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For the memory of Ellis Avery, who told me I would.

And for Spencer Kirk, who taught me my first lessons in love.





PROLOGUE: TODAY, JANUARY 27, 2010

On America’s Worst Murders Ever, my favorite true crime show, you always find out who did it in the end. I hate shows about unsolved crimes—they invade my sleep and give me unsettled dreams that go around and around all night, like buses I can’t get off of. Most murderers on true crime shows seem stupid. They take out life-insurance policies on their victims, Google Map their addresses, hire local hit men with no talent, leave DNA in their car trunks, go shopping for rope and rat poison. They drive to Vegas afterward, keep guns and bloody clothes, piss off their side pieces, forget to clear their browser histories, brag to someone in a bar. Under interrogation, they are not surprised. In news conferences, they are fake, histrionic. They are terrible actors. They elaborate stories about nothing, complicate the details, talk only about their own feelings. I can’t believe this is happening to me!

But those are only the ones we know about. The clearance rate for murder in the USA is about fifty percent; the rate in San Diego, where I live, is higher. Still, that’s a lot of murderers walking around. Sometimes, after I’ve given someone on the highway the stink eye, I’ll think, What if they’re a killer? What if they’re going to shoot me? It’s playing with fire to make any kind of eye contact in this country. I’ll check the rearview all the way back home.

In all the years I’ve studied true crime, trying to anticipate the ways I could get got, I never thought about it happening to anyone I cared about. Until now, lying in bed at 4:00 a.m., reading about Nando’s murder in The Union-Tribune. Someone I cared about, a man whose presence was like five different drugs lighting up my brain, was shot in the street yesterday morning while walking to his car. The police think it was a robbery, the kind that hardly ever gets solved.

Next to me in bed, my husband is shaking all over his body and making quiet screaming sounds.

I pat his arm and say, “Theo, Theo.”

He gasps awake. “Whuh?”

“You’re having a nightmare.”

He grumbles and turns over. A minute later, he begins to snore with a gentle rippling sound, like wind in a potato chip bag.

I stilt-walk my arms over his body and pluck his phone from the bedside table, turn away from him, and enter his passcode. I scroll down through two and a half years of texts until I find the picture. It’s the one of Nando from the day he fell off our neighbors’ house, beaming up at the ER nurse through one eye, his face bruised, his lips stitched up, the other eye swollen shut. He looks happy with himself, like a kid who just got off a ride called Death Mountain. It wasn’t so bad; he liked the feeling of falling, arcing through space with no impediment. The freedom of letting it all go.

You know when someone is either handsome or kind of wild-looking, and you don’t know which it is? So you decide they’re beautiful to you? Then you find out a lot of people are into their ugliness, and maybe they aren’t ugly at all, maybe they are handsome? Nando was like that. Even after his face healed, it took me a while to make up my mind.

It’s hard not to think about the last time we met up, six weeks ago, if only I’d known… but I wouldn’t have done anything different. I’m not much of a fantasist. In my imagination everything will still be the same, when Nando and I went to that Irish bar in Mission Beach. I still memorize him, redrawing the slight rightward jog to his nose, the dark freckles on his cheeks, the way his eyes tilt down at the outer corners. We sit over a table worn raw by elbows and argue for fun, as usual. He smiles at me with a bit of canine showing, as if he’s thinking of something funny about me, and says, “What was your favorite thing that happened today?”

I excuse myself, go to the bathroom, and stare at a photo of a nautilus shell. And then I cry on the toilet, because my favorite thing that happened that day was his asking me, What was your favorite thing that happened today?






THE DAY THE ROOFER FELL OFF THE HOUSE

Sometimes life can be a little silly and obvious in its metaphors. It’s as if the robot in charge of the simulation is making fun of you.

Look! How obvious I’m making this! Can your primitive brain still not see it?

I think of the cassette tape my husband played in his car the summer we met, Air’s Moon Safari, a French dream-pop album that is almost entirely instrumental. If only I had been paying attention, I could have understood Theo’s message: I have no words to give you. I can give you music, but not words.

Until the accident, I’d known Nando as my neighbors’ roofer. Seeing him from a distance, I registered that he was a thinnish, dark-haired man, not tall. Theo had been consulting with him about our leaks, which led to conversations about American imperialism, the nature of reality, how to take care of a potted spider plant, and the roofer’s pit bull, George. The roofer was opinionated in a calm, deadpan way that was a little exotic for San Diego, would say that he hated something or that he “disagreed.” He sent Theo links to Noam Chomsky lectures.

Theo said the roofer was “a talker” and gave a little laugh. I could tell he liked him.

Our toddler son, Atticus, had a trembly, awe-stricken crush on the roofer, the same kind he got on garbage trucks and backhoes. “Ooooh,” he would sigh, pointing at the roofer on his telescoping ladder, “Man Man.” It cut me up a little bit. It was happening so fast; he was not even three years old and already beginning a process of chasing his masculinity down a number of blind alleys.

That day I was sitting in the backyard, drinking coffee at the table under the arbor, too tired to take a nap. The pink and yellow roses on my neighbors’ side of the fence were making me feel stoned, the flowers vibrating lightly under a low, clotted sky. Atticus was upstairs, possibly sleeping. Probably not.

From my spot under the trellis, I faced the top of my neighbors’ house, a massive two-story Craftsman with wide eaves that stuck out beyond the walls by several feet. Nando crouched on top of the tar-shingle roof, the knocks of his hammer deadened and distilled by the haze. The top of his ladder was balanced against the overhanging lip in a way I didn’t trust—I’m a tiny bit psychic. When he scooted down the incline on his butt, I watched him. He turned onto his knees, stepped one foot down onto the ladder, stepped the other foot down, and as he did, the ladder tipped sideways. He threw his body onto the roof, hugging it, but the ladder dragged him down. As it fell, it twisted in the air and tossed him—or he dove away—all his limbs splayed, like a flying squirrel.

I cried out, “No!” and covered my face with my hands. The ladder clattered angrily to the ground, and then came the thud of his body on the grass. I jumped up and ran to the edge of the yard, where the roses were blocking my view. We hadn’t put up the picket fence yet, and there was only a chest-high length of chain link. Even so, I got the hem of my pants caught on a twist of wire as I hiked myself over, and I lost my clog under the bushes.

The roofer was on the edge of the lawn by my neighbors’ driveway, lying a few feet away from the ladder. He had fallen sideways, one arm bent beneath him, the other thrown across his head.

I crouched down to see one brown eye mashed against the grass. The other eye was covered by the protecting arm.

“Are you okay?” I asked the eye.

It blinked.

“I’m here with you. I’m calling 911.”

I sat up and told the operator who answered that I was with a man who’d been thrown from a two-story ladder. The roofer turned onto his back, shuddered, and grabbed onto my wrist, as if he thought he were still falling. His grip was cold and trembling. The other arm, resting across his belly, was skinned below the elbow, the scraped flesh bright, wet, exit-sign red. Dark blood oozed from the gash on his lip, formed a bubble, popped, and made a waterfall down his chin. I swallowed saliva the wrong way, some of it went up my nose, I coughed. I put the phone on speaker.

“Is he responsive?” the operator was asking me.

“Yes, he’s responsive.”

“Is he breathing?”

I stared at the bib area of the roofer’s overalls, remembering one of the first patients I ever worked with at an East Los Angeles hospital where I interned during the graveyard shift, a man whose girlfriend had died in front of him choking on a marshmallow. One minute, he was standing in the kitchen, teasing his girlfriend that no one over the age of twelve ate marshmallows straight from the bag; the next minute, he was trying to give her the Heimlich and yelling, Karen, don’t leave me!

I watched the roofer’s chest fall and rise and fall again. I was conscious of breathing and said, “Yes, he’s breathing.”

“What’s his name?”

“Nando, I think?”

Nando, short for Fernando. Jill had mentioned his name to us when she and Theo were commiserating about roof shingles.

“He’s a rad guy,” Jill had said. “All in a band and everything. You’ll like him. He wants to move down here from LA.” Then Jill had looked uncertain. “He’s an anarchist, I guess?”

“Anarcho-Marxist,” Alicia had corrected her. Alicia was a public librarian, a small, precise woman with a shy face.

“What does he play in his band?” I’d asked them.

“The drums?” Jill had looked at Alicia. “Did he say he sang, too?”

I’d thought, Of course your anarcho-Marxist roofer is a drummer. No surprises there.

I told the roofer I was Perdita, from next door. “Can you tell me your name?”

The less-bad eye focused on my face. He worked his mouth, and a moment later his voice came out.

“… Nando.” It was raspy but clear enough that I didn’t think I had to worry about his windpipe.

“What kind of injuries does he have?” the operator asked me.

I tried to remember the protocol I’d seen the medical personnel practice in emergency rooms. I was a social worker, not at all qualified to perform triage, but I might have picked up a little just out of curiosity. And sometimes, when I’m really scraping the bottom of my true crime obsession, I listen to 911 recordings on YouTube.

“He has a badly abraded arm, red bruising and cuts on his face, a split lower lip, one of his eyes seems to be swelling. And I think his nose might be broken.”

“Is he bleeding?”

“The cut on his lip. Should I put pressure on it?”

The roofer let go of my wrist and started to push himself up with his good arm. I laid the phone on the ground.

“Hey, Nando? I don’t think you should get up.”

I rested my hand on his shoulder and repeated that he shouldn’t get up, pushing back against him with as little force as I could as he struggled to raise himself. The phone was on speaker on the grass, and the operator got involved.

“Ma’am? Ma’am! He should not get up.”

“I know, I’m not letting him. Nando, don’t try to get up, okay? The ambulance will be here soon.”

“Ma’am, can you talk to him?”

He lay back, and something about his expression changed. The less-bad eye followed me.

“Can you ask him where it might hurt?”

“Nando, where does it hurt? Don’t talk, just show me.”

He pointed to the bib of his overalls. The back of his hand was covered in dark hair.

“He’s pointing to his upper chest.”

“Mm,” the operator said, not liking that answer.

I tried to think of a yes-or-no question to ask him.

“So, Jill says you’re a drummer?”

He nodded and winced.

“I’m sorry, don’t nod, just blink, okay? Once for no, twice for yes.”

He blinked twice. His hand strummed an air guitar and made a so-so gesture.

“You play guitar… a little?”

Two blinks: yes.

“That’s awesome,” I said. “I wish I could play guitar. When I was a kid, I had this little red one I loved so much. My mother made me take lessons with her boyfriend.”

I made a face. I felt very gay, suddenly—in the old-fashioned sense—as if I were hosting a party.

The operator came back. “They’re saying not to touch the lip. Can you keep talking to him?”

“Nando, have you ever played Sarajevo?”

Sarajevo is a grungy old bar in West Hollywood where every rock band in LA has performed. He blinked twice for yes.

“Me, too! I had a band. I used to live in LA. Do you sing?”

Two blinks. He pointed at me.

“Do I sing? I do. I did. And I sort of rapped?”

My phone buzzed. Theo was texting me from work:

Is there anything to eat?

I wrote back,

Jill’s roofer fell off the house.

I’m waiting for the ambulance.

The roofer said something I couldn’t make out.

“Oh, maybe you shouldn’t talk—”

He repeated himself. I bent to listen.

“What was your first album?” he said.

“You want to know the first album I ever bought?”

His good hand said, Why not? He waited, the eye watching me.

Oh, this conversation. My mind reflexively went to wondering which answer I should give: the cool one or the real one. But what a thing to be thinking in front of a man who might be dying.

“Fleetwood Mac, Tusk. I bought it with my babysitting money,” I said, shamefaced for my ten-year-old self, a white girl living in Northern California at the end of the ’70s, memorizing all those soft-rock songs about betrayal, dedicating them, in my mind, to a boy named Kenny.

The roofer gave a thumbs-up. “So much coke…” he said.

“Right? They were on so much coke!”

Overhead, there was a loud, rude unzipping noise. I startled and gave a shriek. A military jet shaped like a black star shot across the sky, trailing two lines of exhaust from its points. We must be on the flight path of the navy base. Maybe everyone is.

“Jesus, sorry,” I said. “I do that every time.” My soul drifted back down into my body, slightly offset. The roofer said something I couldn’t hear—the jet’s wake was pinballing around the clouds. I leaned forward.

“What?”

“It’s the sound of freedom!” he said.

I laughed. His bloody mouth smiled.

The ambulance came, and I ran out to flag them down. Two EMTs gave the roofer oxygen and on a count of three lifted him onto a lowered gurney. With a closed chest injury, they told me, the thing was to get him to the hospital as soon as possible. I called Jill and left her a voicemail telling her what was going on. The ambulance took off crying through the empty street.

It was warm now, the sun a white ball burning through the mist. I wandered back through Jill and Alicia’s yard. A book lay on the grass a few feet away from where the roofer had fallen. I picked it up. It was Manufacturing Consent, by Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky.

I found my clog under the rosebushes.

I didn’t know what to do with myself. I didn’t have any paperwork to fill out, the way I would have at the hospital. Should I follow the roofer to the emergency room? No, of course not. Atticus was calling for me in his bored little voice from the upstairs window.

I went inside, liberated him from his crib, and carried him back down to the kitchen, thinking of Jill telling me that the roofer didn’t live in San Diego. I pictured him dying, alone, on a treatment bed in a freezing, fluorescent-lit room, staring at a poster about domestic abuse.

“Man Man fell off his ladder and got a boo-boo,” I told Atticus. “What if we go visit him at the hospital?”

Atticus broke the suction of his sippy cup with a sizzling noise. “Man Man?”

“I mean, maybe.” More likely, we would go to the playground and then a Goodwill. Whatever these feelings were, the rush, the anxiety, the relief, I wanted to channel them into touching dirty old clothes.

An unknown number was calling.

“Is this Perdita?”

It was a woman’s voice.

“Yes?”

“This is Charleigh. Nando’s girlfriend.”

“Charleigh, hi.” Now I remembered—he had a girlfriend in San Diego. Jill had told us he was looking for work down here so he could spend more time with her.

“I’m so sorry to bother you. Jill gave me your number. She said Nando fell off the ladder and you called the ambulance.”

A crisp, anxious, educated voice. There were no question marks at the ends of her declarative sentences.

“Yeah, I did.”

“Can you tell me how he is?”

I hesitated, not wanting to scare her. “He’s pretty banged up, but I think he’ll be okay.”

“How far did he fall?”

“He was stepping off a two-story roof. It was about twenty feet high.”

“Oh no,” she said quietly. And then, “Can I ask, how did he fall? I mean, forward or backward?”

“I think… sideways.”

A quick exhale of relief.

“He practiced that, falling sideways. He read about it in chat groups. They said the last thing you want to do is hit the back of your head, because of—” She stopped, apparently unable to say “brain damage.”

Roofer chat groups? That interested me.

I told her that I hadn’t seen any sign that Nando had hurt his head. He’d been conscious the whole time and was talking to me. He’d even made a pretty good joke about the military-industrial complex, I thought of adding, but it didn’t seem appropriate.

“He knows he should always anchor the ladder to the ground!” the voice fretted. “We’ve talked about it… I’m sorry,” she added. “I just worry. It’s such a dangerous job.”

“I really do think he’ll be okay, Charleigh.”

“Okay.” There was a short silence. “That makes me feel better. I’m driving to the hospital. I shouldn’t really be talking. Thank you for taking care of him.”

I said I was glad I was there, and we hung up. I sat looking at the scratches on my arms. I must have gotten them from squeezing between Jill and Alicia’s rosebushes. I could feel the part of my wrist where the roofer had grabbed on to me, flailing like a newborn. It reminded me of the first time I gave Atticus a bath in the sink, how he’d clutched at my arm with more strength than I would’ve given him credit for, screaming and turning purple. For two weeks, I’d been locked up with this creature biologically designed to torture me, reacting to him the way a servant does to a master, feeding him, wiping his ass, waking when he did. He seemed completely in charge of me, and I was just his drudge. When he grabbed on to my arm that way, because all this was new to him, and he didn’t know where he was in space or even what water was, it made me realize that he was also afraid, it wasn’t only me. It felt like the beginning of love.






TODAY, JANUARY 27, 2010

I give up on sleep, go downstairs to make a pot of coffee, and read the newspaper story about Nando’s murder two more times. The short paragraph, with the headline “Man Shot, Killed, by Unknown Assailant in Linda Vista,” says only that the victim, Fernando Acuña, a construction worker, was walking to his car just before 5:00 a.m., when he was held at gunpoint, robbed, and shot. It doesn’t mention if the police are detaining anyone or what was taken from him.

Outside, the sky has started to glow neon blue, like a TV screen, and the spiky plants are paling to gray. I should be writing therapy notes. Ever since I began my private practice, I can’t seem to keep up.

My phone buzzes on the desk. It’s Nando’s last Los Angeles number, the one I memorized but never saved as a contact. That series of digits is so hardwired to my nervous system that for a moment I’m just as nauseous and happy as I always was when he used to call. I want to snatch up the phone and say, Oh my god, I was just thinking about you!

But Nando is dead. The newspaper is right in front of me. Man Shot, Killed… If I don’t answer, I’ll go out of my head wondering. I slide the button over.

“Hello?” I whisper. No one answers. A blurred silence whooshes back and forth, like sneakers scuffing on concrete. Then, a hesitant sipping noise—ha—a voice inhaling to speak, maybe. A presence of some kind. There is a funny pang in my chest; I feel almost shy. I have all kinds of conflicting thoughts. What if Nando is a ghost trying to give me a message? Do I want to talk to him if he’s a ghost? Maybe I’ve mixed up the numbers; it’s only someone on a distant continent trying to call me ma’am.

“Who is this?” I say.

Upstairs, my daughter, Honor, begins to yell a stream of endless, uncountable Mama: “Mamamamamamama…”

On the line there is another barely audible ha. Then it beeps three times, and the connection is broken.





A VERY BAD GLUTEN-FREE CAKE

After the roofer fell off Jill and Alicia’s house in the autumn of 2007, he didn’t return to work for two weeks. I thought of calling his girlfriend to ask her how he was doing, but I couldn’t bear to talk to her. I watched YouTube videos of people falling off ladders. According to the internet, roofer was the fourth most dangerous job in America, after logger, pilot, and derrick operator. I tried going on some roofer chat groups, but they were not that interesting, and I felt like a creep, as if I were developing a kink for people falling from high objects.

One afternoon as I was giving Atticus his lunch, the doorbell rang, and when I went to answer it, a woman stood on the top step under the portico. She held a cardboard box with a cloth draped over it. She was young, twenty-five or twenty-six, with a thin, oval face.

“Hi, Perdita? I’m Charleigh. Nando’s girlfriend.”

“Oh hi, Charleigh—yes.”

“I made this cake to thank you.”

“Wow, that’s so nice. Do you want to come in?”

She peeked over my shoulder, as if she was curious about my house. “Maybe just for a minute? I don’t want to trouble you.”

“No trouble,” I said. “I’m just feeding my son. Come on in.”

I took the box and led her through the living room to the kitchen. “How’s Nando doing?”

“He’s doing well. He’s very lucky you were there.”

“Really? I didn’t do anything.”

She was taller than me, but age aside, we were similar types: dark straight hair, bangs, no makeup. Her mouth had the prettiness of a child’s, small and full, the lips unfurling out. She wore black yoga pants, a gray T-shirt, and perfectly clean white sneakers.

“The doctor said his broken rib was touching his lung. If you hadn’t stopped him from sitting up, it probably would’ve punctured it.”

“Oh no.” I set the cake on the counter.

“Nando is very stubborn. He would’ve tried to drive himself to the ER.”

She smoothed her hair behind one ear. It was blow-dried and shiny, every strand brushed out. I wished I blow-dried. I told people it was laziness, but it was actually because it would get me thinking about how many cumulative years I had spent blasting screaming-hot air at my face and how maybe this was purgatory, maybe I was being punished for something and didn’t know it, maybe I was always blow-drying in a time beyond time, so I didn’t do it that often.

“Would you like some coffee?” I said. “We might have some lemonade?” I opened the fridge and looked inside, although I knew I had no beverage game whatsoever, and Theo would be annoyed if I took one of his smoothies. “A smoothie?”

“I’m good, thanks. The cake is gluten- and dairy-free. Jill mentioned that your son has some food intolerances.”

“That’s very thoughtful,” I said, feeling penitent for no reason, as if I’d secretly decided to hate her.

Atticus was in his high chair, not eating his food things. Charleigh stood looking at him, cupping her chin in her hand.

“You know, I study Chinese medicine,” she said. “I think we could treat your son’s allergies.”

“You mean with acupuncture?”

“Acupuncture would probably be too much at this age. We have other modalities.”

I asked her more about this—if it was hard to learn Chinese medicine, how many years before she graduated, and so on—as if I were one of her mother’s friends. Her reserved body language was an interesting counterpoint to her childish, pushed-out mouth: the way she rested her elbow on one hand and touched her chin with just her thumb and forefinger, looked at me levelly, and showed no humor or emotion. She was rich, I could feel it in my spine. I went to high school with rich people—they terrified me. I imagined Charleigh was an only child, overidentified with one of her parents, probably her father, whose arm gestures she was unconsciously mimicking, and she tried her best all the time. She felt bad about her privilege and wanted to use it to do good in the world, but if you crossed her, she would cut your heart out and eat it.

But then she said the following delightful phrase: “At my school, we’re trained to use our senses.”

That cheered me up a little.

“Oh, cool, which senses? The usual five? Or, like, extra ones?”

“The usual. I have an acute sense of smell. It helps me diagnose people’s elements.”

“Would it be rude to ask you what element I am?”

She looked at me with an almost dreamy expression, cupping her chin. “I do have a feeling about you, actually,” she said. “I think you’re metal. You have a metal face.”

“That’s funny. Hmm, a metal face?” I was flattered, in a way. She seemed to see something steelier in me than I did. “I don’t feel like metal,” I admitted.

“What do you feel like?”

“A squirrel.”

“You feel like a squirrel?”

“Yeah. I’m just minding my business, storing my nuts. Trying to get through stuff, be as brave as I can.”

“You were brave when Nando fell.”

“Oh, no. I worked in hospitals for ten years. In a crisis, I can get very mechanical.”

“That’s the metal,” she said.

“What does it smell like?”

“Kind of like winter.” Her eyes went back to Atticus. “Have you ever given him antibiotics?”

“Yeah, I did, when he was six months old. For an ear infection.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” she said. “That’s what caused his allergies. Antibiotics are basically poison to a baby. They really mess with the immune system. Does he have asthma? No? That’s lucky. We might still be able to repair the damage.” Something about the spleen.

I found, from a pinching at the nerves under my eyes, a strangled feeling in my throat, and a mounting sense of being under attack, that I was close to crying. I turned vacant and let the silence go longer before my next question, annoyed with myself for being sensitive enough to let someone her age hurt my feelings. I knew she didn’t mean to insult me; she believed what she believed. I just hated everyone.

I hoped she couldn’t tell.

As I saw her out at the door, she gave me a last serious look. “I hate to think what could’ve happened if Nando tried to drive himself to the ER. You kind of saved his life.”

“I’m just glad I was there,” I said. “Thank you so much for the cake.”

The cake was a tall vanilla thing that listed to one side and tasted vaguely of veggie burgers. Atticus wouldn’t touch it. For my part, I could never completely dislike someone who made such a bad cake; my sympathy is all on the side of failure. But I couldn’t make myself like Nando’s girlfriend, either.

A few days later, Nando returned to work with a dressing on his nose and black Frankenstein stitches on his lower lip. Before bed, I read passages of Manufacturing Consent, the book that had fallen on the lawn with him. It was about how the rich increasingly control the media and politics is just a big, dumb game to them. It was so upsetting and boring that my brain, overwhelmed, would shut off after five minutes. Normally it took hours for my little squirrel mind to tire itself out, and since having Atticus, I often woke up at night, alerted by some tiny noise. I kept putting off giving Nando the book, and he didn’t ask for it. We hadn’t spoken since the accident, but once he waved hello from halfway up his ladder, and I waved back, thinking, No, no, no! Hold on with both hands! After the roof was done, Jill and Alicia kept him around for another two weeks assembling their pagoda from a kit.

One day, Theo walked into the kitchen, saying something about flat roofs. Nando came in behind him, saw me standing there, and took a jumping step backward, as if he’d seen a snake.

“Oh, hey,” I said. I didn’t blame him—the sight of his face up close was a shock to me, too. Not because it was different from what I’d imagined, but just because it existed. He had a regular, normal, not-bloody face. “I heard you broke a rib. Jill and Alicia were impressed that you came back to work.”

“There’s nothing they can do about a broken rib, anyway.”

He took off his work cap and quickly ruffled his hair. He was not especially good-looking, I thought. His nose had an interesting shape, long, with a bump on the bridge and a little square at the end. His eyes tilted down at the outer corners, and one of them was higher than the other, as if falling off the ladder had banged his head out of whack. They had a strange, magnetic sadness.

“You don’t seem uncomfortable on the ladder,” I said.

“It’s not the first time I’ve fallen. Not the first time I’ve broken my nose, either.” He grinned and gave a single nod, proud of himself.

What an idiot, I thought.

The awkwardness between us was familiar, as if we had met at a party, talked all night, promised to be lifelong friends, and then never spoken again. And now we had run into each other, and it had all been doomed because we were both the type who didn’t stay in touch unless the other one did. Or maybe we were just afraid.

“Nando sent me an estimate for the roof repair,” Theo said a few days later. He named a figure.

“That’s a lot of money,” I said.

“I think it’s fair for what it is.” He added, “It would help if you were working.”

I left that alone. I had nothing to say that Theo hadn’t heard before. I hadn’t gone back to work, in part, because Atticus had had eczema so bad that unless I covered all his limbs and kept him busy, he would scratch himself until he bled. If I tried to leave him with anyone, even my mother, she would call me and say, I’m sorry, you have to come get him. He’s scratching his face! This is horrendous.

The little emotional blackmailer. Later, when he started eating food, his immune system would explode and he would claw at his throat and cry, so he made the perfectly rational decision to never eat food again. He just kept getting thinner and paler and more wizened and melancholy-looking, like an old Eastern European man. A pediatric specialist who didn’t take insurance diagnosed him with infantile anorexia, which apparently meant he didn’t want to eat, and now I felt like I’d paid nine hundred dollars for the words infantile anorexia to echo around the corridors of my mind, as Atticus kneaded and sucked at my breasts until they were empty bags of skin. I’m not a fucking fertility goddess, I would think as I sobbed alone at night. I can’t produce enough calories to support a walking, talking human. My boobs are too small.

Now, at nearly three, Atticus had finally made it onto the weight curve, but only because we’d discovered deli meat and french fries.

And all that was true, but it was also an excuse. Because I would rather poke my eyes out than go back to work at the hospital. I’d been a social worker for ten years and I was tired, so I figured I might as well stay home and be tired with my child, who needed me right now. It would buy me some time to think about what was next, maybe a private practice. Theo could limit his fancy-ski-goggle budget, I could cook instead of ordering out, we’d get by.

Also, Theo was totally useless with Atticus. If I asked him to change a diaper, he would gag.

I said, “It’s up to you, if you think the roof needs to be done.”

Nando started working for us a few weeks later. I would hear Theo talking with him outside in the evenings as he watered the plants and Nando packed up his tools. Half an hour later, Theo would come into the house, glowing and slightly sweaty, ready to report all the things the roofer hated and disagreed with. Nando had called his first-generation iPhone an “NSA tracking device.” They’d argued over whether reality was a simulation. Nando knew a lot about programming, actually. He used Linux, an open-source operating system with a difficult user interface.

I would feign mild boredom and ask questions. What’s open-source? What’s an operating system?

It made me realize how lonely Theo was at work. He was the head and sole member of the manufacturing process optimization software team at Vestergaard Brothers, the medium-successful printing company his grandfather founded in 1899. His job was trying to convince his five old Swedish uncles that they needed to buy the latest industry tech, which they barely believed in, so they could compete with the big shops in LA. The aunts only got to be secretaries and machinated behind the scenes, and the cousins passed down all their passive-aggressive squabbles, but twisted by time and misunderstanding. I called them Dynasty without the fun. Theo was too good for them, but I understood his loyalties.

Sometimes Nando wouldn’t have shown up in the morning before Theo left, and Theo would grumble about it and later interrogate me: What time did Nando come? I don’t know, I would lie, like, nine thirty? I thought his complaint was unfair because Nando was working from a flat estimate, not an hourly rate, so it didn’t really matter. And also, the kind of guy who showed up promptly at 8:00 a.m. every day was not the same guy who would talk to you for thirty minutes of his own time about anarchist software, which was why Theo liked him. I had a feeling that Theo was just sad not to have seen Nando before he left for work.

Nando ate his lunches under the arbor in the garden. He wore overalls over thermal undershirts and, if it was what people here called cold, a plaid shirt over that. My favorite outfit of his was a gray coverall. He would usually have an anarchist or Marxist book with him, The Society of the Spectacle or No Gods, No Masters, but for some reason it didn’t annoy me.

One day, he came inside to replace the window frame over the kitchen sink, wearing the coverall I liked. I hovered at the counter, drinking my coffee.

He said, “So, what was your band like?”

“Kind of feminist rockabilly,” I said, “but with a spoken-word element.”

He asked me the name of my band. I wouldn’t say. This seemed to intrigue him, because he broke formality for a moment and his eyes danced. “Why won’t you tell me?”

I liked that. “What was the first album you ever bought?” I asked him.

He balanced his ball-peen hammer between his hands. “Roxy Music. Avalon.”

“Glam rock. How old were you?”

“Twelve.”

“What’s your band like?”

“Pretty glam rockish. It’s—was—just me and Dylan. This guitarist.”

I said, “Cool,” and left the room.

Theo did the reconnaissance and found out that the roofer’s girlfriend got up early every morning to make his bean-and-grain lunches. They were vegans. The girlfriend was twenty-four. Nando looked like he was about thirty-three. I was turning thirty-nine that winter.

Not that—whatever.

After he told me about the girlfriend and the lunches, Theo stared at me as if to say, You see? What women do?

I said, “That sounds like such a nice relationship.”

I was happy in those weeks. I’m always happiest in the fall. Something oppressive lifts from my mind—not so much the heat as the light, the big, oozing blob of the sun. After almost three years, I was finally weaning Atticus. Some people love nursing, but I found it boring. Both of my arms were occupied, and all I could do was stare at the TV. I felt emptied out, egoless, dripping milk, a beast who had no hobbies, no interest in herself. I forgot what I wanted before or how to think about the future. I ended up watching a lot of true crime shows on TLC, aka Terrible Life Choices, which made me feel even more brain-dead. Then, after everyone was in bed, I would eat cheese and crackers, drink my nightly beer, and hang out with my TV boyfriend, Benjamin Bratt on original-recipe Law & Order.

That fall, I was a free agent again, bipedal and untethered from the sucking machine. I felt the sap of life running through me. I seemed to be waking from a stupefying nap.

Nando came later and later in the mornings. I needed to know he was there and would find myself waiting for him. One day, he hadn’t shown up by noon, and I started to worry. What if he didn’t come to work at all? Would I lie to Theo about it?

I walked Atticus to the nearest playground, and when we returned, Nando’s silver Honda station wagon was parked outside the house. I picked up speed with the stroller, thinking of something I wanted to tell him. Atticus saw the car, too, and cried out, “Man Man’s here!”

Atticus had incredible object permanence about vehicles. But I also wondered if he was still so much a part of me that he knew everything I was feeling and felt the same. We had a psychic bond, he liked it when Mommy was happy. And I was a fucking ho.

I stopped going out to the garden and used the front door to avoid Nando if he was there.






TODAY, JANUARY 27, 2010

“Right here, right here!” Honor says when she sees me cutting up an avocado, slapping the tray of her high chair.

While she eats, I open my call log and go over the last number received three times, digit by digit, until I’ve convinced myself that it really was Nando’s phone that just called me. It wouldn’t be that strange if I was hallucinating; I haven’t slept in five years. Actually, I am hallucinating a little. I feel as if I’m on the bottom of the ocean, watching phosphorescent animals blink out of the gloom and disappear.

But wouldn’t the cops have taken Nando’s phone into evidence? Could the cops have butt-dialed me? Standing in the kitchen door, looking out at the garden, I picture a busy precinct, someone’s elbow hitting a button as they eat a chicken wrap. The sky over the garage has the fuzzy, uncertain look it gets before the haze burns off. At the far end of the lawn, my father is chanting and beating his tiny gong.

Theo and Atticus come downstairs, and five-year-old Atticus, in SpongeBob pajamas, sits at the table. I go back to the counter to cut up a banana for his cereal. My husband sort of encroaches on my space in a way that lets me know he wants a hug, sliding his body toward me and brushing my waist with his hand.

“What are you doing?” I say. “Go away, I’m cutting bananas, my hands are slimy.”

Theo doesn’t say anything, his water-colored eyes wide open, as if he’s had some terrible experience in the night and wants to talk about it. I feel like a bitchy wild animal—a ferret—chopping, hair flying. I put down the knife and hug him anyway, holding my banana fingers away from his business shirt. His armpit smells like honey. I close my eyes and take a one-second nap.

His voice rumbles out of his chest. “You didn’t sleep? I didn’t sleep, either. I had so many strange dreams.”

“Oh no? What about?”

I’m part envious, part interested. Theo has violent, plot-driven dreams full of classic archetypal symbolism. He is being chased by a bear, fighting an evil king, lost at sea on a sinking boat. For a little while afterward, he will be haunted and need comforting. My dreams are dreary and mundane, as if I’m a patient who bores even me. All that’s left in the morning is a vague, circular, nonnarrative emotion, a sense of something happening over and over with slight variations. It seems unfair—what does it say about him and me? If you went by dreams alone, he is clearly the hero, battling his way through life, and I am a passive traveler, a ride-along.

“I think I dreamed about Nando,” he says.

“Oh no, really?” I say to his shoulder. “What happened?”

“He called me and told me he wasn’t really dead, he was kidnapped.”

“He called you on the phone?”

“Yeah, I think it was the phone.”

I have the unsurprised feeling I sometimes do when an impossible coincidence clicks into place. Of course: that makes sense. Nando’s phone called me. Theo dreamed about Nando calling him. We’re married. Our brain waves are syncing.

But I wasn’t dreaming, I know I wasn’t.

“What did he say?”

“He told me he was kidnapped by a gangster. But the gangster was Uncle Fred. I was looking for him in all these underground garages and warehouses, and these goons were chasing me…”

“And then?”

“And then I was just walking.”

After Theo leaves with Atticus on their way to work and school, I drive Honor to our favorite playground. I watch her toddle to the small jungle gym, and then I turn and walk past the benches at the edge of the rubber matting to the lawn, hoping to avoid some boring loser parents. I stretch out on a carpet of long brown needles under an enormous pine tree. The needles are silky and sharp at the ends, like pieces of glass. Stroking them cuts through the murky deadness a little. I used to bring my brother here when he was Honor’s age. There was still a seesaw then, and a whirligig, and a canted slab we used to climb, made of slippery metal with sharp seams and bolts all over it. Spencer called it the peeground, which, at fourteen or fifteen, I thought was the most hilarious thing I’d ever heard in my life.

I spend some time Googling and micronapping, trusting statistical improbability and the boring loser parents that Honor won’t be snatched. Sun radiates through the overcast sky, casting long shadows from the trees across the lawn to the canyon beyond the drive. A dozen feet away, a figure lies motionless on the grass, shrouded in a black sweatsuit with the strings of the hood pulled tight. I haven’t cried over Nando. I’m a huge crybaby, normally. About once a week, I stay up late crying and watching videos on the internet, like masturbating but for sadness. It feels hygienic, keeps the pipes clean. Sometimes I listen to songs that remind me of people I don’t know anymore, or I imagine Theo as a little kid, before he got messed up.

But I don’t cry that much when people die. It feels too normal then, like some self-indulgent hobby I don’t have time for.

There are no updates since yesterday’s newspaper. The total number of homicides in San Diego last year was seventy-nine. A murder every 4.62 days. That makes Nando’s death fifth-page material, I guess, right below a feature about the unveiling of the iPad. Which would have absolutely infuriated him; Nando despised the Apple corporation. He believed the whole thing was an evil capitalist plot to rob humankind of our privacy and ability to think as free individuals. He was probably right.

But below the paragraph about Nando’s murder is “Two Men Break into La Mesa 7-Eleven, Steal Scratch-Off Lottery Tickets.” That, Nando would have loved. He bought Powerball tickets for the big jackpots. One time I asked him if he was feeling lucky, and he said, You don’t buy lottery tickets when you’re feeling lucky. You buy lottery tickets when you’re feeling very, very unlucky. And in the middle of the sentence, he started laughing.

A scream rises from recesses of the toddler jungle gym. It’s Honor. Her voice pulls me to my feet and into the playground.





THE ROOFER HOLDS SPACE FOR MY FEELINGS

One afternoon as I was folding laundry in the bedroom, Nando appeared in my window, very much not looking inside, hammering something on the frame. The shape of his hair was pretty, like black feathers, and I liked the line of his nose, the little divot in it where it had broken. The discomfort radiating off him…

Nailing, nailing, nailing, I don’t see you.

… was kind of cute. Actually, it was shockingly, biologically hot. My body woke up like a bear out of hibernation. My nipples tingled. For a second I thought my milk was coming down, a feeling I had found confusingly sexual. Yuck, now being turned on was reminding me of nursing. I thought of my friend Daisy. If I were more of a yes-ander, like her—a person who, in the long improv of life, will instinctively up the dramatic ante—if I were more like Daisy, I’d do a striptease, just to see if I could make him look. I fingered the hem of my shirt. Then I flushed with humiliation and had to leave the room.

Pounding and pounding and pounding, walking around over my head, appearing in my window. Things didn’t get really bad until I ovulated; my horniness was a physical pain. I felt the pinch as the egg was released, and then all I could think about all day, while making lentil soup, was seducing the roofer.

You don’t even know him, I told myself. Stop it.

One afternoon, I got home from the playground in a foul mood. I’d had a hard day at work, so to speak. I’d just found out that Atticus had been uninvited from a toddler music circle that we’d attended for several months, which really sucked because Atticus loved it, and it was the only form of regular socialization I had.

When he was two, Atticus used to bite other children on the face. I felt, admittedly just a mother’s intuition, that some of the other parents, especially the ones with girls, thought he was a serial killer. He usually did bite girls. I never believed it was meant to be aggressive, though, because he wasn’t a violent or hyperactive child. Maybe he was hungry, poor guy. We’ve all been confused between liking someone and wanting to eat them. I had nibbled on his cheek a few times. He just needed to learn to retract his teeth.

I didn’t share this interpretation with the other parents, of course, who had every right to be upset and couldn’t be expected to care about Atticus’s motivation. I would just apologize and put him in a time-out, though I hated to see him sitting there alone, kicking his sandals in bored circles. He had no idea why he’d bitten someone, or why he did anything.

Most of the moms tried to be nice about it, but one time Emma’s daddy got in my face like a professional wrestler and kept repeating: “Well, he almost drew blood. Well, he almost drew blood. Well, he almost drew blood. Well, he almost drew blood.” I lost it and began to shriek, “I don’t know what you want! Should I just keep him home? Should he not be a part of human society?”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said Emma’s daddy. “Calm down. You’re making way too big a deal out of this.”

The whole time we were fighting, I felt like I wanted to rip his soul patch right off his stupid face, which I hated more than any face I had ever seen. And then I thought, Oh shit. We are having a tiny marriage. And walked away.

We sat on either side of the music circle after that. It was definitely a new low for me, both as a parent and as an adult.

And then one Tuesday morning, Atticus and I showed up to the playground with our maracas and tambourine and xylophone, and no one was there. I sent emails to people in the group I was closer to, asking them what was going on. They said, Oh, the weather was so bad (low sixties); they were sure in the spring it would start up again. Atticus and I had nothing regular to look forward to, so I signed him up for a music class and tried to find new friends.

About six months later, on the day in question, I was sitting in the sandbox, and Winslow’s mommy was squatting nearby, talking to another woman. I overheard her say something about the music circle at her house.

“The music circle is at your house?” I interrupted.

Winslow’s mommy turned and said, “Oh, hi, Perdita.” She was a dance teacher, a tall, elegantly muscled woman, tan and white-blond, like a palomino horse. “Yeah, sorry, we just think that Atticus shouldn’t be part of it for now, because of the biting. It was a group decision.”

I found myself getting lost on the long e’s in her Southern California accent, deeecision, and a child somewhere else in the playground saying over and over, “Mommy? Can you open it? Mommy, can you open it?”

“Aw, hey, don’t worry,” Winslow’s mommy said, massaging my upper arm and staring into my eyes. “I think Atticus is great. He’s an indigo child. I can see his deep-blue aura. You don’t know about indigo children? You don’t? Oh, they’re so, so special. Winslow is one! They’re advanced souls that came here from another galaxy to bring their unique wisdom to Earth, but they’re just really angry to be in human bodies. That’s why they have problems with boundaries and authority.”

Normally I would get sucked into a thing like this, just for fun, but I was pretty sure she was calling my son a dick. I backed out of the conversation as quickly as I could and packed up our things.

As we walked from the car through the garden, some yellowish-brown overall was visible in the chinks of the bushy arbor. I dragged Atticus around to where the trellis opened up, and Nando sat at the table, eating his girlfriend-made lunch and reading The Wretched of the Earth.

“What’d she make you today?” I teased him.

“Bean salad,” he said, covering his mouth.

“You’re a lucky man! I would never make Theo’s lunches.” I did an impersonation of myself. “Dude, get a burrito.”

Nando looked at me in a partially amused way, as if he already knew this about me, and put down his book. It made me think of the copy of Manufacturing Consent I’d found on Jill and Alicia’s lawn, which I still hadn’t returned to him.

“Anyway,” I said.

“What’s one kind of music you hate?” he said.

“Country.”

“Perdita, I’m shocked! Johnny Cash! Loretta Lynn!”

“Country can go and fuck itself, Fernando.”

“I like your name. Is it from Shakespeare?”

“Yeah, The Winter’s Tale. It means ‘lost’ in Italian.”

“Do you like the play?”

“It’s good. My favorite quote is ‘Exit, pursued by a bear.’ ”

My father had actually named me for a Thoreau quote, “Not until we are lost do we begin to find ourselves,” and some Taoist stuff. But the roofer didn’t need all that.

“My mother named me after an ABBA song,” he said.

“ ‘Fernando’? I love that song!”

“It’s the best one!” He laughed.

I tried to think of a question to ask him. “Do you know any good bands from the 2000s? I haven’t had time to listen to music this decade.”

“I like the Knife—you know them? They’re Swedish. I’ll send you an MP3, what’s your number?”

As I told him, I stared at the black hair on the backs of his hands. I was having a flashback of him lying on the lawn, grabbing onto my arm like a newborn. He followed my gaze to his hairy hands and shoved them into his pockets, as if he was ashamed of them.

Atticus was tugging on my shirt: I know, Man Man’s awesome. But that’s enough now.

I took him upstairs, quizzed him through a book about front-end loaders and giant dump trucks, and put him down in his toddler bed.

“I’m not tired,” he said, kicking the slats.

I smoothed his hair. All those time-outs I used to give him: sitting on a bench, kicking his sandals. I felt my job as a mother had something brutal about it, like socializing a raccoon. I had to be society’s enforcer, make him wear clothes and eat human food and not bite his friends. Maybe he was mad to be in a human body. Who isn’t?

I said, “Please just try for me, okay, sweetie?”

When I bent to kiss his forehead, a few staticky hairs climbed into my mouth and stuck to my lips.

I grabbed Manufacturing Consent from my room and brought it down to the garden with me.

Nando was still at the table, scrolling through his phone.

“I found this after you fell,” I said, putting the book on the table and sliding it toward him. “I’m sorry I held on to it so long. It’s been helping me fall asleep.”

“Keep it,” he said. “You shouldn’t not sleep.”

“Really?” I said. “I mean, I would love to.”

He smiled and nodded once. “How’s your day been going?”

He was leaning back in the chair with his hands in his pockets, pushing at a table riser with the toe of his boot. Under his yellow-brown overalls he was wearing a thermal shirt with the elbows blown out. The Wretched of the Earth was in his bib pocket.

“Good.” I slumped back against the arbor and looked away from him. The trumpet vines, as big as arms, were reaching through the trellis and matting the roof, so that one side was becoming warped and dragged out of the ground with the weight of it. Theo had been worrying about how to replace it without hurting the vine. By worrying, I mean researching.

“Actually, this mom at the playground called Atticus an alien with a personality disorder, but other than that…”

“Oh no,” Nando said. “Alien as in immigrant? Or outer space?”

“Outer space! She said he’s something called an indigo child who came from another galaxy and has ‘difficulty with boundaries.’ She acted like she was giving me this huge compliment because she thinks her stupid kid is an indigo child. First of all, Winslow is a dick. He grabs other kids’ toys, Atticus is nothing like him. That is not a compliment.”

“Was she trying to get him to join her club of space alien children?”

I gave a ha! “Actually, the opposite. Well, because we used to go to this music circle in the park? But then everyone stopped showing up. They moved the group to this woman’s house, but no one ever told me! And it really sucked, too, because we kept going there every Tuesday morning with our stupid bag of musical instruments, like fools. Like, it was so sad. You know what I hate? When you have a kid, you live your whole life over from scratch. You were having your nice adult life, doing great, and then all of a sudden you’re back at the playground with a forty-year-old mean girl. I hate it. Sorry, I didn’t mean to go on.”

As I talked, Nando dropped the legs of his chair and sat up with a kind of savage focus in his eyes.

“Who lied to you?”

“The other parents! I thought some of them were my friends, too. Like, I thought we were compatriots, you know! Like soldiers in a war? Some of these people cried in my arms! And they were all lying to me—for months! Well, because Atticus bit other kids. But whatever, he was two, he didn’t know what he was doing. Anyway, today I run into Winslow’s mommy, and she says it was a ‘group decision.’ Bullshit. She’s the ringleader.”

“That sounds disappointing,” he said. “Your group got taken over by a fascist.”

It was disappointing. It was very disappointing. “I know, she’s a Machiavellian sociopath, I hate her. She teaches this shitty dance class, Goddess Groove: Find Your True Self. Can I complain about it?”

“Please.”

“My friend Daisy calls it Find Your True Self… Under the Botox. I went once. Yuck, it felt like the world’s worst one-night stand. You don’t know this, but there is seriously nothing more disgusting than faking your goddess.” I made a vomit face. “At the end she played ‘Celebration’ by Kool & the Gang, and we all had to dance joy into our bodies.” Another vomit face. “Which just made me feel guilty and gross toward Kool & the Gang.”

“That’s a good joke,” he said. “Let’s go to her dance studio in the middle of the night and spray-paint Under the Botox on her sign.’ ”

“That would be amazing,” I said. “But isn’t that such a weird thing to say about a two-year-old? That he has a problem with boundaries?”

“Atticus doesn’t have a problem,” he said. “Winslow’s mommy is the one with a problem. He just likes the taste of human flesh.”

I let out a bark of laughter. “That’s what I think!”

He laughed, too, in a silly, conspiratorial way, his nose wrinkling. I thought, nearly panicking, This is weird, WE ARE THE SAME PERSON.

“Well,” I said, taking Manufacturing Consent back from the table.

He stood up with his hands still in his pockets. “You know, if you want to learn guitar, there are people on YouTube who’ll teach you.”

“I don’t have a guitar.”

“There’s a pawnshop on El Cajon. You could get a decent one there.”

“Maybe I will,” I said. I would never do that. I tried to picture what his chest looked like. Very hairy, obviously. You deluded skank, I scolded myself. Don’t mentally undress the roofer. He’s just trying to do a job and you keep bothering him.

“Thanks again for the book,” I said.

“You’re very welcome.” He pulled his hands out of his pockets and started to fasten the clasps of his lunch box.

I stood in the kitchen, eating the leftovers of Atticus’s lunch, wondering, was Nando handsome? I’d have to be careful.

There was a rap on the screen door. I turned to see Nando’s face framed in the mesh. I put down the bowl of dinosaur nuggets and opened it.

“Want to go to the pawnshop?” he said.





TODAY, JANUARY 27, 2010

At the playground, I find Honor curled up under the wavy plastic slide, screaming like she’s being eaten alive. A couple of parents are gathered around her, scared out of their wits.

“She went down the slide head first,” says a redheaded woman. “I don’t even know how she climbed up there.”

“She’s very strong,” I say, petting her. There’s a scratch on her chin, but all her limbs seem to be intact. She is so unlike me and Atticus, so committed. I ache with admiration.

She hiccups and looks tragic. “I’m hungry.”

At home, she shoves avocado in her mouth, her hands covered in green guck. When he was her age, Atticus was almost the opposite of her: Everything made him angry. “No dancing!” he would command me. “No singing!” I called him my little Amish boy.

Honor is my hedonistic companion. She’s a true gourmand. She’ll eat anything. One time, she pooped ten wooden beads. After she’s full, she’ll squish the avocado between her fingers just for the delicious feeling of it, then she’ll smear it all over her high chair. After that, she wants an hour-long bubble bath, then she wants to stare into my eyes as I tuck her into her crib and sing her favorite song, “Rehab.”

“Rehab, no, no, no,” she chants along. She likes to wag her finger with the noes.

A text pings on my phone. It’s from my neighbor Jill. Since Alicia left her two years ago, she has lived by herself in the big Craftsman house next door.

Did you hear what happened to Nando?

Honor is wheezing softly now. I tiptoe-run out of the room and walk downstairs one step at a time, suddenly hating texting.

It’s horrible, I write. I go to the kitchen, get a quart of maple yogurt out of the fridge, and eat it with a soup spoon.

Horrible, Jill writes.

He fell off the ladder that time.

He was so rad about it.

I remember.

I’m already anxious about what answer I’ll give if Jill asks me how I am. Normally, I’ll say I’m great—at most awesome—definitely no less than good. I went to junior high and high school here, but I spent my childhood in the moody north, with its bruised skies and atmospheric rain, and beatnik parents who thought that repressing your emotions would give you cancer. I still feel like a foreigner mimicking local social conventions without really understanding them. Like, for example, what word should I use to say that I’m really bad—when it’s appropriate to be bad?

After I moved back to San Diego from LA to live with Theo, I drew up this diagram to help myself:


The San Diego Positivity Zone Description 1
[image: A chart titled “The San Diego Positivity Zone” maps emotions by social acceptability, with negative feelings left, acceptable in middle, extreme positivity right.]

This has been useful to me in my private practice, where we will spend sessions just trying to make space for depression, sadness, and anxiety. People often believe they are the only ones who feel these things. Trapped in the positivity zone, they think their unhappiness in itself makes them weird and broken. I won’t show them my chart, but I’ll explain that it’s just a cultural mood; everyone has problems. In fact, I think there’s panic behind it. Positivity can be a way of keeping reality at a distance, like that expression crushing it. I picture an ice crusher on the front of an arctic boat.

Jill writes,

But am I crazy? Is that his ex outside?

In the VW?

Charleigh?

I go to the corner window of the living room and peek out of the gap between the blind and the window frame. The only car in front of Jill’s house is a white VW Beetle. It’s too close and too far at the same time, a gleaming white hood and a dark windshield. I squint and go to the edge of the window to get a better vantage point, but the lines in the screen make it impossible to see much about the figure behind the gray-tinted glass.

If the car was there when I pulled into the drive, I didn’t notice it. Strangers often park on our street when they visit the liquor store on the corner.

I stand scraping out the last of the yogurt, blank with indecision. Through the side window I see Jill looking out her window with her arms crossed, a tall, powerful-looking, outdoorsy woman with graying blond hair. She makes me think of someone who does winter sports at a professional level, scanning distant terrain for avalanches. Her rugged look actually comes from working at SeaWorld, where she hangs out in the sun all day hugging sloths. (I have no idea why a park dedicated to marine life has sloths; it seems impolite to ask.)

We wave, and a moment later, she’s calling. I stick the spoon in the yogurt container and answer.

“How are you, Perdita?”

“Okay.”

“I know,” Jill sighs.“Poor Nando. God.” We’re silent. “Think this haze is ever going to burn off? Usually it’s over by eleven.”

I can’t think of what to say. The only thing people will complain about here is the weather, which is the one thing they have no right to. I want to press my head against the nice cold windowpane and black out.

“Yeah, I don’t know,” I say.

“But that’s Charleigh, right?”

“I can’t see her that well.”

“I’m pretty sure. We met a few times. I heard they broke up?”

“Yeah, I think so, I heard that, too.”

“It’s weird she’s just sitting there, right?” Jill says.

“Yes, it’s very weird.”

“I mean, I hear this awful news about Nando, and now she’s here? She’s been there all morning. Just staring. I was expecting her to get out of her car and come talk to me. Then I thought maybe she wanted to talk to you. It’s fucking weird.”

Jill saying the word fucking makes me blink. I’ve never heard her this upset. When Alicia, her partner of twenty years, moved out, she told me about it in the middle of a conversation about recycling.

I say that grief is something no one can manage or predict. It hits people in strange places.

“Should we call the police?” Jill says.

“I’m not sure how that would help. She’s not doing anything illegal.”

There is a short silence, then Jill remarks, “I always thought Charleigh was kind of a lot, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“She was on top of Nando all the time, calling him and checking up on him, telling him what he could do and stuff. Alicia thought she had a control issue.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. It made my antenna go up. So, okay, this one night? Nando stayed to have a beer with Alicia and me to, like, break in the gazebo? I think she called him at least five times.”

“About what?”

“Where he was at, when he was coming home.”

A car engine turns on. The VW noses out of the spot and putters away.

“Well, okay,” Jill says. “Maybe I’m overreacting. It’s always something new in Normal Heights, huh?”






ENTER THE OWL WITCH

A brilliant horizontal light shone straight into my eyes. For a moment I had the impression that Nando was talking to someone else behind me.

“The pawnshop?”

“I’ll help you pick out a guitar, if you want?”

“Now?”

“Yeah. If you want to.”

I had never woken Atticus up from a nap before. Maybe if I transferred him to the car quickly enough, the motion would keep him calm and he wouldn’t go apeshit.

“Wow, yeah, thank you! Just a minute.”

I picked the baby up from his bed, grabbed his sandals, ran downstairs, snatched a juice box from the cabinet, hurried out to the driveway, and buckled him into his car seat. Nando got in the passenger side. I put it in reverse.

My ’90s R&B station, JAM’N 95.7, came on. It was Al B. Sure!, suavely importuning with someone known only as “Mmmm’girl…”

Nando said, “You do the same thing I do, buckle yourself in when you’re already driving. My girlfriend complains about it.”

“Life is short.”

“Life is short,” he agreed. “You can make a left up here.”

“What are we doing?” Atticus asked from the back seat.

“We’re going to a pawnshop so Mommy can buy a guitar.” Sitting on the same level with Nando felt even more taboo than I’d imagined. My pits were drenched with skunky pheromonal sweat. I had to move my arms to drive, there was nothing I could do about it.

“Is this because I kind of saved your life?” I asked him.

“Nope. Does that feel good—knowing you saved someone’s life?”

“Not really. I hate seeing you on your ladder.” I glanced at him, and we both laughed. “Oh—‘Dangerous’! I love this song.” I turned up the radio and then blushed and felt middle-aged.

We were silent for half a block.

“What’s your fantasy job?” I asked him.

“Economist,” he said.

“Really, don’t you hate economists? I mean, since you’re an anarcho-Marxist?” I had looked up anarchism, which, to be honest, I thought had something to do with chaos and skateboards. It was the political philosophy that people didn’t need a centralized authority to live as a collective body, and I had no problem with that at all.

“Marx was an economist.” Nando said this with a mixture of politeness and arrogance I would come to recognize as a barometer of his increasing interest in being himself around me. The more comfortable he felt, the more the dial swung toward arrogant. Marx was an economist was right in the middle. It made me want to reach over and yank down one of his overall straps.

“What’s your fantasy job?” he said.

“Crime scene investigator or music theorist.”

“Music theorist, that’s a good one. What would you write about?”

“Funny you ask. This song on the radio? I would love to write a paper about it. I have my thesis all planned out.”

“I never heard this song before.”

“You’ve never heard this song?”

“Nope.”

“Have you heard of Grown Men?”

“Mm, no.”

“You’re not serious. Former members of the Fresh Boyz? The biggest boy band of their—no?”

“Nope, sorry. I grew up on a ranch in Northern New Mexico two hours in every direction from jack shit, and my mother didn’t believe in TV. So I have a lot of gaps. But I’m interested in your thesis.”

“I hope you won’t regret saying that?”

“I won’t regret it.”

I told him my title, “Dangerous Conflict: Grown Men and the Poetics of Internal Contradiction.” I loved new jack swing so much because it was where hip-hop and R&B combined at the end of the ’80s: Bell Biv DeVoe, Oran “Juice” Jones, Color Me Badd. But the R&B and rap parts often had conflicting moods, like someone arguing with himself. Usually the R&B part was more tender and the rap part was more cynical.

“What are they arguing about?”

“A girl, of course. The R&B part loves her. But the other part, the rap part, is kind of mean.”

I sang along with the radio: “She’s the queen of my world, woo-hoo. She’s a ho, she’s a two-faced bitch. Daaaangerooous.”

“No singing!” Atticus yelled.

“Sorry, sweetie! He’s Amish. Anyway, on a psychodynamic level, the optimism and love of the R&B voice might reflect the hopes of the civil rights era, while the cynicism of the rap voice might be a reaction to the disappointments and betrayals of the Reagan–Bush years. At a psychological level, the rapper is protecting himself from being hurt by telling the other part of himself, the R&B part, that he can’t trust love, that everything is a lie. His cynical rap self and his vulnerable, openhearted R&B self are fighting inside him. And the rap voice is winning. Which is tragic, because he’s denying himself the possibility of true connection.”

Nando was silent for an unnervingly long time. I was driving and couldn’t look at him.

“That makes sense,” he said. “You can pull into the lot up there.”

I parked, and as we wandered into a dim shop past racks of shotguns, a wheel of leather jackets, a glass case full of jewelry, I hoped I hadn’t been a total nerd about Grown Men. The trick to seducing boys (I’d never quite mastered it) was to talk just enough to seem smart and interesting, but not to rant or get in the weeds so they thought you were quirky. That would be a total boner killer for both of us.

But how was it possible that Nando had never heard “Dangerous,” a number one hit of his teenage years? Did he grow up in a cult? Oh god, that was hot. A boy who escaped a cult. I was being so dumb.

“It makes you wonder, doesn’t it?” I held up a tiny motorcycle jacket to Atticus’s body. “All the Hells Angels fallen on hard times?”

“And musicians,” Nando said, taking a guitar from the rack. “It would kill me to give up my acoustic.”

I put Atticus down and gave him a tambourine, which he played by jumping.

“Boy’s got rhythm!” cried a graying man with a ponytail behind the counter.

“Thank you!”

I drifted over to him, drawn by a small artwork on the wall behind the counter, a black velvet painting of an owl with the face of a woman. The man lifted the painting off its hook to show it to me. It was about two feet tall and one foot wide, set in a carved Mexican frame. The owl woman had two feathered projections rising from her head, a luminous yellow face, human-shaped eyes, an owl’s beak, a shapely human mouth, and long black human hair. The mouth appeared to be wearing red lipstick. The feet were yellow and powerful-looking, ending in black claws, more like the paws of a golden retriever than anything belonging to a bird. One talon wore a ring with a star on it. Her expression was ironic, haughty. Behind her was a turquoise night sky and a moon swarmed by clouds.

“You’ve got an eye,” said the clerk, a comfortably padded man wearing a Navajo-blanket vest and silver bracelets. “I’ve had this piece here a long time.”

“Why do you think she has a woman’s face?”

“Well, I think she’s the owl witch. Now, what do they call her?” He tapped his chin with a beringed finger. He reminded me of my old father, from before the Monk, but tall and kind. His eyebrows were overdrawn jaggedly in brown pencil. “I forget,” he said. “But she haunts the border area there, all the way down to South Texas. Grabs people up.”

“Does she?”

“Oh yeah, sugar, she’s a well-known monster. I’m from down there originally. I’ve heard of her stealing cows—whole trucks. I’ll give her to you for forty dollars.”

He said the last part sadly, as if he’d never sold anything in his life before and didn’t expect to. His crazy eyebrows made me want to give him my credit card.

I lifted Atticus up. “What do you think of her?”

“Good.”

As we talked, Nando came over holding a guitar.

“Isn’t she mysterious?” I asked him.

“You take your time.” The man moved away.

“She looks ruthless to me,” Nando said. “That’s a great horned owl. They’re incredible hunters; they glide and pounce. Totally silent. I’ve seen them on the ranch with my grandfather. They’d eat the brains of a dozen crows and leave the bodies intact.”

“That’s rude,” I said. “Eating only the brains. That’s like a zombie.”

“It’s not personal! They’re apex predators. They want to eat brains, they eat brains.”

“It’s personal for the crows!” I laughed. It was clear whose side he was on.

His phone went off, playing the theme music from Charlie’s Angels. He silenced it and put it away in his pocket.

“Well, they are natural enemies,” he said. “Crows are vengeful birds. I saw a bunch of them mob an owl until it drowned itself in a reservoir.”

“Good!” I said. “The owls totally started it.”

“ ‘Nothing but blood on its mind.’ You know the poet Mary Oliver? She wrote that about a great horned owl.”

I said, “Oh, uh-huh,” and turned away to stare at the painting.

I had this feeling like, What is the opposite of disappointment? Did you just quote a poem about an owl? Is any of this real?

His phone went off again, and he walked off to have a short, hushed conversation with his girlfriend.

Washing the dishes that night, I listened to “Heartbeats,” the song Nando had texted me. I hadn’t bothered to tell Theo about the pawnshop, and of course not my encounter with Winslow’s mommy. He would say I was blowing things out of proportion. He might even take Winslow’s mommy’s side, say she “meant well,” or some shit.

I couldn’t ask Nando the name of his band, since I wouldn’t tell him mine, and Googling Fernando or Nando Acuña didn’t yield any result that was not an Argentinian soccer player or a Miami dentist.

I texted,

I love heartbeats! It’s beautiful.

He wrote,

How would you describe it in 10 words or less?

Two twenty-year-olds in a dirty basement apartment in Stockholm, screwing and living on welfare. That was too many words. I cleaned the stove, wiped down the counters.

I wrote,

Kate Bush falling down a flight of stairs.

He wrote,

:)

With a synthesizer.

What is the opposite of disappointment? Is it when someone sees you? Is it when you suddenly see them? I bought the painting from the pawnshop because I wanted to embed a feeling in an object. I also bought a seventy-five-dollar guitar. I wonder if any of this would have happened if I hadn’t.





TODAY, JANUARY 28, 2010

The nice thing about having a brother who stays up all night is that when I call him at five forty-five in the morning, he doesn’t even comment on the hour, just picks up and starts talking.

Spencer tells me about his latest job waiting tables at a high-end steakhouse called Ted’s Butchery, where he has to wear a leather apron and whip the customers’ baked potatoes on a little cart next to the table, and he fantasizes about beating them over the head with the long-ass pepper mill. The management tolerates him because he knows how to sell more alcohol than anyone else.

“I sold myself enough,” he half jokes. Maybe I don’t laugh the way I normally would, because he says, “What’s up, Perdie?”

“Remember Nando?” Spencer stayed in our garage for a while when Nando was working on the roof, and the two of them were texting.

“Yeah I do.” He says this in Californian, no comma between yeah and I. “That roofer guy.”

“He’s dead,” I say. “He was murdered.”

An unfocused curtain is sticking down into my close-up vision. There comes a moment when your bangs suddenly assert themselves. I wander the house, yanking them back, telling Spencer what little the paper reported about the murder.

I don’t call my brother often. I love him madly, but he constantly loses his phones and changes his numbers, and I’ve superstitiously stopped adding him to my contacts. If I program his number in, he’ll smoke crack, but if I don’t program it in, then maybe he won’t, is how the thinking goes. It’s like if you bring an umbrella, it doesn’t rain, but if you don’t bring one, it does.

“A stickup? In Linda Vista?” Spencer sounds like he’s walking, a little out of breath. “You sure it happened on the street?”

“That’s what it said in the paper. Why?”

“Nah, I don’t like that.”

“What do you mean?”

“That makes no sense, it’s fishy. You’re telling me a robber was up there all night just hanging out? Waiting for some random person to leave their house? No way.”

Spencer starts to ruminate out loud about the logistical problems “a desperate dude” looking for “easy money” might encounter in Linda Vista, an isolated suburban community on top of a hill across the valley, all winding streets, vinyl siding, and ’70s key-party vibes.

“My friend Dougie’s mom lives in Linda Vista. It makes me nervous, it’s too quiet. Confusing, too, up on that mountain? All twisty-turny and stuff, hella cul-de-sacs. Like, the type of area where they notice your car coming in, and the neighborhood watch is a straight-up Nazi. If I was a dude who needed money real bad—and believe me, I have been—Linda Vista is the last fuckin’ place I would go.”

“Huh,” I say, vaguely nervous that my brother can instantly put himself inside the mind of an armed robber. I twist my bangs into a ponytail.

“Shot in the street?” he says. “That’s cold. That’s a vendetta. An assassination.”

I stand at the kitchen door, looking out at the garden. The bang ponytail starts to unravel and fall in front of my eyes. “But why would anyone have a vendetta against Nando?”

Spencer lets out a long, cynical riffling sound. “Pffffffff. I don’t know. Your boy must’ve been into some shit.”

“What kind of shit?” I step out onto brittle winter lawn, comforted by the roughness of the grass poking at my bare feet.

“Meth, pills, crack, ketamine…”

“No, Nando didn’t use drugs. He didn’t even smoke weed.”

“Uh-huh,” Spencer says. “That’s what homeboy told you.”

There’s no point in arguing. Why wouldn’t someone use? For my brother that will always be the real question.

I sink down and rip hanks of grass out of the ground.

“How’re you doing?” he asks.

“I don’t know. I didn’t sleep much. I feel kind of numb. Jill is really upset.”

Spencer knows Jill. For a while back in 2007, when he was staying with us, he started going to a Narcotics Anonymous meeting that Jill runs in our neighborhood, probably one of the more fun ones, full of queers and punks. He and Jill got along, and he asked her to sponsor him. I enjoyed their relationship, too, apart from a nagging anxiety that I should be warning Jill what she was getting into. I love the feeling of people from different parts of my life colliding. Whoever would’ve guessed that my brother, who looks like a skinhead, could exist in space with Jill, my sloth-trainer neighbor? That she would be calling him on his shit and urging him to keep his side of the street clean? That they would be going to hardcore shows together, buying matching T-shirts afterward, talking on the phone for hours, like teenagers?

A few weeks into it, something went wrong, and they stopped talking. My brother has never explained how that chapter of his sobriety annals ended. Jill, of course, is too discreet to discuss it.

“Yeah, Jill liked Nando,” Spencer says.

“Everyone liked Nando.”

“Yeah, but Jill like liked Nando.”

“Huh?”

“Listen, back then Jill was exploring her feelings for dudes—”

“Spencer, what are you talking about?”

“Bro. The roofer turned Jill out. Or back in. He straightened her out. They had a thaaang going on.”

My house gets up, takes a little walk, and sits down again.

“Did Jill say that?”

“I can read between the lines.”

“Oh lord,” I say. Spencer’s just being his disgusting self, not privy to some secret information I don’t have. “As if anyone was ever ‘straightened out.’ ”

“Why not? It works the other way sometimes. I’m straight, and I’ve done it with dudes.”

Spencer has told me that he used to have sex with men for drugs when he was living on the street. I suppose that’s what he’s talking about. A worm of worry burrows into me.

“Have you been tested for HIV? I mean, as someone who’s done some sex work?”

The following sticky silence tells me I shouldn’t be asking this.

“Yeah, I’m negative,” he says, completely uninterested in his life. “I have herpes, though.”

There’s a burst of yelling on the other end of the line.

“Chill out, man!” Spencer yells back. “Talking to my sister! But check it out.” He returns to me, his voice hushed and excited. “What if Jill killed Nando?”

“What?”

“Perdie, think about it: What happened to Jill’s lady? Alicia? Did you ever see her again? I never did. She stopped coming to the meetings.”

Actually, no, I never did see Alicia again. She didn’t say goodbye, and we never even noticed a moving truck or anything. Jill broke the news to me one evening while we were out by the recycling bins. This was a few weeks after Nando had finished assembling their pagoda and started working for us. Jill remarked that she was probably going to have a lot more of those takeout containers around because Alicia had moved out, which was too bad, because they weren’t recyclable and all. And when I said I was so sorry, on the point of tears, because I love lesbian couples, Jill got a look on her face like I was mugging her and slowly backed up her driveway, mumbling, Anyway… all for the best… God doesn’t give you anything… Her face saying, Please let me go.

“Jill kept the house, too, right?” Spencer says. “That’s a lot of house for one person.”

Also true: Jill did keep the beautifully restored 1918 house, with its deep porch, beveled glass windows, square columns, and historic society plaque. Theo and I talked about it back then. How, on her sloth-handler salary, had Jill managed to hold on to it? Was it hers to begin with? We had no idea.

I say, “I don’t understand what you’re doing right now. Wasn’t Jill your sponsor? Wasn’t she super nice to you?”

“Yeah, Jill was nice to me. I like the woman. But what can I tell you? Jill has a dark side.”

“A dark side? Is that why you stopped talking to her?”

“I can’t get into that. That’s NA stuff.”

“But she wouldn’t kill Nando now,” I humor him. “He worked for her, like, two and a half years ago.”

“Some people bide their time, yo.”

I’m silent, pondering Jill’s dark side, and how I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen her naked arms. Jill wears the same outfit every day: a short-sleeved shirt, often in some kind of sloth pattern, unbuttoned, like a jacket, over a long-sleeved T-shirt, jean shorts, and sports sandals. Having had vague intimations of her fall from grace, I’ve always wondered if she wears the long-sleeved undershirt to cover up old track marks. I mention it to Spencer, and he says, “It’s worse. Heavy metal tattoos.”

“Oh no, are they problematic?”

“Nah, just stupid. Jill grew up religious. She was a for-real Latter-Day Saint, with the special underwear and everything. She got into the metal scene in Salt Lake City, and you know, when Mormons go off, they go off.”

My mind reels. There are so many things about America I don’t understand.

“Mormons are allowed to listen to heavy metal? But they can’t drink coffee?”

“Yeah, dude. They can listen to doom, goth, whatever they want.”

“Is that what you mean about Jill’s dark side?”

My brother scoffs. “Heavy metal isn’t dark; it’s for Midwesterners. What I’m talking about is dark.”

“I really don’t believe Jill is capable of violence.”

“Everyone is capable of violence.”

I have to admit that’s probably true. “I could be violent if anyone threatened my kids.”

“Yeah you could. No doubt. That’s how you mothers are. I respect you.”

“Aw, thank you,” I say. Spencer is amazing when he’s straight. Open, engaged, honest. Slightly gross. Warped by street masculinity, by having to be a man. Sometimes his energy can be a little manic. But so sweet.

After we get off the phone, I see four people in my home office, walk the last person out, and stand on the front step, breathing in a smell of earth and something deliciously rotten. It’s been raining a lot lately, and the plants are feasting—the whole neighborhood is overgrown and jungly. Yellow flowers shaped like artichokes sprout from a hole in the sidewalk. When I turn my eyes to the left, the gleaming white VW Bug is parked in front of my door. Charleigh sits in the driver’s seat, staring at nothing, her arms folded across her chest, her gray sweatshirt zipped up to the neck, wearing sunglasses with green mirrored lenses.





MY BROTHER, LIKE A HURRICANE

I hung the owl witch painting I’d bought at the pawnshop on the kitchen wall next to the Prince poster.

“What’s that?” Theo said. “You already have all your stuff up here.”

“ ‘How was your day, Perdita?’ ‘Good, thank you, Theo.’ ‘What is that lovely artwork?’ ‘It’s an owl witch.’ ‘How wonderful for you. I hope it leads to hours of viewing enjoyment.’ ”

I carried the painting into the office. Theo followed me.

“When did you get a guitar?” he said, spotting my new seventy-five-dollar special leaning in the corner.

“Nando helped me pick it out at a pawnshop. I think he wanted to thank me for saving his life.”

Theo was answering a text. He wasn’t jealous. He had no idea what was going on.

Didn’t he feel my feelings at all?

“I think he grew up in a cult,” I said.

Theo looked up. “Nando did?”

“It’s just a theory, but he lived in middle-of-nowhere New Mexico, he wasn’t allowed to watch TV, and he’s never even heard of Grown Men or the Fresh Boyz. The middle-of-nowhere New Mexico? That’s where all the cults are!”

“That’s true,” Theo said. “Those Earth ships and stuff.” Now he seemed moderately interested. “But didn’t he say it was a ranch?”

“Exactly,” I said. “Don’t cults always call themselves ranches?”

Nando and I hadn’t talked much since the pawnshop. I was having trouble facing him, having shameful fantasies about fucking him in the laundry room. I mean, the laundry room? My pornographic imagination was so played out and formulaic. They should put me in a Lifetime movie. Roofer Romeo. Independent Contractor Itch. She Likes It on Top.

After staying home with Atticus for three years, I had become extra sensitive to the house’s symbolic meaning as a representation of my psyche. If the house was me, as Jung said (the top floor being my personal narrative, the ground floor the family, the basement the collective unconscious—houses in California had no basements, what did that mean?), then the laundry room was located at my back corner, entered through a separate door, which was so dirty. But then the fantasy itself was embarrassingly not.

The roofer comes inside as I’m sorting. He holds his cap in both hands and looks into my eyes.

Perdita, I had better quit this job, hadn’t I? Before we do something we regret?

(We both speak like people from the 1930s.)

I shall never regret having met you. I turn my face away and begin to cry silently, tears streaming down my cheeks. I have put on a clean pair of black jeans and blow-dried my hair.

He seizes me by the arms. We stumble backward onto the dirty clothes pile.



It was also during that fall of Nando that my brother began texting me from an unknown number:

Perdie I’m in the desert.

Bakersfield.

There are some very scary people out here.

I had to laugh. This coming from the man who had just gotten out of prison for jumping into a running car and trying to take off with it, although there was someone in the passenger seat, he was high on crack, and he didn’t know how to drive. He’d served eight months in a penitentiary near Phoenix.

Good thing Mom can afford a decent lawyer! as he often said. Then he’d do his Beavis and Butt-Head laugh: Heh-heh-heh. He liked to keep things light. It was his way of protecting me. I saw through it, but I went along because I was protecting him. And I do love a Bakersfield joke.

Hey Spence, I wrote. How’s Manson country?

I just need a place to crash for a few weeks.

You know how Mom is.

Still pissed off about the silverware thing.

With witchy timing, our mother’s number began calling me. I ignored it.

Spencer wrote that he was staying clean, working his program, planning on getting a job. It emerged that he wanted me to put him up in the room in my garage that he referred to, with offensive irony, as “Le Guest Cottage.” (I had called it that once in his presence, “the guest cottage,” and regretted it ever since.)

I’ll have to ask Theo.

Cool cool

LMK

My mother was calling again. I rubbed my forehead and resigned myself.

“Spencer’s coming back,” she said.

“I know, we just talked—”

“I can’t have him here. I’m sorry, I can’t. The last time, he stood in front of Walgreens—can you imagine?—trying to hock my good silverware! For all of Robinson Avenue to see!”

I pictured my mother wandering the Tudor mansion where I spent my adolescence, each room containing three pieces of furniture, a beige rug, and a painting of a flower. Ever since the death of her second husband, that cold, strange man, my mother sounded a little bit angry all the time, possibly because her husband was a Christian Scientist who refused to take medication for a very treatable swelling of the epiglottis, said God would cure him, turned purple, watched golf on TV, and slowly suffocated.

(But here’s the thing: When she converted to my stepfather’s religion, did she not realize he was serious about it?)

“Well, Spencer wants to stay with you,” she said. “Don’t you have that room in your garage? You can lock him out of the house, can’t you?”

“I’ll have to ask Theo.”

The thought of having Spencer around already exhausted me. Theo didn’t buy my brother’s shtick or find him funny. This made Spencer both respect and dislike him. I imagined him picking fights with Theo: Okay, Mr. Man. Mr. Vestergaard. Asking me stuff like, If Theo died, would you get everything? Writing hardcore songs about him: Brother-in-law, Satan’s spawn! I will not be your guest cottage pawn!

“I mean, what does Theo have to say about it?” my mother sniffed. “This is family.”

I almost snorted. My mother and Theo did not like each other very much, and I did not blame either one of them.



Theo thought Spencer was going to burn down the garage and sell all his tennis racquets.

“Tennis racquets are not that easy to sell, Theo,” I said. “Have you ever heard of an addict with an eBay store?”

“Why do you always get sarcastic? What about my skis?”

“Oh, right, I can really see Spencer in front of Walgreens trying to sell your skis.”

I wasn’t being sarcastic. I could absolutely see Spencer in front of Walgreens trying to sell Theo’s skis.

What about my tools, my kayak, my Windsurfer, Theo kept arguing, as if by enumerating his possessions he would get me to change my mind. There was a raw, betrayed look on his face, as if he felt I was choosing Spencer over him, there was some pecking order to love. It was so different with Theo and his brothers, Matt and Bill; how could I get him to understand? He had been with them his entire life; they were so much a part of his identity that he barely thought or cared about them.

A brother is someone you go on skiing trips with, I felt him saying. A brother you text about sports. With a brother you don’t talk about childhood stuff you don’t talk about. Living in our garage is not what a brother is.

And I was pleading, I understand it sucks for you, and as annoying as I’m sure it will be—and I do apologize in advance—if I can support Spencer’s sobriety in any way, it’s not optional for me. He was the cutest baby in the world, Theo, and I’m not even being biased, because I know Atticus was never cute like that. His father didn’t love him, that cold, strange man in his nautical-theme den, he didn’t love the cutest boy in the world, this man was empty inside, so I would take Spencer around with me and try to show him a good time, get him some candy and junk, because our mom wouldn’t allow processed sugar in the house, and a kid needs to live a little. You know one time much later I said to Spencer, “I feel like I got you hooked on sugar as a little kid, and maybe that was your gateway drug, maybe all this is my fault,” and he burst out laughing in my face and said, “I don’t think you understand addiction, Perdie.” After I moved to LA, I used to bring him up to visit me a couple times a year, and he’d bring his little LL Cool J and MC Lyte cassettes with him, and he was so awesome, oh, you don’t know, he was such a funny, awesome little kid, my friends all loved him. One time my boyfriend and I took him to Vegas for the weekend, and we just had a total blast hanging out in our zebra-print room watching pay-per-view and ordering pizza. That’s how much fun this kid was. I didn’t know at eight he was already sneaking out of our mother’s house to steal beer from the neighbor’s garage beer fridge. Theo, please, please, try to understand, when he was thirteen, he would go out the window and get sketchy dudes outside 7-Elevens to buy him forties of Olde English, which he considered, based on some rap songs he liked, as being a very classic 7-Eleven parking-lot drink. Then he’d pass out somewhere, and the cops would bring him home. He was already six feet tall and my mom couldn’t control him anymore, and my stepfather didn’t care, so they sent him to a reform school in Oregon. He ran away over and over, but they always caught him in the next town, until they didn’t catch him. He was sixteen, and the next time I saw him, he’d been living on the street for two years, and he wasn’t a kid anymore. Maybe he never was. Maybe he was never a kid. Theo, do you understand?

“He’s only a half brother.” Theo said this as if he were sincerely confused, but I saw something stubborn and pugnacious in his chin.

He knew what he was doing—this motherfucker knew. You didn’t say that to someone—he’s only a half brother. How dare he? In fact, Theo could fuck himself, his stupid brothers with their stupid one-syllable names and his whole stupid fucking family. I helped raise Spencer, I practically concentrated him into existence, and if Theo didn’t understand that, he could die. And I hated him, and I wanted a divorce.

We didn’t talk for two days.

I knew what I needed to do, I just wasn’t ready to deal with it. On Saturday morning, as Atticus watched a video in the living room, I went upstairs, pulled down Theo’s boxers, and started giving him a blow job, with every intention of going all the way.

I used to be terrible at blow jobs. Theo didn’t say so, but I could tell. One night, I stayed up late watching a tutorial given by a very knowledgeable and dedicated lady on a softcore porn cable channel. I learned that the whole thing was not a matter of pressure or sensitivity, as I’d imagined, but of multitasking. I wasn’t too bad at it now.

Theo stopped me before he came and ate me out, and then we did it. He is actually very generous and attentive in bed, and I’m a greedy and assertive power bottom, because no one is the same at sex as they are at anything else.

“Just don’t give him the key to the house,” he said afterward.

Spencer filled up my kitchen a few days later, wearing hobnail boots and a Minor Threat T-shirt, sporting a mustache with roughly the contours of the Bat-Signal. He started imitating our mother in a frantic, high-pitched voice.

“My silverware! My good silver on Robinson!”

I told him I couldn’t handle his mustache. He told me that his mustache was straight pimpin’. I said that was pretty much my whole entire point.

My brother had always adored old-school hip-hop, but during the last few years, he had gotten into hardcore, and it suited him. He was six foot three, wide across the beam, and he couldn’t help that, so he made a thing of it, shaved his head, wore combat boots, and grew a repulsive blond prison mustache. Some people said he was handsome, but to me he looked cobbled together out of family traits that didn’t make sense in one person, especially when he laughed and our French grandfather’s hooked nose and thin-lipped smile suddenly leapt out at me, slapped onto the middle of my stepfather’s lumpy Scottish potato head. Other times, I was uneasily aware of my stepfather’s pale, flat-fingered shovel hands at the ends of Spencer’s arms. From our mother’s side came the dark brows that almost met in the middle, the same as mine, the only way in which, apart from our sallow skin tone, my brother and I have ever looked alike. Now, because of repeated tweezer abuse sustained during my rockabilly period, my brows were thin and tapering. You’d never know we were siblings.

I said I would drive Spencer around to job interviews, if he didn’t mind Atticus being in the car.

“Don’t worry about it, Perdie. I can always get a ride.”

I knew this to be true.

“It must be hard to get a job with a felony conviction?”

“Mah, whatever. I’ll find something.”

Also true. Spencer had finely tuned his innate charm over the years to get what he needed from people, and he was quite brilliant at it. He took one of Theo’s smoothies from the fridge and sat down at the table with Atticus. He had last seen his nephew when he was three months old.

“Big like Theo. Looks like you in the face. Creepy.”

“That’s nice,” I said.

“We should go out, kid. What should we do?”

“I’m actually performing at this thing next week if you want to come? It’s, um, at the intersection of music and spoken word?”

I blushed at the hideous mortification of every word I was saying. The event was curated by a friend of my friend Daisy at a dive bar that was now, in the San Diego fashion, not quite hip, but a little hipper than before.

My brother, who had better things to blush about, cried, “Boo boo, I would love to come!”

“I bought a guitar a couple of weeks ago. I learned a few chords.”

“That’s dope, you should definitely learn guitar. You always wanted to.”

I picked up his empty smoothie bottle. “You might see Nando around. He’s replacing our roof. He’ll be here for another week or so.”

“That hot guy in the overalls? I already saw him.”

“You think he’s hot? Isn’t he a little short?”

“He has intense eyes.”

“I kind of saved his life.”

“Word?”

“Yeah, he fell off his ladder, two stories high. It was bad. I called 911. They said he could’ve punctured a lung.”

My brother covered his mouth with his fist and stared at me.

“What?” I said.

“You like him.”

“What? No, I don’t.”

“Yeah you do. You like the roofer.”

“I do not!”

“Whatever you say. You have the key to ‘Le Guest Cottage’?”

He said it that way, pinkie raised.

“Yes, I do.” I got the key from the dish by the door. “And by the way? Fuck you.”





TODAY, JANUARY 28, 2010

“Is that girl sitting outside in the Beetle one of yours?”

Theo has come into the office, holding a smoothie. I’m on the sofa with my laptop, trying to work on my therapy notes. Theo, who never met Charleigh, thinks she’s one of my clients. I would’ve told him about her sooner, but sometimes, even though we’re getting along better, we still go for days without it being possible to talk to each other. We’re burnt out and would much rather watch TV.

I tell him it’s Charleigh in the Volkswagen.

“Really? Nando’s Charleigh?”

“Yep. She’s been sitting there yesterday and today for hours.”

“That’s annoying. That’s my spot.”

“Not legally, Theo.”

“But I had to park farther up the street.”

Please try to have a normal human reaction! I want to yell. But what’s normal? I’ve been dissociating and spacing out, getting lost in baggy moments and having to drag myself back to reality.

Theo falls onto the sofa next to me. “This police guy came by the shop today.”

“A police guy came by the shop?”

“We do the printing for them.”

“You do the printing for the police?” I cry. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It’s nothing special. Just brochures.”

Theo’s family has connections in town, based partly, I believe, on a general misconception that they’re a successful corporate empire. Sometime in the 1960s, they put a giant sign in front of the shop, bearing only the name VESTERGAARD in a groovy space-age typeface with red triangles dancing around the letters. Definitely the best idea anyone in that shambling enterprise ever had (the brainchild of Fred, the black sheep of the uncle generation, who fucked off to Baja in a sailboat ten years later and was never seen again). The shop is on a hill, so everyone who flies in and out of town sees the sign, and it has become something of a Googie-style landmark. But fighting with your relatives, as it turns out, is not a great way to run a business, and it’s just enough to keep them all middle-class, plus no dividends. When I first met Theo, I thought for a minute that he was rich and being super humble about it. It is a great testament to the power of fonts. It gives the Vestergaards name recognition and a kind of swagger they may be unconscious of. It does that to you, a sign by the airport on a ninety-nine-year lease.

“This police guy told me some stuff about Nando.”

“Really?”

“A witness said there was no car at the scene. They’re not sure if it means anything.”

My heart does not stop so much as pauses. “Did the police guy tell you where exactly it happened?”

He gestures toward Charleigh with the empty smoothie bottle. “Outside her house.”

I gasp, and my hand flies to my mouth. “It happened outside Charleigh’s house? Is she a suspect?”

“He can’t tell me stuff like that.”

I wonder if I should tell him what Spencer said about Jill’s “dark side.” But it’s too silly, and Theo will make a face and say, Your brother. A clan of crows living in a bushy pine across the street has erupted in raucous, late-afternoon chatter. Gossiping, I imagine. Or hatching their revenge plots. I like the wintry sound of them.

“Are you worried?” Theo asks.

“About Charleigh sitting out there all day? Yeah, a little.”

“Is there anything I can do?

“Like what? Use your family’s sinister influence in town to intimidate her?”

“I’ll get Aunt Ginny over here to talk to her.” Theo has a disarmingly sweet smile, like a little mammal peering out of a stony crag. Aunt Ginny is nominally the office manager, but she’s terrifying and actually head of accounting. One of my favorite things about Theo is that he doesn’t mind it when I make fun of his family. I think he might like it a little.

I pet his pretty face and stroke his nose. And then I boop it. Boop.

“Hello, Popeye,” I say. I used to call him Popeye the summer we met, when he would turn to squint at me out of one eye in his Jeep.

“Hello,” he says.

I kiss him, and we make out for a couple of minutes, and he pushes up my skirt and fingers me until I come. We fuck with me semipropped against the arm of the sofa and him on top, and I come again, and I feel done, so I rub his ears, and he comes. Then there is the part I have never gotten used to: Instead of cuddling or staring into each other’s eyes, we get up and put on our underwear. I don’t want to cuddle or stare into his eyes—I’ve got shit to do. But it makes sex feel a bit impersonal and unreal.

It occurs to me that maybe I’m grieving not only for Nando, but for the first part of my relationship with Theo. And if I feel that way, maybe Theo feels the same. The old us is dead on the floor, and a new version of us is walking around, going, Wow, would you look at that corpse of us? We did that to us, didn’t we?

Afterward, Theo hovers in the doorway.

“Nando mentioned cows,” he says.

“Huh?”

“He mentioned cows, on the ranch where he grew up? And I think he said his family’s Hispano, like, from when the territory still belonged to Mexico? It sounds like a real ranch, not a cult.”

I picture Theo mulling over my theory for two years. Out jogging. Drinking a smoothie in the kitchen. At work, chewing on a pen cap. Did Nando grow up in a cult?

“Theo,” I say, pulling on my skirt, “of all the things I ever said, that’s the one you decided to listen to?”





NANDO LEAVES

In late October, Nando finished the roof. I watched him take down his two-story ladder and cart it away. Last check, goodbye. My life felt pointless, and some takeout curry gave me heartburn that lasted for a week.

At night, I lay in bed, burping up bile and wrestling with pillows, thinking about Nando sticking his furry hands into his pockets when he saw me looking at them, and how there had been a microexpression of disgust on his face, and I was ninety-eight percent certain it was because he hated his body hair. How did I feel about that much hair? Hard to imagine, it could go either way.

Suddenly life was a performative exercise, and everything I said was a lie. If I laughed, it was a lie. If I had a conversation about anything other than Nando, it was a lie. If Theo came into the room and said, “I was thinking I should get Nando a job at the shop,” and my soul incandesced and then despaired—I would flirt with the roofer at Christmas parties!—but no, Theo didn’t mean it, and I said neutrally, “Oh yeah, cool,” that was a lie.

(Theo and his cousin Caitlin, head of personnel at the print shop, were total enemies. She would never do him a favor like that.)

It’s the feeling you have when you kind of know what’s going to happen. Time has gotten a little surreal, a little off. You don’t know exactly what your lines are or which marks to hit, but you know how the play ends.

Inside I was laughing at myself, saying, You dumb bimbo. Can’t you see what a cliché this is? Listen, you were depressed, you were ovulating, your son bit other kids, your husband came home and looked at you like What did you do all day, you lazy fuck? And someone fell at your feet. It’s too obvious. Don’t be a skank. It’s over now, he’s gone.

At night I stayed up eating cheese and crackers and sublimating my libido into America’s Worst Murders Ever. I especially loved the episode about Betty Broderick, San Diego’s most notorious hometown murderer, a spurned housewife who shot her ex-husband and his twenty-four-year-old wife in their bed and then calmly turned herself in to the police. Betty reported that as her ex breathed his last, he told her, with a kind of marital resignation, “Okay, Betty, you shot me. I’m dead.”

One morning, I woke up to realize that my gut burned, my period was three days late, and the world was now a landscape of foul odors that were all one odor. This olfactory entity had a quality of burnt garlic, chicken soup, and that white stuff on your tongue. I couldn’t stand to eat anything besides cheese and crackers, and I was craving McDonald’s french fries. A few days later, I could suddenly smell a sucky twenty-four-hour taco place from two blocks away. I found an old pregnancy test, put it on the toilet tank, reminded myself to take it first thing in the morning, and then ignored it.

It was November by then. My brother was attending Jill’s NA meeting in Hillcrest, where Jill had assumed the weighty task of sponsoring his sobriety, and he was now calling Jill his homie. Jill was giving him mad rides, and she’d even hooked him up with a job waiting tables at a nice Caesar salad restaurant managed by another meeting attendee.

I worried for Jill.

Anyway, Jill was coming to my spoken-word thing.

That afternoon, Spencer walked into the kitchen, rummaged in the fridge, and said, “Oh, guess what? Nando might come tonight.”

“Nando?”

“Uh-huh.” Spencer took one of Theo’s smoothies.

“You invited Nando?” I said. “To my thing?”

“Yep. Said he might meet us there. Is that okay? You guys are kind of friends, right?”

“Sure, I mean, yeah, no. Is his girlfriend coming?”

“I don’t think so.”

“He probably won’t come.”

“Yeah, probably not.”

(Much later, Nando would tell me that Spencer texted him four times that day to make sure he was coming.)

Theo returned home from work, his hands bunched at his sides, averting his eyes from all the fantasy roasts and casseroles that I was not a-cooking. A nimbus of disappointment lingered around him. My husband is a quiet man, but he is not subtle.

“Nothing to eat here, huh?” He went to the fridge for a smoothie.

“There’s pizza in the oven,” I chanted boredly. “And salad in the bowl.”

Theo would occasionally cook a real square meal, but every time he did it, we were suddenly a clan of Vikings about to plunder the Irish coast. He would stew and braise all kinds of rich man-meats that took half a day—oxtail, lamb, goat—everything cooked in a rich brown sauce with big hunks of onion. So many potatoes. Only root vegetables. He made such a fuss about it, too, dirtied all these pots and roasting trays that I had to clean afterward. It wasn’t worth it.

Suddenly, I felt like such a bitter old slag. Age thirty-nine. Over it. Dead inside. I used to love Theo’s man-meats! I loved everything about him: his 1940s bungalow apartment, his lovely shadowy garden, his quaintly old-fashioned gay neighborhood, three little blocks with a candle shop, a bondage emporium, four vintage clothing stores, a sloppy tiki bar, and a café called Espresso Yourself. He was more handsome than I felt I deserved, tall and wolf-eyed, like the water-sports jocks I’d secretly fantasized about in high school. We were blissfully happy for a good five years, living in filth, going Dutch on everything (I let him pay more often, to be honest), eating hearty meals, watching The Sopranos. Who could want anything more?

I never thought that Theo would be my dream feminist co-parent. We can’t have it all. His father never did a lick of childcare or housework—never cleared a single plate or did a load of laundry. Once at a party, a drunk ex of Theo’s gave me a cynical look and said, “I knew Theo would get a new girlfriend right away so he would never have to clean a toilet.”

I kind of liked her; she wasn’t wrong. Theo never cleaned. But he gardened, that seemed promisingly domestic. I imagined he would grow into the role.

I absolutely did not think that when asked to change our baby’s diaper, he would start choking and acting like a drama queen. I didn’t even believe the gagging was real. Theo grew up with big dogs who pooped meaty, disgusting poops, and he hadn’t minded cleaning those up at all. This was a gag of entitlement. Theo’s body was saying, I reject this childcare labor because I’m a man and I shouldn’t have to do it!

I didn’t want Atticus’s first memory to be of his father throwing up on him. I stopped asking. Later, after I gave Theo the baby to hold and he made a face, or I told him I wanted to go out for an hour to shop for food like a human being, and he said, So you’re just leaving me here with him, as if Atticus were a houseguest I’d invited and Theo didn’t really know him, I stopped expecting anything from him. My mother said I should get tough on Theo, train him, and I knew she was right, but I didn’t, because I am conflict avoidant and I was tired. It was easier to hate him. I didn’t even know this guy. He was just my asshole roommate. He wouldn’t help out, but he paid a high rent, and the devil you know, or whatever.

There was one confusing thing about my roommate situation… my roommate was hot. And we shared a bed. And about once a week, we fucked and didn’t talk about it. It made me feel like a cheap slut. But eh, who cared? The asshole smelled good, and he knew how to make me come.

I said, “I’m leaving for my thing pretty soon.”

Theo’s brow tensed. “Tonight?”

“Yeah.”

He gave me a funny look, almost as if he thought I was having an affair, and raised the smoothie bottle to his mouth. I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down, up and down, like a little tongue. I wanted to leap across the room and tackle him by the throat.

He lowered the bottle. “I’m tired. I’ve had a hard day. You should have given me more notice if you wanted me—”

He stopped himself. We looked at each other primitively. He was about to say, “to babysit.” The last time he’d used that word, I had lost my mind so completely that it had scared him.

“I told you about it a while ago,” I said. “And I’ve also had a hard day.”

“Oh yeah, what were you doing?” he said. “Gossiping with the other moms at the park?”

When my anger does come, it bursts straight from the amygdala. It’s pure and primitive, very lizard brain. Theo doesn’t like it, and I agree with him. My vision crosses itself, I see red, I experience flash-forwards. It’s nothing I wanted Atticus exposed to. Since he was born, my solution to this problem was to adopt a quiet, monotone fighting voice that was nonetheless evil and overenunciated, like Darth Vader saying, “I find your lack of faith disturbing.”

“Gossiping with the other moms? Are you for real, Theo? Are you one hundred seventeen years old?”

“What am I supposed to give Atticus for dinner?”

“Do you know what FOOD is?”

“You’re not going to pay for your brother, I hope? Not with my money.”

“Your money?” I started looking around for something to smash.

Theo left his smoothie bottle next to the sink and stopped at the kitchen door.

“I don’t want to fight,” he said.

I snatched his smoothie bottle from the counter, lost control of my voice, and went straight past being Darth Vader to being my mother.

“Look at this! You can’t even wash your own fucking smoothie bottle and put it in the fucking recycling! Do you have any idea how disrespected that makes me feel? Any idea?”

“You’re so spoiled.” Theo’s mouth was small and hard. The bright, adrenalized look in his eyes scared me, which made me even more furious. I threw the smoothie bottle at him. He ducked. The bottle bounced off the wall, spraying pink spatter. He took a step toward me, his biceps moving up and down his arms. He was almost a head taller than me and had hands that were bigger than my feet—he could have thrown me across the room like a football.

“Fuck you!” I screamed. “Fuck you! I’m going to my thing with my mommy friends and my brother who could be dead next week! Put your fucking kid to fucking bed and fucking deal with it!”

I almost wanted him to hit me. I wanted him to punch me in the face so I could give up on all this shit and go live with my mom.

I fed Atticus, brushed his teeth, got him in his jammies, put him in front of a video. I sat at the kitchen table, a cold silence falling in my body. I felt shaky, ripped apart and roughly sutured back together. I’d never told Theo that I was sometimes afraid of him; I thought it might give him ideas. I didn’t want to go to my thing anymore. I didn’t want to be anyone or go anywhere.

Spencer came inside.

“That’s what you’re wearing?” he said.

“What? This is what I always wear.” I had put on clean black jeans and dangly earrings. I rooted around in my purse for my car keys, worried about the message my nurse clogs were sending.

“You think these shoes are too hospitaly?”

“Men don’t care about shoes.”

“Who says I care about what men think?”

“I have no idea what we’re talking about right now,” Spencer said, standing there in his light-blue polo shirt and pleated chinos. He had trimmed his mustache into a classic dad rectangle and didn’t look that scary anymore: just big, bald, friendly, and out of shape, like a guy who sold time-shares or worked at Best Buy.

We got in the car, drove thirty feet, and honked for Jill.





IN THE WEE HOURS, TODAY, JANUARY 29, 2010

It must be close to morning. I won’t fall back asleep now. My father is down in the garden, chanting sutras. He recently took monastic orders in a Buddhist temple in Glendale, and we don’t trust it. The last time he visited us, he was still a low-grade dirtbag, carrying his belongings in a plastic sack, walking to a whiskey bar in the afternoons, getting home after we were asleep, stepping on Theo’s ferns, grunting, and messing with the garage door until I got up and opened it for him. Three months ago, he dropped in with a shaved head and orange robes, calling himself Master Zan. Theo and I refuse to call him that; we just call him the Monk. Now he drinks nothing but water and hoji tea, takes long, plodding walks around the neighborhood, puts his cups and glasses in the dishwasher, goes to bed at the same time as Atticus, and seems pretty nice. A complete psychopath, but a helpful one.

I pick up my phone to find that my brother has sent me 147 texts accusing me of being a judgmental, insincere phony who doesn’t respect him or take him seriously as a man. When he’s in the grip of his paranoia, Spencer sounds almost the same as when he’s trying to make me laugh, so it takes me several minutes of stupefied scrolling to get myself to understand that this is an unhinged rant. He must be obsessing about our phone call yesterday, insulted by my asking about his HIV status. I knew he wouldn’t like the question, I just couldn’t stop myself.

Beyond that, he’s offended that I referred to him as having done “some sex work.”

Yeah maybe I traded my ass for drugs

But I am not and have never been a HORE

I know it’s just his OCD, the dragon that chased him onto the streets when he was kid, taking all kinds of hard drugs while his brain was still developing, trading his ass for them, none of which could have helped. (All respect to sex workers, but the last part alone would’ve messed me up.) I know I shouldn’t take it personally, and I don’t. I just want to die a little bit.

And deep inside me there is a tiny frisson of delight over his spelling the word whore H-O-R-E.

My first therapist suggested that when I’m feeling reactive and hurt by someone, I should write them a letter before I say or do anything. I’m using this technique now, telling my brother:


Spence, how can you think I would look down on you for anything you did to make the voices go away? I blame the men who preyed on you, the sick pieces of human garbage who gave you drugs and used your body. I would kill them if I could. But I’ve never judged you. We’re all sluts and skanks. Sometimes I give Theo blow jobs to settle fights, even as a kind of collateral against outcomes I want. Sex has its math, its “exchange value,” even if it isn’t bluntly economic. We’re just primates. You can call it social-sexual behavior, being a HORE, whatever you want.



I’ll never tell Spencer any of this, obviously. I wouldn’t want him to feel weird.

I text him back:

I’m so sorry, I consider sex work to be a respectful term.

I did not mean to question your choices at all. I love you and I take you seriously as a man. I just get anxious sometimes.

I start thinking about Spencer’s claim that Jill like liked Nando, possibly even killed him in a jealous rage. Ridiculous. Jill, of all people. I doubt she could kill anyone, except maybe a sloth poacher.

But I can’t help it, the story of Jill and Nando starts to play in my mind, like an episode of America’s Worst Murders Ever.

Linda Vista, says the voice-over, an old man’s jaded growl. A peaceful neighborhood in sunny, laid-back San Diego, America’s finest city. Fernando Acuña lies slain, shot during what appears to be a botched robbery.

Two miles away, his former client Jill is shocked at the news of his senseless murder… or so it seems. Neighbors note that Jill’s reaction is out of proportion, but it never occurs to them that she could have been involved. After all, Fernando and Jill were just a friendly independent contractor and a woman who needed a new roof.

Or… were they?

What if Jill and Fernando were lovers?

What if young Fernando made Jill feel like a sexy, distinguished, California-casual woman?

What if they fucked and fucked and fucked and fucked?

What if Fernando laughed in Jill’s face, called her a boring old cunt, and left her alone with her sloth shirts to die?

What if, when Jill lamented Fernando’s death, that was just a diversion?

What if Jill was…

(A photo of Jill’s grinning face.)

… a malignant narcissist?

(Cut to an interview with my brother.)

“What can I tell you? Jill has a dark side.”






MY THING

“Well, hello there,” Spencer said.

We were sitting with Jill in one of the booths at the Sunset Lounge, and my friend Daisy had just arrived, four months pregnant, wearing a strapless gold lamé jumpsuit and black Reeboks.

Here was a problem that had not occurred to me: Spencer was not even slightly above hitting on my friends. He’d done it before. And Daisy might not immediately discourage him. Spencer had a stated preference for women in their forties, fifties, possibly even sixties. Ladies who’ve seen some stuff, he called them. Although he genuinely liked these women, I believed that he was unconsciously using them to reparent him through the adolescence he had never had by making them take care of him, draw boundaries for him, and endlessly put up with his bullshit. Which I felt was very unfair to women who had seen some stuff.

“Well, look at you, Vivrant Thing,” he was saying, quoting Q-Tip, and Daisy was laughing and tossing back her curly black hair.

“Daisy!” I said, patting the seat. “Sit here, next to me.”

Now my friend Ute rushed in, seeming, as always, to be carried by a strong wind, a tall woman with a baggy, philosophical face and blond bowl-cut hair. She is German, but in some ways she is un-German. She’s often late, and her house is dirty. She wears layers of linen and hemp clothes that she sews into rectangle shapes and dyes with plant materials from her environment, like a very chic medieval peasant.

The bar was packed; some people were there to cheer on their friends, and some had probably arrived early for karaoke, which started at nine. Nando was not coming, obviously. Good. It was enough pressure already. The boozy, moldy, hormonal dive-bar stink was making me feel overexcited and nauseous, like I was smelling my twenties. I couldn’t even drink, not because I was probably pregnant and trying to be a good person, but because everything in the world now revolted me besides ginger ale and simple carbohydrates. It was disconcerting to be completely sober in a dive. I kept thinking about how potentially scabies-ridden everything was. The room was wildly tufted in burgundy Naugahyde on every surface: the bar, the round booths, the walls. There was a haunted emptiness on one side, where it once must have been a disco. Now there was a sound setup, a podium, and a big screen. The crowd was a motley collection of subcultures—sailors in uniform, East County Republicans wearing cowboy clothes, tattooed rockers, skaters, men of all races with looks inspired by hip-hop, a table of girls dressed up for the night, one couple in full athletic outfits, as if they had jogged over—that made up San Diego’s night scene. The bar sailed through the middle of it all like a pirate ship, carrying along a few day drinkers on knobby wooden stools.

To one side of me, Spencer was complaining to Jill about someone at the NA meeting who ate all the donuts, and on the other, Ute and Daisy were discussing their small businesses. Ute and I had worked together in the hospital, where she had been an ER doctor. When our children had been newborns, while I’d been crying and watching daytime TV, Ute had started a genderless (anti)fashion line out of her house. Her brand was called Sack und Seil—Sack and Rope—which was a fairly accurate description, since many of the pieces were sack-shaped and tied with some kind of string or rope. The clothes were immediately picked up by boutiques and museum gift shops from La Jolla to Marin County, Ute got a big spread in Warp/ Weft, a fancy British conceptual fiber-arts magazine, and within a year she had her own store in Coronado, where she lives. Then she just quit being a doctor.

“You know I love clothes,” she was saying, “but at a point, I saw that the fashion industry had taken this innocent urge, this natural joy we feel in making ourselves beautiful, and turned it into another excuse for the exploitation of the earth. We’ve drained seas and killed whole ecosystems and ancient ways of life just to water the industry’s cotton fields—in India, I’ve seen towns built on our old rags, mountains and mountains of these cheap plastic clothes we send the people there to deal with. We put children to work under conditions none of us would accept in our own countries. And why? For what do we commit these crimes? A cheap top from Forever 21 that falls apart after one wash? So we can look cute? Can you imagine how grotesque? But okay, I say all this with positivity.”

“Totally,” said Daisy, who’d owned a bakery in East LA. “I just started my own place because I didn’t want to be yelled at by some dude in Crocs anymore.”

I was staying out of the conversation, trying to tune my new guitar with an electronic gizmo I’d bought. Nando was definitely not coming. I didn’t care. Fuck him. He wasn’t amazing. I was just relieved that Daisy had shown up. She’d made a pass at me one night a few weeks before, which was not a big deal, unless it was… I wasn’t sure how things stood.

The MC came on and did her spiel, and then a shy-looking thirtysomething Black guy wearing big square glasses went up to recite his slam poetry, most of it addressed to someone named Mary. As he confessed, through loosely rhymed speech, his wish to share his griefs with Mary and to be more physically affectionate with his friends, my arm hairs tingled and I got a head rush. I love it when straight men are honest about their feelings.

Nando was definitely not coming. Good. I was glad. Oh shit, there he was, by the door. Nando was here. My brother was waving him over. I made my face blank and waited for his girlfriend. No girlfriend came. We all stood—there was a moment of confusion as we realized the booth was full, and then Spencer gave Nando his seat.

“No, really, there’s someone I want to talk to,” Spencer said, and walked off to the bar.

“I hope I’m not too late?” Nando said to me. He was on the other side of the table, between Jill and Daisy. “I had trouble getting away.”

“It’s okay, I haven’t gone yet.”

It was the first time I’d seen him in his street clothes. The look was nowhere near as good as his work outfits—not at all glam rock. More college adjunct professor: a black cotton sweater over a white button-down, relaxed-fit medium-rinse jeans, and some kind of suedey brown shoes.

The slam poet was followed by a mumbler. Nando was talking to Daisy, leaning to say something in her ear. She pushed her hair back, turned her body to him, and laughed with her gums showing. After the mumbler, an old man with a beaming little face wearing an “I [image: Emoji: Black heart.] America” T-shirt pushed his walker onto the stage. He sat down on it and recited all the lyrics to “Hey Jude” in a proud, quavering voice, including all the nah nah, Judy Judy Judys. He was excellent, heartbreaking. I kept time with my foot and glanced at Nando. When he met my eyes, I smiled.

It was my turn.

“That’s hard to follow,” I said at the podium. “I think I’ll just sing ‘SexyBack’ and get off.”

That got a laugh.

“So anyway, I have this guitar I bought a month ago, and you’re a captive audience! Thank you for being here.”

I played a song I had been reworking, my old band’s biggest crowd pleaser, circa 1994, “Wack Lover.”


Wack lover!

You suck in bed!

Won’t eat me out!

Wanna smack your head!



The next song, “Text Me That Shit,” was addressed to Theo, who, for a tech guy, was really into calling me to tell me discrete pieces of information that didn’t require a conversation.

After that I read a haiku called “Giving Birth.”


My vagina ripped

in half. I survived. I slept

with my torturer.



“ ‘Wack Lover’ ”—Daisy was laughing as I returned to the booth—“I told them you were going to throw down.”

“Really good,” said Ute. “I’m impressed.”

“Was the haiku okay?” I said. “I worried it was too intense.”

“Heh? I loved the haiku,” said Ute. “It was my favorite thing.”

“Me, too,” said Jill. “That was neato.”

“You belong up there,” Nando said.

“Come on, you guys, god,” I said.

“She won’t tell me the name of her band,” Nando said to Daisy.

I still liked his face, the dark freckles under his eyes, the long, interesting shape of his nose. It was fun having him here, in my place.

Karaoke began. A young white dude with a farmer’s beard got up and sang Janis Joplin’s “Piece of My Heart.” Boys are cooler now, I thought. Gen X guys never sang songs by female artists. It was like they thought they would get cooties.

Daisy grazed my arm. “Nando is asking me if he should have kids.”

“My girlfriend wants them,” he said. His expression, glancing at each of us from under his brows, was perfectly legible: I find it incumbent upon me at this point to mention my girlfriend.

Oh. Now I got it. Nando was hot. He wasn’t hot in an offbeat way that was special to me—he was totally hot. I hated that. Not my type at all. I don’t want to compete with hordes of women. Theo was handsome, but he had no interpersonal skills.

“I can’t recommend it,” I said. “It’s just hormones. That’s the only reason anyone has them. It’s also incredibly selfish. You make little copies of yourself, and everyone else has to give a shit about it.”

“She doesn’t mean it,” Daisy told Nando.

“But I agree,” he said.

Daisy turned to him and said something I couldn’t hear, and then I was out of the conversation again. I wished I were a better flirt. There was something about my face that discouraged men. But some were really into it. I suspected that I had a very specific brand—goth orphan? Daisy’s breasts were smaller than mine, if such a thing was possible. Charleigh’s breasts, which I had checked out when she came over with the cake, were a little bigger than mine, but not in a whole other category, size-wise. As I understood it, there were small-boob guys, big-boob guys, huge-boob guys, guys who took them on a case-by-case basis, and super freaks who’d fuck anybody. Was Nando a small-boob guy? That would explain why he liked me. With all the boob jobs in Cali, small tits were kind of a hot commodity for guys who were into them. Was he into me, though? Maybe he was just a flirt. Maybe he would flirt with Daisy all night. Good, I wished he would.

On the other side of me, Ute was talking to Jill across the table, having the usual conversation about how to tell the difference between a sea lion and a seal. Spencer was at the bar, trying to pick up a day drinker. I hoped the place wasn’t triggering his addiction, it smelled like every bad thing you could do. You know perfectly well that women are extra horny around forty, my brain nattered on. Your body is trying to get you pregnant one last time, whore. And look what happened. You fucked your husband while you were ovulating.

“Heh? Seals don’t have ears?”

Daisy smashed me into the banquette and breathed into my ear. “You won’t believe what your roofer just told me.”

“What?”

“Let’s talk outside. Ute—you have cigarettes?”

We left Nando consulting with Jill about some work she needed done on her lanai.

Outside, Ute got a pack of American Spirit yellows out of her burlap hobo bag and offered one to Daisy.

“Can I just sneak hits off yours?” Daisy said. “Then it doesn’t count.”

The wide street looked eerie this late at night, the sidewalk empty but for the three of us and the slam poet with a muse named Mary. He stood smoking by himself, the other hand plunged into the pocket of his baggy-tight jeans.

“You were amazing,” I said to him, and Ute said, “Ya, amazing, totally,” and he gave us a little smile. His eyes behind his big square glasses were small and sleepy-looking.

“Okay,” said Daisy, “so I was saying I wondered when the twins were ever going to get out of my bed? And Nando goes, ‘I slept with my mother until I was fourteen.’ ”

Ute and I gasped. There was a profound, unsettled silence.

“And why?” Ute said.

“His mother was an anthropologist who thought Western child-rearing practices were cold and alienating. She said that in lots of cultures kids sleep with their parents for as long as they want.”

Another silence, more thoughtful now.

“See, but that’s kind of awesome!” I said.

“It is kind of awesome,” said Daisy.

“How old do you think he looks?” I asked. They both said early thirties.

“That’s what I thought. He must’ve been born around ’76, because his mother named him after ‘Fernando,’ which came out that year. That would make him thirty-one. But he seems older. There’s something… world-weary about him.”

Daisy said, “It’s like he’s feeling your emotions with his face.”

“I know,” I said. “He mirrors.”

“What is that?”

“I learned it in social-work school. You basically say what the other person is feeling back to them. Like, that sucks, that sounds frustrating. It validates their feelings.”

“That’s amazing. Are you going to fuck him?”

“No, I’m not going to fuck him. That’s gross, ew, cliché. Like, this white lady lusting after her hot Chicano roofer? Yuck.”

“That’s your shit,” said Daisy. “I’m Filipina, I would fuck him with no weird feelings at all.”

“While you’re pregnant?” Ute asked her.

“Pregnant sex is hot.”

“Why does everything have to be about sex?” I complained. “Isn’t it hard enough in this shitty world for two people to just connect? Can’t we just be, like, humans?”

“If you don’t fuck him, I will,” said Daisy.

“Don’t, though.”

“No, I won’t. He’s your man. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“He’s not my man. He has a girlfriend.”

“You Americans always fall for a smooth talker,” said Ute.

“He’s not a smooth talker,” I said. “That thing about sleeping with his mother is borderline freaky.”

Ute waved that away. “He knows what he’s doing. Would Theo be interested in having an open relationship?”

I snorted. “Theo isn’t cool like that.”

“I don’t have a partner,” Ute said, “so I don’t really know, but it seems that when you have a child with someone, you immediately hate him. Or?”

“It’s true,” I said. “I have a theory that it’s biologically programmed for us to switch mates after a couple of kids. For genetic diversity. In case your first mate has messed-up DNA or whatever.”

“But you only have one kid and you already hate Theo,” said Ute, zeroing in Germanically on the logical hole in my theory.

“Well, I had a miscarriage. Maybe my body thinks I had two?”

“You had a miscarriage? When was that?”

“Before Atticus. Well, actually, I had two miscarriages. One was called a blighted ovum. There’s a sac and a placenta and everything, but there’s no baby.”

I took some consolation from how doomed and Victorian that sounded: a blighted ovum. An ovum that was cursed by fate to grow and then wither. After they found it, or found the lack of it, on an ultrasound, I refused to have it vacuumed out and went home and crawled around the rooms all night, bleeding and panting, until finally, toward dawn, I got into a bath, moaned, rocked back and forth, begged a god I didn’t believe in for relief, and then gave birth in the dirty water. My blighted ovum was a transparent, off-kilter oval, ribbed with irregularities, like someone’s first attempt at hand-blowing glass. There was a string of clotted blood attached to it. It was beautiful, like a Christmas tree ornament. I felt I had gone through all this to get to know it. I held it and stroked it for a while; then I flushed it and went to bed.

“So, I don’t know,” I said with a laugh, “if that counts as one, two, or three.” I kept glancing at the slam poet, worried that his innocence was being corrupted by our conversation. He was on his second cigarette, listening to us and kind of pretending not to.

“I don’t know why I keep smoking these things,” said Daisy. “I have to sneak around. Russell is always catching me.”

“You just want to be a little bit bad,” I said.

“But what is it about Theo,” asked Ute, “that you hate so much?”

“Ugh, Theo? Every time he drinks a smoothie, I want to stab him in the throat.”

“The way Russell sneezes is so deeply offensive to me,” said Daisy. “It’s so loud. I know he’s doing it on purpose.”

“Do you know this motherfucker can’t even rinse out his own smoothie bottles and put them in the fucking recycling?”

“Russell gets mad if we run out of Nutella, and then he turns around and complains how much I spent at Whole Foods.”

The slam poet tossed his cigarette into the street. “It’s the same thing with Mary and me,” he said. “She comes home wanting to know why I spent so much at Whole Foods. ‘What? Eleven dollars for granola? Is it a bag of granola and diamonds?’ She doesn’t get it. I do all the shopping; she doesn’t know what it’s like. Roxy’s crying, Malcolm’s grabbing stuff, it’s totally disruptive, everyone’s looking at us—I just grabbed something! So I paid a little too much? Is a few bucks really worth fighting over? And guess who’s going to be a b— when she gets up in the morning and there’s no granola?”

We tsked. I crunched the ice on the bottom of my cup.

“That’s so interesting,” I said. “It’s not a gender thing, it’s a power thing. Whoever makes the money does the bullying.”

“Has Mary heard your very beautiful poetry?” asked Ute.

“Ah, Mary’s not interested in my emotional life. She just wants to come home and yell at me about the laundry.”

“You should hang out with us,” Daisy said.

When we got back to the booth, a few karaoke hounds were rotating, taking advantage of the period when everyone else was still getting drunk. Nando was poring over a By Title book.

“What are you going to sing?” I asked him.

“Not telling!” He lifted the book and covered his face. “How about you?”

“Normally I would… I think I’ve used up all of my performative energy for one night.”

A white guy in a leather vest was singing Weezer. The day drinkers smiled to themselves as if it was all a cosmic joke. One of them got up and sang Foreigner’s “Waiting for a Girl Like You,” and everyone listened in silence and then clapped very hard.

“How’s Theo?” Nando said.

“He misses you!”

Nando gave me a long look. “I’ve started to feel like I’m filling some kind of… emotional role for the men I work for?”

“Really? The men?”

“Maybe it’s like when people fall in love with their therapists?”

“Ah. Transference.”

“It feels like they’re kind of… into me. Like, in a way they wouldn’t be if we met in a different context.”

“Hmm,” I said. “Well, having your roof fixed is very emotional; it makes people feel unsafe, exposed to the elements. And you are taking big physical risks on your clients’ behalf. As we both witnessed… And of course, men tend to be assigned home repair in standard Western gender roles. Maybe you’re ‘holding’ an aspect of their gender identification for these men, so to speak. You’re repairing their roofs so they don’t have to. You’re substituting for them. It’s not surprising that they might have a bit of a crush on you.”

Nando nodded once. “Gender is dumb,” he said.

“I know,” I laughed. “It’s so dumb!”

The karaoke jockey called out, “Nando? Is Nando here?”

A familiar rat-tat-tat drumbeat cued. It was “Dangerous,” by Grown Men.

“We’re doing this together,” he said to me.

“No way!” I said.

“Come on, it’s your song.”

“Fuck you, you didn’t warn me! Rapping is really hard—”

“Don’t be a chicken,” Daisy said, shoving me out of the banquette.

As we walked up to the stage, I said, “Do you want to do the sweet part or the rap part?”

“The sweet part,” he said.

I was laughing as we took the mics.

“Stop,” he mouthed at me. We came in a little late on the intro.

He sang the first ballad section of the song. He couldn’t hit the high notes at all. As I took the rap section, he broke into some kind of a clog dance. I had to concentrate on rapping. He sang the next R&B part, jumping all over the stage and yelling atonally into the mic. He did the Egyptian. Somebody whooped. The table of sailors sat at attention. We spontaneously slam-danced the last part, banging our shoulders together and yelling, “Dangerous!” into the mic fifty times. And that was that. My brother flashed me a devil’s horns from the bar. The sailors wanted high fives.

We sat back down on either side of the table.

“Right on,” said Jill. “You guys did a whole interpretation.”

“Thanks,” I said. Daisy was winking at me.

“I felt you completely change,” said Ute to Nando. “You had an emotional catharsis.”

“It’s been a hard year,” he said. “I do feel different now.”

We smiled at each other across the booth.





TODAY, JANUARY 29, 2010

It’s gray out, overcast, and the crows are the first ones up, cawing like they belong to the winter as much as I do. For the first few hours of the day, it looks like up north, and I feel comfortable and insulated by the sky, instead of confronted by its impersonal brilliance.

I’m walking down the driveway on my way to the store for a Diet Mountain Dew when I spot Charleigh parked in a spot in front of the pineapple guava tree where I couldn’t see her from the window. A scum of hazy light on the Bug’s windshield reflects my house back at me, behind it, a pale face and a gleam of sunglasses. I go back inside, lock the door, and stand in the middle of the kitchen, wondering what to do. I hate the pastel-yellow color of my house. It reminds me of the emesis basins at the last hospital where I worked. (You don’t want to know what emesis basins are.) Theo and I have been arguing about it for six years. He says paint color is “only cosmetic” and “doesn’t matter.”

I try to settle down to writing my notes, but my mind is full of itchy static. Normally I’d go get a soda. I want it so badly, the flavor engineered by chemists to be irresistible even though it tastes like shit, the fizzy headachy high—it’s only a few steps away. But Honor is upstairs napping, and I’d never leave her alone with Charleigh out there.

When I check an hour later, Charleigh is gone. The store is right there. I’ll just run over. The whole thing will take twenty seconds. I leave through the kitchen door and lock it behind me. Just as I get to the corner, Jill comes out of the liquor store, her round sunburnt face out of focus, her arms crossed tightly around a paper bag, so her hands are almost in her armpits.

“This is the third day she’s sitting there,” she says. “I think I’m going to the police.”

I phase out a little, berating myself for leaving Honor alone in the house, wondering how I can politely extricate myself from this conversation, distracted by Jill’s shirt, a pattern of sloths peeking out from dense tropical foliage with their furry little faces that always seem to be smiling. My father is out in the garage meditating, or whatever he does all day, but I wouldn’t trust him to lift a finger if the house was on fire.

“Why was he up in Linda Vista that night? That’s where she lives. They broke up, last I heard.” Jill drops her voice. “Did she lure him up there?”

“You mean, you think she…?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m overreacting.” Jill’s lips, pink and peeling from always being outdoors, chew each other.

The door of the deli opens, and a burst of air-conditioning and cold-cut smell blows out. I keep glancing at the paper bag Jill is holding across her chest, worried that stress has made her lose her sobriety. Another part of my mind is imagining Charleigh coming back from the other end of the street and breaking into my house.

I start to hypnotize Jill, a skill I learned working in hospitals. Essentially, I stare into her eyes, validate her, and back myself subtly toward the corner. Someone Charleigh cared about was murdered in a horribly random and unfair way, I say. It’s natural to want answers. On the other hand, women pretty much never commit gun murders, statistically, if that makes her feel better.

“I didn’t like their interaction, though. I guess I told you that. The energy I sensed from her was very controlling of him.”

“You said you felt she was a lot?”

“She was a lot, Perdita.”

Mucho, I think, muchisimo. I slap my brain across the face. By now I’ve shuffled close enough to the corner to glance to the side and see that my house is not on fire.

“You know Nando used to sneak to the liquor store for candy bars? That’s what he told me. He goes, ‘Charleigh won’t let me have sugar.’ I go, let him have sugar? See what I’m saying? It was like she was on top of him. Monitoring him. I go, ‘Nando, is she your girlfriend or your parole officer?’ I go, ‘Can’t a grown man buy himself a Skor bar?’ I go, ‘That’s a lot.’ ”

I note that when Jill is upset, her “I go’s” begin to pile up, in almost an arithmetic spiral.

“Are you saying you felt there was coercive control in their relationship?”

“Yes.” Jill points at me. “Coercive control. You know about this stuff, that’s exactly what I was thinking about. Women do it, too, right?”

“Of course, there are women who control and abuse their partners. It’s less common than with men, but it certainly happens.” I’m humoring Jill a bit. Yes, Charleigh comes off as tightly wound, and Nando did seem afraid of her sometimes, but only in the way dudes are afraid of their demanding girlfriends. And who hasn’t been accused of that? (I don’t know who all these undemanding women are; do they have Stockholm syndrome?)

“And the coercive people—sometimes they’re stalkers, too, right?”

“Yeah, they can be stalkers.”

“Because, I’m just wondering, how did the police rule her out? Isn’t the girlfriend usually the first suspect?”

“They seem convinced it was a stickup.”

“It could’ve totally been faked, though.”

“That’s true,” I admit. That happens a lot on my crime shows, the staged robbery.

“If I call the police, can I tell them to talk to you?”

“Of course,” I say, but I just want to manage her expectations a little, because it’s very hard to build a stalking case. Victims sometimes report hundreds of incidents before the police can do anything. And those incidents tend to be perpetrated by aggressive, out-of-control men who leave dead animals in their victims’ mailboxes and things like that, not pretty young white women sitting quietly in their cars.

I am drifting the last few feet toward my house.

“I get that,” Jill says. “But I mean, you seem nervous, too?”

“Yeah, a bit.” I’m relieved that I’m feeling something appropriate openly enough for Jill to see it. I often internalize my anxiety so deeply that I’m unaware of it, probably as a result of trying to stay unnoticed as a child.

We’re in front of my driveway now. The white VW is nowhere in sight. Relief suddenly makes me exhausted. My body sinks into undifferentiated heaviness. My eyelids are sticky and thick.

“I think Charleigh might have called me from Nando’s phone the other day,” I say without meaning to.

“Huh?” Jill says. “Called you? From his phone?”

“Yeah.”

“When was this?”

“The day after he died? I thought I must have been imagining it. But I guess it could’ve been her. Who else would have his phone?”

“What did she say?”

“Nothing. But I knew someone was there.”

“No way,” Jill says, pressing the bag to her chest.

“This is really upsetting you, Jill.” I attempt a small joke: “I’m surprised that anything could throw you, after dealing with Spencer…”

She takes me seriously. “I’ll tell you something, Perdita. I feel like we addicts have to get pretty humble about our minds. If we want to stay sober, we need to accept that ninety percent of our thoughts are just wrong. But controlling people scare me because they really believe they’re right. They think the bad ideas in their heads are real. They can’t let go of them. Hitler was a controlling person. See what I’m saying? Stalin was a controlling person.”

“Absolutely,” I say. I’m worried about her paper bag again.

Does it surprise me, what Spencer said yesterday about Jill’s dark side? Actually, no. I think I’ve always felt a polite woundedness in Jill, the kind that might come of having grown up with a too-innocent conception of the world, which she and the world have very much conspired to disappoint. Mitt Romney has that look, and some Canadians.

I watch my neighbor walk away, her shirt jacket flapping in a Santa Ana that blows up the street, the sloth heads dancing and smiling.






IT WAS NOT THE CURRY’S FAULT

I lay in hypnagogia for hours, the loudness and excitement of karaoke still ringing in my ears, clouds of stewed pork and re-re-refried beans drifting over me from the sucky twenty-four-hour taco place. At around three in the morning, I woke myself with a burp and went downstairs. A shape flickered in the darkness of the living room, and I stopped in the hallway, frightened.

“Yo,” my brother said, his legs stretched out on the coffee table.

I went to him and sat down on the sofa. The TV was on, an episode of CHiPs just beginning.

“You like the roofer,” he teased me. “You liiiike him.”

“Please stop it.”

He was eating a sandwich that looked as if it was made out of an entire pack of Theo’s turkey pastrami. That made me happy. I sat down next to him and watched Ponch and Jon rev their motorcycles along the endless LA freeways. I loved the CHiPs theme music, that squirrely fascist disco. I had a crush on Erik Estrada for like two years. That made me wonder if I had a thing for Mexican guys because of Erik Estrada and some early wiring that happened around that. Was my libido racist? Colonialist?

“I met his girlfriend,” I say. “She sounds nicer than me. She gets up early every morning to make his lunches.”

“That don’t mean shit. You can still run up on him if you want.”

“She’s twenty-four,” I said.

“So? He’s like twenty-five.”

“Who’s twenty-five?”

“Nando.”

“No. He is not.”

“Yeah he is.”

“But he looks like he’s in his thirties.”

“He’s one of those guys who’s always looked thirty, even when he was sixteen. He used to get into bars. Lost his virginity to a college girl.”

“He told you that?”

“People tell me stuff, Perdie. I have a very trustworthy face.”

I calculated Nando’s birth year: 1982. Now it made sense. He liked talking to women; his mother practiced an extreme form of attachment parenting; he thought gender was a lie. He hadn’t grown up in a cult. He was just young.

“Oh shit,” I said. “That’s why he never heard of Grown Men.”

“What do you mean? Didn’t he choose the song?”

“I told him about it. We were listening to ‘Dangerous’ on the radio, and he said he’d never heard it before.”

“Oh, snap. And then he went home and looked it up? Homeboy is into you for real.”

“He’s just being nice.”

“Psh, ha ha. No.”

“Can’t he just be nice?”

“Not if he’s straight.”

“Do you think he’s gay?”

“No, fool. He’s into you. And listen, don’t worry about the age difference. I personally prefer a woman who’s seen some stuff.”

I didn’t love being called a woman who’d seen some stuff. But I appreciated his sentiment.

“His girlfriend said I’m a metal face.”

“A metal face? What does that mean?”

“She’s studying Chinese medicine, she smells people’s elements. I asked her mine, and she said I had a metal face.”

“Whoa,” Spencer said. “She hates you. That’s some kind of Chinese medicine smackdown.”

“Why would she hate me?”

“Because her man is into you, dumbass.”

“No, I’m just some old lady to her.”

“This girl is not playing, Perdie. You better be careful. That’s the kind of shit guys yell at each other in Bruce Lee movies. Metal Face, you must be tired of living!”

“Ha ha,” I say.

“I’m serious! You think I’m kidding? Saying she can smell you?”

“Well… there was this other thing. She, like, lectured me that I shouldn’t have given Atticus antibiotics for an ear infection because it caused all his allergies. That did kind of hurt my feelings.”

Spencer brushed crumbs off his mustache. “Okay. You see what I’m saying? She dissed you in a way you couldn’t even respond to. She’s a sneaky little bitch.”

“No, you don’t understand, people say mean stuff like that all the time. This one mom at the playground straight-up told me Atticus was an outer space alien.”

“Oh, that kid is an alien,” my brother said.



“My thing was fun,” I told Theo in the kitchen later.

He said nothing.

“Nando was there,” I said.

“Nando was there?”

“Spencer invited him.”

“Oh.” Theo looked mildly curious, but that was it.

The next morning, facing the pregnancy kit on the toilet tank, I ripped open the packet, peed on the wand, and sat there, letting time stretch out, baggy and full of ambient noise. Jill slapping around outside on her flip-flops, her little dog, Lemmy, yapping at nothing. My eyes went around and around the black pinstripe in the flamingo-pink tile, freaking myself out thinking about what those tiles had witnessed, all of the teasing, plucking, and heartache.

The test was positive—very positive. I fell forward, covered my face with my hands, and let it all crash over me, a feeling so big I couldn’t tell if it was good or bad, just a lot of it. The pure shit of being alive.

Then I went to get Atticus ready for his music class.

For a while I drove around listlessly downtown, not trying very hard to park, wanting an excuse to go back home, put on Bob the Builder videos, and cry all day. But Parking is a perverse god, and a space had opened up right in front of the children’s museum.

Upstairs, a woman played a guitar and sang about toddler issues, like respect for whales, nap time, and hummus. It wasn’t really a class. They didn’t learn anything. Atticus hated it, but he would go to humor me. A couple of kids bent their knees up and down or thrashed chiffon scarves on the floor, one boy just wandered around gumming an egg shaker.

Daisy and her twins, Gavin and Brittany, were also on the rug. As I sat contemplating all the mistakes I had made in my life, including the rhythm method, Daisy touched my arm and whispered, “Are you okay?”

I began to cry pathetically, like someone in a famine being given a turnip. Whenever someone asks me if I’m okay, it makes me cry. I think it’s the feeling of being noticed. It’s horrible, but people often seemed to like me better afterward, as if I have become more dramatic and human.

I got up, went around the corner to the play grocery store area with tiny shopping carts, and sobbed into my hands. Daisy came and rubbed my back.

“I’m pregnant. I can’t do it again! I don’t see how it’s going to work!”

“Aw. I know, it’s so hard.”

“It is! It’s so hard!”

“Maybe it’s selfish of me, but I’m glad you’re pregnant. Let’s have girls.”

I peered up at Daisy from the cradle of my palms, her finely drawn brows, her rounded hairline fringed with tiny curls. She wore red cat-eye glasses with rhinestones.

“Okay,” I said.

We went back to the rug, where the other parents pretended nothing had happened and the woman with the guitar was exploring all the complex feelings a person could have about the potty. Later, in the parking lot, Daisy’s son, Gavin, invited us over for sushi.

“I think this would be a good day for you… to come… a good day for you to come to our house, because you’re sad… and my daddy… my daddy made… my daddy made sushi this morning.”

Gavin, an enchanted little man cursed with the speaking apparatus of a three-year-old, kept having to reset in the middle of a sentence, sighing at how annoying it was.

“That’s a very nice invitation,” I said. “Maybe another time, when your mother’s had some notice.”

“Oh no, we’re… Oh, we’re not… we’re not busy.”

“He’s right,” Daisy said, “you should come over.” She rolled her eyes. My gifted child is driving me insane.

I’d never been to Daisy’s place before. I had been too shy to even talk to her when I’d started seeing her around the playgrounds. She and her bakery were locally famous when I lived in LA. I’d seen her there once, prowling around the oven area behind the counter, a small woman, smaller than me, with strong legs; a beautiful, austere face, all planes and angles; and curly black hair screwed into a ball on top of her head. She’d been absorbed in her work, ignoring the line of people out the door, shoving trays into standing racks and tapping bottoms of loaves, tuning into their frequency, or whatever bitchen thing bakers did. But when she showed up at the playground years later, I avoided her. Celebrities in real life—even local ones—caused me panic and deep, inexplicable shame. The moment they saw me seeing them; the look in their eyes. Commoner! Must you hound me?

I don’t even care about you! I wanted to shout after them. I barely know you were on that TV show! Get over yourself!

One day Atticus and I went to Nappy Hour, a child-friendly Friday afternoon at a dive bar, where Atticus played with Daisy’s daughter, Brittany, a little girl with pixie-cut hair and destructive energy. (Gavin sat reading a book.) This was after the music circle had disappeared, and my weeks were gaping wastelands. I was trying out different activities, emotionally back in high school, not speaking unless spoken to, not trying to make friends. Daisy told me with frank, confessional shock, as if by sharing her worst fuckups as a mother it would make both of us feel better, which was true, that Brittany had masturbated in front of the plumber. The man had come to fix the sink that morning, and there was Brittany on the kitchen floor, all ten fingers deep inside her plumbing. Daisy had panicked and kept talking about copper versus PEX pipes.

“Which was so weird. But I was afraid to give her a complex!”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Who cares about the plumber?”

“I didn’t want her to be ashamed of her pleasure!”

“Of course you didn’t!”

Daisy asked if Atticus and I would like to go to Target, and I said yes, although it sounded like a bad idea. I tried to avoid big-box stores, where the customers were especially vocal and seemed to regard Atticus as either a terrorist or an abused animal. Maybe it was because they resented the encroachment of children on their sacred space, their temple to capitalism, their soothing consumer trance. I told Daisy my theory.

“Oh, I don’t care,” she said. “People are stupid.”

It was true, Daisy didn’t care. I always wished I could not care. What was so cool was, when I was with Daisy, her not caring infected me, and I didn’t care as much either. After Target, she wanted to go to McDonald’s (like a lot of true foodies, she would go highbrow or lowbrow, but not betwixt—Popeyes, yes; Olive Garden, no), and I, a little shocked, said sure. McDonald’s was the last place I would normally have taken Atticus, with all his allergies. But what the hell, I had an EpiPen in my purse. I ordered Atticus some french fries, and he ate the whole sleeve, dipping them in ketchup, the way Brittany showed him—he was completely fine.

“Try some nuggets,” Daisy said.

He wasn’t allergic to most junk food, it turned out, probably because it didn’t have any real food in it. Atticus and I were both so relieved. It was the first fun the two of us had had since he was born.

Daisy loved to drive her minivan all over the place, our playdates were epic. Sometimes we went so far out of town it felt like we were running away, starting a new life. It was a potent fantasy, and I would feel sort of fascinating to myself, imagining people staring at us and thinking, Would you look at that cool lesbian family? One night, we drove for so long that it was too late to go home. We rented a cheap motel room and let the kids watch Nickelodeon on the other bed until they fell asleep.

It was fun calling Theo and listening to his reaction.

“You’re not… coming home?”

Theo hated to be alone at night.

Daisy was confessing that she didn’t love Russell anymore, that she suspected he did something bad for the navy. She started whispering so Gavin wouldn’t overhear and need to talk to his therapist about it in fifteen years.

“It’s like the military took his soul. I don’t know who he is anymore. When I met him, I liked that he was this cute nerd who had a real job. It seemed different. I tried to keep an open mind when he got the navy thing because they offered him so much money, and I was sick of LA anyway. But, Perdita, I can’t even tell you what Russell does. It’s classified.”

Then she told me. I was watching one of her curls tiptoe over her shoulders like the paw of an animal. She leaned forward so her hair tented my vision. Her hand on my thigh was soft and fluttery, and so was her kiss, like a butterfly landing on my face.

I am so deeply straight, I thought sadly.

“I’m really sorry,” I said. “I like you so much. I wish—if I were gay for anyone, it would totally be you. I think you’re so rad and amazing and we would have so much fun, like, I am so flattered, you have no idea. I totally believe everyone is queer, deep in my heart I totally believe that, but it must be my socialization, I guess, because I just really like how hairy guys are and how they smell and stuff. It’s gross.”

I was lying a little bit. I was extremely flattered, and it was true that I was disappointingly straight. But like all straight women, I’d thought about what type of woman I would be into, and she wasn’t Daisy. She was a butch with brown hair who was good at juggling and American Sign Language. Or Patricia Arquette.

“Please don’t feel weird,” I said.

“Oh shit,” Daisy said.

She went into the bathroom for a long time. I listened to the room tone and thought, Great, now I messed this up. I had led her on with my Thelma and Louise’s blended-family fantasy. My platonic-erotic girl crush was a psychic projection.

She came back and said we were okay, we should forget it happened. Afterward I was afraid I had ruined everything and it would be different between us. Fear made me apathetic, and I couldn’t find the energy to call. I shouldn’t have rad friends.

But she’d come to my spoken-word thing, so I thought we were probably cool.

She turned out to live in a loft on the second floor of an old string factory. The style note was effortlessly improvisational. The floors and walls were painted white, so the areas seemed to float around the raw space, like furnished islands. Against one wall was a bookshelf made of bricks and planks of wood, an old Persian rug, some beat-to-hell Scandinavian furniture, and a sofa layered with vintage quilts and fabrics. In the corner was a play area with schoolhouse chairs and a wooden chest for toys. The kitchen was an arrangement of antique tables, stainless-steel shelving, and industrial appliances so eclectic that they gave the impression of having drifted against the wall and settled into place. Every shelf and counter was crowded with fancy spices and salts, Italian cookie tins, wine bottles with melted candles in them, enamel pots. At the other end of the space, there was a king-size mattress on the floor, two toddler beds, a long rack of clothes in different sizes, Three Bears style, and an antique wardrobe the size of a small mausoleum.

“Sorry it’s such a mess!” Daisy said, leading me to a table made out of wood sourced from a barn. “I haven’t finished renovating.”

“Really, h-what a dump,” I said, like Bette Davis. “Daisy, you renovated this place yourself? It’s amazing.”

She laughed. “I mean, sort of. I didn’t have anything to do while I was pregnant, so I taught myself how to lay tiles and put up Sheetrock.” She picked through a battered tin box. Stared angrily at a tea bag. “I would love to have some tea that didn’t taste like fucking potpourri, wouldn’t you? Pregnancy sucks.”

OMG, I praised the universe. She is the raddest, thank you, Allah, Jesus, Buddha, she’s not mad at me or anything.

The lock tumbled in the old metal door.

“It’s Russellllll,” Daisy exhaled.

Her husband came in with a shopping bag. “Finished up early. Oh, hi, Perdita!”

Russell beamed at me—a skinny man with eager, hyperintelligent eyes. I had met him once before at a party, where he’d faded into nothing beside Daisy and seemed to have not much to say. Whenever I thought of him, I would see him deep inside the chambers of the Office of Naval Intelligence, staring at a giant screen with nothing but views of aircraft carriers.

“Would you like a glass of wine?” he asked me.

“No, thank you. I’m actually pregnant, too.”

“Well, if you change your mind—” He put the side of his hand to his mouth. “I won’t tell the Balboa Park Mommy Mafia.”

I giggled.

“Perdita, don’t laugh,” Daisy said. “It’ll go to his head. And he stole that joke from me.” The two of them were all in motion like a single organism: Daisy was steaming asparagus and Russell was ladling soup he’d taken from the fridge.

“It’s so nice that you cook together!” I said, almost clapping.

“Oh, I don’t cook, really,” said Russell. “Daisy’s the real chef in the family. This is just whatever’s in the fridge. Does Atticus like gazpacho?”

Ha ha ha, I thought. Ha ha ha ha ha.

Daisy put a plate of asparagus in front of Atticus.

He looked up at me. What is this shit? I’m not supposed to eat it, am I? It’s green.

“Have some bread,” I muttered, giving him a hunk of baguette.

“Daddy, this gaz… Daddy, this gazpacho is excellent.”

Russell tousled Gavin’s hair, called him darling, gave him a plate of sushi. Geh. I wanted to grind my teeth down to stubs. I had made mistakes with my life, big mistakes.

I excused myself, went to the bathroom, sat down on the toilet, and called Planned Parenthood.

“I want to make an appointment for an abortion?” I told the person who answered, my voice pitched up like a thirteen-year-old’s. I couldn’t do it again, I wanted to tell her, all those S words: shushing and swaddling and swinging and sucking and sobbing, while Theo stocked up on smoothies, watched videos about skiing and sailing, and wondered what the hell any of this had to do with him.

That night, after forty minutes of backhoes and front-end loaders, I lay in bed, switching channels, imagining my Planned Parenthood appointment as a person. She was named Linda, a sensible woman three years away from retirement who liked General Foods International Coffee mixes and didn’t judge me. Linda was used to teenagers too stupid to use birth control, and middle-aged women too stupid to use birth control. I shouldn’t waste her time, though, because she was busy and people wanted to kill her.

Theo walked into the room and started to unbutton his shirt.

I said, “I have to tell you something. I’m pregnant. But I’m very unhappy with our marriage, and I made an appointment for an abortion.”

Theo’s fingers froze on a button. He sat down on the bed.

“Are you sure you’re pregnant?”

“Pretty sure.”

“You really made an appointment for an abortion? What did I do?”

“You don’t do anything, Theo. I don’t have the energy to raise two children by myself.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were unhappy?”

“I did tell you! A million billion times!”

“I thought you were just complaining.” He lowered his voice. “I mean… we have sex.”

“I know, I don’t understand that, either.”

“I do the gardening.”

“That’s true. I appreciate that. But it’s not enough! I just need you to be a real, involved parent. You know Daisy’s husband, Russell? Well, he does stuff with drones in Afghanistan, maybe he’s killed people, I don’t know—and he’s a better domestic partner than you are! Mr. Banality of Evil is a more involved parent than you are, Theo. Do you know how that makes me feel?”

Theo had a look I’d never seen before, his mouth twitching up at the corners, as if he was so overwhelmed he might burst out laughing.

“I was scared!” he wailed. “Babies scare me!”

“That’s one thing. But what’s even worse is that fucking face you make.”

“What face?”

“Oh, Theo, you know what face. The one you made every time I asked you to change a diaper, or if dinner’s not ready at five fifteen. Or if I go out with my friends once every six fucking months.”

Theo did not argue the point. “I can’t stop you from getting an abortion. It’s up to you. But I don’t want you to.”

“I don’t know if I want to, either. But I don’t see how it’s going to work.”

“I’ll help out more, I promise.”

I left my body and saw myself on the bed: remote, petrified, geological, like a land formation. Theo was crawling across my barren expanse, where buzzards circled and the skeletons of other men lay bleaching in the sun. His promise meant nothing to me—people broke their promises all the time. What intrigued me was how scared he looked. Apparently, he was completely invested in this whole family thing and was just really fucking up.

I told him I felt like vomiting and Interrogation Nation was on; he could either watch with me or leave.

He climbed into bed with me and watched the show without complaining. I had the feeling he didn’t mind it. It was about the Menendez brothers. During a commercial break, I asked him, “I’m just curious. Do you ever feel my feelings?”

“You want me to feel sorry for you?”

“No, that’s pity. I’m asking if you ever feel what I’m feeling?”

“How can I feel what you’re feeling?”

“I feel what you’re feeling. I feel all kinds of people’s feelings. And to be honest, you’re not missing much. But it would be so nice if you could sort of pretend to care how I feel? Like, pretend my feelings mattered to you? Not really, but sort of…?”

I went on like this for a while, and Theo listened, sitting very still on the bed, nothing moving but his eyes, as if a dangerous dog were barking at him.





TODAY, JANUARY 30, 2010

Another day of water falling out of the sky. Clouds pass and change and turn clotted. When the drops fall, people scurry to their cars like it’s hail of fire from the apocalypse.

I took a Benadryl last night, got about five hours. I feel nearly human today. I’m working all morning while Theo has the kids at the park. Usually I leave the front door open so people can wait in the living room, but I’ve decided to lock it and have them text me when they arrive. Every time someone leaves, I check out the window for Charleigh.

While I’m eating lunch, my mother calls to tell me that Spencer is gone again. She hasn’t seen him since Wednesday. She was letting him stay with her—it was going so well! He’s been attending meetings, working the good job at Ted’s Butchery. But lately something’s changed. She’s sure he’s started using again. He comes in at all hours with a red rash around his eyes, acting belligerent or overly cheerful. He always gets that rash when he’s high. Yesterday evening, as he tried to leave the house, she blocked the door, crying and blaming herself.

“It’s not your fault, Mom,” Spencer told her, trying to get around her.

“But what could I have done differently?” she sobbed.

He stopped and thought about it. “I guess you could have tried hitting me,” he said. Then he pulled a pack of Parliaments out of his pocket. “Can I go?”

She stood in front of her house, watching him smoking and walking away up Fort Stockton.

I wonder if he was using when we talked about Nando on the phone the other day? He did say some kind of bananas stuff—Jill and her dark side. That would also explain his text rant the other night.



At midafternoon, Charleigh is parked across the street, in front of the gaudy two-story garage that Theo calls Garage Mahal.

Jill does have a point, about Charleigh being a controlling type. I see a lot of people with eating disorders in my private practice, Charleigh reminds me of some of them: highly functioning, perfectionistic, critical, most critical of herself. That interior voice like a whip on her back: If I get this exactly right, I won’t die. People think perfectionists want control, but that’s a misunderstanding. It’s a need. They don’t want to be in control; they have to be.

I have a good vantage point to study Charleigh’s profile, her flowerlike lips that curl away from her face as if they don’t quite belong to it. She naturally has the look that everyone is trying to get with injections. Her skin is beautiful, with a pale, neutral tone, like the color of the moon. She wears a zipped-up white hoodie and the same sunglasses with green mirrored lenses as yesterday and the day before. What’s that she’s eating—fries? Oh no. Is that a burger? I don’t like that at all. Isn’t she a vegan? She doesn’t even believe in antibiotics. Now she’s sipping from a giant paper cup. There are so many true crime stories about a murderer eating a big fast-food meal right after they kill someone. Either committing heinous crimes gives people a huge appetite or else it’s more of a fuck-it feeling. Fuck it, I killed someone today, I don’t have to eat a salad.

But this is presumably before Charleigh murders me, so that doesn’t make sense.

I sit down at my desk and try to catch up on my notes, but my eyes keep drifting to the three-paned window that divides the world into strips: giant aloe plus fence, fence plus liquor store, liquor store plus sky. I’m noticing my bangs again. It’s strangely bothersome and surprising even though it keeps happening. I rake at them and stare at the window. I can’t make small talk right now at Supercuts, pretending everything is normal or else unburdening myself inappropriately to a hairdresser who is not being paid enough to provide therapy, though she totally does all the time.

The doorbell sounds. A policeman in a black uniform stands in the “company” door with an apologetic face. He says he’s following up on Jill’s report about Charleigh. He has a narrow, beaky nose and dark smudges under his eyes. His name tag reads, C. PALACIOS.

I talk to him standing in the doorway, noting that Charleigh’s car isn’t on the street anymore. His arrival must have scared her off.

The officer explains how hard it is to build a stalking case and then describes some of the circumstances under which we might be able to get a restraining order. His eyes have such an Eeyore-like expression—as if he’s saying, Oh dear, what’s to be done?—that I can’t really be annoyed at him for telling me a bunch of stuff I already know. Maybe that’s why they send him out on pointless calls like this one. It would be hard for anyone to be mad at a face like that.

“Have you received any threatening emails from this person?” he asks me. “Phone messages, Facebook?”

I thought about this last night, before I took the Benadryl. Charleigh must be the one who called me from Nando’s phone the other day. Maybe she found some of our old texts. But I’m not going to tell the police about that. Grief is like a wave carrying us away from the reality we knew. We can’t fight it, we just have to let it take us. It’s like sex—there’s no right or wrong about it; it’s an inherently uncontrollable thing. I don’t think someone in that kind of pain should be held responsible for anything they do. I mean, as long as they don’t hurt anyone.

C. Palacios is busy writing notes on a pad. “Why do you think she would be coming over here?”

“I guess you know her ex was the one who was killed in Linda Vista a few days ago?”

“Yeah, the robbery. Your neighbor mentioned that.”

“I don’t really know what happened to Nando, only what I read in the paper…?”

The officer shifts his feet and looks down at his notes. “I can’t really comment on that.”

“I understand. But anyway, he fell off his ladder once, when he was working on Jill’s house. I saw it. It was a pretty catastrophic accident. He could have died.”

Officer Palacios looks up, interested. “When was that?”

“A while ago, in 2007. I guess I wonder if something was different in Charleigh and Nando’s relationship after his accident? When people have near-death experiences, it can change them. Maybe she feels the need to revisit the place where it happened? I mean… I don’t believe she could have been involved in the murder, do you?”

The officer’s beaky face notches a few degrees away, and he looks at me out of the corners of his eyes, as if he’s deciding how much he can tell me. “It wouldn’t be the most surprising thing,” he says. “If I’m being honest.”

“It’s statistically unlikely for women to kill,” I argue. “Especially with a gun.”

“But it happens. Female penal institutions aren’t exactly full of Girl Scouts.”

I hesitate, all kinds of things going through my mind (the for-profit prison system; women who are convicted for killing their abusers), none of which would help this conversation.

“Look, just between us, okay?” the officer says, still talking out of the side of his face.

“Of course.”

“They couldn’t find the gun or the items that were stolen, and since it happened on the street, they don’t have anything to hold her on. But that doesn’t mean she didn’t do it. I would be careful if I was you. I would make sure all your doors and windows are locked. You have a home security system?” he says, looking up at the place where a camera would be.

“No.”

“I would consider it.”

Our conversation winds down. He asks me to please report any more incidents and to document them, if possible. We end on a thanks, anyway note.



After he leaves, I find the kitchen scissors, go to the little half bath next to my office, and start to cut at my bangs. It’s a table-leg situation: As soon as I get one edge looking even, the other side is crooked. I keep going over them until they’re almost too short, then I cut up into them until my bangs are jagged and about an inch long.

Which is fine. I like them short. I look like a goth orphan. I want to look like a goth orphan.






NOW YOU TELL ME YOURS

The first time it occurred to me that I could call Nando on my cellular device, I was driving over the bridge to Coronado. (People outside California call Coronado an island, but it isn’t; it’s a peninsula with a bulge at one end.)

It was the day before my Linda, my Planned Parenthood appointment. We were going to visit Ute, who was always late anyway, and Atticus was dozing in the back seat. On the other side, I pulled over and hit Nando’s Los Angeles number before I could think about it. It clicked and went to a voice recording of him reciting his name in that flat, self-conscious way people do: Fernando Acuña. Then it beeped and I couldn’t not speak, because that would be one of those pathetic hang-up messages where you just heard someone breathing and…

“Hi, it’s Perdita. I’m just calling to say hi, so, so you know, don’t call me back if you’re busy, because it’s not about anything. Okay, bye.”

I put the car back in drive, wanting to speed up and crash into something. What had made me ready to feel this kind of excitement again, when I never liked it in the first place? Sick, horny, obsessed, trying not to let it show. The way it took over your mind, like a virus that made you stupid. I saw myself at twenty, lying on a beanbag chair and listening to an XTC album, thinking about a rocker boy who gave me his leather jacket and was not thinking about me at all. So much stupidity, so much wasted thought.

I had lived too long to stay out of trouble, that was my problem. Wasn’t five good years with Theo enough for one lifetime? At least I had health and human rights and never had to worry about making it through the winter with enough food to keep my children alive. A hundred years ago, I would have died in childbirth with a baby wedged in my pelvis. And here I was, using my precious extra life to have a played-out crush on the roofer.

Why can’t you just be a yes-ander? countered a more evil/self-actualized part of my brain. Why can’t you just say yes to life? Why are you such a no-but-er? Can’t you just enjoy a simple flirtation with a handyman like a red-blooded American woman and not make a big thing of it? Is it necessary for us to review the entire history of humankind at this moment, or can we just be fucking human?

Ute texted me to say that there was an emergency at the store and her nanny was watching Otto; could I drop Atticus off at her house, go enjoy myself, and meet her afterward?

I left Atticus with the nanny and drove to the nearest Starbucks to abuse myself with a seven-dollar brain freeze. If I had to live with the knowledge that I had called Nando and he very wisely had not picked up, then I was going to do it at the level of caffeination where shame no longer exists. I drank a third of my Frappuccino standing at the counter; then I decided to walk the circumference of the island.

I was under a colonnade outside a fancy restaurant when Nando called. I answered right away, unable to let it ring. His voice wasn’t surprised, but there was hesitation on the line, as if each of us, used to being the listener, was waiting for the other to begin.

“I just had a moment,” I said, “and we haven’t talked in a while, and…” I sat down on a bench. “… and I was wondering what you think of Barack Obama? There’s no way a Black man can be elected president, right? I shouldn’t get my hopes up?”

“Barack Obama might become the president,” he said, “but it won’t change anything for Black people in any real way. It might make you feel better.”

I laughed. “You’re a snot. I didn’t realize that.” Although I probably did. Marx was an economist.

“I am a snot.” He said this comfortably, as if it was good to have it recognized.

There was a short silence.

“Can I ask you a question?” he said.

“I was raised by people with no boundaries,” I said. “You can ask me literally anything.”

“Really? You don’t seem boundaryless.”

I bent my knees and wedged my feet on the edge of the bench. “Introverts can be boundaryless, we’re just low-key about it. But if you ask me the most private thing, I can’t not answer. I’m incapable of shame. Nothing is too humiliating for me to tell you.”

“What was the name of your band?”

“Except that.”

“What do you like about living in San Diego?”

“Well… nothing is more than twenty minutes away.”

“That’s true, everything is twenty minutes away.”

“I love the canyons. You’re on the street, in civilization, you take a few steps down, and suddenly you’re in the wilderness. People can do whatever they want down there. It’s a lawless space.” I felt it was the most anarchic thing I had to offer him. “It’s slightly cheaper than LA. There are almost always parking spots, except downtown. The surfer culture is cheesy but it makes me laugh. It’s like all the characters from Point Break are living in Ocean Beach and have bungalows.”

“The air smells good,” he said. “Herbal. Like a spa.”

“That’s true. I hardly notice it anymore. When I moved back, I thought it would be my Hotel California, the death of all my dreams. Like my life would get too easy and I could never leave.”

“A paradise with no exits,” he said.

“Is that what you’re thinking?”

“Charleigh has a nice house, I pay half the mortgage, and it’s less than what I paid for a share with three roommates in Santa Monica. I’m not against easy.”

There was a comfortable silence, as if we’d said all there was to say about LA and San Diego in a very deep way.

“What do you think of the music scene here?” he asked. His politeness-to-arrogance meter was at about three.

“The San Diego music scene? There’s a zydeco band that plays the Seaport Village.”

He guffawed. “That good, huh?”

“Actually they’re very good, I’m not kidding. My friend Ute’s baby daddy is the guy who plays the accordion and the washboard vest.”

“Really? Are they together?”

“No, he’s always traveling around. Playing resorts and stuff.”

“I hate zydeco,” he said.

“You always either love something or you hate it,” I said. “Is there anything you feel neutral about, like Switzerland?”

“I hate Switzerland,” he said. “Money-laundering, fondue-eating scumbags.”

I laughed. “My father is Swiss.”

“I was wondering what kind of name Jungfrau is.”

I decided not to make a joke about the increasing depressingness of having the name Young Maiden.

“Is your father punctual?” Nando asked.

“Nope. He’s kind of a dirtbag, actually. Or he was. He’s a monk now. You know The Big Lebowski? He’s a combination of the Dude and the German nihilists. Like, a lazy guy who believes in nothing.”

“My father’s a dirtbag, too,” he said. “A white guy, ranch hand. Moves around a lot. I only met him once.”

“How was that, meeting him?”

“Eh, awkward. What kind of monk is your dad?”

“I don’t know, some kind of Buddhist.”

“But not a Dudeist?”

“Ha ha, a Dudeist.”

“I’m serious. That’s a real thing—the Church of the Latter-Day Dude?”

“WHAT?”

(This was a pattern our conversations would take: Nando saying some outrageous thing, me refusing to believe it. Late in the game, I realized he was right about everything.)

“I kept wondering what the Dude did for money,” he said. “It kind of ruined the movie for me.”

“I assume he sells weed, maybe some coke and pills. That’s what my father did.”

“How was that?”

“It sucked! We lived in a small town, and the kids thought we were rich. They were like, ‘Why aren’t your jeans designer? Do you have a pool?’ But my father wasn’t good at drug dealing.”

“Small-time, huh?”

“Lazy.”

“Did he ever go to prison?”

“He’s too lazy for prison. You know what the Buddhist said to the hot dog vendor?”

“What?”

“ ‘Make me one with everything.’ ”

He laughed, and then I laughed, too, so hard I snorted. There was a long silence. I wiped my sweaty palm on the fabric of my pants, passed the phone to that hand, and wiped the other one.

“So,” I said, “now that you’re not working for us, you can tell me what you observed about Theo and me.”

He answered as if he’d thought about it. “With every straight couple I’ve worked for, it was the woman who made the decisions and wrote the checks. Except for you and Theo.”

“I guess I do have ideas about how I want things. I hate the color of the house.”

“That is a bad color.”

I blushed for my ugly yellow house. “I just don’t want to fight with Theo about it. I grew up with a lot of yelling. I don’t want that for my kid.”

Nando was silent for a moment. My heart thudded like I was committing a crime.

“That seems very wise,” he said.

It’s not wise! I wanted to scream. It’s resignation!

A group of well-dressed women who looked like my mother, all slubbed silks and kitten heels, walked inside the restaurant under the colonnade.

I said, “Sometimes I wonder why men give women any rights at all? You don’t have to. You’re physically stronger and you have most of the weapons.”

“Capitalism,” he said. “Capitalism needs women to enter the workforce so they can produce more shit and buy more shit.”

“I think it’s because of abortion. If a man can’t force a woman to have his baby, then maybe he has to be nice to her and acknowledge her power.”

“That’s interesting. What made you think about that?”

“I don’t know,” I lied. I was still highly ambivalent toward Linda, which made me feel bad. It wasn’t that Linda minded one way or the other what I chose to do, it was my decision. She would just appreciate some clarity.

“I’ve been working on a new song,” I said.

“That’s awesome. Are you going to tell me the name of your band?”

“Nope.”

“Just tell me.”

I sighed. “Do I really have to tell you the name of my feminist rockabilly band?”

“Come on. I’ll tell you mine.”

“Beaver Kill,” I said.

“Cool!” he said. I heard him sighing out of his nose, trying not to laugh.

“What? Shut up. It’s a tributary of the Delaware River.”

“I’m not saying anything! It’s very Hole.”

That seemed like a rude allusion to my age.

“So now you tell me yours.”

“The Everyone Elses.”

“I like it,” I teased. “It’s very anarcho-Marxist.”

“Maybe we could play together sometime.”

“That would be cool.”

“We’ve been on the phone for over an hour. I might run out of juice.”

“Well, it’s been nice talking to you…” I said breezily, as if hanging up were not a knife in my heart at all.

“Send me your song,” he said, and then he disconnected.

Ute had texted:

Can you pick up Atticus and Otto from my house

and meet me at the store please? I have coffee and cake.

At Ute’s minimalist little store, she was pacing around the fax machine, wearing a mustard linen tunic, slate karate pants, a natural woolen shawl, and European hiking sandals. She was trying to get financing to open a second boutique in La Jolla, and it was driving her up the wall. She showed me the sweater line she was developing, made out of punishing itchy wool grown by some shepherds she knew in Joshua Tree. Then she made me pick out a dress from the rack, anything I wanted. Otto and Atticus ran around the alley in back of the store as I tried on a pinkish-brownish shift.

“I was at the bank for three hours, and, Perdita, there was this terrible thing happening in Little Italy. The police were making people stay in this one area, like a cage, almost.”

“Oh my god!” I said. “What were the people doing in the cage?”

“I don’t know. Eating, or shopping for ornaments and little tchotchkins.”

I thought about it for a moment. “Was it a street fair?”

“Ya, ya, that’s probably what it was. Terrible.”

Ute and my father, otherwise different Teutonic types, had this in common: The Monk, too, might be offended by a Christmas festival. It’s insulting to Teutons that anyone would put up a fence or a barrier telling them where to go or how to spend their money. This is capitalist faschismus!

“But that’s amazing!” I said, looking at myself in the mirror. “You’re getting the loan?” The dress went to the middle of my shins and fastened around the neck with nautical-grade rope.

“I love that color,” Ute said from outside the curtain. “Onion skin. It also comes in fingerprint.”

I very much admired the stringency of Ute’s clothes, the ideological purity of them, her resounding No, thank you to the male gaze. On her rangy, big-shouldered frame, they made me think of a better world, someplace both future and eternal, a council of elders on a utopian matriarchal planet. On me, they were just oversized rags from which my shins and arms stuck out, pale and malnourished-looking, like a peasant child begging for scraps in a muddy market town.

Ute gasped and clucked. “This looks amazing on you, I want you to have it. I invite you.”

We went back and forth: I said it was too big of a gift, she said the production didn’t cost that much, finally I relented. I did like the idea of having a piece of Ute in my house.

I wore the dress and we sat in the doorway to the alley, watching Otto and Atticus scoot around on scoot cars. Samba music drifted from the store. I told Ute I was losing my mind, that I’d called my roofer and we’d talked for an hour about whatever, like friends.

“The one I met at your performance?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So, he really wants to fuck you,” she said.

“Maybe he’s just friendly.”

“No, no.” She waved that away. “American men don’t talk to women unless they want to fuck.”

“He’s young,” I said. “My brother thinks he’s twenty-five.”

“Ya, so? I had sex with a twenty-four-year-old last week.”

“You did?”

“No one cares about age anymore. You can absolutely date a young guy. They love coming over to your house. Your place is nice, your sheets are soft, you cook them a good, healthy dinner. They never get home-cooked food. If I get bored with them, I just unfriend them on Facebook.”

“You’re so coldhearted, Ute!” I laughed admiringly. “You don’t feel guilty about them being young?”

“Puh!” she scoffed. “Tell me, please: When did a man ever feel guilty about having sex with a younger woman? Here’s what you do, offer to cook your roofer dinner.”

“I can’t have him over to my house. Theo is there.”

“Ah, Theo doesn’t believe in polyamory. This is for sure a problem. You wouldn’t tell him?”

“Hell no. That would make it harder to sneak around.”

“But you want to sneak around? Why?”

“That’s how I’ve always done everything bad I do. You think it’s immoral?”

“Bah, no, what does that mean, morals are so personal. I just don’t think it’s good to sneak. You have a right to be happy.”

“I don’t think Theo thinks I have a right to be happy. (Although that’s very sweet.) He thinks we’ll just keep hating each other and fucking until we die.”

Ute gave me one of her slightly bug-eyed, philosophical looks. It made me think of a pug watching someone eat. We were silent for a while, listening to Caetano Veloso walk around in his Speedo, feeling the slow provincial sadness of colonialism. Then Ute started to talk about Spencer, whom she’d met for the first time at the Sunset Lounge.

“I sensed a very deep energetic wound Spencer carries. He feels this wound is his true self. He thinks he can only connect to this wound through drugs.”

Whenever Ute talked this way, I believed everything she was saying and got shivers down my spine. She followed a New Age religion called One-Something, which I thought of as psychotherapy with touching. People placed their hands all over your body and you told them your secrets. I wondered if I was drawn to her (cosmically, she would say), because if you could take all the best parts of my parents and distill that into one person—just one kickass, esoteric, darkly Alpine woman who did whatever she wanted—that would be Ute. My mother used to talk to me about her esoteric fads in exactly this way, using fully adult vocabulary. I emerged from a warm, red light… I found it sort of fun and silly, and it made me doubt everything. But I still believed in it a little, the way a fallen Catholic can never quite shake her guilt.

I said, “I used to assume that it was all a nightmare to him, living on the street, having sex for drugs. It would have been for me. But lately I realized that Spencer believes his drug life is his real life. The people he meets, the places he goes. He has a whole romance about it. It scares me so much I don’t feel anything.”

“Do you want me to fill you with Oneness?”

“Sure.”

Ute stood behind me and pressed the center of my forehead with her thumbs. “What do you feel?”

“Nothing.”

“Go deeper into this nothing. What color is it?”

“Beige.”

“What does this beige nothing look like? Is there anything in the nothing?”

And so on. It did feel nice. After a while, I began to talk.



The next day, I woke up deciding to take Atticus to SeaWorld instead of getting an abortion. Not that I couldn’t or shouldn’t get an abortion, just that I wouldn’t. SeaWorld was expensive, but I was saving five hundred dollars, so we could totally afford it. It cheered me up to think of it that way.

When we got to the sloth encounter, Jill was just beginning her show, wearing a wet suit and a whistle. She invited the female sloth Petunia to creep over her branch arrangement and come out of the enclosure in a motion so slow that it was invisible to the eye, then suddenly Petunia was in Jill’s arms.

“If Petunia is in the mood to spend time with our male sloth Manny over there, she goes to Manny’s door and waits for me to let her in.” Jill cradled the sweet, myopic creature to her chest and made the following horny sloth joke: “Now Petunia here, believe it or not, is one of our speedier sloths.”

The crowd laughed.

“No, but seriously, folks, here at SeaWorld, it’s very important to us that Petunia mate consensually, and that means when she feels like it.”

Petunia explored Jill’s shoulder with her grappling-hook claws. It was so tender. I loved Jill. I hoped the other people couldn’t tell I was about to cry. Maybe I came here because zoos and aquariums make me maudlin, and I just needed to feel something. The dolphins at the Dolphin Adventure show seemed curious and kind, chittering at the edge of the pool. It was all so implicating; it made you feel like a chimpanzee in a cruel chimpanzee world. The dolphins looked willing, with their little smiles, batting balls to children in the lower benches. But what did it feel like to be them? I burst into uncontrollable weeping, sorry to be a monkey who destroyed their ocean. The dolphins called back to me in their squeaky Morse code:

You can’t help it! You can’t help it! It’s just a monkey world!

“Why are you crying?” asked Atticus.

“Aren’t the dolphins beautiful? Sometimes grown-ups cry when they’re happy.”

The hell? said his face. That is some bullshit.






TODAY, JANUARY 31, 2010

When Honor and I get to Balboa Park in the morning, a white VW Beetle hovers at the opening to the crowded lot. Is it Charleigh? I don’t have time to see the driver’s face. Just as I’m slowing down, wondering if I should stop and take a picture, the VW drives away.

I tell myself I’m being paranoid, but I must be rattled, because when I pull into a narrow spot between a minivan and a RAV4, I enter at a bizarre, very acute angle, and nearly hit the minivan from the side. Then, as I try to reverse, I somehow step on the gas instead of the brake. The car leaps back and scrapes against the SUV with a long metallic groan. I shriek and grope for the brake—the car jerks to a stop.

I pound on the steering wheel. “Fuck you!”

“Fut you!” Honor yells from the back seat.

“Sorry, sweetie, I didn’t mean you.”

I get out of the car to inspect the RAV4, which I recognize from its Do Less, Be More bumper sticker. It happens to belong to the last person in San Diego County I want to deal with: Winslow’s mommy.

“That’s Amandra’s car!” a woman with an older child calls out. “Should I go ahead and get her from the playground?”

“I would appreciate that!” I say. “Thank you!”

At least my car isn’t scratched. And here she comes, Winslow’s mommy, advancing through the lot with her dancer’s splayed walk. She wears a full cream-colored Lycra bodysuit, which, to be fair, she can. I can’t see the VW anymore. It probably wasn’t Charleigh. I never saw her face.

“Oh, wow,” says Winslow’s mommy, pressing her hand over her mouth, staring at the gouge in her car’s silver paint.

“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I feel totally insane.”

“How did it happen?”

“I guess I’m too tired to be driving.” I hike Honor up on my hip. “I’m really, really sorry. I’ll pay for the repair, of course.”

Winslow’s mommy thinks about this, standing with her palms pushing her hips forward and her core engaged. “I guess I’m just… disappointed?”

“I know. I’m disappointed, too.”

“Okay? But I’m still just wondering what you were thinking…?”

Wondereeen? I glance around the lot, but I don’t see Charleigh. A peacock screams, and the carillon in the tower begins to chime a familiar song. I almost laugh out loud—the bells are playing “Dangerous,” by Grown Men. Isn’t life funny, Winslow’s mommy? He just likes the taste of human flesh, Nando said. My stomach drops and the trees move in a circle.

“I’m concerned,” says Winslow’s mommy.

“I get it,” I say, “I really do.”

“I think you should go home.”

Honor points at her and growls, “Fut you!”



I fucking adore my daughter.

“Isn’t Winslow’s mommy the worst?” I say as we drive out of the park.

At a red light, I text Daisy and Ute:

I just scraped up Winslow’s mommy’s car for no reason

And I think Honor said fuck you to her.

Daisy writes back,

Ya!!! Honor is so punk rock! Fuck Winslow’s mommy!

I want to see you, I write.

There’s been some stuff going on.





TELL ME A SECRET YOU NEVER TOLD YOUR GIRLFRIEND

It was my idea to meet Nando in Presidio Park. I thought it was clandestine and romantic, perched on top of a hill and sweeping away toward the valley. Neither of us said that we couldn’t meet at my house or Charleigh’s—there shouldn’t have been anything wrong with two frustrated musicians playing together—but we both knew, without saying so, that neither of our partners would like it.

Also, I neglected to mention it to Theo. Risky, because I never told Nando not to tell Theo, because that would be acknowledging that something was going on between us, which was not our deal. But I just couldn’t think of the words to get it to sound normal. On top of which, Theo might be jealous that Nando was hanging out with me and not him.

By then, Nando and I had texted back and forth often enough that I changed his contact to Mom, in case Theo ever looked at my phone. My mother got demoted to Mom Cell.

I left Atticus at my mother’s house on those afternoons with Nando, lying to her that I was going to yoga. I’d been doing this since Atticus was a baby, going to a fake yoga class one afternoon a week. There had been a class, at first, but then, I don’t know, one time I was running late, so I decided to go to Hillcrest, shop at Buffalo Exchange, and wander around Walgreens, trying on makeup samples and flipping through home-decor magazines. I didn’t know why I had to keep lying about it; I just felt it was absolutely necessary. Sometimes I needed to be a body sitting alone in a movie theater. To be a little bit bad. And now I needed to meet Nando in the park.



We didn’t play that much music. We’d sing “Pale Blue Eyes” or Fleetwood Mac’s “Dreams” and then talk for two hours. (He liked Fleetwood Mac and didn’t think the first album I ever bought was uncool at all.) In his musical taste, Nando’s politics were almost reversed: He was a romantic, elitist snob, knew almost no pop, loved intellectual bands and male vocalists with harrowing, faraway voices, like Ian Curtis, Nick Drake, and Chet Baker.

Like himself. I had, of course, looked up his two-man band, the Everyone Elses, on YouTube. There were three songs, audio only, playing over an album cover photo of Nando and his guitarist squatting in front of the mammoths at the La Brea Tar Pits. They were great, I loved them. The best song was called “The Last Time You Came Back,” a concoction of late ’70s rock and noise music. The drum line was heavy and solid, then came a gloomy church organ, some wizardy feedback, the sound of a knife hitting a baseboard heater, and then Nando sang in a deep, mournful voice, as if his soul were standing in the corner of the room moaning through a rag. The hollowness of it reminded me of Karen Carpenter, and it made my hair stand on end. Karen Carpenter scares me more than anyone who’s ever lived.

Sometimes I would sit in the office and stare at the black velvet painting he’d helped me buy at the pawnshop.

Owl Witch, where is he right now? Is he thinking of me? Am I a deluded skank?

She would reply in the voice of the man in the pawnshop:

Honey, what can I tell you? He likes you, but he and his girlfriend have a doggy named George. It’s hard to break up when you have a fur baby together.

If he really loved me, he would anyway.

Go to bed, Perdita.

Nando came late every time while constantly texting me his location, which seemed like bad driver safety. But I kept that to myself. I didn’t want to sound like his mom. It was impossible to know how he felt about me. Maybe he was just a fickle flirt. A Gemini. He thought astrology wasn’t real but believed in it anyway. (“I’m not required as a human being to be consistent,” he said. A perfect Gemini statement.)

Twenty minutes late, and there he’d be, carrying his guitar, wearing his cotton sweater, relaxed jeans, and brown shoes. We would walk up to the highest point of the park on a hill behind the Mormon Battalion memorial and sit on a curved concrete bench. Down below us was a series of plunging lawns and a circular drive where people parked and talked on their phones. Nando thought they were drug dealers, and there must be a hole in the surveillance net there.

“Have you never heard of the NSA’s Trailblazer program?” he would say, getting out his not-Apple phone.

He worried about the data privacy of my Hotmail account, refused to have any hope about Barack Obama, and lent me his Guy Debord book. It was so hot. I was even getting into his underpaid academic look. I’d picture him as Professor Acuña, the Marxist economist at a liberal arts college, sitting in his office wearing brown corduroy dress pants. So cute. (He told me he had “kind of forgotten” to go to college, something his face told me he deeply regretted.)

He was also obsessed with how marketing took over everything, and politics in the future would be just vibes. He sent me BBC documentaries about it. He was not on social media. Dylan, his guitarist, had put their videos on YouTube. He wanted nothing to do with it.

“But you’re good,” I argued.

“It was fun,” he said. “But I have to make money. It’s capitalism, baby.”

I was so excited that he’d called me baby. That kept me going for weeks.

When I was seven months pregnant, Nando came to meet me in a gloomy mood I’d never seen before. He seemed distracted and off his conversation game, kept looking around as if he was being watched.

I said, “How’s it going? You seem…?”

He admitted that he and his girlfriend had been fighting. She didn’t like that he was meeting me to play music when he was having trouble finding work. She didn’t understand because she was rich. Her parents were Hollywood A-listers, a producer-director team that had created several hit TV dramas.

“They have an Emmy on their bookshelf,” he said. “You’ve probably watched a show they made.”

He named a legal drama—of which I had, in fact, watched three or four seasons—about two corporate lackeys with a deep soul connection. Nando seemed embarrassed about its reactionary capitalist viewpoint while at the same time incapable of hiding his glee: He loooved being around rich people. I completely empathized. I’d felt the same way when my mother married my stepfather, a man who did something I never understood with money. Being rich was fun. But there was a price to pay, in my experience.

I said it wasn’t his fault that there was a global financial crisis going on. I didn’t want to talk about Charleigh or act as if she existed.

He nodded and gazed down the hill, where the park disappeared into a wall of cacti and brush. Far below was the valley and civilization: the pale, splayed shapes of big-box stores, the rhythmic drone of the freeway, the buzzing of a motorcycle that bounced up the acoustical well and kept coming toward us, invisibly, then buzzed away.

“Do you want to take a walk in the canyon?” he said.

I said I’d love to. He locked his guitar in the trunk of his car, and we crossed down two sloping lawns onto a hidden trail that curved around the overhanging wall of the street. I felt disembodied from happiness, walking beside him, my belly swinging in front of me like a water balloon, our shoes making satisfying crunching sounds on the brown litter. The last trimester was by far the easiest for me. I was almost not nauseous, people treated me with awe, like some sacred beast, and the baby was constantly rippling under the surface of my belly, sticking out an elbow or a heel, which was so surreal and awesome.

I told Nando how I used to spend a lot of time in the canyons as a young teenager when I first moved down here, before I got my driver’s license. I liked the feeling of being missing, wandering through sinister kingdoms of cacti and then suddenly coming out behind the gas station at the bottom of Washington Street. The canyons were San Diego’s shadow self: the force of its hidden desires, the things it did when no one was watching, the way it came apart. Empty bottles, the butt end of a joint, a tire swing, a bedroll, a shirt hung over a branch. They were like silences, piercing the city with irrational beauty. The positivity zone vanished; the message was lost; there was no soundtrack. The revolution will not be televised. I’d heard that in the last century, a man in Bankers Hill had managed through legal chicanery to build his modern house a few feet down inside a canyon. Out of protest, people would walk over a nearby rope bridge and throw rocks at the man’s big plate-glass windows.

“Throwing rocks,” Nando said. “That’s not very chill.” He did look cheered up by this story of anti-capitalist activity among the people, as I had intended. “Charleigh lives on a huge canyon, it kind of freaks me out. I’m used to the desert, but something about all that empty space in the middle of the city… you never know what could be down there.”

“That’s a big one,” I said. “Tecolote Canyon. Owl Canyon.”

“Is that what it means? I don’t speak any Spanish.”

“Pretty word, isn’t it? Almost an onomatopoeia. Teco-looo-te. It’s native, I think they only use it in Mexico.”

I told him that I had looked up the owl witch from the painting I’d bought at the pawnshop. She was a figure from Tejano folklore, just like the owner had told us. Before she began her career of terrorizing the countryside, she was a human woman who was murdered by the people in her village for practicing witchcraft. She took her revenge by appearing in the form of a giant owl, crying like a baby outside people’s doors, and then, when they opened, snatching them up.

“Maybe they named Tecolote Canyon after her. Maybe she lives below Charleigh’s house.”

“Scary,” he said. He really did look scared.

“You better be careful about George,” I said evilly. “She might eat him.”

We were scuffing down a narrow dirt path that wound into a wide, scrubby basin. A few trees stood forlornly around the landscape, and on the far side, the valley appeared again, a pale, congested shadow slung between two spindly palms. We stopped by a eucalyptus.

“This canyon’s kind of busted,” I said, feeling it was not living up to the picture of anarchy I had painted for him.

Nando didn’t seem to care. “What’s that like—having a person inside you?”

“It’s completely different this time. Atticus didn’t roam like she does. She’s always swimming around. People say boys and girls carry differently.”

“I don’t think that could be based on anything real.”

He stood a few degrees around the eucalyptus from me, looking out. I picked a shard of pale bark away from the trunk’s green underbelly and turned it around in my hands.

“Who knows? I do feel sick all the time. They say girls ‘steal your beauty.’ ”

“Oh, Perdita, you have beauty to spare.”

He turned and looked into my eyes as he said this. I leaned back against the tree, sweating, the way I always did when I was around him—even more now that I was pregnant— wet in my almost cleavage and underbelly and the place where my thighs touched. I liked it, to sweat in new places, take up space, to be a sacred beast. But why didn’t I mind it when Nando gave me compliments? Usually I hated them so much. One time a daddy at a playground had told me I was “attractive,” barf, in a way that made me pack up and leave. I was still afraid to go back there.

The post-compliment silence was reaching the level of discomfort that edges on the uncanny. Maybe I had always been in this moment. There was no future or past. I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Do you like Prince?” I said, half expecting he would never have heard of arguably the most important pop, funk, new wave, soul, and R&B artist of the twentieth century.

“What kind of person doesn’t like Prince?” he said.

I laughed. “Prince is everything to everyone.”

“Even my mom loved Prince. She said he reconciled the false binaries of Western culture: Yin and yang. Life and death.”

“The sacred and the nasty. Your mom sounds cool.”

“She was cool,” he said. The sadness in his eyes went supernova.

“Were you close?”

“Yeah. We talked every day. Usually twice.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Just stuff… what was in the news… what we were doing.”

Something was going on with him. His voice was precise and emotionless, full of pauses. Professor Acuña delivering a lecture on Keynesian economics.

“Is she… gone?” I asked.

“Yes. Lung cancer.”

I waited one long breath. I wished I could touch his hair, but I knew that would be too much. I felt that he wouldn’t want my condolences, that they would be boring to him.

“Were you with her when she died?”

“I was. I drove back from LA.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Uh… six years. She wanted to die at home. It was very important to her to keep her dignity. She didn’t want to go the way my grandmother did, in the hospital. Hooked up to tubes. And… yeah. She asked me if I would help her. I said I would.”

He stopped talking, his hands in his pockets, facing away from me. His profile had a numb, slightly askew look, as if he’d just been punched in the face and was still deciding what to do about it. I waited. He went on in the same emotionless, precise voice.

“I found a doctor who would help us. He gave me pills, pentobarbital and an antiemetic. I ground them up into vanilla ice cream. After she was done eating it, she asked me for a toothbrush. She was worried about them finding the pill grit on her teeth… I couldn’t understand how she would be thinking about that. It seemed crazy to me. I sat holding her hand. There’s nothing…” He blinked and looked irritated. “That’s how it is, Perdita. There’s nothing you can do to make it mean anything. She went through all that, and then she was gone. Like dead leaves.”

I stayed as quiet as I could, feeling his dissociated sorrow so close to me, like a beautiful animal I didn’t want to scare away.

After a moment, I said, “Why was that crazy to you? Your mother asking for a toothbrush?”

“She was worried about getting me in trouble? That’s the last thing I would be thinking about if I was facing oblivion, someone else’s problem after I’m gone.”

“She loved you.”

“I know she did. I never told anyone else that story before.”

My heart skipped a beat. Not even your girlfriend?

If at that moment he had said, I want you to leave Theo and move in with me in an apartment in Del Mar, where the sun will always be setting through the windows, and I will be your kids’ stepfather and love them and teach them to steal intellectual property off the internet, me, I would have said, Hot dog! Let’s do it.

But he didn’t. We talked about something else, made our way back up to the street, and said goodbye. That didn’t feel good, so I decided to hug him, and when we were pulling away, I kissed him on the mouth. There was no tongue—it felt like a clumsy accident—which was worse. He looked terrified and called out in a chipper voice, “Bye!”

I lumbered the rest of the way up the hill to my car, feeling as confused as I had at a seventh-grade party in the school auditorium, slow-dancing to “Stairway to Heaven” with a boy who tore away from me during the guitar break, jumped onto the stage, and started moonwalking.





TODAY, FEBRUARY 1, 2010

Theo comes into the kitchen with his laptop, saying there’s a new report about Nando’s murder. We sit down and watch it together. The police are conducting a search of the canyon behind Charleigh’s house. Yellow tape stretched across her property, people milling around. It looks tedious and desolate rather than dramatic. It makes me think of the hospital, how someone would be eating an American cheese sandwich and drinking Kool-Aid from a little cup while they were telling me the worst story I’d ever heard in my life. The aftermath of shock can be a kind of dullness. The impossible happened; the facade of coherent reality has been peeled back, and you feel oddly detached and empty. That must be the stage I’m in. Denial? Well, anyway, it’s normal.

My father is sitting with us at the kitchen table, patting it with the tips of his fingers, the way he does when he wants some tea. He keeps getting thinner, his neck wrinkled and his head strangely small. He makes me think of some kind of a Buddhist turtle; a turtle god. He can’t boil water for some reason. It’s like the most subtle kind of torture, pat, pat, pat. I get up and fill the kettle.

Theo is explaining to him how we knew the murdered man.

“I heard about him,” says the Monk. “Perdita’s mother told me.”

I bang the kettle onto the stove. I hate that my parents are talking again.

“Perdita’s mother?” Theo says.

“Nando worked for her, remember?” I say, my face hot.

“Maybe it was someone who came out of the canyon,” Theo says. “A drifter who lives down there.”

“They could have come out of the canyon,” says the Monk, “but they don’t have to live there. There are paths all over the city that people have made. I’ve taken them on my walks. They cross the freeways and go through all the wild spaces.”

“I hate it that they always blame unhoused people,” I say. “It’s disgusting.” Secretly, I find my father’s description of hidden human pathways quite beautiful and scary. There are many sides of the hills that I consider inaccessible and where I would normally never walk, but of course if you had nothing to lose, you might make paths of your own.

“How else do you explain there being no car?” Theo says.

“Maybe the murderer took the bus,” says the Monk. “A lot of people don’t drive.” The Monk lost his license a while ago on a DUI.

“Risky,” I say, intrigued. “The bus driver might remember them.”

“Well, and it was so early. The buses might not be running then.”

“I just hope they don’t pin it on some innocent person,” I say. “You know how many false convictions happen in this country?” I go off on an Innocence Project rant that drives Theo from the room.

After he’s gone, I sit down and ask my father in a lowered voice, “Did Mom tell you something about Nando and me?”

The Monk pouts and inhales sharply. Vaguely a ya. “She told me some things.”

“She shouldn’t have. It’s not either of your business.”

I would never have talked to the old Martin Jungfrau this way. I never knew when something would piss him off and he’d call me a mindless sheep and stomp off to a whiskey bar. Hell if I was going to be his excuse for screwing up. Maybe now I subconsciously want to test him, to see if the whole Buddhist thing is real or just another grift he’s running.

“And frankly,” I rattle on, “I don’t see how the two of you are so invested in my stability when you always did whatever the fuck you wanted. Like, what do you have to say about it?”

“Well, he’s gone now,” he says, patting the table. He makes a sad sort of whisper-yodeling sound. “Hjo, hjo, hjo.” He has a little dent on one side of his mouth that makes everything he says look ironic. I can never be one hundred percent sure that he’s being sincere.

He’s gone now? What a psycho.

The kettle is whistling, I get up and pour water into the teapot. The Monk takes the pot and a cup and leaves by the screen door.

“What the hell?” Theo says, coming back into the kitchen. “The report didn’t mention it happened in the early morning. How did the Monk know that?”






HONOR MAKES HER GRAND ENTRANCE

During my late pregnancy I used to wonder, with sentimentality that ashamed me, if Honor’s happy little soul had been formed by my love for Nando. I carried around this bittersweet feeling that I’d met the first man I could ever love with my whole heart, someone I could talk to about anything and never feel quirky or bored, and he was beautiful to me and really hot, and we had to be just friends. I needed to be okay with that because his girlfriend was onto me, and if I tried to make a move, I would lose him completely.

So that’s what I had done, in my dorky, totally unsexy way—kissed him on the mouth while enormously pregnant.

I waited two weeks, then wrote him an email asking when he wanted to meet again, to which he never replied. I wrote him exactly two weeks later, the unit of time I had apportioned to myself as a casual amount, adding a link to “Season Cycle” by XTC, my favorite band in college, two boys from Swindon, England, singing in their wordy, new wave, punk rock, ecstatic way about the cycle of life and how it’s all just a big mystery. (It also contains the best slant rhyme of all time: cycle and umbilical.) It made me think about Nando’s mother’s death, but I didn’t say so explicitly, because it was a special secret between us. I wrote to him one more time, in a “this made me think of you” way, with some deep thought of mine. There was no answer.



I’d fucked myself up by meeting him in the park to “play music.” I really knew what I’d lost now. Oh, Perdita, you have beauty to spare. I would never hear from him again. He would write back to me eventually. Maybe if I concentrated on being a good mother and a good person, he would write back. He would never write me back.

If I hadn’t had the baby, if I weren’t pregnant—in the park that day—would Nando have responded to my kiss? Would we be together now?

What a whore my mind was sometimes. What a whore, to think something like that.

The baby wasn’t moving. Why wasn’t she moving? She was always moving. She would be stillborn, oh, my terrible whorish thoughts. I don’t take you back! I told her. I’m committed! I searched for her foot until I found it in the corner of my hip, promising her that if she would be okay, she would exist from now on as Honor, and I would be honorable, too, and not think horrible thoughts anymore. I am a whore I am a whore.

I pushed the knob of her heel. I felt her swim, turn over.



Atticus’s birth had been a bloodbath. He’d come out to a harsh shining light in his eyes, a dozen people in the room, machines beeping, looking exactly what I’d expected him to look like: a tiny, pissed-off, slimy human.

Honor emerged into a birthing center as silent and reverential as a church, this big, fat thing with a tuft of reddish-brown hair sticking out of her head. She didn’t cry. When they handed her to me, she looked at me with eyes wide open. Wow! said her face. This is exciting! What’s going on here? Who are you?

I almost thought she was smiling.

“Isn’t she kind of weird?” I asked the midwife.

“No way!” she said. “She is, like, the cutest baby we ever saw.”

“We are so serious right now,” said the nurse.

Theo was in the corner, hiding behind a video camera. Labor was hard for him; he got queasy and freaked out. All he remembered from Atticus’s birth was my placenta sitting in an aluminum bowl.

My mother came in leading Atticus by the hand.

“Let me see her. Oh my god, she’s huge! You pushed out this enormous baby? What do you think of your sister?”

Atticus stared at the baby. Then he looked at me.

I know, I told him with my eyes. She’s weird.

It’s true that the second baby is easier, because you’ve already been broken in so many ways, emotionally, vaginally, and in that sense you are already beaten. I wasn’t vomity heartburnish anymore, and Honor was a delightful, sunny person who flirted with everyone. Sometimes, I had the inexplicable feeling that she was the one holding me. After a few weeks, Atticus and I got used to her.

In those days, Theo was trying hard to be more helpful, playing catch with Atticus in the evenings, putting him to bed once a week, taking him to the playground on Sunday mornings. He would complain about how boring the park was. I would say, “What, wasn’t it fun gossiping with the other mommies?”

In August, Atticus started pre-K at a school I felt reasonably good about. And in the fall, when Honor was five months old, this appeared in my inbox:


Fernando Acuña <fernandoAcuña@gmail.com>

perdita, i’ve been wanting to write you all these months

but i couldn’t because charleigh was reading my emails

and threatening to kick me out.

she was very jealous of our friendship

convinced that we were having or going to have an affair

i wish it wasn’t like that.

we broke up recently

how are you? how’s the baby?

p.s. I hope she looks like her mother.



I bounced around the house, my heart thumping, my body uncomfortably buoyant, as if I had kangaroo legs. I could not change how I felt, or even argue with it. I managed not to write him back for a week, but when Theo left town one Friday to go on a skiing trip with his brothers, I knew I would do something bad. I spent Friday morning rereading Nando’s email on my phone and reviewing all the drafts I’d written in response. They ranged in mood from pissed off, You could have let me know why you weren’t talking to me, to friendly, Hey dude! Awesome to hear from ya!, to lies, That’s chill, barely noticed. What with having a baby and all.

I waited till twelve thirty, when Nando normally ate lunch, and replied:


Baby Pillar of Strength is wonderful, thank you. She’s the best ever, very easy and happy. Sometimes you get lucky!

How are you? Where are you staying? How the fuck does anyone play F major? Why did you and Charleigh break up?



He wrote back right away, saying that I should just keep doing those F major chords until my fingers bled. He was in LA, renting the couch of this guy Dennis. He and Charleigh had broken up because she’d said fermenting was her “thing.”

I responded that I was learning an XTC song from a Brazilian girl on YouTube. I didn’t believe that, about why he and Charleigh had broken up.

He wrote back that they had broken up because Charleigh said Barack Obama was a good man who would make America a better place.

We went back and forth about Obama, who had been elected a couple of weeks before. Nando continued to politely not have any hope about his presidency, because electing one Black man would not fix a rigged system. I replied that I knew he was probably right, but I intended to go on being happy as long as I could. It was the best I’d felt about anything political since Ronald Reagan came to power and all the grown-ups got sad.

I told him how, when Reagan was shot, I was in sixth-grade recess at a little hippie co-op school I went to in San Francisco, and the kids broke into cheers. The principal came out and scolded us. We don’t behave that way in a civil democracy, she said, no matter how much we hate Reagan.

I erased the Reagan part, because I didn’t want him to think about how old I was, and wrote, So there.

He wrote,


fleetwood mac are playing tomorrow at the hollywood palladium

tix are a million dollars.

someday we’ll go together.

so there.



That night after the kids were asleep, I wickedly opened a second bottle of beer. Honor was only nursing before bed at this point, the alcohol would be out of my system by tomorrow night, probably. Honor had been doing an insulting thing called “self-weaning,” turning away from my nipples and crying until I gave her a bottle. I’d been trying to keep the evening feeding going for the sake of her immunities. But who was kidding who? We were both over it.

I sat on the sofa in my office and texted Nando:

Hey what’s up?

He wrote back a minute later.

Hey!

I’m at my friend’s house

This acting student

I’m having a fling with

She’s making me chicken

I lay down on the sofa in the office and played Fleetwood Mac with the phone pressed between my face and the cushion. I wished I had some drugs. Or a better degree, so I could prescribe them for myself. You’ll probably break my heart, Christine McVie sang, but I don’t care, you’re amazing, kill me, destroy me, it’s gonna be a wild ride, la-la-la.

She’s always singing that, in every song. Christine McVie is my best friend.

What r u up to? Nando wrote.

What was I up to? Considering asking him his fling’s name so I could stalk her on social media.

I wrote,

Nothing much.

What kinda chicken?

Idk? Like a whole roast chicken?

A whole roast chicken? Nope. Nuh-uh. Absolutely not. Who cooked a chicken for a booty call? Chicken was a domestic meat. Wifey shit. I never even bothered to eat chicken. Nando might think he was having a “fling,” but this acting student wanted more. He would become seduced by her poultry. Fuck that fucking chicken girl.

Nice, I wrote. Guess ur not vegan anymore!

Can’t afford 2 b. Sad face

I got up and went to the kitchen, found a bottle of Maker’s Mark some shitty cousin of Theo’s had brought to a party, spent a long time figuring out how to cut through the red plastic cap that was supposed to look like melted wax, poured two inches into a glass, and drank half of it standing at the sink, staring at the lit-up smudges on the window. A caramel vapor hit my nose, then a taste of apples and smoke.

I never made chicken for anyone, but I used to give boys presents, even when they didn’t deserve them. It was exhilarating—to feel so bittersweet and forlorn. Like throwing stones into the ocean.

Chicken Girl’s day passed before my eyes: how she mooned around buying groceries for her date with Nando, how she went home and cooked and waited for him, thinking about the shape of his nose, and he was twenty minutes late, every second of which was a knife in her soul, and then he was eating her chicken, he was putting her chicken in his mouth, omigod he was putting her chicken in his body to be absorbed by his cells, he was looking at her with his sad eyes, and then he was fucking her silly, it was so awesome, she felt time and space expand, and afterward they talked about politics or their childhoods or whatever.

I went back to the office, lay on the sofa, and stared at my owl witch painting.

You could do this dance till the end of time, she said boredly. You need to shit or get off the pot.

Tell me how, I begged her.

Go first.

Go first?

Tell him how you feel.

A core fear fired in my memory. Eighth grade, I’d called up a curly-haired boy I’d had a crush on for two years to ask him if he’d like to maybe go out. And he, without even waiting a decent period to think about it, had said, “No.” Just no.

I hadn’t gone first since.

That wasn’t doing anything for me, so I traipsed out to the garden wrapped in my mom’s old afghan that she’d crocheted in five shades of brown and sat under the arbor with the lights off. I drank whiskey, staring at a silvery ficus that reminded me of a collection of human legs.

All of Theo’s best qualities were in the garden: the long branch of the avocado tree that he’d propped on a stake, the mounds of mulch he had built up so carefully underneath it. I felt more of him in the piles of mulch than inside the house. Theo’s soul was in the mulch. It made me so sad.

I couldn’t go back to my old resignation. The bread crumb Nando always dropped for me: someday we’ll go together. so there.

I would drive to LA, that was all. I would tell him how I felt. I would go first. What did I have to lose?

Then I remembered that Theo would be away until Sunday night on his skiing trip. I had no idea what I was going to do with my children.

Fuck it, I would make it happen. Maybe my father was right after all. If life was all a vale of sorrow, a meaningless illusion, why shouldn’t I just go for what I wanted? I had tried to be a good person and live a nice, normal life. It wasn’t working out. Why was I such a no-but-er? I would be a yes-ander!

I wrote,

I’m planning a trip to LA tomorrow

wondering if you’re free?

Maybe we could meet for a drink?

What time?

8ish?

There was no reply for a whole minute. I wrote:

I know it’s kind of last minute

I’m staying with a friend for the weekend, I lied.

But she has stuff to do tomorrow night

Yes

I would love to see u

I hope I’m not making you change your plans?

No it’s ok

I’m glad you’re coming.

I’m off the santa monica exit.

Ok talk to u later. Enjoy your chicken.

I called my mother and told her that a friend of mine in LA had gotten Fleetwood Mac tickets for tomorrow. Could she watch the kids for me for a night and a day?

“Yes, I can do that,” she said, after a short pause to gird herself. I knew that taking care of the kids for that long would be grueling for her. But one advantage of her 1950s patriarchal upbringing was that I could exploit her belief that she had to do things for other people just because they asked her. She couldn’t say no—literally couldn’t say the word—no matter how angry it made her.

A day later, I was dumping Atticus and Honor in her kitchen with their snacks, diapers, toys, blankies, and bottles of pumped milk. Putting the bottles in the fridge, I realized I was probably never going to nurse Honor again. She didn’t want to nurse, and I didn’t want to nurse her. When I came back tomorrow, she would be weaned, and we’d both be fine with it. It made me feel like a bad mother that I didn’t care and I wasn’t sad about it.

“Do you really like Fleetwood Mac?” my mother asked me as I backed out the door. “I always thought they were so commercial.”

I stopped for a moment. “Fleetwood Mac are commercial? Mom, you had an Air Supply album.”

“Who?”

“Never mind, anyway. Thank you so much! I really appreciate it!”

“Thank you!” she called after me. “I need one child who’s not a complete mess!”

That did give me a moment of painful reflection as I walked to my car. I knew I was taking advantage of her. I was well aware that she would not approve of what I was about to do with the freedom she was giving me. I did absolutely see the devastating irony of this moment, trading in all my years of not being a complete mess for one weekend to be a total pile of hobag and probably destroy my life.

And after that moment, I didn’t give another little fuck what I did.






TODAY, FEBRUARY 2, 2010

“How are you feeling in your body right now?”

“Doomed.”

“Doomed in what way?”

“Like there’s something wrong with me. And like, with everything.”

I’m sitting in my office, finishing up with a client. This person—I’ll call her L—came to me at age thirty-two for persistent bulimia. About two months ago, she told me that she’d had an “affair” with her father, beginning when she was nine years old. When L disclosed this here in my office, she used that word, affair, and gave me a look of defiance, as if she were admitting she believed the world was flat. Affair was clearly her father’s word, and she was going to defend it. She’s been adamant that the abuse was consensual, and the eating disorder she’s been battling for fifteen years has nothing to do with it.

Last week, I asked L to go to a grammar school at recess and observe the children in fourth grade, at the age she was when the abuse began. Now, in our session, L is describing seeing a little girl in the schoolyard who reminded her of herself. I ask her what it was about the little girl that drew her attention.

“She was sitting alone, reading a comic book. Not really hanging out with the other kids.”

“Why do you think she doesn’t hang out with the other kids?”

“I guess… she doesn’t feel like she has much in common with them? Like they don’t understand her?”

“If you could talk to that girl, what would you want to say?”

“I mean… anything. I would just hang out with her.”

“Does that little girl want to say anything to you?”

“She says just try to be… happy?”

L’s voice strangles on the last word. She sounds surprised, as if she’s never thought about being happy before.

“Let’s sit with that emotion for a moment. What’s coming up for you?”

After L’s gone, still thinking about her, I listen to a message on my phone without taking in anything except that the woman calling says she’s a homicide detective. I go back and listen again, but she reveals only that her call is “relating to an investigation,” and she wants to drop by my house with her partner in half an hour. Her tone is polite and businesslike with a shade of kindness. My first thought is that it’s about Spencer—what’s he done now? But no, they must want to talk to me about Nando. I’ve been surprised not to have heard from them sooner. But maybe it is about Spencer, maybe they are coming to tell me that he’s dead.

I run around the house tidying up, on the point of spontaneously shutting down, like an overwhelmed robot.

Detective Amanda Something Italian is a short, sturdy white woman in her late forties. You’d think I would remember her last name when she introduces herself again, but it sounds like a seafood, and I can only think of shrimp. Gambrinio? Gamberino? Her partner, a Latino man about thirty years old named Keenan, looks, interestingly, a lot like her: same height, round face, dark-brown hair, brown eyes. They’re both dressed in tan trench coats, white button-down shirts, and black pants. I invite them to sit on the sofa. When the woman crosses her legs, her partner does the same. He defers to her to guide the interview, which makes me like him. It seems she’s his mentor.

They first have to tell me the news of Nando’s murder, if I haven’t already been informed. The woman, Detective Amanda, is the one to do it.

I say yes, I know, I saw the news in the paper. Time is falling down like snow. Not Spencer. Not this time.

Detective Amanda asks me the last time I saw Mr. Acuña. Her style is quiet and professional. The note of kindness I heard on the phone is visible on her attractive, slightly jowly face and big, liquid eyes. She’s good at her job. I feel she cares.

“About six weeks ago. We had drinks.”

Name of the bar where we met? Galway Bay, an Irish pub in Mission Beach.

Detective Keenan clicks a pen and makes a note in a brown pleather portfolio resting on his knee.

Detective Amanda asks me about my relationship with Nando, and I tell her that we were both frustrated musicians and met in the park a few times to play music. How many times? Four or five?

“So that was the last time you saw Mr. Acuña? At the Galway Bay?”

“Yes.”

“Any email communication?”

“He wrote me about three weeks ago. He asked how I was doing.”

“Anything else? Did he mention, for example, anyone he was having a problem with?”

“No.”

“Anyone following him or harassing him?”

“Not that I remember. Do you want to see the email he sent me?”

“If you don’t mind.”

I search the email on my phone and show it to them:


Fernando Acuña <fernandoAcuña@gmail.com>

how’s it gooing?



“Did you respond?”

“No, I never answered.” I chew the inside of my mouth. “I feel bad about that.” My voice wobbles.

Detective Amanda gets up and offers me a tissue packet from the pocket of her coat.

“We understand this is hard. Take your time.”

Her partner says, “So that was the last time you and Mr. Acuña communicated? The email?”

“Yes.” I’m trying to decide what to say if they ask me if we were ever more than friends. I’m afraid Theo will come home unexpectedly. We’ve been getting along lately, and I sense that he would rather not know what happened between Nando and me.

But Detective Amanda jumps to a completely different subject.

“Spencer Gordon is your brother, is that right?”

“Yes?” I say, confused.

“When did Spencer meet Mr. Acuña?”

“I guess when Nando was working on our house?”

She asks me the same question a few different ways: Did Mr. Acuña and Spencer know each other? How well did they know each other?

“Hardly at all,” I tell her. “We all met once at this spoken-word thing I was in. Years ago. I doubt my brother ever saw Nando again after that.”

“Did Mr. Acuña use drugs? As far as you know?”

“No, not at all. He barely drank.”

Now I’m starting to understand what this is all about. It’s been exactly a week since Nando’s murder, and the cops are getting desperate. They must have punched the contacts from his phone into their system, and my brother’s felony conviction popped up, along with some smaller arrests for drug possession. Maybe they’re working on a theory that my brother and Nando were involved in a small-time drug war, or something like that. It’s so off the wall I don’t even know what to say. As if Spencer could ever be organized enough to work for a drug cartel! I hope they don’t have any circumstantial evidence against him.

Then I have a very different thought, one that occurred to me much earlier and I’ve temporarily put out of my mind. If the police have Nando’s phone in evidence, then how could Charleigh have called me the other day?

“Have you thought of something?” asks Detective Amanda, scanning my face.

I don’t like calling the cops on Charleigh. It seems potentially dangerous for her, someone who clearly needs mental health support. On the other hand, Jill and that stalking cop might have a point about her acting erratic. I need to worry about my children.

“There’s something else I should tell you,” I say. “I got a call from Nando’s phone the day after he died.”

Now they look surprised.

“From his number?” Detective Keenan says. “Are you sure? You saw his name come up?”

“No. He’s not saved in my contacts. But the number was easy to remember.”

“What day was this?” Detective Amanda asks.

“It was the day after he… was killed. Very early in the morning. Close to six.”

Detective Keenan is writing all this down.

“I had the feeling that there was someone on the line, but they didn’t say anything.” Even to me it sounds like I must have imagined it. But I have the number in my call log. I bring it up for the detectives, and they bend over my phone. Detective Keenan writes the number down, and Detective Amanda studies it for a second. They exchange another barely perceptible glance and stand to go.

“If we have any more questions, can we call you?” she asks.

“Of course.”

Detective Amanda and I look into each other’s eyes as we shake hands at the front door. I have an eerie sensation, as if I am seeing into her soul and she is seeing into mine. She has two teenagers who worry her, Tyler (too much weed) and Anabelle (anxiety disorder). And I’m telling her that I loved Nando unconditionally, as if he were family. Maybe that happens when you kind of save someone’s life. But I think it would have been the same if we’d met under different circumstances.

Detective Amanda says, “Perdita, I think I should tell you something. That’s not Nando’s number, the one that called you the other day. It doesn’t match.”

She rests her hand on my arm, then turns away.





TELL ME I CAN HAVE WHATEVER I LIKE

As I drove to LA to tell Nando I loved him, I imagined all my possible deaths. It only made sense that I would perish in a high-speed collision of some kind, whether broadside, rear end, rollover, or fiery inferno. I knew I had to die, because something impossibly amazing was about to happen, and so fate had to murder me to keep the impossibly amazing thing from destroying the fabric of space-time. Maybe part of me wanted to die, or die spiritually so I could be reborn. Into a cheater, a bad cheater, a person who goes for hers, a yes-ander. I was breaking reality by doing an impossible thing. I was doing this, no one else but me. I was about to become one of those people who did whatever they wanted, hungry beasts, lustful, gluttonous yes-anding monsters. An hour from Santa Monica, traffic slowed down, and nobody dies going two miles an hour, so I switched to imagining lone shooters and earthquakes. The Top 40 station was playing a song in which a lovely person called T.I. was saying I could have whatever I liked, I could have whatever I liked, I could have whatever I liked, over and over. I could tell it was a sign. A sign! A sign, a sign. I could have whatever I liked! Thank you, the universe-as-expressed-through-T.I. Or maybe Nando would blow me off. I didn’t think so, we were obviously soulmates, and at this point he knew I wanted him. But I couldn’t rule it out.

He texted me his location, and I dropped the phone, and it fell under the brake. Traffic was so agonizingly slow that I managed to grope under the seat to grab it. And what if I did survive this epic journey of seduction, but the real death came later? What if I got what I thought I wanted, and it turned out that I hated the way Nando kissed, or smelled, or fucked? What if I destroyed my children’s lives? Over nothing?

Was that him—on the corner? Was he wearing glasses? I hadn’t seen him in seven months, since the day I’d kissed him in the park. I pulled over and rolled down the window.

He leaned in. “Hey!” he said.

“Hey! You’re wearing glasses.” I couldn’t stop smiling.

He gave one of his single nods. “I am.”

“Guess what I bought this morning?” he said as we walked up the street.

“What?”

“Powerball ticket. Three hundred sixty-seven million.”

“Were you feeling lucky?”

“You don’t buy a lottery ticket when you’re feeling lucky.” He laughed, thinking about it as he said it. “You buy a lottery ticket when you’re feeling very, very unlucky!”

I laughed, too. We pushed through a padded door into a crowded lounge and stood against a wall. Nothing had changed. I still liked his nose, his beautiful sad eyes, the dark freckles on his cheeks. His glasses were killing me. Killing me. They were the dorkiest kind, square black frames.

He said, “Want a drink?”

“Dirty martini, extra olives. Gin, please. Vodka is garbage.”

“I feel exactly the same way,” he said. It was different now. He knew I was here for him, for sex. He allowed himself to look at me as if to say, Of course you like dirty gin martinis with extra olives. We are the same person.

He went to the bar and I waited, watching the girls in their low-rise jeans and the boys in their climatically ridiculous knitted hats performing their primitive mating ritual. On the wall next to me there were some off-kilter black-and-white photos of people sitting in the same lounge in the 1940s and ’50s. It was one of those old LA joints that looked as if it had been decorated by Sammy Davis Jr.’s interior designer: mahogany furniture, little sconces and lamps with fluted shades, flocked velvet wallpaper, dark patterned carpeting. Now it had been invaded by people under thirty who thought cocktails involving egg whites were just a regular thing. I hummed along with the Pretenders’ “Brass in Pocket,” wondering if I was the only one there who knew the words.

A vision approached. This vision had a shiny orange face, seven-inch platform heels, and long, ragged white hair.

“Um, hiiiii…?” she said.

“Hi,” I said.

“Oh, em, yah? My friend and me were, like, trying to decide? That guy you were just talking to? Are you two, like, together? He’s totally hot. We were just wondering. No, you’re good. Like, totally go for it.”

The vision teetered away, tossing her crazy abominable-snowman hair over her shoulder. Nando returned with two dirty martinis slopping over his hands.

“Something funny just happened,” I said. “A girl came over here and straight-up asked me if you were available.”

“What did you say?”

“I said you were taken for the evening—why don’t you look more surprised?”

“You’re going to think I’m a dick. But if you are under the impression that girls are shy, they are not.”

I didn’t think he was a dick. I just felt like throwing up.

“What is it about you that they find so irresistible?”

“Beats me.” He laughed abruptly. “It certainly isn’t my looks!”

“And they just come up to you like that?”

“Sometimes. I like to dance, so girls talk to me then. A lot of straight dudes don’t dance.”

I pictured my husband’s face when he did the white man’s overbite, jogging in place, his front teeth pressing down on his bottom lip with a look of agony and mortification. It did make dudes seem cut off and alone, to be such dudes all the time.

“That must have made Charleigh very jealous—all the girls talking to you.”

“Yep. Jealous all the time.”

“Did Chicken Girl pick you up at a bar?”

“Who?”

“The acting student who makes you chicken?”

“She complimented my socks.”

His socks? Ew. No effort was made there. I could see her flipping back her hair. Oh, em, yah, I like your socks!

“Where is she tonight?”

“I broke a date with her to hang out with you. She’s off somewhere being all twenty and hot, I guess.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” I said. “You are a dick.”

I went to get another round. The bartender studied my ID. Shook the bangs out of his eyes, attempted to compute the six in the tens place of my birth year. What could it mean?

“You totally don’t look that old,” he finally said.

“Thank you!” I beamed. Nothing was going to ruin my mood tonight: neither his insult nor his compliment. My skin tingled and I kept bursting into smiles.

Nando had found a bench and was texting. I sat next to him, set his dirty martini on the coffee table in front of him, and ate all my extra olives. He leaned to put his phone away in his pants pocket.

“That was my friend Max. Do you want to go dancing?”

“Sure.”

I hummed along with Buddy Holly’s “Everyday,” one of the happiest songs in the world, with its celesta and typewriter and knee slapping. Nando took off his gray duck jacket and folded it up, crossed his legs, laid the jacket across them, clasped his hands around one knee, and looked into my eyes. He wore a plaid shirt with the collar buttoned together.

“Does Theo know you’re here?”

“Nope.”

“Isn’t he suspicious?”

“Only people who have secrets are suspicious. Theo’s an open book.”

“Except for the dirty pictures on your office PC.”

“I beg your pardon? I’ve never seen any dirty pictures on our office PC.”

“Well then, Perdita, you have not looked very hard.”

“You went on our computer?”

“I’m sneaky. That’s something you don’t know about me.”

“That’s terrible, Nando.”

“I am always wondering what people are like.”

I laughed. I adored him. “I know,” I said. “Me, too.”

“Want to go dancing now?” he said.

“Are you okay to drive?” I asked him as we walked to his car.

“Oh yeah, I’m a great drunk driver.”

“Is that why Charleigh dumped you?”

I’d never been in his station wagon before. It was clean and tidy, a cylinder of wet wipes standing in the console next to the clutch. Of course Nando had a manual car. The LA night blew in through the windows, smelling of gasoline and french fries.

“Nah. It was because I said her homemade kombucha tasted like apple juice throw-up.”

“I hope it wasn’t my fault?”

“I’d stopped communicating with you by then, you didn’t have anything to do with it. She’s into someone else.”

“How do you know?”

“She started acting shady, so I read her emails. I’m still reading them.”

“What? How could you still be reading her emails?”

“When I got suspicious of her, I went into her settings and made it so all her emails are forwarded to me. She still hasn’t noticed.”

“Did she read our emails?”

He concentrated on turning left. “Of course Charleigh read all our emails. We had a very untrusting relationship.”

A complicated thrill went through me—part pleasure, part horror—thinking of Charleigh prowling through my deep thoughts and nerdy seduction techniques.

Nando said, “I’ve never cheated on anyone, have you?”

“Yes,” I admitted, “I have. A long time ago. Not on Theo. I was in this long-distance thing…”

He pounded his steering wheel. “See! Girls are cheaters! Way worse than guys!”

“I don’t deny it,” I said, happy to be included in girls.

“Charleigh and this guy wrote each other intense emails. About their dreams and shit.”

“Like ours? That seems a bit tit for tat.”

“I can’t believe I lost custody of my dog. Let’s not talk about Charleigh anymore.”

In a spartan student bar, people were moving under black lights. A set of teeth, a sock flare. Nando pulled me by the hand toward a spot among the purple flashes.

“I can’t dance to techno!” I shouted. I really can’t dance to techno.

He yelled, “I’ve decided people don’t really believe in God! They’re just pretending!”

“You’re an arrogant dick!” I yelled back.

He smiled at me in a sweet, doglike way, a bit of canine showing.

I threw my arms around him and gave him a sweaty hug. His head was only a few inches higher than mine. I liked that, I felt we were going on an adventure together. It was a wayward hug, and we pulled away just as awkwardly, but he kept smiling at me. After a while, we sat down at a gouged wooden table. Three girls walked in and sat down nearby us, and Nando’s face went blank. I asked him what was wrong.

“Chicken Girl’s here,” he mumbled.

“Which one?”

He gestured with his brows at the three girls. “This feels very uncomfortable. We should probably go.”

“Do you want to say hi? I’m totally okay with it.”

He did look uncomfortable, his shoulders up around his ears. He showed me a text Chicken Girl had just sent him:

HeY can I come say hi? I don’t want to kill your vibe!






TODAY, FEBRUARY 2, 2010

After the detectives leave, I call Spencer at the fancy rehab in Miramar our mother found for him. He instructs me to bring him two double bacon burgers, a large chili fries, a large Diet Coke, ten ketchups, and secret sauce from his favorite burger place, Pete’s Picante Grill.

As I drive down to get the food, I think about the visit from the two detectives. Detective Amanda said it wasn’t Nando’s phone number that called me the other morning. This means are three possibilities:

1. I am delusional, Nando was never real, what happened between us wasn’t real, I am not real, nothing is real. 2. I convinced myself I memorized a completely different number than the one I used for weeks. Or 3. When Nando told me a few months ago that the phone company had disconnected his old phone number because he couldn’t pay the bill, he was lying to me.

At the rehab facility, a social worker who looks like a blond child flips a ring of keys out of her too-long sleeves and unlocks a hundred doors at the end of a hundred long corridors, leading me deeper and deeper into the heart of the building. Spencer waits for me in a room of tan sofas and soft beige wood.

While he eats his first burger, he asks me what’s happening with the investigation of Nando’s murder.

“They haven’t arrested anyone, as far as I know.” There are copies of Van Gogh paintings on the walls, which I think is an odd choice, Van Gogh not being an artist you want people in a precarious emotional state to be thinking about. Also, the paintings are very bad, all in primary colors, the bistro chairs floating off the cobblestones at impossible angles, the people hobbling through the French town looking like clothespins.

I tell Spencer about Charleigh sitting outside the house in her car and maybe following me to the park, but I’m not sure.

“Oh, dip,” he says. “The one who smelled your iron face?”

“Metal face.”

Spencer points a french fry at me and yells, “I’m telling you, you better be careful! She’s out there calling you a metal face out of pocket? And, bro, now she’s stalking you? You’re too naive. What are you—forty? You need to toughen up.”

“There’s nothing I can do. I didn’t even get a photo of her.”

“Why aren’t the cops looking at her for the murder?”

“I don’t know. I really doubt she could have done something like that.”

“Why not? Women kill for love.” Spencer mentions a TV show he saw at a girlfriend’s house, called, in fact, Women Who Kill for Love.

Mm, yes. I’ve also read on the internet that women kill “for love or money,” but I think that’s reductive. (What a surprise, internet.) I think women kill for all kinds of reasons, just like men. They just do it about ninety percent less often.

I come to the business of my trip. “You never hung out with Nando, did you? Like, as friends?”

“No. Why would I hang out with your boy?”

“Well, you invited him to my thing at the Sunset Lounge.”

“I never saw him again after that.”

“But you exchanged numbers?”

“I don’t know, maybe. That was like four phones ago.”

True. Even if my brother’s old burner number is on Nando’s phone, how would the police trace it? Isn’t the whole point of burners to be untraceable?

Maybe all the cops found in Nando’s contacts was Spencer’s full name. That’s very circumstantial. I make a note to myself to see how many Spencer Gordons there are in California.

“Well, who do you think killed him?” Spencer asks.

“I think sometimes we don’t get the answers we want.”

“That’s not very satisfying.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“But just guess.”

“Maybe you’re right, it was a drive-by, but the murderer had the wrong address. You know how all those places up there have the same names? Sepulveda Lane, Sepulveda Court. That’s the only possibility I can think of.”

My brother’s face lights up. “Did Nando have a life-insurance policy?”

“I doubt it. He was usually pretty broke.”

“Check it out: Maybe the acupuncture bitch put pressure on him to get life insurance—maybe she even put the money down. Then she had him whacked for the payout.”

“But if Charleigh hired a hit man, wouldn’t she have a better alibi? Also, I don’t think it fits her personality profile.”

“Wait,” Spencer says, “you profiled her?”

“Like, not professionally or anything.” Just lying in bed at night, waiting for my squirrel mind to finish burying its nuts.

“I think you’d be a dope profiler, Perdie. You don’t trust nobody for nothing.”

“Well, thank you, that might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” FBI profiler is another dream job of mine.

I talk him through it: Could Charleigh ever kill? Could a controlling perfectionist go off? Yes, they could. It’s called the perfectionist trapdoor. They’re going along, being so good for so long, and suddenly they just have to be really bad. It happens in a moment of illogical passion, a wild, bacchanalian frenzy. They’re capable of anything then. Like the maenads from Greek mythology, tearing Orpheus apart because he wouldn’t sing.

I imagine Charleigh would kill because of the voice in her head that’s been driving her her whole life. She has to be so nice, so pretty, so hardworking, she’s tries and tries every damn day, and ninety-nine percent of the time, she’s all those things, but then sometimes she just can’t be. It makes her furious to feel like she’s a supporting character in someone else’s story. She’s like a neglected doll suddenly come to life, a gun in her purse. I do everything for you, and it still isn’t enough? You can’t just play with me and throw me away. You can’t treat me like I don’t exist. I don’t like your story anymore. This is my story now.

I’m thinking of Betty Broderick, my favorite hometown murderer, the housewife who shot her ex-husband and immediately turned herself in to the police. He deserved it, honestly. (If women killed men more often, I might not say that.) She put him through medical school and law school while raising their four kids; then he cheated on her, gaslit her, and took the children away from her. She had to kill him. It was the only way to get the story away from him. She wanted to be the protagonist for a change.

If Charleigh killed someone, I think she would turn herself in afterward, like Betty Broderick. She would feel justified. Life has to make some kind of sense. And it would be worth it to her, because she had nothing left but her pride.

Spencer says, “That sounds like Mom.”

“But Mom wouldn’t turn herself in. She doesn’t have any values or morals. She’s a strictly pragmatic individual.”

“You’re right, Mom is a straight G. The woman scares me. More than dudes I met in prison.”

I laugh at his nonsense.

“She would get away with it, too,” he says. “Yo, Cedric—” He calls out to a man passing through the room. “Want a burger? My sister brought too much food.”

Cedric, his institutional pants hanging off him, takes a foil-wrapped burger. Spencer piles ketchups and secret sauces into his other hand, and Cedric walks out of the door, holding condiments against his sweatshirt.

I don’t know why I’m suddenly overwhelmed with irritation, except I had to drive almost an hour out of my way to get the food, the shit cost fifty dollars, strip malls depress me, I came here to make sure the cops don’t have anything circumstantial to connect Spencer to a murder, and he never even said please or thank you. He couldn’t just ask for an In-N-Out burger like a normal person?

At the end of this struggle, I raise my eyebrows at him.

Spencer glances at the door, then leans forward. “Perdie, listen. No one ever visits Cedric.”

Oh, fuck it. I love this clown with all my heart and soul. He’s beautiful and brave and disgusting. He’s bigger than I am. Sometimes, when Mom and I get drunk together, we admit to each other that all his life he has been teaching us things we didn’t think we wanted to know. And we wouldn’t have it any other way.






CHICKEN GIRL

“Heyyyyyyy,” said Chicken Girl. “I hope I’m not killing your vibe! I’m not usually a vibe killer.”

Nando introduced me as his “friend from San Diego.” Chicken Girl’s name was Nathalie. She was a slender, stunning white girl with light-brown hair.

“Have a seat,” I said. “We were just talking about Nando’s ex.”

Nathalie took a chair. “Really? I don’t know anything about her.”

“I think it was an acrimonious breakup.”

“Oh, tell me.”

“Well, he’s still reading all her emails.”

“That’s so messed up, Nando,” Nathalie scolded. Up close, the smoothness of her features and skin was almost hard to look at. She had a twenty-year-old’s mixture of the childlike and superficially feminine: dark, innocent-looking eyes; a long, whittled torso; a ring in her nose. She was so hot that it made me think, Why do girls like Nando? I knew why I liked him, but were his intelligence and sensitivity things other girls could see?

He appeared to be wondering the same thing, Why do girls like me? sitting as quietly as he could, as if we might forget he was there.

We kept teasing and accusing him.

“You’re totally stalking your ex,” she said.

“It’s very unethical,” I agreed.

“You get it. San Diego gets it.”

I could see glimpses of the things about Nathalie that would have made her interesting to Nando: her intensity and energy; the immediacy in her eyes, reacting as I talked. Sometimes they swam a little, as if she was dazed by me, and several times she laughed at my jokes. She was so young. The great weariness had not yet come upon her. Nando had already been in the weariness for a long time, probably since his mother had made him give her a bowl of poisoned ice cream.

For half the night Nathalie called me San Diego; then she asked for my name so she could friend me, which she did immediately. “Change of venue?” she kept saying. “Should we go to Koreatown? Let’s do the bumper boats at the Family Fun Center. Change of venue? Do we want chicken and waffles in Inglewood? Change of venue?”

We kept not moving. Nando went up to the bar to get more drinks.

Nathalie leaned toward me and braided the laces of my biker jacket. She smelled like vodka and apples.

“I love your Schott. It’s so vintage.”

“It wasn’t vintage when I got it.” I laughed. “This rocker dude in Santa Monica gave it to me, practically brand-new.”

“He must have been into you.”

“No, he wasn’t. He said he realized it didn’t fit his image. He wanted to look less like Marlon Brando and more like Vince Vaughn in Swingers.”

We laughed.

“Omigod, LA dudes are so vain,” she said.

“At least I got a jacket out of it!”

It ended the way it always did here, out in the parking lot yelling at Nathalie to take a taxi.

“Like I’m getting a taxi! You’re so funny, San Diego!”

She drove off. Nando and I were left facing each other in the 4 a.m. eeriness of the empty lot.

“So…” I said. “Change of venue?”

He laughed. “Did I imagine it, or did she get your number?”

“She wants to hang out.”

“You are very good at dealing with drunk girls,” he said.

“I dealt with myself enough,” I said, stealing a joke from my brother.

He smiled. I thought he looked friendly and a little sad. “Where does your friend live?”

“It’s too late for me to show up there. Could I just crash on your floor?”

“I’m sorry, no. I cannot expose you to Dennis.”

“Your roommate? What’s wrong with him?”

“Trust me,” he said. From the way he hunched in his jacket, I saw that he was deeply mortified by his life. I said it was okay, I would sleep in my car.

“No-wuh,” he said. “You can’t do that. Let’s take a walk on the beach.”

We parked near the Santa Monica Pier and stumbled onto the sand. As we passed an Art Deco building, I told him that it had once been a luxury hotel called the SeaCastle. It had fallen into a period of decadence, some hippies had painted it turquoise, and after that, everyone called it the SeaMonster. The SeaMonster had been, maybe still was, a navel of the universe. I had run into Lisa Bonet and Lenny Kravitz in the elevator. The apartments back then had been cheap, shabby, and ridiculously beautiful. Most of the building had fallen down in the big earthquake, but they had rebuilt it now, I guessed, and made it fancy again.

“I wish I could’ve seen LA in those days,” Nando said.

“It was fun.” I reminded my future, not-drunk self to never bring up the difference in our ages again, if there was an again.

We sat down on the sand and didn’t talk. A bright seam of foam unraveled, clung to the sand, dragged back. I felt my nipples pinch in that funny way they did when my milk was coming down. I’d had no intention of bringing my breast pump along with me on my journey of epic seduction, so now my boobs were going to turn into leaky baseballs.

Hot.

“Come here.” I patted the sand next to me.

“What?” he said.

“Come here, dummy head.”

He moved over and gave me a look that I could see even through the dark: I don’t know what any of this is about. I touched his hair. It was just the way I had imagined it would be, thick and full of air, like feathers. Yes you do.

I kissed him, and he kissed me back. It reminded me of the way he talked: listening, waiting, curious, responding.

“We can’t do this,” he said when we took a break.

“I think we’re doing it.”

“Perdita…”

“You aren’t attracted to me?”

“You know I’m very attracted to you. You’re married.”

“I don’t love Theo anymore. He’s an asshole.”

“Really? What does he do?”

“It doesn’t matter. I just hate him.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t want to be that guy.”

“A home-wrecker?”

He nodded. I turned away and wrapped my arms around my knees. The waves ran up the shore, growling, greedy, pulling back. The sky in LA was always the same dusty faded pink, like cloth that has been washed too many times.

“I know it sounds cheesy,” he said, “but I have this connection with you. I don’t want to mess it up.”

I lay back on the sand. He lay next to me on his side.

“So, you came to LA to seduce me?” he said.

“Yes.”

“That was brave.”

No, I thought. It was desperate.

I turned to face him. He traced my collarbone between the lapels of my jacket.

“You’re shivering,” he said. He put his arms around me, and we fell asleep.

In the morning, we walked to a breakfast place I knew from a long, long time ago, a tiny freestanding box across from a street of parking lots. The cook, the same man with gray hair, recognized me and nodded. Nando and I sat down at a booth by the window. I ordered a Greek omelet and he got waffles. We stared out the window at the parking lot.

“Why did we drink so much?” he said.

“I don’t know,” I said. I knew perfectly well, and so did he.

“I miss my dog,” he said.

“I’m sorry you lost George.”

“When was that earthquake? The one that destroyed the SeaMonster?”

“Are you fishing for my age?” I asked.

“No.”

“It’s none of your business.”

He said into his mug, “I already know how old you are. I told you I’m sneaky. I checked your ID when you went to the bathroom last night.”

His mentioning the bathroom reminded me that I needed to express my breasts, which were engorged and beginning to leak into my padded bra. I got up, went to the one-seater toilet, milked my boobs into the sink one at a time, like a self-milking cow, peed, washed my hands, and went back to the booth.

“I hate you,” I said.

“I’m twenty-six,” he said. “I don’t care what age you are. I was just curious.”

On the table, his phone went off, playing Darth Vader’s theme. Ba ba ba ba ba-ba ba ba-ba.

“It’s Charleigh,” he said, turning it off. “That’s her ringtone. She’s been calling, probably wants to know if I’m ‘okay,’ or something. I don’t ever want to talk to that girl again. I might change my number.”

“But you’re still NSA-ing her emails?” I could open my mouth just enough to get some omelet in, but if I moved my head in any direction, it would explode.

“I’m not even sad,” he said. “Just mad.”

“What’s Chicken Girl’s ringtone?”

“Xena: Warrior Princess.”

I made a face. He laughed and grabbed my hand across the table.

“I’m such a chump, Perdita. Charleigh’s parents had these obscene Christmases. They gave me so many presents it was embarrassing. So I used up my savings to buy her a pearl necklace to impress them. I gave that girl a three-thousand-dollar pearl necklace. And then she dumped me for being poor.”

“You’re not a chump.” I turned his hand over, stroked the calluses on his palm and the pads of his fingers. “Why does Charleigh live in Linda Vista if she can afford La Jolla?”

“She went to USD. She fell in love with the area.”

That made sense. I pictured Charleigh, ethereal as an elf queen, drifting along the buff-colored ramparts of the Catholic university, high above the valley and its petty commercial concerns.

“She’s also really into the feng shui up there,” he added.

I snorted and made a yuk, yuk, yuk face, and my head exploded.

He laughed, too. “I’m not kidding.”

“Really?”

I couldn’t stop laughing, and he laughed, and I laughed some more, holding my head together.

In front of my car, we hugged goodbye.

“Thank you for coming to see me,” he said.

“Thank you for having me,” I said automatically. I would not cry.

On the drive home, I thought about Chicken Girl and how Nando had become quieter around her. I wondered why he was so alone. I stopped at a rest stop bathroom and had to throw up in the toilet, and then throwing up made me pee my pants. I knelt on the tile listening to the other people flushing and washing their hands and leaving.

What could possibly have made me think that Nando would want to fuck with me, an incontinent housewife?

I tied my jacket around my waist and waddled to my car.

Theo returned from his skiing trip sometime after eleven. I was awake, of course, doubted I would ever sleep again, but I kept my eyes closed as he crept into bed.

Queasy, dehydrated dreams tormented my sleep. Chicken Girl was laughing at me, we were going around and around on a Ferris wheel, she and Nando were in a different car. When I woke up, the dreary, rejected feeling of the dream lingered in me as I made Atticus his oatmeal. I sat Honor on my lap and she grabbed mashed vegetables from a plate on the table and put them in her mouth. She, the sensualist, preferred real, tasty food over baby food, and she liked to feed herself, because spoons were slow and boring. I’d read a book by a French doctor who said that was okay. It was a big mess but I loved it—she was so easily pleased! I hoped she was always happy. I hoped my unhappiness didn’t bleed into her. How much did she know about me? The kitchen appliances were so loud, I could have laughed, the whole thing was so ridiculous. Me and the roofer.

The baby turned to look up at me, her shiny dark eyes studying and serious.

“Hi, Honny,” I said, smiling for her.

She reached up to feed me a fistful of regurgitated peas.






TODAY, FEBRUARY 3, 2010

I’m driving the kids to their swimming classes, zigzagging out of the neighborhood to get to the valley, when I see the white VW in my rearview. I must be paranoid. I didn’t notice it when we left the house. I stop at a red light, and when the Bug pulls up behind me, I check my mirror.

It’s Charleigh, wearing her green aviator sunglasses. I stare away, a salty metal taste in the back of my throat. What do I do? I can’t lead her to the YMCA, where the overly friendly desk clerks might give her a day pass, and she’ll follow us to the pool and shoot us.

Shake her! I goad myself. There’s the freeway ramp. What are you, a chicken?

I turn the wheel so fast the car wobbles, merging into onrushing traffic. As I speed up, I’m overcome by a familiar vertigo, a smack of metal against glass. I grip the wheel and will myself to drive straight. I’ve never been completely able to suspend my disbelief about this whole hurtling-through-space-while-surrounded-by-other-giant-objects-also-hurtling-through-space thing. Every single person has to be following the rules for it to work. Since I crashed my car a few weeks ago with Atticus in the back seat, phantom collisions keep stuttering through my vision, and I feel like I’m about to jerk the wheel to the right. I can’t trust myself not to hit someone out of repetition compulsion and have been highway driving only when necessary.

A truck rumbles up beside me, thrumming and vibrating, squealing for me to smash my car against it and kill my children and die. Now the 8 is coming up! They won’t let me into the lane! How do you know it’s okay to go? You just go! You just go!

Fuck it, I don’t even care. I’m not going to kill my family over this bullshit.

I stay in the exit lane and leave the freeway. We pass Hotel Circle, and I keep going, unable to do anything but drive straight. We drift through Old Town, a ye-olde-California-themed tourist park that Nando used to call Mexico World. Western facades, handicraft stores, mariachi bands. I end up in a public parking lot. For a minute I sit listening to my heartbeat.

What’s up? says Atticus’s face. Are you cool or…? Should I call Child Protective Services or something?

Honor’s eyes are huge; even her hair looks alarmed, spraying out of her head in a furry diadem.

Kids know shit. They know.

“Should we get churros?” I say. “Let’s get churros!”

Two minutes on the freeway have bought us an extra twenty minutes I factored in for local driving. I really need to work through this PTSD, I’m wasting so much time.

We walk to Bazaar del Mundo and get churros and hot chocolate from a little shop that’s always been here. I’m just trying to convince the kids, or myself, that this is normal. Stopping in Mexico World just for fun!

When we get back to the lot, I see a white Bug parked two rows away. Possibly a coincidence, but I’m not stopping to check. I hurry the kids into their seats. It takes so long to buckle them in, my exposed back feels ten feet wide. As I drive out of the lot, a car turns on, and the next time I check the rearview, the white VW is behind me. It’s still behind me when I get onto the road to the YMCA, and it’s there when I get off.

At moments like this, I feel sort of torn. Like my brother, I can go into paranoid spirals. It’s as if I caught the whip end of his OCD, maybe a family strain that got expressed more strongly in him. I try to keep my paranoia under control as much as possible. I can make whole red string charts in my mind. My mind is a red string chart sometimes. There’s a fine line between constantly scanning for danger and seeing danger where there isn’t any. I really didn’t want to believe Charleigh followed me to the park. Now I’m fairly sure she did.

In other words, the hard thing about being paranoid is that sometimes you’re right.

But hey, at least I was right.






AND SO IT HAPPENED

The morning after I returned from my epic, failed journey of seduction to LA, Nando emailed me a poem:


Fernando Acuña <fernandoAcuña@gmail.com>

don’t you see how totally crazy this is perdita. crazy.

i am having an emotional crisis. i could barely even speak last month

i was so miserable.

can’t you see how far down the rabbit hole all this is.

here is what will happen:

you and i will both keep making the wrong choices.

we will know that they are

wrong.

we will do it anyway because they feel good.

we will gorge ourselves,

and our lives will fall apart.

casualties caused. terrible ones.

we will stop being giddy (yes i am giddy)

and only fight.

you will just hate me.

can’t you see this happening?

i should be fucking at work.



He called me that night as the kids ate their dinner. I didn’t answer. Theo came home from work, went to the fridge for a smoothie, watched me over the rim as he drank it, and decided I was mad at him.

“Sorry my plane got in so late. It was delayed two hours.”

“It’s fine,” I said, checking my phone to see if Nando had left a voicemail. He started calling again. I switched it off.

An hour later, he emailed me another poem.


Fernando Acuña <fernandoAcuña@gmail.com>

I want

to take

Your

image in

plaster

your whole body

your face

(your hands

and feet)

your torso

the curve of your throat

(your collarbone and your jawbone)

and the shape

of your hair

it will not

represent you well i think

but it can

be touched

i want to speak to you.



I went up to the bedroom and texted him, Call me.

In a moment his LA number lit up. I waited three rings before I answered.

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” he said. “I might have changed my mind.”

“Oh, really? What if I’ve changed my mind?”

“Have you?”

I lay back on the bed and let silence drag for three seconds.

“No, of course not! Totally kidding.”

“When can we see each other?”

“Can you come down here?”

“Yeah. Saturday afternoon.”

On the stairs, Theo’s steps mounted with a heavy, complaining footfall, and Atticus’s feet trotted up beside him.

“I should go,” I said.

“It was great that you visited me. That made me really happy.”

“Why did you change your mind?”

He had a trick of making his voice come closer on the phone, so it sounded as if he were right beside me, whispering in my ear.

“Can’t help it.”

Theo sat on the living room couch, holding the baby on his knee and watching something on his laptop.

“I signed up for a guitar class,” I told him.

“You mean instead of yoga?”

“No,” I said, “in addition to yoga.”

“When?”

“Saturday at five o’clock.”

“This Saturday?”

“Every f-ing Saturday.”

“Why are you saying it that way?”

“Because every f-ing time I want to go out at night, you say it’s too hard for you to take care of your own f-ing children. So stop being so full of s—.”

Theo tightened his grip around the baby. “You always blow up everything I say, like I’m some kind of monster.”

He totally bored me. I took the baby upstairs, read her three books, sang her a Billie Holiday song, and put her down in her crib. Then I got into bed and replied to Nando’s last email:


I like your poems.





I spent the following Saturday morning completely losing my mind, treading time at the playground, trying to act normal when people talked to me. While Theo took the kids back to the park in the afternoon, I poked around in his Insurance Stuff file on the office PC. I found two photos of a naked girl. She was about nineteen, very pale, with long platinum hair, no pubes, and a cynical Slavic face. Her breasts were bigger than mine, about a B, with puffy, pink, pre-nursing nipples. She clung to a stripper pole against a white background, a piece of fishing net strung across her hips, looking into the camera with an expression that was neither seductive nor challenging, but more a frank acceptance. In the second image, she stared off and raised her leg to expose her bald pink pussy.

I sat tilting my head at the screen, trying to decide what her pussy reminded me of. Scar tissue. A Cuban sandwich. A sad, sideways little mouth.

Then I went upstairs to get a hand mirror and look at my postnatal vulva: mauve, overspilling, and surrounded by black tendrils, like a sentient alien plant. If the pink pussy of the girl on the computer seemed to be saying that it had gotten itself into a situation it did not fully understand, mine looked as if it were trying to warn a society that would not listen.

The first time having sex with someone new was always a sensory nightmare for me. It was as if I was resisting the loss of power to this person I was already halfway in love with, and everything about him suddenly overwhelmed me. The smells. The rituals. The textures. A sequence of events he liked. The noises he made. If he said something. If it was embarrassing.

Then there was the first encounter with the penis—what kind would it be? A tennis-ball canister? A shy little mushroom? A Leaning Tower of Pisa? A Japanese eggplant? A sort of ombré situation? And then what about the hair? Nando’s body hair? I liked the hair I could see, especially when he acted like he hated it. But how would I feel about the gorilla pelt that must surely cover his chest?

Then there would be an uncanny valley closeness to the whole thing, like a camera on a drone dipping too close to the earth. There was the person you knew before, and there is this person you are kissing, and they are two completely different people. Not to mention the one fucking you—that’s a whole different person. By the second or third time, either the sex infects my brain and I become obsessed with it, or else the whole experience gets much worse. I had a few one-night stands in my twenties, but that was just beer and masochism. I didn’t see the point of those at all.

I took the baby with me to Trader Joe’s and circled around taking tamale samples, the only thing I had been able to eat in two days. Objects shimmered in front of my face and dropped into my cart. The girl at the register who wanted to know how my day was going so far was spreading apart with the same molecular heat that was also a kind of beauty.

How’s your redemption going? she seemed to be saying. Does everything that brought you to this moment suddenly make sense?

“It’s going awesome!” I said, sounding way too enthusiastic even for Trader Joe’s. There was a long silence as my credit card went through.

“You have a totally cute baby!” the cashier said.

“Thank you! I really like her!” I said, rolling my cart away.

Something still could go wrong. Nando would change his mind again and decide not to come, or I would die in a freak accident. Or Theo would find out and kill us.

Theo could be violently jealous. I had only witnessed it once, during the unsettlingly long period between when we’d started hanging and when we had sex. I’d met him exactly five weeks and five dates earlier, at a bar where my band had played: a sporty blond guy who materialized through the crowd and just stood there, staring at me. I started talking to him, because he was just standing there, and afterward he kept calling and asking me to hang out. He would drive up from San Diego, a two-and-a-half-hour trip (at least), but he never made a move or asked to stay over at my place, would just crash at his brother’s in Pasadena. I decided he must be a closeted gay boy who needed a beard or a conservative Christian who wanted to save my soul, or both. Or just a rando. And that was fine. I kind of liked him and he paid for everything. After dealing with penniless creative types for ten years, I found it so cute, the dad-like way Theo would reach for his wallet; automatically, barely conscious he was paying. He didn’t talk much, but I liked that, too. Having permission to talk as much as I wanted made me feel like I was on ecstasy; vivacious and funny, saying whatever came into my head, telling him my theories, not censoring myself. He listened with seriousness and amusement and didn’t seem to think I was quirky. There was no aura or mystique of fate around him. I found it soothing.

This was during our fifth hangout, at a bar late at night after my waitressing shift. (That was another thing: Theo would wait until I got off work, no matter how late it was, and pick me up. It was all very odd.) While he was in the bathroom, I started talking to this other dude, a stand-up comedian. When Theo came back, I was laughing at one of the comedian’s jokes. Theo put his whole big tennis-player hand over the comedian’s face and marched him backward out of the door of the bar onto the street.

Theo is six foot three. The comedian just walked away.

I said, slightly terrified, “Why did you do that?” Theo didn’t even drink. (He thought alcohol made people act stupid, an assertion I found impossible to argue with and not remotely a reason not to drink.)

“I just wanted him to go away,” he said.

I had two thoughts in quick succession.

The first was, Oh. Theo likes me.

Then: Fuck. That’s really possessive and patriarchal, and I’m into it.

He kissed me on the street outside the bar and came home with me for the first time, and the sex didn’t damage my soul, and his breath smelled nice. After we did it, we wrestled around for a long time, like two puppies.

And while it freaked me out, honestly, at that point I was so tired of being in relationships with guys who said they were incapable of love and annoying stuff like that, it didn’t seem like the worst thing ever for Theo to have some aggression churning under his polo shirt. If he turned out to be a controlling abuser, I would get out. Hopefully.

After a couple of years with no signs of problems, I told myself it was a blip. I say that to my therapy clients sometimes: You got possessed by the devil. Everyone can be evil sometimes. That doesn’t mean you’re an evil person.

I knew Theo had gotten into some physical altercations as a teen. He’d started working out and training himself to fight, because La Mesa High School could be rough, and yeah, he’d mixed it up with some guys.

That was about as much as I could get out of him. He might or might not be the kind of man who snapped and killed his whole family. I didn’t think he was, but he was so damn mysterious sometimes.



That afternoon, as I was getting ready to leave, Theo was sitting on the living room sofa with the kids clustered around him, playing something on his laptop.

“What are you guys watching?” I said.

“A bear in a swimming pool.”

For a moment, I felt so sorry about everything. If Theo could only listen to me as if he were interested in what I was saying a couple of times a week, talk about his childhood, and not act like he was from another century, I could still love him, maybe. He was a good-looking man, middle age suited him. There were grizzled circles in the stubble on either side of his mouth and a haunted uncertainty in his pale eyes, like a detective in a Norwegian police procedural who just found out his dead wife was cheating on him. And now it’s up to him to find her killer.

“I’m leaving for my guitar lesson,” I said.

Theo’s mouth got tight and disappointed. “You’re going to miss the inauguration ball? I thought we would watch it together.”

“Sorry, I can’t miss my first class.”

I went to the office for my guitar and rolled my eyes at the owl witch on the wall.

It’s like…? The inauguration ball?

Honey, she replied. What a pendejo. This man has no new ideas.

Nando and I met at a modern bar in Mission Hills called Expressions. I picked it because I passed it whenever I went to my mother’s house, and it looked like no one ever went there. It had black metal furniture and a greenish strip-clubby light, and it smelled like a moldy fish tank. We sat on tall stools and held hands across a cocktail table. Being so close to my mother’s house had a falseness that excited me.

“You seem nervous,” Nando said. “Your hands are shaking. What did you do today?”

What did I do today? I was being a fucking weirdo at Trader Joe’s. I was contemplating shaving my bush, thinking about how much I hated the way a bald adult pussy looks, then compromising on a landing strip. I was running into Forever 21 to buy a pair of skinny jeans that kept slipping down my hips because they were so bizarrely low-waisted and stretchy.

“Nothing much. Hung out with the kids.”

“You have a perfect face,” he said.

“I bet you say that to all the girls.”

“Nope. You are the only person I’ve ever said that to.” A look of gobsmacked wonderment came over him. “They’re playing our song.”

I laughed because he was just as out of his mind as I was. It was “Dangerous,” by Grown Men.

“What happens now?” he said. “Do we fool around in my car?”

“I have an idea,” I said.

We got in his station wagon and drove through my mother’s neighborhood, passing modest-looking cottages with anal little gardens, Craftsman mansions with fences and porticoes made of smooth pink rocks, a Methodist church whose message board offered salvation, I’d always thought, a little too politely to convince anyone. I told him where to park, and we walked up the street holding hands, turning a corner past a tennis court where a lone fanatic hit a basket of balls. The November twilight was beautiful and diamond-clear, the top of the sky as blue as daylight, the cloud cover below heavy and violet, the horizon exploding with lemon-yellow light, as if the world were on fire. I pulled him off the sidewalk onto a collar of dirt and under the low branches of a mulberry tree. Then it was like entering a tunnel: A path drove straight down into the dirt, an old streambed full of the same big smooth rocks the people up above had used for their houses. To our left was a spiky wall of paddle cacti, to our right a forest of brushy trees dense enough to hide a person, a coyote, a chupacabra, anything. The path was dusty and slippery, and there were no lamps. I hadn’t realized how spooky it would be in the dark, like a bowl collecting the night inside it, swallowing whatever light remained, the pinkish radiance of the sky and the lit-up windows of the houses on the overhanging street.

The sound of talking erupted close by, loud but garbled, as if two people were having an argument under a bush. I stopped and Nando bumped into me.

Wah-wah-wah?

Mah-mah-mah.

“Acoustic well,” he whispered. “It must be bouncing down from the houses.”

Another step. Branches shook, leaves clattered and sighed. Dirt slipped under my feet. I fell screeching down an embankment and landed hard on my ass.

Nando scrambled to where I was. “Perdita! Are you okay?”

“Ow!” I said. “I can’t believe this was my idea.”

He laughed silently, sitting down beside me.

“Don’t laugh, I feel like we’re going to be murdered!”

He touched my hair. “We’re about fifteen feet below street level. I can hear civilization.”

Above us, people talked on a terrace or patio, classic rock jangled, and someone let out a scream of laughter.

“That makes it even creepier!” I wailed.

He kissed me. I lay down on the needles and leaves, and he nuzzled my neck, touched my breasts, circled my nipples through my T-shirt. We made out for a long time, scratchy stuff poking at my thighs from below and his erection pressing into my thigh. He took off my shirt and I took off his. His chest was covered in as much dark hair as I thought it would be. I began to squirm around and grind against him, and he pulled away to lie on his side, fishing in his pants pocket for a condom. He pulled it out and looked at me, and we laughed.

He reached over to unzip my pants, saying, “What’s with these tiny zippers on girls’ jeans? It’s like an inch long.”

“Yeah,” I said, “girls and their tiny zippers.” I had a counterfeit feeling in my Forever 21 jeans. Even in the dark, I could see his eyes reflecting my jealousy. Neither of us brought up girls and their tiny zippers ever again.

And so it happened that our affair, so agonizingly long in coming, was finally consummated in the canyon under the soughing of the trees, the lone fanatic’s tennis ball pocking against the clay court and bashing against the fence, the tinny, faraway rockin’ of “Rockin’ in the Free World.” I was too aware of everything: the awkwardness of that first penetration; the mechanical animality of what followed. I might have come, but it wasn’t incredible, more like the sound of a train whistle coming from a long way off. Nando’s face looked bizarre up close in the dark, thin and with an odd depth to it. But I did not feel that the sex had hurt me deeply or bruised my soul, and I especially liked the part where he’d said in a low, matter-of-fact voice, “I’m fucking you, Perdita,” and I’d replied, “You’re fucking me, Nando.”

The chest hair was alarming, but three weeks from now, it would probably be my favorite thing about him. I was in love with this man to an imbecilic degree; I would’ve kept fucking him even if he’d licked my face up and down and yipped like a coyote. Overall, the sex had been promising—more than promising—and if there had been nothing about it that made me want to spam his email, make a doll of him and burn it in effigy, or literally peel my skin from my body and leave it somewhere like a snake, then I would probably keep loving him, maybe forever.

I wondered what he was thinking. Probably nothing.

I started to sit up. He said, “Wait.”

“What?”

“I don’t feel good about you putting your clothes back on yet.”

He ran his hand along my hip, down my belly. He traced my clavicle. The curve of your throat…

“Okay,” he said.

The following Saturday, we drove around in his station wagon and ended up in the lot of the Junípero Serra Museum, right down the road from the park where we used to meet. We faced downhill, the valley radiating behind the lattice of the trees, headlights sweeping the back seat of his car as they turned the corner. This time when he fucked me, everything was different. I bit my lip, wanting to laugh. It was so good. I was nothing. I grabbed onto his shirt, wanting to die. I begged him to kill me, he was killing me, I died. He gasped like someone walking on hot coals: Ah! Ah! Ah!

That was cool. I liked that.

I hadn’t been able to see Nando well in the dark when we’d been in the canyon, which was part of the plan, and I hadn’t been looking at his penis. This time I took a squint at it, and he was hung. Not outsized, like a tennis-ball canister, but on the large side of average. That made sense. All those girls. Big-dick energy. All the worst stuff was real.

On the other hand, for the first time in my life, I might have had, or almost had, a G-spot orgasm.

We got into the front seats, and as we sat talking, a crowd howled in the valley. He remarked that it was some important football game.

“I hope you don’t mind missing it?” I said.

“I don’t care about sports. Just some dudes running around.”

“Omigod, they just keep running around!”

“I’ve been into you for a long time,” he said.

“I knew it! From early on, right?”

“From the moment I opened my eyes after I fell. I thought you were an angel.”

“No, you didn’t, shut up.”

“I did.”

“You have a nice mouth.” I touched his lips. “Your nose is amazing. I could look at it for days.”

“What? My nose is fucked up, I hate my nose.”

“How’d you break it the first time?”

“We used to ride around on these motorized dirt bikes when I was a kid. In the country, no one cares that you’re seven and basically riding a motorcycle. I wiped out on some wet grass. I hate my body hair, too. I would shave it all off if I could get away with it.”

I wanted to tease him—why couldn’t he “get away with” shaving his body hair? Wasn’t he being heteronormative? But I didn’t want him to shave it. I liked that he hated the way he looked; it was hot. He understood what it felt like to be a girl.



The weekend before Christmas, we met at a Starbucks in Mission Beach to give each other presents that cost no money. I got there before him, my heart fluttering with love for everyone and everything in the world. For twenty minutes I talked to a woman standing outside the window next to my table. She was wearing a hoodie over a baseball hat over a hoodie, and was very upset about the Wi-Fi there messing with her mind. I considered teasing Nando that he wasn’t that different from her, with his NSA fixation. But no. I shouldn’t say that. Things were getting worse and worse for him financially. The construction market kept tanking, and it was getting harder and harder to find work. It used to be so easy, he said, someone once gave him a job while he was standing in line at the Home Depot. Now he was bidding against big companies and selling off his belongings for food money. Everyone was scared. He thought about homelessness all the time.

I was scared, too.

I gave him my owl witch painting because we bought it together and I embedded it with the opposite of disappointment. On the back, I quoted Mary Oliver:

If it could it would eat the whole world.

He said, “We bought this together, didn’t we? Thank you for this beautiful art.”

I also gave him my favorite of Atticus’s bedtime books, The Wild Boy, because the wild boy reminded me of Nando. It was the true story of a little boy who was found living alone in a forest in France in the late 1700s, somehow having survived on his own until he was eleven or twelve. He had apparently had no human contact since he was a tiny child, as he couldn’t talk. Luckily for him, it was Enlightenment France, so instead of being put in a cage and displayed for the rubes, he was adopted by a physician and trained to be a civilized Frenchman. As it happened, the wild boy could read and write, wear a waistcoat, and use a knife and fork, but he could never speak.

Everyone has their wildness, but I felt Nando and I were wild in the same way: solitary, imperfectly adapted to other humans. We had each grown up locked in an intense relationship with a feeling, intelligent mother who tried to live as a free individual in the late twentieth century. We were small children in the foothills of the mountains, traveling through life with this brilliant, free woman. It wasn’t a cult, but it was. A small cult of one woman and one child.

Nando’s gifts to me were two dozen digital files, some audio, some audiovisual, that he had burned onto a stack of DVDs, among them Adam Curtis documentaries, Richard Dawkins lectures, and Rambo: First Blood, each labeled with a Sharpie in his jagged wild-boy handwriting. I kept the spindle hidden on the top shelf of my closet where I knew Theo would never be curious enough to look.

Afterward, we fucked in Nando’s car under a highway and strategized about going away together for a weekend. We talked about Obama again, then he fell asleep. I watched him for an hour. The curve of his nose. At eleven, I woke him up.





TODAY, FEBRUARY 3, 2010

In the evening, after the kids are in bed, Jill texts:

These two detectives came by to talk to me yesterday.

They were real nice

Very nice & personable, I agree textually.

They came by here too.

I went ahead and asked them if they thought she did it.

If she killed him.

Wow. You did?

They go, we can’t really talk about that.

Really? That’s all they said?

Yes.

What do you think that means?

It means she could have?

Right?

I don’t know. I don’t think they can really say one way or the other.

They were asking questions about Spencer.

Which kind of freaked me out.

WHAT???

No way.

I guess they found his contact on Nando’s phone

and his felony popped up and they had to look into it.

Ok gotcha.

Nothing to worry about then.

Hopefully.

Yeah. Hopefully.

I call my mother. She answers right away, as she always does.

“I have a question for you,” I say. “Do you remember if Spencer stayed with you last Monday night?”

I don’t mention that Monday was the eve of Nando’s murder. My mother doesn’t need to worry about that.

“Last Monday? Why?”

“I talked to him on the phone that night. I’m just curious if he was high.”

“Oh, he was. He was using the whole time. He got kicked out of rehab, by the way. He’s here with me now.”

“I just saw him yesterday!” I yell. “I brought him all these expensive Picante burgers!”

“It happened this morning. He had sex with another inpatient. He does that every time he’s in rehab. It’s his whole rehab MO!”

“What a dumbass,” I say.

“It’s actually pretty smart, if you think about it. It’s the easiest way to get kicked out.”

“I didn’t say he wasn’t smart, just a dumbass.”

“He’s back here now. I told him if he starts using again, he’ll have to go.” The direction of her voice changes, probably turning to give my brother a hairy eyeball. “I’m checking my day planner… I had dinner with Barbara… No, I remember now, he wasn’t here that night. He told me he was staying at a ‘friend’s’ house. I didn’t believe him—what?”

My brother is saying something in the background.

“He’s still saying he was at his friend’s house. Whatever!”

“Ask him the name of his friend.”

Another exchange. My mother gives an incredulous bark.

“Shamra?! That’s not a very convincing name!”

And possibly a Freudian slip, I think. Shamra: sham, hoax.

“Does that answer your question?” she says.

Shit.

“Yep,” I say. “Thanks.”

“He says hi, by the way.”

“Hi, dumbass,” I say.






MY SECRET SHAME IS YACHT ROCK

I hope I’m not trivializing Nando’s economic misfortunes when I say that they added a layer of desperation to our affair that somehow made it better. It was as if the international economy was conspiring against us. He felt doomed, I worried about him constantly, all we cared about was talking to each other and having sex in his car. The worst was when he’d get a handy man job from someone on Craigslist. He’d want to work through the weekend to get paid as soon as possible, and I’d have to pretend to go to my pretend guitar class. Trying to kill time in San Diego on a Saturday night was a feeling from my adolescence that still slightly retraumatized me. There was nothing to do but go to the mall. And a mall at night is a place that fills you with a special kind of sadness. The temperature suddenly dropping, people scurrying home, wind whistling through the Weztel’s Pretzels sign…

But it was okay, I told myself while killing time looking at every single pair of earrings in a Claire’s, it wasn’t like my adolescence, because I had Nando. Once he got paid for the handyman job, he’d come down and see me the next afternoon, often a Monday or Tuesday. Whatever day it was, I’d dump the kids with my mother, telling her that I was really getting into yoga. She couldn’t say no.

“More rice milk, pul-lease, Atticus,” my mother would say.

And Atticus would look at her like, Who the fuck are you, lady? What is your role here?

Oh well! The two of them could figure each other out. I needed to go get nailed in a Honda station wagon.

On those afternoons, it became a kind of science for Nando and me to find a place to meet where we could not possibly run into anyone we knew. Holes-in-the-wall, dumps, student bars, random cafés and Starbuckses, delis with tables, a Mediterranean market, the hot chocolate and churro place in old town, aka Mexico World. (Romantic, I thought; he hated it.)

Nando was concerned about getting caught, much more than I was. He said he had no desire to be Theo’s enemy. After having a beer or a coffee, we’d get in his car and drive around, taking arbitrary exits and following frontage roads, looking for a secluded place to park. For a town well-known to be sprawling, there seemed to be people all over the place, going in and out of convenience stores, knocking on the car window to ask if we had a cigarette, crossing the street with a determined falling-forward gait, as if they were struggling through a stiff wind. They reminded me of my father, the old version, when he was just a dude with a ponytail walking to a whiskey bar. They looked harried, wore too many clothes, and carried knapsacks in various sizes. Nando called them backpack guys. He was convinced that they were the first fallout of the financial crisis.

I watched his eyes follow them along the wide roads as we had our usual arguments about why he wouldn’t just let me pay for a hotel room, if I had the money. Wasn’t he being hypocritical? Would he have let me pay if I were a man and he were a woman?

“I’m sorry, Perdita,” he told me. “I need to hold a line. I can’t think about all the things I can’t afford to do with you. I will lose my mind.”

Once we tried to sneak into a canyon in daylight, but we saw a shopping cart and a bedroll and felt as if we were in someone’s living room.

Afterward, when I’d return to my mother’s house to pick up the kids, she’d offer me a glass of wine and start telling me all about her old boyfriends from the inter-husband period, when we were living in San Francisco. I enjoyed those evenings. It made me feel close to her that she was letting me be happy for a few hours, even if I was lying to her about everything and the kids were watching way too much TV.

The wine drinking confused me, since it had been against her religion when my stepfather was alive, that cold, strange man in his nautical-theme den. Did she lose her faith? And forget to tell me? I also suspected Botox, a whole other theological quandary. (If God wanted you to be able to move your forehead, was not that His will made manifest?)

And there was something else that had changed about my mother since her husband had died. There was a no-fucks-left-to-give feeling hovering around her that I found frankly terrifying. Maybe, during the decades when she’d been auditioning for the role of classiest Mission Hills housewife (everything had shoulder pads, even her bathrobes), her thirst for respectability had kept her ruthlessness somewhat in check. And maybe that was over now.

During those conversations in her kitchen, I learned what she had to say about those old boyfriends in San Francisco, men I remembered well, a string of Randalls and Chucks and at least two Johns who talked to me sweetly and took us out for restaurant meals. It was my mother’s one rule: I would never date a man who isn’t nice to Perdie. They weren’t always nice to her, but they were nice to me. One John sent me a lion dancer toy all the way from Shanghai, packed in paper confetti made from Chinese newspapers. Randall was a straight-up mime. One of her boyfriends, a noise artist named—I swear to you—Beirut Jerusalem, said my mother and I were like Marsha Mason and her daughter in The Goodbye Girl: a sexy single lady hustling in the big city while raising a wisecracking, preternaturally mature nine-year-old girl.

I found this story incredible. Me? A wisecracking, preternaturally mature nine-year-old girl? It was like the time Charleigh said I was metal, when I only felt like a squirrel.

On those evenings, my mother would inevitably bring up the same story about Beirut Jerusalem, one that clearly still hurt her. Apparently, he had dumped her by saying that “making love” with her was like “watching someone masturbate.”

“What?” I said. “That sounds hot! You were getting yours! Fuck Beirut Jerusalem!”

The 70s were vile, I texted Nando.

He wrote, Don’t hate the 70s!

What about platform boots?

My mother seemed to be regressing to an old fun mom I remembered from the years after my parents split up, when the two of us left our crappy little town in the beautiful mountains to live in a studio apartment in the Haight and sleep on a mattress on the floor. She was into every New Age fad, getting rebirthed, manifesting, wanting me to read the I Ching with her in bed. Perdie, I’m visualizing the body I want, and it’s Cheryl Tiegs with my head on it. A plaster mask of a saint she found on the street, a Spanish shawl draped over a lamp.

If anything, we are ethnically Californian. Be. Lieve.

Then she met a rich man in Acapulco. He was nice-looking, had a blond beard, and made her laugh. She wanted another kid—she was done with alcoholics, bums, and mimes. My brother was conceived almost immediately, in the Acapulco Hilton. We moved down to San Diego, and my mother converted to my stepfather’s Christian Science religion, which didn’t seem that different from the other stuff, as long as you never got sick.

“My sense of humor has gotten me in a lot of trouble,” she said. She leaned back in a chair, and the windows made little rectangles in her eyes. It was dark out, time to go back home and heat up some bullshit, but I didn’t want to. As long as I had the kids with me, Theo couldn’t really complain. Dude, get a burrito.

Then: Uh-oh! My mother would want to talk about my marriage. Her approach was behaviorist. She didn’t care about my feelings, or Theo’s childhood, or any of that shit. It was all about modifying his behavior.

“Hire a sitter! Make a reservation! Don’t ask him! Just do it! It’s cheaper than divorce!”

I wonder if my mother sensed something was going on with me back then, to be bringing up her old love affairs? Were there ways in which I was signaling to her what was going on? Did I seem too happy? Was she issuing me a warning about men?

Or about myself?

If Nando couldn’t meet me during the week, he would drive down on the Saturday nights when I was pretending to take a guitar class. The sex was obliterating, seemed to rob me of my identity. I was falling through the bottom of the car, the core of the earth, set adrift into the expanding vacuum of space.

The only thing I found odd was that Nando didn’t smell like much of anything, only laundry detergent. I didn’t mind it, but I didn’t quite understand it. Most people smell like something. I would think of him at the laundromat, putting coins in the machine, waiting with one of his anarcho-Marxist books, his legs crossed. That was hot—that he did his own laundry. I loved him so much.

Remember the feeling of this nylon roof under my fingers, I would tell myself as I braced my palms overhead to fuck him, remember the lights outside the window, remember that he’s playing “Cherry-Colored Funk.” Remember the way he goes, Ah! Ah! Ah!, sucking his teeth.

He would often fall asleep in the car afterward, exhausted from getting up early to work a commercial job in LA for a guy he hated. I didn’t mind; watching him sleep was a relief, the minutes elastic, so that I could sit inside them and study the shape of his nose and the freckles under his eyes. At eleven, I woke him up, and he drove me to my car.

All the time I wasn’t with him, I was watching another Perdita go about her days. She didn’t interest me. I was thinking about something else.

I’m fucking you, Perdie.

Nando, you’re fucking me.

Ah! Ah! Ah!

For Theo’s sake, I never tried to pretend that I was behaving normally. I would return home, where the lump on his side of the bed looked sullen and hurt, and I would feel less for him than I did for people on TV. I had lost the ability to care about his feelings.

“What about Theo?” Nando would ask me. “Do you feel guilty?”

“No. I don’t.” I felt rotten, like a rotting corpse, but I didn’t feel guilty.

“Do you think he knows?”

Nando’s attitude toward my marriage was funny. He would not allow himself to dislike Theo. On principle—on principle, you understand—he didn’t feel he had a right to dislike Theo, since he was the second party to the cheating. But he often encouraged me to come into my class consciousness as an emotional laborer and would give me pep talks about it.

“Theo is brainwashed by capitalism to devalue your work, which even if you think about it in purely monetary terms, does have a huge amount of value. Think about how much it would cost your family to hire a housekeeper, a nanny, an educational consultant, and all the other stuff you do.”

Or: “If you let Theo define your worth, then your resentment is all you’re living for. Nietzsche called that slave morality.”

It terrified me when Nando would start quoting Nietzsche, the refuge of embittered, disempowered young men since Nietzsche, and very much including Nietzsche. I wondered if this thing of us being friends was a little too much sometimes… if it didn’t hurt him to hear me talk about my husband.

Sometimes it worked the other way around. Nando would say something about a girl who was giving him the eye at whatever bar we were sitting in, and I would feel the hateful sting of jealousy. I never asked him if he was still seeing Chicken Girl.

But then one night, I called him and asked him if he would stop seeing her, and he said he would. Just like that.

I told no one about my affair. I didn’t want my friends to ask me if I was okay or offer me free avant-garde clothes. I knew they would be on my side no matter what, and that would have made me feel worse. I couldn’t stand anyone’s sympathy or support. I needed to deal with this madness on my own. A skank alone in her skankery.

Nando set up a secret Gmail account for us to use. He thought my Hotmail was insecure and very, very uncool. At night, we would message back and forth until one of us passed out, usually him. Being in a passionate affair, as it turned out, meant that I never slept at all. Since I was on a superhuman cocktail of dopamine, testosterone, norepinephrine, serotonin, oxytocin, and vasopressin, I didn’t need to!

“Are you staying up?” was the most Theo would ask, looking the way he did all the time lately, like someone impotently choking back his rage at the Department of Motor Vehicles. I had become mysterious, indifferent to him, and still unfairly vital to his plans.

“Yup,” I would say.

Then he would mount the stairs with a heavy, resigned tread that made me want to tear my hair out. His only recourse now was to be an immovable object, the same strategy Atticus would adopt when he didn’t want to leave a birthday party, dragging at my arm and weighing three times as much as usual. I slept on the sofa and started talking about building a private practice out of the house.

“Great,” Theo said. “Just in time for you to leave me.”

One night when I got scared about the future, Nando sent me a link to a 1979 video of Olivia Newton-John performing “Magic.” As she sang that she had known me since the beginning of time, I pictured Nando’s face layered over hers. They merged into one beautiful nonbinary entity, wearing a black-and-gold headband and a sparkly outfit. Was that a romper? They had daggers of dark rouge on their cheeks, feathered hair, smoky mascara, and Nando’s deep, sad eyes. With a little toss of their head, they sang, We have finally found each other through a million years and all the galaxies of dust. Do you be. Lieve?

I did believe. I thought it was a promise. I can safely say that watching that video ten times in a row was the happiest forty minutes of my life, and I am not kidding.

I messaged Nando:

Can you express this song in haiku form?

He replied:

Perdita it’s you

and me forever into

the disco future

Did Nando intuit that a very important part of my soul will always exist somewhere between 1977 and 1981? A smooth era, a time of unicorns, rainbows, and roller skates, the colors teal and burgundy. My mom and me reading the National Enquirer in bed, eating spaghetti with tomato sauce, and listening to a whole lot of yacht rock. My mother worked as a cocktail waitress, but on the nights she was home, we would listen to Bill Withers, Kool & the Gang, Steely Dan, Air Supply, and my favorite: Christopher Cross. Christopher Cross was a sweet, heartbroken tenor, big and haunted-looking, like a Renaissance castrato. He sang about riding, sailing, and leaving town. The happy songs sounded the same as the sad ones, which I thought made them extra sad. All he needed was a breeze and some shimmery music to take him out to sea.

By the way, it’s torture. To be that happy.





TODAY, FEBRUARY 4, 2010

Charleigh is across the street again. I open the living room window and take a photo of her with my phone. She’s wearing the same mirrored sunglasses and hoodie zipped up to the neck.

I hustle the kids into the car, reverse down the narrow drive and around the jog at the side of the house, and head toward Coronado. The VW is behind me when I turn onto El Cajon Boulevard and every time I check my rearview. She’s behind me all through Burlingame and Logan Heights. On the bridge, traffic is going fast, and I can’t see her. I pull up beside a truck, my vision splintering. I keep my eyes steady, hands gripping the wheel, the truck’s airplane-like hum screaming, Come on, hit me! You know you want to. On the Coronado side, I see the VW again, following me along the broad, quiet street.

I park in front of Daisy’s new place and sit watching the VW cruise by. Charleigh looks straight ahead as she passes. At the corner, she turns left. I wait until she’s gone and then get Honny out of her seat, then Atticus, and carry them on each hip. Five-year-old Atticus feels as heavy as an adult. I seesaw my way to Daisy’s door like a lopsided pack animal.

Daisy comes to the door, saying, “The twins were making slime, but I hosed them down—”

I shut the front door and set Atticus on his feet. He follows the sound of the TV into the next room. Honor follows him.

“Someone is stalking me,” I say.

“What? Stalking you?”

I peer out the curtain. Charleigh has circled around and is parked on the other side of the street.

I tell Daisy about Nando being murdered.

She gasps, “Your roofer? What happened?”

“The police don’t know who did it.”

“Oh my god, that’s terrible! That guy who came to your thing? The one who slept with his mother until he was fourteen?”

“His old girlfriend’s been sitting outside our house in her car every day for hours. And she followed me to the Y yesterday. Maybe the park the other day, too. That’s why I hit Winslow’s mommy’s car, I was totally freaking out. She’s right there across the street.”

“No way.”

I get my phone out to take a picture of Charleigh from the window.

“The stalking cop told me to take pictures. I’m supposed to document everything she does.”

“Holy shit! You talked to the stalking cops?”

“Jill called them.”

“You should report it.”

I sit down on the sofa, and Daisy sits next to me. There are boxes in various states of being unpacked from Daisy’s recent move. She’s wearing one of Ute’s shifts, in red-and-white gingham. It seems a bit colorful for the Sack und Seil brand. Maybe Daisy has had some influence.

I tell Daisy that Charleigh must have called me from Nando’s phone the day after he was murdered.

“It had to be her, right?” I say. “Who else would have his phone?”

“Dude. That’s not cool at all.”

“But I’m so confused, because wouldn’t the cops have taken Nando’s phone into evidence?”

“Maybe the murderer took his phone?” Daisy grips my arm. “Maybe the murderer is calling you.”

“That seems a little risky. The cops could trace his location.”

Daisy faces me sideways with her knees in front of her. We’re silent for about five minutes. Then she says, “He was super young, wasn’t he?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“That’s so sad. Wow.”

“He was an amazing person. I miss him.”

“I’m so sorry.” She scoots closer and rubs my back. “Are you okay?”

I expect to have my usual Pavlovian response to her asking are you okay? and start crying. But I don’t. I sit blinking and not crying. Am I cured of this now?

I tell Daisy about the police interviewing me. “They started talking about my brother, asking me questions about him. Probably because he has a prison record. He barely knew Nando.”

“Your brother seems like such a sweet guy. I’m sure they’re just asking questions.”

“This is too much. I’m going to call Charleigh.” I open my phone.

“You are? The stalker girl? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“What if I can help her? She doesn’t seem to be getting any mental health support.”

“No, fuck her anyway. Call the cops.”

“I’m not going to call the cops on her, after what she’s been through.”

“You’re not going to meet her in person, I hope? She could be dangerous.”

“I think I can handle her.”

I text Nando’s number:

I think we should talk.

The phone responds right away.

Ok.

Do you want to meet?

Why did I write it that way: Do you want to meet? It sounds too friendly. I should have left off the question mark.

Yes, the phone answers. Where?

I try to think of the most neutral place in town.

The Vons on Washington?

Shit, another question mark.

There’s a Vons there?

Yes. They have a little coffee bar.

Oh

I’d rather be outside.

I write, Ok, and then regret it. It seems impossible to sound tough in a text.

How about the Albertsons

We can talk in the parking lot.

Sure.

Fine.

What time?

3 tomorrow.

See you then.

See you.

I wonder if Charleigh feels the same way, about texting.

When the kids and I finally leave Daisy’s house, she’s gone.





MY MOTHER IS A STRAIGHT G

In those early weeks of my affair with Nando, the only thing keeping me from perfect happiness was the constant longing I felt to get away with him and spend a weekend together somewhere. If car sex with him was the best thing that ever happened to me, how much better would it be to fuck in a bed, to fall asleep together, to wake up and have coffee together, so time didn’t feel so wobbly and hard to hold on to? I wanted to know all the things about him you only know when you spend a whole day together, like if he flossed, and did he wear deodorant, and how he liked his eggs. Things that would have sounded too obsessive and motherly to ask. But if we went somewhere, it had to be cheap, because Nando was broke, and his cowboy pride wouldn’t let me pay for him.

Scheming about getting my mother out of her house so I could have sex with Nando in my old lavender bedroom, I would say things like, “You deserve a vacation, Mommy. When was the last time you went away?”

“What do you mean?” she would say, her eyes flashing at me across the kitchen. “I just went to Palm Springs with Barbara. Why are you asking me that?”

This bitch is halfway onto me, I’d think, and shut my mouth.

One day, Nando told me on the phone that my mother had called him because she needed some work done around her house. Theo must have given her his number. Nando needed the work badly, but he was worried that it would be unethical for him to take my mother’s money.

“Why would it be unethical? Because you’re my secret lovuh?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“I disagree. She has the money and you’re providing a service. It’s not like she’s doing you any favors.”

Not only that, I went on craftily, but the reason she had all her wealth was because of my stepfather doing some evil capitalist thing for a living. I never quite understood what my stepfather did all day in his nautical-theme den, but it involved moving money around, and it was definitely not good.

I don’t know whether this argument convinced Nando, but he took the job with my mother. If one of my hidden motives for promoting this plan was that I wanted him to spend more time in San Diego, it backfired, because I ended up seeing him less. When in town, he stayed at a 35-dollar-a-night youth hostel, and he hated it, hated everything about it, said it was noisy and full of cockroaches and hacky sack hippies. Between dealing with that and my mom, he was too exhausted to see me. I tried to be stoic. We had long IM conversations every night, and he would call me when he was driving around or eating lunch in his car. He didn’t say that my mother was difficult, but I knew. She was the kind of person who left picky Post-it notes around the house for her cleaning lady pointing out spots she’d missed. She grew on you, though. She would adore Nando; everyone did, and some of their politics overlapped. My mother still had some counter culture in her. I fantasized about her making him a kale-celery-apple juice in her kitchen and the two of them bonding over being angry at Israel and facial recognition technology. This was another secret plan of mine: my mother would become a replacement for Charleigh’s parents, and he would stop being sad about losing them.

That also backfired. But later.

In the meantime, he finished the job, my mother gave him a big, fat check, and he called to say that we were finally going to have our weekend away together. I told Theo I was visiting an old friend in LA.

Nando picked me up in El Cajon, the last edge of the city before the brown hills. Three weeks had passed since we’d last seen each other. He had the beginnings of a beard and was wearing a plaid shirt I’d never seen before.

I said, “Hey, mountain man. You grew a beard.”

“All the boys are getting them now. What do you think?”

“It’s fine. I just hate beards.”

“I do, too,” he said.

Housing developments grew out of the ridges of the hills like dragon teeth. He was playing Television’s Marquee Moon, that anxious little lick driving us forward into the desert. Ludda ludda ludda ludda la… He complained about the weather being overcast, the eerie pale-shadowed light. I liked it. I let my phone die.



I’d always hated the desert, wrapped up as it was in my mind with a cabin in the Anza-Borrego that Theo’s family owned, a cinder-block box full of rusty-springed cots with sand in the sheets and books no one wanted to read. Sometimes migrants broke in looking for shelter. The Vestergaards were old-fashioned Christians who had compassion for other people’s suffering, and they didn’t mind much; they kept water inside the house in case anyone needed it.

One time, a migrant broke into the cabin and left a note, which Theo’s mother asked me to translate for her with my social worker Spanish. The man had written on the title page torn from a Louis L’Amour novel called Ride the Dark Trail. His handwriting reminded me of my mother’s, a loopy, perfectly uniform Catholic-school script. The migrant said that he was terribly ashamed to break into the property of the family he addressed. He had been lost in the desert, getting weaker and weaker. It was so cold at night. He thought only of his ten-year-old daughter, Stefanie, and begged God he would survive for her sake. He was not a bad man, he had not meant for this to happen. Thank you for the water and the sweetened condensed milk. Sinceramente, Oswaldo.

I thought about Oswaldo all the time during that weekend with Nando, especially when we spent too much money on a fancy dinner at a resort, a glass room with the gray wash of the mountains all around us. Nando told me that growing up on the ranch, he had swung on ropes over gullies and found arrowheads in the fields. It was a dangerous childhood, but it was fun. His family were descendants of the Mexican ranchers who had been in the territory since before the Mexican-American War, mixing somewhat with the native and white populations. They were proud of their history, but they had been in the area for so long that they had lost most of their traditions. Anyway, ranching was hard work, and they were usually too busy to think about things like that. His mother had tried to reconnect with her indigenous heritage, and the two of them had spent a lot of Nando’s childhood driving around the Southwest looking at Pueblo ruins. His mother’s sisters and brothers thought she was hoity-toity and putting on airs, with her BA in anthropology. Nando liked seeing the Indian ruins, but he didn’t feel especially connected to them. It was the land around the ranch he missed, the irrigated fields stretching away to the mountains. It was an amazing place to be a kid, running all over, playing with dogs and goats.

He still sometimes returned to New Mexico to visit his best friend Dave, who was a murderer. Dave killed everything on four legs: javelinas, bobcats, coyotes, elks. Nando laughed and gave me a sad look: sniff. Dave carried two loaded handguns in his pants at all times.

“And he’s the nicest guy I know. Seriously. You would love him.”

“Why do you think he likes to kill so much?”

“Obviously some people are preparing for the race war, probably a lot of people. But most regular folks just like guns because they’re fun. They make you feel like a tough dude, and you can play shoot-’em-up in your backyard. You know the scariest guns? Assault rifles? Dave loves those the most. He let me shoot his AR-15. I hit everything I aimed at. I felt like RoboCop. It was fun! People like fun, Perdita.”

“I’ve heard as much, Fernando.”

I felt a stillness around his body, a deadness that came over him sometimes when he talked about New Mexico. He was estranged from his family there. That was why he had to help his mother die, I guessed; there was no one else for her to ask. And now he’d shared the story with me and no one else.

On Saturday, driving to Julian, a town that was famous for pie, he insisted we stop at an outdoor range so I could see what he was talking about—about Dave and people liking fun. We rented a revolver and shot at a paper target. A man with a round blond beard like a muffin propped his bulk against the wall of the building and yelled directions at us. “Check her sights, boss, check her sights! Never point a gun at anything you don’t intend to destroy, boss!” When the man’s mouth moved, he looked like he was eating the muffin from the inside out. We tried not to laugh. Neither of us hit the paper target even once.

The motel was just a motel. We walked away from it into the desert, sat against a rock, and talked until the sun went to the horizon and the sand turned cool and watery-looking, like the bottom of a shallow stream.

“You really believe this is all a simulation, like you told Theo?” I asked him.

“It’s not just me. A lot of very smart people think that’s what’s happening.”

“So it’s like the Buddhists say? It’s a game we keep playing over and over? They just keep our programs and erase the memory?”

“Could be. Maybe that’s why we recognized each other when we met. Maybe some memories slip by in the coding.”

“That’s almost romantic.”

“This thing with you is the craziest experience I’ve ever had.”

“Good crazy? Or bad crazy?”

I saw a lot of things happening in his eyes. Pain, wonderment, fear.

“Both.”

My favorite part of the trip was when he fucked me on top of the bureau in our motel room. I was wearing a skirt and didn’t bother about my underwear, I moved it over and watched him push inside me, his mouth open, panting, his eyes private and wild, like someone in a physical fight. The light from the window shone on him, and when he came, he closed his eyes and gasped.

Ah! Ah! Ah!

“You didn’t come?” he said afterward.

“I don’t care. I liked watching you come.”

“Can’t you watch me in the car?”

“No, dummy, there’s no light.”

In bed, I told him about a French movie my mother had taken me to see when I was thirteen or fourteen, in which two lovers chatted jadedly while they fucked, and then the man strangled the woman and dragged her body through a tiled patio to his sports car. The part that traumatized me, though—American child that I was—was not the brutal murder, but the way the couple talked during sex. Before that, I’d always imagined that intercourse must occur in a kind of swoon, an altered state, because otherwise, yuck. This was back when I got crushes on preppie boys. I think John Hughes movies ruined me.

Later, when I became interested in complicated, creative boys, I accepted that sex was the same as the rest of life, continuous with the scene before: a conversation, sometimes connected and fun, sometimes embarrassing and boring.

With Nando, it was as if I returned to my childish idea of what sex was, the swoon. I didn’t have to clear out my headspace or center myself in my body. I just got involved in the drama. I screamed, I came, I died. It was greedy of me, but I guess I wanted one thing in my life to be that easy.

On Sunday afternoon, as we drove back on the road close to the border, I plugged my phone into Nando’s charger, stared out the window at the brown hills, and fell mute.

“It’s beautiful here,” Nando said. “I don’t feel awkward when we’re not talking.”

I smiled at him. I didn’t think it was beautiful. I thought it was barren and ugly, and no one was supposed to live here unless they knew how to milk cactuses and hunt lizards, and I hated these brown hills especially. They made me think about Oswaldo, shivering in the cold desert nights, and I wondered if he had even survived.

My phone woke up with an abrasive squeak. Theo had left seven voicemails and texted, Call me, twice.

I watched Nando keep his face neutral as Theo and I made our brittle salutations.

“Why do you even have a phone if you’re not going to answer it?” Theo said.

“What is it, Theo?”

“Your mom had a heart attack in Fashion Valley. You should come home right away.”

That woman does not want me to be happy, I thought. Then, instant remorse. She would refuse treatment and die.

“Is she okay?”

“Yeah, they already operated. My parents and I visited her in the hospital just now. She seems all right.”

My mouth was hanging open. “She let them operate?”

“I guess so. I didn’t want to say anything.”

“Where did she pass out?”

“Uh… Nordstrom?”

“Nordstrom?” None of this made any sense. My mother never paid retail.

I called the hospital, but my mother’s line was busy. A good sign. I pictured her yakking away on the extension with one of her “gals.”

A few hours later, in the cardiac ward, I found her sitting up in bed with her earphones in, no doubt listening to an audiobook about female suffering and redemption.

“Perdie!” she yelled. “I have so much to tell you!”

“Mom, your earphones.”

“Oh!” She took them off. Her eyes were puffy, her hair deflated. But I liked her without makeup. She seemed fragile, three-dimensional. She actually looked happy. I perched on the edge of the bed and held her hand.

“So, your father called,” she said.

“What? The Monk called you?”

“He told me about his monastery! It sounds wonderful!”

I studied her. Why so magnanimous? Had she had a white-tunnel experience or something?

“Anyway, did Theo tell you? I fainted in Saks Off 5th! Out like a light! They said it was a malfunction in the heart valve.”

Saks Off 5th. Of course. It was so like Theo to get that detail wrong.

“Er… and you let them operate?”

“I was unconscious, they couldn’t ask me. If they had, I would have said no.” She looked solemn. “God saved me.”

I almost laughed out loud.

“Which reminds me,” she said, “where were you?”

“I’m sorry. My phone ran out of juice.”

“Are you having an affair?”

“What?”

“Are you having an affair?”

“What?”

“I knew it!”

I couldn’t lie. I would not have put it past my mother to have a second heart attack on purpose.

“Who is it?” she demanded.

“No one you know.”

“Oh, I know. It’s that carpenter you had me hire. I followed you.”

“You did what?”

“I knew darned well you weren’t going to yoga.”

“You followed us?”

“Yes, Perdie, I followed you. Saw you meeting up in the park, driving all over the place in his car. The whole shebang!”

“You were supposed to be watching my kids!”

“Well, Patricia watched the kids!”

“You made your housekeeper watch my kids? That is so exploitative! Patricia is not a babysitter!”

“Don’t lecture me about morals!’ ” she yelled. “You’re jeopardizing everything for this creep who has no money!”

“Unlike you! Who married for money!”

“I did not marry for money!”

“How many times did you follow us?”

“Trust me, I got the gist.”

“Ew!”

I didn’t want to think about my mother seeing our limbs flying around the car windows, but I was not as shocked as I might’ve been. It wasn’t the first time my mother had followed me. When I was eight and we were living in San Francisco in the vile ’70s, I didn’t want her to take me to school, so she trailed me there on the trolley, like somebody out of The French Connection. She did that every day for months. One day, a woman dressed all in blue and under the influence of some malign force or another set upon me, shrieking that she was a witch and was going to eat me. As I stood there, paralyzed, my mother swooped out of nowhere and hustled me the rest of the way to school.

When I asked her where she had come from, she said, Oh, I just happened to be passing by.

During our wine-drinking nights, she had fully copped to following me throughout third grade, and I respected it. But I was a child then.

“How dare you follow me,” I said.

“Well, I did!” She flung up an arm, but with more lassitude than usual. “Your carpenter is a creep!”

“He’s not a creep! He’s the best person I know!”

“He’s a pompous ass!” Up went the arm.

Apparently, she’d had some kind of fight with Nando, possibly a dispute only she was aware of.

“I’m going to call that pompous ass! I want to talk to him!”

“You better not!”

“Oh ho! You don’t think I will?”

“I’ll tell him to block you!”

Later that night, logging into our secret Gmail account, I messaged Nando to ask what had happened between them.


NanAcu007: Your mother is a street fighter.

NanAcu007: We butted heads over some details.

NanAcu007: I didn’t want to say anything.

Me: Well she has lost her fucking mind.



I told him how she had been following us during our assignations.


NanAcu007: You think she’ll tell Theo about us?

Me: She would never do that.



He was right, she was a street fighter, a gangster. She would keep omertà.

But as soon as I’d said it, I wasn’t so sure.

When I called her the next day, she picked up right away. Suddenly, Theo was a good man and I shouldn’t give up on my marriage.

“I told you, men need to be trained!”

“But, Mom, I don’t want to train Theo! I already have two kids I need to teach all their emotional skills! It’s fucking exhausting!”

“He doesn’t cheat on you, does he?”

“I don’t care. I don’t like him anymore.”

“You don’t like him anymore? Oh! Well! You don’t like him anymore. Tell me, what do you think is going to happen with that pompous-ass carpenter?”

“I love him.”

She shifted into another gear. “You’re a very selfish girl. I’m ashamed of you! I can’t believe I raised such a selfish girl!”

I knew that she had no idea what she was saying. She had five sisters; her rage was an out-of-body experience. She started to cry with sipping noises that made me feel guilty for no reason.

“Hih! Hih! Hih! It’s my fault. I should never have left you with your father that time. It changed you. Hih! Hih!”

I rolled my eyes. “What are you talking about, Mom?”

“That time I went to Mexico with Randall, it changed you.”

“Oh, right. Six months at my father’s house changed me.”

“You lost all your self-confidence. Hih! Hih! Hih! I was a bad mother.”



One morning that winter, I drank four cups of coffee and emailed several professional contacts to tell them I was starting a private practice. They called my bluff, sending me patient referrals so quickly that I had to clean out the office, dust off my collection of neutral A-line dresses, and buy myself a goddamn laptop and billing software, like a grown professional woman.

I wondered if it was really a good time to be taking responsibility for other people’s mental health, when I felt like an out-of-control skank at all times. But the practice was actually good for me. Forced to discipline my mind, be somewhat groomed, and stay on my game for a few hours a week, I had one thing over which I exercised some control. I fantasized constantly about saving Nando from the nightmare of his life, supporting him through college. I could do anything for his sake.

One night when Theo picked a fight about the house being dirty, I shouted that I should be paid a salary for my emotional labor. Theo looked at me as if my head were spinning in circles like the girl in The Exorcist.

He left the room, and I followed him around the house.

“If you can’t afford to pay me, then you should probably be really nice to me, because I’m doing all this hard work so you can have a family, which is something you said you wanted. And you’re right; this place is a mess.”

“What’s going on with you?” he said, cornered in the office. It was the first question he’d asked me in months that sounded like an actual question.

“What do you think is going on with me?”

“I don’t know.”

“I just want to be married to someone who cares about me.”

“I care about you.”

“Then act like it.”

I left him alone and went to the living room to message Nando.

A while later, Theo stood in the doorway.

“Are you staying up?”

“There are dirty dishes in the sink,” I said. “If you need something to do.”





TODAY, FEBRUARY 4, 2010

After dinner, I get a string of texts from Spencer:

Yo

I’m at moms

That woman scares me sometimes.

I think she killed Nando.

I’m not kidding.

She hated that dude.

You know that right?

Yes, I know.

She thought he was a pompous ass.

He wasn’t a pompous ass. He was amazing.

Tell that to her.

The last time we talked you accused Jill.

???

I never accused Jill.

Yes you did!

When was that?

Last Thursday

When we talked on the phone.

You said she had a “dark side.”

I was high last week.

Jill didn’t kill anyone.

Oh right.

Theo is playing with the kids, and I’m in my home office, once again trying to catch up on patient notes. The plausibility of Spencer’s accusation aside, he’s right about one thing: If our mother decided to kill someone, she would definitely get away with it. She would have a plan, a very serious plan, involving bullet points, research, mental discipline, and mastering some new skill no one suspected her of having. The plan would be typed out, memorized, and then chewed up and swallowed. Getting caught would not be part of the plan.

I’m looking out of the window at the glowing twilight. A pale blob sits on the fence between Jill’s house and mine. I put on my glasses and lean across the desk to look at it. It’s a small, round-bodied owl, a pretty creature, white and brown, with two feathered ridges rising on either side of its head, like a greaser hairdo. Maybe my lenses, gleaming inside the house, look like enormous bird eyes, because it seems to stare straight back at me.

The sound landscape outside the window suddenly pops into my consciousness: Songbirds are making a racket. They’re sawing and chirping, crows are squawking. Nando mentioned this once, at the pawnshop, when smaller birds harass an owl. He said that crows and owls are natural enemies. The eternal battle, predator and prey. Nature, red in tooth and claw.

Now the cries of the birds begin to get in rhythm with each other, like jazz musicians tuning up. It merges into a strobing pattern, a harsh, mechanical sound, like an air raid. An alarm. Maybe this is where alarms came from—the birds screaming together in the trees. Danger! Danger! Get out of here, shitty owl!

What should I do? I can’t have the crows kill the owl right in front of me. Then again, if it’s red in tooth and claw, it’s red in tooth and claw. Maybe it’s none of my business.

The owl merely looks irritated, two black tufts making a brow-like V over its eyes. But that doesn’t mean anything; its face wasn’t designed to show fear.

Are you okay? I ask it telepathically.

Not great, it says. These fools just love to annoy me.

I’m reading about mobbing on the internet. Apparently, it’s a behavior in which smaller birds try to scare you away from their breeding grounds.

See, I hate that, when scientists try to claim that everything we do has some evolutionary purpose. Does everything you do have an evolutionary purpose?

He sounds like Nando. In my heart, he is Nando, come in owl form to visit me.

I say, Maybe the other birds just need to tell you how they feel.

He stares at me. Fair enough. I do eat their brains.

I would laugh if I weren’t so worried that the crows were going to peck him to death.

My phone lights up; my neighbor Jill is calling.

“I was just wondering how Spencer was getting along in rehab,” she asks me.

“I’m sorry to tell you this, but he already got kicked out.”

“How’d he manage it?”

“Sex with another resident.”

“Yeah,” she sighs. “That sounds about right.”

I feel guilty. Like their whole sponsor/sponsee relationship is kind of my fault.

“I’m meeting Charleigh tomorrow,” I say, almost as a consolation for her. I tell her about our assignation at Albertsons.

“I don’t know,” she says. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? She might not be a full-blown stalker, but she’s kind of acting stalkerish.”

“We’re meeting in a parking lot in the middle of the afternoon. I think it’ll be all right.”

“But isn’t that the time of day when it gets real quiet at the Albertsons?”

“I think Charleigh is just acting out. My real worry is that she’s not getting any mental health support.”

“Oh wow,” Jill says. “I should have thought of that, that she needs mental health support. Now I feel kind of bad.”

“There’s an owl on the fence,” I say.

“What fence?”

“The picket. It’s right outside your living room window. There’s an owl sitting there, and the birds are mobbing it. I’m afraid it’s hurt. Do you think there’s someone I should call?”

“Well, shoot. I’m looking at it right now.” We wave to each other from our windows. “Isn’t that a beauty? I’m going to ask around. I know an owl guy.”

“Thank you, Jill.”

Later, as I’m doing the dishes, my mother calls, wanting to know if I’ve heard from Spencer. She hasn’t seen him since this morning, and he won’t answer his phone.

“I won’t have him here if he’s using,” she frets. “I can’t handle him smoking crack in my house.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. It must be so hard to see him that way.”

“There are limits,” she says.





STILL THINK SHE’S PERFECT?

One time during the mad weeks of our affair, Nando asked me what I’d thought of Charleigh. We were talking about the time she had come over to our house with her gluten-free cake. I said I thought she seemed like a perfect girl, by which I meant that she was someone who felt driven to do her best all the time. I guessed that the inside of her head was probably a painful place to be. It had hurt my feelings when she’d said that I’d caused all of Atticus’s problems in life by giving him antibiotics, but she was probably even harder on herself. And of course, she hadn’t meant it that way. People say shitty stuff to mothers of small children all the time.

There was a silence on the line I could not read.

Late that night, Nando forwarded me an email that Charleigh had written about me when he and I were meeting in Presidio Park to pretend to play music and mostly talk.


Charleigh Perry-Sachs <cpshealing@gmail.com>

Perdita wants you. She will do anything to have you in her bed. Can’t you see how desperate she is? She’s a miserable wretch. She doesn’t even care about her child, I saw the garbage she was feeding him. She hates her husband, that’s obvious. She’ll do anything to get you. Stop being so naive. I feel disrespected and made to look like a fool.



I read the letter over and over, stung and oddly flattered. I was interested in the old-fashioned formality of Charleigh’s writing. It seemed to confirm my initial feeling about her that she was highly identified with an older person. I had looked up her family and found out that her father, the Hollywood showrunner, was a Polish Jew who had survived Auschwitz as a tiny child. I thought it must be hard to live up to someone like that, someone who was a legend, one out of a million, already an old man when she was born.

And not for nothing, but her father looked like Nando. A lot like Nando. The same sad eyes.

But why did she call me a “wretch”? Why not a bitch or a cunt? Was she such a good feminist that even in her lowest moment, she refused to use a misogynist epithet? Or was “wretch” really the right word for someone like me: a peasant, a lowlife? A hag selling shoelaces on the street? Was I starving for things I didn’t deserve, things I could never have?

It was almost as if I had a relationship with Charleigh, this rich, anointed Hollywood girl, and even as she was calling me names, it was kind of exciting. And that made me see how amazing it was for Nando to have been chosen by her, when he was just some kid from the middle of nowhere, New Mexico. Being dumped by her must have made him feel even more doomed and alone because he’d really believed for a while she and her parents were going to be his new family.

And underneath all that, I knew she’d won. Charleigh had won that round.

I texted him:

Why did you send me this?

Still think she’s perfect?

Then, for an entire Friday afternoon and evening in April, Nando disappeared, his Gmail ball black and unavailable, my seventeen texts to him unanswered.

On Saturday, he was still missing, still on black. I groped around the kitchen, getting the same feeling I had when I blow-dried my hair, like I was being punished and time wasn’t moving, all my memories were implanted and there was no future. I left the house to pretend to go to guitar class, drove around downtown, and ended up in Horton Plaza, a pastel postmodernist mall where I used to hang out as a teenager. I wandered the gloomy, asymmetrical levels in the dark, drank a papaya drink, shopped the sale racks at the Gap, and restricted myself to checking my phone at fifteen-minute intervals. Nando’s Gmail ball was black, black, black, black, black, black. The shops closed and the workers began to leave through the spooky Escher-like ramps.

“Home already?” Theo said from the living room sofa.

“Class got out early.” I just wanted to go upstairs and watch TV.

Late the next afternoon, with the instincts of a cat, Spencer began texting me:

Listen Boo

I need u 2nite

It’s freestyle open mic at the Jynx club

Represent

This could be my time to shine

He was back living at our mother’s, doing pretty well, from what I’d last heard, before my mother and I had stopped talking.

I wrote,

I thought you said you were over hip-hop

because nowadays all they rap about is champagne and Rolexes and u can’t relate as a disenfranchised felon?

Disenfranchised?

As if I would ever VOTE!

LOL LOL LOL!!!

I texted him back that I would be there. The moment I made other plans, Nando would have to reappear, just out of the contrariness of the universe.

At seven o’clock, Spencer started in again:

Where u at?

When can u come out?

Meet me in front.

Holler.

This was a good sign. When my brother is sober, his OCD kicks in, and he is extremely punctual. And there he was, in front of the Jynx Club, talking to another white dude wearing shorts so long they were really culottes.

“Perdie, yo. This is my man Dougie.”

Dougie had a broad boyish face and a close-cropped head. He and Spencer both wore band T-shirts and silvery, architectural sneakers that looked like a new European museum.

“Dougie is a crunk artist,” said Spencer. “He’s very talented.”

“Nah,” said Dougie bashfully. “It’s just a hobby.”

“That’s amazing!” I said. I hadn’t the faintest notion what crunk was.

Inside, another guy in ambivalent shorts rapped about life on the streets of Encinitas. I sucked down a gin and tonic too fast and then drank a second more slowly. If Nando was dead, who would tell me?

The band took a break from yelling.

“I’m nervous,” Spencer said, standing on the street with Dougie and me, smoking a Parliament.

“You’ll be amazing!” I said. “You will shine.” The streetlight was oscillating in and out of phase, green over there, red over here, like a faulty Star Trek transporter. Two gin and tonics on an empty stomach. I was beginning to suspect that Spencer wanted to fix me up with Dougie.

“So, what’s been going on with you?” Spencer asked me after some silent smoking. “You haven’t been calling me.”

“I’m having an affair,” I said.

His eyebrows shot up. I felt satisfied: to surprise him, for once.

“Oh, hella,” he said. “With whom?”

“Nando. The roofer?”

“My guy with the soulful eyes. I get it: He’s ‘fixing your roof,’ he’s young and virile. Good for you.”

“I love him,” I gushed. “He’s amazing.”

“Aww,” said Dougie. “That’s nice.”

“Does Theo know?”

“No. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“Theo’s a buster,” Spencer said. “Fuck that dude.”

“He’s not that bad.” Why did I feel protective of Theo? “I mean, he is a buster,” I revised. “But he’s innocent. An innocent buster.”

The two men finished their cigarettes, possibly having a moment of fellow feeling, if not for Theo himself, then for cuckolds in general.

Back inside, Spencer had his moment:


My mama’s sophisticated, far from quaint—

She’s got a natural talent, she loves to decorate

I’m proud to have come from her womb

When she steps in, give the girl room.

She comes from Cali

But not from the Valley,

All the things she done for me

I couldn’t even tally.



“You shined!” I cried. Shone?

I ordered another gin and tonic. My memory of the rest of the night is impaired. I do recall Spencer saying that they would drive me home in Dougie’s car, I’d better get mine in the morning. I apologized for being drunk and confessed that Nando had been missing for two days.

“Does he use?” Spencer asked. “Is he a binger?”

“No, no, nothing like that.”

As blotto as I was, I could feel the skepticism of his silence.

Dougie said, “Maybe he had his phone, computer, and everything stolen. That happened to me once. They jacked all my shit from my trunk when I was at this girl Shannon’s place.”

“But he could call me from someone else’s phone!”

“But like, how would he know your number? No one memorizes.”

I did. I memorized.

“You’ll hear from him tomorrow,” said Spencer. “I promise.”

“You’re making me feel better! You guys are so awesome!” I was ridiculously relieved that there were still girls named Shannon.

On Monday morning, Nando sent the following texts:

I just got out of jail

What has my life come to?





TODAY, FEBRUARY 4, 2010

Before I go to bed, I check on the owl. It’s still there on the fence, the spotlights from Jill’s garden lighting it from behind. It looks like someone caught in a night-vision camera, eyes shining, mortified to be in this situation. I’ve tried calling wildlife services, but no one has returned my messages, and Jill hasn’t been able to reach her owl guy. At least the smaller birds have left it alone, for now.

I lie down for a while, but I keep thinking about my brother being on the street again. Again. I go downstairs, shove my feet into some clogs, get into the car in my T-shirt and boxer shorts, and drive around downtown looking for him on the strip where the junkies hang out. I don’t see him. I drive home and check on the owl. It looks the same.

Then I remember: I borrowed some Ativan from Daisy today.

Yippee! I take one, and soon I’m drifting away.






WHAT HAS MY LIFE COME TO?

In April, after disappearing from our secret Gmail for an entire weekend, Nando finally called me on Monday morning. He’d been stopped on Friday for not wearing a seat belt. There had been an older traffic violation he hadn’t taken care of, and lacking the money for bail, he had spent the weekend in jail.

I sat in the garden, watching the kids play as we had a conversation full of pauses. Nando didn’t want to talk about what his life had come to; he wanted to quote Nietzsche and explain how Obama’s Guantánamo policy was a deliberate strategy to alienate the left.

“Why won’t you let me help you?” I begged him. “I’m making money now.”

“I think you can understand that after what happened with Charleigh, I have to know I can figure shit out on my own.”

“I really want to help—”

“What if I died?” He said this with no emotion at all. “Would you stay with Theo?”

I knew he didn’t want me to protest that nothing bad was going to happen to him. Our deal was that we were honest with each other.

“I would probably get divorced,” I said in a lowered voice, “but I don’t think I would ever date again.” Atticus was dumping piles of mulch on Honor’s lap. Any minute now she would eat a piece. Whatever, it was organic. “Middle-aged men all look like perverts to me. I know that’s a terrible thing to say. If a man said he was turned off by women his age, I would think he was a douche.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because this middle-aged guy trapped me in a room when I was thirteen?”

“What happened?”

“I mean, nothing really happened. My mother went to Mexico with a mime, and I stayed at my dad’s for six months.”

“Your mom went to Mexico with a mime?”

“They were mime busking. She was different then. Anyway, there was a party at my father’s house, and I was hanging out in this kind of upstairs TV area, and this man was talking to me, and he said he wanted a tour of the house. It didn’t make sense—‘a tour of the house’—it was a regular split-level ranch. But I had no idea how to say no to an adult. You weren’t allowed to back then. That’s why our kids are defiant little shitheads now, so they don’t give pedophiles house tours.”

“Yeah,” he agreed.

“When we got to my father’s bedroom, the man closed the door and said he wanted a kiss. He was, like, this dude in his sixties with a walrus mustache. I knew I would rather die than kiss him. We kept arguing about it, and the whole time I was eyeing the bathroom, wondering if I could run to it and lock the door before he grabbed me. Finally, he said, ‘Just give me a hug, then, and I’ll let you out.’ I was exhausted from arguing with him, so I let him hug me, but it was gross and I kind of dissociated. I remember him kissing my neck and feeling his mustache brushing my cheek, and he goes, You make me feel young again. I thought that was so lame. Being thirteen sucked so hard. Then I peed on his shoes. A lot of pee. He was surprised. He let me out, and I ran to my room and locked myself in.”

“You peed on him?” Nando laughed. “That’s awesome. I’m proud of you.”

“It wasn’t a big deal,” I said. “Nothing really happened. But the thought of having sex with gray-haired men still makes me want to throw up. Was there something like that for you? Like, the first time someone let you know you weren’t a human being to them?”

“Sometimes people were aggressive with me, especially when I was a teenager. They’d kick me out of stores and stuff.”

I said I was sorry, and we were silent. I decided not to tell him the rest, which was sort of sordid and not really a story: how the next day I told my father about the man trapping me in his room, and he said, Ah good, so nothing happened. I didn’t intend to tell my mom, I knew she’d freak out, but when she called from Mexico, she heard something in my voice and got it out of me. She yelled at my father to take me to the police to file a report. The police station was the last place either of us wanted to be, I was embarrassed to death, and they couldn’t do anything since nothing really happened. But the policeman was angry, at least; he said he’d keep an eye on the man. A few weeks later, when I came home from school, some detectives were talking to my father, and he sent me upstairs. Later he told me that Barry, the man who trapped me in the room, was dead. He said it was heart failure. Barry seemed so old to me that it made perfect sense that he would have heart failure.

But later I wondered, why had there been police detectives at my father’s house? What if my father gave Barry some coke mixed with rat poison or ground glass?

Probably that’s just my fantasy. My father couldn’t care that much. Not enough to put himself on the hook for murder.

Nando said, “I will go back in a time machine and cut off that man’s dick for you.”

“Thank you.” I laughed. “What a nice offer.”

That was all I’d ever wanted, an unrealistic promise of petty revenge. Even if nothing really happened.

After that, Nando couldn’t see me for two weeks, working to return the money he’d borrowed from a payday lender to cover his fine. It might as well have been two years.

I remember very little from those weeks except my obsessive sexual reveries, the loop I played all day and night, like a porn addict. Ah! Ah! Ah! I’m fucking you, Perdita. My memories of sex with Nando were the only thing keeping me alive, and they were killing me. I couldn’t focus enough to parallel park. I drifted off at lights and got honked at, braked too late, or forgot to check my blind spot on the highway.

Sorry, I’d mouth to another driver who’d speed up to get a look at my piece-of-shit face. Sorry not sorry. I stopped eating and brushing my hair. I felt like a little hollow-eyed Edward Scissorhands.

Then Nando couldn’t pay his phone bill, they shut it off, and he could only message from his computer. Maybe he wasn’t real, after all. I had told my brother about my affair, but that was the same difference, because my brother was also not very real. There were years at a time when he didn’t seem to exist at all.

Finally, Nando bought himself a cheap flip phone and sent me his new number. I went to the bank, emptied my private savings account, two thousand dollars, and had it made into a certified check. The next time we met, I spent hours begging Nando to take my money, arguing that if he really was a Marxist, he should accept it, under the principle “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need.”

He seemed to like that; anyway, he took the check. We drove around and fucked in the service lot of a strip mall with the Japanese supermarket and a Ross Dress for Less.

Afterward, as we were talking in the back seat, a cop pulled up and shone his flashlight into the car. Nando and I both knew, without either of us saying it, that I would protect him.

“I’m so sorry, Officer,” I said, in my very w-hitest tones. “We were just talking.”

The cop appraised me for a moment, then said, “Well, you’re trespassing. I’m going to ask you to go ahead and talk somewhere else.”

After he was gone, Nando and I turned to each other and laughed, the shock wave of what could have happened passing over us.

“He thought I was a sex worker!” I said.

“That’s all I need,” he said, “to get arrested for solicitation.”

One day in a Salvation Army mirror, I found my very first wrinkle, bracketing the left side of my mouth. I traced it. A laugh line, or maybe my father’s kink.

I kept turning down playdates with my friends, apologizing that I was busy with my new practice, which was true but mostly a lie. It seemed as if Ute and Daisy had been hanging out without me. Daisy’s twins were in giant photos in the window of Ute’s new store in La Jolla, wearing her children’s line, Kinder Sack. It made me feel jealous and relieved. Well, I thought, if I couldn’t be a good friend, at least they were doing the friend maintenance for me.

One morning when Honor was napping and I was buried inside my secret Gmail, rereading my old IM conversations with Nando, my mother called to tell me that Spencer had almost died. They always said that—“almost died”—every time he overdosed. It made me angry, somehow. Wasn’t that the definition of an overdose? Were there times he was closer to death than others?

My mother told me the details, a story I could not remember afterward: a couch, a friend, an ambulance. She said, “He’s out of danger now.” I had the feeling of reality reorganizing itself around a central axis.

The next minute, I was tired of it all, as if Spencer had tricked me. My mother said she needed to go research rehab programs he hadn’t been kicked out of yet.

“Let me know how I can help,” I said.

She said, “Oh no, you’re busy.” And hung up.






HALF-ASLEEP, FEBRUARY 5, 2010

This is what I think will happen after I die: In a floating cosmic arena, a black void with dimension and texture but no light, I will be greeted by the robot overlords.

“This has been a simulation,” they’ll tell me. “We’re going to scrub the memories of this iteration from your programming so you can start the game over. The Buddhists came closest.”

“Damn it!” I’ll say. “Nando was right the whole time.”

“Vindication!” laughs the Nando in my head. “But why would the robot overlords tell you that, if they’re just going to erase you?”

“They’ll say, ‘We the mighty robots, with great benevolence and condescending grace, offer you this knowledge between iterations so that you may experience some relief in knowing the truth. For forty-nine days (the Tibetans were right about that). Then you start the whole shit over again.’ ”

“What do I do for forty-nine days?” Nando asks. “Can I haunt someone?”

I have questions for the robot overlords, too. “Over how many iterations have Nando and I known each other? Does he ever love me as much as I love him? Have we had a whole life together?”

The robot overlords get annoyed and say, “Oh, now you’re trying to make us do math. This many lives, that many lives… Honey, this has been going on for a long time. You were two amoebas rubbing up against each other, giant catfish swimming the Devonian sea, swallows chasing each other through the air. You have been lovers, friends, twins, mother and child, predator and prey. The synaptic thunderclap you felt when you met was the echo of more lives than you can imagine.”

“Can I meet Chet Baker?” Nando says. “I mean, will he be cool with that? Are we sober in this technological bardo?”





TOO TIRED TO BE CRAZY

Nando sat in his car somewhere in LA, eating a chicken sandwich from his favorite halal stand as I told him about my brother almost dying.

“I’m pretty scared about my life,” Nando said. “For all I know this could be my last chicken sandwich, but I’m enjoying it because it’s what I have right now. Your brother might be able to get sober, or he might not. You don’t know the future. But at least you have him right now.”

Twenty seconds went by. I closed my eyes and watched the blazing light. I felt him there, somewhere in LA, eating a halal chicken sandwich. “I’m sorry you’re in so much distress,” I said.

“I’m not in distress. This is just life. This is how it is for millions of people, billions of people. I’m one of them now. That’s all.”

Why could he not be with me? I just wanted an hour to watch him sleep. It didn’t feel like a lot to ask.

“What if we met in a cheap motel this weekend,” I begged, “and you let me pay, just this once? You can do that for me. Please, I need to see you.”

“I guess I could do that…” There was a thoughtfulness in his voice I couldn’t read.

Only then did I remember that Theo was leaving that weekend for another skiing trip with his brothers, or maybe a “skiing trip,” with his “brothers.” There had been a lot of skiing trips lately. This man was nothing but an obstacle to me.

Oh well, I would make it work.

I got off the phone and texted Daisy that I needed to go away for a night because my friend was getting divorced, could she possibly—such a huge favor—take the kids?

I have plans, she replied.

Maybe she was mad at me for being a bad friend. Well, so what. I texted Ute, whose last babysitting credits I had used up and never repaid. She was busy, too.

I lay my cheek on the kitchen table, too tired to cry. My mother wasn’t speaking to me. Who else was there?

Theo’s parents?

No, not the Vikings. They never offered to watch the kids. Anyway, I didn’t trust them. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

Then suddenly, I knew exactly what I needed to do.

I went to meet Nando at Motel Panorama Chino and left Atticus by himself in the house with some juice boxes and rice cakes. He would be fine, he knew how to turn on the DVD player. As for Honor, she came with me. She had no idea what was happening.

My mother drove over to the house, broke in, and found Atticus watching his Mary Poppins video for the tenth time in a row. Theo kicked me out. I lost custody. I had to stay with my mother for a few horrifying weeks until Nando and I found a small apartment in National City. My private practice paid the bills, but we lived month to month, one disaster away from ruin. I was too proud to ask my mother for money. Nando flirted with other women, and I was always jealous. He was sick of all the texting. His friends thought I was old and needy. My kids never forgave me. Nando left me for a younger woman. I died alone.

No, that didn’t happen.

In the early morning, wrenched awake by Honor’s cries, I was suddenly alert. I carried the baby downstairs and called Theo’s mother. I told her that a friend of mine in LA was getting divorced and I needed to go see her right away.

“Oh. That’s a shame. Isn’t the baby still nursing?”

“No, she’s weaned.”

“Let me ask Stu. Hold on.”

It killed me so much to ask them for anything. When Atticus was a baby, I’d overheard Theo’s father saying to him, Don’t you ever smile? Doesn’t your mother ever smile at you? Another time, Theo’s brother Matt, the one who looked like a small, sun-dried Theo, said, I don’t believe in all this allergy stuff. Just let the kid eat.

Fucking Matt. But I mean, the kids would be fine. It would be fine.

Theo’s Jeep was blocking my Saab in the driveway. Pendejo.

I took his keys and drove to my in-laws’ house. As I said goodbye in their foyer, I rummaged through my bag and handed Theo’s mother an EpiPen.

She stared at it. “Oh… I… EpiPen?”

“Let me show you how it works, in case he has anaphylactic shock—”

“Anaphylactic shock!”

“Not that he ever has! It’s only a precaution.”

I kept blinking like a velociraptor, so impatient I was calm again. They’re just children, you stupid idiots, can we get on with it? I need to fuck my lover in an eighty-nine-dollar motel.

Traffic was sticky past La Jolla, and then it opened up in Del Mar, where there was always a great golden sun setting through the windows. I lived in a condo there with Nando and our daughter, Athena, a serious, dark-haired child who had his eyes and nose. Theo and I shared custody. Being a single father was good for him. He was learning what he was capable of, becoming caring and responsible, making the kids his Viking dinners three times a week and taking them to water-sports camps. After a few years, he’d meet someone named Kate or Paige, the woman he should have married in the first place, a highly paid professional who loved Carrie Underwood’s “Before He Cheats” and cared about the Olympics. Kate never yelled. She was great with the kids. You got it, friend! she’d say. What a good person Kate was. Damn. A pediatric surgeon.

Theo’s Jeep sat so high on the road. I kept imagining the other drivers glancing in the window at me and thinking, Yeah, she looks like a piece of shit.

When I got to the motel, it was dark out. The air in Chino smelled like oleander and exhaust.

I’m here in room 127, I texted Nando. He didn’t reply. I left my phone on the bedside table and drove to the nearest Stop & Shop, where I bought cheese, bread, fruit, anything I wanted, why not, and a six-pack of beer. A brawny dude named Christopher was very much “manning” the register.

“Extra-sharp cheddar, nice. Need another bag? Or are you gonna make it happen?”

“I’m gonna make it happen, Christopher!” This beer, all this stuff, even the watermelon. I would make it happen. I had my Trader Joe’s bag with me, because I am a good person. I had to hump the watermelon across the lot in my arms, which made it hard to get out my car key, but it was worth it because I was a good person, and Nando would come soon.

In the room, I called him again, waiting for his voice to say his name. I concentrated on not texting, drinking a beer and watching an episode of Unsolved Mysteries that drew a connection between UFOs and hurricanes. I thought, I believe it. After another hour, I texted Nando, Please let me know. I’m worried. I drank a second beer. I logged on to our secret Gmail account. His little ball was green. It said available.

Sick with relief, I messaged,

Hey! U on way?

He did not reply. The room buzzed. Forty minutes passed. His ball was still green.

I got up and walked around, texting:

Why r u not answering?

I need you

Why are you not here

Please Please call me

Every time I hit send, I meant not to. I knew it was committing the text equivalent of falling on my sword, but I couldn’t stop. I opened and closed my secret Gmail, watching the blue line inch along the browser window. Fuck you, loading! I threw the phone under the bed.

I drove to Santa Monica and circled around. Dennis’s couch had to be here somewhere. I would just ring every bell of every building. I pulled in front of a hydrant, parked illegally, and wandered up Main, searching the faces of the people I passed. A girl with a gloomy basset-hound face wearing a long halter dress. Two other girls walking in front of me, saying sentences with no verbs or objects.

“Yeah, no—”

“Like, three years—”

“And he like—”

I turned onto a side street, stopped at a building that looked residential, and rang all the bells. Behind me, a group of boys discussed why peeing was the most satisfying activity in their lives. The world was spinning, throwing me off-balance. I reached out to steady myself on the wall.

So this is how it’s different this time, I thought. I am not twenty anymore. I’m too tired to be crazy.

I drove back to Chino and slept badly in the motel. When light finally eked through the sweat-stain-colored curtains, I fished my phone from under the bed and drank another beer. Nando’s Gmail bubble was black again. I watched a morning talk show, taking bites off the bar of cheddar cheese because I didn’t have a knife. Then I played my guitar and tried to record a song in my voice memos. I’d been working on it for a year. It sucked. It was all right. It was either amazing or a piece of garbage. I called it “Punch a Higher Floor.”


Prince was listening to Joni sing

And you said Prince is yin and yang and everything

And someday we’d download Prince from the cloud

And you know you always think my thoughts out loud

It’s always that night

It’s always the two of us

Through a thousand million years

And a universe of dust

God’s a dirtbag

There’s no back door

But I believe in you

And I will punch a higher floor



There comes a moment when you are so destroyed by love that you can’t remember what you ever wanted before, and you may as well do a flying cannonball into the well of your shame. I sent Nando the recording.

Back on the highway, I held my phone on top of the steering wheel so I could keep checking my texts. What if he was dead? I wanted to drive off the highway, but it was too ingrained not to, like not peeing in your sleep. As I pulled into my driveway, there was a ringing sound in my left ear. When I looked at my phone, Nando had sent me five short texts.

I got your song

Thanks for the bougie softcore whisper rock

Keep your day job

I can’t fill the black hole inside of you

Little lost Perdita

I logged in to my secret Gmail. It was all gone. He’d erased our IMs and emails and removed himself as a contact. Plundered, looted, stripped. The box sat eerily empty, as if I had just opened it for the first time.





TODAY, FEBRUARY 5, 2010

I finally slept last night. God bless that horribly addictive pill my doctor won’t give me any more of. And god bless Daisy for giving it to me.

The robot voice calls as I’m putting the garbage bin to the curb. It says Spencer Gordon wants to speak to me from county jail.

I accept, so relieved that I sit down right where I am on the slopey part of the driveway.

“Hey, I want to tell you something,” Spencer says, without any preamble. His voice has a breathless quality I’ve heard before, as if he’s running for his life and has a secret to tell me before they catch him. “I’ve never forgotten your birthday, Perdie. I write you a letter every year, I send them to Mom, she doesn’t give them to you. She doesn’t want to upset you. But I never forgot, not once. I always wrote you a letter on your birthday, I want you to know that.”

He goes on like this for several minutes. I’m sitting barefoot on the concrete, watching ants walk in and out of a crack with a rime of sand along it that they have pushed up from underneath.

“Thank you, Spencie,” I say when he seems to have wound himself down. “That’s really nice. That makes me feel so good.”

“I love you, boo.”

“I love you, too, boo.” I take a deep breath. “So, you’re in jail? Are you all right?”

An older-sistery tone has crept into my voice that I hate. Are you all riiiight?

“They’re going to arrest me for murder.” Spencer sounds deeply uninterested, the way he does whenever his life gets serious.

“Murder.”

“They’re saying I killed Nando.”

“No, that’s not true.” Part of me knew this might happen, ever since those detectives started asking me questions about him. But I figured they wouldn’t find any evidence. Spencer is so obviously incapable of committing a cold-blooded crime.

“Did you ask for a lawyer?”

“I don’t need a lawyer. I got this handled.”

“Of course you need a lawyer!” I stand up and start walking toward the house.

“They don’t have anything on me.” His voice is slow and gravelly. Maybe he’s not bored by his life but exhausted by it, existentially wiped out.

“Listen—” I don’t have shoes on. Shoes. Where? Bedroom. “Can you listen to me? It’s very important, okay? Don’t talk to the cops. At all. Do not let them interrogate you.”

“They already did that, don’t even worry about it. Those clowns don’t have shit on me. It’s mad circumstantial. I got it taken care of.”

I’m in my closet now, looking for going-to-the-police-station shoes. A heeled loafer?

“They have some boot print from behind the acupuncture girl’s house,” he says.

“The cops have a boot print?”

“It’s not mine, Perdie. I haven’t worn my Docs since I lost them in Yuma. You feel me?”

“Uh-huh,” I say. I don’t feel him. Where am I going? Car. “You have to ask for a lawyer, though. Please.”

“Okay, boo boo, talk to you soon,” he says, and hangs up.

I call my mother. She tells me that detectives are on their way to her house right now.

“I’m coming over, Mom. Don’t say a word to the cops until I get there. It’ll take me ten minutes.”

“Don’t I have to talk to them?” My mother’s voice sounds alert and vacant at the same time.

“Absolutely not, you don’t have to say a word. I’ll be there in five minutes. Make them some tea.”






THE FORCE OF NOT MOVING WAS STRONG WITH THIS ONE

I got your song

Thanks for the bougie softcore whisper rock

Keep your day job

I can’t fill the black hole inside of you

Little lost Perdita

It was over. No take backs. That was how Nando broke up with me.

I picked my children up from my in-laws’, drove them home, put plates of snacks on the living room floor, as if for animals, played the longest video we had, and lay on the sofa monitoring my breathing, the way you do when you’re much too stoned and stop believing it will work by itself. I couldn’t get in enough air. I had a tumor the size of a grapefruit in my chest, and I was pretty sure I was dying. Not that I cared about dying, but better not from slowly suffocating in front of my children, like my stepfather. Atticus was feeding Honor rice crackers. Outside the window, the sky turned to iron. The shapes of the furniture were shadows; the children were shadows. Nothing moved but the TV, a light mother that gave them pictures.

Theo stood in the doorway with his ski bag. “Are you okay?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t ever sleep.”

“What’s the matter, Mommy?” asked Atticus, standing next to me in the gloom.

“I’m just tired, pumpkin.”

I stroked his soft dark hair. He was a nice little boy. Not that fucked up yet. When he was six or seven months old, he used to wrap his starfish hands around the railing of his crib, pull himself up to stand, and wait for me silently in the dark room. Sometimes I was a little afraid of him; afraid to love him the way I loved my brother, I think, because little boys grow up and become something else. But I did anyway.

“Let’s put Mommy to bed,” Theo said.

He helped me stand and walk upstairs to the bedroom. He opened the covers for me, I climbed in, and he tucked them around me.

“You’re really thin,” he said. “I think you’ve lost about eighteen pounds.”

“I have?” I smiled at him. I had no idea that I’d lost weight. Most of my clothes are pretty stretchy.

“Can you take a nap?” he pleaded. “I’ll take care of the kids. You just try to rest.”

He looked like a little boy, breathing through his mouth. He was terrified. I was so surprised. I didn’t know he cared about me that much.

Later, I heard the heavy tread and the light tread coming up the stairs together.

“Why is Mommy crying?”

“Mommy’s just very tired, buddy. She needs a long nap.”

For the next few days, Theo figured out dinner and put the kids to bed. I cared for them during the day, but that is something you can do while very dialed out. At least for a while. I had trouble breathing when I lay down, sure I was dying. Later, I was sick with a high fever and a burning cough, during which Theo tried to feed me chicken soup with meatballs and instant mashed potatoes from the box. Funny how little it took for me to feel grateful that he was there. This was what it would look like if he were a real father. I mean, if I were dead. He would be fine. He would figure it out.

When I finally went to the doctor, Theo turned out to have been amazingly accurate about the eighteen pounds I’d lost. Which I found hilarious, or made a note to find hilarious in the future. I’d been wanting to lose eighteen pounds my entire adult life, and now I had, without even trying, but it had not brought me the happiness that body dysmorphia—which was actually a marker of my aspirational social status, Nando had said, according to Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure Class—had promised me. I just felt like someone from an old novel who loses her will to live and dies from a summer cold.

They won’t let you expire from a broken heart anymore; they won’t make it that easy for you. I think honestly the only reason I didn’t end up in the hospital was because I hate catheters. The doctor gave me Ativan and Zoloft, and I started sleeping again. I had dreams about Nando and me driving in cars together, talking endlessly. His mind was always somewhere else, and he didn’t want me. Charleigh would be sitting in the back seat, and I would feel uncomfortable that she was not participating in the conversation.

For a few weeks, Theo tiptoed around me as if I were a poltergeist who did not shop, clean, or heat anything up. Seeing my husband’s face, so scared and young-looking, like the one from a million years before, I had a feeling similar to when I am trying to kill a giant roach. I’m smacking and smacking this thing with the side of the broom, but it won’t die, it’s crawling away trailing its guts on the floor, one little wing askew… and I realize I am a worse person than the roach.

The question, then, becomes this: Does my compassion for the roach’s suffering alter my behavior? Or will I still finish it off with my shoe?

I couldn’t go into stores at all, afraid they would play a song that would break me apart along some private fault line, one that Nando and I had talked about or played in the park. It didn’t necessarily need to have anything to do with us. It could be Sade’s “No Ordinary Love,” or Stevie Nicks threatening to stalk someone in “Silver Springs.” Or that time in a Vons when they piped out “What Is Love?” by Howard Jones. Yeah, good question, Howard Jones, I thought, then I abandoned my cart and walked out of the store.

One night, a visitor came and sat with me on the sofa where I lay watching police interrogation videos on YouTube. It was Tuvok, the Vulcan security officer from Star Trek: Voyager and one of my very best friends. He’s always giving people logical pep talks.

“Lieutenant Jungfrau,” he said to me. “It is not rational for you to remain here on this sofa. You must get up and calibrate the fucking whatever and do all that other shit you do.”

“But, Tuvok,” I whined, “I don’t wanna do none of that shit.”

Tuvok looked at me, a constant furrow of concentration between his eyes, for which the actor who plays him, Tim Russ, deserves a Lifetime Emmy just by itself. And he said, “You cannot allow this situation to degenerate further. Your children depend upon you, as does your husband. Your mother needs one child who’s not a complete mess, and your father is one Buddhist fuckup away from living on the street. Which is his own fault, but still. Consider how your well-being impacts others, and use your sense of responsibility to propel yourself into a better state.”

I got up and resumed my duties. I signed up for a real guitar class and researched psychotherapy training programs. I ordered a CD about meditation for depression and listened to it while Honor napped. One morning before Theo left for work, Tuvok shoved me out onto the street, where I ran for five minutes, and then the next day seven, and the day after that, ten. I don’t remember much from that summer except the streets I ran through, bright as paper, the cactuses throwing out their spiny edges, and the bleached-out sky.

All day long I listened to Billie Holiday and Morrissey, the only singers I have ever been able to listen to after a breakup. And sometimes, as if looking through a peephole, I saw the tiny, faraway faces of my children. I thought about killing myself, but I’d tried that once before in high school, and it was so idiotic and scary I knew I’d never be able to do it again.

(I was alone in the house one weekend after I’d been dumped by my first love, an elusive black-haired cynic very much like Christian Slater in Heathers. There was nothing good on TV, and the afternoon was so long, so I went to a drugstore, bought a pack of twenty Benadryl tabs, and took them all. The last thing I remember, I was in the bathtub, my feet and shins poking out of the water, so pale they looked like tube socks. The next morning, I woke up on the patio, naked.)

One day while I was dusting Theo’s bedside table, I found a book called The Passionate Marriage. The next time I went on the office PC, which wasn’t often since I had my own laptop now, I searched its browser history. Theo had been looking up articles about loving marriage, men and intimacy, and how to choose a therapist. And fancy ski goggles.

In a funny way, I felt the most for Theo when I thought of myself dying—which I did at every moment of every day—with a nice lady like Paige or Kate to love him. I fantasized about his having to step up and make the kids’ meals and fill out their forms and know where they were at all times. I liked to imagine his relationship with them being closer, how they would depend on him. I really wanted that for him—for his soul’s expansion—not to be the remote, unknowable figure his father had been.

Theo was trying, taking the kids to the park every Saturday morning, but he would never be the one the school called. I was still The Mom, making the lunches and snacks and taking them to their classes and playdates and keeping the list in my head and worrying if they needed evaluation for a learning disability or therapy and wondering how I was somehow going to help them be kind, joyful, engaged, brave, compassionate, aware human beings so that when the world caught fire, they wouldn’t just curl up in a ball, stick their fingers in their ears, and go la-la-la.

When I wasn’t working, I was still the one with Honny. But it was actually the best, hanging out with her. In my fragile state, it almost felt too good, as if I were having another affair. She would sit on my lap for hours, playing with my jewelry and stroking my hair, trying to slip me some tongue when we kissed. She had better game than most adult men: romantic, lots of eye contact. We took naps together and went thrifting. Her full-throated laughter shattered me, making me feel how unequipped I was to live up to her joy. My game plan for my sunshiny, all-in daughter was to just try not to fuck her up.

One evening, Theo told me that he would be coming home late on Tuesday nights because he would be seeing a therapist. His therapist, Allan, immediately became a figure in our household. Allan said we should go on a weekly date to reconnect. Allan said he should do the dishes sometimes. Allan said this; Allan said that.

One night after the kids were in bed, Theo sat down with me and talked about being sandwiched between his brothers, how he’d fought for his mother’s attention, and maybe this had led to his feelings of abandonment when I wanted to go out with my friends once every six months.

I thought that was silly, and Allan wasn’t shit. (Could Allan maybe address the entitlement and bullying?) But hey, at least Theo was talking and doing the dishes sometimes. Without even thinking about it, I reached out to stroke his arm. He looked startled and forced himself to finish what he was saying.

“Classic Brady Bunch stuff, I guess…”

It took surprisingly little of this kind of thing before I found I no longer had to avert my eyes when I encountered him around the house.

One night, as I was lying in bed staring at the TV, where uneducated people with terrible politics were making me feel nothing, Theo came into the room and asked me if there was anything for dinner.

“No,” I said.

He cleared his throat. “Do you think a pot brownie might be good for you? We still have those ones your dad gave us in the freezer.”

“The wedding present ones?”

“Weed can help with postpartum depression and insomnia.”

The inside of Theo’s head was so bonkers to me. That was what he thought was going on with me? Postpartum depression?

Couldn’t hurt, I guessed. As I nibbled on a half-frozen brownie, I asked him how he knew so much about postpartum depression.

“I found some articles in online medical journals.”

“Is that what you’re doing on the PC? I thought you were looking at porn and ski goggles.”

Theo’s face said exactly, I do look at porn and ski goggles, and sometimes I also read The Lancet.

Hi, funny Theo! There you are! I missed you! I laughed, but that got spooky and I could see my teeth.

He really had no idea that I’d had an affair? Which I barely tried to hide? He truly couldn’t feel my feelings at all?

Was he a psychopath?

Did I marry my father? My papa? I hadn’t called him that in so long it felt dirty. My papa. My daddy. When I was nine, he told me that he was finished being my papa, because of a Thoreau quote, and what the Taoists call the Way, and how only when we accepted that we were totally alone could we truly find ourselves, and that was why he’d named me Lost. Go your own way! he said, poking me in the chest.

Oh fine, I thought, I’ll call you Martin, like an art teacher or some shit.

What was I thinking about, again?

Oh yeah: Was Theo a psychopath?

No, Theo’s not a psychopath, responded a more rational, less-stoned voice in my head. He’s nothing like your father. He’s a decent family man who loves us. His heart is good. He’s just kind of an asshole.

I mean, I know he identifies with professional athletes, says stoned me. That’s a type of empathy, isn’t it?

Mm hm. Sure.

I see how emotional he is when he’s watching a baseball game, his eyes darting, yelling encouragement, groaning as if he’s in physical pain. He texts his brothers and they feel together—share the agony of defeat, express frustration and sorrow for the players. Sometimes he’ll even tell me how much he loves them. The players, not his brothers.

Yes, Theo does feel some empathy.

How much, though?

It’s hard to quantify these things, but my professional guess is that Theo experiences about ten to fifteen percent of the total empathy available to humans.

So… there’s hope?

I think you need to stop appealing to his feelings. They’re there for emergencies, apparently. But they’re never going to make him care about what you want.

So what should I do, then?

You’re going to have to fight him. Law of the streets, baby. Kill or be killed.

That’s your advice?

Sorry. That’s all I got.

I turned the channel to Mistakes Killers Make, which is always on somewhere and is my second-favorite true crime procedural. Theo wouldn’t normally watch with me, but he didn’t complain. It was one of my all-time favorite episodes, the one about Sarabeth Londry, a married first-grade teacher with two kids who had an affair with a hot young fireman named Braydon. They were both devout Christians and felt guilty about the adultery, so every time they fucked at Braydon’s apartment, they got down on their knees to pray. Pretty soon it was all just praying and fucking, praying and fucking.

Anyway, guess what God told them?

Guess.

God said they definitely had to kill Sarabeth’s husband, Keith! With a tactical hunting knife! They had to! They really had to!

So Braydon waited for Keith in the garage and stabbed him twenty-seven times. Braydon’s father was the mayor of this little Tennessee town where they lived, so it got covered up for fifteen years, until finally a new investigative team matched some DNA on the knife to Braydon, he rolled on Sarabeth (who had dumped him by then), and the whole story came out. Much to the drooling delight of the telesphere, me included. Yum, yum, yum, eat it up like candy. The longer someone got away with it, the more satisfying it was when they got caught, like a delayed orgasm.

“She killed her husband over some dude?” I said as the credits rolled. “What a bimbo. Like, how do people live with themselves? She never heard of divorce? Also, religion: Huh? God wanted her to kill her husband so she could fuck a fireman?”

“They live with themselves just fine,” Theo said.

I laughed. Our generation’s jaundiced realism. Uncaught murderers really do seem to live with themselves just fine. Not too racked by guilt to carry on or anything. How absolutely mind-boggling is that?

It was almost as good as marriage counseling. Well, at least we aren’t doing that bad, we were both thinking.

I stared into Theo’s pretty eyes, and then I kissed him. I had forgotten how delicious he tasted, mineral and alive, like a perfect oyster, and the moment when he turned to me and was suddenly there, caressing my hair and ears, hiding his face and rubbing his stubble on my clavicle, the pretty shape of his neck bowed to me.



In those days I often had the thought, which I dismissed as paranoid, that Theo knew everything that had happened between Nando and me. Theo is much more intelligent than he lets on, and when it comes to doing nothing, he possesses a strategic cunning that makes me think he might be a genius.

He has a whole philosophy about his laziness. He explained it to me not long after we first met, when I was still confused as to what he wanted from me and kind of enjoying the bizarreness of it. A boy calling me to hang out four times but no sex? Okay, rando.

We were walking to his car, and I asked him if he believed in God, just wanting to know one way or the other what the shit this was. Theo said no, his parents were Lutherans, but he’d never believed in any of that stuff. However, there was a principle he did adhere to, and it would be fair to say he worshipped: the great law of inertia. He had made it his goal in life to study inertia and use it to further his aims.

Take the first part of the law, a body at rest will remain at rest: He had found that if he did nothing, most of his problems would go away, exhausted by his inertial drag.

I laughed (was Theo funny?) and said, Oh, I love inertia! Inertia was why I didn’t have a cell phone. I figured I could just keep waiting for the next technology and then not get that.

After about a year with Theo, I began to understand that he had not been joking at all. He’d essentially gotten rid of his last girlfriend from before me, Monika, a corporate lawyer, by not having sex with Monika until she cheated on him. Then Monika felt guilty and had to move out of their apartment, which Theo had very much wanted to keep, because it had a garden and a nice landlady on the second floor who never raised the rent. Later, after I moved in with him, the landlady sold us the house at a good price and only asked for ten percent down, because she loved Theo.

He made all this happen while lying on the sofa.

But there was another side to Theo’s philosophy, the part of the law that states, a body moving at a constant speed in a straight line will keep moving in a straight line at constant speed unless acted upon. What he’d learned from his whole sexual standoff with Monika was that he would never again begin a big thing that he didn’t mean to ride out to the end, because stopping a process already in motion was a ridiculous waste of energy.

Had he decided that about me after hanging out five times—that we were going to ride it out to the end? I’d never been with anyone who wanted to ride out life with me. It made me nervous, to not be nervous about a guy all the time. To just know he liked me and would call when he said he would and wasn’t elusive and constantly broke. He was handsome in a way that almost counted against him, that made me nervous, too. But ultimately, I fell for the way he drove me around in his Jeep, playing a nostalgic French dream pop album and squinting at me out of one eye. And the sex, of course. If the sex is good, you’re halfway in the bag. There was a poetry to Theo, I decided, a way of being in the world that was probably better than mine. It was good that he wasn’t always talking. I talked enough. It was good that he was a physical person, like the water-sports jocks in high school I used to secretly have crushes on, even while I pretended they were brain-dead stoners who just happened to be really beautiful. This thing between Theo and me would probably be temporary, I thought, a summertime fling, because jocks never liked me. Still, a secret part of me had always imagined marrying one of them and having little windsurfing babies. And just like, not thinking and talking about everything so much. Just being alive in the beautiful world.

I traced the silver-gold stubble along Theo’s jaw, glittering like pyrite. I gave him a good-night kiss that made me sad, as if we were saying goodbye instead of hello again. I wasn’t sure if it was possible to resuscitate the half-dead us between us.

Then we turned away from each other and went to sleep. Or he went to sleep, and I stayed up and watched Mistakes Killers Make because that kind of weed is not good for insomnia.

The summer passed somehow. I’d cornered my grief in a cage; I had kids, I had to get up and do stuff, even if I hated every moment I was alive. I’m in purgatory in this moment. This one. This is the moment I’m in purgatory. At night my grief burst out and took over my dreams. My boring black-and-white Jim Jarmusch movie dreams, where nothing was really happening, Nando and I were just sort of somewhere, talking and talking, but he didn’t really want me, or maybe we were driving and Charleigh was in the back seat listening. Once I dreamed Nando was going to live in the garage; he said he was going to stay with us like Kato Kaelin, that friend of OJ Simpson’s who lived in a guesthouse on OJ’s property. I’d get to have him out there always—somehow in half awakeness I believed he was really going to live with us and be my Kato, and at the same time, I was analyzing the dream and thinking about what a good case study it would be for a paper on dreams: how, in Jungian terms, if the house represented all the layers of my consciousness, then the guest garage was at the boundary of my psyche. It was both me and not me, a space Nando could enter, even inhabit, without this psychic betrayal invading the “house” to hurt my family. I was so happy, but then he said, Does the garage have AC? And I knew he was going to leave me again.

I thought I met my soulmate, and he was just using me to distract and adore and fuck him through a rough patch. And I still loved him. I did. I knew him now, we’d talked and messaged and hung out and done a road trip, and I loved him as much as I’d ever loved anyone in my life. There was no lying to myself about it. I tried to hate him—every single day I tried, but I just didn’t have it in me. I was listening to the really sick, masochistic Billie Holiday songs, “Don’t Explain,” “Ain’t Nobody’s Business”; the ones where she falls for a pretty boy with marcelled hair who gets her hooked on skag and takes all her money. And she doesn’t care, she doesn’t care. She would do it all again.

In early fall, I received this:


Fernando Acuña <fernandoAcuña@gmail.com>

hi, perdita. i hope you’re well.

i have a favor to ask

if you don’t want to do it i understand.

I’m sorry I ended things the way i did.

let me know if we can talk or meet.







TODAY, FEBRUARY 5, 2010

Driving down El Cajon Boulevard, I seem to be moving backward and forward at the same time, another part of me floating above the car, taking in the landscape of this moment: the morning soft and frayed at the edges, a restaurant with a Mexican flag flapping down over the facade, an old lesbian bar. At a red light, I’m so impatient I’m dizzy.

I don’t trust Spencer not to make himself look guilty under interrogation; he’ll act surly, start freestyling hardcore lyrics or rapping entire N.W.A songs. Fuck tha police!

I need to figure out how we’re going to get him out of jail before he incriminates himself. People often sign false confessions. Especially when they have low self-worth, especially people with drug dependencies. Spencer could be manipulated into believing he killed Nando and doesn’t remember it. It probably wouldn’t even surprise him.

I can’t bear to think of the cops fucking around with his mind.

I’ve watched about 1,000 hours of Interrogation Nation, a YouTube channel that shows actual footage of stupid people being questioned by detectives as a dispassionate voice-over points out all the ways they are making themselves look guilty, and what I’ve learned is that an interrogation is almost like an aggressive form of therapy. The aim is for the detective to get past all the suspect’s defenses and messaging—their “stories.” People are extremely vulnerable in that room. As with a therapist, a skilled detective will adjust to the person in front of them, using their training and protocol but also, if they are good, enlisting their intuition. That’s the part of therapy I love, the moment when I enter a witchy, pre-intellectual state and I know exactly what the other person needs. It’s as if I see an invisible door, give it a push, and there is a passageway to something new.

But a detective’s job is different from mine, of course, because it’s adversarial. They can lie, pretend to feel sorry for Spencer, even express sympathy. The next minute, indignation walks into the room. Impatience. We already know you did it, Spencer. We’re past that.

Dirty tricks. And Spencer is exactly the kind of person they would make into a patsy. All the guilt and pain he’s never dealt with. They could beat him up emotionally, make him feel even worse about himself. They’ll say that my mother and I fingered him, he was always a bad seed and we’re sick of him. We’d be better off if he would just confess.

Once the cops have my brother’s confession, the physical evidence will be beside the point. They’ll make it fit.

By the time I get to my mother’s house, two detectives are sitting with her at the kitchen table. It’s the woman I like, Amanda Something Italian, and her young partner, Keenan. My mother has made them green juice.

Keenan sits with his jacket over the back of the chair, resting an elbow on the table. He wears a light-blue dress shirt and navy dress pants. Detective Amanda, wearing a black collar shirt under a tan blazer, leans toward my mother. They stand to shake my hand.

“The detectives were just telling me they found a handgun that belongs to Spencer,” my mother says. She looks up at me with no expression in her opaque blue eyes, like a child repeating the words of an adult. She’s in full makeup, wearing a pink T-shirt, long-sleeved, because she hates her arms.

Detective Keenan says that the gun that killed Nando was found by a metal detector hobbyist in Tecolote Canyon, a hundred feet below Charleigh’s house.

My mother keeps staring at the detectives with the same childlike look of trying to understand. I see her as a little girl in Catholic school, sitting up straight in class, wearing her pleated skirt and Peter Pan–collar blouse. Trying to understand what they wanted, trying to be good. The nuns used to hit her. Sometimes I think it is a sign of real decency in humans that people will try to be a little less cruel than the generation that raised them. How can something come from nothing? I wish I could argue this with Nando.

Then I’m back in the kitchen, where Detective Keenan is saying that the registration number of the gun that killed Nando led them to a Walmart outside Phoenix, where my brother purchased the gun with a debit card belonging to our mother.

“How could Spencer buy a gun?” I say. “He’s a felon.”

Detective Keenan explains that it’s perfectly legal for a felon to buy a firearm in the state of Arizona.

Fuck.

“We understand that Spencer was staying with you when Mr. Acuña was working on your house? Did Spencer and Mr. Acuña become friends during that time?”

“I don’t think so?” I say. “We all went out together once.”

“So Spencer knows the victim?”

“Yes, they met a few times around the house.”

I can almost see the semantic flowchart that Detective Keenan has to go down until he pins me to a lie. Could Nando and Spencer have been friends? Were they, in fact, friends? Detective Amanda is letting him lead today. What does that mean?

Even though I’m not lying, I concentrate on not looking away, touching my face or making some other gesture attributed to liars. I try to be a good actress and ask myself the question before I answer it: Did Nando and Spencer have any kind of friendship?

“No, they weren’t friends at all. They never hung out. They both came to a performance of mine, but I’m pretty sure that was the last time they saw each other.”

The detective brings up my brother’s attempted carjacking in Phoenix. I interrupt him.

“Spencer was high. He didn’t even have a weapon. If you think he killed Nando, you’re on the wrong track. Spencer could never hurt anyone. You don’t know him. On paper he seems like he could be a violent offender, but in real life he’s just a sweet, bumbling guy.”

“But see, Perdita, we know the murder weapon belonged to your brother at one point. And that concerns us.”

Oh, I love it when the police say they’re concerned about someone. Like a mob boss.

“When was this?” I say. “When did he buy the gun?”

The detective checks his paperwork. The wicker chair creaks when he moves. It makes me notice how physically constricted he is by his clothes, his pants belted tightly under his belly, his brand-new dress shirt making origami-like folds around his thick chest and muscular forearms. I kind of liked him before; now he reminds me of one of those detectives on a crime show that are always about to lose their temper.

“Spencer purchased the gun in April of 2007,” he says.

“Three years ago? That would be a very long time for Spencer to hold on to anything. He’s been in and out of rehabs and programs, prison, of course. I’m sure he gave it away or lost it.”

A flicker passes between the two detectives. I’m hoping this is what my brother has told them, that he lost the gun.

Now Detective Keenan brings up the point I anticipated he would.

“Sometimes people do things on drugs they wouldn’t do sober.”

“But even if that was true, what would his motive be?”

“What do you think his motive might be?” says Detective Amanda. She looks into my eyes as if she’s trying to hypnotize me. I know this trick.

“I think he didn’t do it! It’s a coincidence. And anyway, you know he doesn’t have a driver’s license, right? How would he even have gotten up there without a car?”

There is a moment’s pause. Without looking at each other, the detectives seem to come to a decision, the way they did when they visited me at home. Detective Keenan takes over again.

“Maybe your brother and Mr. Acuña had a mutual acquaintance?”

“No, not that I know of.”

“You don’t know anyone who might have known both of them? Someone your brother might have introduced Mr. Acuña to?”

“No!”

Detective Amanda pulls a folder out of her nylon briefcase. “Have you met someone named Douglass Patrick?”

“I don’t think so.”

She opens the folder, takes out a mug shot, and slides it across the table.

Oh. Dougie. Spencer’s friend from the Jynx Club. This girl Shannon’s place.

Seeing my face, Detective Amanda says, “So you do know Dougie?”

I tell them about the open-mic in Encinitas. I have not seen him since.

“Well, Dougie has two convictions for armed robbery. Did Dougie ever met Mr. Acuña, that you know of?”

“Absolutely not.”

Now I see what’s going on: They think Dougie is my brother’s accomplice. They’re cooking up a theory about my brother enlisting Dougie to rob Nando, or something like that. I space out again, and when I come back to the room, Detective Keenan is explaining again they have the registration number of the gun, that there is no room for doubt that Spencer bought it at a Walmart outside Phoenix three years ago, and they are very, very concerned about him.

“Can you think of any reason Spencer might have bought the gun that ultimately shot Mr. Acuña?”

I’m exhausted suddenly, and furious. “It’s just a coincidence. Coincidences happen.”

Detectives never believe in coincidences. But Amanda and her sidekick don’t look doubtful. They don’t look anything. They’re well trained—I’m impressed in spite of myself.

They turn to my mother, covering the same ground: People do things when they’re on drugs that they wouldn’t otherwise do; sometimes when we love people, we do things for them we wouldn’t otherwise do.

“We know you’re a good person,” Detective Keenan says.

My mother turns and stares at me with a dizzy look, as if she’s on an amusement park ride that spins in circles, and I’m the point she’s decided to stare at so she doesn’t throw up. I’m afraid she’s having a stroke.

“This interview is over,” I say. “We need to talk to a lawyer.”

Detective Keenan shifts, the wicker chair moans. Is there some reason I want a lawyer now? Is there something I don’t want to discuss?

I say we’re fine with discussing anything, we’ve talked to them in good faith, but I’ve read the ACLU’s website, and I know we shouldn’t be saying anything without a lawyer present, period. I’m angry that this is happening, because I know my brother is innocent. The interview is over. I stand up.

We go back and forth a few more times. They try some of their tricks to make me feel there might be an advantage to talking to them, and I say no, thank you over and over. After five more minutes of this, I see them off at the door.

My mother trails behind me, grabbing onto my arm as if she’s about to topple over.

“How did you do that?” she gasps. “I could never have stood up to that man!”

“What are you talking about? You stand up to people all the time. Don’t you remember that time in San Francisco when those two boys held us up with knives? And you jumped into your karate stance and kept yelling that it wasn’t fair that they were picking on a single mother? And they ran away?”

“That was different,” she says. “They were just teenagers, and I had eighty dollars in my purse.”

I lead my mother back to the kitchen table and make her tea. I tell her how I learned not to freeze up in a crisis when I worked in hospitals. I explain everything I learned from Interrogation Nation.

“I didn’t like it when they started saying you’re ‘a good person.’ That means they think you’re hiding something.”

“They think I’m hiding something?”

“It’s a way of disarming someone. They want to convince you that you can take control of the narrative and spin it your way, since they already know you’re guilty.”

“But what do they think I’m guilty of?”

“I don’t know, Mom, honestly. Maybe covering up for Spencer? Or driving the getaway car?”

“Ha! Can you see me driving the getaway car?”

We cackle. We always joke around whenever things are the absolute worst. It’s the Irish in us. Some people think it’s morbid—they can frankly get fucked. We’ll never stop laughing. I fell out of love with a guy once because he said my brother wasn’t as funny as I thought he was. The nerve. The actual nerve, saying my brother wasn’t funny. He was born funny. The laugh is the last thing we have left, way past pride and dignity and all that shit. When Death is stabbing us in the gut, we’ll laugh in his silly face.

We spend the day calling lawyers. Every once in a while, my mother stares at me, awestruck, like a little girl, and says, “How did you know what to say to those detectives? How did you get to be so strong?”

Toward late afternoon, we finally reach an old friend of my stepfather’s, a defense attorney who’s retired but willing to help. We realize we’re starving, and I run out to pick up fish burritos.

“Imagine me, Spencer’s accomplice!” my mother says, and we keep laughing.

“If you talk to Spencer,” I say, “ask him to try to remember where he was and who he was with, even if it’s a dealer. No one will get in trouble. It’s a homicide investigation, they don’t care if people were using or selling.”

“The questionable Shamra,” my mother remarks.

“Shamra could exist. I helped a woman at the hospital named Briejessicandra, I’m not kidding. And this other girl Ashley Madison, which is the name of that dating service for people who want to cheat on their spouses.”

“Well, her parents didn’t know that,” my mother says.

When I leave, needing a few minutes by myself, I decide to stretch my legs. I walk down the wide main street through Mission Hills, past a commercial strip containing a yoga studio, a café, a store selling Provençal napkins and tablecloths, and a gallery of upsettingly bad art. My mother has already texted to let me know what the lawyer found out, which is not much. Spencer hasn’t been formally charged yet, with an emphasis on yet. Beyond that, the police won’t give out any information.

I text back,

Can you ask the lawyer how long they can hold him before they charge him?

I Google how long can police hold CA, another part of my mind planning to cancel a couple of therapy sessions I have tomorrow.

On the slope down from the street, there is a house I’ve never seen before, oddly situated right at the lip of the canyon, a sprawling, buff-colored monstrosity with a long extension thrown out like a tentacle toward the boundary line. I pass around a yellow stile where someone has posted a “Keep Out” sign and meander into the rocky streambed. It’s the same path I used to get to the shopping malls in the valley when I was a bored teenager. Some of the people who work in the mansions up here use it, too, to catch the trolley that goes to the Mexican border. That twenty-minute walk down this beautiful, rugged, slightly menacing cleft in the hill will save you an hour and two bus rides.

All kinds of green, leafy things have burst out of the earth that I’ve never seen here before, radiating chlorophyll, practically neon. They must have been hiding during all the years of drought, waiting. I pick a leaf off a pepper tree, crush it, and smell it. Mm, exactly like peppercorn. If I can smell this, then I’m alive, I’m here.

Sensing someone looking at me, I glance up at the ridge, where the houses are. I turn and see her standing in front of the stile, a thin figure in a gray sweatshirt and black pants. I squint at her, and she becomes Charleigh, wearing her green mirrored sunglasses.





STARBUCKS, MISSION BEACH

I met Nando at a Starbucks in Mission Beach on a bright, beautiful December afternoon almost two months ago. I arrived first, taking a table where we had sat once before at the beginning of our affair, when I gave him my owl witch painting and The Wild Boy, and he gave me a twenty-disc DVD stack of lectures by Noam Chomsky, Richard Dawkins, and Slavoj Žižek, a documentary laying out all the evidence that Jesus wasn’t a real person, and then the surprising Rambo movies, which he liked for their one-man-against-the-system theme. As I sat waiting for him that day, six months since we’d last seen each other, staring out a window with no glass at the roller coaster across the road, my heart dropped. In front of the roller coaster, a tall figure stood facing my direction, wearing the exact color of mint-green polo shirt that Theo owned and looking through a pair of binoculars. The binoculars seemed to be aimed right at me. Did something about him feel like Theo? I mean, in that way you can recognize someone from behind, can you also recognize them from far away? Was I spinning out?

I squinted at the figure but couldn’t make it much clearer, and then the man turned and looked at something else. Don’t be ridiculous, I told myself. It’s a four-lane road, everyone wears polo shirts, and you’re nearsighted. It’s just a tourist or a bird-watcher.

I still hadn’t told Theo about my affair. I didn’t think he knew, unless he did. I still had the paranoid feeling that on some level he was aware of everything I had done and could read my mind. Could he really manage not to know what was going on inside the person who slept beside him every night? If he were in love with someone else, I would have known in two seconds. If I cared. Did I care? What if Theo had sex with someone on one of those skiing or “skiing” trips? Would I be okay with an open marriage? What if the person he had sex with was hot? What if she was a doctor named Kate? These were questions that plagued me sometimes, but mostly I put them out of my head. And then Nando walked in and I forgot all about Theo.

Nothing had changed. He was wearing his gray work jacket and dorky square glasses. I wanted to be neutral, even cold, but my mouth kept trembling, and I broke into an idiotic grin.

“Thanks for meeting me,” he said.

“Sure.” I observed how the shape of his nose satisfied something inside me, and that moment of hesitation that always happened when we met, as if each of us was waiting for the other to begin.

“How are you?” he asked me.

Well, Fernando, my body is filled with sweetness and my face hurts. “Good. How are you?”

“Stuff is still hard work-wise. Otherwise, fine.”

Another silence. I let another moment go by. Because I could.

Oh god, I’m a sucker I’m a sucker I’m a sucker.

I don’t care I don’t care I don’t care.

In a formal tone, like a loan officer, I said, “So, what can I do for you?” A boy had said that to me once, in exactly the same way. It was the meanest thing I could think of.

“I’m interviewing for a job with a contractor in San Diego. He needs a couple of references. I can’t ask Theo.”

I thought of different ways to respond, from Fuck you, I hope you die, to I don’t care about my dignity or my pride, I love you, I’ll always love you, I would do anything for you.

I settled on saying, “Fine, have him call me. I don’t want you to starve. I wish you didn’t have to be shitty to me, but they’re two separate things.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I had already decided that this period of my life would be characterized by an acceptable level of sadness. We could be friends. It was better than nothing. (Like an addict saying, I’ll just have one drink…)

“Do you have someplace to live?”

“Still on Dennis’s couch. Doing a commercial job in LA.”

“But you have a job prospect here?”

“Yeah, it’s a company, they would hire me on a permanent basis, in theory. But this guy definitely checks references. What are you up to?”

I told him my private practice was doing well, I had ten clients now and was getting more referrals all the time. It seemed like people in this town needed help. And I was writing a book, a pop psychology guide for men. “I’m thinking of calling it The Straight Dude’s Guide to Staying Married. Or else, Stop Being an Asshole, Stupid.”

He laughed. “Not to piss you off, but you know straight dudes won’t buy your book? Straight dudes don’t buy those kinds of books.”

“Fuck you! Their lady friends will buy it for them.”

“How has Theo been?”

“Better. I guess I scared him. He’s been seeing a therapist.”

Nando almost did a spit take. “Theo? You’re kidding.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s always ‘Allan said this, Allan said that.’ ”

“Wow, you really scared him.”

“I guess. And I’ve been playing guitar a lot. I’m taking a class. For real this time.”

“That’s so great,” he said, looking into my eyes. “I’m really happy you’re doing that.”

I folded and refolded a paper napkin. Even after all the months of therapy, Theo was not capable of saying, I’m really happy you’re doing that. Not even close. The best I got was, Going out? Oh, your class. Anything to eat?

Our Starbucks cups were empty, my caramel Frappuccino, his black coffee. A parting silence fell over us, as if a timer had gone off.

“Change of venue?” he said.

We left Starbucks and drove around Mission Beach in his station wagon until we found an old Irish pub we’d never been to before. The length of the scarred wooden bar was empty but for a tan man drinking white wine by himself. I ordered a wheat beer at the bar, and Nando had the same. We looked at each other, trying not to laugh.

“I wonder why we’ve never been here before?” I said.

The man drinking by himself said, “It’s a gay bar, Peaches and Cream.”

“Oh, cool, thank you!”

We sat down in a booth and drank our beer. It had a sweaty, yeasty taste, like they never cleaned the draft lines.

I whispered, “I don’t think this is wheat beer.”

Nando whispered, “I don’t think this is beer.”

I told him about L, the person I was working with who couldn’t seem to get mad at her father for sexually abusing her. For weeks I’d been having these recurrent fantasies about tying her father up in an abandoned warehouse and cutting him down to a stump. I would teach him to be captive and small, like L was when he hurt her. I felt these fantasies were unprofessional and derivative of Quentin Tarantino films. As I talked, my eyes drifted down to the V of Nando’s shirt, then up to the G and the B twined together in the stained-glass panel over his head. It made me think of medieval heraldry and also the ’70s. They were playing the Pogues. I couldn’t see Nando’s chest hair, but I knew it was there. Ah! Ah! Ah! I’m fucking you, Perdita!

“What kind of knife would you use on him?” Nando asked. “Like, a boning knife, a cleaver?”

He offered me a variety of knife options he had already thought through and researched for the meditative assassination of his own enemies. Then he referenced Nick Cave. “People ain’t no good, Perdita.”

“But that’s too easy!” I said. “It’s too easy to say people are just bad, I think they want to do better. That’s my job, right? People come to me because they want to get better.”

“Don’t they just want some relief from their pain?”

“But pain can get very comfortable. That’s the thing. It would be much easier for L to just stay where she is in life, not dealing with what happened to her, puking her heart out, because it’s going to be really hard when she starts getting angry at her dad. She’s going to finally understand she was totally alone, no one was looking out for her. But she keeps coming to me anyway, because she has a baby now and she doesn’t want to pass her shit on to him. She’s trying to make something out of nothing.”

Nando sat with his lower jaw pushed out slightly, the way he did when he was thinking deeply, and stared into my eyes. It made me feel like I’d lost my mind. After about two and a half seconds, I started toying with my hair and staring at the G and the B again. For once I wanted to win our game of silence chicken.

And I did.

“What was your favorite thing that happened today?” he asked me.

I said, “I have to pee.”

I went to the bathroom, stared at a photo of a nautilus shell, and started to cry on the toilet, because my favorite thing that had happened to me that day was his asking me, What was your favorite thing that happened today?

I went back to the booth and sat down.

“I still think people are mostly good,” I said.

“It’s all meaningless, Perdita. You exist for a while, maybe you experience some pleasure, most of it is pain, and then it’s over.” I think he noticed then that I’d been crying. “Are we going to talk about stuff?”

“Dudes,” I said. “Always wanting to talk about stuff.”

“Dudes,” he said.

“You promised you would never abandon me,” I said, “but you just fucking did it anyway.”

He was silent for a moment. “Is that how you see it? That I abandoned you?”

“Hell yeah, that’s how I see it, motherfucker. You emptied out our fucking secret Gmail. You erased all of our conversations. You sent me a really mean text about a song I’d been writing for you for over a year. Why would you treat me like an enemy? I was always good to you.”

“I just couldn’t handle the situation, with Theo and your kids, your mom following us. It was too much for me. I felt like you were using me to break up your marriage.”

“Well, that’s bullshit,” I said. “I clearly was using you way less than you were using me, or I wouldn’t be talking to you right now.”

“I care about you,” he said, looking into my eyes.

“You could have at least broken up with me like a human being.”

“I feel regret about the way I handled things.”

“No. That’s not an apology. Say you’re sorry.”

“I’m sorry, Perdita. I’m sorry I was shitty.”

His phone went off, playing Darth Vader’s theme:

Ba ba ba ba ba-ba ba ba-ba.

He got it out of his jacket pocket and switched the sound off.

I sat back, looking anywhere but at him or his phone. I picked up my bag, pushed myself to the end of the booth, and walked out. On the street, I kept walking, no fucking clue where my car was. A fresh, piercing wind blew off the ocean.

Nando caught up to me. “Don’t leave.”

I ignored him.

“Charleigh’s been calling me again. She does this sometimes. I don’t answer.”

“I hate you,” I said.

He laughed and grabbed my hand. I looked at him out of the corners of my eyes. We walked on in silence along the road where all the shops were closed, swinging our hands between us.

“Wanna make out on the beach, peaches and cream?” he said.

“Maybe,” I said, meaning, Yes. Of course.

We kissed on the sand as the black ocean crashed down. It was too cold to take off our jackets, so we just pulled off our pants and fucked roughly, missionary style, looking into each other’s eyes. I was sucked down through the bottom of the world into a dark, airless void. Floating. Nowhere.

“We should have done this in Santa Monica,” he said afterward, tracing my clavicle under my jacket. “I wasted our time turning you down.”

The houses and the palm trees were dark, the sky was angry and radiant, a dog barked, and the wind blew my hair against my cheek. I was wildly happy.






TODAY, FEBRUARY 5, 2010

Shit, I missed our appointment. Charleigh and I were supposed to meet in the Albertsons parking lot—I’m over an hour late. Fuck fucking fuck. Did she follow me here? From my house? To my mother’s house? Oh no.

My first urge is to run down to the road in the valley and flag down a car. But this creates a dumb scenario in which I am potentially chased through a canyon.

Take a breath, I tell myself, calm down, there will be no dumbassery today.

I head back up toward Charleigh, afraid to slip on a rock, my breathing like someone walking beside me. Charleigh stays by the stile, her dragonfly eyes watching me. I wish I were wearing sunglasses, too, but I always lose them and forget them. By the time I’m level with her, I’m panting. I have this belief that if I’m winded, people won’t be as mad at me for being late.

I’m so sorry I didn’t meet her—I say—I had a family emergency, I forgot.

Charleigh looks off. “You know what’s weird?” Her skin has a greenish pallor that makes her features look pinched and coarse, like a dried apple face. Everything about her seems different from the first time we met, the day of the cake: a dirty-looking ponytail with ridges of hair tensed up in the back, a yellow stain on her gray sweatshirt. The knees of her black sweatpants have formed knee shapes.

“What’s weird?”

“I don’t even hate you,” she says. “You’re just a basic middle-age stereotype.”

Fair enough. I have been kind of a basic middle-aged stereotype lately.

“He would tell me I was jealous.” Charleigh is still looking away, one hand groping for something in her kangaroo pocket. “ ‘Why are you so jealous?’ ” she mimics Nando. “ ‘Why can’t you trust me?’ I could tell he was into you, and obviously you were into him. It made me think I was imagining things, and the more we talked about it, the more I felt like I was some crazy bitch. I just kept wondering when I became this person? I mean, I don’t want to be this person, I don’t want to be a crazy bitch.”

I try to keep my eyes on her face and appear attentive and not distracted by her hand in her pocket. It seems to be closed around something that makes the material bulge. If she pulls a weapon, I’ll start running in a zigzag pattern.

“But I knew. I knew you two liked each other. Why didn’t I trust myself? You know? I was fucking right the whole time, he was lying to me. It doesn’t even matter, do I care anymore? I don’t know. I guess I just want to know why he couldn’t love me. Wasn’t I enough for him?”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “He told me you broke up with him.”

“Yeah, we broke up for a while, so what? He had a thing for you, maybe he even loved you. I knew, I was fucking, I was fucking right. I was fucking right the whole time.”

She pushes her sunglasses up with her free hand and carefully wipes the undersides of her eyes with her ring finger, staring up. Her voice doesn’t strangle; her expression doesn’t change. She looks like she’s applying concealer. She pulls the other hand from her pocket and holds it up to show me what was inside: a small black phone.

“See this? I found a fucking secret phone he had to call you with, Perdita. A phone with only your fucking number on it, Perdita. What does that mean? Why did he have a phone just for you?”

The night we met at the Irish pub, ba ba ba ba ba-ba ba ba-ba. She called him, he pulled a phone out of his jacket and silenced it. Did he have two phones with him, one in each pocket? I can’t think about this. Out of the corners of my eyes, I’m watching a man come out of the nearest house. Charleigh, following my gaze, turns and waits for him to pass. He stops ten feet away from us, a bald man wearing tan cargo shorts, a yellow Lacoste shirt, and brown driving moccasins. He smacks his shorts pocket with a BMW key fob.

“Hey, guys?” he says. “I’m going to have to ask you to move along. I’m trying to enjoy my afternoon.”

“H-what?” I say.

“You’re causing a disturbance and you’re loitering. I need you to move along.”

I can’t hold back a sheeshing noise. Neither of us has raised our voices, and Charleigh is the quietest crier I’ve ever seen. “Are you aware that this is public land?”

He sighs as if I’m being dense. “See, but my house is right there.”

I noticed the house when I came in, a sprawling, Band-Aid-colored thing with a garage extension groping toward the park, where we’re standing. Even its garage door is ugly, segmented and brown, like a Hershey bar. Charleigh stares at the man as if she’s hallucinating.

“When I say public land,” I ask him, “what does that mean to you?”

This is a technique I sometimes used in the ER when people would get belligerent: just asking questions. It helps to control my own anxiety and keeps the other person from escalating. (Curiosity is quite calming; there are studies about it.) I really don’t want to engage with this man at all, but I am too stubborn to move, and I have an intuition that I need to show Charleigh I can’t be intimidated. Plus, I don’t want him to win. Maybe I can create some rapport with Charleigh by acting as the protector and the one in charge of the situation.

“You’re disturbing me in my own backyard,” says the man.

“Is this your backyard?”

The man keeps slapping his chinos pockets with his key fob. “Look, I’m just trying to have a relaxing day on my own property.”

“And I’m just trying to understand if you understand what public land is?” I hate him so much. He reminds me of my stepfather. This whole I’m a reasonable guy thing. Hitting his crotch with his status key fob—could you be any more obvious, dude? (We always hate the class slightly above or below our own. That’s why everyone hates the middle class.)

“If you don’t move along, I’m going to have to call the police.” BMW penis, BMW penis. “I’m tired of you people carrying on down here.”

At “you people,” Charleigh sucks her teeth and opens her eyes wide, as if she’s been reanimated.

“That’s your house?” she asks the man before I can think of my next question.

“Uh-huh.”

“Oh.” Charleigh lowers her sunglasses. She cups her chin and taps it.

“I don’t want to be a bad guy here—”

“Because I’m just wondering,” she interrupts him, “how you got the permit to build that extension. It’s very close to public land. It doesn’t look right to me. Did you go through the buildings department?”

“I got a permit, like everyone else.”

“Because you bribed someone,” I say. “Probably.” I’m just being Charleigh’s hype man now. I love everything she’s doing. She’s ice-cold. Her blood pressure hasn’t risen. She sounds mildly bored.

“I just feel like if you didn’t want people near your dogshit little Home Depot McMansion, maybe you shouldn’t have built it right on a public park. And did you put up this ‘Keep Out’ sign? Because that’s actually fraudulent. This isn’t your land. You’re the one harassing us.”

Oh, snap, I think. It’s fun to watch rich people fight. The man is so confused. A minute ago he thought we were transients, now she’s pulling rank and insulting his taste.

“I’m not trying to be a bad guy here—” he says, but she keeps talking.

“You know what I think? You’re the kind of person who enjoys intimidating people who have nothing. It makes you feel powerful, doesn’t it, claiming all this public land that doesn’t belong to you? That’s pathetic. I feel sorry for you, actually.”

The man looks sad. “Well, I guess I’m going to call the police, then.” He scratches above his ear. “I try to be nice,” he says to himself. He turns away and trudges back up the hill toward his dogshit little Home Depot McMansion.

Charleigh and I stare off in different directions.

“Sorry,” she says. Even with her sunglasses on, she looks exhausted.

“No way, that was awesome. You knew exactly how to handle him.”

“I grew up around people like that. They make me want to start my own Baader–Meinhof gang.”

I laugh. This has to be one of Nando’s jokes: Baader–Meinhof gang. Anti-capitalist terrorism plus hot women with bangs? That would be completely his thing.

I’ve forgotten where we left off. Oh, Nando had a secret phone to call me with.

“Well…,” I say. “There’s a café right up there, if you want to get a drink? There’s something I need to tell you.”

“Oh, okay,” Charleigh says.

She turns to pass around the stile in front of me. As we walk up the slope, I can’t help but notice a maelstrom of short white hairs on the ass of her black pants, like an abstract drawing. I wonder if I should say something. She’s the kind of person who would appreciate knowing her pants are covered in dog hair. I can’t, though; it will make her too vulnerable. I keep imagining the man is going to shoot us out of his window with a rifle. That seems like his style.

But we make it back to the sidewalk and civilization. On the fancy little commercial strip, there is a narrow café that has existed in many permutations since I lived here as a teen, passing through eras of gigantic scones and hazelnut lattes. Now it has plants hanging in macramé and sells crystals, geodes, and beer and wine until 7:00 p.m. We meander inside and stand at the marble counter, not looking at each other.

“I’ll have a glass of white,” Charleigh says to the woman who comes. “Do you have a Sancerre or a Chenin Blanc? Something light and mineral?”

“Mmm,” the woman muses. “I don’t think we have either of those. We have a nice pinot grigio?”

“A pinot grigio is fine,” says Charleigh, “and that muffin.”

“Oh, goody!” says the woman, excited. “You got the last one.”

“I’ll have a red,” I say, feeling I deserve it, and damn the headache. I’m dreading how paying will go. I hate asking for separate checks. In the hipster-grunge ethos in which I attained maturity, it was considered very uncool to pay separately; you got a round, and someone else would get you back the next time. It feels even more uncool to ask Charleigh to pay for her own drink, since Nando maybe really loved me and apparently had a secret phone to call me with.

When the woman comes back with my wine, I stick out my credit card.

Charleigh, studying an art nouveau poster, doesn’t seem to notice. She’s probably used to older people paying the bill when they go out. It doesn’t have anything to do with her pride, it’s just the natural order of things.

I try to imagine when I was her age: Would I have let me buy myself a glass of wine and a muffin? Like, let’s say my boyfriend’s ancient side piece wanted to invite me out for a civilized talk? Yes, I’m curious about her, and I work in a bar and she kind of owes me, so I let her pay. Charleigh’s still a resident, or whatever they call it in Chinese medicine, and won’t accept money from her parents, Nando told me—except for the down payment on her house. He made fun of how she agonized about her “generational wealth,” but took the eighty thousand dollars anyway.

That’s relatable, though. Real estate is corrupting.

I lead Charleigh through a glass door to a deck suspended over the canyon, where three round marble tables occupy a narrow teak platform. A couple of women in their sixties sit at the table closest to the door. They wear jackets influenced by East Asian design and dangling earrings, one with short boyish gray hair, the other a burgundy bob.

I say, “I hope you don’t mind us joining you out here?”

“Oh no, we’re just enjoying this beautiful afternoon,” says Burgundy Bob.

“Just beautiful,” says Natural Boy Cut.

The deck has been the same the whole time, since the puffy scones. It is a much better place to be having this conversation than a supermarket parking lot. It used to have a soothing, hypnotic effect on my young nerves—all those chaotic feelings of doom—to come here and write in my journal. Delicious, too, to be listening to the wind in the eucalyptuses below the deck, looking down on that bubble of minty light, squirrels and chipmunks darting around the pale carpet of leaves. Like spying on nature.

Charleigh breaks off pieces of her muffin and eats them between sips of wine. “What did you want to tell me?”

I may as well let her know. She’ll find out anyway. I tell her that I missed our appointment because my brother is being detained by the police, probably under suspicion of having something to do with Nando’s death.

“Your brother?” Her sunglasses are still back down over her eyes, but her surprise seems genuine.

I tell her my theory, that the police must have found Spencer’s name on Nando’s phone, and since he’s a felon with a reduced kidnapping charge who struggles with opioid addiction and has been in and out of rehabs for most of his life, it seems like they are trying to create a scenario in which Nando’s murder was a drug-involved hit orchestrated by my brother. My brother’s character aside, I tell her, he is not capable of committing a drive-by. He’s a bumbling dumbass who lacks the executive skills to orchestrate anything, doesn’t know how to drive, and couldn’t shoot a water gun straight. Anyway, it’s all ridiculous.

Charleigh gives me a look so blank and wondering that for a second I think I’ve said something wrong. I’ve seen that look a million times before in therapy sessions, usually when I’ve managed to “hold” a feeling for someone that they’ve been sitting alone with. Still, it takes me aback.

“That’s what they told me!” she cries. “Those detectives! They said it had to be a drive-by. They kept asking me if Nando did drugs or if he owed money. I couldn’t understand what they were talking about—I told them he could’ve owed money, but he would never borrow from a gang. They asked me if he had a gambling problem. I told them that was crazy, Nando never gambled! That would be the last thing he would ever do!”

Actually, he did play the Powerball, I think, when he was feeling unlucky. I allow myself a moment to gloat that she doesn’t know this.

I say, “The police are racist, they’re making all kinds of assumptions about Nando because he’s Mexican.”

Charleigh pushes her glasses up and starts patting the undersides of her eyes with a ring finger in the same confusing, ladylike way she did in the canyon. In the light that slants toward her from the waning sun, the color of her eyes is a transparent gray-brown, like smoky quartz, framed by long, wet black lashes. She doesn’t wear makeup. She’s not just pretty, she’s cool-looking. I’m sure if she walked into a treatment room and started sticking me all over with needles, I would have the most enormous medical crush on her.

“I told them, I told those detectives it was impossible! Nando is yin deficient, he can’t even handle weed! He gets so dehydrated! And you know what makes me hate myself the most?” She keeps patting the undersides of her eyes, looking almost bored, as if she’s been crying so much lately that it’s just an irritation. “He always said what a racist country this is, and I would say Obama was a good man and would make it a better place. I feel like such an asshole. Look at what they’re doing in Guantánamo…”

“You’re not an asshole, Charleigh. We have to have a little bit of hope. Nando was right about pretty much everything, but sometimes his cynicism could be too convenient.”

“I hated that he didn’t vote.” She blows her nose into her muffin napkin. “I didn’t agree with that.”

“Tell me about this phone,” I say. “Can I see it?”

Charleigh hesitates, then pulls it out of her kangaroo pocket and puts it on the table, a small flip phone with rounded corners. I open it and run my fingers over the raised keys. I touch the big silver button, and the home screen lights up. To me, it doesn’t look different from his other phones, which he talked about all the time, and about which he noted, teasingly, my total lack of interest.

“I don’t know how to use this thing. Are there any texts on it?”

“No,” she says. “He probably erased them.”

Nando was very into erasing. Until now, I’ve been assuming that destroying all our email correspondence was a babyish acting-out. Now I wonder if it was cold-blooded practicality. It seems calculated, doesn’t it—that all the evidence of our affair was on a secret Gmail account that he insisted on creating and that he cleaned out as soon as he decided it was over? He must have known on some level that he might get back together with Charleigh. And all the while he was telling me that he never wanted to see her again, that he wasn’t sad, just mad. Geminis.

“He told me that he lost his old number because he couldn’t pay the bill,” I tell her. “He gave me a new number; then a few weeks later, he sent me a mean text and disappeared.”

“How long ago was that?” Charleigh asks.

“About six months ago.”

“We got back together around then.” She’s silent for a moment, looking away from me. “I wanted some commitments from him. I wanted him to get a more stable job. I wanted to have a kid. He’s kind of…”

“Thwarted,” I say. Nando was kind of thwarted. It didn’t bother me. Everyone has that in middle age anyway.

“I just wanted him to be, like, more self-actualized,” Charleigh says. “Easy for me to say—I know it’s so hard to be a person of color in this country. But I would’ve helped him go back to school! I would’ve done anything to support him! He had this weird pride, wouldn’t take my money.”

“He kept losing people. He didn’t want to rely on anyone.”

The chatter of the women at the other table has stopped. They get up to leave.

“I hope we didn’t disturb you!” I say.

“Oh no,” says Natural Boy Cut. “You gals have a lot to talk about!”

“Enjoy your beautiful afternoon!” says Burgundy Bob.

As they walk out the glass door, Burgundy Bob whispers something to the other woman, and they giggle.

Charleigh doesn’t pay them the slightest attention, any more than I would have at her age.

“But if he broke up with you,” she says, “then why did he have a second phone to call you with? There must have been some overlap.”

“Maybe he liked knowing he had me in the wings, in case things didn’t work out with you. Like a way of protecting himself. If you broke up again, I would be there to pick up the pieces.”

I can’t help but say this, pick up the pieces, with a tinge of bitterness. There was some overlap, she’s right. And so what? Overlapping is not a mortal sin. He chose her over me, that’s all. Charleigh could offer him more. He was poor and scared, and he loved her, duh. All those embarrassing Christmas presents her family gave him. He must have felt like a good-hearted peasant boy in a fairy tale who marries the king’s daughter. No money, not even a college education. I completely understood. That’s why I never pointed out that it seemed a little hypocritical, for an anarcho-Marxist.

“How’d you find the phone?” I ask her.

“After the detectives drove me home, I was going through his clothes, and it was in one of his jackets.”

“People’s clothes keep their smell for a long time.”

She gives me the same blank look, as if I’ve read her mind and it’s freaking her out. But it’s obvious to me that she would have been in the closet smelling Nando’s clothes. That’s what I would have done. I used to find it uncanny that he had no personal scent. He was fastidious about showering before he drove down to see me. I wanted to steal one of his dirty T-shirts, pretending I liked it but just wanting something of his to put on my body so his smell would be around me all day and I would have proof that he existed and I didn’t invent him. I thought about it, the weekend we went away to the desert together, but then I started to worry that he was too poor and if I took one of his shirts he wouldn’t have enough. Maybe I should have anyway, because that’s something I would still like to know, what he smelled like at the end of the day when he was sweaty and unwashed. If I had a closet full of his clothes, I would never stop smelling them. I would make a big pile of them and dive into it.

“The phone was in one of his work jackets,” Charleigh says. “I charged it up. I know all his passwords. He thought I didn’t, but I did. There was only one number on it, a San Diego area code. I knew it was yours. I called you to be sure.”

Nando had a secret phone to call me with. It makes perfect sense. He thought he was slick. I’m sneaky, he said that time in LA. That’s something you don’t know about me.

“Seems like he played me, too, Charleigh. All I can say is that we liked talking to each other and… yeah, more than anything, we were friends. I guess I was unhappy in my marriage, and Nando really listened to me and made me feel good, and after you broke up, I threw myself at him. Sometimes it’s so hard to just be two people. You know? Two human beings who like hanging out with each other. That’s all it was. And to be honest, I don’t want to tell you how to feel, but… it seems like he chose you.”

Charleigh’s glasses are down over her eyes again. She leans back and hugs herself, looking away. A protective gesture, as if she is trying not to let herself believe me.

“I had this idea that maybe you killed him,” she says.

“Okay. Why do you think I would’ve killed him?”

“I don’t know. Jealousy.”

“How would I have done it?”

“Well, that’s a good question.” She resettles herself, uncrosses her arms. “I thought about that a lot.” She picks up her wineglass. “The thing is, there was no sound of a car that night.” She traces the rim of her glass. “I never heard a car outside the house when he was shot. It didn’t take me that long to get outside, I mean, I didn’t get up right away, I thought it was just a backfire or something. I was so tired, I don’t know, I don’t sleep well already, and I don’t get enough sleep ever, and I, I just wanted to sleep, and I felt like, you know, it’s probably something loud, a backfire or something, but it wasn’t more than a few seconds by the time I got up. And I saw someone from the living room window.” She pushes the sunglasses up and starts wiping her eyes again. “They had on a hoodie, it was just a second. And then when I got outside, they were gone, but there was no car, no sound of a car… I just don’t, I don’t think there was a car there. The detectives seemed to believe me at first, and then they just decided I was crazy or something.” Wiping her eyes, wiping her eyes. “So, then anyway, after I called you, I started thinking maybe it could’ve been an electric car. Like a Prius or a hybrid. I didn’t see one, but at least that would explain why it was so quiet. And then I thought, who has a Prius? A soccer mom, like you.”

“I’m not a soccer mom yet,” I allow, with a small smile. “That’s why you came to the house? To see if I had a Prius?”

“And then I thought, maybe your husband had an electric car or…”

“But he didn’t. And you followed me…?”

She doesn’t answer right away. She sticks her pointer finger in her wine, sticks the tip of the finger in her mouth, and sucks on it.

“It gave me something to do,” she says.

“And if you didn’t have something to do, what would happen then?”

“I guess I’d keep thinking…”

“What would you think?”

“Oh, like… what I could have done?”

“Done when?”

“Like, if I hadn’t stayed in bed… if I got up to make his lunch that morning the way I used to…”

“So if you got up every morning at some god-awful hour, on the highly remote chance someone might murder your boyfriend, then you could’ve saved him?”

“I know that sounds insane.”

“Not at all. We all have irrational thoughts all the time. But is it even true? Could you have saved him even if you were up that morning?”

“Well, I guess… not. I would have been inside. Probably in the kitchen.”

I wait.

“I don’t know why I do this to myself.” She has an annoyed look between her eyebrows, as if on top of everything else she’s sick of herself.

I make my voice gentle. “Charleigh, I’m wondering if sometimes you beat up on yourself for beating up on yourself?”

This gets a laugh out of her. “Oh my god, you’re right! I do do that.”

I wait for half a minute, listening to the eucalyptuses. Shhh, like a hand brushing the back of my neck.

I say, “When you got outside, was he already…?”

“I think so. I tried to give him CPR, but yeah, I think he was gone. His face was different. I went with him in the ambulance. I had to be a total bitch about it, I lied and said we were getting married in two weeks and… but I knew I had to… had to go with him, I needed to sit with him and look at him before, you know, they took him away. I wish I could’ve brought him home with me for a few days, like sat with him until he started to really smell, you know? I would’ve just sat with his body until it was rotting and I couldn’t take the smell anymore… Is that crazy?”

Her smoke-colored eyes hang on mine.

“That’s the sanest thing I ever heard.”

“Really?”

“I hate it that they take the bodies away from us. It’s not natural. Sitting with the dead is a very important part of the grieving process.”

“I’m surprised you would say that. I thought you’d be more…” She hesitates. “Western based?”

“Oh no. I was a cultural anthropology major.”

I feel caught out, saying this, as if Nando is listening. I never told him I was the same college major as his mother. I didn’t want him to mix me up with her in his mind. That wouldn’t be a turn-on. Or it would be a turn-on.

But maybe there was still some projection on his part, an association between his mother and me. I always worried about that in the back of my mind.

A theory I’ve been working on lately is that I became a projection of his mother for him, and then he felt the unconscious need to kill me, thereby repeating the trauma of participating in the death of the person he loved most. In other words, he tried to kill me psychologically, emotionally. He let me believe he was falling passionately in love with me and then cut me off as cruelly as he could. Then he did it all again. He would have kept doing it as long as I would have let him. Which is forever. Fucking me; killing me. Fucking me; killing me. And I would have let him, compelled to repeat the trauma of losing him.

But. You know, it’s just a theory.

“Is he being cremated?” I say. “Having his ashes could be comforting.”

She’s already thought about it. “They’ll release the body to his family in Colorado. He didn’t really know them well.”

“Maybe you could ask them. They probably wouldn’t mind, if they weren’t close.”

“Yeah, I could do that.” She looks off with no expression. “Yeah, I could. I might.”

I enjoy a brief, kind of bonkers fantasy: I help Charleigh scatter the ashes, and while she’s not looking, I steal some and keep them in a vial close to my heart forever and ever. And when someone asks me what it is, I smile and say, It’s a keepsake of a dear friend.

I think the meeting went well. Charleigh even let me hug her when we said goodbye. I hardly had to lie to her. Except by omission, of course. The gun they found in the canyon that linked Spencer to the crime, for example—if we can get him off, she never needs to know about that.

Everything else I told her was true. How unlikely it felt for Nando and me to find each other through thickets of people and time and fucking dogshit and be almost the same person. That we might have been using each other to get relief from relationships that were hurting us. All I left out was that we fucked in his car about thirty times, spent the happiest weekend of our lives together in the desert, and blew each other’s minds with cosmic, soul-devouring sex. And then, of course, the part where I decided I needed to kill him.

Yes, I killed him. You may as well know. This is my story now.






IN WHICH I EAT EDIBLES AND CONFESS TO MY GUN

I’ve just been on the phone with my mother for an hour. Spencer has been formally charged with first-degree murder. He’s awaiting arraignment at San Diego County correctional. Mom is getting ready to pay a quarter of a million dollars for his bail.

I stick two of my father’s weed brownies in the microwave. Uck. They’re gooey but taste like freezer burn. I take them out to the garden, sit at the table under the arbor, and swill them down with some Hello Kitty wine I bought at the Japanese supermarket. The card on the shelf said it had notes of dried cherries, Maltesers, and pencil eraser.

And it does! Especially the pencil eraser. I like it.


Dear Smith & Wesson M&P 22 automatic,

The story of you and me began last summer, as I tried to drag myself out of a major depressive episode brought on by Nando dumping me through an insulting text. During those months, my brother came back to San Diego from wherever. He was staying with our mother, going to meetings, working at yet another fancy steakhouse, making new NA friends. He and his pal Dougie even had a band going, for which my brother was the lead yeller. During that time, as part of my regime of running and meditating and not killing myself, I remembered something my grandfather had once told me: When you’re down and out, try thinking about someone else for a few hours.

I invited Spencer to lunch for his birthday, and he, of course, wanted to go to El Sombrero Grande, the worst restaurant in Old Town. My brother always wants the nastiest, most cheese-blanketed fake Mexican food available. Which I think is my fault, because when he was a little kid I used to sneak him to Taco Bell.

We sat on raffia chairs in the inner patio of a tiled arcade, surrounded by pottery, etched mirrors, embroidered dresses, whole forests of Frida Kahlo in the back of dim little shops. My brother, who enjoyed watching other people drink, insisted that I order a margarita the size of a bathtub. The mariachis were playing “Like a Virgin.” I hated to admit it, but it was festive.

“So, what’s going on, Perdie?” he said. “Still stepping out on Theo with that roofer guy?”

I told him that Nando had dumped me. Spencer immediately changed tack, became protective and filial.

“No future in that line of work, anyway. This is the best salsa.”

“It is good salsa.”

“Your birthday is coming up soon. I want to get you something good.”

My forty-first birthday. I coughed out a small, dry laugh. “You wouldn’t know how to get a gun, would you?”

“Word. For protection? Your area is pretty sketchy.”

I didn’t think Normal Heights was that sketchy. I picked up the bowl and scraped out the last of the guacamole. “I want to shoot Nando in the face, actually.”

“Oh, okay. I feel you. A woman scorned.”

“I think that would be very satisfying. We need more guacamole.”

Lately, I’d been fantasizing about texting Nando and asking him to meet me in a remote place, often in the canyon below Presidio Park where we once walked together when I was pregnant and he’d said, Perdita, you have beauty to spare. I felt like killing him down there would give me a sense of closure. But if I arranged to meet him, the record of our texts would be on his phone, which would be dumb. I had no idea where he was living, so I couldn’t stalk him.

I waved that away with a chip. “I’m not going to shoot Nando. Women almost never commit gun murders.”

“But, Perdie, listen: Is he even worth it? He’s just some blue-collar chump.”

“He’s not a chump, he’s the smartest person I ever met. I love him with all my heart.”

“Well, shit,” Spencer said. “I’ll kill him for you just as a favor.”

I crunched a tortilla chip and studied my brother: I nearly believed him. Spencer is touched by the fragility of those drawn toward their own destruction. He appreciates the freakiness of freaky women. And maybe he loves me best when I am fucking up.

“That’s very sweet,” I said. “But please don’t kill anyone.”

On my forty-first birthday, Spencer came to my house carrying a large white gift box with a pink bow on it. He wore a brand-new pair of Air Jordans and had sideburns shaped into pointy edges.

“Happy birthday!” he sang. “It’s for you-woo!”

The box had a mechanical heft. I excavated layers of pink tissue, worried he was giving me an inappropriate sex toy.

And there you were, gun. Our meet-cute.

“Holy shit!” I laughed, covering my mouth. “It’s not real, is it?”

“Of course it’s real. You said you wanted one. And look…” Spencer reached into the tissue and retrieved a danger-yellow box. “Amm-mohhh.”

“But you’re a felon. Isn’t it illegal for you to buy a gun?”

Please do not insult me, said his face. “I have my ways.”

“Is it…” I plumbed my TV knowledge. “A street piece?”

He shrugged manfully. “You put me up in your garage. Don’t even mention it.”

There was something defensive about his expression, a touchiness I associated with the street and prison. If I refused the gun, he might be insulted. Also, he would have it, not a good thing. Better for me to keep it.

I hugged him and said, “How thoughtful, thank you.”

At first, I shoved your box onto the high shelf of my clothes closet and tried to forget about you. But then, I don’t know. One day I had an afternoon to myself, so I took you to Discount Gun World on Clairemont Mesa Boulevard.

“My brother gave me this gun for my birthday?” I told the man I encountered in front of the wall of rifles. “He thinks my neighborhood is sketchy?”

I imagined I would immediately be drummed out of Discount Gun World as a fraud and a liberal, but the man accepted my story without comment and gave me his business card. His name was Carl LaGrande, a tall, handsome Black guy with wounded eyes. I liked the way he pronounced his last name, “LaGrandy.”

“This is a .22,” he said. “Good starter gun. Your brother chose well.”

You were made of matte black plastic, or polystyrene, as Carl said, your handle textured like a high-tech running shoe, a swoop on the side carved out for the meat of my thumb. Carl mentioned your “good shot placement due to minimal recoil,” and showed me how to load bullets into your chamber and hold you sideways when I walked from the showroom to the firing range, so I wouldn’t accidentally pull your trigger.

“I didn’t know rappers were holding their guns sideways for safety,” I joked. “I thought it just looked cool.”

Carl, not a fan of hip-hop, was unamused. He played the grunge and classic hard-rock station.

Shooting was actually pretty fun, so when I had a free afternoon, I went back to the firing range. There weren’t many people there on a weekday. Carl and I spent some quality time, chatting about our kids and the schools they went to. He mentioned that he’d seen my birth date on my license and we were the same age. Almost to the month: He was a Libra, I was a Scorpio.

“With that Scorpio temper,” he said, “I wouldn’t want you discharging this weapon ‘by accident.’ Heh heh.”

Carl, I thought, you scary gun nut, are you flirting with me?

Carl was hot. Batshit, but helpful and kind of sexy. He frequently talked about killing people, in a purely speculative way.

“A .22 lacks stopping power, but it’s fine for home protection. You could definitely disable them, get the kids out of the house.” This was Carl’s favorite shadowy third-person plural, them.

He asked me when I was going to bring Atticus to the range, and said, “Five is a good age to start,” not at all kidding.

One of Carl’s favorite phrases, when he was bitching hotly about California’s strict gun laws, was, “the other forty-nine free states of America.” I was going to Discount Gun World about once a week by then, and I felt like Carl and I were kind of friends, but he didn’t get too personal, and I never found out what had made him fall so in love with firearms. I had a hunch, based on some hints he dropped about grenade launchers and Apache helicopters, that he was a Gulf War veteran.

“Soft on the trigger,” he would say, his voice also softening. Then he would leave me to it.

I started listening to Carl’s radio station, the one he played at Discount Gun World, the angry white boys, with their anthems of alienation and disappointment. The Offspring, Smashing Pumpkins, the All-American Rejects. When they screamed, my head screamed. When they were quiet, I got quiet inside. Sometimes I became aware of my heart pounding loud and fast when I was listening to a patient or driving around.

I started buying you little things, cleaning products and accessories, to make Carl happy.

Once I asked him, “How would I trade in this gun?”

Carl straightened up. “We don’t buy used firearms here.”

“Oh, but supposing I wanted to get a safer gun? Like a nine mill?”

Carl looked happy again. “Go to a gun show! There’s one in La Mesa next month.”

Then I remembered that my brother had probably obtained you in some illegal way. If I tried to sell you, we could both get in trouble.



Ugly, distasteful gun. You had a muteness, a lack of expression. You made me think of the time Nando and I shot a revolver together at an outdoor range in the desert and how the man with the muffin beard kept yelling at us. Check her sights, boss!

Did he work there? we wondered afterward. Just hang out there?

“I hate it when men call me boss.” Nando said this with a disappointed look I knew so well, his chin pushed out.

“Why do you think they do that?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Because they feel powerless.”

Nando was right. About everything.

And fuck him.

Holding you, I would feel he was there with me, the same way I felt his presence when I played guitar. Then I would see his face over the target and shoot it over and over and over. Afterward, I felt loose and set free, like a boxer.

I kept thinking about you up in that closet, craving you in the muscles of my hands and the tendons of my forearms, hungry for the feeling of release you gave me. I considered the possibility that going to the firing range could have benefits for people in my practice, but I doubted that shooting-people-in-the-face-by-proxy therapy would’ve passed the National Association of Social Workers Practice Standards & Guidelines.

I worried that Atticus could get to you in the closet, so I locked you in the trunk of my car and left you there. Theo didn’t drive my car, and if he ever did, I doubted he would be curious enough to look inside a box in the trunk. I just had a secret hobby, the same way he had his private internet world where he sublimated his libido into porn, shopping, research, and performances of athletic prowess. Wasn’t my gun really the same? Well, no. It was a physical object that could kill someone. Maybe leaving it in the trunk was my vague gesture of wanting Theo to find it, my slippage. But he never looked.



Sometimes I would imagine going to Carl’s house and requesting asylum from my life. The kids and I would move in with him. We would listen to the angry white boys, and I would accept Carl’s philosophy, his siege mentality. It would be better than several alternatives.



For two or three days after Nando and I went to the Galway Bay and had sex on the beach, we texted back and forth, but he was busy with work. I decided to play it cool. One night, I texted him and he didn’t respond. I didn’t sleep for three days. I tried not to write to him again, but it was impossible to live. I didn’t have any pills, and I couldn’t get an appointment with the psychiatrist for weeks. I started thinking about his phone going off when we were at the pub, playing Darth Vader’s theme. Ba ba ba ba…

One afternoon, when I had to pick Atticus up from a half day at kindergarten, we drove up to Linda Vista and did a slow roll through Charleigh’s cul-de-sac.

First of all, fuck her. She had a dope house. It was so cute it made me want to kill myself, like a little Spanish church. Whitewashed adobe walls, terra-cotta roof tiles, sea-green door. A few brick steps led down to the garden, turned into a path, and meandered between a datura tree and a bougainvillea trellis. In the main part of the building was a beautiful big picture window shaped like the skinny half of an egg, with the vague outlines of a living room inside it, a light-colored sofa and some art.

So, so cute. But above the front door, as if to add insult to injury, was the most upsetting thing I had ever seen in my stupid forty-one years of life: a teeny tiny balcony with a teeny tiny iron balustrade. A cute little balcony just big enough for a cat or a doll. Maybe Charleigh’s house really was a two-hundred-year-old church; for all I knew, that cute balcony once held a statue of the Virgin of Guadalupe. It made sense, too, because those Spanish monks had good taste about the land they stole: The magnificent sweep of the canyon down to the valley, and in the far distance…

Fuck that fucking bitch. You know what she had? An ocean view. A motherfuck-everybody’s-ass view of the motherfucking bay and goddamn motherfucking ocean.

Nando had never told me about an ocean view. It made me hate him.

There was something familiar on the living room wall, inside the half-oval picture window. The something was so far down in my consciousness that I’d already circled out of the cul-de-sac by the time I knew I needed to go back and see what it was. I pulled in front of the house again and looked up at the dark rectangle on the living room wall. I couldn’t make it out from the car. There were only two other houses in the cul-de-sac, no one seemed to be around. I got out and stepped over the short adobe wall into Charleigh’s garden. I moved sideways between giant aloes and prickly pears, the glare on the picture window shifting as I got closer. I peered into the dim living room, cupping the sides of my head.

On the facing wall, over a cream-colored sofa, was a small painting of an owl with the face of a woman. My owl witch painting. The one I’d given Nando for Christmas.

That fucking whore had my black velvet painting.

I started the car.

“What are we doing?” Atticus asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Where are we going?”

“Nowhere.”



Now it’s three days later, and I haven’t slept much. I’m driving north on the 5 with Atticus in the back seat. My eyes close every few minutes and then jerk open again. Nando and I are in a room, a small room like my office back at the hospital, but it’s a dream, and when I open my eyes, my phone is ringing. To the right of me is a trailer truck carrying a rock-climbing wall. Atticus is in the back, playing a game on my phone. He says, “Mama, someone’s calling.” I turn to grab the phone from him, and as I do, I unconsciously turn the steering wheel a little to the right. I see that it’s Nando’s number, and as I fumble to answer it, I don’t know that I’m about to hit the trailer from the side.

The collision is loud and personal-feeling. A rain of glass prickles the skin of my right arm. I yank the wheel to the left to get away from the truck, skidding across the lane. A black Suburban speeds up to get away from me. In the midst of this world of motion and reaction, a single thought appears, like the letters on a Magic 8 Ball: People die. The car hits the median and slides along it with a scraping noise. I’m not aware of braking. My chest smacks the wheel. A van goes by, leaning on its horn.

I take in the information that I’m alive, a smell of burnt rubber. Then I turn to look at Atticus in his booster seat.

The right window is gone. Bits of glass have flown all over the car, blanketing Atticus’s lap and spangling his hair. There are red threads all over his face, arm, and leg, tiny bleeding puncture marks. I grope him to see if anything is broken.

“Are you okay? Are you okay? Does anything hurt?”

“I’m okay,” he says.

Only now does time start. Oh, God. Before I crashed the car, I had a dream about Charleigh singing “Tainted Love” as an opera aria.

A pleasant-looking white-haired man bends to look in my window. I roll it down.

“Are you all right?” says the man. He rests his hands on the window frame and peers in at me with an expression of friendly curiosity.

“Yes, we’re all right,” I say.

“What happened?”

“I… I’m too tired to be driving, I guess. I fell asleep for a second.”

“You hit me?” the man says, more in wonderment than accusation. He looks preppy for a truck driver, even a rock-climbing-wall truck driver, wearing a chambray shirt with the sleeves rolled up, his white hair flopping over one eye.

“Oh…,” I say. “I’m sorry.” I’m not really. My adrenalized brain isn’t sorry. It knows that people die and that’s all.

“I’m just glad you’re okay. Sure you’re okay?”

“Yes, we’re fine.” I turn to look at Atticus again, and pick a piece of glass out of my ear. “You okay, Atticus?”

“Yeah.”

“Is your truck okay?” I ask the man.

“No biggie. I’m just glad you’re both all right.” He taps the window frame and makes a frowny face. The cloudless sky behind him is hyperreal, scratched with contrails and dust, like an old movie.

Two young men with crew cuts join the white-haired man at the window.

“Coast Guard, ma’am, let’s get you out of there.” They pull us out of the car, glass falling from our bodies onto the tarmac.

“Don’t you guys work the waterways?” I ask them, as they escort us to their Jeep.

“Yes’m.”

“Oh… you’re not on duty. You’re just being helpful.” My brain cannot keep up with the simplest concepts.

“Yes’m. We sure try.”

In the ambulance I cry hysterically, explaining to one of the paramedics, to his orange vest, that I almost killed my son.

“Hey, Perds?” he says. “It’s me, Seth Posner? From high school?”

“Oh, hi, Seth. What are you doing here?”

“This is my job! I’m not a doctor, but I play one on this truck.”

I want to cry again, knowing I will hear Seth Posner’s devastating tagline forever: I’m not a doctor, but I play one on this truck. He was one of the football guys, with their bright eyes and their shorts, the ones who always called you by a one-syllable name whether you wanted them to or not. Seth and I didn’t talk much, but he was actually pretty nice. He talked to me once on a class field trip to Torrey Pines. As we milled around in front of the school bus, he walked up to me, gently pawed my hair, and held a strand of it between his meaty fingers. Perds, he said. Dude. Your hair is blue in the sunlight. Like a superhero.

He must have been very stoned. I told him all about Manic Panic as we walked up the path together.

“What’s your name, buddy? Atticus? How ya feeling, Atticus? Any pain? Got a few cuts there, clean those up for ya? Come on, Perds, no need to cry. Everything’s okay.”

Seth Posner is busy with his swabs.

“Mama?” says Atticus. “Can you please stop crying? It’s scaring me.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie.”

I hold his hand. He hardly asks me for anything. My little Amish boy, my tame raccoon. There is an unlucky Perdita who killed this sensitive, kind, beautiful boy in the crash, before he had a chance to be alive and make his own mistakes. That Perdita’s gone off to her shitty multiverse, and here I stay, by some inexplicable good fortune, in the good Obamaverse, where I get to watch my son grow up.

I see that other Perdita a million times a day now, flashing across the thinnest time-space membrane. She’s a fucking cunt. I hate her. She got what she had coming, and she knows it.

“You forget everything,” Atticus complains. “You forgot to pick me up from school.”

We’re in an ER treatment room now. Atticus is on the paper-covered bed, airing his complaints about me, and I am on the chair taking it, pinching the skin between my thumb and forefinger so I don’t cry. It’s true; I mixed up the days last week and was an hour late to pick him up. I haven’t been thinking about him at all lately; I’ve thought only of myself. What’s worse, I’ve worried about Nando’s well-being a hundred times more than my children’s—infinity more than Theo’s, of course. He’s just a roach. I’ve accused my husband of lacking empathy, and for a year I’ve treated him like an insect or a murderer. And he didn’t even do anything evil, he was just being an asshole. He’s not even that much of an asshole. He’s not a perv or a sicko or a douche. His heart is sound and true, and the asshole is layered on top.

His socialization, I guess. It must be confusing, being denied feelings as a child and then later being expected to care about other people’s feelings. His whole life he was told that stuff was weak and gay. Now this hippie he married is making him go to a guy to cry and talk about his mother. And he doesn’t want any of it. He’s doing it for me.

I’m thinking about all this while sitting on a bench outside the treatment room, where the social worker has banished me so she can ask Atticus, was Mommy drinking or acting funny before the accident? Atticus knows something bad has been going on with me. He feels it the way an animal knows it’s going to rain. I wasn’t drinking, only sleep deprived and deranged by obsessive love, but I imagine Atticus is telling the social worker everything about me: how Mommy fucked Man Man and drove by his ex’s house and saw the painting inside, the painting Mommy gave Man Man, and then she knew his ex wasn’t an ex anymore. And then Mommy didn’t sleep for two days, wondering when exactly Man Man and his ex got back together, if maybe the whole thing was a lie from the beginning, maybe he’d never broken up with her. And then today, when Mommy picked me up from school, she said, How about we go somewhere that’s nowhere, huh, Atticus? I mean, let’s go somewhere and don’t even care where it is, huh, Atticus? And I was playing a game on Mommy’s phone and I said someone is calling and she said who is it and I said it’s only numbers and she said what are they and I read the first three to her and she tried to grab the phone from me and then the window exploded and the car was staggering around the I-5.

The social worker opens the door. “We’re done, Mom. You can come back in.”

Atticus grips my legs. When I squat to hug him, he’s shaking. I caress the sharp little bones of his back, listen to his breath knocking against my ear.

“It wasn’t so bad, Mama.”

“What wasn’t so bad, sweetie?”

“When you forgot to pick me up from school? I played Angry Birds in Ms. Credenza’s office.”

“Oh, wow. What’s Angry Birds like? Is it fun?”

Atticus tells me about that, and I tell him about Pac-Man and Space Invaders, and we talk about stuff like that until Theo comes to get us.



“What were you doing in Del Mar?” Theo said, driving us home from the hospital. He looked as if he was making the greatest effort of his life not to seem upset.

“I wanted to go to that old record store,” I said. I stuck my hand up my skirt, rooted around in my vagina, and excavated a piece of safety glass. I studied it for a moment, then put it away in my jacket pocket.

“But we don’t have a record player,” Theo said.

“I just wanted to look.”

“Well, the Saab is totaled, you’re going to need a new car. You probably want a minivan at this point, anyway.”

“You’re the one who wants me to have a minivan.”

He looked hurt. “No, I want it for you.”

“Thank you,” I said, remorseful. He was being nice. “But how will we pay for it?”

“We’ll lease it.”

“Theo! You said people who lease are idiots!”

“I guess we’re going to be idiots. You can’t not have a car.”

“That’s true.” Somehow I’d pictured myself joining the carless class, like my brother and father. I was even taking some masochistic pleasure from the thought of buying food online, all that wasteful extra packaging compounding my shame.

“I’m just so glad you’re both okay,” Theo said, looking moist around his pale eyes.

I stared at his face, trying to let it penetrate: Theo really did care about us, like a lot. I knew it intellectually, but I never gave him credit for it.

That night after the kids were tucked away, I crawled into bed with a bowl of macaroni and cheese from the box and the remote. Theo was downstairs sublimating his libido into Youtube. During an Unsolved Mysteries rerun, the Monk traipsed into the room, robes trailing, carrying a kitchen garbage bag. He perched on the bed, arranged the bag on his lap, and took possession of my hand. He gazed into my eyes with no other expression than the ironic kink of his mouth.

He really was beautiful. Maybe a sociopath, not a psychopath.

“Ah ya,” he sighed. “Hjo hjo hjo.”

He was a gorgeous turtle, with his shaved head. He’d always had a leathery European man beauty, all brandy eyes and cosmic satire, the kink of his mouth. Definitely a psychopath.

“You have always been my guru, Perdita.”

I waited to see what else he had, torn between annoyance that he was keeping me from my unsolved mystery and mounting curiosity. It felt like he had something significant he wanted to tell me, come in all this state to my bedside.

“Let me read your palm. Your destiny is forked. You think too much. Ah! And you have bad digestion.”

All true. This was actually kind of fun.

“I wrote a song for you,” he said.

“You did?” I gasped inwardly. Was this really it? Was this the moment? Had he written me the apology he could not otherwise express? I had fantasized about this many times. Can you forgive me? he would say, and I, like Rita Hayworth in Gilda, all desperate gaiety, wearing a studded leather belt, would tell him, Oh, Martin, of course I forgive you. My heart is dead and nothing matters. Waiter! More champagne!

“I sing it for you?” he suggested.

“Sure,” I said.

The Monk opened the kitchen garbage bag and took out a ukulele. I waited, holding my breath, tingling all over my body. If my father compared me to a bird, what kind of bird would I be? Had he come here with his newfound wisdom, like Yoda, to tell me, Sense that you needed me, I did? I pictured him with Yoda ears, and a thrilling peace fell over me.

He began to play a ditty, somewhat in the style of Creedence Clearwater Revival, about drifting along a lazy river.




Drifting along a lazy river,

We’re drifting along a lazy river, me and you…

Drifting along the lazy river, lo lo lo…




I waited for the lazy river to do something else, but it just kept rolling along.

My mind drifted, too. I wondered what happened to The Wild Boy, the book I gave Nando when our affair began and we exchanged Christmas presents that cost no money? I gave him my owl witch painting and that book, which I stole from Atticus’s shelf, the one about the little wild boy who was found in a forest in France. I thought the wild boy’s story was a beautiful poem: how he could never speak; how even after they civilized him, he would run outside, tear off his clothes, and dance in the wind. I knew why the wild boy would never speak. He loved the wind first, before the humans. The woods only gave him silence. The book reminded me so much of Nando, and Nando reminded me of it.

But he was not the wild boy. I am the wild boy.



In the days after the accident, I practiced driving around in Theo’s Jeep without the kids in the car, and several times, I cruised by Charleigh’s dope-ass little church house. I didn’t know why, but everything about the scene up there in Linda Vista infuriated me. Even the other houses pissed me off, all those American flags and boxy ’80s horrors and the new ones that looked like armed compounds, with double-wide garage doors and no windows onto the street. It was all so smug and suburban.

Of course Nando loved living up there. Full-on ocean view, motherfucker, I would curse him under my breath. I would almost have gone out with Charleigh for her dope-ass little church house.

How could he? How could he give her my owl witch painting? Didn’t he know that the very last person I’d want to have my precious kitsch artwork that he and I had bought together was her? The fucking rich girl I knew, deep down, I was in competition with the whole time? The girl who’d told me I caused all my son’s problems in life by giving him antibiotics for an ear infection, like a little Western-medicine punk-ass bitch?



One day, Theo came home saying a funny thing had happened. He was up in Linda Vista visiting our accountant, and he thought he’d just go by Nando’s girlfriend’s house. Nando had mentioned something about a bougainvillea trellis he’d built for Charleigh’s front garden. Theo wanted to check it out, maybe ask him to build a similar one for our sagging arbor.

And guess what? Nando was there, in front, working on his car.

“Oh wow,” I said. I turned away and started taking exotic vinegars I never used out of the cabinet and wiping them down.

“Yeah, we talked for a while. He seemed good. He said he and his girlfriend are planning on getting married. He’s going to invite us to the wedding.”

“I thought they broke up,” I said.

“Just for a little while, I guess. Sounds like it wasn’t serious. He’s working a commercial job in LA, brutal. He gets up at four in the morning.”

“So early? Does Charleigh still get up to make his lunches?”

Theo leaned back against the counter and smiled. “I asked him the same thing. Nando said even she isn’t that big of a martyr. She makes them the night before.”



A few days later, Nando sent me the following email:




Fernando Acuña <fernandoAcuna@gmail.com>

how’s it gooing?




I felt hate in the roots of my teeth.

Three words. One misspelled.

Did he and Charleigh get back together before or after we fucked on Mission Beach? Was he just tired of sleeping on Dennis’s couch? What if the whole thing was a love con? I’d given him that two-thousand-dollar check—maybe it was all a fake-out, Nando never loved me, he was a stone-cold scammer. Maybe he thought Theo and I were rich at first, because everyone in town thought the Vestergaards were rich. Then, when he realized we had no money in the bank, he got what he could and cut his losses.

It was my worst fear, this kind of con. To get tricked, suckered, bamboozled. To let him destroy my heart and play me for a fool.

You’re spinning out, you’re spinning out, I told myself. Nando never asked for money, that was your idea.

Still, though. I’d made him apologize to me, he said he was sorry, and then he lured me in and did it all over again. He was definitely talking to Charleigh when I’d met him at that Irish pub—she was calling him. Nando never thought of my feelings, not once.

Okay, once. How’s it gooing?

Fuck you. Fuck you.



Even now I still wonder how much Theo knew.

About a month ago, he came to me and said he’d been talking to Allan about some things and wondered if we could have a conversation?

It seemed natural that we would sit down on the living room sofa, it felt like such a solemn occasion. I was excited—and scared. What was happening? Would we talk about Nando? Did Theo know? Was he going to divorce me? I kind of knew that might happen.

Theo started, “I’m really glad you and Atticus are okay…” He sat for a moment, blinking that back.

“Uh-huh?” I said.

“Well… I was telling Allan how when I take the kids to the park on the weekend it feels kind of… boring and lonely.”

“Mmhm?” I kept trying to look encouraging and not roll my eyes even at all.

“Well, Allan helped me see that… that’s kind of been your life… a lot of the time? I mean, the playground and everything? And it must be boring and lonely for you, too. And I guess, um, I’m really sorry I didn’t understand that.”

“It is boring and lonely sometimes,” I said. “Thank you.”

“I guess I resented having kids a little, and that was bad, I mean, that was wrong of me, because I said I wanted kids… I mean, when you got pregnant the first time, when you had the…”

It was so hard to apologize when you meant it; physically hard, like ripping something out of your chest.

“Miscarriage,” I supplied.

“But, I mean, before the…”

“Miscarriage.”

“Yeah… you seemed so excited, and I thought it would be cool to have a family with you, but later I guess I took my resentment out on you.”

I nodded, overwhelmed by a feeling I hadn’t had in years and years. Like I wanted to give him a blow job. The way I had in the beginning, when I’d watched that BJ tutorial on cable. Just to make him happy.

My turn. “I’m sorry, too,” I croaked. “I’m sorry for everything I’ve put you through. I’ve been a fucking mess and you’ve stuck around for all of it. That means a lot.”

“It does?”

“It really does.”

We stared at each other’s faces. The dark-blue lines around his pale-blue irises made me think of the rim of a glass.

“I want you to say why you like me.”

Theo thought about it for an alarmingly long time. Then he suddenly looked shy. “You’re cute.”

“There must be other reasons?”

“You want me to say…?”

“I just want some nice feedback sometimes, so I feel appreciated.”

He still seemed lost, so I said, “I’ll go first, okay? Theo, you’re awesome. You’re loyal and decent and all you want is to love some people and be loved back. That’s an awesome thing to want. You’re a good guy.”

“You want me to say that to you?”

I laughed. “I mean, you don’t have to say that exactly. You can think about it and kind of personalize it to my good stuff.”

“Okay,” he said. “I will.”

In the morning Theo sent me an email.




Theo Vestergaard <theo@vestergaard.com>

I remember how much you loved this song when we met. I wish I could express myself better. You know I love you. I always have.




He’d added a link to XTC’s “The Mayor of Simpleton,” where Andy Partridge sang that he was just a regular guy, not rich or brilliant or anything, but if there was one thing he knew, it was that he loved you. I was vacuuming under the bed as I listened to it and started to cry so I had to crouch down in a ball and didn’t even know what I was feeling. Had Theo read my mind? I used to have exactly this romantic idea about him when we started having sex. I guess it’s a bit of a kink of mine. I’m just a simple guy, but I love you. Like he’s more normal than I am, but he can appreciate what’s weird about me. Having Windsurfer babies, being alive in the world. But no one is normal, and patriarchy is a prison.

I didn’t even know what I was crying over. It was like when I found out I was pregnant with Honny, just all of it at once, all the stuff of being alive. Did I feel sorry for Theo? For us, for life? I played the song again, it felt good and bad. I couldn’t figure it out.



On January 25, 2010, I drove up to the Japanese supermarket, where I bought three pairs of latex gloves, ear plugs, rubbing alcohol, wet wipes, hoji tea, and the bottle of Hello Kitty wine. At Goodwill, I purchased a T-shirt, black sweatpants, and a black hoodie sweatshirt that smelled like a teenager named Kayla. Then I cruised by Charleigh’s house. There were no cars in front or in the drive. I was nauseous from drinking seventeen cups of coffee.

“Pomona Technical College…,” purred a boy on the radio with an unnecessarily sexy voice. “The job skills people actually want.”

I circled through the streets that followed the lip of the canyon to a more working-class, less vigilant area of Linda Vista, and pulled into an empty lot next to a faded colonial with a dead lawn. I sat in my car with the windows cracked, singing along to Switchfoot’s “Meant to Live.” Yes, angry white boys, I know, everything is disappointing. Literally everything.

Suddenly there was a dry, metallic smell in the car, and raindrops spattered the windows.

Now or never, I thought. I got out, grabbed a Trader Joe’s shopping bag and a pair of rubber gloves from my trunk, and walked straight into the empty lot. I hoped I looked purposeful, like a real estate agent or a surveyor. The lot was grown over with scorched-looking weeds and at the back was separated from Tecolote Canyon by a chain-link fence. I peered through a diamond. Far away, the tan-and-green landscape dipped into the valley. Just below me, a steep embankment fell away, covered in low brush.

There was a door in the fence, held closed with a chain and a padlock. The chain was long enough that I could push the door open about a foot and crab-walk one leg and a shoulder under the chain, pull my arm and the rest of my body through, and angle my head into the opening. I got my chin in, but then my cheek got wedged against the cold upright of the fence and my hair was tangled in wire, and I couldn’t move. Cold raindrops fell on my face. Well, I told myself, you’re going to either figure this out or spend the rest of your life here. I squeezed my head through and ripped some of my hair out.

On the other side, I put on the rubber gloves and tumbled down the embankment, my shoes thudding on the packed ground, the Trader Joe’s bag slapping against my thigh. At the bottom, I stopped and looked around. The people world looked completely different from the canyon, the same way the land looks different from a boat: the pale stretch of city at the bottom of the hill, the blue swirl of the bay blending into the darker blue of the ocean. When I looked up, I thought I could see the back of Charleigh’s house on the perpendicular ridge. It was hard to be sure, but it was the only one painted white.

Nearby me, a small palm tree had been bent all the way over, so its fronds made a tent. Inside the tent were bits of discarded clothing, trash, and cans of bug spray, and in front someone had made a camp stove with a coil from a hot plate. A few feet away, there was something interesting… a basket of hair? A steel-wire camping pit stuffed full of hair of different textures and colors, maybe wigs.

The probable serial killer nature of this set piece would normally send me scurrying back out of the canyon, but something primal had taken over my head, buzzing with overcaffeinated recklessness. There was a fake quality to time, as if it had all happened before. I started to climb up the incline toward Charleigh’s house, and then, as it got steeper, to pull myself up on all fours, grabbing brush with my gloved hands, dry dirt slipping under my feet, sharp grasses poking at the exposed skin of my wrists and ankles. I hauled myself up the last few feet one step at a time, my heart beating out of my mouth.

I was standing at the edge of Charleigh’s patio. It was terraced into two levels, a dirt yard with a path of red flagstones winding through it, and stepped up a few feet, a concrete yard with pots of succulents, a teak table and chairs, and a gas grill. No fence. Nando had once told me that Charleigh didn’t want anything between her and the canyon’s endemic beauty, and also, her feng shui master had been very clear that she must not trap the qi.

I walked through the lower yard up the stairs to the patio, my gloved hands hidden in my jacket pockets. At the back of the house, there were three windows. One was open a few inches. Gauzy white curtains made S-shapes in the gap. I bent to peer inside. There was a low rattling sound. A tan face lunged up at me, giving a gnawing baritone bark: “Wuh! Wuh! Wuh!”

I startled back. It was George, the pit bull.

Don’t panic, I told myself, take deep breaths, slow your heart down. There’s no hurry. You thought about this. Nando told you he’s harmless.

I crouched down and stared at the dog. His yellow eyes had a whatever, I’m so over it expression that was different from everything else about him. His wet black gums and lips pulled back to bare his teeth, the braided muscles of his legs resting on the windowsill, his ribbed forehead that looked exactly like a Klingon’s would if it were covered in fur.

I talked to him in a quiet, firm tone. “Fuck you, George. You want to step to me?”

George stopped barking, shoving the hem of the curtain up with his snout. He seemed to consider. I pried the window screen open with a key from my key ring and lifted the frame the rest of the way, talking to George all the while.

“Don’t even think about it. I know you’re not an asshole. But I will hit you if I have to. I will kick you in your wide-ass face with my mommy clog.” I took my clog off and brandished it at him. “That’s how I feel about that shit.”

The dog barked, wasn’t so sure, sat back down. I rooted in my bag with the other hand for a half-eaten bag of Pirate’s Booty, pulled myself up to kneel on the window, and threw a puff across the room. George leapt over the bed and snapped it up. I threw another piece, and he caught it between his jaws. I kept throwing puffs, and George kept snarfing the pieces on the other side of the bed and running back to me, licking his lips and wagging his tail. I threw the last five pieces across the bed, jumped into the room, and ran for the bedroom door.

I would have liked to stay longer, poke around Charleigh’s closet, check out her white sneaker collection, smell Nando’s sweaters, but I was not going to tempt fate any more than I had to. I closed the bedroom door and hoped that would be enough—there was no lock. Some dogs can open doors and some can’t. George whined and scratched as I took my owl witch down off her nail and stashed her in the Trader Joe’s bag. I took a quick look around for The Wild Boy, but the shelf in the living room seemed to be full of Charleigh’s stuff, based on the number of books about healing and fermenting, plus a smattering of respectable fiction, Jhumpa Lahiri, Marilynne Robinson. Nando didn’t read fiction. He thought it was a bourgeois art form.

I left through a bathroom window, scrambled back through the canyon, and climbed up to the empty lot on the street where I’d left my car.

I drove to Hillcrest and pulled into a parking spot, feeling good for the first time in weeks, my body refreshed by all the exercise and petty larceny. I wasn’t in the mood to thrift-shop, grubbing at rags like a postapocalyptic survivor. I didn’t want to drink a caffeinated beverage that made me sick. I felt no desire to read a magazine that made me hate my house.

There was a sharp knock on the window. A traffic cop. I looked at him without really seeing him, then I rolled down the window.

“Ma’am, are you okay?”

I waited to cry, because the cop had asked if I was okay, and had even said it a little bit kindly, as much as one can express kindness from behind sunglasses. It was the first time someone had asked me if I was okay and I felt no desire to cry. I was stone cold inside. Immune to other people’s sympathy. Nothing mattered to me anymore, none of this shit mattered, nothing I did all day mattered, the world was a dead rock with only one other recognizable human on it, one human person, and he didn’t want me, and that meant I was alone on this shitty planet with all these assholes.

I said, “I’m fine. How are you?”

“You look like you’re having a hard day.”

Did I need to adjust my face to the public’s comfort level now? “Just thinking, Officer.”

“Well, ma’am, this is metered parking.”

“I see. You want me to feed the meter or move on.” I wanted to grab his nose and twist it.

“That would be a good idea.”

At home, I took the painting out of the shopping bag, carried her to my office, and set her on top of my graduate-school-books-that-make-me-look-smart bookshelf. I had missed her, my owl witch. She was ruthless, the way Nando had said she was, back when we bought her in the pawnshop. Now when she spoke to me, her voice sounded different, as if she’d been through something.

It’s not good enough, is it, pinche puta? You still want him, don’t you?

If he crooked his finger at me, I answered her, I would come running like a cat in heat. I would give up everything, go anywhere. I almost killed my son because of him. I don’t know how to shake this. All I want right now is to see his face. But I know that if I answer his three-word misspelled email, which I totally want to, I will get sucked even further into this thing and let him use me for as long as he wants. I can’t keep going this way. I’m afraid of myself.

You know what you’re acting like, don’t you?

Yeah, I know. An addict. Self-destructive behavior. Lying to everyone. Can’t feel good unless I’m with him. And now my addiction is hurting my kids.

The owl witch stared back at me with her yellow human-shaped eyes.

You know what you need to do.

Daisy came over to my house that afternoon to break the news that she and Ute were in love. They were having a triad with Russell, it had been getting pretty wild. There was so much sex going on, three-ways and strap-ons, everyone was getting fucked in every hole. They were abusing Adderall because they still had to take care of the kids and do their other shit.

I thought, Huh, Adderall. That hadn’t even occurred to me. Maybe if I’d had uppers during my affair, I wouldn’t have spiraled from sleep deprivation and overtexted Nando. Maybe he would still love me.

But it was too much for Russell to handle, Daisy said, the drugs and the sex and the kids. Neither Daisy nor Ute was that interested in him, anyway. One day, five-year-old Gavin had said, “Mama, Ute is… Ute is a very… Ute is a special friend, isn’t she?”

Daisy had suddenly realized that she couldn’t hide her emotional life from her children, and it was 2010, she didn’t have to. She and the kids were moving into a house in Coronado near Ute and Otto. They were edging toward cohabitation, or maybe not. But they were in love. Truly, madly, like never before. They had spontaneous dance parties, crafted and sewed and baked with their four kids, and sometimes for dinner they all ate freshly baked bread with butter and cucumber slices, and no one cared, they all loved it.

“It sounds wonderful,” I said. “I’m so happy for you both.” It was hard to focus. I was trying to decide if I should hire someone to kill Nando.

“We knew you would feel that way, Perdita! You’re the best! Ute and I are so grateful to have you in our life. Do you know I’m actually happy? Out of my mind, but happy. I always wanted the kind of relationship where someone was my best friend and taught me things and supported my dreams. You know?”

“I do know exactly what you mean,” I said.

In the middle of the night, I got out of bed, leaving Theo groaning in his sleep, went downstairs to the office, and opened up a search bar on my laptop. If I was going to hire someone to kill Nando, I needed it done immediately, before I did something terrible. I wasn’t in my right mind; I was having accidents on the highway from which neither Atticus nor I should have walked away alive. Also, I really couldn’t wait around for some local amateur to get his act together. From what I’d heard, those were super risky. Good killers were like electricians, there were never enough of them. A lot of the time you ended up hiring some dude who totally botched the job, left clues everywhere, and rolled on you after five minutes of interrogation. I wasn’t going down like that.

How much would it cost me to hire a professional killer? I had slightly more than five thousand dollars saved up in my business account. Google that shit.

“Cost of a murder” was four items down, under cost of a stamp, cost of a dozen eggs, and cost of a Tesla. I lifted my finger to click on it, and then I stopped, remembering a man in an episode of Mistakes Killers Make who sat in a Denny’s, Google Mapping his victim’s address on his way to kill them. Dumbass. He also searched, Most lethal place to shoot someone head or chest? The cops found it all, a record of his thoughts on his search bar.

Hmm. Who did I know who was smart enough to pull off a murder? Someone lacking conventional morality? Well, my mother, for sure. And she really hated Nando.

But I didn’t want to lay that burden on her. She had enough to deal with.

Who did I know who was levelheaded, competent, disciplined, reliable?

A shift occurred in the molecules of my brain.

I could just kill Nando myself! I would have fucking oversight, why not? I could delay gratification, I kept my commitments to myself, eventually, and I’d watched every CSI show known to the English-speaking world at least thrice.

It was an exciting feeling, like I’d already earned back the five thousand dollars I hadn’t spent on a hit. I would use the money to paint my house a cute color, like that sexy off-black that looks like charred wood.

I was pretty sure I could pull off a murder. I was so underweight right now that if I dressed in baggy clothes and didn’t show my face, I would look like a young man. And I would be less likely to be a suspect afterward, based on my class, gender, and race.

Ew! I just saw my inner white lady.

Whoa. She looks like the deathless mummy of Gwyneth Paltrow.

I’m not into her.

Like, not at all.

Horrifying.

But I loooooove writing stoned! This is so fun!

I went down to the car to get you, brought you to the office, and took you out of your box. I watched a YouTube video about how to clean you made by a man with bitten cuticles and a voice that sounded like he was holding in a burp. I thought, This is the last time I will get my DNA on you. I circled your hole with my tongue. You tasted like Butch’s Bore Shine. I rubbed your textured swoop against my cheek. You were cool and gritty.

I put on rubber gloves and took out your magazine the way the man showed me. I followed along with him, pulling off your slide, removing your guide spring, rubbing the inside of the slide with oil and a soft toothbrush, then again with a cosmetic pad. I took the man’s advice to really get it in there underneath your barrel with the toothbrush. I cleaned your inside with a rod. I took some paper towels and rubbed you down with bleach.

I looked up at the owl witch.

You have to! she said.

I do, right?

What other choice is there? It’s the only thing that makes sense.

I took her off the wall, carried her through the house and the dark garden to the threadbare strip of lawn behind the garage, and smashed her against the corrugated metal shed. I smashed her two, three, four, five times, and she looked the same. It was surprisingly hard work—I was out of breath. I put her on the ground, braced my foot against the frame, and kicked at the velvet until it started to tear off the wood. I ripped the rest of the velvet off and tore it into tiny pieces, and then I stomped on the frame and wrenched the wood pieces apart.

I felt amazing. I wanted to break things all the time.

I stood on tiptoe and threw the wood pieces over the fence into my neighbors’ garbage pile. They would never notice. In the kitchen I shoved the velvet bits down the garbage disposal and ran it.

For half the night I lay in bed, listening to the oceanic sound of Theo’s snoring. It made me think of Nando and me sleeping on the beach in Santa Monica. We can’t do this, he said, tracing my clavicle. He whispered my name in a special way: Perdita… He looked lonely when we said goodbye.

If it’s really all a simulation, I tell him, then it doesn’t matter if I kill you, does it?

Fair enough, said the Nando in my head. I was pretty shitty to you.

Three words? How’s it gooing?

Loving you wasn’t a luxury I had in this lifetime.

I would have supported you. I would have done anything.

I don’t know. Maybe you’re too nice. I need someone to push me around a little. It makes me feel safe.

Fuck you, Nando. I’m not as nice as you think I am.

Kill me, then. Let’s start this whole thing over.

Sometimes tears ran down my cheeks and I wiped them away, not making any sound.

At around three in the morning, the owl witch came to me. She was golden and beautiful, swooping over me, hovering over me like a lover. She stared at me with her enormous, shining eyes.

You’ve got to feed me nice things, Perdita. I’ve gone too long with nothing nice for me to eat. Forget that little human boy. He’s nothing. Give yourself to me, Perdita. I am the one you really love.

And I told her yes, I want that, I want you. Tears streamed down so easily, because I had known this all along. She was what this was all about. She was my love, my hungry, thirsty, angry lust—not for any man, but for my life, for life itself, for my children’s lives. I was sweating so I smelled myself, skunky and sharp, writhing on the bed. I was wet all down my cheeks and shirt and between my legs. Theo groaned and turned over.

I see her now. She is looking at me from the corner of the yard. Yes, I see you there. Yes, I did as you told me. You are my love.

You.

I remember walking from my car through Charleigh’s neighborhood, how the hoodie I’d bought at the Goodwill smelled like peach and vanilla body spray, a combination of two scents I particularly despise. I was wearing the skin of a teenager, and that was good, she was not me, I had disappeared inside this teenager’s tragic Bed Bath & Beyond smell. I stood behind an electrical pole, waiting for Nando, the churning from the canyon getting louder, cicadas or frogs or whatever it was. The sky was gray blue and granulated looking, sifting into the cracks between the buildings and the trees. There were no streetlamps: Everything inside the cul-de-sac was dark except for the neighbor’s succulent garden, where Christmas lights were strung through the plants like bright cobwebbing.

Nando came out and trotted down the stairs, his boots chuffing on the brick. My hand shook, you went off too soon and hit him in the shoulder. I didn’t hear the shot. It was very quiet. The lunch container flew out of his hand. A moment later, I heard you echo in the canyon. He was on the ground, propping himself up on one hand, looking at me without seeming to recognize me. Part of him must have known, but most of him was just reacting. Blood spilled out of the hole in his shoulder, a lot, more a runnel than an ooze, and soaked his undershirt. I walked over to him and shot him in the side of the head. Carl said that was the best place, not between the eyes. Then I crouched and took Nando’s wallet from his pants pocket, where it was halfway falling out. I stuck it in the pocket of my hoodie and escaped into the canyon.

The only stupid thing I did was try to be a smart guy, as many a villain has said before. I didn’t want to have the gun on me when I got back to my car. So many caught murderers keep the gun.

Listen, gun, I felt your charm—of course I did. I understood how addictive you could be. Like when a girl with blond braids down to her ass cut in front of me at the returns desk at Target and said her issue was “a priority” and “you just need to wait your turn.” And I thought, Does this bitch even know I have a gun in my car? Fucking twenty-nine-year-old white girl, do you seriously have cornrows? Are you Kid Rock’s girlfriend? You know what, today is not your day. I’m not going to kill you right now. But I could if I wanted to.

I totally get how good that feels. I wanted to keep you. But I wasn’t going to prison for you.

I ran down into the canyon for what felt like too long and too far, much more than a hundred feet, and quickly dug a hole, using your muzzle to break up the dry dirt. It was still dark and silent down there, but up above the sky was draining of pigment, and a siren was wailing. I stuck you inside the hole, took the cash out of Nando’s wallet, and laid the wallet on top of you. Then I buried you under dirt and leaves. I figured you were untraceable. It wouldn’t matter that much if they found you.

Then I walked back up to the perpendicular ridge to the empty lot where I’d parked my car.

At home, I burned the cash I had taken from Nando’s wallet and shoved all the bits down the garbage disposal. I erased all his emails from my Hotmail except the most recent one, the one that said, How’s it gooing?

The hardest thing was erasing the poem he’d written for me, which I really loved, even if it was a bit pretentious and probably copying the style of a poet he liked. It will not represent you well i think. Being pretentious is so vulnerable. I loved someone being pretentious over me.

But I put the cursor on the garbage can and clicked. Then I washed the clothes I’d worn, drove to the Goodwill, and gave them all back.

You were the weak link in my plan. My brother, to be frank, was the weak link in my plan. God love him, but what a dumbass. Of course he bought you in a Walmart outside Phoenix.

It’s almost morning now. Maybe I’ll see you again in court with a tag on your barrel. More realistically, I’ll negotiate a plea. We’ll see what the lawyer says.



If my brother could pull a trigger and make drugs disappear from the world, would he? That’s not a possibility for him. For me, it was. I knew that as long as Nando was living and breathing, I would think only of him, and that meant I was going to fuck up my children, if not on purpose, then accidentally and in a million ways, because I wanted to die. I would never hurt my children if I could help it. Theo didn’t deserve that, either.

Nando had to go, that was all. It seemed logical at the time. I was really tired.

And also, I had you in my house—that didn’t help. Not a good thing at all. Anyone can be having a bad day and kill someone. Like, literally me.

There’s no way out of it. I can’t let my brother go to prison. I know he would, but he’s still my baby. I love that fucking kid. I’m all in on him and he’s all in on me. I won’t let him take the fall for me because I was being stupid. I may be a woman who killed for love, but I’m not a dirtbag.

This is my confession.

Goodbye, gun.

Perdita Jungfrau, February 6, 2010







TODAY, FEBRUARY 6, 2010

I’m up all night writing my confession letter, high as eagle tits, drinking the whole bottle of Hello Kitty wine, listening to music, laughing and crying. I finally fall asleep on the couch in my office and wake a couple of hours later to a thin blue light in the window and the sound of Theo and Atticus thundering down the stairs. As I bustle around the kitchen, I tell Theo that he needs to take care of the kids today. When he opens his mouth to object, I stare into his eyes and hypnotize him. I tell him that I know it’s hard to take care of the kids all day. I’m really grateful he wants to support me. I appreciate it. I hand him a smoothie. Thank you so much.

God, it’s exhausting. But it works. Theo’s shoulders relax, even round a little. He takes the smoothie and doesn’t say anything.

Once he and the kids have left, I go back to the office and read my confession letter. It’s almost forty pages long, scrawled on a legal pad, the words rising off the lines as they go along and sometimes even curling around in a wave. I will probably have to decipher parts of it for the police.

I roll up the letter, stuff it into a manila envelope, and shove it in my purse, but there’s a permission slip sticking out of the pocket that I was supposed to fill out or Atticus can’t go on a field trip. I better fill it out now. After that, I’ll call my brother’s lawyer and tell her I killed Nando.

I dig a pen out of the recesses of my bag, and as I’m writing on the form, I picture it sitting on the table later, filled out and signed and tucked into an envelope with ten dollars, my last act as a mother before I turn myself in. I’ll always be your mother, says the form, sitting there on the table. I screwed up, but I love you more than I love my addiction. I start to cry, and as I wipe the tears away, I think, God, you’re an asshole.

As I get to the car, Jill is loping up my driveway. She comes forward in three stages, like that children’s game where the other players can only run toward you when your eyes are closed. Jill is there. No, she’s here. Now she’s looking down at me.

“Hey, Perdita? I heard Spencer was arrested?”

“How did you hear?” I ask, interested in how reality is organizing itself.

“He just called me—wasn’t making a whole lot of sense.”

“They think he had something to do with Nando… um…” I’m depersonalizing, I can’t remember words. “Something circumstantial. He’s been there since yesterday.”

“No way.” Jill rubs her chin. “No way, I don’t believe that.”

“I know. Actually I’m going to…”

“I mean, Spencer has his issues. He kind of thinks he’s a tough guy, but he’s just a big teddy bear.”

Ah. I think I might be witnessing Jill’s “dark side.” The Jill who calls Spencer on his shit and thinks he’s a teddy bear. He must hate that.

“Anyway, I’m thinking about it… are you okay?”

“I’m sorry, I really have to go, Jill.”

“Well, but I’m thinking about it…”

What will be the worst thing about prison? Can you die of constipation? Does part of me want to pay the price for my crime? I mean, I did do a horrible thing. I guess I’ll keep my head down and read a lot of books, and maybe the librarian will let me work for her.

“… I’m pretty sure he stayed with me that night.”

Or I’ll run group therapy sessions with other murderers. I might be able to deal with the scary people just by helping them work through their shit.

“Was it a Monday night?” Jill is asking me. “Or I mean, Tuesday morning? The morning Nando was killed?”

We’re both silent, thinking about it. I know murderers are supposed to remember every detail of their crimes, but I’m forty-one and it was almost two weeks ago.

“I think it was a Monday night,” I say, “Tuesday morning.”

“Okay, yeah, he stayed over at my place after the meeting, that was definitely a Monday.”

It was on a Tuesday morning that I killed him, I remember now, because Theo bought breakfast burritos and then Honor had her music class.

Then I think, What?

“I’m confused. You’re saying Spencer stayed over at your house? The night Nando…?”

“Yeah, I let him stay over sometimes when he’s using. You know, because your mother won’t have him in the house. Which, listen, that’s her boundary, I get it. I just don’t want him out on the street.”

“What time did he get to your house?”

“It was before eleven, for sure, that’s the rule. Spencer knows it. I go, ‘Be at my house by eleven, you can sleep on the lounger.’ I put him on the La-Z-Boy thing in the living room and gave him a blanket and a bucket. For when he…”

She mimics a finger down her throat.

“You know. I didn’t want to deal with it, to be honest with you, Perdita. I was tired and had a friend over. She’s kind of my girlfriend. Anyway, she’s a nurse. I ask her, I go, ‘Is he all right? You know, should I worry, or do I have to take him to the ER?’ And my girlfriend goes, ‘His pulse is steady, he’s breathing, he seems okay.’ I go, ‘So you think I don’t have to worry?’ And she goes, ‘No, he’s definitely down for the count.’ And in the morning he was still there. I woke him up and kicked him out.”

“The police will say he could have snuck out and come back.”

“No way, I have a security system. Cameras, the whole deal. Hey there—”

She puts her arm around me and steers me to the front steps. I sit down, cover my face, and bend forward over my knees. I don’t want her to see that I’m trying not to laugh.

“This is a big shock, huh? Hey, Reeba! Can you come out here for a sec?”

I’m going to get away with this.

Touché, says the Nando in my head. You got me, Perdita. I’m dead. This round goes to you.

And what happens the next time we meet? I ask him. Will you take a chance on me? Or will you see me and run?

i don’t know about that, he says.

i don’t really believe in that stuff

but

it’s possible.

maybe my soul is floating over the rockies.

the wide golden land where i grew up

watching shadows being

pulled across the mountains

by a cosmic

squeegee man

as the cows graze among the wild irises

and some kids ride by on their dirt bikes

and one of them has a broken nose

maybe that’s where my soul lives now

perdita

or maybe not

but

i will never haunt you

that would

offend my sense of

a strictly materialist universe.

if i keep a memory of you

to take with me into the next round of the game

i want it to be the afternoon we met

when i opened my eyes to see

your flawless face with the bangs drawn across it

like a dust-bowl child

i want it to be the time in the park

when i told you about my mother’s death and you listened

like a tiger in a cage. so hungry for my sadness.

i would have done anything you wanted

i walked away shaking.

and i will take the night in that

terrifying canyon

where we first had sex

it was so dark we could barely see each other’s faces

i ripped open a condom

and we laughed

at how strange it was

to be crossing this boundary

how brave we were to be making something happen

that wasn’t supposed to happen

what an adventure it was

to be writing the story

together.

Now Nando starts to disappear even from my fantasy, fading away until all that’s left of him is his smile and the downward tilt of his eyes, and then only their beautiful expression, which I would describe if I could. But I can’t.

“I just realized Twelve Steps meetings are anarchist,” I say to Jill. “Isn’t that beautiful?”

“Sure, Perdita,” Jill says, “that’s totally true, maybe. Hey, Reeba, what do you think? Should we get her feet elevated?”

While Jill calls in sick to work, I go back inside to burn my confession letter in the sink. I shove the ashes down the drain, run the garbage disposal, pour bleach inside, spray oven cleaner inside, then run it again. At the police station, while my mother and I sit waiting for Jill to be interviewed, my mother tells me what the lawyer found out. Spencer, shockingly, passed a lie detector test. Also, the boot print they found in the canyon was seven sizes too small.

I burst out laughing.

“I know,” my mother says, “I know. I have to admit I wondered if he did it. If it could’ve been some drug-related thing.”

“Nando didn’t use,” I say.

“That pompous carpenter? That’s what he told you.”

Almost the same thing Spencer said on the phone. That’s what homeboy told you. So alike.

“Spencer is very protective,” she goes on, “and…” She lowers her voice again. “I would understand it if he did kill that carpenter. I wanted to kill him myself.”

“Mom, shh, cool it. We’re in a police station.”

“But you knew. You knew Spencer was innocent the whole time.”

“Of course I knew. When I said he’s not capable of doing something like that, I really meant not capable. He would have bum-rushed Nando in broad daylight, fifty people would have seen him do it, his fingerprints would be all over the gun…”

My mother laughs and covers her mouth with her hand. Then she starts to sob but squeaks and holds it in. It’s clear she knows how much I hate it when she cries.

And now I feel like shit.

“You didn’t like me for a long time,” she says in a watery voice. “You thought I was a jerk.”

I don’t feel like lying. I’ve been lying so much I’m tired of it. “When I was a teenager and maybe for a little while afterward, I really thought you existed to thwart and embarrass me, like an evil witch in a fairy tale. I thought it was fun for you. But now I know you were in a loveless marriage that you probably stayed in because Spencer needed help and a lot of money for rehabs, and maybe you didn’t want to be poor. And I totally understand that. You are a straight G, you always have my back. And if I had to go to prison for the rest of my life, I know you’d jump right in there and help raise those kids, make sure they bathed and did their homework and wrote their college essays, and they would probably be sort of okay.”

I don’t say all of that, of course, but stop at around “straight G.”

We don’t talk for a while. Even with a pricey lawyer, this could take hours. Something occurs to me.

“Mom, did Spencer write me a letter every year on my birthday that you never gave me?”

“No. Why would I do that?”

“He told me that—on the phone—he said he wrote me a letter every year on my birthday, but you never gave me any of them, because you didn’t want to upset me.”

My mother closes her eyes and shakes her head. She pats my thigh. “He wants it to be true, Perdie.”

After my brother is released, he insists we go to El Sombrero Grande. My mother and I don’t even complain, just pick at our appalling taco salads and laugh as my brother cracks jokes about the jail, the jailers, the other people in his cell, and the boot imprint they took from the canyon that couldn’t possibly be his.

“Thank god for those size thirteen feet!” my mother says. “At least your father gave you one good thing.”

“My dad wasn’t that bad,” says my brother. “Nothing compared to the fathers dudes in prison told me about.”

“You should have heard Perdita talk to that detective! We won’t TALK to you anymore, she says! We want a LAWYER, she says! Well, you should have seen her! She was a different person! She practically KICKED this BURLY policeman to the CURB!”

I listen to the cadence and the cackling more than the words.

“We just switched places,” I say. “I became you for a minute, and you became me. It was a double projection.”

“None of what you’re saying surprises me,” Spencer tells our mother. “I’ve always known Perdie is tougher than she looks.”

He gives me a wink.



By myself at home, I sit in the living room, watching the local news.

Theo texts,

How did it go?

I’m at Albertsons. Want a smoothie or anything?

“Uh-oh! Brush fire in Santee, let’s hope firefighters can keep it under control. Hey, feline lovers, a new cat café is opening downtown…”

Underneath the newscaster with his Playmobil hair and little pulsing mouth, words scroll by, telling other, less important stories. Nothing about Nando.

There are always your loony tunes, I heard Carl saying. Your wingnuts. Your disturbed and whatnot.

I wonder which one I am. I don’t feel like anything in particular. The hole in Nando’s head, flecks of brain around it like baby spit-up. The taste of gunpowder on my tongue, metallic and musty, like licking coins.

Can you get some lemons? I text Theo.

I gasp out loud and look up.

She’s in the room, looking at me. She hovers in the corner, near my old band poster. She doesn’t have a body. She sees me without eyes. She is everywhere and nowhere.

Who are you? I ask her.

Honey, you know who I am.

The owl witch?

That’s right. I’m a part of you.

Are you mad at me for destroying you?

No way, slut! You set me free.

I’m afraid to ask.

Free to do what?

That’s up to you. Ain’t it?

I let that sink in. It’s unsettling to know that the owl witch has been let loose to roam the world. But maybe it makes me less alone.

Oh well. I slap my thighs and stand up. It’s over. It’s done now. There’s no sense dwelling on it or feeling sorry.

I have fucking children to raise.
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