
TOXIC BEAUTY

It is one of those rare gorgeous L.A. days.  When the rain has 
washed away all the smog and soot.  The sky is bright and blue 
and there is a slight breeze. Like you want to dance and scream 
and you feel fresh and revitalized and slightly goofy jump out of 
your skin hootie hoo crazy. 

My husband is at Saturday morning basketball with the other 
weekend warriors. I have not been to the beach in weeks. 

I walk along the cliffs to the steep steps that take you down the hill
and over PCH. I breathe deep the fresh sharp smell of eucalyptus 
on the path. The even sharper smell of urine washed away by the 
recent storms. I keep stopping to look up at the sky and breathe. 

I am distracted by the sheer cliffs that rise above me. I instinctively 
search the crevices for the homeless camps I know are there. 
I spot one such nest cleverly placed out of sight beneath three 
palm trees above a cement wall. A wall overgrown on the side of 
the hill. 

A magic cement wall. 

A perfect plateau of real estate facing the ocean. The most 
gorgeous views in town. I should do something. These homeless 
shelters nestled in these cliffs just moments away from million 
dollar condos and the snarl of PCH traffic and the blue ocean. Do I 
try to find them. Do I dive into the filthy bushes. And then what.  
Try to help. Do something. Do the invisible people want my help.  
What can I do. What can one person do.

Overwhelmed by the guilt of the problem and the guilt of 
presumption, I turn back towards the blue water.

I walk over the cement catwalk bridge and across the half empty 
parking lot towards the beach. A forty-ish man with wispy blonde 
hair sits on the back of his black Honda taking off his rollerblades. 
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“Hi” he says as I walk past. 

I give a half smile that says “I’m friendly enough to acknowledge 
you in order to refute the rude L.A. stereotype-but I am not going 
to give an outright smile and a “hi” and risk being abducted and 
possibly murdered by you.”  

City living. 

I walk across the sand. Sand in my shoes. I walk to the left of the 
lifeguard station. I’m running now as the ocean rises to meet me. I 
stick my hands in. I squat at the edge of waves.

I stand. My face is to the sun. Water drips from my fingertips.

I hear children laughing. I open my eyes to a gaggle of little kids 
running around and playing in the waves-screeching and laughing 
and running from the moving edge of water. The boys have rolled 
up pants and they kick and laugh and toss wet sand at each other. 
One lone little girl in a white dress and bright white hair screeches 
and laughs and runs around with the boys. 

The sand karate commences.

I remember summers spent at the Arden Park pool with my older 
brother-same karate kicks and squeals. Only the kicks were not 
made with the salt spray, but with the sharp scent of chlorine and 
dangerous wet towels and suburbia. The Parson boys would 
sometimes convince us to skip swim practice and ride our bikes to
Party Time Donuts to get a maple bar. On the way home-we 
would stick our heads in the lawn sprinklers breathless at the cold 
water on our heads. Giggling conspiratorially. 

I stretch and breathe and stare at the shades of blue water. 
The waves lap at my feet. 

A strong gust of wind across sand. I spastically grab at a piece of 
newspaper that flies past me. I crumple it up and put it in my 
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pocket to throw away-feeling proud of myself that I’ve saved the 
ocean from one more scrap of pollution. I’ve accomplished 
something today that is measurable. Tangible.

Another gust of wind sends a straw hat flying past me.
“Oh!” I exclaim out loud, dismayed that I don’t notice the hat until it 
is too late to be saved. It gets caught in a wave and I watch it get 
pushed out by the tide and back –spinning and dunking.

I look around and see a young man on my right running towards 
me. I had been looking for a woman…odd…a young man with a wide
brimmed straw hat.  Must be a tourist.  This is what I think as the 
hat spins around on top of the water. I see the young man 
scanning the water for his hat. I look back to my left where a very 
pregnant woman and her husband have stopped-the man runs 
into the surf to save the hat and carries it triumphantly back to 
shore.

To the man with the lost hat I yell over the wind.
“Over there! That man over there saved it!” 
I then turn to the couple down the beach and frantically wave and 
point towards the man with the lost hat.

“It’s his! Over here! Over here!”

I smile at the young man with the lost hat as he jogs past me and 
over to the parents-to-be to retrieve his hat. A rush of warm 
human contact in this city of driving alone. 

I breathe.

I look back to my left where I see the man with the lost hat 
heading back towards me and the father-to-be heading to the 
trashcan with the hat. I’m confused. 

Did they fight over the hat? Did the dad-to-be claim it as his own? 
Is there a disagreement over hat ownership? Has it become, like 
most things in this high drama city, a battle? Like the cocksucker 
on Ocean Boulevard the other day that made a tire squealing 
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illegal fast right almost hitting me as I walked in a green crosswalk 
and then had the balls to yell “Get out of the way bitch!” This 
inspired me to throw a half empty Jamba Juice at the back of his 
Cadillac Escalade and spontaneously scream 
“It’s a fucking green walk signal ASSHOLE!”

City living. 

“What happened?” 

I yell over the now loud and incessant wind to the young man who
lost his hat. 

“Was that not your hat?” I ask.

The young man walks past me- his voice raised into the wind. 

“No,” he yells. “It was mine. But, you know, there was a sewage 
spill in the water today.  That’s why nobody is in the water. It’s 
polluted. The hat was all wet from the polluted water so I told him 
to throw it away.”

“Oh!” I gasp. 

He trudges past me back to his towel by the lifeguard stand. 

I turn back towards the gorgeous blue water. 

The water with no people.

I start laughing. 

Of course.  

Poop in the water.

I turn back towards PCH and all the lost people on the cliff and all 
the city soot.
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I almost forgot…almost forget the truth about this city that I love.

Los Angeles.

The toxic beauty.

I laugh softly to myself and head back up the cement ramp…..

I need to go home and wash my hands.
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