama lurked a knowledge that she didn’t want to hurt him. She was just tired out from taking care of two families and two houses with nobody to help her out, except sometimes some dog of a man would do her the favor of sleeping in her bed for a few weeks or months and get her pregnant again. 

It was only when he went swimming one summer with his best new school buddy Antwan—at the public pool adjacent to the projects where Antwan and his mama lived—that he gave up the bed-wetting for good. The steamy, smelly men’s locker-room was the site of his conversion into a non-bed wetter. Changing into the dazzling aquamarine swim trunks Granny had taken the bus all the way to a downtown L.A. discount store to buy, he was confronted by a group of strange boys who gathered around to look at his chafed and inflamed buttocks, a perennial source of pain resulting from a devilish combination of Mama’s hair-brush beatings and urine-soaking. The rest of them had picked up the taunt of one particularly nasty bully, chanting “Red butt, red butt.”  

Antwan had pulled him outdoors to the pool area, where a tanned and toned lifeguard patrolled the decking, his TV commercial looks stunning the black and Mexican kids into an intimidated obedience. 

“Won’t nobody bother you when Matt’s looking. He watches out for us younger kids,” Antwan had whispered knowingly, socking Theosophus on the arm to show he didn’t care if his friend’s butt was red. 

He would learn years later how pissed-off Matt Hayes of Malibu was that a nasty, hide-the-assets-and-cry-poor divorce tactic by his gynecologist father had necessitated his mom’s move into a modest apartment—leaving his falling-apart mother muttering embarrassingly, “You’d think a man who spent half of his waking hours looking up women’s vaginas would have more respect for his own wife!”  Especially since it required that Matt sacrifice his passion for surfing to get a summer job to pay for college the next year. Every bully from the projects was a welcome target for a piece of Matt’s anger at his dad.

Matt was a good kid, though. He’d become a friend to Theosophus and Antwan, showing them strokes that would move their bodies more smoothly through the water and filling them with fantasies of white boy life as he described the high of riding the waves. Theosophus could see young Matt now, laying down his Day-Glo orange bullhorn to show how his body swayed on his board for balance, his lean limbs graceful, his blue eyes seeing an approaching white beach as far away from this dark-body-dotted, heavily-chlorinated pool as anything could be.

It was an older Matt who’d helped an older Theosophus get his custodial job at UCLA. Theosophus winced. He didn’t want to think about that. It was worse than the cockroaches—which he’d won the battle over in the end. Once he made up his mind to venture into that terrifying bathroom at night, he’d perfected the art of the tip-toe, figuring that the less of his foot that made contact with the tiles, the less the chance of it touching a dreaded roach. “Like one of them ballet dancers,” chuckled Theosophus, pirouetting around his shopping cart before reaching deep inside for the bottle he’d hidden for just such a moment. He didn’t want to think, or the losing of his job would come back to him. No, he didn’t want to think about that at all.
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Three
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ARIEL WAS IMAGINING herself treading hesitantly on the soft-needled earth of an African forest, inching toward the crouched figure of a toothless old woman, when the reverberations of an over-amped bass blasted into her fantasy, announcing that something was coming at her. 

“Jesus!” Jumping out of the way of a speeding black Trans Am, she knocked her mail bag hard against her right leg, a couple of sharp-edged catalogues slicing her knee. Half of her wanted to jump into her delivery van and take off after the son of a bitch, but she knew it was futile. How fast did she think she could go in her U.S. Post Office utility vehicle? “No better than a golf cart,” she muttered, hobbling across the sidewalk to lower her pouch onto old Mrs. Goldberg’s lawn and sitting down to resentfully rub her knee. The pasty flesh covering it was already turning into a Rorschach of ugly bruising and scraped skin.

These bastards treat Martel like a freeway, she reflected, not for the first time since taking over this route from Denise, a dedicated Catholic who was on leave after delivering her fifth child. Denise was a slow-walker. Ariel figured it came from not wanting to get home any sooner than she had to, only to be met by the noisy demands of all those kids. 

As far as this neighborhood was concerned, Denise’s absence had been Ariel’s gain, for these folks were volubly grateful to her for getting them their mail earlier rather than later, most of them being old and retired, time weighing on them like drying concrete. Even bills and circulars advertising cut-rate carpet cleaning were a welcome relief from the ticking of the clock, the endless drone of leaf-blowers, and televisions turned up loud to give the illusion of company. 

Come to think of it, it was a miracle Denise’s slow trot hadn’t gotten her run down years ago. Ariel laughed out loud, ruefully acknowledging that she’d probably been dawdling herself as she’d crossed Martel. As she hefted her bag onto her shoulder, she wondered what she’d been so lost-in-space about. And then she remembered. It was those Eve bones. 

She limped up the slightly inclined, Saltillo tiled walk leading to Mrs. Goldberg’s front door. Roses, yellow and pink, their petals layered like peonies, bordered the pathway. They smelled like heaven. She wished Denise would just give in and stay home forever with all those babies, leaving this route permanently to her.

[image: image]

Even though Ariel was spot-on about the loneliness of the old, she’d have been surprised to learn that Selma Goldberg had been standing at her living room window for a good fifteen minutes, anticipating the arrival of the new mail lady. Selma muttered to herself, “What was her name? Alice? Abigail?” What did it matter? So she’d ask her again, trusting she wouldn’t hold her rotten memory against her. She was nice, so much nicer than that lazy Denise who couldn’t budge herself to get here until the last minute and yet couldn’t be bothered to utter a few courteous words. It dawned on Selma that this one might be a shikseh, too, but who cared? The girl looked happier to see her than her own daughter Edith, who came over once a week, her smile stiff and her conversation unimaginative. And all those repetitious questions about her health, like she was going to maybe die tomorrow? Selma sometimes wondered if that was what Edith was secretly wishing, so that she could be relieved of her daughterly duties.

Anticipating Ariel’s appearance, she’d been watching from her front room window when the reckless driver nearly ran the girl down. Letting out a little gasp, she’d nearly dropped the still-warm packet of chocolate chip cookies she’d baked for her. A nice round sponge cake would have been her preference, but she’d been concerned that the girl wouldn’t be able to find room for it in her bag. A smashed sponge cake wasn’t worth thinking about. Instead, she’d wrapped a bunch of cookies in a couple of paper napkins.

She didn’t think Abi ... whatshername would mind. She’d put the cookies into a Macy’s bag with a couple of handles so she could hang it over her wrist and take a nibble any time she wished as she walked her route.

Rushing to the door to see if the girl was all right, Selma flung it open and cried, “He nearly killed you,” only to be greeted by Ariel’s startled gaze as she looked up from the mail slot. Ariel quickly rearranged her features into a reassuring smile. 

“Hey, Mrs. G, don’t look so upset, it really doesn’t hurt much at all.” 

Selma was only momentarily taken aback by the casual appellation. She reasoned silently with herself that if she couldn’t even remember such a nice girl’s name, she could certainly put with her calling her “Mrs. G.”

[image: image]

Coming from a long line of repressed Methodists, Ariel couldn’t help but respond to the warmth of these elderly Jews on her route, but she found their intensity a little melodramatic. 

Try as she might, though, she couldn’t stop Mrs. Goldberg from hauling her into her dining room—with its unfamiliar, tapestry-upholstered dining room chairs and its conflicting smells of chocolate chip cookies and pot roast—to inspect her knee, on which the eagle eyes of Selma Goldberg had detected what Ariel had to admit were an I Ching hexagram’s worth of scrapes. Ariel rolled her eyes as the insistent Selma went to fetch some iodine, chanting “Bastard!” several times as if wrapping the word around Ariel and herself in a sacred ritual. 

While Selma banged around in her medicine cabinet, Ariel took a deep breath and let her mail pouch down onto the thick Persian carpet, wondering at its pristine cleanliness. Does she really eat here? she wondered, thinking of the greasy spills and crumbs that littered the linoleum under her own kitchen table. Jezebel would have a field day with this rug, she realized, imagining the animal digging her claws into its rich pile. 

Ariel complained to herself half-heartedly that she was running late, then took a bite out of one of Mrs. Goldberg’s cookies, which was still warm enough to spurt melty chocolate across her tongue.

Humming a little as she chewed, she let her eyes travel to a gallery of photographs, clearly hung with great care on Selma Goldberg’s dining room wall. Most of their burnished frames looked as old as the sepia-toned photographs they enclosed. The largest was of a man and woman, neither of them young, though he was clearly the older of the two, his hair considerably thinned out at the crown and whitish at the sides. The couple posed with an air of formal dignity, dressed up and somber for the camera in front of a heavily draped window. 

The man stood behind the woman, their bodies lightly touching. His erect bearing was turn-of-the-century Prussian military, as was his walrus mustache. Something about his eyes commanded Ariel to come closer. She stood abruptly, banging her sore knee and silently swearing as she approached the photograph. She tiptoed, wary of having Mrs. Goldberg catching her nose to nose with one of her ancestors. The shape of the man’s face was a ringer for Mrs. Goldberg’s, as were his beautiful dark eyes and wide forehead. Only, his left eye sagged down just perceptibly at its outer corner, giving his whole expression a saddened cast. 

The woman by his side didn’t so much look sad as mysterious. She wore a dark dress with white lace at the collar and cuffs, and her ornate black slippers had cutouts across her slightly age-thickened ankles. Her smile enigmatic and her eyes luminous, the woman rested one arm across an ample and surprisingly sensual lap that looked like it could have produced scores of descendants. She was resting her left hand so lightly on the bench where she sat that Ariel imagined it moving, lifting up to twine its fingers with those of her masculine partner and flying off with him out the window into the darkest night.

Ariel dashed back to her chair, banging her knee yet a third time, as she heard Selma Goldberg’s feet shuffle down the hall.

“Here,” Selma said authoritatively, entering the room. She reached down to swab Ariel’s scraped skin with scarlet liquid that ran like blood down her shin.

Before she could stop herself, Ariel heard an unwelcome “Ow!” escape her throat and watched alarm rise up in Selma’s eyes.

“Not to worry, Mrs. G. I just forgot how much this fucking stuff burns.” Her hand flew up to cover her mouth.

Selma’s eyes twinkled. She lowered her body with a relieved “oomph” onto the chair next to Ariel. “You think I’m going to wash out your mouth with soap, or something?” She leaned forward confidingly. “My Edith, you’d never know she was brought up in a good home the way she’d yell I was the meanest mother in the neighborhood. You’d think maybe I was a monster for putting a little iodine on her.” Then suddenly, Mrs. Goldberg fell silent.

“What is it, Mrs. G?”

Selma shrugged. “Children. One day you’re wiping a scraped knee, the next thing you know they’re ready to put you into a home.” She snorted derisively. “Home! More like a concentration camp for the drooling relatives nobody wants.” Ariel shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Selma put up a hand. “Oh, I know what kind of pressure Edith is under, but who told her to have so many children?” Ariel, who was having a hard time following her, tried nodding sympathetically. “Four already, and now, God forbid, one more in her belly. It’s what she gets for marrying that Max. It isn’t enough he makes her keep kosher?” Selma shot her a sharp look. “Those Orthodox, you know, they’re like rabbits. As if the strength of our people comes from sheer numbers. I told her, ‘You think maybe the birth of enough Deborahs and Rebekkas and Jacobs will compensate for the obliteration of my Uncle Morris and Auntie Miriam? You think you can wipe away God’s darkness in abandoning us so easily? You think maybe God was taking a little nap while that madman Hitler’—and here, to Ariel’s horror, the old woman actually spat onto the carpet—‘and his thugs were piling up mountains of Jewish bones?’”

Ariel gasped.

Selma glanced up, startled, as if she’d forgotten where she was. “Oy,” she said, rubbing the heel of her shoe over the damp spot on the carpet, “what’s the matter with me? I invite you into my house and right away it’s me and my troubles.” Noticing a gratifying smear of chocolate on Ariel’s cheek, she shifted gears with astonishing agility. “So what do you think? The cookies, they taste all right? Not too soft? Maybe a little too sweet?”

Ariel had to go to some pains to assure the woman that the cookies tasted just right, that, in fact, she’d never eaten such delicious cookies in her life. “Not ever,” she found herself repeating, seeing the doubt still written on Selma’s wrinkled forehead.

Seemingly still not satisfied, the old woman worried at it. “A sponge cake, it would have been better?”

Ariel laughed. She got the game. “Well, a sponge cake now. Let’s see—that’ll have to wait till I actually do get run over. You can bring it to me in the hospital.”

Selma snorted. “You’re having a joke with me, eh?” She smoothed the folds at her lap contentedly.   

As she hefted her bag up onto her shoulder, Ariel swung her head back toward the gallery of photographs. “Maybe you’ll tell me about those pictures on your wall sometime.” She thumped her pouch apologetically. “But I gotta go now or Uncle Sam will have my, er ... I’ll never get this mail delivered today.” 

“Watch out for yourself!” Selma called out to her retreating back. “Maybe I’ll make you a little homentaschen tomorrow. Just keep an eye out for those hooligans in their cars!”
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IT DIDN’T TAKE a hooligan to make Ariel miss delivering Selma’s mail the following day. The Union 76 Station at Third and Robertson wasn’t her favorite place to get gas—she swore they charged you double for the thrill of filling your tank within walking distance of the pricey little boutiques and antique shops hugging Robertson all the way to Melrose. But the Corolla had called her unhappy attention to her fuel indicator by a fit of coughing spurts and drags, just as she was gloating that she was going to make it to Miller-Robertson Animal Hospital early enough to be on time for work. Jezzie had struggled all night to bring up what was obviously one exceedingly recalcitrant hair ball, and Ariel knew she would die of guilt if she didn’t pick up some Laxatone this morning to help ease the damned stuff out.

Which was why she nearly had a nervous breakdown when the gasoline hose at pump number three refused to honor the deal she and her credit card had made with it, adding injury to insult by wildly spewing its foul-smelling contents the moment she removed the hose to inspect it. Which, in turn, was why she hadn’t even bothered to object when a capable masculine hand carefully took the hose from her and actually managed to stick it back into her tank, where it obediently began to do what it’d been supposed to do in the first place.

She glanced down in disgust at her splattered Nikes, then looked up to offer her thanks. 

“Oh.”

He laughed and extended his hand. “I know what it’s like. Done it myself. I’m Ben Doyle.” He flushed. “Benjamin, actually. You live a floor below me, don’t you?”

Reaching out her own hand, she realized it was covered with gasoline. “Oh, hell.” She quickly drew her hand away, then left it mid-air, as if she couldn’t figure out where to put it.

“Oh, for God’s sake, you’re covered in it, aren’t you?” He sped away to get some windshield towels and, returning, took her hand in his and gently wiped it.

She couldn’t move. He laughed. She looked up sharply. “What?” 

“I don’t know—it’s just that I’ve been wanting to introduce myself to you for weeks. You a native?” She looked confused, until he added, “Angelino, I mean.” She nodded. “Just moved out here myself. From Iowa, actually. Anyway, it’s funny, isn’t it? Bumping into each other at some random gas station?” 

Ariel’s stomach lurched. Those serious blue eyes of his were crinkled warmly at the corners now. He wasn’t one-dimensional after all, but she wasn’t sure if he was being genuinely kind or just polite. But he was saying something. “Do you ... Is your route around here?”

“Hmm?” She looked down at her uniform, catching her scraped knee as she did. “Oh.” Flushing, she quickly explained about Jezebel. He actually seemed interested. Then he said, “Hey, you wouldn’t want to have a beer with me after work tonight, would you?”

She blinked. Twice. Guys like Benjamin Doyle usually treated her as if she were invisible. But he’d said he was new in town. He was probably lonely. Well, she knew about lonely, didn’t she? With an unvoiced what the hell? she replied, “Sure. I mean, I don’t think I have anything planned for tonight.”

She had to pretend to have the stomach flu to call in sick for the rest of the day and get home to do some reasonable facsimile of housekeeping before he showed up. She needn’t have bothered. He didn’t even glance inside her apartment when he arrived. She nearly laughed at her craziness before reluctantly shutting the door behind her, her just-washed hair cascading damp ringlets around her face.  Benjamin actually took her elbow as they descended the stairs, and she barely knew what to do with herself when he held open the door of his Jeep Cherokee for her. She felt more than a little clumsy as she maneuvered her body into the passenger seat. 

Fortunately, as soon as he started up the motor Benjamin proved to have a talent for conversation, so they didn’t have to suffer through too many long pauses. But once they ended up at Jameson’s, they had to compete with Monday Night Football to hear each other. She found herself shouting, “No, my mother’s dead,” after being asked, “So, does your family live close by?”

Benjamin startled her by standing abruptly. He slid his tall frame beside her on the booth just before their waitress arrived to take their order. Their arms were touching. “That’s better,” he pronounced. “I’m so sorry about your mother.” She didn’t know what to say, so she pretended to study the menu. There was a moment’s pause and then he asked, “Do you know what you want?” She stiffened, then gave an embarrassed little laugh. 

Once they’d ordered, he leaned back and massaged his left shoulder. She struggled to take her eyes away from the coiled brown hairs on the back of his hand.  “Man,” he said, “I’ve got the trainer from hell. He’s determined to get this Iowa boy in shape, even if he has to kill me in the process.” She tried smiling. A trainer. Of course. She became distinctly aware of the fullness of her own thighs. 

But between Benjamin’s affable manner and a pint of one of Ireland’s finest, she broke free from self-flagellation long enough to begin regaling him with stories of growing up in L.A., throwing in the obligatory celebrity sightings that non-locals loved to hear about. She even allowed herself to ask a few of the million questions she had about him, starting with, “So how does an Iowa boy decide he wants to be an actor?”

Benjamin responded surprisingly non-defensively. If anything, he looked pleased by her interest. “It’s all down to the University of Iowa Cinema program. Not that I was in it. I was actually on track to becoming a biomedical engineer. But my roommates were in film, and they needed someone to lead in their senior project, and I used to goof around with my sister when I was a kid, doing scenes from our favorite movies, and ... well, I got hooked. Crazy, huh? Nearly gave my parents a heart attack.”

She laughed. “I get that. Not exactly a secure career path.” She made a face. “I should talk. Miss English Major has stretched her horizons by delivering mail.”

He studied her. She wasn’t sure whether his expression was sympathetic or merely appraising. More to get out of the spotlight than anything else, she said, “You introduced yourself as Ben, then switched it to Benjamin. What do you like to go by?”

He made a face. “You’ve got me there. At home everyone calls me Ben Junior. And I mean everyone. Friends, teachers—certainly family; my dad’s Ben Senior.” He flushed. “I guess you realized that.” She gave him an encouraging smile, and he continued. “But when I came out here, I got lucky enough to land an agent pretty quickly. It was actually thanks to one of those Cinema program pals. Anyway, he told me that ‘Benjamin’ was going to work better for lead roles.” He laughed. “The poor fool sees me as a hot property.”

Ariel didn’t doubt it for a second. “So what do you prefer to be called?”

With warmth filling his eyes, he said, “Hadn’t thought about it until now, but I think I’d like you to call me Ben.”

“Hi, Ben,” she said softly, liking the sound of it on her lips and sensing that something had just shifted between them. 

Somehow they got to the fact that they’d both been born in 1992, actually within a month of each other. Their waitress, overhearing, asked for each of their birthdays, informed them with an air of dead seriousness that his was on the cusp of Taurus and Gemini, while hers made her pure Aries. Since neither one of them knew what that meant, they decided it was more significant that their shared musical tastes ranged from the golden oldies to Lana del Rey, Francis and the Lights, and Kehlani; that they’d both binge-watched The Night Manager and Fleabag; and that they preferred Harp Lager to Guinness. The latter so much so that she got home in rather worse shape than when she’d left. 

But she didn’t care. She’d spent her first evening since college with a man she liked, one who could actually hold a decent conversation and who didn’t try to push his luck when he walked her to her apartment. She didn’t even care that she stepped into a curdle of cat puke as soon as she shut the front door.
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AS SHE TURNED the corner from Third Street onto Martel a few weeks later, Ariel realized she was hefting enough extra weight to add an extra ounce of perspiration to her upper lip. In a lethal series of Tuesday and Thursday night dinners, she’d been strudelled and homentaschened into an extra five pounds—all of them seeming to have a particular affection for her thighs and buttocks—by the relentless Selma Goldberg. Selma’s winning way with pastry dough was undeniable, but worse, she’d turned out to be an all-around genie in the kitchen, her delectable recipes for roast chicken and knishes and aromatic matzo ball soups a testimony to the fine-tuning of generations of Jewish matriarchs. 

Ariel, who’d been wooed into an improbable friendship with Selma by the older woman’s genuine interest in her and by her fascinating stories of shtetl life, had to admit that the dinners were a welcome bonus. Selma’s lovingly wrought, unfamiliar concoctions were a far cry from the macaroni and cheese and tuna casseroles that her mother had disinterestedly dished up when she was a kid. Even farther from the microwaved TV dinners she made for herself these days, their lack of taste and texture obliterated from awareness by the books that she inevitably propped next to her plate as she shoveled in the calories. She’d started to think that the talent for good cooking (or the lack thereof) must be in the genes. 

Ariel mused that Mrs. G had really outdone herself last night, spooning an intoxicating dish called noodle kugel onto her plate beside a generous hill of wafer-thin-sliced brisket. She unconsciously licked her lips as she raised the lion’s head knocker on the woman’s front door. 

“Selma,” she called out. “It’s me. I’ve got your mail.” 

No answer. Where was she? Disappointed and vaguely worried, she shoved Mrs. Goldberg’s daily ration of circulars into the mail slot. The next-door neighbor’s mean old cat Nicholas nearly tripped her as she turned back down the walkway. She was convinced that the ancient, bitten-eared tabby lay in wait for her with the express intention of bringing her down. 

“Someday I’m gonna bring Jezzie out here and sic her on you,” she swore, reluctant to admit that her own half-blind cat wouldn’t stand a chance against this battle-scarred veteran. The tom licked his hind leg with a “Who cares what you think?” air as she marched toward his owner’s house.

Ariel’s bag was nearly empty when she sensed a strong wind kicking up. She looked up at the cloudless sky. The Santa Anas had arrived, and it was only Monday. She made a face. The hot, seasonal Southern California winds were great if you were at the beach or drinking beer in an air-conditioned condo, but they were hell when you earned your living lugging mail out-of-doors and slept on the second floor in a poorly ventilated apartment building. Ariel dreaded the sweat-drenched tossing and turning in her sheets that was sure to come that night. She wondered if she should finally bite the bullet and spring for one of those lightweight portable air coolers they sold at Sears. Sure, the Santa Anas would probably last for a week at the most, but wasn’t it worth the expense to be spared the torture of insomnia? And what about Jezzie? Was it fair to subject her to days’ worth of panting and lying flattened under the bed just because her human was such a cheapskate? 

It was earthquake weather, too, she reminded herself grimly, charily sliding her clammy shorts-exposed thighs onto the burning seat of her delivery van. She’d left the towel that she used to cover the seat in the still-unsorted bundle of clean laundry in her basket at home. And now it occurred to her that she’d forgotten to stow the basket in her bedroom closet. Jezebel’s hairs would be all over her clean linens. Disgusted with herself, she aimed her vehicle for the Bicentennial Post Office.

Depositing her mail truck behind the building, she headed back toward her sunbaked Corolla. Behind her, someone called out. “Hey, Ariel!”

Turning, Ariel saw her co-worker Kineesha Washington, whose symmetrical cornrows glistened over her forehead with little pearls of perspiration as she moved toward her with gazelle-like grace. She felt a particular bond with Kineesha, the two of them being the only mail carriers working out of this particular postal branch who’d been to college. But the reason for Kineesha’s underachieving was more valid in Ariel’s eyes. Graduating with a major in sociology, Kineesha was just about to go on for her Master’s when her older sister had been killed in a shocking three-vehicle car wreck on the 405. Now she had a quartet of nieces and nephews to feed.

But at this moment Kineesha was grinning impishly. “Want to get in on the raffle, hon?” she said. “We all know it’s earthquake weather, right? Henry’s taking bets on when it’s going to hit. And if it doesn’t, we’ll use the takings for a group breakfast this Sunday at Du-par’s to celebrate that we’re still alive!”

Ariel shuddered. In the past, she’d tried making a joke to her co-workers of the last big quake, centered in Northridge in 1994. None of them believed she could have remembered anything, since she was less than three at the time, but she did. Hiding under the skimpy kitchen table with her mother, who nearly pinched her to death as the cabinets emptied themselves onto the suddenly unstable floor. She’d off-handedly described it as “the dance of the dishes,” but she could tell that her forced, jittery laughter had betrayed her very real terror.

She didn’t like the idea, betting on disaster, but she liked it less that Kineesha would know she was still a chicken, so she grinned a lie. “Sure,” she said, forking over a five-dollar bill.

“Damned stupid thing to bet on,” she muttered twenty minutes later, certain she was going to broil to death in Sears’ jam-packed parking lot. She watched helplessly as scores of customers entered the store. She was convinced they were buying up the last of the air coolers before she could even find a parking space. Her hair plastered to her cheeks with sweat, she hurried toward the entrance, but just then a gust of hot wind propelled an errant newspaper page up from the grimy pavement. The paper tackled her ankles and flapped right around her calf. She looked around in embarrassment at being singled out by this piece of flying trash. 

When she reached down to extricate herself, one of the smaller headlines caught her eye. “Eve Bones to UCLA,” it announced tantalizingly, and, with only a moment’s hesitation and one more quick glance to see if anyone was looking, Ariel scrunched up the page and shoved it into her battered handbag before entering the store.

Buying the air cooler turned out to be the easy part. Ariel assumed that lugging mail around for years had given her some pretty decent arm muscles, but trying to maneuver the boxed cooler up the stairs of her apartment building was killing her. Actually, it wasn’t that heavy, but the damned thing was cumbersome. She’d tried knocking on Ben’s door to ask him to help her, but he wasn’t home. She wondered if he was out on an audition. In his four months in L.A., he’d landed only one bit part on Brooklyn Nine-Nine—totally psyched that he’d actually had a scene with Andy Samberg—and a non-speaking (and therefore poorly paid) role in a Bud Light commercial. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t been gobbled up yet for something better. He looked younger than his twenty-seven years and, as far as she was concerned, he way out-classed most of the current crop of working actors in the looks department. It was probably because he was a million times smarter than anyone in the position of casting him.

She couldn’t believe she was actually kind of seeing someone, not that either one of them had mentioned exclusivity. But still. Her delight that they shared a taste for old movies and old music (even down to the two great Otises, Johnny Otis and Otis Redding) and her surprise at the number of challenging books on his shelves had landed her right where she never wanted to be. Stevie Nicks had gotten that one wrong, hadn’t she? Drowning in the sea of love was decidedly not where she wanted to drown. 

But she’d been about as good at saying no to Ben’s invitations for dinner and movies and walks as she was to a piece of Selma’s kugel.  She’d even submitted to fooling around a little with him on his double bed last weekend, though she’d tried to protect her vulnerable feelings by stopping things before they got out of hand. She knew that as soon as Ben got his big break, she’d be history.

Ariel cried out as the air cooler box slid away from her grasp and dropped heavily onto her living room floor. She knelt down, on the brink of tears. If she’d broken the damned thing, she was going to kill herself. It had to be at least a hundred degrees in her apartment. She wiped the perspiration from her forehead and invoked God’s name a couple of times as a pungent smell invaded her nostrils, reminding her that she’d failed to empty Jezzie’s litter box that morning. Gritting her teeth, she fled to her bedroom. As she tossed her sweaty shirt onto the bed, she noticed that Jezebel had puked all over the laundry basket in the corner. 

“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” She wished that somebody were there to set up the air cooler, pour her a beer, and massage her swollen feet. Instead, she yanked on her refrigerator door, leaving it open to cool the kitchen while she poured herself a glass of beer and turned on the radio. She settled herself at the table with her legs stretched out on a second chair and took a long draft of the ice-cold liquid. She leaned her head back and was just beginning to feel like a
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