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burroughs said poets
are lazy writers
and I am
a lazy poet
so be it
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Chapter 1
He is sitting outside on the leather couch in the scorching desert heat. He is talking to himself, laughing. He hardly takes time for a drag from his cigarette. There is a chocolate drink in his hand, that he has forgotten about. When the gates to his brain are not fully shut like right now, his thoughts flood the cactus garden in front of him: his four brothers, the summer he taught tennis on Long Island, his time at Ralph Lauren, his mushroom trips with Frank in the California desert, the poems he wrote and now has a hard time reciting by heart, the months that were wrenched from him as a Mormon missionary in Idaho. The forty year old long-term memory forces itself into sentences without beginning or end. Most of the time he is amused by it. He has not cried over it in a long time. The voices in his head no longer make him paranoid, and if they do, just mildly. He has gotten used to them in the two years and has made his peace with them.
Today he even notices Little Bear. The dog is taking position in front of him, begging for attention. It has become rare that she even tries. There is no point to it, she has learnt. But today there’s hope, the animal senses, and she is briefly being tapped on her head.
I’m observing Jackson from the side. He is especially handsome today. Although he’s dirty, his hair is up in a Mohawk because he spends a lot of time in bed, and he can’t be bothered with shaving, his beauty hasn’t vanished. It has changed, it seems deeper now that it’s crackled here and there, but it’s still one of the first things both women and men notice about him.
I like the detours through the geography of his life. I now sit with him whenever he is talkative. By now, I’m the only person who finds her way through this jungle and who can put all these single pieces of the puzzle into something whole, something that makes sense. I am also the only person who still tries. On one of these detours I’ve taken up smoking again. Just to share something with him, to head outside to the couch together for a cigarette break, to walk these few steps, to hand over the pack, to light each other’s cigarette and to slide the ashtray closer. It’s been a while since he has given up eating. I haven’t stopped suggesting certain dishes. I like the everyday quality of the question. Every time his No sounds like it is the first one and only temporary in nature. When he is not laying on his bed, I’m eating next to him. From the couch the view drifts over the barren mountains to the North; they cast red shadows on the other side of the highway in the early morning hours. At night you can see the few and far between lights of Joshua Tree seven miles to the West. Further away, in a north-easterly direction, there are more glaring lights: it’s the Twentynine Palms Marine Base. After September 11, 2001, access to it has become almost impossible, and since the war started I’m no longer toying with the idea of a sightseeing tour in my neighbor’s ice cream truck, posing as her employee.
We rarely sit on the back terrace these days, it’s too far away from the bed room. It is big, the size of an outdoor restaurant patio. In the hot desert nights you can see the full moon rising over the rocks of the National Park from here. The white desert sands illuminate the cacti, the coyotes and the desert tortoises from underneath. The Joshua Tree National Park starts right here. The dirt road, that goes off Highway 62, ends at the house. No one will be able to squeeze in between me and the mountains in the future. That and the five acres which the house sits on, secure enough privacy for eternity. My eternity anyway. We only come out to the back terrace at night now, when I can sidetrack Jackson on his way to the refrigerator by promising him a fat full moon. Or late in the afternoon, when this side of the house is a few degrees cooler. Sidetracking doesn’t always work. Dementia and change don’t go together well. For him, it’s hard enough to decide on a drink. The high calorie beverage selection has gotten bigger a few days ago. Next to his chocolate drink there is now apple juice, Starbucks Mocca Frappuccino, Coke and Dr. Pepper. It’s easier for him to make up his mind when he stands in front of the fridge than when I tell what we have. The list tends to be too long for his brain. After a long pause, and after asking me to repeat the selection a few times, he usually chooses something from the end of the list. Mocca Frappuccino is his favorite, but he only picks it when he sees it. He can no longer affiliate the name with the bottle.
A few days ago Jackson’s father, John, brought the last two boxes of Jackson’s belongings, that he had found going through his garage in Gallup, New Mexico. There are clothes in one box, and old photos, letters, the 1982 yearbook of Gallup High, and a few typewritten pages with poems in the other. I quickly run over the pages with the poems. At first sight there seems to be nothing that I have not collected and archived before. I put the pages to the photos and the letters; I will go through everything later. While I unpack the clothes box, a leather jacket catches my eye. I try it on and I imagine how I will wear the jacket after Jackson’s death. It fits perfectly. Even though he is thin, he is wider than me although I’m more curved. He’s not even dead yet and you are already grazing his things, I think to myself, that is so wrong. I let the thought go. It’s OK to try the jacket on and to like it; I will wear it like body armor. I’m looking at the three pairs of jeans in the box. Levi’s 32/34 – that’s very good. He needs tighter pants. Two months ago I had bought him three pairs of ripped jeans 33/34. Yesterday I took them all in. Size 32/34 fits him perfectly now, even with diapers.
I light a cigarette while he grabs the yearbook. The cream leather cover is gold embossed and dirty. It will be a lot dirtier soon. I put the book on the coffee table in front of the couch, in his field of vision. Since its reappearance after all these years, Jackson has studied it at least twenty times in detail and for a long time. I’m amazed that he remembers most names without reading up on them. His finger slides carefully over the black-an-white photographs on the glossy pages as he puts the names to the faces. Sometimes he goes through the alphabetical list on the right and is amused by the sound of the names.
His comments about everybody’s styling make me chuckle. All the girls are dressed alike. Nothing I would have ever been caught dead in, I think to myself. But that’s easy for me to say – my rebel teenage years took place in a Swiss city during the seventies, not in the American Southwest of the eighties. I like the yearbook tradition, although it can come across as slightly square. The girls look more peculiar than the boys. In each portrait the fine white feather boa around each girl’s neckline frames the lower part of the picture. And then there is the hair. It’s big, layered and fluffed up – in black, blonde and brunette. Even most Navajo girls give in to the non-style du jour which makes eighteen year olds look like thirty year old house wives. The boys seem to have more of a choice of what they’re wearing. Suits and ties are predominant but there’s the occasional shirt or sweat-shirt here and there.
At least half of the students are Navajo. Gallup is surrounded by Indian reservations, the Navajo Nation being the biggest of them, in numbers and square mileage. But also the Zunis to the South and even the Hopis to the North mean Gallup when they say they’re going to town.
Jackson has worked this way through the yearbook from back to center and has arrived at the section dedicated to hobbies. There is the golf club, the football team, the long distance runners, most of whom are Navajo, and a pyramid of cheerleaders. And then there’s the French club, all kids sporting the same T-shirt which reads “Le Français est dans le vent”, a sentence I’m not sure is grammatically correct or elegant – a literal translation of “French is in the air”, I suppose. Here’s Jackson, framed by two girls who look older than him. A smile into the camera, a little shy maybe, but not insecure.
As he turns the page, the handwritten mockup of a book cover that I had stuck into the yearbook as not to lose it, falls to the floor. Jackson must have been about sixteen when he made it: two photos glued onto white glossy cardboard, on the front cover a close-up, Jackson wearing a cowboy hat, making a face. The black and gold handwritten title reads: “ Jackson Don Juan”. The lead is in pink: “The Latin lover tells his own story”. The spine only says “Autobiography”. It’s the back cover that makes me laugh every time I look at it. First there’s the picture. Jackson in a swimming pool, his wet hair slicked back, a serious look directly into the camera – all Italian or French gigolo and very confident in his beauty. At least when he picked this particular photograph for the cover. Below in beautifully drawn letters:
“About the author: Lord Carver was born and raised in Gallup, New Mexico. He recalls happy childhood memories with strawberry snow cones and his pet grizzly bear. He spent his adolescence in his Dad’s Indian trading post. Known as Atsah Tso oh Big Eagle to local Navajo Indians, Carver is respected and revered. It was apparent to Jacks-Don-Juan at an early age that his inherent sexual magnetism was of no ordinary proportion. In the 4th grade Weeping Fawn asked Jacks to be her boy-friend and learned a painful lesson, one, that many unrequited women to follow had to learn: Jacks is a heartbreaker. Carver is currently living off “the strip” in Provo, Utah. Though he’s mellowed in his older years, he can still be recognized by his flashy turquoise jewelry and his smooth ways with women.”
Below, in the same letters, just slightly bigger and in pink, he had come up with two reviews to his autobiography:
“Sensual… Sizzling… Red Hot!” Cosmopolitan
And:
“If only it was this easy for every men.” Warren Beatty
I pick the autobiography up and hand it to him. But he’s more interested in the yearbook. It holds the key to his temporarily forgotten life.
Jackson reads his friends’ dedications on the first page.
“You are the only person I know who can act like a punk and still look preppy at the same time”, reads one.
I put the chocolate drink into his hand. He has only drunken about four hundred calories today, and it’s already noon. I have a built-in calorie-counter in my brain by now. I should get him to one thousand calories by nightfall. Luckily enough, he smokes, which gives me the opportunity to administer a few calories during cigarette breaks. But I’m out of luck today. After a tiny sip from his can he puts it down on the coffee table, carefully as ever.
He gets up. I automatically glance at his pants to check whether they are wet. They’re not. Not when he drinks that little. I’m happy I don’t have to ask him now whether he wants to change. The odds are very low. The question would certainly destroy the intimacy of the last hours. That is, until he has forgotten about it and we can start all over again. There’s a good side to dementia. Sometimes it’s even impossible to get him to change when he’s wet. His body has lost its sense for it. When he’s very wet is when it works best; then he can either see it or feel it with his hands. That he’s drinking so little as he is today, doesn’t leave me as concerned as it has in the beginning. It will change again, like everything else.
His gait is wooden as he shuffles toward the studio door.
Why don’t you go into the bed room, it’s nice and cool in there, I say.
He doesn’t react to it. Seeing him walk makes one realize how sick he really is. When he gets up his legs are shaky, and it seems he has to anchor them underneath his body for a moment. The virus in his head has taken the smoothness from his gait; the ball of his foot touches the ground first, not his heel. He slowly and carefully opens the studio door and closes it behind him in the same manner. I hear the clicking of the lock. He locks himself in. It has taken a while for me to understand, that he doesn’t lock me out. It helped when I saw him do it from the inside. It’s automatic – a lock is for locking. And it helps when I think about how mild his paranoia has become. If the gentle click of the lock is its only manifestation – I can manage that. On a practical level I took care of all the locks a long time ago; he can’t really lock himself in anywhere. The studio comes with two big sliding glass doors that can’t be locked. Sometimes I have to enter through those at night, when he decides to sleep out in the studio. Both beds, the one in the studio and the one in the bed room, come with a cover around the mattress, and in both rooms there are diapers, towels and fresh clothes nicely stacked. Once he’s ready to freshen up, no precious time must be lost trying to find a T-shirt or a fresh pair of pants. When you finally found it, he might have forgotten all about his intention.
I sleep where he sleeps. I like the nights with him in both places. In the nights he has no trouble finding sleep, I enjoy the normalcy of the situation – a man and a woman in bed. He sleeps, I watch him for a while and glide into a deep, dreamless but always alert sleep myself. In his sleepless nights, his monologues are my lullaby. Or it is the bed gently rocking as the stories in his head make him laugh. In the studio we wake up at dawn. Him by himself, when the first red at the horizon shows through the big sliding doors. Me, when he gets up. It’s slightly darker in the bed room. There we might be laying in bed until six thirty. The swishing of the cover is the starting signal for me to stand by with his fresh clothes. When his brain is well rested, the changing is no problem. He takes off the old, I hand him the new.
Jackson has laid down on the bed in the studio. As usual he keeps his clothes on, even the white tennis shoes. Although it’s only the beginning of June, the temperatures are rising up to 105 degrees in the afternoon. There is no air conditioning in the studio. In half an hour I’ll try to get him up and then I’ll lock the studio from the inside. The house is cooled down nicely, that will be better for him.
In the kitchen I pour hibiscus tea over big ice cubes. I bring the glass into the living room and put it on the table next to the oversized chaise lounge. Once you make yourself comfortable in it, there’s no quick getting up. That’s exactly what I need when I write – not being able to walk away all the time. A serving tray with my computer sits on my lap. The cool breeze from the swamp cooler lets me and my computer get through these hot afternoon hours in functioning mode.
Chapter 2
I’m heading west on highway 62. It’s shortly before eleven in the morning on June 18, 2001. I’m on my way to Palm Springs to find outdoor furniture at its many retro stores. Although the town has been rediscovered as being trendy for a few years now, the flow of cool mid-century modern design pieces doesn’t ebb. In anticipation I have folded down the back seat of my wagon.
All the windows are down and I’m letting the hot desert wind take care of my wet hair. By the time I’m in Joshua Tree it’s all dry. As I slow down at the red light, my eye catches a small store painted in a light green that I’ve never noticed before. Maybe because there haven’t been chairs in front of it. Eight Eames stacking chairs, five in a light gray, three in a darker shade of gray, all in perfect condition, as it seems from far away. Without thinking about it twice, I go into the left lane and take a u-turn after the light in front of the national park’s visitor center. As I pull up in front of the store, a man is stacking dishes onto a metal serving tray. It’s a plastic set from the forties, going by the faded quality of the colors and they match nicely with the milky raspberry metal of the serving tray. I get out of the car and walk around it.
How come they don’t make colors like that anymore, I ask the man who’s been turning around.
So that you have to shop here, he says smiling and comes toward me.
Hi, I’m Frank. I’m happy you stopped. Have a look around, there’s a lot of great stuff, inside as well. We’ve only opened recently.
That explains why I never noticed the store before, I say. Hi, I’m Emma.
He holds his hand out. He has a striking resemblance to Hugh Grant. Just a little rounder. And younger, about thirty-five, I suppose. He’s wearing white khakis, a lime green nylon shirt, and he’s tanned.
How much do you want for the chairs, I ask.
They’re great, right? Let’s say… twenty-five dollars a piece?
He’s trying to feel me out.
Despite the fact that I can put on a good poker face I hope he’s not noticing my surprise. Twenty-five dollars for an Eames stacking chair is nothing. In Los Angeles I’ve seen them go for two hundred.
And if I’ll take them all, they’ll be a hundred and fifty, I say nonchalantly.
He smiles at me.
No, now that wouldn’t be right, would it? We need to have two hundred for them. That’s still a very good price.
It’s a sensational price, I think to myself, and I’m not sure he knows how sensational it really is compared to Los Angeles. Frank lifts one of the light gray chairs up and swivels it around.
They’re in excellent condition, he says. I have them from somebody, who took them out of a community center up here.
He puts the chair back down onto the dried up desert ground.
Even the plastic feet are original and intact, he says now.
Alright, alright, I’m taking them, I laugh.
Very good decision. You won’t regret it, he says.
And then: Are you new up here? I’ve never seen you before.
Yes, I moved into my house about a month ago, I say and point in an easterly direction along the highway.
Excellent, we need more people like you up here, he says charmingly.
I don’t know what exactly he means by that, but I feel flattered and give him a shy smile.
It was love at first sight, I say now, last summer I was up here in the high desert for the first time, I saw the national park and I knew I wanted to own a house here at some point. I just didn’t know I could afford one.
Yes, it’s still easy living up here, he says, but if the prices go up as they do, it will soon be too trendy and we’ll have to find a new place.
I turn one of the melanin cups upside down to see the price. Two dollars. But do I need more dishes? Sure, one can never have too many dishes, I think. Plus, I plan on having lots of guests.
Are you a weekender? Where do you live, in Los Angeles?
Venice.
Oh, really? I have lots of friends there. What do you do?
It’s nice to meet somebody up here, I think and I’m congratulating myself for having made that u-turn.
I write, like everybody in L.A., I say apologetically, I have a little office on Abbot Kinney together with a journalist friend of mine.
Abbot Kinney, huh. The best address in Venice, he says.
Why don’t you come by when you’re in the neighborhood, I say and grab a card out of my purse.
He takes it and walks toward the green entrance. He opens the door with an inviting gesture.
Come on, let’s go inside, he says, I would like you to meet my business partner.
I follow him into the small room. I slide my sunglasses up to see anything at all after the glaring sunlight outside. It’s nice and cool inside, a fan is blowing in my direction. A narrow glass cabinet doubles as a counter. In it there is silver and turquoise jewelry locked away. It looks massive, old and precious. Behind the cabinet a man is sitting on a barstool. His light-blue Mexican shirt is fluttering slightly in the wind of the fan. He has a distinctive face that’s covered by big, tinted glasses, and he has thick brown hair. He’s maybe two or three years older than Frank.
How many times in the last years have I rewound and pushed the repeat button to play this scene over and over again in my head to figure out what my first impression was of Jackson? It’s become a ritual by now. In good times and in not so good times. In the moments when we were symbiotically happy and in the moments, when I wanted him to go to hell and they wouldn’t have let him in. I have gone back and forth and back and forth between pre- and self-determination without coming to a conclusion. A more light-hearted way to look at things though – it was a shopping frenzy that got me into trouble and changed my life categorically.
He smiles at me from behind his glasses and gets up slowly.
This is Emma, Frank introduces me, she recently bought a house up here and comes out for the weekends.
Hi, I’m Jackson, he says soft-spoken.
Emma decided to go for the eight chairs, Frank tells him and looks at him tellingly.
Very good, Jackson says and sits back down.
Sales are very welcome at this time, he says, making Frank’s look transparent.
He’s fishing for an invoice pad in a stack of papers on the counter.
Did Frank give you a good price?
Was there a slight twinkle in his right eye?
It seemed you were negotiating quite a bit out there.
He finally finds the pad and is carefully evening out the top sheet with the back of his hand.
Two hundred dollars, nothing I could do, I laugh shrugging.
Jackson turns to the window sill on his right and grabs an ink pad. He puts it on the counter and gently presses the stamp into it.
D-A-T-U-R-A, I read out loud after he stamps the invoice.
We wanted to be named after a desert plant, Frank says.
Datura? I don’t think I know which ones those are, how do they look?
Look out here, these white, big, trumpet like flowers, these are daturas…
Frank is standing by the door, pointing to a spot the size of a towel which might eventually turn into a garden.
…they’re technically a weed. They grow all along the highway out here.
And they have healing and hallucinogenic qualities, Jackson adds while scribbling the invoice.
Frank puts my card on the counter.
Jackson looks at it and puts it back down.
De Antoni, isn’t that an Italian last name, he asks.
My grandparents, I say, they immigrated to Switzerland from Italy. I grew up in Switzerland.
I grab the card.
I’ll give you my house phone number out here as well, I say and take the pen from Jackson.
I’ll deliver the chairs of course, they’ll only scratch your nice car, Frank says, pointing to the red pickup truck that’s parked in front of my wagon.
Oh, don’t worry about the scratching, I say, but I’m on my way to Palm Springs to find some outdoor furniture.
Oh, there’s plenty of that down below, he says and pins my card to the wall behind Jackson.
Then he goes to the back of the store.
We also have a few pieces of clothing and other fun stuff back here, he says inviting me in. He points to a small opening in the wall I hadn’t noticed. It’s a narrow, short corridor with a clothes rack on the right and shelving on the left. There are used CDs, colorful silk scarves from the fifties, old cookie jars, serving trays from diners that have closed shop a long time ago, faded postcards. I go through the $5 CDs, Frank goes through the silk scarves.
On one of the shelves there is a beautiful selection of oversized ashtrays that evoke better times with chic cigarettes and elegant coffee tables.
Too bad, I don’t smoke anymore, I say and touch an eccentric yellow glass ashtray that might as well double as a murder weapon.
For good customers we like adding extra, Frank says when we are back at the counter, and he produces a light-blue scarf from behind his back.
It fits your coloring, take it, he smiles.
Jackson looks at Frank, amused. Then he shrugs off my mild protest.
I dig in my purse and realize finally, that I must have left without my checkbook.
No problem, they both say.
I’ll write a check when Frank comes by with the chairs.
I’ll call you when I’m back home, I say and go to the door.
They both follow me outside into the glaring sunlight.
That was so nice to meet you, I say, you’re the first people I’ve met up here.
I hug Frank first, then Jackson.
Frank feels warm and soft, Jackson skinny but strong.
He adjusts his big glasses, that slipped off center when we hugged. Are these women’s glasses? Seventies’ glasses? They are overwhelming; I wish his eyes would show more.
I’m almost at the car when I turn around to invite them to my birthday party this coming Sunday.
Chapter 3
This time the u-turn is illegal. Over the double yellow line and off to Palm Springs. I sing along to a local country station although I’m not that into country. I’ve been lucky twice, I think. The chairs were a steal, and I met people who could become friends. Best not to tell anyone about the eight Eames chairs for two hundred dollars. Nobody would believe it anyway, especially not somebody from Los Angeles. They don’t need to be cruising up here and mess with the prices. I’m glad I bought the house at the exact moment when the high desert’s attraction to homebuyers was palpable, without the prices being influenced by it yet. I had paid the ridiculous amount of $84,000, with a down payment of $20,000. I took out a mortgage for the rest, which came out to a monthly payment of $450. For the five acres alone that would have been a sensational bargain. But on top of that, it’s not exactly a dog house, that’s sitting on the land. The house was built in 1954 in something called California ranch-house style. Three bedrooms, two baths, an enormous living room and a very spacious kitchen. Its size paired with a very smart layout makes it comfortable. Its view makes it spectacular. Miles and miles of vistas on three sides make for hours and hours of sitting outside and staring into the distance, both day and night. And laying down outside on a moonless night makes for the biggest spectacle of them all: an endless ocean of stars in which shooting stars happily dance all over the sky.
I’ve always loved that the house seems to have been waiting for me all my life, being only one year older than I am. A new chapter of my life had been brewing until I came driving up the dirt road a few months back, to this lonely hill in the middle of the Mojave desert. I bought the house immediately without ever looking at a different one. Just by gut feeling, a feeling I strongly doubted a few days after buying it.
That’s normal, my cousin Judy had said.
Really?
She and her husband Rick are in real estate.
There’s an expression for it: buyer’s remorse. Don’t worry. We know what we’re talking about. And if it doesn’t go away, you can still sell it.
After spending the first weekend alone in the empty house all the doubts were gone. It was so quiet, I heard myself breathe. I developed a different sense of time, diving into the desert coloring and knowing my gut had been right all along.
Now, on Sunday nights, I delay my drive home to Venice for a little longer each time.
That I left Switzerland for Los Angeles to lead a slower and more quiet life had seemed strange to some. It’s not the image Europeans project onto L.A.. But it’s true, life in L.A. is slower than in Europe. I liked that idea a lot after all the commotion of the last two years in Switzerland. I liked that nobody knew me and that I was able to start over. Switzerland’s media circles had taken notice of an angry book I had written about the suicide of my ex-husband and father of my children. With it came good reviews, fame and a few invitation to TV talk shows. But the media circus had preyed on my mind, especially TV. The right answers only came to me on the way home or the next day, when I was curling up under the sheets feeling exposed.
But that wasn’t the reason I had left. It wasn’t so much about leaving Switzerland as about being attracted by the west coast. Already in 1984, when I had visited my cousin Judy in Venice for the first time, I knew that I was going to live here one day. Twelve years later I learned how to write screenplays in Los Angeles. In a few months, my wish of living here became a certainty and soon thereafter reality. The sales of my book made it possible. I bought a little house in Venice from Judy and Rick and settled down as a writer with a weekly column about life in California as my only financial security. I’m always looking for more work but so far I manage. Low overhead, and sharing an office with Michael who writes film reviews for different German media outlets, helps. We both don’t like working from home. Or better, we both don’t get any work done at home. We both need to be whipped into writing mode, and we need the social control system of a shared office.
Chapter 4
I watch Frank’s pickup truck pass my neighbor’s ice cream truck and then vanish. I go back into the house to look at my lined up Eames chairs. From the living room window the shiny orange-yellow lawn chairs, that I had such a hard time fitting into my wagon in Palm Springs, catch my eye.
When I go over to my desk I see Frank’s sunglasses on the daybed.
I dial the number on the invoice.
Hello?
Is this Jackson?
Yes?
It’s me, Emma. Frank just left. He forgot his sunglasses.
What a cheap trick, he says.
A neutral statement.
I laugh because I don’t know what to say. Do I feel flattered?
I’m surprised and amused by Jackson’s straightforwardness. It’s not a usual social comment and not exactly normal to expose your friend and business partner to somebody you only just met. It’s certainly not standard American behavior at all.
I’ll have to run into town again anyway, I’ll bring them by, I say.
All right, but Frank’s not here.
It doesn’t matter, that way he’ll have them tomorrow.
OK, fine with me.
Jackson is still sitting behind the counter, like hours earlier. I put the glasses in front of him. This time music is playing in the background.
They paved paradise… put up a parking lot… - Joni Mitchell.
It’s hot in the store. The fan doesn’t help much. Jackson slides his glasses up and swipes the fine beads of sweat off his face.
I love the heat but you should just be able to lay under a tree and take a nap, he says, there’s nobody coming anyway.
He smiles at me and hides his sad eyes behind his glasses again. Now that I’ve seen his deeply green eyes and his amazingly long lashes, the glasses on his face seem even more obtrusive.
Are you staying much longer, I ask.
I’m taking off now, I was just waiting for you.
He gets up slowly.
Frank and I, we live up in Pioneertown, it’s a few degrees less up there.
Pioneertown… I think I’ve seen the signs but I haven’t been.
Oh really? You should come, it’s nice up there. Pioneertown is an old Western set from the forties that they just left there. Now people live in it although the houses are all too small. You know, they built the sets on a smaller scale so that the Western heroes would look more impressive walking down Main Street, he says locking the jewelry cases.
The beautiful turquoise bracelet catches my eye again.
I live in the bank.
In the bank?
Yes, I’m house-sitting for friends.
The jewelry…, I’m pointing at the two cases,… it doesn’t really have to do anything with the rest in here, right?
No, it doesn’t. It’s Navajo jewelry from Gallup. That’s where I’m from. I come from a family of Indian traders. We trade with and for Indians.
Gallup, New Mexico, I ask surprised.
Now it’s his turn to be surprised. Not everyone knows that Gallup is in New Mexico, if they even heard of Gallup.
I’ve been to Gallup once. Only for one night, in this fabulous hotel…
The El Rancho, he says right away.
Right, the El Rancho. That was great. I went on a road trip with a friend, an architect. He wanted to see the Frank Lloyd Wright School in Phoenix.
In Scottsdale, right, he says.
Exactly. We were done there around noon and were studying the map trying to find out where to go next. That’s when I saw we could make it to Gallup that night.
Why Gallup, of all places?
He doesn’t seem to be too enamored with his birth place.
I didn’t necessarily want to go to Gallup, I wanted to go to New Mexico. I had this undefined, romantic notion about it.
You didn’t have that any longer a few hours later, right?
He holds the door open, and I step outside into an oven.
The drive there and the landscape surrounding Gallup is so beautiful, I say evading the question and putting on my sunglasses.
Right, it’s everything Gallup is not, he says sarcastically and steps out of the store as well.
He finally finds the key and forces it into the rusty lock.
I’ve never met anybody around here who has been to Gallup voluntarily, he says smiling.
He waves good-bye as he steers toward his little white Toyota.
Chapter 5
Frank and Jackson pull up shortly after two on my birthday. I go to meet them at the gate. Jackson lifts a shiny yellow Datura vase with flowers in it out of Frank’s pickup truck.
Happy birthday, Emma, he says smiling and holds the vase out to me - from Frank and me.
I hug them both and say thank you.
Are you hungry?
Yes, they both reply immediately.
Very hungry it seems, I laugh and bring them to the big terrace in the back.
This is Will. Will – Frank and Jackson, I say introducing them, Will is our grill master.
Will is my friend Claire’s latest catch, and he’s a chef. I liked him immediately when she introduced him to me a few months ago.
Do you like steak, Will asks them.
They both do.
Let me guess… medium rare for you, he says pointing at Frank, and medium for you, he says to Jackson.
They are surprised. Good guess.
He shrugs.
Occupational disease, he says.
The first lunch round has been over for a while.
A lot of my friends came last night, some early in the morning, as they didn’t want to drive in the heat.
A pool game is in full swing. A few days ago I found a pool table that fits perfectly into the airy game room that goes onto the back terrace.
It’s a beautiful table, Frank says, that wasn’t here when I brought the chairs.
Are you a good player, I ask.
I’ve won a game here and there, he says modestly.
The way he says it makes me anticipate horrible defeat on my part.
I introduce Frank and Jackson to the others. Then I give them the tour of the house.
Well, you know it already, I say to Frank.
Don’t worry, I love seeing it again, he says politely.
Jackson likes the house but he makes less of a fuss about it than Frank. And he doesn’t comment on each piece of furniture.
A simple “very nice” and that’s it.
We meet Claire and Isabella in the living room. They are lounging on the sofas in front of the cooler. They wave tiredly.
Too much taboule salad, Claire says, I’m beat, but you try it, Emma has been cooking for a whole army, as usual.
Claire is a producer in L.A. and she’s constantly running around, I say, so we’re happy that she’s hanging out for once. And Bella is a journalist as well. She sits around all day long, staring at blank pages, so she has absolutely no excuse for not getting up.
Bella laughs and points to the yellow daybed.
There’s another one over there, she says.
Michael gets up and introduces himself as somebody who watches me procrastinate all day long.
Frank and Jackson have fun with it all.
I point to the new garden lounges under the big tree.
Freddi makes films, and Gena develops medical software – when they’re not asleep.
We carry salads, bread and beer out to the terrace and put it on the long wooden table. Will serves the steaks.
Frank and Jackson thank me for everything and start eating. They love my taboule, they say. Frank goes on about what a good cook Jackson is and what delicious salads he makes but Jackson brushes him off. He’s embarrassed.
At some point my neighbor Sandy comes up the dirt road in her ice cream truck. The ice cream melody is blaring through the open desert. I had asked her to make this her first stop on her way to work. It’s a perfect surprise. As she’s driving through the gate everybody comes running, like little kids. They’re studying the various ice cream stickers on the side of the truck and it takes them as long as six year olds to make up their mind on which ice cream to pick. I pay for sponge bobs, rocket fusions and mellow-yellows, and everybody happily licks their food color.
When it cools down some start playing bocce. I found original bocce balls online at the last minute and ordered them. The sandy ground around the house couldn’t be more perfect for it. Frank leaves everybody else in the dust, he’s having fun with my friends.
Jackson sits at the long table on the terrace most of the time and observes everything from afar. First I see Gena sitting with him, then Claire, in deep conversation.
I entertain my guests, see to it that everybody has their drinks and snacks and I play a few rounds of bocce myself. Then I notice that Jackson is sitting at the table by himself which doesn’t seem to bother him. I go and sit next to him.
He tells me about Gallup and Indian trading, which his family has been in for five generations. I tell him about my kids.
He’s surprised.
Really, he says, you have kids?
Yes, they are 25 and 21, a daughter and a son.
Do they live here?
No, they live in Switzerland. My daughter is on her way to become a marine biologist. She’s also a bike messenger, which is what gets her through school. And my son lives up in the mountains. He works as a waiter and reads his way through world literature.
I’ve done that a lot, he says.
Do you miss them, he asks after a while.
Yes, very much so. We talk on the phone almost every day, that’s at least something. Hannah comes over a lot, she feels right at home here. Unfortunately enough Tobi has severe fear of flying and he easily gets air sick on top of that, so he doesn’t come that often.
We quietly watch the others play bocce for a while. As the alcohol level rises, the game gets louder and less accurate which doesn’t seem to take away from the fun.
I found a puppy last week, he interrupts our silence.
Oh really? Where, I ask hoping he wouldn’t notice that dogs are not my field of expertise. I’ve always been afraid of dogs.
She showed up at the store all of a sudden, Jackson says, no collar, nothing. Somebody must have left her.
That’s horrible, I say.
Frank saw her first and gave her some water. I think it was the day after you bought the chairs, right, it was on Tuesday. The puppy is only a few months old at the most, super sweet, all black, just a soft fur ball. I named her Little Bear. She’s still all wild. Actually, I can’t stay too long, she’s home alone, I mean at the bank alone.
We laugh.
You have to meet her.
I’m sure she’s very sweet, I say, and I hope he doesn’t see it as the evading answer it is.
I join in another round of bocce and I’m surprised that I can hold my own with Frank for a while. Jackson sits on the chair close to the cactus garden. It seems, he likes the rough crowd around him - he came to the party, after all – but he’s not a part of it. There’s something special about him. Different. Hard to say, what it is exactly. His movements are slightly slowed down. They’re appropriate. It’s a slowness of choice, slowness as a quality, not a lack of speed. Next to him everybody else seems loud and on speed.
By now people have turned west to enjoy a spectacular sunset. After the fire ball has sunken behind the mountains far too quickly, deep orange streaks stand out from the dark blue horizon for a while. Some of the guests try to seize a last round of bocce from the looming darkness. Jackson is ready to leave. Frank would probably have stayed longer, but they came with only one car and he doesn’t want to let Jackson wait any longer.
Chapter 6
In the following weeks I remain Datura’s most faithful customer. Every weekend I drive out to the desert from Venice. I tell Michael that I have introduced Casual Friday for myself, which means I never go into the office on Fridays.
When I leave at eleven in the morning, I’m in Joshua Tree around two o’clock. I always stop at Datura. When Frank and Jackson have already left for the day, as there’s nothing going on because of the heat anyway, I go to see them on Saturday morning. The bounty is rich. The serving tray that caught my eye at the first visit becomes mine, as do the steak plates with the stylized saguaro cactuses on them. Sometimes there is only Frank, sometimes Jackson, less and less there are both of them in. There is just not enough business for the both of them hanging out in the tiny store.
Frank and Jackson come by the house a lot. Sometimes I’m by myself, oftentimes friends from Los Angeles are around. One time Jackson prepares a meal for everybody and that’s when I know why Frank praised his cooking. It’s a summer of beautiful dinners, interesting conversations, devastating pool games and a lot of laughter in hot desert nights.
One time Jackson is by himself at Datura.
Frank went to see his parents in Utah while he still can, he says.
What do you mean – while he still can?
I’ll head back to New Mexico next week, he says, after that it won’ t be as easy for him to leave the store.
How long are you staying, I ask unsuspectingly.
I’ll stay there for now. My dad is opening a new store in Santa Fe. I’ll do the interior design and I will manage it for a while, he says not very enthusiastically.
What about here? What’s going to happen to Datura?
I can’t believe that our new found friendship is dissolving already.
Frank will keep everything running for a while, he says, but let’ be honest, there’s just not enough going on and we are as broke as can be. The rent is much too high for a little place like this and the landlord says it’s not negotiable.
And you’re leaving next week? That’s crazy.
There’s a lot to do. The store in Santa Fe is huge, it was a bank at some point…
He raises his eyebrows.
…I seem to be pursued by banks, he laughs. The store is supposed to become the best address for Indian jewelry and arts and crafts in Santa Fe. The opening is scheduled for October. That doesn’t leave me much time at all.
I will miss Datura, I’m protesting, but I understand that this is a great opportunity for you.
We’ll see about that, he says skeptically. My father is very demanding and not easy to please.
He doesn’t look like somebody who just landed a big interior design job in Santa Fe.
My dad will rent an apartment for me. Or a little house. I need a yard for Bear. I’ll have a guest room then for sure.
I’ll come, I say quickly and firmly. I’ve always wanted to see Santa Fe. Ever since I saw pictures of Georgia O’Keefe’s ranch.
That would be nice if you came, he says in a noncommittal way.
Did I announce my visit too quickly?
I don’t have a number yet, but Frank will have it. You can get it from him, he says.
Although that doesn’t sound very accommodating I ask for his email address.
I’ll be in touch, I say.
Frank keeps the store open but he has to take on the occasional production assistant job on commercial shoots to keep afloat. Whenever there’s an opportunity he calls and comes by.
Jackson is doing good, he says. He has a lot to do. Frank teaches me as much at pool so it’s not too boring for him to play against me.
And then there is September 11. It’s seven in the morning when Michael calls and tells me to turn on the TV. I’m glued to it until noon. Soon editors from Europe call to ask how the shock feels in the country itself. But I don’t know. I don’t know how anything feels today. I spend the afternoon with Michael at the office, glued to the TV as well. By evening we finally manage to get in touch with all our friends and acquaintances in New York to make sure, everybody is OK.
As everybody’s mood this fall, mine is influenced by the political changes in the world. Hannah cut her visit short as it’s not clear when the war might start, or if there would be more attacks that would force the borders to be closed again.
Every weekend I drive out to the desert and think about whether the military base in Twentynine Palms or Los Angeles would be a more likely target for terrorists.
And then there’s anthrax. All my friends and acquaintances ask me in private whether they could come to the desert if all hell broke loose in Los Angeles.
Sure, I always say, if you bring your own trailer - we’re going to start a hippie commune.
I talk to Jackson on the phone occasionally during this time. He’s busy, and he sounds tired. The store will be open for business at the end of October, although tourists stay away from Santa Fe after September 11. Nobody travels unless they have to this fall. His father is on him and there’s still a lot to do. He says he’s searching for antique jewelry cabinets and vitrines all over the Southwest. The store is big, and it takes lots of them.
He likes living in Santa Fe, he says. Little Bear is happy to have escaped the heat. He tells me about the Santa Fe Film Festival and how angry he was when his bad back kept him from sitting through a film. But he loved seeing a Lucinda Williams concert in a small and intimate venue.
My impression is that he’s lonely.
Soon we find ourselves discussing which weekend would be best for my visit. Before the opening doesn’t make any sense. Shortly thereafter his friend Kent from Seattle will be visiting with his wife.
But the first weekend in December would be perfect, I’m looking forward to your visit, he says.
Chapter 7
I’m excited about the two-day road-trip by myself through the vast open landscapes between California and New Mexico. I take off from Venice on Friday morning.
Around the incline towards Flagstaff the desert vegetation I know changes. The opulent yellow sagebrush covers the landscape with a lush lightness. Then Interstate 40 takes me through dense fir tree forests. There’s even snow in some shady spots. After leaving Flagstaff the snow is gone and the earth turns reddish. It’s not the rusty red-orange shade of the Grand Canyon, it’s a more lovely red, almost a milky carmine. Together with the gentle green of the vegetation the rich color palate contrasts the bleakness of the landscape and the living conditions quite harshly. Most of this area belongs to the Navajo Nation. More and more travelers are lured off the Interstate by billboards praising the local Indian artisans and their jewelry and pottery. In Holbrook I see a hotel that has teepees as rooms. Then there are the signs for The Painted Desert and The Petrified Forest. I hope to see a petrified forest on my way back. I don’t really know what to expect but it sounds promising.
The longer I’m on the road, the more relaxed I get. It’s this barren beauty that makes me realize that I am at home in this America with its overwhelming landscapes, at home in the original idea of America that will live on. It feels right to apply for citizenship next year.
Why I’m actually going to see Jackson and what I’m expecting crosses my mind, but it doesn’t capture me for very long. I’ve been asking myself many times if there was a premonition, hope maybe, an attraction. I don’t know. I drove 800 miles to see him, is all I can say. There have been adventures during the last years, amorousness, but nothing that would have warmed my heart in the long run. I’d rather make my friends my family instead of watching a stranger snore, is what I’ve always been saying – not without the occasional glimmer of hope that there would be one that wouldn’t feel like a stranger.
I arrive in Gallup at dusk and I pull into the packed parking lot in front of the El Rancho. I haven’t checked the outside temperature on the dash board for a while and I’m taken aback by the cold when I open the door. This is definitely not California anymore.
The hotel lobby is as splendid as I remember it. And it’s buzzing. I find myself in the middle of the balloon festival that takes place in Gallup every first weekend in December. Before going to bed I cruise the second floor of the lobby looking at all the black-and-white pictures of Hollywood stars that have stayed here. The hotel was built in the forties as a giant log cabin so that Western stars had an appropriate place to stay during their film shoots in the area. The photo gallery gives a hint of wild times.
When I leave the hotel the next morning at freezing temperatures, the parking lot is empty and soon I see why. Barely ten miles outside of Gallup countless colorful balloons go up simultaneously in front of the Red Rocks. It’s a breathtaking spectacle and I congratulate myself for having my camera on the seat next to me ready to go. I shoot some pictures from the moving car.
Shortly before Albuquerque Jackson calls to see where I’m at and when I will arrive.
A little more than an hour then, he says, I’m looking forward to seeing you.
I find the store right away following his directions. It’s not situated in the picturesque center of town around the historical plaza but on Paseo de Peralta which surrounds it. At first sight the building doesn’t look like a store; there are no windows. It’s built in Santa Fe’s typical adobe style and it’s huge. Jackson had always told me it was huge but I hadn’t pictured it that immense. The golden letters of the “Atsah Tso Trading Company” are the only indication that customers are welcome.
I open the heavy wooden door and walk over red tile to the counter. A beautiful Southwestern woman in her fifties smiles at me warmly.
You must be Emma, she says to my surprise, welcome to Santa Fe. It’s so nice you’re coming to see Jackson.
She takes the phone and examines me while dialing.
I think he must have lied down for a while, she says.
She lets the phone ring a few times but then Jackson appears at the other end of the long hallway. He slowly walks towards me, he’s beaming. He seems weak and skinny. Skinnier than when I’d seen him last.
It’s so nice to see you, he says quietly and hugs me.
He takes me to his office. There is a big couch with a few colorful Indian blankets and pillows. I look around.
I hope it’s OK with you, if we go out for lunch first, he says, I’m very hungry. Afterwards I’d love to show you everything. Joyce, who you met at the reception desk, has made a reservation for us at a little Spanish place around the corner.
As we’re stepping outside I ask if we will walk there.
Oh no, he says and heads toward my car.
Our table is ready as we step into the dark from the glistening sun. We order different tapas. Although Jackson said he’s hungry, he doesn’t finish one of them. He tastes more than he eats. He tells me how exhausting the interior design process had been and how much his father had been after him to keep the scheduled opening date and to make good sales. But Santa Fe is calm. Whoever opened a new business in October 2001 had become a victim of force majeure.
Back at the store he shows me around. He shows me the countless vitrines in the lobby and he leans on them as he tells me about the origin of the pieces. I point to a massive turquoise bracelet, that I love.
It’s an antique Navajo piece, he says and smiles, and it’s very expensive.
That’s so typical. I have a tendency to always like the most expensive the best.
There are various small rooms going off the main hallway. One, in earthy tones, is dedicated to baskets in all shapes and sizes. Another one comes with shelves from top to bottom and all around. There the pottery on display stands out from the blood-red wall behind it. The most colorful of them all is the room full of kachinas, little dolls carved out of wood, that host the souls of ancestors and bridge the living and the Gods.
I’m very impressed with what I’ve seen so far. I hadn’t pictured the store and the exhibits quite so big and beautiful.
Come on upstairs, he interrupts and smiles knowingly, as I start singing his praises.
We climb the stairs to the second floor. A massive space opens up, that covers the whole square footage of the building, with windows all around. There are even more antique jewelry showcases, there are pieces of furniture, paintings, books, and then there are the hand-woven rugs. Some are laid out on the floor, some are displayed on the walls. Some of them are woven in earthy hues, most show intense colors – the beauty of their simple graphic patterns is stunning.
Can I move in here, I ask completely blown away.
Jackson is happy I like the room. He smiles modestly, although I’m sure he knows exactly what he has achieved in here. What I’m most fascinated with is that the design of it all is not in your face. It doesn’t try too hard and yet - nothing is left to chance.
Sometimes I lie on the floor up here, when we’re closed, he says.
Your dad must be so proud of all of this, I say and make a 360 degree turn on my heel.
He likes it alright, he says.
In his office there is a painting that shows four generations of the Carver family and the Indian chief Gee Dodge – a friend of Jackson’s great-grandfather. It’s not fascinating because it’s specifically well painted. It’s just that it makes the Wild West seem so recent. This all happened not that long ago. I like that Jackson comes from early settlers and that this heritage is palpable in his soul and his looks. I’m surprised he doesn’t look at all like his father. Even the Western hat, that John Carver is wearing in the painting, doesn’t help.
The phone rings. It’s Joyce from the reception desk, who announces customers.
I guess I’ll have to take care of that, he says and walks to the door.
I’ll go for a walk through town, and I’ll come to pick you up later, OK?
Sure, we’re closing at five.
When I come back, Jackson is laying on the couch, leafing through a book.
This is the most beautiful store, by far, I say.
You have to say that, as you want to stay with me tonight, he smiles.
I follow his pickup truck with my car. We take Paseo de Peralta for a short while, then he turns into a small street to the left – Gomez Road. It’s a small, pretty adobe house he’s renting. He parks his truck on the property and points to an open parking space up front. I bring in my bags. The room opens to the right into a library with a couch and a daybed that Jackson has prepared for me. He needs to lay down for a while before going to dinner, he says, his back hurts. He retreats to his bedroom in the back of the building. I lay down on my bed and notice only now how tired I am. Before dozing off, I study the book shelves. There are psychology books in German. Together with the couch and the black-and-white group shots, that are displayed between books, the room feels somewhat Freudian.
I wake up when I hear Jackson call Bear. I get up and follow his voice. He is in the yard off his bedroom, feeding the dog. I watch him for a while without him noticing me. The dog is sweet. And wild – as young puppies are. She sees me and comes running to the glass door. Jackson has to hold her so she doesn’t jump up on me.
Bear, behave, he says and she stops.
That’s Little Bear, he says.
I pat the dog’s head and hope she doesn’t bite. Jackson is amused by my clumsiness.
I’ve made plans for tomorrow, he says firmly as I’m busy with a chip and dripping salsa at the restaurant. I look at him, surprised.
And you don’t have a say, he smiles.
We’ll drive up to Taos, I want to show you the Millicent Rogers Museum. I haven’t been there for a long time myself.
I don’t want a say, and who’s Millicent Rogers?
A New York socialite, who’s health issues forced her to live out here in the dry climate of New Mexico in the forties, he says.
Here she discovered Indian art and she assembled this incredible collection of jewelry, pottery and rugs, that are now shown at the museum.
I like that he has made plans for us.
Back at home Jackson lays down on the leather couch in the library.
My landlady sees her patients here when she’s in town, he says.
That’s what I thought.
I read in here. Or write.
You write? What are you writing, I ask.
Poetry, mostly. And diaries.
Poetry, really? I had no idea you write.
For many years, just for myself.
Did you ever try to get published?
Not often enough, I guess, he says now and raises his eyebrows.
I’m never completely happy with the poems and I keep changing them. Only minimally, but still. Some of them I’ve sent to various magazines. Once even to the New Yorker.
Did they answer?
Nothing ever came out of it, he says, closing the discussion.
I’d love to read one of your poems sometime, I say.
Sure, he says, not today though, I’m too tired.
He gets up and gets ready for bed.
I lay awake thinking about Jackson. I’m impressed that he writes. New Mexico and his interior design haven’t left me unimpressed either. Gosh, a little Southwest enchantment paired with the promising depth of a poet – Emma de Antoni, your inner workings are ridiculously simple.
But more than by the obvious, I’m taken by the thought that there is something to get to the bottom of here. I haven’t even scratched the surface. I like that.
Chapter 8
It’s freezing cold and deep blue the next morning. The little snow left has turned into ice over night and shows the landscape underneath like through a magnifying glass. It seems we are both early risers. I’m used to waiting for others in the morning and I’m happy it’s not that way with Jackson.
Jackson co-pilots me along Paseo de Peralta, by Atsah Tso and out of town. The drive to Taos first leads along a wide highway, later on a narrow road along the Rio Grande. Then the high plains open up and show Taos from afar. We meander through the narrow streets of Taos; the museum is on the other side of town. The visitor parking lot is almost empty.
Good thing, you brought your camera, Jackson says, you can document the collection for me, as inspiration for Atsah Tso, you know.
We are the only visitors. We have all the rambling rooms to ourselves and we walk slowly through the collection.
That this was once the jewelry case of one single person makes me jealous. I photograph the jewelry and the vitrines.
Jackson likes the black pottery the best, with such a smooth surface it could be mistaken for polished rock.
These are made by the most famous potter of them all, Maria, he says.
Black and white portraits show her at work – elegant hands and a noble, wrinkled face framed by a gray bob cut.
We are both not that interested in the Spanish part of the collection. But we can’t get enough of the rooms in which the rugs and blankets are exhibited. The graphic patterns and the intense colors emanate both a spiritual heritage as well as absolute modernity. I photograph every single piece and the rooms as a whole.
I’ll have two prints made of these, I say to Jackson, who’s sitting down on a bench as his back hurts.
I have a hard time standing for very long, he says.
And it shows. He slowly shuffles toward the exit. The bright mid-day light blazes down on us as we step out into the parking lot. The yellow sagebrush, the deep blue sky and his red sweater make for a stunning combination. I take a few pictures of him. He lets it happen without a sign of shyness.
Jackson wants to show me the famous bridge over the Rio Grande.
It’s not far from here, he says.
I follow his directions, but we miss it two times. Finally we find the right turn and park the car at the bridge head. We walk to the middle of the bridge and look down. I have a queasy feeling in my stomach – the railing is too thin and the gorge too deep. I step back and turn my back to the river. Then I step close to Jackson and ask him to turn around as well. I hold the camera as far away from us as possible and take a self-portrait of us. And another one. Our first picture together.
After having lunch in a small Taos café we head back to Santa Fe. Jackson is quiet. I like that he doesn’t feel obliged to entertain constantly. Nothing more exhausting than people you can’t be silent with. When I turn toward him, I see he’s asleep.
He suggests a Japanese place for dinner. We like the restaurant, the food is excellent, although too expensive. But we don’t like the other guests. Too esoteric in a faith-healer kind of way paired with too much money. We soon leave and go back home. We make ourselves comfortable on the couches in the living room – if you can call couches with a Wiener Werkstätte feel to them comfortable.
Jackson comes right to the point after having served some tea.
So far, you’ve only talked about your kids, he says, is there a father?
I’m surprised he goes right to what he’s interested in. I like that.
I tell him, that I’ve always wanted to have kids young and that I was looking for a man who wanted that as well. I say, that after a few years it turned out the man was suffering from depression and how little was known about it at the time.
About ten years ago we separated, I say. After a few years apart, we became friends. Later I decided to go to Los Angeles to learn how to write screenplays. The man felt left behind and went to New York, where he was living of his pension. His depression had gotten worse without structured days, he tried to commit suicide for the first time and he told me about it. I was back in Switzerland with the kids at this point. I arranged for a psychiatrist for him, who put him on anti-depressants. He did better for a while. He said, he now knew, how a life without depression would have felt, but that it was too late. Later on it turned out that he had quit his meds without telling anybody. One night in January of 1998 I received a call that he had killed himself in his New York apartment.
Jackson listens quietly.
I go on saying, how I went to New York with Tobi, how I identified the man from a Polaroid picture, how Tobi decided at the last minute to look at the picture as well, because otherwise he would have asked himself forever if his father was really dead, how we cleaned out his apartment and packed everything personal in suitcases, how the funeral home called and said that the urn we had picked out was too small for all the ashes, how we found it strange, as the man was rail thin, how the funeral home said we had to decide between a bigger urn or an additional temporary container and how we chose the latter as we wanted to scatter part of the ashes into the ocean anyway. I tell him how the man made a point that that’s illegal and how we thanked him for the information and disregarded it, how we drove the ashes to Cape Cod ourselves with a loud Neil Young soundtrack blaring all the way, to bury the man there next to his friend, how my family, his family and a few friends met on Cape Cod and how crazy the day of the burial had been because an insane undertaker interrupted our very personal and simple ceremony as he wanted to go to lunch, how he brutally filled up the whole with a shovel that we had only half-way filled with flowers, how he trampled it flat with his boots, how everybody watched in disbelief, how I knelt down afterwards to open the hole up again with my bare hands, how the kids helped with that and how we started over, putting the flowers, all the flowers over the urn, how we closed the grave with our hands, how Tobi took off and I followed him, how after three miles he only said he hoped he’d never see this undertaker again in his life, how the next morning we had a hard time opening the sealed temporary container with a hotel knife while laughing and crying at the same time, how I put the plastic bag with the rest of the ashes into my coat pocket, how we drove down to the long dock and how there was a low tide, how Hannah ran to the end of the dock and discovered two feet of water, how we bedded the ashes onto a flat wood piece we had found in his apartment and how we let the ashes float into the open sea.
Jackson doesn’t interrupt me a single time. He only adjusts himself on the wooden couch and stuffs a pillow down his back.
He is quiet for a long time after I finish.
He contemplates what I just told him. His reaction is fundamentally different from all the other people I’ve ever told the story to. No “what a crazy story”, no “that must have been hard for you and the kids”, no “how did you manage after that”.
I have AIDS, he says. I think you should know that.
Now it’s me who’s quiet.
My head is spinning. AIDS. What do I know about AIDS? Not very much, only what is generally known from the media, but I haven’t paid close attention to that. Luckily enough my circle of friends has been spared so far. Magic Johnson comes to mind, and that meds have become better, that more people survive.
Are you taking this cocktail, I finally ask.
No, he waves aside tiredly, the meds don’t do you any good. They’re bad for the liver. I tried them a few times, when I was really sick. I had horrible nightmares. So I quit and took the natural route. A doctor gave me homeopathic medicine.
Oh, really? I didn’t know that works.
Oh yes, that works well. And I live very healthy, I juice a lot, fruit and vegetable juices, you know. There are alternative methods that you never hear about because the pharmaceutical companies make too much money off the AIDS meds.
I don’t doubt his statement for a second. I know that AIDS meds are expensive. I will think back to this moment over and over again in the future. How naïve I had been. How not alarmed I had been, that he’s not taking any meds.
Do you know how you got it, I ask.
I don’t who from, he says and shrugs, I lead a gay lifestyle for a while in New York after college. I knew people in fashion and sort of got into that. I was with Polo Ralph Lauren, working in styling stores and such.
He throws me a quick look as to see how I’m taking the news about his gay phase. He seems to have expected more astonishment on my part.
I don’t do that any longer, he says then, with men, I mean.
Now I am astonished. Mostly about the implicitness with which he says it.
He tries to reposition the pillow in his back.
I’ve always been interested in men and women alike, he says.
How did you learn, you’re positive? Did you get tested?
No, I became very ill and I had no idea what was going on. I wasn’t suspicious at all. I was shocked when I found out I had AIDS. I walked through New York in a stupor. Then I sank into deep depression. A volunteer organization helped me fill in all the forms for support. I don’t know what I would have done without them. Ever since I get a social security check every month. I wasn’t able to work for years.
I’m listening. I’m too amazed that I haven’t picked up on Jackson being sick. I search my memory for clues. His slight slowdown comes to mind. That he fell asleep in the car. But otherwise – nothing. The fact that he seemed tired yesterday and that he had lost weight - I had attributed it to the opening of the store.
He can’t sit any longer and he lays down on the hard couch.
I’ve put my parents through a lot, he says. They were so shocked, and depressed. They’re Mormons, you know.
Mormons? You grew up Mormon?
Yes, I did. I don’t know what was worse for them, that I also loved men or that I had AIDS.
AIDS, I would hope, I say.
I was confused when I discovered my interest in men. I thought I was gay and I told my parents right away – shock. Homosexuality and the Mormon church don’t go together well. After a while they recovered. When I discovered that I’m really bi-sexual, it didn’t make a big difference any longer. Then the AIDS shock came. And that one stuck.
He stops.
I’m sorry I put my parents through all of this, he then says quietly.
Another issue I don’t know much about, I realize, Mormons. Salt Lake City, young missionaries in ill-fitted suits and white shirts, are the only things that I can think of.
Laying down doesn’t seem to help his back.
I could massage your back, I offer.
Would you? That would be great. I really don’t know how to hold myself right now.
He gets up slowly.
Why don’t you lay down on my bed over there, I say, that way I can reach from both sides.
I take the blanket off the bed.
He takes his sweater off and his shirt, he puts his glasses next to the bed on the floor and lays down on his belly in his T-shirt.
I feel for the spot where the pain is most intense. I bend over him and start with his shoulders. He moans. I give less pressure right away.
No, go on, that feels good, he says.
His back is muscular and bony at the same time.
Take your T-shirt off, I say, it’s in the way.
He does without hesitation or shyness.
I can hardly find any muscle hardenings. It doesn’t seem to be tenseness that’s bugging him.
I work his shoulder blades for a while and then I slowly work my way down his spine.
Did you study this, he asks at some point, moaning.
No, not really. My mom did and I’ve been watching her. That’s all.
I’ve had many massages in my life, but you can hold your own with the best of them, he says.
I’m happy he likes it. I’m sitting next to him now and work his left side. Then his right. I work quietly and for a long time. I’m happy we don’t face each other. Happy, I don’t have to think. I wouldn’t know where to begin. He moans here and there, praises the pressure of my hands and fully gives himself into the massage.
Was there sexual tension, I ask myself later. No, it was more than that. Deep intensity, closeness. The opening of a veil. Showing.
Jackson goes back to work the next day. I stay at home in the morning, answering emails and making some business calls. In the afternoon I visit the Georgia O’Keefe Museum. I walk through the shaded rooms and remain strangely unimpressed. Maybe I’ve seen too many of Georgia O’Keefe’s works on calendars and as postcards. Maybe it’s the size of the paintings. I’ve pictured them a lot bigger. Hard to imagine, that these images were ever scandal material. I decide that I’m more interested in the person and her way of living than in her art.
I go shopping. Provisions for the road and ingredients for a squash soup tonight. Back at home I cut the squash into cubes, boil water and make a big pot of soup. Jackson will be able to eat of it for a few days.
He comes home shortly after six. He’s happy about the delicious aroma, and he’s happy I’m here and I made dinner for him.
I could get used to this, he says smiling and sits down.
The soup is a success and he says so a few times.
I rarely cook for myself these days, he says.
Too bad, I think to myself, remembering his delicious salad.
This everyday life – cooking, eating, being at home – it feels good. It feels right. We both are where we want to be.
After dinner we sit on the uncomfortable sofas for a while and listen to music. It’s been years since I heard Joni Mitchell.
Her lyrics make her the best of them all, he says and I realize that I have never paid as close attention as now.
Then Jackson plays a jazz CD of hers which I’m amazed about. I had undeservedly put her in the hippie-folk department.
We talk about our plans for Christmas.
I will go to Switzerland for the first time in a long time, I say.
He will go to Las Vegas to be with his sister, he says.
He likes Christmas with children and his sister has three of them.
We go to bed early, as I want to leave at five the next morning. This time I will make it a one-day trip to Los Angeles. I’ll gain one hour due to the time change, so it should be doable. I set the alarm and tell him, he doesn’t have to get up at five, I will sneak out of the house as quietly as possible.
He’ll get up, he says, but he hugs me good-bye already now. Just in case.
It was very nice, having you here, he says and holds me tight.
Although I said he doesn’t need to get up, I’m a little disappointed when he doesn’t. After all my bags are in the car, I come in one last time to go to the bathroom. He dozily stands in the living room and hugs me again.
Chapter 9
In the first months of the new year Jackson sends me an email occasionally. He says thank you for the photographs I sent him. He specifically likes the one of the two of us on the bridge, he says. He mentions once, that he would like to ride his bike with me along the beach in Venice. He calls me “my sweet”. I don’t think twice about it. I’m too busy chasing after writing assignments. Business is not going well at all. There is an increase in transatlantic animosities and misunderstandings. I quit my column, my only income on a regular basis. Michael says I’m crazy. But I feel less and less like explaining the Americans to the Swiss. They are not interested in learning that not all of the 280 million Americans are the same.
Whenever Jackson gets in touch, I feel pulled back into the little house in Santa Fe. When I hear his voice, my priority list gets rearranged, and the non-existing writing assignments are pretty much at the bottom of the list.
Then I get the mail where he says he’ll come back to the desert. His father’s pressure to make more sales is too much, he says, he’s decided that his time in Santa Fe is over. He’ll be there at the end of March, and he’ll live with Frank for a while.
I usually call from the freeway on Fridays to let him know when I will be in Yucca Valley. Most of the time we meet at the Water Canyon Café. That’s on my way, and it only takes him fifteen minutes to drive down from Pioneertown. His Toyota is only good for this lonely stretch. He doesn’t want to go on the highway with it and risk being stopped by the sheriff. He always brings his dog. Bear is patiently waiting in the car until he returns.
Sometimes we stay at Water Canyon, sometimes we have Mexican food or we drive to Twentynine Palms, where there’s a French café. We talk about movies we’ve watched during the week – me the more recent ones, him the older ones. One time he says, that he can’t accept Frank’s hospitality much longer.
In May I’m gone for two weekends. The first I fly up to San Francisco to interview Sean Penn. Michael’s grandmother in Germany has died, and he has asked me to fill in. The second I go on a bike tour from Ventura to Ojai with Gena and Freddi.
Three weeks have passed when I see Jackson again the first weekend in June.
On the Wednesday before he calls to ask if I’ll be coming. We decide to meet at Water Canyon at two. He doesn’t live with Frank any longer, he says, and can’t be reached by phone. On Thursday he calls again and wants to set a time and place to meet the coming weekend.
Is there a change, I ask, don’t you want to meet me on Friday any longer?
Yes, Friday, sure, he says.
So, no change then, I say, Friday, Water Canyon at two, like we said yesterday, right?
Did we say that?
Yes, we did, we talked on the phone yesterday, when we said just that, I say slightly thrown off.
That’s good then, Friday at two. I’m looking forward to seeing you.
Too much weed I assume, and forget the whole thing right away.
I’m at Water Canyon before him. I order a coffee and sit down in one of the comfortable sofas in the front part of the café. He comes in shortly thereafter. I’m in shock. What could have happened in three weeks? Everything is different. He has a beard. He wears dirty clothes and looks run down. He shuffles toward me. Then he smiles sweetly, hugs me for a long time and sighs quietly into my ear. When he finally lets go, I only see his eyes in front of me. There is a twinkle there, both sad and beaming. We sit down. He tells me that he pitched a tent on his friend Harvey’s land.
I want to go up to Seattle for the summer, he says.
Seattle? What are you going to do there?
My friend Kent lives on Bainbridge Island. He’ll have a berry stand for the summer. I’ll help him run it. It’s beautiful up there, have you been?
In Seattle yes, not on the islands though.
They’re the best. Maybe you’ll come to visit. I’ll leave in a week.
I’m a little disappointed. He only just got here and he’s leaving already.
He sits there for a while, lost in thought.
Then he gets up without saying anything and goes outside. I see him smoke a cigarette.
I didn’t know you smoked, I say when he comes back in.
Oh, I’ve always smoked, he says lightly.
He’s hungry and he suggests the French place in Twentynine Palms. I decide to show him my new cactus garden, as we will be driving by the house anyway. We get into the car and head east.
He asks if he can smoke.
I’d rather not, I say, it’s not very good for my asthma.
No problem, he says.
We listen to music, and we hardly talk. Driving with him feels good. Like me, he loves listening to music, letting the mind wander, and still not be alone.
At home I unload the car and then point proudly to the newly planted cactus garden. He’s happy about it for a short while, then he sits down on the sofa in the living room, quiet and somewhat absent. He closes his eyes for a few minutes. He really looks tired, I think to myself. He has lost weight. His jeans are dirty and greasy. The heavy fabric keeps the pants from sliding down on him. He’s dressed too warmly for the season. He’s wearing Ugg Boots and a sweater over his light-blue nylon shirt.
A little later, at the café, he gets back to the cactus garden. He wants to show me Harvey’s garden later, he says, and on the way there, we can stop at Frank’s and say hi. I check my watch. Claire and Will are coming out for the weekend from L.A., but they won’t be here before dark.
Sounds good, I say.
I’m looking forward to seeing Frank again who was gone on a film shoot in Canada for the last months.
This time Jackson announces that he will go out for a smoke before he actually does. I’m surprised that he leaves me sitting there by myself again. He had been so considerate in Santa Fe. Now he’s going from animated conversation to being absent-minded.
On the way back he wants me to stop at a liquor store. He’s out of cigarettes. He asks me for some cash as his monthly check hasn’t arrived yet. I give him a five dollar bill and I wait in the car. I don’t get this sudden change. And I regret having said yes to heading up to Pioneertown.
Behind the Watercanyon Café he gets into his car, and I follow him. A few miles outside the little Western town he takes a left onto a dusty dirt road. He doesn’t adjust his speed. I fall back a little as I don’t want to push my car as heavily as he does his. But I have to make sure not to miss one of the many turn-offs.
Finally we stop in front of Frank’s house. It’s a little wooden cabin surrounded by Joshua trees. Frank heard us coming and he’s now standing on his porch in the shade. He hugs me, happy to see me as usual. Jackson tells him that we are only here for a quick hello as we’re heading to Harvey’s. Frank shows me the house while Jackson sits outside. There is one big living room with an open kitchen, a bathroom and a little bed room. It’s pure Datura. I recognize some of the objects from the store.
Then we head outside as well, where Jackson is chain smoking and throwing the butts on the ground. Frank gets an ashtray and lights a cigarette himself. Only now do I realize that something’s brewing between them. Jackson hardly talks to Frank, and Frank observes him nervously from the side, while he’s talking to me.
Is everything alright between you guys, I ask as we drive on in my car.
Oh sure, everything’s OK, Jackson says staring straight ahead.
It’s just that Frank put me in the hospital in Colton, because he thought, I wasn’t doing good. But I took off the next day. I know myself, whether I’m doing good or not. I got angry about that.
So, you just took off?
Sure, he says lightly, they can’t keep you against your will. I signed a piece of paper and off I went. I called Frank from outside the hospital to come pick me up. And he even did, sweet Frank.
This is where Harvey’s land starts, he says a little later as we pass by a non-descript gate. At any moment I expect to see Harvey’s teepee, that Jackson has been telling me about, but there’s nothing. The road gets more and more narrow and curves through big boulders now. Then a clearing that harbors a few trailers and a tent.
That’s my tent, Jackson says.
It looks uncomfortable. And very small.
He guides me to the left, and after a few more curves I have to break abruptly as a peacock is stalking across the road. Then the boulders open onto a big, protected area.
Oh my God, that’s incredible, I whisper completely blown away.
He’s happy I’m impressed. Everybody who comes up here for the first time is. Here’s the teepee. It’s bigger than I expected and it’s made from clay. I stop the car, and we get out. I notice an outdoor kitchen right in front of us – two counters parallel to each other. Burners, a sink, kitchen shelves – all very functional, like a real kitchen. The only difference is that it’s outdoors and protected against the elements by an aluminum roof.
Harvey doesn’t seem to be around. Jackson walks toward the teepee and tells me to follow him. When he’s about to open the door it appears to open by itself from the inside. There’s Harvey, dressed only in shorts and some green paste in his hair.
I thought I heard something, he says and points to his head.
Excuse me for a moment, I can’t get my henna out of my hair. Show her the gardens, Jacks, I’ll be right there.
I can’t see much of the teepee interior, it’s too dark. All I see is that it’s crammed and that in the entryway there is some sort of a shower, before the main room opens up. I see a TV set and wonder about reception and electricity until I see the solar panels on the other side of the teepee.
Jackson takes me through the garden of paradise. Nothing is left to chance. And still, the large variety of plants look like they’ve been here for ages grouped together just like this. It’s a perfect mix of nature and planning. Nothing seems forced or like someone’s been trying too hard. The narrow pathways cross each other, go up and down and over and back, here a small bridge over a pond, there a low table with many different bowls holding the most beautiful rocks and shells. One of the peacocks flares out his feathers right in front of us. An old dog drags himself through the succulents to lay down at the fire pit. Our path leads over a bridge and then heads toward the boulders. Jackson curves along the narrow rocks. I walk right behind him until he stops. To the left there is a pool built into the stone. It’s not very big, but still big enough for three people to stretch out. Its outer wall is made from big and small rocks, organically shaped and finished with grout. The interior walls are painted like a night sky – colorful stars dance on a black background.
Why black, I ask, doesn’t that heat up too much?
Right, and that’s exactly the point. Up here the nights are a lot cooler than where you are. Like this even a midnight bath is sheer pleasure, Jackson says.
We take another path down to the fire pit. Harvey’s head is not green any longer, but a shiny red-orange. He stirs in something that looks like tomato sauce. It’s hard to guess his age, as his skin is so weathered, he might be around sixty, I suppose. The archetypal old hippie if there ever was one: long thin hair, a heavy glass-bead necklace, wide purple pants and a maroon T-shirt, barefoot.
Excuse my missing welcome, he smiles now, but I forgot the damn henna and then it wouldn’t budge.
I know the problem, I laugh, I’m Emma and I’m blown away like everybody who comes up here, I assume.
There are a few others who like it alright up here, he answers with a proud smile.
Do you guys want to eat?
No, thanks, we just ate, Jackson says, we were at the French café in Twentynine. Emma owns a house in Twentynine.
Well, then, have a seat and watch me eat, he says pointing in the direction of an old leather couch.
We sink into the deep cushions. The sun has vanished behind the rocks, and I regret not having brought a jacket. It really is a lot cooler up here than where I am. Harvey brings red wine for himself and Jackson and a glass of water for me. Then he sits down across from us with his spaghetti plate. Jackson sits in silence most of the time while Harvey and I chat about gardens in general and specifically about cacti. Later Harvey passes a joint to Jackson, who inhales deeply and then hands it over to me. I pass up on the offer.
I’ll sleep again in the tent tonight, Harvey, Jackson says all of a sudden.
Be my guest, Harvey says.
And then addressing me: Are you sleeping in the tent as well?
No. It’s only me staying, Jackson says quickly before I even get a chance to answer.
I’m stunned by Harvey’s assumption.
We chat for a while, then I get ready to take off. Jackson walks me to the car. He hugs me again for a long time.
My dad is coming from New Mexico tomorrow, he says then.
Oh really? Just like that, for a few days? Or is he here for business?
He raises his eyebrows.
Not really. You could come to dinner with us tomorrow night. I would like you to meet him.
His wish takes me by surprise. And I feel flattered.
The next morning Frank calls as I’m sitting at the breakfast table with Claire and Will.
He comes right to the point which is unusual for him.
When you came over yesterday, I realized that I have to inform you as well.
Inform? About what?
Jackson.
My thoughts are circling, trying to hook into something.
Jackson? What do you mean?
You see each other often, I realized.
Yes, usually every weekend, but I didn’t come out the last three weeks.
Frank sighs.
Jacks is not doing good, he says, in fact, he’s not doing good at all. I brought him to the hospital in Colton the other day.
He said that…
And did he tell you, that he didn’t want to stay?
Yes, he said that too.
Among other things they found out that his platelet count is extremely low. If he gets hurt, he could bleed to death.
What?
Jacks has AIDS dementia, Frank says finally.
AIDS dementia? What in the world is that?
I have never heard this word before.
The virus sits in his head and eats his brain, basically. I also learned about it just recently. A friend of mine, who’s a nurse, told me about it. He has changed, you know. He doesn’t look after himself. He forgets everything. A few days ago he took out a gas pump…
He didn’t tell me about that…
He tries to hide it as good as he can. Typical, Jacks is proud. But it doesn’t work any longer. He really has changed a lot.
I noticed that something was off, but I had no idea…
We all didn’t, Frank interrupts me. We can’t be responsible any longer. That’s why, all of us up here, all the friends, have decided to call his parents. His dad is coming tomorrow.
He told me, but he didn’t say why.
Franks laughs quietly.
Of course not, he says.
Jacks is angry at us for doing it. He’s especially angry at me as his best friend. Behind his back.
So that was it, I say.
What?
Why the atmosphere was so tense on Friday.
Yes. That was it. And the fact that I won’t let him stay with me anymore. It just doesn’t work, he’s been impossible to friends who came by. They say that’s what happens with AIDS dementia – a shift in personality.
What’s his dad going to do?
I have no idea, Jacks is not very close to his dad. That’s why it was so hard for me to make that call. But we don’t know what else to do. The family needs to take over.
We are quiet for a while.
Do you know how much time he has left, I ask after a while.
They say, it depends on whether he gets hurt or not. And whether somebody can get him to start his meds. That’s why it has come to this – him not taking the meds.
Gosh, I believed him when he told me in Santa Fe, that he doesn’t need them.
Yes, me too.
We are quiet again.
Jackson wants me to go to dinner with him and his dad tomorrow, I say, but I can’t do that now, can I? There are more important things they need to talk about.
That’s why he wants you to come, so that that doesn’t happen, Frank laughs.
Jackson wants me to meet his dad, I tell him.
Oh really? That’s surprising. That’s not something he’s usually keen on.
My thoughts are racing. How could I not have noticed that he is gravely ill? That he might only have one week to live if he gets hurt? Somehow I can’t imagine. Somehow this all doesn’t make sense. Jackson has changed and he does look worn down but not like this.
He wants to go up to Seattle in a week, I say just to counter all of this with an outlook into the future.
I know, but that’s an illusion, Frank says, he would never make it. Especially not with this old car of his. He’s not supposed to drive, especially not after hitting a gas pump.
I am at a loss.
What should I do tomorrow then, I ask Frank.
Go and don’t stay very long. You are the only person up here that he doesn’t feel betrayed by.
Chapter 10
On Sunday Jackson calls me a few times to update me on his father’s arrival time. Late afternoon it becomes clear, he’ll only make it around eight thirty. He tells me to come to the Chinese restaurant in Twentynine Palms.
Left on Adobe, and then it’s on your left after a couple blocks, you can’t miss it, he says.
It’s a quarter to nine when I drive down Adobe and look left for a Chinese place. There is none. I’m half way to the marine base when I realize there won’t be one either. I make a U-turn and search the other side of the street. There it is. A big white Ford Explorer with New Mexico plates in front of it. I pull into the parking lot.
There they are, the only guests in a brightly lit restaurant. It’s late for a Sunday night in Twentynine Palms. I observe them from the car. Father and son, across from each other, in silence.
I push the door open and release them. They both jump up. I first hug Jackson, then I shake hands with the father. Although I saw him in the painting at the store in Santa Fe, I pictured him quite different. The father is a lot less tall than Jackson and more round. At first sight he doesn’t come across as controlling and overpowering.
Dad, this is Emma. Emma, this is my father, Jackson introduces us.
I’m John. I’m very happy to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you, he says smiling and presses my hand.
Same here, I say, I’m Emma, very pleased to meet you.
I sit down next to Jackson, the father sits down across from me.
What was that in his glance, when I came in?
Surprise? Astonishment ? Whatever it was – he was expecting something different. He does seem pleasantly surprised. This feeling gets even stronger when they both make me the only subject of the conversation. Of course. They both want to put the real subject matter off for just a little while longer. Jackson gives cues, the father digs deeper. We talk about my work, about Switzerland, about life in Los Angeles and about life in the desert. The longer I’m the center of the conversation, the more I understand that I’m not here to meet the dad; I am here so the dad can meet me. There is no way I can leave soon to give them space to talk.
They have waited for me before ordering; the waiter is getting a little impatient. He has counted on an early end of this Sunday shift. Jackson and John both order big entrees, I go for a soup.
Our conversation is animated, we laugh a lot, and sometimes I forget why we’re here. Jackson goes in and out of the conversation, he seems lost in thought at times. But mostly he pays attention not to miss giving the next cue. Again he has ordered a lot, but he only picks a little from the different plates he has in front of him. John eats with pleasure, not without looking at me between bites.
Jackson gets up and asks the waiter where the restrooms are. John doesn’t leave him out of his sight until the restroom door closes behind him.
Then he turns toward me and looks me in the eyes. No more chatting. He has tears in his eyes.
I’ll be in touch with Frank, I finally say.
This is all so sad, he manages to say after a while.
Yes, it is. I had no idea it was that…
I have no idea why I’m doing this, he interrupts and stares at me intensely, but I want you to know, that Jackson is in love with you, and he told me so two months ago…
Now it’s my turn to stare at him.
Should we order dessert, Jackson asks.
I didn’t seen him come back.
He sits down and asks for the dessert menu.
John and I are happy to hide behind our menus.
No thanks, not for me, I say as John fixates me.
Jackson and John order ice cream.
The lightness is gone, the conversation dies down. Only the fortune cookies next to the bill bring some release. I control my reflex to grab one of the cookies. No, I’m not going to choose first in this situation, although I’m generally not superstitious.
I take the plate and hold it out to Jackson. He picks one of the cookies without hesitation and opens the plastic wrapper with his teeth. John goes back and forth between the two cookies left and then picks the one on the left. I take the last one. We rustle with our wrappers. Jackson reads his note first, then puts it down immediately. He’s disappointed.
OK, ladies first, John says.
Whatever you set your mind to – with concentration you will obtain your goal, I read.
Not bad, we all agree.
How about you, Jacks, John asks.
He reluctantly takes the little piece of paper between his fingers and reads.
You will get advice you should listen to.
There goes the little piece of paper, it’s crumpled into his napkin.
OK, John says, mine reads: During the next weeks, you will get positive news.
I share a quick look with John while he puts his credit card onto the bill and hands it to the waiter.
He comes back right away with the receipt.
As Jackson heads for the door, John and I have the same reflex. John puts his fortune cookie note into his breast pocket, I put mine in my purse.
Outside in the parking lot Jackson hugs me for a long time. John keeps his distance.
Maybe I’ll see you anyway next weekend, I say quietly.
No, I don’t think so, he says, I’ll definitely go to Seattle. There’s nothing to be done about that. But I’ll call you.
Again, he holds me tight.
John presses my hand and looks at me with tears in his eyes, before he says good-bye.
Then they get into their big truck. They slowly drive to the Yucca Valley Inn. I follow in my car. For fifteen minutes we drive behind each other. Usually I go a lot faster here. But I can’t make myself overtake them. Maybe we’ve just seen each other for the last time, I think to myself. The fifteen miles feel like a funeral procession.
I’m beat. I’m excited. And at a loss. Until the white Expedition turns right in Yucca and I head on straight into the night on the lonely highway I’ve come to three possible conclusions. First: Jackson made the love story up for his dad. Second: the dad made the love story up for me. Third: it’s actually true. The third one being the most unlikely. All our encounters spin around in my head like a merry-go-round. I try to stop it to get a grip on the exact moment where he might have fallen in love with me without my noticing. He never revealed himself to me. Did I miss something as fundamental as this? John has known about it for two months. Nothing special happened two months ago. That’s when he came back to the desert from Santa Fe. For the life of me, I can’t recall his exact words. I led a gay lifestyle for a while, he had said. I realize that I had not thought about this at all since Santa Fe. As if I had cancelled him out as a possible lover after this revelation, although he had also said, that he had been together with a woman who had a child for a while. I wish I would remember his exact words. But that’s all I can come up with.
After a while a new feeling sneaks in. Someone who has only a short time left will probably not deal with something unreal. Why would he. I like that thought. I have to talk to Frank. Maybe he knows something although he never mentioned anything. I had promised him an immediate update of how the dinner with John went anyway. As soon as I leave the canyon without cell reception and I’m heading straight toward the 10 freeway, I dial his number. He picks up right away.
So? How did it go?
I sum up the incredible news as well as I can.
Did you know about this, Frank? Did Jackson tell you that he’s in love with me?
No, not a single word.
We are quite for a long time.
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