
Lex calls to say he’s writing me out of his script if I leave Los Angeles with my tail between my legs, 

which is exactly what I plan to do. He says this as if the real me will disappear with his edits. What he 

doesn’t seem to remember, though, is that my reason for coming here in the first place is now dating 

her professor. “Staying,” I say, “makes me twice a fool.”

I’m on my cell pacing the three-foot by five-foot balcony of my sublet apartment, which is just large 

enough for one stride in each direction. The anxiety two-step.

	 “Where do you think you’re going, exactly? Back to the farm in Missouri?”

	 This is unfair. We’ve gone over it a dozen times; I’m no farmer and the Midwest is more than cow fields, 

but Coast dwellers don’t seem to understand. All they see is patchwork as they fly over the chubby upturned 

faces of middle America.

	 “There’s meaningful work in other parts of the country, you know, places where women don’t run on 

batteries and people eat breakfast on plates rather than steering wheels. Forget it, Lex. I’m practically gone.”

	 “Look outside. This moment, walk outside.”

	 “I am outside,” I say, spinning about-face.

“Good. Now tell me what you see.”

Palm trees. Smogcurtain. Convertibles creeping the road.

“So what?” I ask.

“So what? So just another day in paradise is what. You’ve made it. There is nowhere else.”

We plan to meet in a few hours to go over the script, and I’ll present my reasons for skipping town. My 

lease is month to month, so that’s no problem. The futon where I sleep, the furniture, the third-hand pots and 

pans in our kitchen: everything belongs to my roommate. I moved to LA five months ago with a Woman, 

the Woman shook me, and now I rent a bedroom from a stranger I found on the web. Calculus of a discarded 

male.

•

What I have failed to tell Lex is that I have no contingency plan. I can’t go home. The thought 

of moving transports me to the Ninth Circle, my ruined self slinking in the shadows of two 

people I will certainly fail before it’s said and done. Plus, they’re beginning to need something 

I can’t give. I called the house the other day to see if they were still receiving my mail, and when I asked my 

mother about her day she couldn’t remember a single thing she’d done.

	 “Look down at your feet, Mom,” I’d said. “What do you see?”

	 “I see slippers.”

	 “So you probably haven’t been outside.”

	 Tick.

	 “Probably not.”

	 Tock.

	 “What day is today?”

	 And so on.

	

•

Knowing Lex’s method of argument, which derives not from classical rhetoric but from brute force, I 

list my reasons for leaving LA as I walk to the restaurant: there’s my job at Corporate Booksellers, 

where I haunt the pre-opening hours shelving photography books on stacks from which dirty old 

men have removed them in search of black & white nudes; there’s the expense; the lack of center; the fake tits 

staring me down like pairs of googly-eyed glasses on a sprinter’s face; &c. And, of course, the Woman.

I reach the place first and wait inside, trying to keep my arguments in order, but a call from Lex breaks my 

concentration. He’s having difficulty finding a parking spot. “Keep me company,” he says into the cheap hands-

free microphone that dangles now too close, now too far from his face, causing the volume and clarity of his 

voice to fluctuate wildly. Even after he finds a spot he keeps me on the line until we can see each other through 

the glass door. 

Despite our years of friendship I’m still uncomfortable being with Lex in public. He’s so unapologetically 

large—radiating a moist, hippopotamus warmth—that people routinely forget what they were talking about 

when he walks into a room. He’s six six and two fifty, with skin so thick and strained it looks like an ill-fitting 

wetsuit.

He assumes my place in line and orders a family platter for himself, steak fajitas for me. We find a 

booth.

“I’m getting close to a final draft,” he says, producing a stack of pages from his courier bag. “But if you 

leave, I lose my handle on Randy.”

Randy is a thin amalgamation of Lex’s friends with a core personality borrowed from the catalogue of my 

insecurities. I must admit, it’s oddly gratifying to see myself on the page, like being loved for reasons I know to 

be false. At first I was flattered, awaiting the new scenes to see how I would act in someone else’s mind. I secretly 

desired for the character to seduce beautiful women + do something courageous + save a drowning boy or at least 

his drowning dog. But I started having difficulty with the idea when Lex asked me to come on for editing help 

and creative consultation. I was getting too close to my character, too reflective. We fought over details. Lex 

wanted Randy to spiral downward—scene after scene where Randy could have chosen the right thing to do and 

didn’t—while I tried to steer Randy toward some perceived potential, envisioning a happy ending for myself. 

Self-fulfilled redemption.

“Without Randy there’s no movie,” I say.

“Bingo. Follow the logic,” he says. “No Bradley, no Randy. No Randy, no movie. In case you don’t 

understand, this project sinks without you. Modus ponens.”

“He’s a character. I’m a real person. Consider the difference.”

“Wonderful,” he says. “How about this for a story: I could have Randy drop everything, forget his interests, 

put his dick in deep storage, and crawl into a dark cave where no one will ever hear from him again. Sound 

interesting?”

I choose not to respond.

“Kids are going to line up around the block to see that movie.”

The reason I keep Lex in my life, I think, is that he’s smartest when he pinpoints my faults. In the 

years since we met at freshman orientation—he balancing a plate of barbecue in each hand and me with a lone 

glazed breast—he’s been the most honest person I know. He might not be kind, but at least I know he’s paying 

attention.

	 “You live each day like it’s already a memory,” he says. He looks me right in the face—something that 

doesn’t happen much around here—and repeats himself. “You live each day like it’s already a memory, Brad, and 

soon an entire shitpile of regret is going to land right in your lap. The real reason you want out of LA is so that 

you can section this part of your life into a tidy compartment and move on to your next episode.”

	 “This place isn’t right for me.”

	 “I don’t give a shit whether this place is right for you. That’s not the matter. The matter is you’re here and 

you have to stay here until you figure out what the hell you want different.”

	 “Am I worse than your friends who make plans and go to parties with the sole purpose of telling people 

about it the next day? Like they’re collecting invitations?”

“Here’s the difference,” he says. “The difference is they need something.”

A waiter replaces our numbered Mexican flag with two Southwest-colored plates. Lex shifts his attention 

to the food, assaulting it like the flauta had looked at his sister funny. I’m so entranced by his behavior that my 

crackling fajita goes untouched until Lex flings a packet of hot sauce at my chest.

“You’re not leaving,” he says around a steaming mouthful of food. He’s breathing heavily though his nose, 

arching his back to straighten out his internal tubing. He swallows big. “I found us work tonight as extras on a 

TV pilot. You’re coming, you’re going to make some money, and you’re going to forget about moving back to 

bumblefuck.”

I start to protest but Lex returns to his plate, motioning for me to do the same. In one sweep of his hand he 

clears the script from the table with a lucky ease. The papers light in his other hand at the edge of the table. Thin 

white birds worried into a flutter and then silenced, snapped into order, and stuffed away.

“Plus I’m introducing you to a girl you’ll like. She says she reads actual books.”

“The last girl you set me up with puked in the cab, remember?”

Lex laughs. He has to laugh. He doesn’t want to, but he does.

“Just unpack your goddamn bags and wait for my call.”

•

I go back to the apartment and clean like a maid on methamphetamines. If there’s any chance of my inviting 

a woman into this place, I don’t want her to see the squalor in which I’ve been living. Before I slow 

down enough to breathe I’ve filled one tinkling trash bag with Budweiser bottles and another to capacity 

with folded cardboard, cheese-encrusted pizza boxes, paper towels, wrappers, and a host of other trash I don’t 

remember making. The overwhelming evidence of sloth forces me to take stock of my living arrangement. For 

some reason, what comes to mind is how badly I’d hate my parents to see me like this. If my dad were to walk in 

and catch me on all fours scrubbing what might or might not be vomit from between our kitchen tiles, I’d give 

up. I’m humiliated even thinking about his reaction. To counteract this bilious feeling I call home and announce 

that I’m going to be on television.

	 “Mom,” I say. “It’s your boy.”

	 “Bradley. Your father and I need you to resolve something for us.”

	 “Mom, I have news. I’m going to be on a TV show.”

	 I hear her breathing into the receiver. She’s often short of breath when we talk these days, as if they’d 

installed the phone atop a small hill in the kitchen.

	 “Did you call us or did we call you?” she asks. “Huh. Anyway, listen. Your father and I are arguing over 

how we met, and I figure we must have told you that story a thousand times. He insists it was the same weekend 

I was going with that boy Jimmy Roberts, but I swear it was the weekend after I went with Jimmy Roberts, 

because we had two different dances on two different days, and I couldn’t have gone with both…”

	 She continues for a while, sorting through the details. I want to tell her Dad’s right, that the story goes she 

went for a soda with Jimmy Roberts on Friday and a malt with Dad on Saturday, same weekend, but from the 

sound of her voice I think the truth would break her heart. I suspect she’s always felt guilty about that. Certain 

things she cannot forgive herself.

	 So instead I tell her she’s right and what does Jimmy Roberts matter anyway, but all the while I’m thinking 

how it’s clear they can’t take care of each other forever. They’ll try, and they won’t surrender easily, but strength 

of will only lasts so long. When the time comes for someone else to step in, I don’t see myself doing what I 

should do. It’s a certain thing I cannot forgive myself, and it hasn’t even come to pass.

•

Lex pulls up at 4:45 as promised and honks three times despite the fact that I’m standing on my balcony 

and can see him coming. He knows I’m nervous to meet the girl in his passenger seat, and that I’ve 

probably been waiting outside since half past four, but he makes a scene anyway. I dash through the 

apartment, stopping to test my breath in a pillow, and head down.

	 His friend Elizabeth is my kind of pretty, with shoulder-length black hair pinned behind her ears by a 

pair of simple barrettes. By now Lex knows my type from all the post-breakup ogling, and I’m touched that he’s 

considered my taste. He gets off on high production, which for obvious reasons is a good thing around here, 

whereas I prefer girls whose idea of making up is rubbing her eyes with newspaper-stained fingertips. When she 

folds down the seat so I can cram into the rear bench, I smell no perfumes. Just a person smell. The best smell on 

earth.

For reasons unknown to me Lex drives a teal Escort that’s so tight about his body he’s forced to hunch 

over the steering wheel and jam the seat back so far it groans on the runners. If my business were selling objects 

people don’t need or shouldn’t have, first person I’d hire is the genius who sold Lex Wendroth a fucking Ford 

Escort. A two-door, no less.

It pains me to see his manuscript haphazardly shoved back here, but then I wonder whether what really 

pains me is that Lex, as much as I want to malign him and demean his work, absolutely loves this shit. He 

graduated on a Saturday afternoon and bought his tickets for LA Sunday morning, as if there were no other place 

on earth that could sustain him. I, on the other hand, killed a summer, found a Woman to follow, and didn’t ask 

questions. Is it unusual, I ask myself as I stack Lex’s type-written pages to make space for myself, to hate your 

important friends?

When Elizabeth twists around to say hello, she smiles and I notice her upper teeth are off line, leaving 

her with one large incisor in the center of her mouth. An oral Cyclops. As we feel our way through the usual 

compatibility questions (job? living arrangement? how can I find out if you’re sleeping with someone?) I can 

only concentrate on that single tooth. It puts me at ease. Seeing a physical anomaly in LA is as surprising as 

watching a wild animal fall out of a tree.

“I live with a complete stranger,” I say, positioning myself as single and available. “But he’s not around 

much.”

We lob easy clues back and forth as Lex navigates the bleed of LA neighborhoods, and Elizabeth stays 

coiled the entire drive, flashing her tooth into my rear bench. Not even the traffic matters.

I manage to avoid discussing what brought me to LA long enough that we reach the signs for EXTRAS 

parking and our conversation turns to the pilot.

•

I’m the first one into the Standard Hotel, and the reflection I catch of myself in the automatic doors 

sends me into a panic of self-doubt. This is no surprise. I spent the car ride sitting gingerly so my clothes 

wouldn’t crimp or make contact with Lex’s discarded fast food wrappers, but the consensus between Lex 

and Elizabeth is that I’ve failed to satisfy dress code. When he told me over lunch that the casting call required 

‘casual chic’ clothing, I’d tried hard to pretend I didn’t care, but in reality I knew the grand sum of my wardrobe 

couldn’t produce a single chic outfit. Their frank assessment of my clothes isn’t mean-spirited, it just underscores 

the anguish I went through to construct even this minor league getup. I’d spent nearly an hour after lunch sorting 

through every possible combination of pants and shirts, presenting myself a parade of two-dimensional potential 

selves.

	 “What are you wearing, anyway?” Elizabeth asks now that we’re illuminated by the Standard’s lobby 

lights. “Silk?”

	 I’d settled on rayon.

	 “It looks kind of wrinkly.”

	 We join the line of extras that’s bound for the check-in table where we’ll sign our single-shot contracts. 

Before we have a chance to advance, a man emerges from the crowd and heads toward us with an amazing 

efficiency of movement.

	 “Excuse me, are you working tonight?” the man asks me, rubbing both elbows with his opposite hands. 

He’s standing in a position that blocks me from moving forward with the line.

	 “Yes.”

	 “There isn’t time to change on the rooftop. Where are your clothes?”

	 Lex and Elizabeth continue toward the check-in table, walking backward to keep an eye on me but not 

breaking file.

	 “You’ll have to come with me, dearheart. This isn’t an audition for the high school musical.”

	 I give Lex a sign that means Go ahead, I’ll see you at the top, after which the black-on-black production 

fascist pinches a very soft and tender part of my triceps and removes me from the queue. He corrals me through 

the casually chic extras who clutch temporary contracts to their persons, moving so adroitly through small cracks 

between groups that I get the sense he’s trying to lose me, to get me off the scent and then leave me meandering 

back to the line after it’s too late. I shadow him closely enough that I notice the impeccable cleanliness of his 

black cashmere sweater = not a single cat hair or fuzz ball or down feather. I don’t know how such people exist, 

or where they get their washing done. He’s a creature from the spotless planet. I follow him down a dimly 

lit corridor that begins to look like the bowels of a different building altogether, with low ceilings and drab 

utility paint more appropriate for a storeroom than a luxury hotel, and it hits me that I’m in a place where only 

employees roam; housekeepers and dishwashers. Staff. The instant decrease in pressure makes me feel more 

comfortable, and as I walk I imagine getting a job here, dodging my rent and my bookstore and my friends and 

my family, and disappearing into the guts.

The man comes to an abrupt halt near a door and I run full into his back.

	 “Relax, kid,” he says. A patch of sheetrock dust has appeared on his arm where I bumped him into the 

wall, but with a single swipe he erases the imperfection. It’s back to the immaculate black sweater. I am relieved. 

“You’re probably out of luck, but see if Steven can set you up with a loaner outfit.”

	 I wait outside the door long enough for the man’s footfalls to fade and silence to take over. The yellow 

light, the unfinished corners. It’s hard to imagine there’s a wardrobe room on the other side of the door; the 

thought enters my head that I’ve been escorted to the exact center of LA, the fabled core, and that on the other 

side isn’t a guy manning clothes racks but an angel at the controls, keeping her city in order. I’m tempted to 

knock just in case, but instead decide to retrace my steps and head to the roof deck in what I’m wearing, contract 

or not. The only thing I want is to see Elizabeth, and the wanting feels good, so I Hansel & Gretel my way back 

to the lobby. Up I go.

•

The brushed-steel elevator opens onto the Standard’s roof deck, overlooking (or, rather,  underlooking) 

the illuminated stories of downtown Los Angeles. The US Bank Tower dominates my field of vision, 

its corona beaming a vertical column of light into the heavens, and in all directions vacant windows 

burn after hours. It seems strange that countless empty floors would still be so furiously lit after everyone’s 

gone home, and the thought of those empty offices buzzing with electricity and hibernating monitors and the 

occasional hum of a vacuum cleaner down the hall gives me the creeps. But then I try to imagine this mess of 

skyscrapers going dark every night and I understand. How could a city sleep with dark steel giants looming 

overhead.

	 It’s the first time I’ve seen LA from this vantage point. The city makes more sense from above. The 

buildings have exact locations. Streets and streetlights are static. Whereas from the ground objects seem always 

to be moving outward like matter in a diffuse, chilling universe, from here I can believe certain things are set. 

Shit, if the smog lifted I might even see the mountains rumored to exist someplace around here.

	 Around the corner I can see and hear the party scene I’m supposed to join on the main deck. The voices 

together make an insect noise. Insects laughing. I’m not ready to enter the swarm, so I lean against a guard rail 

and try to look like I belong here.

	 I remember the day I crossed into California at the end of a thirty-hour solo drive that took me from 

Missouri through Tulsa, Amarillo, Albuquerque, Falstaff. West. I drove on the strength of ten-minute parking 

lot naps, baking in my front seat to the smell of melting maroon dashboard and wax soda cups. I ingested 

state after state, leaning forward in the driver’s seat to speed my way. I drove knowing that if I could make 

the apartment She’d been preparing for us, if I could press my finger to that buzzer and crawl up that carpeted 

stairwell and reach the bed I thought was mine, the city would take me, open my chest, and discover my best self 

among the tangle.

I’m about to fade into a poorly-edited flashback when I hear Elizabeth behind me. The crazy tooth sounds 

in her voice.

“Lex thought you took off, but I decided to find you. Better come if you want to be in the shot.”

	 That one little ‘if,’ that implied choice, lets me think maybe she’s not crazy about this lifestyle either. Let’s 

move to Boise, I think. Let’s go where they turn the lights out at night.

	 I say: “I’m not sure I do want to be in the shot.”

	 She says: “He’s waiting with a good table and seats.”
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“Where the fuck have you been?” Lex asks. He releases the chairs he’s reserved for Elizabeth and me. 

“You’re making me look like an asshole.”

	 We sit across from each other while Lex gets us caught up on the scene details. It’s a special crime 

unit drama, and the pilot episode centers around a sniper on the loose in Southern California. Tonight’s takes, 

if the crew executes their plan, include the establishing shot of an upscale club in full swing followed by the 

gunman picking off models from his perch atop a nearby building. The mayhem will be filmed last.

	 Lex grabs two drinks from a production assistant and sets them on our table.

	 “You two engage in sexually charged conversation while I find a good place to stand.” He stands up, 

straightens out his clothes. “I will be in the frame.”

	 He leaves us to our fake cocktails and I find myself make believing a date with a woman I want to reality 

date. It’s very confusing. Elizabeth raises her pink water and pretends to drink.

	 “Lex tells me you’re moving away,” she says. “He says you’re writing a screenplay together and that he 

can’t finish it without you.”

She leans over the table and wraps her fingers around my wrist. Her skin feels so good I want to cry. This 

thing I’ve forgotten. This touch.

	 “I’m not sure how long I can make it here. I mean, what do these people do with themselves? They can’t 

possibly live on single day contracts for television pilots.”

	 “How long have you lived here?” she asks.

	 “Half a year,” I say. I desperately hope she understands not to ask certain questions. I couldn’t bear to say 

the Woman’s name right now. “A little less.”

	 “So are you going to run away from every place that gives you trouble? Yo-yo until you land somewhere 

soft?” She takes an accidental real sip and has to let the mouthful of dyed water slide back into her glass. “Have 

you even left city limits since you moved here?”

	 A camera crew I hadn’t noticed runs past us, two serious-looking assistants holding the train of cords like 

bridesmaids. Elizabeth straightens her back and looks at me with unfocused eyes. When the cameras turn the 

corner her expression returns.

	 “You should know what you’re leaving before you’re gone.”

•

Lately the women in my fantasies have alternated between Debbie Turner in The Sound of Music and 

Kathy Bates in Misery. I realize this is an unhealthy dichotomy, but it seems I’m only comfortable 

with saints and terrible monsters. The Woman is no longer a good source of material, but when I try 

to think of other, more reasonable sources (Elizabeth Taylor comes to mind, circa Cleopatra), they invariably 

metamorphose into the Woman and scold me. Even my imagination won’t take me to bed.

	 I’m trying to file Elizabeth into the Debbie Turner camp. Debbie’s like comfort food for my libido, and the 

poor thing is in need of some TLC. In my current state I’m not sure how I’d handle the Bates variety, so I try to 

plumb the wholesome side of Elizabeth’s past. I ask how long she’s lived in LA, and after a few questions back 

and forth she tells me her parents live in Florida, send a check every six months, and have never visited.

	 “Like I’m an orphan,” she says, “with a trust fund.”

	 “I don’t know whether or not I’m sorry to hear that,” I say.

	 Another camera crew weaves through the extras along a Scotch-tape pathway. Elizabeth puts her hands 

around my wrists again, playing up the high-class intimacy. The party chirps around us.

	 “You’re not. Aren’t we trying to live like we don’t have parents anyway?”

	 “I’ve never thought of it like that,” I say. “Sometimes I wish I could go back to being a kid.”

	 “Bullshit.” She squeezes my wrist just enough for the glowing plastic ice cube in my drink to tumble out. I 

can’t decide if she’s turning me on or upsetting me. Oh, Jesus. Kathy Bates. “Think back on your entire day and 

tell me five things you wouldn’t be embarrassed to tell your parents.”

•

We perform cut after cut at our table, pretending always to be in the early throes of a date. Every 

time the production assistants reset the scene, we start a new line of conversation. It’s like a 

month of courtship crushed into an hour.

“Before we picked you up today I was telling Lex about a dream I keep having,” Elizabeth says. We’ve 

exhausted the small talk. “In the dream I’m an old woman with a son somewhere in the world, but I’ve lost 

contact with him. It makes me happy, though, just to know my son is out there, alive. And in the dream I’m 

always looking for him, or at least he’s all I think about, you know: where he is, if he has a family, if he’s healthy, 

that sort of thing. He’s so true to me, so real I can see his mussy brown hair and feel his tiny eyelashes on my 

cheek. I have this beautiful feeling that no matter what else I do or fail to do, I’ve created this little person. But 

then the dream changes and suddenly I’m in heaven facing a towering wall of angels that goes up and up forever, 

countless expressionless faces stare down at me, at my stomach. I try to find my boy among them but I can’t make 

out one face from the others. They look like clay pots lined on a shelf. That’s when they tell me I’ve been called 

up to admit my mistake. I hear something say There’s no son, but I can’t tell who’s speaking. No lips move. I 

don’t want to believe them, but somehow I know they’re right. The goodness is sucked away from me, and I feel 

like an empty husk. At the end of my dream I feel a sharp pain in my gut that lasts for less than a second, like a 

pain that happens outside of time, you know, and when I look down at my legs they’re covered in mud.”

Somewhere an important person announces the party has been successfully established. There will be a 

short break followed by sniping and mayhem.

“It’s a terrible dream,” she continues, sounding far off. “If I think it’s coming on a certain night I force 

myself to stay awake until morning.”

•

I find myself fast forwarding to the moment I have to say goodnight to Elizabeth, and despite my attempts 

to slow down, events blur. The shooter takes aim. Controlled explosions release tiny white clouds over 

our heads. A tall black model in fur bleeds pretend blood. I’m listening to direction on how to walk from 

here to here, and where to stop. An assistant director takes Elizabeth away from me and plants her in a crowd of 

laughing men. When the camera turns on her she stops smiling, and it makes me sad to think of the one beautiful 

tooth she’s hiding.

Then I’m standing in line at craft services waiting to order a quesadilla. Flood lights on mammoth tripods. 

I have lost my conception of time.

•

Back in the Escort after we’ve regrouped, Elizabeth rides in front and leans her seat back so I have to 

drape my arms around her shoulders. Lex and I have decided to drive her back to Pomona, where she’s 

cat sitting for her sister, because, as Lex so poetically rasped into my ear when Elizabeth went to the 

ladies’ room, I don’t have the balls to just ask her to stay the night. I’m out of my league and I know it. But I keep 

my mouth shut because Lex has a rebuttal for my every logical statement, and he’ll say the reason she’s out of 

my league is that I let myself believe that’s the case. Oh, the round and round.

	 “I’m leaving you in Pomona, you dipshit,” he’d said. “There’s not a chance in hell you’re riding home with 

me, so you’d better figure something out.”

	 We’re all tired from the shoot, so nobody speaks. I pretend to watch the road, but when Elizabeth’s eyes 

close I watch her instead. The bump of her eye moves beneath her eyelid. I want to kiss her cowlick, that 

vulnerable vortex.

•

The sister’s apartment is in a sprawling one-story stucco complex with walled-in patios for each unit. 

We park Lex’s Escort in a lot large enough for a suburban mall and walk toward the sliding glass 

doors, Elizabeth in front kicking toys and sporting equipment from her path. It’s the kind of place 

where new families live, children not that much younger than their parents, where every evening the front doors 

open in unison while waves of snot-nose kids pile out and start throwing things at one another. I’m exhausted 

just trying to count soccer balls.

	 When Elizabeth opens the door we’re greeted by smells of cat, plug-in deodorizers, and air conditioning. 

I wonder if the other two can distinguish that AC smell; it’s burned into my olfactory storage banks from years 

of living in a Midwest attic bedroom, a perch so baked by direct summer sunlight and rising heat that my only 

defense was a sorry little window cooling unit chugging on LOW from July through September. Its exhale 

smelled like wet tin. I am in love with that smell.

	 Elizabeth disappears into the deeper rooms to take care of business—I hear her sifting cat litter and snapping 

plastic trash bags into form—while Lex and I check out the walls like we’re in a museum. They’re absolutely 

covered with 4x6 photographs in cheap frames, and where the frames run out it’s just plain photographs pinned 

to the walls. The woman I assume to be Elizabeth’s sister is in each one wearing the same smile, big and earnest 

and too consistent from frame to frame for me to believe it’s real. I feel like I’m looking at paparazzi snapshots.

	 Finally I see a photograph I’ve been looking for = of Elizabeth. I gather it was taken at her sister’s high 

school graduation, and there’s middle school Elizabeth riding piggy-back on the begowned graduate, her smile so 

pure it makes the sister’s look vulgar in relief. Her innocence is genuine and fragile and I want to travel back in 

time to protect her from all the shit that’s to come. I don’t even want to think of the regrettable things I’ve done, 

things I wouldn’t want the girl in that photograph to know.

	 Lex catches up to me. Watching him move through this apartment makes me feel bad for the guy; I mean, 

he’s too big for most everything made to suit humans, including modern domiciles. He’s forced to be careful with 

every move, like the Hulk volunteering in a kindergarten classroom.

	 “I’m going to leave you here,” he whispers. “Try to get a ride home tomorrow.”

	 My stomach goes berserk. This is really happening. And my penis has been on unemployment so long it 

might have forgotten how to work.

	 “If I had any good excuse I’d be leaving with you tonight,” I say.

	 “You think I don’t know that?” he asks. “But the truth is you’ve already fucked your job, you have no other 

plans, your roommate is trashed, and your ex is probably screwing her new professor.”

	 Up close like this, Lex is the ugliest human being on earth. His pores are tiny geysers on the surface of a 

greasy pink planet. I lean toward him as if to whisper back but instead I punch him in his pork shoulder.

It hurts me more than it hurts him.

	 “I’m helping you,” he says. “Don’t fuck up.”

	 As he lumbers toward the sliding glass door I’m overcome with the sensation that I’ll never see him again, 

and I’m surprisingly affected. To quash this unsavory wellspring of emotion I start into my Dorothy Leaving Oz 

routine—in which my falsetto farewell to Scarecrow promises I’ll miss him most of all—but Lex turns around 

and cuts me off.

	 “And don’t pretend tonight is already past tense.”

•

Two noises. One: Lex sliding the glass partition as he leaves and Two: a wooden door slamming shut 

one unit over. Elizabeth appears in the doorway following the second noise. It’s the first time I’ve 

seen her from this distance. She looks amazing, her short black hair expertly tucked behind both 

ears, her body perfectly still, her feet shoulder-length apart. I guess people have different looks depending on 

how close they are, and right now I’m certain Elizabeth looks perfect from eleven feet away.

	 “Did you hear someone come home next door? What time is it? Where is Lex?” she asks.

	 I’m so struck by her beauty, by how she doesn’t move even when she’s speaking, that it takes me a 

moment to parse her questions.

	 “Lex went home, and I did hear a door from that direction.”

	 “Time?”

	 A clock hangs above the door frame where she stands. I glance up and back down.

	 “Almost eleven thirty.”

	 “Sit down on the couch,” she says. “I’ll get us beers.”

	 I sit on the couch as she demands, trying to find the best way to look comfortable. I try three positions 

before settling back and putting my hands on my thighs. My shoulders are about up to my earlobes.

	 In the kitchen two bottle caps come fizzing free and chink to the floor. Before I know what to do she’s 

beside me on the couch with her knees tucked under her body and a sip of beer between her lips. She is the 

essence of ease.

	 “Listen,” she says. 

I try her face for clues, but she’s staring at the wall as if she can see through. “It happens every night when 

he comes home.”

	 I drink my beer. Elizabeth squirms closer. Something knocks against the other side.

	 “Their bedroom is opposite us right here,” she says. “They’re amazing. Last night I timed them at seventy-

two minutes from start to finish, and ten minutes later they started up again. I swear it’s better than porn.”

	 I drink more beer. I consult the penis. I touch her neck below the left ear.

	 “Quit,” she says, twitching her face away. “There’s no rush. We’re stuck together in the boondocks, you 

know, and I’m not going anywhere.”

	 Something heavy and unbreakable falls to the ground on the other side, a laundry basket perhaps, or a 

chair. My guts have no idea what to feel right now. I see the photograph in Elizabeth’s face and I want to cover 

her ears, keep the noises out. How did we wind up here?

	 “I like to imagine every detail. The way she unbuttons his shirt. What he uses to tie her hands. If you 

weren’t over I’d probably fall asleep listening to them,” she says.

	 I try to imagine with her, but all I want is to find the bedroom. I don’t want her to turn back into a 

stranger.

	 A glass door slides open and I don’t realize it’s from this apartment until I hear Lex’s heavy feet tripping 

into the room. He’s walked in backwards and now turns with a pillow over his face to hide the view. He mumbles 

into the stuffing.

	 “We’re decent,” I say, raising my voice in case he’s covered his ears as well.

	 When he removes the pillow from his face I can tell he’s disappointed in my lack of progress.

	   “Come outside,” he says. “You won’t believe this.”

•

Lex leads us through the minefield of discarded family objects, walking toward the parking lot’s edge. His 

car idles under a street lamp with the driver’s door open, spilling its own eerie light onto the pavement. 

It’s a warm, quiet night, with only the sound of our feet and the bing, bing of the Escort’s warning chime, 

but I feel Los Angeles behind me, exhaling, releasing the day’s heat back into the sky. Somewhere in that mess 

the Woman I followed curls up to her new lover, Jack Nicholson watches television alone, and ten thousand kids 

lie to their parents over the phone. So begins the middle third of a life that keeps getting stranger.

	 Lex ushers us toward the Escort with his back bent almost parallel to the ground, so Elizabeth and I follow 

suit, the three of us creeping along until we reach the car. Lex shuts the door, crouches down, and raises a finger 

until he can catch his breath.

	 “I want you to stand up and look at the lawns across the street,” he says.

	 We all stand and look over the roof onto the row of prefab houses. The street’s incline forced the builders 

to terrace the plots with concrete retaining walls, each house identical to the others. My eyes adjust, but I see 

nothing extraordinary. Sprinklers clicking away at night. A little strange, I guess, but it makes more sense to 

water now than in midday heat.

	 I’m about to object when Elizabeth elbows me. And then it comes into focus: something rolling in the 

irrigated grass.

	 “Is that a fucking bear?” she asks.

	 “It is a motherfucking black bear,” he says. “In Los Angeles County.”

	 There’s nothing more to say, so I keep quiet. After all, it is a motherfucking black bear in motherfucking 

LA County. It’s small, really. Smaller than Lex. And from farther away it would probably look like a big dumb 

kid playing in the sprinkler. It is beautiful.

	 I move closer to Lex. “Come here,” I say, embracing him, measuring him. I lower my shoulder a little, get 

leverage. Yes, he’s 250 and strong, but at the moment I’m stronger. I am quick and alive. My head is clear.

“Thank you,” I say.

	 I walk out from behind the car, moving toward the bear with my arms out and my chest full of air. My 

body says “I am powerful and safe. Do not run.” I want to comb my fingers through its wet black fur. I feel no 

stress. Even this spider and this moonlight between the trees, and even this moment and I myself. The animal is perfect.

	 I hear Lex and Elizabeth calling but I know they’re too scared to give chase, so I move forward. I’m twenty 

feet away before the bear lifts its head in acknowledgement. Its little glass eyes are on me, its little face tilted. 

“Hello,” I say.

From ten feet I see muscles moving under its coat. True claws, true teeth. The bear shakes dry and takes 

two steps in my direction. Seven feet.

	 Behind me the car horn sounds, destroying the silence. My bear spins and retreats across the grass, 

disappearing between houses. It is gone.

	 “What the fuck are you doing?” Lex yells. He’s behind the horn. “Trying to get killed?”

	 “I needed that,” I say. “Please don’t ask why.”

	 Elizabeth stands to the side, watching with her arms wrapped.

	 Lex gets into the car and leans across the seats. He looks at me through the open passenger window. “Do 

you need a ride home?” he asks.

	 “I’m good here,” I say. 

I know Elizabeth’s still looking but I don’t look back. I just turn away from the Escort and walk to the 

apartment. Halfway, she catches up and slides her hands into my pockets from behind. We walk this way, 

halting, uneven, until we reach the patio. If she doesn’t ask why I needed the bear, she isn’t a stranger.

	 She turns my body around, so close now, and I see that Elizabeth at eleven inches is more perfect than 

Elizabeth at eleven feet.

“About your dream,” I say.

	 “Yes?”

	 I have an idea I need to put into language, to breathe into the world. Something understood. She is ink 

and mud and I am ink and mud. She pushes me further into the cool glass door so near she’s all I see, her mouth 

covers mine, and everything I hoped to say breaks apart and time moves and.


