
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: Dreamland by Olivie Blake]




[image: A woman with long flowing hair wearing a sleeveless red dress, standing beside dark coastal rocks with a bottle in her hand. Ocean waves, rocky cliffs, distant buildings, and a purple-pink evening sky fill the background.]


 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this

Tor Publishing Group ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: signup][image: signup]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.



The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you without Digital Rights Management software (DRM) applied so that you can enjoy reading it on your personal devices. This e-book is for your personal use only. You may not print or post this e-book, or make this e-book publicly available in any way. You may not copy, reproduce, or upload this e-book, other than to read it on one of your personal devices.

Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillan.com/piracy.




FOR AMELIA,

for the call that made my dreams, and for everything that came after





AN OVERTURE: ON THE NATURE OF ETERNAL IN LOS ANGELES

EMPTY STAGE—TIME UNKNOWN OR POSSIBLY ABSENT, AS IN A DREAM.

Scene begins as if following on from a pre-existing story; as if the audience has always been there but have only now taken their seats.

CHORUS #1

Stories like this revolve around the voiceless and so, without further ado, we will speak.

CHORUS #2

You will love us the way we deserve to be loved!

CHORUS #1

(—committed, inescapable, explicitly on the page.)

The sun breaks abruptly, sluicing a rosy glow over a yawning stretch of Hollywood Boulevard. An off-brand Buzz Lightyear ambles by, accompanied by the Batman. Do you smell urine? Maybe you do. Distantly, a jackhammer.

CHORUS #3

Time is a funny thing in Los Angeles, where the sun is nearly always shining—

CHORUS #1

—where weather is cyclical but unpredictable—

CHORUS #2

—where memory is long but inaccurate—

CHORUS #1

—where stars are interred in everlasting memory—

CHORUS #2

—but from day to day, hour to hour, minute to minute, lie trodden underfoot.

CHORUS #3

You could drive yourself mad in Los Angeles.

CHORUS #2

And you’d be lucky to do it!

CHORUS #1

This is a message.

CHORUS #2

This is a haunting!

CHORUS #1

This is mortality, the function of little lives and imperfect time.

CHORUS #3

A compounding series of lies, a headline splash, another, over and over, pictures too gruesome to share in the news—

CHORUS #1

Found Tuesday, 6:00 AM, on Sunset—

CHORUS #2

4:30 on Melrose—

CHORUS #3

5:15 on Highland—

CHORUS #1

The discovery of a body—

CHORUS #2

Of a body—

CHORUS #3

Of a body—

CHORUS #1

Mutilated—

CHORUS #2

Mutilated—

CHORUS #1

Asphyxiated—

CHORUS #2

Asphyxiated—

CHORUS #1

Bludgeoned—

CHORUS #2

Dismembered—

CHORUS #1

Drowned—

CHORUS #2

They will say, but what was she wearing?

CHORUS #1

They will say, but a man’s life is at stake!

CHORUS #2

But—!

CHORUS #1

But—!

CHORUS #2

But—!

CHORUS #1

But—!

CHORUS #3

We will not try to persuade you of our merits, nor our virtues;

CHORUS #1

We are not a new story.

CHORUS #2

We are not even a different story.

CHORUS #1

It is always this story for someone—

CHORUS #2

—whether you listen to it or not.

CHORUS #1

Love, he will call it, before you abruptly blink out.

CHORUS #3

The truth is: You die the moment they stop speaking your name. We speak ours now into the ether.

CHORUS, AS ONE

Listen closely now, closely.

You can hear it on the wind.









PART I
SANTA ANA RAPTURE



“Los Angeles weather is the weather of catastrophe, of apocalypse, and, just as the reliably long and bitter winters of New England determine the way life is lived there, so the violence and the unpredictability of the Santa Ana affect the entire quality of life in Los Angeles, accentuate its impermanence, its unreliability. The winds show us how close to the edge we are.”

—Joan Didion, “Los Angeles Notebook,” Slouching Towards Bethlehem

“This is a love story and I apologize; it was inadvertent. But I want it clearly understood from the start that I don’t expect it to turn out well.”

—Eve Babitz, Slow Days, Fast Company




DIRECTOR’S NOTE:

The lovers should be played young; not young as in beautiful or hopeful, but young as in only half invented. They should behave as if they have already seen the worst the world can offer without understanding that in truth the world can always be worse.

Play love as if it is delusion. Play it earnestly. Play it doomed. There should be a frenetic quality to all actions and behaviors as if time is running out (a fallacy playing out against the backdrop of reality—which is to say: belief in scarcity despite great wealth). Love as in helplessness; love as in sickness; a viral, fever pitch. A very real and propulsive spell. Love as in escape.

The demon should be clothed in contemporary stylings. Resist the urge to cast someone too handsome. A natural glint of mania will suffice.






0008 AWAKE


THE BASS THROBS FROM inside the club like the pulse in a cracked chest cavity. The bodies squirm, a festering hive of foreign motion. Traversing the line feels like being digested slowly, by measures of inches, by an oscillating snake. Pods of larvae, copulation in progress, hedonistic swarms. Everything so animal, insectile. Hollywood after dark.

I pick thoughtlessly at my nailbeds, dry and flecked with mud (it could be mud). The skin is like eggshells, partially cracked. The backpack on my shoulder is unconscionably weightless when the bouncer shines a light inside. “What’s this?”

“Busy day at work.” My mouth is arid. So thirsty. No time. “Meeting a date.”

“First date?”

“Yeah.”

“And you brought a change of clothes?” The bouncer shines a light in my eyes and I squint. The bright white of nothingness lasts half a breath. A siren screams in the distance. “My man.”

I stumble inside with the sound of your laughter ringing in my ears. Then the memory of a wretched cough, a dry death rattle of calcifying tar.

Bathroom first. The air is thick, asphyxiating. Four feet shift inside a stall. The light in here is a satanic red, the better to overlook slick vodka spills and mud (it could be mud). Don’t make eye contact, don’t make eye contact. The water in the sink runs cold and dark.

“Hey, man, you dropped your phone—”

Swallowed up by the pulse of the music inside, a molten embrace of the inferno. I try not to look at all the flashing lights.

The bag.

“Not right now. I want to dance.” (I don’t know why I argue. Proof of life? Sentience?)

Get rid of the bag now.

“But—”

A sharp prick then, right to the place where I might clock a craving—a balloon-pop of disapproval, the flash of an old memory, the maggoty swallow of a pleading throat. “Fine.”

I make my way to the bar, dropping the bag from one shoulder to rest my full weight against the lip of the counter. “Whiskey, please.”

“What kind?”

“Any kind.”

Face the crowd, casual, normal people stand like this. A sip tastes like rubbing alcohol. Could I be cleansed from the inside, maybe? Possibly? Pretend I’m sterile now. A glance at my feet says the bag is swallowed up by the detritus of Friday night.

I drain the glass and ask for another.

“Keep the tab open?”

I hold up the bills, crumpled wads from my pocket. “Nah. Paying cash.”

“We don’t take cash at the bar.”

“What?”

“We don’t take cash at the bar.”

“But it’s money. You know? Currency. Legal tender. Exchanged for goods and services.” (There’s a hollow laugh from somewhere in the recesses of my memory.)

Slower, as if I’m stupid: “We don’t. Take cash. At the bar.”

The smell of smoke and cinnamon enters my periphery then, like an intrusive thought just lying in wait. “Here, give it to me.” A cool hand closes around mine, slipping the bills free. “Three vodka sodas, lots of lime. Keep it open.”

A woman, pretty, with an undercut, a clavicle tattoo, that smell of spices hovering nearby. The inevitable is coming: what’s your name, are you okay, is that blood on your neck, do you need an ambulance. When she turns to the bar, I slip away, readily consumed by the crowd.

The bass is a wave of thunder now, one of my hands finding the steady roll of ample hips.

Get out of here.

“No.” (A drink spills across my arm.)

You look ridiculous.

“You look ridiculous. Shut up.”

“What?” (Hips that belong to a face. A set of bleary, half-conscious eyes.)

“Nothing. Come here.” (The suckling heat of a seeking mouth finds my neck. The prickle of a half-trimmed beard. Lips that taste like anise.)

I let myself be pressed against a wall. No, I want this. We switch. Hurt me. Tell me I’m worthless.

You already know that.

“Leave me alone.”

You’re a child. Remember the ritual.

“I just want to—” (A hand finds my throat. Yes, yes, there.)

You’re not listening. You know what happens when you don’t listen.

It’s so hot in here I can almost taste the fugue state incoming. There’s a probing hand on my cock, but I want it back on my neck, poised on the little red button, the possibility of detonation. My nose is dripping, not like everyone else’s. The eyes that met mine had at first worn a glazed look of I won’t remember, but now a spark in them transcribes the shadows of my face.

See that? That’s officially a witness.

Good. Witness me, someone. Anyone.

“Hey, your nose is … Are you okay?”

Get out of here now.

Like a knee jerk, a reflex test. I stumble to the door, tasting blood. That smell of cinnamon hits me again like a wave of nausea, a whip of hot wind like a slap from the street.

“Hey, it’s you again—Wait, are you okay?”

“Ro, what gives?”

“I think this guy’s having a seizure—Nessa, help!”

No, don’t help me. I try to push them away, words slurring from my tongue. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“What?”

You have to talk to them now. That’s three people minimum who might remember your face.

“No.”

Tell the girl everything is fine. Long day at work. Boss is riding your ass. Tell her your meds are mixing weird.

“Her name is Jessica.”

“Wait, whose name?”

What are you doing?

“This your date, bro? Damn, girl. No wonder my guy over here brought a change of clothes—”

Make that four witnesses. Just get out.

“Oh, I’m not his date, I just—Hey, is there, like, a medic on staff or something?”

The ritual isn’t over yet. Get out of here.

“I said NO—”

You’re testing my patience. Are you tired, is that it? Is it time to go back to sleep?

“Leave me alone, JUST LEAVE ME ALONE—”

“Is he bothering you, miss?”

“No, no, I think he’s seizing—Hey, dude, do you need me to call someone? Or like, an ambulance? Do you have insurance?”

“Ro, let him go, it’s probably just coke or something—”

“But what if it’s not? What if it’s, like, fentanyl or some shit? Or bath salts?”

“Ohhh, she reads one news article and now she’s a bad bitch—”

“Roro, what’s going on?”

A new face. I catch a furrowed brow, a blur of gold that materializes for only an instant before everything starts to evanesce. A familiar countdown to the end.

Desperation turns my head, propels me forward. The cityscape transmutes to starlight before me, the forms and shapes nothing now but blinding lights. The zip and sting of city traffic. From the street, glossy eyes of oblivion look headily back at me.

Don’t do it.

I have seconds left, maybe less. Enough time for a single decision. The most human thing in the world is this: a senseless choice.

(I’m tired, I don’t want to do this anymore, I don’t want t—)

I said don’t do it!

A blare of a bus horn, and then:

Bang.

Too late.






0106 ASLEEP


FROM THE BLACK OF my mind, a thin, mocking whisper:

Did you really think that would work?







1
AN INCOMPLETE LIST OF LA WEATHER: ETERNAL SUNSHINE, JUNE GLOOM, INFERNAL HEAT, DEMON WINDS



THEY’D BEEN CALLING IT the summer of exsanguination; not that I worried about those things at the time. When you’re young, nothing can touch you. You never think it’s going to be your body on the ground, your organs spilling out onto the sidewalk. At twenty-two, nothing but the risk of ubiquity is ever all that real.

I’d gone out with my cousin Roro, who had recently taken a wealthy lover, and her best friend Nessa, whom I tolerated only because it had been two decades with no other choice. It was Roro who’d forced me out that night, to a cowboy-themed party at a new club in one of the warehouses off Melrose. During the Uber ride over, Ro kept saying things like “Did you know that’s a real-life cement factory??” as if trivia could make me forget I’d just lost my job. Or as if any part of me, at my most beautiful and my most selfish, could be persuaded to care about gentrification in the least.

I knew about the recent string of murders to the extent that dead bodies were part of Roro’s pitch to persuade me to come out with her. She was an artist, the unpaid kind, and thoroughly obsessed with death. “If I die getting serial murdered at the club,” Roro told me over the phone, “you’re going to feel like shit.”

That night, I saw a man step in front of a bus that should have killed him, and then I watched him walk away. Then, characteristically for the person I used to be, I forgot him.

Until I saw him again.



Back then, whenever the void came calling, I liked to play a little game with myself called Could I Survive It? A simple game, where I would imagine myself in some kind of terrifying situation, and it was like a puzzle, sudoku or something, to see how I’d make it out alive. Maimed, fine. Scarred, possibly ruined, sure. But importantly, alive.

A fall from a great height in my car. A tumble downhill on foot. A low railing on a rooftop balcony. An earthquake in this spot, or this one, or this one. A strange man standing too close. Could I Survive It? You get the gist.

As I said, the rules were very simple—all I had to do was come out alive—though I had a confidence about the future that was totally unearned, born from a place of stubbornness and imagination. I didn’t actually understand the specs on my car, which aside from being precious to me was a danger to the environment and only technically in working order. I didn’t understand physics, either, being not very interested in physics and only sort of paying attention whenever I was put to the task by force. I’d gone to a performing arts high school, one with an endowment from the de Witts, though of course it’s getting ahead of myself to mention them now, or maybe not. Because it would be very difficult to explain any of this if you didn’t understand that the de Witts had always been there, hovering around the circumstances of my daily life.

It wasn’t so much a matter of saying yes to them (although I did). It was more like … taking my entire existence to its inevitable conclusion.

The only way I would have made a different choice is if I’d been born a different person, in a completely different place.



One thing you wouldn’t find a lot of in LA is a life lived without some degree of performative irony. Earnestness is not acceptable currency here, where the most successful occupants have never lived without the presence of an audience. The denizens of this city are never not performing, so that the performance becomes the mask becomes the person in their entirety and so on, indistinguishably. Enthusiasm in Los Angeles is really only suited for objects of beauty, clandestine affairs, and drug abuse.

Many people here are artists who have identified their price (every artist has a price or there would be no such thing as industry). The art created in Los Angeles has a certain spatial disregard to it, too. A lack of concern for order, because this is a place with one finger at all times on the pulse of disdain. I remember seeing as a child one of those T-shirts, the iconic “I (heart) NY” shirts inverted to say “LA doesn’t (heart) you,” and I understood something fundamental, which was that a New Yorker could never be happy under these conditions. It was simply too distinct a scorn. The East Coast has a wrathful energy, something related to the cold, the cramped spaces, the feeling like there will never be room for all of you, that some things must remain in boxes for the pure utility of space. Even the schools, all captive and forcibly indoors like that. My high school was a sprawling campus in the heart of Hollywood, shaded by big mature trees, paths that stretched between buildings, insufficient tables for all the students, nowhere to sit when it rained. There—maybe that was the difference? You could exist here, as vast as you pleased, so long as you did it creatively. A New Yorker would be disgusted, for survival reasons. Without hierarchy and order, the island of Manhattan would simply collapse.

I couldn’t tell you a single person on earth who wouldn’t know of the actor William de Witt. But it was much more uniquely LA to also know of William’s grandfather, Killian de Witt, for whom the endowment of my school was named. Killian was some kind of oil and energy mogul, with a fortune derived from a strain of old money traders in New Amsterdam—the kind of old money that, by way of some early twentieth-century liquidity, came to be lumped into Angeleno history with the Gettys, or Mulholland. Without Killian de Witt, this city couldn’t have existed in this form, or any form of significance.

Any details about him beyond that were irrelevant to me, insubstantial. As with most people we learned about in history class, I could only envision him in black and white.

William was much more central to the workings of my life. Not that it requires saying, but he was a real movie star, the likes of which I can’t say still exist the same way now. Now we have internet fads, or It Boys of the moment, but William was a star the way few actors could be. He was what I wanted to be—ethereal, eternal. All charisma and sex appeal; inimitable, intangible.

Killian de Witt was only interesting to me insofar as he was interesting to William. William was famously proud of his connection to his grandfather, which was also his connection to the city, like the inheritance of a throne. (William de Witt’s father—Killian’s only son—had gone to New York in his twenties, and there William had actually been born and raised, coming up on the Broadway scene before starring in Hollywood films.) He gave a speech at my high school once while I was a junior, on my period, picking at the plum-colored nail polish my mother said made me look like I’d slammed my fingers in a door. As William de Witt spoke about his deep love for Los Angeles, I ran my fingers idly through my hair, the strands falling down the bleacher seats, down and down and out of sight, someone else’s problem.

But for weeks afterward I entertained fantasies, teenage reenactments of that speech. Alternate universes, less fixated on the legacy of the de Witt family or their historic fingerprint on the city of LA. Instead, from the rosy desires of my overactive mind, William de Witt had seen me in that crowd, locked eyes with me, lost his train of thought, and publicly stumbled, such that from afar, my cheeks glowed sweetly, knowingly pink.

I knew I saw something in you, he’d whisper to me later, catching me in the hallway, alone in an empty corridor, the usual contrivances of the diabolical teenage mind. You have something I’ve never seen before.

What?

You have it, he’d say, whatever it is.

Hard to say what I wanted more—his desire (I was, again, in the spring of my sexual awakening) or the opportunity that his desire would present. At the time, I believed they were the same thing; that if a man desired you, then he also respected you. Which is of course wildly untrue and probably not even relevant. A total fallacy, two unrelated things. But I felt I understood the world, specifically Hollywood. Specifically fame, which is an ecosystem where you don’t climb a ladder. It’s far too ephemeral for that. Instead, it’s just that one day you’re outside of it and the next you’re accepted. There was also the feral, lurking possibility that it could all disappear just as easily. Acceptance would always be conditional on the industry, on faceless studio heads who kept both eyes on unknowable profit margins. There was always the threat that either you or your work could be canceled, and then poof, everything’s gone.

By the time I actually met William de Witt, I held as a tenet of professionalism that whatever he or anyone wanted from me, I would leverage it, so long as it had actionable results. By then I was already making all my decisions on the assumption that I would one day be famous—that I would have to be, because I’d already gone too far to come back. After the streamer pilot that was supposed to be my big break was canceled, I was living in a sort of purgatory, back in my mother’s apartment. (Roro had decided to keep the lease we’d gotten together in Los Feliz and sublet out my room—she, of course, was the more practical of the two of us, which is to say, the only one with a day job.) I was, at the time, subsisting only by the grace of my mother’s forgiveness. Untenable.

At that point, my entire existence meant making all the right choices to put me in all the right rooms—one of which was William de Witt’s.

Usually when people asked me why I wanted to be an actress I’d give them a very sly smile, saying real artists don’t decide they want to be artists, they simply can’t help it; art comes for them with a knife. This was the tacit truth, that anyone who was a real artist (the distinction being, loosely, that a Pink’s hot dog wasn’t real food but a hot dog cut up into Filipino spaghetti absolutely was) didn’t choose this lifestyle from a place of rational clarity but from a fit of divine inspiration. Like tongues of fire, or God telling Noah to build an ark. An objectively insane thing to do if you don’t already know a flood is coming—buoyed only by the knowledge, crystalline and absolute, that this was not only right, but foretold.

I tried explaining it this way, Catholically, to my mother, who wanted to know why she’d bothered working so hard to make a life for us if I only wanted to throw it away, forever starving for jobs, eternally shouldering rejection. My mother is a very smart woman—there’s a sturdiness to her, a resiliency like ancient ruins. Determination to survive. She just isn’t the kind of woman to entertain a destiny. Or maybe her destiny is more polite, and doesn’t whisper to her at night.

To my mother, the ideal life meant safety, which implied a practical career, the kind with consistent paychecks, and benefits. The freedom to sleep well knowing that the rent would be paid and that any unforeseen acts of God might annoy us but not destroy us. Because I was good at my craft, I did grasp her point in a way that she never really grasped mine. But I did not, as she wanted me to, revel in containment. My grandmother understood this because my grandmother was the one who believed in the ineffable, in the elements of nature and balance. Something that was kind of like God but also more like cosmic irony, which was probably what made her feel so at home in LA.

My grandma was the one with the initial thirst for entrepreneurship. She’d bought the courtyard apartment complex we lived in back when apartment complexes cost about the same as a sack of potatoes, and she had also opened the store that my mom was now trying desperately to cobble into a brand. Despite my grandma’s natural inclination for investment, Mom was the savvy one. She spotted trends, charting them like stars. She wisely did not believe in them but still trusted their trajectories, their implications, like cracking the spine on the zeitgeist and interpreting the entirety of the work, not just the current page.

My mother was the one who first noticed the uptick in new construction around our neighborhood; the hipster coffee brands with sans serif fonts that heralded development, and with it affluent white people, who would soon be on their way. She was also, ironically, the one who started the palm readings at the store, the tarot consultations, the gradual transformation of a Filipino dry goods shop with its Virgin Mary candles and neighborhood gossip and apothecary cabinet full of dried herbs for lactation and balms for sore muscles into an offbeat destination for the West Coast woo-woo occult. The spiritualists who were really orientalists, who wanted crystals and sage and balance and the aesthetic of authenticity, but packaged neatly, in English, and poised to post. Mom, who wasn’t not an artist despite being fervently a capitalist, painted the fairy houses and affirmation cards, fitting our old-world superstitions to the tune of the modern ennui.

I say “our,” but of course I wasn’t involved in that, or why would I have chosen to be an actor? If I were really part of “our” then I would have simply done what my mother asked, like accountancy or law school, things I possibly had the brains for but not the patience, because I didn’t froth at the mouth for the economy the way I did for the freefall of art. I wanted to be alive the way the stage made me feel alive, the way I came alive for the camera. I wanted the kind of life that didn’t simply blur the days.

So yes, art came for me in the night, and it came for me again in the morning. It made me do things I wouldn’t have had the endurance for otherwise—long runs in blistering heat, diet after diet, money that went toward facials and blowouts instead of birthday presents and family vacations, late nights followed by early mornings, huge gaps of daylight to be filled with audition calls that didn’t always come. A normal person doesn’t choose that. It’s an infection, a fucking disease. If I didn’t attend to it, if I didn’t feed it—the craving—then I’d waste away and die. But try explaining that to someone who’s lived through martial law. Impossible. So, most of the time I didn’t. I bartended and taught yoga classes and produced a variety of content with whatever trend was hot that day and I worked at the store when I could, depending on what left me free for the mythology of callbacks, like midday fucks with a half-invested lover. Trusting blindly that the thing for which I lived and breathed would reward me in the end.

My precious artifacts at the time: my phone (of course), my car, the perfect cropped tee from Target that I kept in my trunk, one in almost every color that suited my soft winter palette (the quintessential biracial experience: too white on the outside to be Filipina, too Filipina on the inside to be white), because the hem skimmed my waist at just the right spot. Feminine enough, but not trying too hard. Sexy, but understated. (This was what the casting director had liked about me before the casting director, too, lost her job.) Folded neatly in the trunk: the perfect pair of vintage 501s, which I’d struggled through countless thrift stores just to find. I always knew I had to change something about myself if they felt too tight in the thighs one day. I monitored my body like a fucking zoologist, my metric being that one pair of jeans. I wore them to Hollywood parties, to auditions, to catering shifts, behind the bar, under an apron, to dinners with friends where I said I wasn’t hungry because I’d already eaten at home. (You can see why I took a liking to Emmanuelle’s daily smoothies.) I wore them nearly every day at the de Witt house, and I can still catch that old hint of smoke whenever I slide them off.

The point is that certain things were true about my life in a way that’s unignorable—without them, there’s no story. Of those truths, the most important one was this: I was young enough to believe every romance was inherently Bluebeardian. Locked doors, deadly secrets. A deep, insidious longing for someone to be a little bit mean to me, which subconsciously I deserved. I wasn’t the type to give up ambition for love, so I had never considered how I might behave under conditions of abject lunacy.

In retrospect, if a man says run, you should listen.

I didn’t, of course. But that’s what I’m trying to tell you—there really wasn’t a version of me who could.







2
JUST THINK HOW SANE WE’D BE IF IT WEREN’T FOR THE HEAT



IT WAS SEPTEMBER AND the Santa Anas were at it again, or maybe it was climate change. Without history for a benchmark, it was impossible to tell where the desert ended and global warming began. The days simply yawned into each other, pulled like taffy across the horizon, never not tourist season. Summers were scorching and smelled like smoke, daylight shrinking indistinguishably into fall. Surely it would cool down soon, we all thought, but our memories were faulty, stuck in a time loop of nostalgia where September meant gently drifting leaves, bucolic pleasantries. The myth of autumn fed to us by Hollywood, our darling and our demon. The very monster for which we sacrificed ourselves.

With the heat came the aforementioned crime spree, a series of salacious murders, and worse, there was talk of strike in the air again. Unease spread beyond the film industry like wildfire, so many of us dependent on the Hollywood machine remaining in working order. Not just the actors and writers and casting directors. Cinematographers, editors, designers, production crews, camera assistants. Nannies for producer-children. My cousin Roro (a visual artist or a hairstylist, depending on whether you believed a job was something that paid you money) was, as I mentioned, dating a man she’d met on a sugar baby app, just in case she lost clients at the salon, and half the rent on the apartment we were supposed to have shared now came from some guy with a start-up. This, Roro reminded me, was part of the grind. In her free time, she was creating an installation fed by her true crime fetish: depictions of mutilated bodies in a stained glass, medieval style, like an elegy of saints.

Meanwhile, my other cousin, JR, Roro’s twin, had recently purchased a pigeon. The Santa Anas were blowing, my boobs were sweating. Everything was uncanny, unsettled, uncool.

The pigeon. First I’d have to explain the apartment complex where I was once again living, having lost the TV role I still cannot physically name (reason: despondency). It was one of those courtyard buildings, colorless stucco with low brick siding, the central gated entry festooned with sprawling vines. The sign bearing the name of the building, The Riviera, was high on my mother’s to-do list, being comically in decline. Iron bars lined the windows around the bottom floor for good reason. There were terraces, sort of. Parts of the building looked nice, having been outfitted with terracotta planters, but the older units were occupied by a variety of tables that were spiritually altars: clay pots with overgrown contents, odd porcelain-style busts, decorative rocks inside empty terrariums, painted stone fruits, rotting organic materials (maybe cardboard, maybe upholstery). Along the driveway, there was a distinct earthy smell. Weeds burst from every orifice of the sidewalk, which was itself raised up jaggedly by a sprawl of massive tree roots, like a shrine to an elder god.

It was, ask the city—or the developments multiplying virally along the undulating hills of Whitley Heights—an eyesore. Again, my mother was trying her best. Even when Grandma was alive, any livability the building happened to boast had always been thanks to my mom. Rent was collected on time except for sometimes, and everything about the complex that was within my mother’s reign of terror was orderly and beautiful, the carefully preserved Old Hollywood vibes accented by the sound of gently trickling water from the courtyard fountain that was my mother’s pride and joy. The difficulty was that Tita Linda still lived in one of the units that faced the street, and she had been a blister to my mother for decades. She was Grandma’s oldest friend, and utterly unevictable. Mom didn’t want Tita Linda to die, per se. She just wanted to go over everything with a good scrub, preferably without Tita Linda in the way.

Everyone we knew lived there. “Multigenerational living,” in sociological terms, or how we do things in the third world, as I liked to joke. Mom didn’t care for that. I never fully grasped when it was okay to commit to the bit—to mock the occult shop catering to white people who didn’t understand that none of this was “authentic” in the slightest—and when it was irreverent, unacceptable, proof of my apparent failures and deeper betrayals, too. Nothing was ever more confusing to me than whether I should be proud or ashamed of my heritage. I looked mostly white, certainly whiter than anyone else in the family, with dingy chestnut hair I highlighted until it gleamed with blond and hazel eyes that looked greener when I wore dark colors. Roro’s exhausting friend Nessa called me “Weda,” meaning white girl. This, I was told, was a compliment. I was not allowed to be offended. But if I asked my mom for lasagna instead of pancit, it was tantamount to a slap.

So yes, I never understood when I was allowed to make fun of my culture, unless it wasn’t really my culture and that’s why it was never appropriate for me to joke. Tacitly we all knew that was the darker, secret truth. Teasing was only acceptable if you belonged, which I didn’t and never would.

Mom and I originally had a courtyard-facing apartment on the upper floor—a gift from my grandmother after my mom left the house she’d once shared with my father. It was a charity Mom never stopped trying to repay, and at that point in my life, having moved back in with my own mother, I could relate. But why was it so shameful, accepting favors? Accepting help? I wondered this often. Grandma wouldn’t have survived in this country if not for the charity of Tita Linda, who introduced her to the man I called Grandpa until his death. He was already an American citizen, having served in the military, and his marriage to my grandma (his first, her third) allowed her to cobble together the collection of businesses one might call an empire if one considered a coin laundry, a dry goods shop, and a courtyard apartment building where only half the units had air conditioning to be imperial in any way.

By immigrant terms, it was. The point being: By the time three of my grandma’s six children joined her in the States (Tita Perla, Tito Joss, and my mom), she was able to give them a place to live, however imperfect, and steady work, however odd.

My mom was grateful, but she was also a hustler. Maybe if she’d been born a Jen or a Liz or better yet a John and been acknowledged for the shark she really was, she might have gotten the respect she deserved, and then we all might have loved each other better. But after Grandma got sick, when only my mom had the stamina to take the helm and carry on, that dynamic shifted abruptly and without much regard for anything that wasn’t forward motion. Mom immediately fixed up our apartment and rented it out for triple the price of the other units, moving us into Grandma’s ramshackle one on the less-coveted ground floor. She repeated the same pattern with other tenants, so that under my mother’s management, the building reached a tenuous forty-sixty split—a revolving door of upwardly mobile young people and the Filipino immigrants that Mom couldn’t legally evict.

And me, who was technically both.



As I said, on the night this all began I’d slipped my mother’s leash and gone out with Roro to a club. I was wearing a hot pink tube top, Daisy Dukes, and cowboy boots, a ridiculous thing to be wearing to watch a man step in front of a bus. I couldn’t have felt more idiotic, or more helpless, or more naked. Which are not the things you want to feel when you watch another person’s life blink out.

The impact struck like a flash of lightning, a thing I couldn’t quite believe had happened even though I’d watched it with my own eyes. If you’ve ever been in a car accident, you know the sound—that singular, sickening crunch, audible then over the sound of horrified, half-drunken screams. The bus, having tried to veer away, lurched to the left, into traffic, the only direction it could go without littering the sidewalk with bodies, ultimately smashing the passenger-side taillight of a car whose driver sat distracted and unmoving at the light. The driver stumbled out unharmed, his phone in his hand, obviously filming not what had happened, but whatever would happen next. I’ll admit, it did seem like something that would worsen, as if the real content was yet to come.

I’d never seen someone die violently before. The realization hit me with a chill, some innate understanding that a person couldn’t live through that much impact, that the human body was fragile and insubstantial in the face of a moving cage of steel. As it usually did, my mind churned with familiar rhythms of logic and sequence, soothing itself from a place of survival, generating its own internalized calm. What now? I didn’t know what my responsibilities were, if I’d now have to talk to the police. I couldn’t see much of the body in the street but I could tell it wasn’t moving, and of course it wasn’t. It lay below the belly of a Metro Local bus.

Roro, who was carrying the cash that man had given her at the bar—inadvisably, in my view; what would she now do with cash? At least her boyfriend sent her money via Venmo, like a gentleman—had turned her head and thrown up on the sidewalk.

“Bitch, he’s fine. He’s on acid, he’s practically invincible,” remarked Nessa, a paragon of sympathy. Nessa used “bitch” with a freedom most people reserved for conversational pauses. Sometimes I was grateful for the way she handled every situation unpredictably. A reassuring consistency, that she always reacted inappropriately, which freed me to do the same.

Roro, an empath, wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. “Are you serious? We just watched a man die, Ness—”

“So? Some bitch got killed last weekend. Some bitch is probably missing right now!”

“It’s true,” I said, having gotten yet another Amber Alert on my phone earlier that day. A blaring, unwelcome disruption to my midday nap. “These bitches do be missing,” I added, in a lilting imitation of Nessa.

“Weda, shut up,” she said. She was Filipina and Mexican, for the record, but apparently there was nothing whiter I could do than point out she wasn’t Black.

“I know that,” rasped Roro, “but he was right there! I mean, we could have stopped him—I spoke to him literally one second ago—”

Roro looked haunted, and what I didn’t want to admit was that I was oddly shaken, too. I’d met his eye just moments before he’d stepped into the street, and there had been a look on his face, some strike of clarity, that made me feel like maybe I was the reason he’d made that choice. Like he’d locked eyes with me and understood that this was his only move; that all that remained of life was emptiness. He had an underfed look to him, long, ratty hair, scraped back in a bun with the strands pulled loose, like there had recently been hands in it, fingers grasping, probing, searching. There was a wild calm in his eye, an unnatural stillness.

Should I have seen this coming? Should I have known that whatever he saw when he looked at me would propel him to his doom?

But when his eyes met mine, I hadn’t thought about how strange they looked. I hadn’t clocked the drugs or danger. I’d thought dazedly of how familiar they were. Like something I’d seen in technicolor before.

By now multiple people had pushed forward to try to help; a herd of drunken Samaritans bleated out in various shades of dismay. The bouncer was yelling for everyone to back up, and several people had already dialed 911.

So there were easily a dozen eyewitnesses to the moment when the man’s arm seemed to shoot outward of its own accord, like a skeletal hand bursting free from the grave, grasping blindly for the gutter from below the bus’s floor. Roro gasped and clawed my wrist, biting her nails into the span of my forearm, yanking my own arm half out of its socket as she dragged me closer to the street. I didn’t have perfect visibility—people stepped on my feet, elbowed me, no more accommodating than on the dance floor of the club—but I could see that the man had hooked a desperate grip onto the contours of the sidewalk and dragged his immobile bottom half out from beneath the bus, seemingly resurrecting himself by nothing but sheer force of will.

Someone stepped in front of me then—I missed it, the full motion of him rising—but when a window cleared again, it was like some kind of horror scene, the climax of a cinematic dream. Blood was smeared across the full length of his face, and a bizarre protrusion of bone jutted through the top of his T-shirt, giving him the look of a hunchback. It was Halloween grotesquerie, carnage too gaudy to be anything short of camp. Impossible to tell what was bruise and what was road. His hair was falling into his face, concealing most of it. From afar it was difficult to catalog the full scale of lacerations—too much of his body was openly bleeding, including his nose, which had already been dripping prior to the crash, so if there was a primary source of injury, it wasn’t clear at first glance. There was a vacant, half-conscious look in his eye as he stumbled, like the walking dead, around the front of the bus, taking off toward the opposite side of the street.

This time, he didn’t look at me. He didn’t look back at all.

By then the driver had gotten out with a primal yell and sprinted after him, a mix of rage and fear. We all lost track of the two of them immediately, our line of sight blocked by the bus itself, whose passengers were scrambling over each other to see where the man had gone.

“See?” said Nessa, after a collective beat of stunned silence. “Told you.”

“But…” Roro stared after him. “But did you see?”

Her mouth hung open. If mine didn’t, it was only from a place of shock. Everything had happened far too quickly for me to process it, to even know how to react.

I just kept thinking about his face like something I hadn’t done, a task I’d left unfinished. What was it? Like the line you can’t quite remember, the punchline to an old joke. It would come to me, I knew, unhelpfully, at three in the morning, or in a conversation a few days from now. Where I knew him from. I felt sure I had seen him before.

But there also comes a point in the night where you clock the fact that you’re too drunk to see things properly. Or just too drunk, period. Inevitably you become struck by the gutting awareness of how pointless everything can be, and then the solution is either to slouch more destructively toward oblivion or simply cut your losses and go home.

“Come on, Roro.” I patted her on the shoulder, channeling the archetype of sensible best friend. It was, demographically speaking, the role I was most likely to make a living on. “Let’s call it.”

“But we came here to dance.” Sometimes I found Nessa’s casual narcissism to be admirable, like a piece of armor I wish I had. Other times it edged too close to nuisance.

“Then dance, Nessa. I’m taking Roro home.” That was enough to do it. Nessa hates being left out. So we all trudged into an Uber, relaying the facts of the night—the Uber driver, too, suggested the culprit was probably bath salts—and then, after stopping at Roro’s to make sure she and Nessa made it up the stairs, I went home and struggled to sleep.

“He’s dead now,” Nessa had declared matter-of-factly in the car. “He probably only got up right away because his body was in shock.” Sometimes, Nessa found ways to inadvertently remind us that she was the most gainfully employed among us. She was an ER nurse, and therefore probably correct, which with Nessa was always the least tolerable outcome.

“Nessa, stop. You’re making it worse.” Roro, who had an artistic temperament, was whimpering. Her fingers were flying while she texted her boyfriend, an entertainment lawyer who did things like send a delivery guy to her apartment with pints of ice cream if she said she was on her period or order new batteries for the Ring camera he’d bought. (Her packages kept getting stolen; he couldn’t abide the riffraff underfoot.) Maybe she’d thought that if she seemed distressed enough, he’d come over. Or maybe pay her rent.

I didn’t find fault in any of this, for the record. I’d been considering it too, the concept of transaction. That simple exchange, the labor of pleasure, for the freedom more broadly to live.

It hit me around four in the morning, just before I finally drifted off—those eyes, the thing I’d been trying to remember. They reminded me of William de Witt in a movie he starred in, years and years ago. Young William de Witt, who’d played a version of Death, dolled up in a black suit—give him darker hair, longer, and that was exactly what the man had looked like.

But it certainly hadn’t been William de Witt throwing himself in front of a bus. He was in his forties now, I was pretty sure, and probably not suicidal. Definitely not a time traveler.

Funny, then, what the brain holds onto. What you remember and subsequently forget.



The next morning, I was waiting to hear about a callback for a minor part in a feature. An up-and-coming studio was making it, small budget but hot and buzzy, film festival stuff. Given the conditions of the industry, it would pay me almost nothing and I’d probably have to travel somewhere obscure, but exposure had its perks. Another rung on the invisible ladder. My agent said I’d be perfect for it if I used the headshot where they’d made my eyes look slightly smaller and pulled my hair back tighter for a more severe effect and stuck a lotus pin behind my ears, as if to more adequately point to something—anything—Asian. If I was lucky, I’d play the girlfriend who got dumped in favor of the tragic, forbidden romance with the lead actress, Sydney something. I was supposed to hear whether my original callback time slot had been successfully rescheduled, but because I had not yet been told and it was already ten in the morning, I went in for a shift at the store. My cousin JR was in tow, much to my mother’s chagrin.

Which brings me, circularly, back to the pigeon. JR, as I mentioned, had recently come into possession of one. There were many things to be said about this, so I will begin with what I actually said while I attended to the boxes in the storeroom: “Explain to me what’s happening with the pigeon.”

What could I tell you about JR? That he was Roro’s twin brother, and a couple inches shy of six feet—which is to say, very tall according to my grandmother. He had briefly been in training to be an EMT, but somewhere along the way, something went awry. JR mostly wanted to please other people in precisely the way that so eluded Roro and me, but he couldn’t always figure out how to do it without supervision. For this reason and a few others, my mother had never really liked him and often urged people not to turn out like JR. I thought at the time (judging from context) that she meant aimless, or maybe lazy, though JR was almost comically obedient, and it didn’t seem possible to be lazy if you always did everything you were told. Mom specifically made these comments when dredging up the subject of me dropping out of college or quitting well-paying temp jobs because they conflicted with callbacks. Which was not a matter of laziness and certainly wasn’t aimlessness either, unless you were the kind of person who didn’t believe acting was a legitimate aim.

“He has a name,” JR said. He held the pigeon out toward me. “It’s Alistair.”

Alistair had many qualities. Feathered, agitated. Compared to the rest of his body his legs were so long and pristinely white, practically stockinged, that they could only be described as “gams,” as per Jessica Rabbit or Lola Bunny. Meanwhile, his throat was so massive it looked like he’d swallowed a snake egg by accident and couldn’t figure out whether to digest it or spit it out, which emphasized the supreme beadiness of his eyes. He wore a look of confusion mixed with panic that I would later learn was just his face. His coat was primarily gray with some splotches of mottled green iridescence, like a bottle fly, though tufts of white splayed across his chest and back feathers, and again, his elongated legs.

I’ve never considered myself an animal person. It seemed to me like one of those qualities you had to inherit from somewhere, and my mom wasn’t an animal person, either. My mother and I liked having an unstained sofa and ambiance that smelled like Febreze, which in rare periods of camaraderie we jointly selected to match the nearest holiday. Also, I don’t mean to speak about Alistair in the past tense. If you’re wondering, the pigeon survives.

“He seems upset,” I observed. I was trying to be charitable and sympathetic, which thankfully was a common feminine characteristic. I had much to fall back on for inspiration, narratively speaking. In reality, I couldn’t get over how bizarre Alistair looked, like a cross between a sexy cartoon nurse and, well, a pigeon.

“Of course he’s upset. The books say he’s experiencing feelings of anxiety.” JR turned Alistair toward him to stare deeply into his beady pigeon eyes. This, for understandable reasons, did not calm Alistair at all. He was making frantic cooing noises that turned arbitrarily to panicked bleats. He kept trying to fly, but of course JR was holding him.

Casually, I posited: “Do you think the feelings of anxiety have to do with his captivity?”

Over a squawk of deafening protest, JR replied, “Alistair was born in captivity. He’s genetically very gifted.” I doubted this profoundly at the time, but I later learned it was true. Everything that seemed objectively insane about Alistair’s appearance was heightened specifically to be attractive to other pigeons, approximating the exaggerated effect of a Kardashian waistline in the wild. “He comes from the finest stock, according to Pete,” JR went on, undeterred. “Even better than any of Tavis Anderson’s doos.”

This much I could tell you: Pete was a dealer who lived in the neighborhood, part of the debris keeping property values low (a quote from my mother). He trafficked mainly in small things, recreational ubiquities like coke and molly, so I probably should have been glad JR had only come to him for pigeon.

As for the other name—“Dare I ask about Tavis Anderson?”

I was only half paying attention to the conversation, fixated as I was on remaining within the orbit of my phone. Every time the screen lit up I jumped to reach it, but it was only ever TikTok or Instagram or the dating app I’d recently downloaded. I was trying my best to get on Delphi, the app that celebrities use, but even at my most self-assured I knew I was exactly the kind of person they were trying to keep away from Delphi. I was actively looking for a foothold in the industry, not meaningful connection. Or sex, which I had plenty of with no one’s help.

This time, though, when the screen lit up, it was easy to tell it was another Amber Alert—even with my phone on silent, the alarm was loud enough to hear from space.

The ensuing commotion was an immediate racket. “Can you turn that off? It’s upsetting Alistair—”

“I’m trying, it’s another one of those missing person alerts—”

“Who is it?” JR, leaning over to see my screen, brought several feathers into my periphery. “Sorry, sorry—”

I finally managed to turn the sound off and said the woman’s name out loud, though I already knew we wouldn’t know her. “Salvadoreña,” commented JR in response, before adding, “And Tavis Anderson is the region’s foremost dooman.”

“Dooman?” I echoed vaguely, in lieu of expressing anything else.

“There are doowomen,” JR assured me.

“Not really the thing I meant to question.” The picture on the Amber Alert was pulled from the girl’s social media. She was clearly at a party, her top skimpy and tight. Her mascara was slightly smudged, eyes glassy in that way that suggested drinking. She looked happy, full of secrets, almost smug. I wondered if whoever provided this photo had thought she looked beautiful in it.

She did. She was a few years older than me and I thought: I hope that by the time I’m her age I find a waterproof mascara that really sticks.

“Doo flying is at least five thousand years old. In Scotland they’ve been practicing it since the Victorian era.”

“And you relate to this because you, too, hail from a lawless island?” Not implausible. “You still haven’t told me what a ‘doo’ is.” I’d already swiped away from the alert back to my socials. My mom had turned on the news that morning, as was her practice, but I’d long ago stopped listening. School shootings, mutilated bodies. I thought of it all equally as sensationalism. Summer of Exsanguination sounded like a band name, not a meaningful call to action. It hardly inspired any motivating effort toward change.

“Alistair is a doo,” JR said, holding the flapping pigeon out to me with astounding … I don’t even know what to call it. Unlike me, JR was almost never sarcastic or condescending—qualities I’d learned from my mother. “It’s another word for a pouter pigeon. Well—” JR paused, fluorescing a bit pink. “Alistair is a pygmy pouter, actually.”

“So there are other kinds?” I didn’t actually care about Alistair, but the effort to try to imagine the outline of a person who did was a reasonable achievement on my part, given that JR wasn’t supposed to work that day but would have to take over for me if I headed out for my audition.

Then JR said many things I couldn’t possibly be expected to remember about the various kinds of pigeons and why Alistair was specifically intended to lure a mate, something I audibly voiced felt problematic. “It’s consensual,” JR assured me. For efficiency reasons, I said sure.

I did not know then the amount of time JR would ultimately spend handwringing about Alistair’s size and/or scouring the sky, which was apparently the point of pigeon seduction. I was busy with inventory, which included a lot of candles I’d grudgingly shot promo for the previous day in exchange for not being harangued to the point of insanity. So far, with my mother’s attempts to augment the mystical aspects of the store’s offerings, the primary draw remained functionally the same: Tita Linda. She and Grandma had always worked the store together—two chismosas on the proverbial front porch, gossip that was only circumstantially foretelling. Now, Mom called these sessions “readings,” and she charged per minute, to make up for the rent that Tita Linda otherwise ignored.

Who could say how accurate the readings were, or whether there was inherently some fraudulence at play in commodifying the mystic? Certainly not in Tita Linda’s mind; she believed in her own proximity to the supernatural without a hint of doubt. It had been Grandma and Tita Linda who told me I would be a star, that my destiny was ripe for the taking, a sweet and tempting fruit. In my mother’s mind, a specific fruit: the apple from Eden. She had always resented that I chose to believe them over her.

After a while, as noon came and went and then one and two, I gave up a little on my phone. A few people stopped in to poke around, asking to use the bathroom (CUSTOMERS ONLY! [image: ] read my mother’s sign), chatting with me about the weather, pondering sage’s effectiveness at aural cleansing (I was a skeptical believer, meaning I performed my grandmother’s rituals without any faith in their efficacy but performed them nonetheless, which was functionally the same as being a believer). JR had temporarily calmed Alistair and was researching something called a “doocot” on the internet, specifically how to build one (he should have been reading something about how to convince my mother to love a pigeon in the first place, though admittedly that was niche). I was sorting the crystals and dusting the jewelry we kept up at the counter next to the sign that read TAROT READINGS SPECIAL! PAST PRESENT FUTURE $20 in my mother’s painstaking calligraphy when a gust of wind blew the front door open, like someone opening the jaws of fate.

The door never shut all the way unless it was latched, so it usually just flapped like an open mouth, yawning whenever it saw fit. But this particular gust was a scream, followed by a burst of air so dry and hot it almost felt imaginary, like the beginnings of a coma or transcendence from this plane.

I wandered over to close it, observing the way the heat rose off the asphalt in the distance, like a cartoon vision of an oasis. I distinctly remember feeling like the coyote right before the anvil came down.

“Anya Morris?” someone called out to me as I was struggling to shut the door against another burst of wind. There were dead palm fronds littering the street, a pile of leaves already forming at the cove where the door had flung open, the tinkle of shop bells frantic and shrill. Sometimes when the wind blew like that I got a feeling of severe unease, like something undetectable was coming. My grandma always said the full moon made people crazy—only marginally less so than the Santa Ana winds.

My heart was pounding, unrelated to anything really, just the frankness of the wind, the utter everywhereness of the heat. There weren’t too many other sensations like that, the kind where the Could I Survive It? game depended so heavily on outlasting an unsurvivable condition. Not clotting a wound or adjusting, but simply enduring. It had nothing to do with the person calling out to me, though I couldn’t have known then what that coincidence would set in motion. The way that it all just blew in with the wind.
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NEPOTIZE ME, CAP’N



HIS NAME WAS TEDDY Finch and I hadn’t seen him since high school, though his username (@PhinchsPhotos) was a constant on my socials. I only had about three thousand and some followers at the time, though I didn’t let it worry me. As Grandma would say, Jesus had only twelve.

Teddy was a routine fixture, always liking my posts and stories, never actually approaching me but always observing politely from afar. He liked or reacted regardless of how I looked or how much cleavage I was showing; whether my news was exciting and good or just something promotional in spirit, a glorified ad. He liked the “get ready with me” posts, the makeup brush challenges, the pass the phones … it seemed to me that Teddy had been a staple throughout the various stages of my life, beginning with that first performance on stage in my freshman fall musical—Cabaret. I was a wunderkind Sally, peak Filipina in that I, like all my kind, can sing reasonably well. Still, I always felt it was my grasp of vulnerability that sealed it. I played Sally like she was Holly Golightly played by the ghost of Audrey, filled with regret that at fourteen I knew nothing about. Teddy, meanwhile, was taking some shots of us in rehearsal. His father was a producer, his mother an Oscar-winning director who was the daughter of another Oscar-winning director who was the son of a prominent studio actor. Hollywood royalty, in that sense, though at a performing arts school with a de Witt endowment, there was a lot of that to go around.

Teddy only interacted with me once directly, to ask me to prom his senior year, when I was a sophomore. I was already going with Jake Mendoza, and Teddy was mortified not to have known—so embarrassed that he never spoke to me publicly after that, only engaging with me tepidly online. I would have gone with him to be kind, I think, though I was wary of Teddy even then. Not because of his hormonal acne or his tendency to lurk, but because of the girls he’d already dated. Katrina Chen, the valedictorian who’d been a year above him (tiny, nerdy Asian). Sage Nakamura, who modeled for J.Crew (lithe, willowy Asian). Liv Huynh, who went on to play water polo for USC (stocky, athletic Asian). Beautiful, smart, accomplished girls who became beautiful, smart, accomplished women—all more accomplished than me, in fact. I just couldn’t ignore the throughline, or what it might say about me if I was next.

“Anya Morris,” called grown-up Teddy Finch, jogging over to me where I was struggling with the door. There was a gauzy sheen of perspiration glinting from his forehead. He’d been stepping into a Rivian when he spotted me, a bottle of water sweating in his hand from the 7-Eleven next door. “I forgot your family had a store here!”

He would have known about the store because he followed our social media accounts, all set up by my mom but run by me, the resident young person. I’d done a collaboration post once with my personal account and noticed that Teddy followed the store’s account within minutes of my posting.

“Teddy!” I said, injecting my voice with enthusiasm. “Wow, it’s been forever!”

Even I could hear the falseness, the tacit desperation in my voice at the sudden, warp-speed recollection of his lineage, the Oscars dotting his chromosomes like stars. Still, I was a pretty good actress when I tried, and I knew just what he wanted. I knew, too, that a little transaction wouldn’t hurt. If I simply behaved like The One Who Got Away, who’d always secretly adored him from a distance, then perhaps that would grant me the latitude to one day ask So is your mom working on anything new? How about your dad? Any chance they need a brilliant up-and-coming actress? I can be anyone they want me to be!

Which, unfortunately, was like saying I could be anything he wanted me to be, which left me with that familiar acrid bile in my mouth. (The aftertaste of the word fetish.)

Still, forgive my crudeness, but I’d swallowed a lot in my time.

Teddy leaned in for a hug, which I allowed. He smelled expensive, cool. The acne had been dealt with. He was taller than I remembered. If I’d met him at a bar or on an app I think I would have been readily taken in. Even with what I did know, I felt myself think: If there’s a catch to this, I’ve done worse things for less reward.

My philosophy was very simple. (A prayer: If this dream goes unrealized, it won’t be because of anything I didn’t do. If I fail, it will be because fate conspired against me. Because luck is fleeting and cruel. But not because I chose to let opportunity pass me by.)

The wind gusted a sizable palm frond across the parking lot while Teddy said some things to me, various small talk things. I didn’t remember them for very long afterward—I made a point, in fact, to forget them. Things like: “Sorry that pilot didn’t work out, I thought for sure you’d really made it, what a cool concept that show was—”

“It’s fine, there’ll be something else—”

“Definitely, definitely. You’re so talented, something will come along—”

“Oh, thanks for saying that, yeah, I’m sure—” (A reach, a hasty subject change.) “So what have you been up to these days?”

“Oh, well, I was doing some cinematography stuff here and there—”

“Right, yeah! You were always so good at photography—”

“Thank you, thank you, but you know, finding work is tough these days—”

“Right, of course, the industry—”

“And yeah, I actually got a finance degree, you know, just in case. So, kind of falling back on that right now, thinking about getting into entertainment finance—”

So he was unemployed. I became aware again of pigeon shrieks behind me, the heat evanescing off the asphalt, the fact that I hadn’t checked my phone in almost ten minutes. Anything could happen in ten minutes.

“—but for now I’m working for Ara, I don’t know if you’ve heard of it? It’s—”

“William de Witt’s production company.” The words flew out of my mouth unbidden, like a punch to the gut. My breath caught. The question of my phone receded from relevancy. It occurred to me that the thoughts I’d had of William de Witt the previous night were quite possibly a foretelling of some kind. So there was that for my inherited gift of portent.

“Well, I’m technically working for the humanitarian arm of the business,” Teddy clarified. “Will’s really into philanthropy these days. Right now he’s using the production team to make a documentary on human trafficking. Really meaty stuff.”

I could feel my ears pricking at the familiarity of “Will,” which I narrowly managed to hide. Teddy wasn’t born yesterday—he knew any connection to William de Witt was a meaningful one. I doubted he’d taken this particular finance job for no reason.

“Wow, that’s great.” I was breathless, my mind swept up in rapid calculation. There was a play here, a simple one. I’d like his next post. He’d take the bait, DM me. We’d chat. I’d ask him to meet up for coffee. He’d counter with a drink. Loosened tongues could lead to something fruitful. What would it cost me, transactionally speaking? I could survive in the red for a time.

The wind whipped by again, and I let myself be swept a little closer. Teddy’s phone buzzed in his hand. “Shit,” he said, looking down at his screen. “I was supposed to be back at the office by now. There’s this major gala thing downtown tonight, everyone’s been shitting themselves over it for weeks—”

“Oh gosh, go! I’m so sorry to keep you—” I’d be fine. I had a plan. I knew this choreography intimately. He’d post something from the gala and I’d DM to ask him how it went. Everything would progress from there, effortlessly familiar. The clearer the plan became, the calmer I was, the more easily detached. I’d message him late, really late, like I’d just gotten home from something interesting. Behind me, a seagull squawked in distress.

“Actually,” Teddy said. “Is there any chance you’re free tonight? I know it’s super last minute—”

“Oh?” I shaded my eyes, having pushed go on a persona: cool, busy, already trying to leave. The opposite of how I really felt, but I wasn’t going to commit to something unknown. My appeal—anyone’s appeal, if we’re really being honest—centered on being desirable, which was the opposite of available. This I knew like the most critical survival technique. You can have anyone you want if you simply withhold any evidence of your wanting.

“It’s going to be really cool. Mayor’s going to be there. Plus all of Will’s business partners.” Teddy gave me a wry smile. “Can’t hurt. Right?”

“Right.” I gave him a look, like game respects game. That was what he wanted. And anyway, he wasn’t wrong, even for the person I was playing. Even for the most indifferent person in the world, it definitely couldn’t hurt. “I’ll try to move things around. What time?”

He gave me the details. I shuffled mentally through my closet, already several miles away. He leaned in for a hug; I slid my lips across his cheek like we’d just missed each other. I brushed the side of his mouth and hit my mark.

“See you tonight,” said Teddy. In my head I was shaving my legs, taking my whiskey neat. Pulling him on top of me. He had that West Coast ubiquity, that Angeleno polish. Coke-white sneakers, lane changes with one hand on the gearshift. He smelled like indigo sky, bonfires on the beach. Santal 33 and moral compromise.

“See you,” I said, and went inside.



He sent a black car to get me. An Uber, of course, but still, a slick move. Oscar-winning progeny. As far as selling myself went, I could do worse.

I wore a red dress, high neck, open back, bias cut. It clung in the right places, but not too closely—not a club dress. Not that kind of party.

Despite the electrical fan that wheezed across our living room to the best of its geriatric abilities, the kitchen still smelled of last night’s adobo, the lingering waft of garlic a sensual pairing with the heady top notes of sweat. The evening news was playing on TV, the sound low and omnipresent. How has the latest abduction affected the local community? Well, some say it’s nothing new. “When has it ever been safe to walk alone at night? Some of us have to work the graveyard shift regardless—”

My mom, doubled over the dining room table with her box of receipts, gave me a look as I left. “Going out again, I see.”

She didn’t have to voice any specifics to her disapproval. That was the benefit of having done so much of the legwork already. I understood the shorthand, the way I was a disappointment without her even having to specify why.

“You know,” I remarked, choosing inadvisably to poke the bear, “just once, you could tell me I look nice.”

She looked at me for a long time, then returned to her receipts.

“Beauty is fleeting,” she said without glancing back up.

“Sure is,” I muttered back. It was the kind of dig she’d have slapped me for if I were even a few years younger. She did have to fight the urge to look up at me sharply then, I could tell. Her mouth had pressed thin. I could see it, the effort she was making not to give me what I wanted.

The truth was I could see myself in her—the person I’d eventually turn into. My mom was a pretty woman, but her lips had gone narrower and harder with age.

“You’ll have to change your attitude,” she said. “Right now you’re a tenant and an employee. Not an actress.”

I left.

The venue was lovely, frigidly air-conditioned, one of those places I couldn’t otherwise have gotten into on my own. A former men’s club of some kind, or maybe it still was. There was an air of vintage about it as I progressed from the lobby to the ballrooms—there was money in the palette of the carpets, the leather furniture worn to comfort by the burden of important thoughts. In the air, faint hints of tobacco and cedar lingered; the solid wood counters were polished to gleaming. Rich men in black and white hung from mahogany frames along the walls.

In the lobby, I took a quick picture and added “thursday night vibes” in lower case. Sleek italics to accentuate the elegance, contributing to the false glimmer of my aspirational, parasocial life.

I kept walking, following the signs that read ARA ANNUAL GALA, DE WITT BALLROOM. Teddy met me at the entrance to the ballroom, visibly frazzled in contrast to the sleek tailoring of his suit.

“Sorry, the band got stuck in traffic—been putting out that fire for the last half hour,” he said in my ear, leaning in with a familiarity, a performance of intimacy.

His hand was on my lower back and I understood that I was his girlfriend for the evening, so I shifted to place one hand on his hip. As I angled myself, something caught my eye from afar—someone my eyes recognized but my brain couldn’t place. I squinted at the man in worn black jeans, a pair of muddy work boots. He slipped from my line of sight the moment Teddy steered me into the ballroom, but it didn’t matter. His head had been turned away.

Whoever it was, it was just a blur of distraction, an outfit out of place for the event. Maybe there had been some kind of electrical or plumbing malfunction. Just another thing among many that were indisputably background to the subject at hand, like the women my age or older who were passing hors d’oeuvres, carrying drinks around on trays. I’d had my fair share of stints as a catering waitress, singer for the band, hired bartender, you name it. It felt strange, as it always did, to linger on the precipice between guest and help.

“I’ve got to check on something, I’m so sorry—Here, let me at least get you a drink—” Teddy angled me toward the bar, but I shook him off gently, with a curated air of fondness.

“I can get my own drinks, Teddy. I’m a big girl.” Cool girl, unshakable, at home in a room full of strangers, that was all part of the role. The mask was on again, though I couldn’t technically tell you what was underneath it. If there was a version of me who disliked this, it had stopped mattering long ago.

“I’ll be right back, I swear—”

“Take your time, I’m fine.” I nudged him playfully. “Get to work.”

He beamed. I almost bought my own performance. In my head, we’d woken up together that morning, he’d complained about his job, tracing his initials on my bare stomach, groaning a refusal to leave the crisp white sheets, the smell of my perfume on his neck. (I don’t know why I always reverted to this, the image of myself as the dead wife in flashbacks. An archetypal role, I guess.)

I turned to the bar and ordered a rye on ice.

“Now that’s a big girl drink,” said a voice behind me, and I turned to find a blond woman standing near me, a bright, sunrise-colored cocktail clutched in one hand. She looked so LA I struggled to break her down to parts—the composite was so uniform. Tan, toned, expertly preserved. Beautiful by every conceivable tenet. She had to be somewhere in the forties or even fifties if she appeared to be in her thirties, or so I’d learned over the course of my tenure among upwardly mobile white people. She looked perhaps a decade older than me, which pending the skill of her plastic surgeon could have put her anywhere from thirty-five to sixty-five.

“I despise anything that isn’t mostly juice,” she said, raising her tropical cocktail to her lips for emphasis.

“It’s a precautionary measure,” I assured her, angling in her direction. Now I had a friend, and a rich one. The evening was going swimmingly. “The more unpleasant the drink, the easier it is to avoid drinking it too quickly.”

“Ah! A tactician.”

“Trying my best.”

“Beauty and brains.” She toasted me then.

The bartender handed me my drink and I tried not to notice things that weren’t appropriate for my character to notice, like how attractive the bartender was. This was not a night to fuck the bartender, who was almost certainly another aspiring actor. I was young, never more beautiful, never less at war with my body than I ultimately would be. Sex for the sake of sex I could have anytime, anyplace; sex for love I could have had if I chose to, and obviously I did not.

When was sex not, in some way, a business decision? In that regard, only two people mattered to me that evening, and one was a vessel to the other. This was a night to chase the Oscar progeny, whether or not my loins happened to flame.

“So.” The woman beside me sipped her drink, glancing askance at me. She carried a noticeable scent, something approximating nectar, an almost overripe sweetness. I couldn’t tell if it was her perfume or something else—it could have easily been her cocktail. “You’re here with Edward, then?”

I realized Teddy might not go by Teddy in professional landscapes. “I am, yes. We’re old friends.”

“He’s got a thought or two in that brain, doesn’t he? I’ll give him that. Lovely portfolio, God help him. Lovely doesn’t cut it these days the way you’d think it should.” The woman sipped her drink again, masking a small cough. “I’d prefer he looked like that,” she added, gesturing to the bartender behind us, a sentiment I tried not to audibly share. “But perhaps understandably, William does not concern himself with my entertainment when it comes to humanitarian affairs.”

William. Interesting. Was she testing me with that demure little name drop? Yes, I felt sure she was. I sipped my drink, guessing her archetype.

“Men can be such tyrants,” I said. She laughed; I’d nailed it. West Coast liberalism demanded little in the way of meaningful politics, but those of a certain age were all girlbosses to some extent.

“Emmanuelle de Witt,” she said, holding out her hand.

I offered mine. “Anya Morris.”

“Of the New York Morrises?”

“Possibly? My father’s from New Jersey.” I doubted there was any relation whatsoever, but per the demands of my craft, I suspended disbelief.

“Oh, so very possibly, then.” She sipped more thoughtfully, then added, “Genealogy is a little hobby of ours. William’s positively fanatical.”

Another test. “Oh?”

“It’s the legacy, you know. Killian was a massive collector. All those books.” Killian. Another name drop, still frustratingly opaque. A de Witt by blood or by marriage? Not that it mattered, aside from helping me determine her billing among the cast. She flapped a hand and turned to me. “Anyway. Film or tech?”

“Film,” I said apologetically.

“Ah, I knew it.” Her smile was wry and private, like she’d won a bet with herself. “Finally, an actual artist. You’re an actress?”

“Yes, on the industry’s better days. Other days I’m just a content creator.”

“Oh, what a mess.” She gave a vague, unreadable gesture. She seemed to routinely leave half the conversation unsaid. “Is today a good day, then? Industry-wise.”

“In Pacific Time? The night’s still young. In New York, I’m already toast,” I replied. She laughed again. I warmed with the whiskey, with the knowledge that she liked me. Whether I liked her back was not yet relevant, possibly never would be.

“Ah, but there’s nothing like a little Hollywood glamour, is there?” Her eyes went misty, gazing at the middle distance for a nostalgia I hadn’t yet been allowed to have. “You know, ten years ago, this would have been a very different party.”

Ten years ago there would have been a network of studio predators on the loose, not that I felt like bringing it up. “I take it the rest of the guests are tech donors?”

“Dreadful, isn’t it? All those grifters.” She seemed to be motioning to the younger set of suits who were nearly identical, sartorially speaking, like a collective For You page. “Everything is money these days. If I hear another word about tax credits, I’ll scream.” She turned to me with an air of conspiracy, an intimate fatigue. “You know William’s just come in from Queensland? They built a mimicry of Los Angeles instead of just filming here, where people actually live. It’s like they’ve forgotten everything this city’s built on.”

The acquaintances I had in production sang a similar lament; more than a few camera assistants and PAs had already left for Austin or Atlanta, following the jobs. “You’re not one of the people who think Hollywood is dying, are you?”

“Certainly not a natural death, darling. But too many people sold their souls; at some point, the devil will collect.”

I laughed at that, and she looked pleased, as if I’d passed the test.

“Well, I’ve got to bat my eyes at some deep pockets or William will never forgive me,” she said, but paused. “Over there’s the new chief of police.” She pointed to a stocky Latino man in uniform. “He’s taking over from that one, with the heinous mustache.” She pointed to an older white man who looked like the dictionary definition of chief of police. “You know how things are. All about diversity these days.” I had long ago disengaged the reflex to flinch at these sorts of comments; most people mistook me for white and said things they wouldn’t otherwise, particularly when I was dressed like this. All cleaned up and plausibly Anglo-Saxon. “Still,” she mused, “the LAPD is the LAPD. I could kill a man in this room and get away with it.”

I laughed again, but she didn’t. Another woman had spotted her and started toward us, to which Emmanuelle offered a little flutter of her fingers, like a satire of a wave.

“Influence-a,” she said in an undertone. Like affluenza. She laughed at her own ambiguous joke and squeezed my arm, draining her glass and setting it thoughtlessly on a passing tray. “Have a nice mingle, Anya darling.”

Her arms flung wide for the oncoming woman, a high, false laugh ringing in her wake as she disappeared in a flutter of overripeness, a smell I would never really adjust to even after learning what it was. The gregariousness of the moment was an obvious performance, one I felt sure had been for me. I didn’t think anything of it then, because people often mistook my ability to seem attentive for genuine intimacy. People regularly told me things they wouldn’t otherwise share with a stranger. I had a look to me, I guess.

Teddy found me then, looking slightly winded. I took his arm, smiled, schmoozed. I finished one whiskey and accepted another, then smiled, schmoozed, picked up a third. Most of the donors I met were up-and-comers in the start-up world, interested in cybersecurity or privacy data, all sorts of things I didn’t care about, having long ago pledged my allegiance to the algorithm for the scant possibility of micro-fame. The money was in tech, that much was obvious. The better looking someone was or the younger they were, the less likely they were involved in the film aspect of William de Witt’s enterprise. His Hollywood connections were older, paranoidly talking shop. Here for the open bar and nothing else.

My smiles grew more forced. Teddy’s hand slid down, lower, possessive, until at one point he leaned over and kissed the side of my neck, behind the corner of my jaw.

In the same moment, from a distance, a flash of something caught my eye. I inhaled sharply, registering a familiar profile even before I fully saw it, like recognizing a stranger from a dream.

Or a film.

Even from afar, William de Witt’s eyes were singularly arresting— that famous shade of coastal gray, the blue that edged closer to ice than to azure. He had a distant, faraway look on his face, an obvious boredom. In the moment I spotted him, he was scanning the crowd, idly pretending to listen to a conversation I guessed to be about the drought, given the age and mundanity of the men in his circle.

And then his gaze landed on mine.

There was a pinch of confusion between his brows when he saw me, something I didn’t understand at first, until it struck me as familiar—a moment of focused assessment, like a mirror of my own experience the previous night. Like he was trying to place me, to determine who I was from a Rolodex of previous encounters. For a wild pulse of paranoia I thought he might remember me from that fateful high school assembly, which was beyond unlikely. Marginally more possible was that we’d met in some collective subconscious, the intensity of my teenage imagination having reached him from the drowsy heat of sleep.

But then someone else caught his attention, and the moment of premonition—I’m sure now that’s what it was, a subtle sign of everything to come—vanished in a blink.

My new friend Emmanuelle strode arm in arm with the slightly tipsy new police chief, regaling him theatrically as they traversed the margins of the crowd. It was she who had caught William’s eye, and as she moved to slip by him, he reached out on what appeared to be impulse, one hand landing on the small of her back to pause her in her tracks. Just a brush of contact, a sudden halt, and then a smooth transition, the choreography of an old, familiar dance. She adjusted her position then, falling back slightly as William peeled off from his circle to address the police chief—greeting him not like a prospective donor, but an old friend.

I noticed then another man who’d followed William; it was Fred Dennings, the only other person I recognized, most famous for being the best-looking man in tech. A more handsome Mark Zuckerberg and a more ethical one, too, he’d had his back to me the first time I’d looked over but was unmistakable now. He, I noticed, had stepped almost directly in front of Emmanuelle, his expression animating as he spoke, like he’d opened with a joke. In response, the new police chief doubled over, guffawing about something, probably golf.

I must have been staring; Emmanuelle had caught my eye through the crowd.

“There you are, Anya darling!” Emmanuelle abandoned the conversation and wove toward me, casting the men off like a shadow for which she had no use. A newly materialized circle of acolytes had already formed around William de Witt, drawn like moths to the flame of his fame.

William’s gaze followed Emmanuelle for only a moment before cutting away at a quick, fraternal shove from Fred; no further curiosity was reserved for me.

“I’ve been looking all over for you, my dear,” Emmanuelle purred when she reached me, one hand snaking out for mine.

“Have you?” I let her pull me away from where I’d been dutifully tucked under Teddy’s arm, smiling and nodding at routine intervals. Teddy, for his part, didn’t put up a fight. He seemed to shrink a little upon Emmanuelle’s arrival, which I suspected had something to do with his occupational littleness, his insignificance to the woman who was so intimately connected to his boss.

Considering that I hadn’t seen William de Witt speak to Teddy directly so far this evening, I doubted theirs was any significant relationship—possibly William didn’t even know Teddy worked for him. A pity, but I wasn’t any better off myself, and I was warm enough on drinks and attention to feel fondly toward the boy who’d adored me so long from afar, even if that adoration had always been a matter of typecasting.

“You can do much better,” Emmanuelle told me briskly, once we’d gotten out of earshot. “Edward is hardly a suitable match.”

“You do know he’s a Finch,” I blithely pointed out. I might not have done it under other circumstances, but three drinks in with a stranger, I felt this was within the realm of reason to remark aloud.

“Oh, I know Ariana.” Emmanuelle waved this away, another unspoken thing disappearing into the ether. She said something else, inaudible or incomprehensible, and my mind wandered for a moment before I heard her say, “Don’t take this the wrong way, dear, but would you consider a slightly more rewarding investment?”

“Investment?” I echoed.

“Yes. Not quite a role, I’m afraid. With things as they are in the industry these days … Anyway, not yet. I’ll have to sweeten William first, you know how it is. He’s not doing much with film these days, new friends and all that. But I’m just desperate for something sexy and loud. I’ve had enough of these depressing elephant things, those dog adoption commercials.” She’d lost me again. “I’m quite sure I can convince him. He knows I’ve been out of sorts—everything’s been hell since he started up with the philanthropy. You can’t imagine the toll, what with the company and then everything to do with the goddamn house—”

Was I losing my gamble just by having this conversation? I wondered again what billing she had in William de Witt’s life; how his touch might have implied something equal parts attentive and routine. From afar, pacing the silent auction items in the ballroom, Teddy looked restless. I might lose him if I stayed here listening to the ramblings of a woman who wasn’t quite his boss. But which was the more fruitful partnership when all roads led to William de Witt? Perilous seconds ticked in my chest, a countdown to the precipice. Disaster or delight.

“—point is I’m dying for a little help, Anya dear. I’ve been thinking about it all night and I’m just positive you’d be perfect—”

“Help,” I echoed, listening again to Emmanuelle’s soliloquy. So this was a job offer, interesting. A job that was neither hand nor blow might be suitable indeed, depending where it got me.

My previous calculations rearranged, adjusting for the variables in my head. “You need … an assistant?” I guessed. It wouldn’t be any worse than what I was currently doing, with one glaring exception. “It’s just that—you know, I try to be available during the day, for auditions and things—”

“No, no.” She waved me away with palpable impatience. “Nothing like that. You’ll have plenty of time to sleep in, have the day to yourself, plus William and I will help you—in fact, I can call Ariana Finch for you right now—”

“Oh no, no—” Aside from that being horrific to imagine, it was nearly midnight. The last thing I wanted was to leave an acrid taste in a celebrated director’s mouth by waking her in the middle of the night over nothing. “That’s really not necessary—”

“I will give you … Let’s see. Ten thousand dollars a month? Does that sound reasonable?”

My ears rang. I felt my knees unlock. An alternate future blossomed before me. My new-old apartment with Roro. Designer shoes to fit the trends. I’ve got this one, blasé humility when the check came around.

I could kill a man in this room and get away with it, or whatever Emmanuelle had said.

She took my hands and leaned close to me, in full temptress mode now. “All you’d have to do is keep an eye on Julian for me. It’ll be nothing! And then you and I can talk all the time. You can be my confidante, my protégée.” She had a sweet, girlish giggle. “Please say you’ll do it. Please! I’ll just die.”

There was that overripe sweetness again, the presence of fruit that blossomed from her mouth. There was a stirring in me, instinct maybe, the presence of a door opening. Who was Julian, a dog? Something more eccentric maybe, like a lizard?

From afar I felt cool ocean eyes on my neck, sweeping over me like a wave. It came and went, a pull like the tide.

No compelling reason to refuse. No reason not to jump. I already knew something had happened the moment I’d locked eyes with William de Witt. Something inside me had already said yes. Like I’d willed him into my life.

“Why not?” I said.

Emmanuelle shrieked with joy, smiled, kissed me lightly on the lips, and I felt dizzy, dazzled, enchanted. Drunk and born again, like stepping over a threshold to a place of blinding sun.



I crept in through the front gate late that night, quiet as a mouse. I assumed my mother would be asleep and better left undisturbed, given the way we’d parted. But even before I reached my apartment door, I could see the courtyard wasn’t empty.

“Your grandmother spoke to me today,” Tita Linda said without preamble.

She was on the bench my mother had installed beside the fountain, sitting alone. Looking at the sky.

I’d already taken off my shoes and carried them by the straps with one hand, my phone and evening clutch held expertly with three clawed fingers in the other.

“You’re still awake?” I said, ambling toward her on tiptoe.

Tita Linda looked at me. She was almost identical to my grandmother, with the same slightly shrunken barely five-foot frame. She had once been religious about dying her hair but had gotten less enthusiastic over time, her efficacy waning. Her formerly raven hair now played host to a strange, deteriorating colorlessness at the root, like the stucco of the apartment building. She always wore it pulled back, in a tidy, no-nonsense chignon.

“Your grandmother spoke to me,” Tita Linda repeated, less patiently that time, as if I hadn’t been listening.

It wasn’t the first time Tita Linda had relayed a message to me from the dead. Two months ago, my grandfather had told me to keep away from Tita Linda’s herb garden. Coincidence, I was sure.

“She says not to come straight home anymore,” Tita Linda continued, blessedly getting to the point. “Go somewhere else first.”

I sighed, sitting beside her on the bench. “Like where?”

“Get groceries, dry cleaning, drive in a circle. Anything.” She shrugged. “Just take an unusual path. Different every time.”

“Is that Alistair?” I was only half listening. I’d realized Tita Linda had set something beside her feet on the ground, something that shuffled in the shadows. It was the makeshift pigeon carrier JR had brought earlier to the store.

“This rat of the sky has a name?” Tita Linda made a face at me then, a very Grandma face, with her lips pursed. She sucked her teeth, shaking her head at the contents of the carrier. “Your mother is out for blood.”

So, Tita Linda had put herself between something and my mother’s wrath again. She and my mom seemed destined to fight this war until one of them died or all life on earth expired, whichever came first. “I didn’t realize you were such an animal lover, Tita.”

“Your grandmother told me this bird will save your life.” She patted the carrier, but when Alistair got spooked and shuffled around, she made a face of barely contained disgust.

“I see.” Some things couldn’t be argued with, or shouldn’t be. Functionally the same, in this case. I doubted that Alistair had anything to do with my survival, but Tita Linda would find some way to mold the events in retrospect, to tell the story as if she’d been right all along.

So I followed the patterns I was given, no different from knocking agnostically on wood. What mattered more, my beliefs or the story I told with them? “This bird, my savior,” I remarked, a sardonic version of compliance.

“I don’t like it any more than you do,” said Tita Linda.

“Are you going to keep it, then?”

“I’d better not have to.” She scowled like this was my fault.

“Right.” I gathered what suddenly seemed to be all my worldly possessions and rose to my feet, adjusting my dress to avoid stepping on it. “Well, it’s late. Thank you for the message.”

“Don’t come straight home,” she repeated. “It’s important. Carmelita woke me to make sure I told you right away. And she knows I like my sleep.”

I sighed for what seemed like the thousandth time. The heels of my shoes clinked in my hands. It was usually cool in the summers at night, a release of sorts, but tonight the air was hot and muggy, the wind a bluster of dissent. On a normal night there might be the tang of vinegar from an open window or the smell of laundry detergent drifting in from the coin laundry downstairs, but all I could smell on the wind was smoke. “Doesn’t Grandma ever have anything nice to say to me? You know, like, ‘hello,’ ‘how’s life,’ anything?”

Tita Linda scoffed. “You think she has time for small talk in paradise?”

This was the problem with third-world Catholicism. Heaven coexisted with superstition, inexplicably. Which dead husband had Grandma chosen to hang out with for the hereafter? Riddle me that. “Fine, I won’t come straight home from now on, got it. Any reason why?”

I don’t know why I asked. I didn’t believe it anyway. Not at the time.

“You have a devil on your back,” Tita Linda told me.

Her eyes strayed from mine then, almost as if she could see it.

Like a pair of eyes glowing crimson in the dark.






0342 AWAKE


I OPEN MY EYES TO find my pants are wet with something. There’s a sharp pain in my leg, it stings. I probe around in the dark for the source of the wound while the ghost of a hacking cough boxes my ear, imperceptibly. Lately all the walls seem to drip, spores stretching fingerlike, caressingly. Blink and you’ll miss it. The constant smell of fresh paint pounds through my sinuses, like something clawing its way out.

There. Found it. There’s something tied around my leg—a piece of my shirt, gauging by the wreckage. The cut is deep, the flesh angry.

Don’t worry. I cauterized the wound.

There’s a tinkle of sound, like shards of glass. My eyes adjust to the dark slowly. I recognize the box first, then its contents.

Three hundred exquisite handcrafted Mexican tiles. An artist slaved over these, the manifestation of a life’s work, a historic culture. I cut myself on them. The wound is just beside the femoral artery, deep but not long. A polite next-door neighbor to fatality.

“How did I miss?” I ask aloud.

Bad luck, I’m sure.

It’s difficult to kneel, but I manage it. There’s something mixed in with the tile. It’s a picture of a woman, a familiar face. Though they all start to blend after a while, impressionistically. There are abstractions, subtle marks of character. But in the end it’s all one face.

My phone buzzes in my pocket—a notification from one of the official Ara social media accounts. When I click it, the image it links to is one from earlier tonight. Thank you to our sponsors! A thousand shiny veneers, fancy suits, globes of male pattern balding.

But behind the mayor of Los Angeles is something out of place. A face turned the opposite direction … I zoom in. A girl in a red dress, half familiar, distracted by something.

She looks …

I glance at the picture still clutched in my hand. At the generalization of features you’d call ethnic.

Exotic.

But she can’t be. She’s blond, she has light eyes. There’s still something odd about the picture, though. I can’t place it at first glance. It’s just a feeling, or one of those I Spy books, or finding the difference between two seemingly identical portraits. I stare at her face until my eyes hurt, and the phone in my hand goes black.

Then a message flashes blindingly across the screen, piercing the room with an otherworldly brightness.

I told you to stay away from the tile.

From a distance: the rattle of sputum that dogs my every step. Like being chased by the inevitable, the bell on a cat owned by Death.

Blink and the air fills with copper, cloying moisture.

Blink for the fashionable limewash, the pretty mouth of an open grave.

My head aches as I type back I need an aspirin.

A reply. Whose fault is that?

Another reply, in rapid succession. The doctor will check on you in the morning.

I look up. The security camera in the corner blinks with one red eye, like a cyclops.

“I could have died,” I point out to the camera. “I could still die. This looks infected.” I gesture to my leg.

My phone buzzes again.

Then die, comes the sardonic reply.

The laugh that rips through my thoughts blinds me temporarily. My head throbs and so does my leg. The coughing fit outside my door worsens, a hacking fit of asphyxiating force that I wish would do as it threatens to and end. I slump down against the box, collapsing amid the sediment of broken tile, most of it stained now in shades of brown and red. The house always smells a little sulfuric from up here, even over the fumes of fresh paint.

That’s what it is. Plain sight, they call it. I look again at the picture, something wrenching tight in my chest once I recognize what’s off about it.

I’m in it.

And the girl in red seems not to notice the eyes that are following her from afar.







4
THIS CITY BLED FOR ITS WATER AND SOMETIMES SO DO I



THE NEXT MORNING, JR was up early, hammering away in the alley. A makeshift fixture was gradually taking shape beside Tita Linda’s altar of trash, where even my mother’s wrath had limits. The back side of Tita Linda’s apartment, away from the courtyard, faced the driveway to the carport, making it visible only to those who already lived here. Possibly that was a factor in my mother’s chosen battles. I thought of the distance my mother kept from this part of the apartment building as more of a mystical thing, like it had been salted to keep away evil spirits. Grandma said it wasn’t salt, just mess. My mother preferred to live her life tidily, and there were certainly living organisms in whatever this pile of stuff had become.

“Where are you going?” JR called to me as I passed by, heading for my car with a yawn.

“Callback,” I replied. It took a while. The yawn was profound, almost earth-shattering.

“Did you stay out late?” JR asked. Never with sarcasm, only earnestness.

“Why, do I look like I stayed out late?” I felt a pang, a sharp panic, that ugliness had crept in despite my stringent defense.

“No, I just thought, you know. Maybe you went out with that guy from yesterday.” JR had an apologetic look on his face, like he’d been caught red-handed observing too closely, caring too much. It was really too bad he’d been born into the realm of my mother’s natural enemies.

“Oh, you mean Teddy?”

“Yeah, the white guy.”

Unfortunately that could have meant almost anyone. Given my ambitions, I went around with a lot of white guys. I didn’t exclusively date them or anything, but lately, in my desperation to repair my lost future, I’d had to zero in on a particular role.

That, I think, is what made me more amenable to Teddy than I otherwise would have been. I really couldn’t judge Teddy for his fetish when I had predilections of my own to contend with. Glass houses and all that. Though, when it came to power differentials, one was historically far worse.

“JR,” I posed with a sigh, “are you trying to ask me if I fucked Teddy?”

“No.” He looked horrified. “Of course not, I just meant—”

He was only trying to ask me how my night went. Alas, my mother had raised me mean, such that niceness was something I had to forcibly engage, more like muscle than reflex.

“Well, I did, not that it matters.” After my conversation with Emmanuelle, I no longer needed Teddy, so theoretically it was safer to want him. I’d had another drink by then and felt an internal softness, a tenderness that needed to be stroked. So I went back to his place. We dry-humped a little on the couch before I let him unzip my dress and put his hands down the back, where I already knew he’d been looking.

The sex was a little bit characterless overall, but not bad. I didn’t usually orgasm from penetrative sex and my evening with Teddy was no exception, albeit not in a bad or even memorable way.

“Oh.” JR looked mortified. I knew he had a sex life—I just didn’t know anything about it. I think we both liked it that way. “Well, good luck at your audition.”

“Thanks. Bye, Alistair,” I added to the bird, who was looking ruffled in his container. I still wasn’t convinced about my grandma’s messages from the beyond, but I wasn’t going to write them off completely. I missed her, hollowly, often. Life had been easier with her as the go-between—the pacifist between Mom and me, and Mom and Tita Linda, and Mom and JR, and Mom and the world.

Mostly, I didn’t think it would cost me much to offer some degree of deference to her wishes, just in case. Which is really how I approached most things—with respectful skepticism. The paranormal. The supernatural. Catholicism. The future. The only thing I really placed on an altar was Hollywood, and even then I didn’t trust it. I just routinely tithed.



I knew instantly that I hadn’t gotten the part, even before I left the room. The casting director looked through me, the producers were eating lunch, the entire thing had the vibe of hitting marks just to hit them. We had all agreed to be there, and so we were. My performance was okay, a bit lackluster after waiting almost two hours past my scheduled time slot.

There was always a sense of timing to these things, a pulse. You could just tell when something was flatlining.

“You know what it is? You’re just not believable as a person who could be dumped,” my agent said to me later on the phone. “You have way too much star power for a role like that.”

I suddenly became seized by the fear that my agent would drop me soon. I could already envision the call. He’d say I had too much star power for him to handle. That it wasn’t me, it was him. “I’d love to be dumped, Dan, seriously. I’d love it.”

“Entirely the wrong attitude,” he chirped, “but as usual, love the hustle!”

“Is there anything I could have done?” I asked desperately. Another prayer: If I fail, it won’t be because I didn’t do the work. It won’t be because I put all my faith in lucky stars or games of chance. “Is there something I could have, like, improved? Or something to work on for next time?”

“Sounds like you had a strong audition,” Dan said. “Maybe you could work a little on your pain?”

Pain. Right. What was a feminine role without pain? Wasn’t there something about it being built in? I knew pain. I knew grief. I knew loss. Was it that I didn’t know the right pain, or that I didn’t experience it the right way? In an obvious way? In a feminine way? Was I dead-eyed or something, too stoic, because that was what this life had demanded from me? Because rejection had grown over my body like scar tissue? Could I not properly mourn the loss of White Guy No. 35 because I was accidentally playing the kind of girl who knew too intimately how to lose?

Had I been too graceful with my loss? Too reserved with my devastation? Had the look in my character’s eye read too plainly that this had happened to me before and, indeed, would happen again? Did I know in my heart of hearts that my character should stop dating emotionally unavailable men who saw her like a revolving door, just a placeholder for White Girl No. 23?

“Okay,” I said. In my head, I was doing the work. I was inventing someone new, a person who built a new life each time she fell in love. She became a new person. She became a this time, I’ll win! person. Sally played by Holly played by Audrey played by a teen actress in a Disney movie about moving to the country after her family died in a tragic accident. Someone who was underwritten by girlhood—by someone else’s girlhood, like maybe Taylor Swift’s.

My own adolescence was one of otherness without expectation of acceptance. I’d gotten too comfortable standing out, so I started to crave it. If I couldn’t belong, then I’d take what was mine. But that wasn’t the kind of vulnerability this role required. I saw it now, the evidence of my failure. Fuck, I hadn’t sweated hard enough. I gave the new character a name: Sarah. Poor Sarah, ripped away from everything she’d ever known, from every love she’d ever had, believing anyone who told her with any degree of sincerity that she was the right ending to their story.

God, imagine believing in someone. Believing that people were capable of forever. Easier to believe in devils. Or pigeons.

“Chin up, kid,” said Dan’s voice on the phone. “Something’s out there for you, I know it.”

Internally, I sighed.

“I actually just got a job offer from William de Witt,” I said. “Well, from his wife or something.” I’d googled Emmanuelle from the waiting room of my callback, but as with most non-actors in the industry, I uncovered very little—a mention in Deadline, a few production credits, all related to films made by William de Witt’s company, Ara. Fair enough. What actor with a production company didn’t closely involve their spouse? His touch on her back lingered in my mind, seared there like a permanent impression.

“No shit,” Dan said. “He’s married? I thought he was one of those eternal bachelors, like Leo. Or George before he became a wife guy.”

Hm. “Maybe it’s his amicable ex-wife? Like some kind of ‘conscious uncoupling’ thing?” That would better explain their dynamic, or maybe I was just telling myself something I wanted to believe, as if his availability would have made any significant difference. Still, they each seemed to have an acute awareness of the other despite little outright interaction, at least as far as I’d observed. “I’m supposed to go to his house to talk to her later, so as far as I know she lives with him.”

“Oh, Emmanuelle.” Dan’s voice changed.

“You know her?”

“Everyone knows her. She’s his sister.”

“His sister?” That definitely wasn’t what I expected. That touch on her back, the specificity of its placement and all implications therein, remained unavoidably present in my thoughts, replaying at random intervals in my head.

But then I recalled William de Witt’s eyes on me, the way they sent a shiver through me. If there was one thing I was never wrong about, it was the attention of a man who wanted me.

“That’s pretty legit, actually, if Emmanuelle likes you. She’s crazy, but he listens to her.”

“When you say crazy—” I couldn’t figure out how to ask if he was saying that as a man or more generally. There was a distinction, in my head.

“She’s always in a fucking mood,” Dan said, so it was the man thing. “Really demanding. She’s involved in all his deals, though. You wouldn’t know it from meeting her, but nothing gets made without her express approval.”

“Oh, wow.” Jackpot.

“Jackpot,” he voiced aloud in a moment of kismet. “Get in with her, you get in with him. Trust me. Just don’t get in too deep with her. If you want to be taken seriously in this town, you don’t want to risk any ill will by close association with her.”

True, she had elements of social liability. The smell, for one thing. The vague sense that she wasn’t entirely present. “Dude. Of course.”

“Dude, of course,” Dan echoed with a laugh, doing his usual thing where he took pleasure in our generational divide. I didn’t enjoy the times he mimicked me back to me, but he was a good agent. He was good at his job, and all I needed him for was his job. “Okay, so you good, kid? I’ll let you know when I’ve got something for y—”

The call cut out, which happened sometimes. My phone wasn’t great, and my car was even worse. The air conditioning was on its last legs, the backs of my thighs were plastered to the seat, and I was taking a ridiculous route home as a favor to my dead grandma. My hands hurt from clutching the steering wheel, my knuckles almost skeletally white. The wind outside was unrelenting, nearly gusting me out of my lane.



Could I Survive It?

With the sun going down it was hard to tell. For a while I’d been gridlocked on Franklin, now I was winding through indistinguishable canyon streets, my GPS cutting out more frequently the higher I climbed. I felt close to the edge, manic with heat and disappointment.

I’d had another argument with my mother, this time over the job. “So, you’re going to be some white woman’s maid? That’s better than helping your family?”

“She can get me a part in a film, Mom, which last I checked you can’t—”

“I’m drowning here, hija, the least you can do is try to be present—”

“You wanted this job, Mom! I never agreed to it!”

“No, of course not. You wasted a year of tuition at Chapman, now you’re busy wasting your life with boys and parties and drugs for all I know—”

“That’s what you think I’m doing? Just fucking around, wasting my life? Is that what you think this is?”

She let her hands fall in exasperation. “What else are you doing, anak?”

That she could use a pet name while telling me what a disappointment I was made me somehow even angrier. An idea implanted in my head: I’m leaving. Whatever it takes, whatever it costs, I’m going to make it. I’m getting out. (Out of what? Later I would ask myself this. Out of a home where I was loved even if I wasn’t understood. Out of the need to live defensively, performing for the audience in my head as well as the one outside of it.)

I was ready to give up on everything when the de Witts’ private drive finally came into view, exactly as Emmanuelle had described it to me in her email. The drive in from the main road gets very steep and narrow—COULD I SURVIVE IT? my head shrieked as I drove at what seemed like a forty-five-degree angle downhill without a guard rail—but don’t worry, you’ll be fine. Code is ####. Daytime staff will be clearing out when you leave or maybe gone already, should be plenty of space to park. She followed it up with a couple of kisses, xx, like a British socialite.

The villa was down below the road, built into the side of the hill. I couldn’t see it at all as I drove in, not until the shockingly steep drop, and even then I could discern very little in specific. I squinted into the shadows of the canyons, looking for the carport Emmanuelle had told me about. From this high in the hills, I could see the Griffith Observatory; the city was laid out beneath me, a twinkling sprawl underfoot. A horseshoe drive materialized before what looked like the front of the house, but I’d been instructed to head for the garage, keeping on the narrow road that left little space between my car and my perilous doom.

Now that I was off the main road, I could tell the house was massive and unmissable. It was primarily a white-washed limestone built into the cliffside, with multiple terraced balconies and several architectural turrets; it seemed to crawl gradually down the edge of the hill, making a slow escape into the abyss. The terraced patios, which were clearly the prime feature of the house, were all sunbaked terracotta, possibly brick, with a mix of artisanal painted tiles. Vines crawled up the pillars, over the rooftops. There was a pool, possibly more than one, and a massive fountain. Without thinking I began to ponder the water bill, as if my mother’s entrepreneurial spirit had taken sudden control of my head. I pondered the insurance on a place like this—god, I could hardly conceive of it. Fire, definitely. I’d passed a fire warning sign on the way in, its arrow pointing red like a harbinger of doom. Earthquakes certainly, maybe even floods … I doubted there was proper drainage when it rained. The signal on my phone, which sat uncharacteristically lifeless in the cupholder beside my seat, was nonexistent.

The email pulled up on the screen from Emmanuelle had come to me through Teddy, somewhat awkwardly. He had also messaged separately to ask if I could be free for a drink, to which I said only if our overlords allow it.

He sent me back a crying emoji, which didn’t exactly bode well.

Also included in Emmanuelle’s email was an NDA, which I signed. Rich people. No surprise, considering there was almost nothing about her on the internet. She’d also noted that social media use was restricted in the house. Okay, fine. She’d included a screenshot of the property on a map, circling the place she wanted me to park at the bottom of the narrow drive, a landing next to the house’s aging garage. A service entrance, as far as I understood it. I parked the car and got out, surveying as much as I could without appearing to survey too closely.

The landing was situated below the house’s front entrance but above what seemed to be the primary courtyard, resting on what was functionally stage left. There was a pathway leading from here to the house’s entry level, moss and clover growing between partially crumbled bricks. Most of the house looked new—I recalled Emmanuelle’s stress over renovation, which I empathized with to an extent, given the state of my mother’s apartment building—but this part of the house, unseen by visitors, was obviously original.

I wouldn’t say it was in disrepair, exactly. But it had a similar smell to Emmanuelle’s—something just on the edge of ripe, or immaterially alive. Then a gust of wind blew, and I thought I smelled ash. I sneezed.

I paused just before reaching the house, noticing as I traversed the path that there was something below me, nestled in what might have otherwise been indiscriminate hillside flora. There was a greenhouse structure or something, beside which was a water installation, and another fountain, this one the size of a small pool. It seemed abandoned, almost wild. A murky slime of algae frothed across the shallow pool of water, which had sunk well below its fill line.

I couldn’t have said what was so strange about this part of the house, just that it seemed very different from the rest of the villa, which was polished to gleaming in everything that could be seen from any other point on the lot.

“Miss Morris?”

A sharp voice snapped me out of my reverie, sluicing through my thoughts. Genesis will meet you at the side door, Emmanuelle had told me.

“Hi,” I said, breathless as if I’d been caught stealing. Genesis was white in a European way, something I could only guess at anecdotally from the immigrant pockets I’d grown up around. She was wearing a breezy outfit, all light linens. Her honey-blond hair was pulled back with a perfunctory air and I tried to smile at her like, Rich people, huh?

“You’re late,” she said, so it hadn’t worked. If Emmanuelle had told her I was a New York Morris—I’d looked that up, too; apparently a Morris signed the Constitution, so old money was involved—I suppose I couldn’t have expected it to.

“I know, I’m sorry, I got a little lost in the hills—”

“People will be arriving soon.”

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t realize—” I’d thought this was an interview. I’d learn shortly I was wrong.

By then Genesis had already started walking. I followed, though I paused once to glance up, taking in a fresh view of the house.

Something materialized in the window above, beside a Juliet balcony. I felt it again, the wash of a wave. For a moment it was cool, a sudden dousing. I shivered, like a chill.

“In here,” said Genesis, which clearly meant get moving. When I looked up again, I saw nothing. Nothing unusual, anyway. Just an open window, an empty room.

White curtains blew from the inside. The flutter of an open eye, watching. I felt it then, a sudden sharpness. Like nails biting into my shoulder.

You have a devil on your back, Tita Linda told me.

I shook it off and went inside.







5
YOU KNOW WHAT THEY SAY ABOUT GLASS HOUSES



THERE WAS AN IMMEDIACY to my sense that I had misinterpreted the occasion. I was wearing my most trusted jeans, my favorite T-shirt, a vintage oversized leather blazer that was wholly unnecessary except for the aesthetic—the implication that I was polished and fashionable, capable of all the things I could usually perform but wouldn’t necessarily have expected to on that particular night. But through the blast of air conditioning in the house came the unmistakable air of festivity, music playing loudly from a system that must have threaded throughout the property, inside and out. Lana Del Rey crooned to me about summertime while Genesis led me through the massive, monastically sparse living room with an impossibly high ceiling, clearly designed to fixate the eye on the views of the Griffith Observatory and bright city lights.

The sky, dark by then, was still never as dark as I imagined skies should be at nighttime. Light pollution, I guess, or maybe a distant hint of smoke.

The house branched out like an iris from its central courtyard, which was slightly below us where we stood at the apex of the cliffside verticality of the design. It was as if an Italian villa had been tilted via Photoshop, the fulcrum rearranged so that everything clung slightly sideways. It reminded me, ridiculously, of one of those paper plate commercials where the inferior brand of plate failed in slow motion, with everything gradually tipping down to the city’s yawning void.

“This house is beautiful,” I said, to make conversation. Beautiful wasn’t the right word, not even close. It was almost museum-like—no, almost church-like. There was a towering austerity, an almost clinical sparseness, though it wasn’t far off from what I understood to be hot in contemporary interior design. My Doc Marten platform Mary Janes that normally functioned with the sonic utility of work boots echoed loudly as I walked. I avoided the carpets, which were mostly white. The interior smelled strongly of fresh paint.

“Mr. de Witt is a simple man. He enjoys open space, the sunrise, the ocean.” It was the first time Genesis seemed to feel open to discussion. I hadn’t gotten a chance to observe her face closely yet, but I didn’t think she was very old, fifty maybe, a bit older than my guess at Emmanuelle’s age, though between the two of them Emmanuelle was much more visibly altered. Which wasn’t to say Genesis was wholly natural—I assumed filler, and her version of blond had a caramelly thread, like ribboned ice cream. “If it were up to him, the renovations would have been completed by now. Unfortunately,” she said in a tone laced with barely restrained loathing, “there has been some contention about certain aspects of the house.”

“You mean the other things back there? The greenhouse and the fountain?”

Genesis stopped short, and I nearly stepped on the back of her heel. She had turned to glare at me; the answer to my question, I gathered, was no. “Those are original to the property,” she said icily. “They’ve been there since Mr. Killian built the villa.”

Killian de Witt and his place in history felt like eons ago. Our apartment complex, ancient as it seemed, had been built well after the Hollywood golden age, sometime in the 1960s. I associated Killian de Witt with some other era—vintage cars and black-and-white pictures.

Of course, some of that lack of scale was institutional to some degree. Black-and-white photography of the civil rights era is essentially propaganda, but that was one thing among many that I was too young to understand.

“I didn’t realize this house had been in the family so long.” It was common industry lore that William de Witt was an actor of New York origins, a former “downtown darling” who’d made it off the Broadway scene.

Genesis glared at me like I’d had the audacity to suggest she had personally driven the estate to decay. “The property fell into disrepair over the years. Mr. de Witt has been in the process of restoring it.”

Hard to imagine a family as wealthy as the de Witts allowing one of their assumedly many properties to fall into disrepair.

Then she suddenly came to a stop.

“Ms. de Witt is in the courtyard,” Genesis informed me shortly. There was a fresh air of disapproval to her tone, new if not altogether different, though I couldn’t yet tell whether it applied to Emmanuelle or to me. I realized she probably saw me as Emmanuelle saw me, which was as Emmanuelle in miniature, an acolyte of Emmanuelle’s own design. Cracked from her rib, so to speak.

So there was nothing I could do to repair Genesis’s vision of me, it seemed. I couldn’t understand it; she was, after all, broadly conceived as “the help,” something I understood even if she didn’t. She might have been gratuitously regarded as being “like family” to the de Witts, but how would that be meaningful when it wasn’t as if she’d inherit their wealth? She wasn’t a shareholder. It was a job, and there would be no substantive return. Maybe she felt she owed William de Witt for something? The loyalty felt bone-deep, like life or death had once been on the line. I realized I was crafting a character for her, which was my usual compulsion. In my head, I thought: Why couldn’t the plot be romantic, unrequited or maybe psychosexual, just for fun?

I, on the other hand, had casually disliked almost every employer I’d ever had. They all had a fascinating technique, in my mind, to discard the possibility that I might have a private life, or irrelevant needs, or unprofitable wants. One nation under capitalism, everyone a valuable member of the team until they weren’t—until their grandma died and they couldn’t make their shift. Unwillingness to compromise mortality for frozen yogurt felt reasonable enough to me, but I digress.

Then again, Genesis didn’t seem admiring of everyone in the house. Maybe the simpler truth was that we’d been drafted to opposing sides. She spoke of William and Killian with something like reverence, but clearly had some personal enmity toward Emmanuelle, who had already proven a bit eccentric. I could tell my primary coping mechanism would be to leave my own opinions of Emmanuelle untouched in the back of my mind, lest I come to any unsavory conclusions that got in the way of my ability to play my part.

“Thank you so much,” I told Genesis, when it became clear that she was depositing me at the top of the outdoor stairwell winding down from the terrace of the main house to the open courtyard one level below. “I’m really sorry I was late. It won’t happen again.”

For a moment, I thought Genesis might snap at me again, her brusqueness proving a feature of her personality in addition to a bug. I’d obviously seen too many cozy British mysteries about housekeepers.

Instead, she gave me a false, simpering smile, something I felt sure was worse. I was doing my best to be sincere, but the mirror she provided was clear evidence I’d failed.

“Of course,” she said, saccharine, looking at me like of course I wasn’t a problem, I couldn’t be one, because I was temporary at best. Then she turned and left.

“Anya darling!” Emmanuelle’s voice rang out from the level of the house that was built like an embrace around the pool in the courtyard below. She was busying herself behind the threshold of one of those sliding glass walls, the ones that could be folded in to erase the boundary between what was technically inside and what was out.

“California living,” as Realtors liked to say—a phrase I saw all the time on the flyers that were sent to our house, boasting the multi-million-dollar new construction projects in the neighborhood. All generic Japandi farmhouses that stood on the bones of 1920s Craftsman porches and Spanish-style bungalows that had been so quintessentially Hollywood once upon a time. In that sense, I could tell this part of the house was new. The structure around the courtyard was what looked like one large room, like the hall of mirrors in Versailles, clearly designed for entertaining.

There were palm trees scattered along the property non-natively, as with most of the city. The natural foliage in this part of the hills was sparse. Mainly wildflowers and holly bushes, unlike the other side, near Outpost Estates, where sycamores shrouded the hillside in a sort of perennial shade. The clump of king palms that stood just on the edge of the courtyard rustled with untrimmed fronds; enough to give my mother a heart attack. I only noticed because of the way the wind whipped through them—if dead fronds fell on our street, they usually fell on cars, making them obstacles more than dangers. In the hills, during a Santa Ana, they were lethal. Fire hazards.

It was cooler up here than it had been on the streets of Hollywood below, but only a little. Already my lower back and hairline were damp again with sweat.

“Finally, finally!” Emmanuelle’s voice sang out to me with childlike delight. I caught sight of her from afar as I reached the landing of the courtyard. She was on the opposite side of the pool from me, the Griffith Observatory materializing behind her like a parrot on her shoulder. It was dark out now, though with all the lights below from the city, the sky looked a half-convinced shade of gray.

Emmanuelle beckoned to me from where she was tossing things into a blender behind the bar. “I’m just mixing myself some dinner. Want one?”

Whatever was in the blender was a sickly shade of brown, but that was basically my experience with smoothies under most conditions. “Oh, um—sure, thank you. Looks great.” Emmanuelle beamed with approval. “I didn’t realize you had an event tonight,” I added, taking in the sheer volume of booze that had been stocked behind the bar—dozens of handles and what seemed to be crates of Italian glassware—though it was clear she couldn’t hear me. The blender whirred with purpose, the almighty buzz-god grinding away at palm-sized whiskey cubes.

Once I stood level with this portion of the house, the atmosphere made it clear this was a place designed for a certain kind of mingling. There were sunken leather sofas, an indoor firepit, all of it wrapped around the massive pool. There were smaller pool houses, too, little cabanas, a micro-village of fashionably enclosed palapas. Everything about the space said lounge, an invitation to plumb the depths of something, sin most likely. That was my grandmother’s influence, the fact that everything seemed to me like I was descending the Inferno, one circle deeper with every flight of unimaginably priced terrazzo stairs.

This level was gluttony, I reasoned. Maybe lust.

The blender cut out then and my ears rang with the silence. “What?” said Emmanuelle, and began coughing. “Sorry,” she said with a vague gesture around, “all that dust from the renovation—”

I motioned to indicate that I was young and thriving, unconcerned with dust. I didn’t pick up on any, but the paint smell was noxious, even down here. “Are you having a party?” I repeated, gesturing to the bottles and glasses behind the bar. She cleared her throat, then flapped a hand.

“Oh, well, when the cat’s away.” Recovered now from her little coughing fit, Emmanuelle beamed at me, gleaming bronze with what was probably very good self-tanner. She was wearing a sheer teal caftan, beneath which was a bathing suit, a white one-piece with a slash through the center. On her feet were gold sandals, the heels toweringly precarious. I’d only met her once before, but something about her face seemed slimmer, her cheekbones a little more pronounced.

“You look beautiful,” I said. Which was true.

“Oh, this?” She motioned to herself with an air of dismissal, though I knew she was pleased. “All the right potions, my dear. Body is a temple. Here, try this,” she said, nudging the fresh sludge at me that she’d poured into a large, bulbous wine glass.

“Oh, great. Thanks.” This, I realized. This was the smell that emanated from Emmanuelle. “What’s in it?”

“Oh, fruits and veggies, of course. Chlorella, spirulina, hemp … all organic, lots of antioxidants. A few things specifically for beauty, of course. Preventative!” She wagged a finger at me. “Collagen, sea moss gel, hyaluronic acid—”

“Yum,” I said, my stomach turning. Some things were better not to hear. I took a sip, registering that it tasted fundamentally no different from a strawberry banana smoothie. “Mm,” I said. It left a strange numbness on my tongue, but was otherwise banal.

I never got more than that single sip. Emmanuelle, meanwhile, had somehow drained all of hers while I’d been delicately sampling. “Right, now we can have some fun. Here,” she added, thrusting a baby monitor in my direction as she covered what was obviously a burp. The monitor tumbled from her hand as I leapt to catch it, forced to set my glass hastily on the bar. I winced a little at the ring it left on the raw wooden bar top. “Excuse me—my goodness! Hodel’s already been with his pills,” Emmanuelle added without pause, fanning herself, “so he’s out cold. Try this,” she added, a second thrust, this time with another drink she must have already prepared, which I was incapable of not fumbling. Some of it sloshed onto my jacket, which would be a nuisance to clean. I was sweating, the leather already half adhered to my arm. I smelled tequila, lemonade, pineapple juice, maybe grenadine.

“Is this … a baby? Am I watching a baby?” My brain was working slowly as I regarded the safety monitor in my hands. I hadn’t yet processed the concept of pills. The smoothie had left my tongue feeling heavy, which sometimes happened when I had anything with coconut. (Weda, I heard Nessa say in my ear, bitch.)

Emmanuelle snorted. “Julian is hardly a baby.”

I looked down at the screen of the monitor, which had gone black. I hit a button I thought would wake it up again, then tried to adjust the brightness. “Oh, um. Well, I kind of thought this was just an interview—”

“Darling! I trust you. What do you think, sweet enough?” She took the drink back from my hand, sniffing it theatrically. “I’ll make another. Don’t worry, it’s agave.”

I hadn’t tasted the drink, though I was fairly confident it would have been excruciating. Emmanuelle’s tastes clearly ran sugary, to the point where I questioned the state of her tongue. Or would have, if not for other concerns. “Emmanuelle—” I frowned at the screen of the monitor. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”

Her eyes had left mine; had left, as far as I could tell, the radius of my existence. She was busying herself with a variety of bottles, and then looked up at something behind me, something willfully not where I happened to be.

“Oh my god, Atticus, finally!” Emmanuelle waved up at someone who had just begun departing the stairs from the main house—maybe the upper house, I reasoned, looking up at it. Difficult to tell what counted as main. The part of the house with the front door, anyway.

The man on the stairs—Atticus—was, from what I could tell at a distance, middle-aged, with some visible hair loss, and profusely sweating. He was flanked by two additional men, who took the stairs one step behind him, one very tanned Asian, one possibly half Black, with light eyes. They were both distinctly lithe and femme, clearly too young for the man who was Emmanuelle’s guest, as they were almost certainly my age or even younger.

“Come,” Emmanuelle cooed to him, sashaying around the bar to drape an arm around my shoulders, “meet my protégée—”

I was still looking at the screen of the baby monitor in my hand. With the brightness all the way up, all I could distinguish was a bedframe with a bare mattress, a sheet. There was nothing on the mattress.

“Ah, so you’re the one Emmanuelle’s been chirping on about.” The man named Atticus was hardly taller than I was; both his accompanying dates were taller, already swiveling their hips as elsewhere, over the sounds of crickets, Lana continued her breadth of melancholic Americana. “You’re an actress, then?”

“Yes, on my good days.” The performance of who I was in public situations came on like a reflex, even though I still felt a niggling sense of panic, a wrongness when it came to the task I had apparently been assigned.

I already understood that there was a kind of front-facing aspect of my new job as well as a back-end workaround. I was there to be Emmanuelle’s pet, but in at least some capacity, I was also supposed to be looking after someone. Whoever Julian was—and I was becoming very concerned about him being an extremely ill-cared-for child—I was at least partially tasked with keeping him alive. And just because Emmanuelle didn’t care now didn’t mean she wouldn’t blame me for something in the future. She seemed mercurial. She favored me now, but I sensed that I wouldn’t want to see what lived on the other side of her good graces.

“Emmanuelle,” I attempted, following her as she swanned her way to the pool, caftan fluttering on one of the periodic gusts of wind. She either didn’t hear me or didn’t want to. Atticus’s arrival had been like the opening of the floodgates, a trickle of guests that became a steady stream. There were easily a dozen people in the courtyard now, belonging to a mix of archetypes. Some were the usual men with that Teddy-like quality, the existence of money that manifested in “quiet luxury” or whatever it was that read to me like an indiscriminate sameness. Some were more flamboyant, like Atticus, clearly friends of Emmanuelle and each other, accompanied by dates who already reeked of alcohol. The women looked like influencers, all done up in a similar style to Emmanuelle—sheer dresses, jackets that were purely ornamental, falling off their shoulders or tied with bare functionality around their waists.

“Emmanuelle, can I just speak to you for a moment—”

“Anya darling.” Emmanuelle whirled on me. “Don’t you understand I’m working?”

“I—” I broke off, startled by her sudden fury, which was tightly confined to her eyes and mouth. There was a flash of something, a dark and ominous rage, that forced me half a step back. I was right not to assume that her favor was static. “Yes. I’m sorry.” In these situations it was best to be quick and to the point. “It’s just that you’ve asked me to keep an eye on Julian, and I can see you’ve got … quite a lot of guests, so if you could just give me some information about him, like any allergies or emergency contacts—” I pulled out my phone, ad-libbing something akin to responsibility, but her expression warped, going suddenly twisted.

“Give me that.” She held out a forceful hand and I blinked. “Give it to me now. I can’t have you filming with it. Many of the people here are very important, you know. That’s a very hot new producer,” she said, jabbing one cherry-red nail at a man who looked hardly older than me. “There’s a showrunner over there, just won an Emmy. That’s a fucking Coppola.” She was pointing to people so quickly and indiscriminately I couldn’t tell whether to be impressed with her casual knowledge or dubious that any of it was true. “I can’t allow you to use social media while you’re here.”

“Oh, I’m not going to, I can assure you—”

She emphasized the emptiness of her hand. “You can have it back at the end of the night.”

“At the end of the night?” None of this seemed plausible to me. The request, much less the willing act of surrender. My phone was my lifeline. My banking app was on there. My contact information. My access to the outside world. True, I still had terrible service and probably wouldn’t get much use out of it if I didn’t connect to the house’s Wi-Fi, but even so, it felt like she’d commanded me to strip naked. To get a pap smear right here, right now, feet in the stirrups of a villa chaise lounge. “Emmanuelle, I just—”

“You signed an NDA,” she reminded me. Now she seemed old to me, authoritative. This was the woman who was William de Witt’s co-producer, I thought. “Is this noncompliance with the legal document you signed?”

Could she even say that? Legally I wasn’t sure, but practically speaking it seemed final. The usual calculations were slightly dizzying. She produces all of William de Witt’s films. Nothing gets made without her approval.

A prayer: If I fail, it won’t be because of me.

Reluctantly, as if cutting out a kidney, I placed my phone in her hand.

“Thank you.” She was instantly sweet again, her free hand rising to cup my cheek with fondness. “And you’re right, I’ve been neglecting you. Would you like me to introduce you to a few people? I can have Edward bring you something a bit more appropriate,” she added, gesturing to my outfit. I wondered if she knew what Teddy’s job even was, or if she just thought of him as William’s assistant and therefore hers by extension.

Which reminded me that I had a job. “I would love to mingle,” I assured her, chasing after her again when she resumed her path along the edge of the pool, “and really, I’m so grateful for the opportunity, but since I don’t see Julian on the monitor—”

Her face went pale as she came to an abrupt stop. “What?”

It wasn’t rage this time. It was just as sudden, but I could tell it was something much darker, much worse. I offered her the monitor without a word and she took one look at it, motionless.

Then, just as quickly, she handed it back to me. Her expression changed again—this time it was a calm, placating smile. As if she’d gone somewhere light and breezy in her head.

“Well,” she said. “You’re quite right, Anya dear, he’s gone.”

“Right,” I agreed, “so should I—”

“You have a job.” Her eyes met mine with a cool wealth of condescension. “Don’t you? So do it.”

“I—” A thousand things flashed through my head. Whenever my mother got angry, I wasn’t allowed to make excuses. I wasn’t allowed to look her in the eye. When I was younger, I had always understood this to be cultural, that some things I did in my normal, daily life at school to assert my personhood were considered unacceptable defiance when it came to my mother, or to my elders in general, whom I was supposed to revere. It was a constant code-switch, who I was at home and who I’d been at school, the way that filial piety could look like inattentiveness to a teacher, and thus disrespect of a whole other kind. I felt trapped in that crevice all over again now, torn between telling Emmanuelle to go fuck herself and offering apologies for not having thought of this possibility first. Of course it was my job to watch a person I had never met, whose age I didn’t know, on a property I had never been to before. I couldn’t have found the bathroom, much less a missing child. But somehow, in that moment, it did feel like my mistake.

“Right,” I said. How hard could it be? I’d call the name “Julian” like seeking out a lost dog and either someone would answer or I would be fired, and either way this night was finite. It would eventually have to end. “I’ll find him.”

“Wonderful.” Her face melted. She loved me again. She was so, so grateful for me, for my virtuous help. “Anya darling, what a blessing you are,” she said, and peeled away from me, gliding through the throngs of guests until she reached the center of a crowd.

I checked the monitor again, hoping that Julian was a normal, mobile eight-year-old who had simply gotten up to use the bathroom and then returned to his bedroom. I told myself this was not more unreasonable than any alternative, and then for purposes of survival, I believed me. The indoor portion of the villa was sweltering already, music present but inaudible beneath the din.

Someone brushed my arm and I breathed a sigh of relief that it was Atticus, whom I’d already met, who clearly had a taste for young men and was probably on drugs but seemed kind enough as a human being, and unthreatening to me. “Atticus. Can I ask you something?”

“Yes?” He swerved toward me on a theatrical tide, smelling of pomegranate vodka.

“Have you ever met Julian?”

Atticus laughed, a gesture that tossed the contents of his glass partially onto the floor. “Sweet girl, what a question. Never see very much of him, of course, you know how it is.” He, like Emmanuelle, spoke with frustrating windows of blankness. “William does love his privacy, and with celebrity children, you know, it’s a very different thing, but still, I daresay it’s been an age. We’re all starting to think he’s slipped his leash.”

Fuck. Never mind Emmanuelle. Julian was William de Witt’s son.

“How old is he, again?” I asked, realizing that Atticus seemed to think this was gossip. I played coy, a little tipsy, without even thinking about why. My character’s motivation was simple: I was a silly girl who loved secrets.

“Oh, I don’t know, something like your age, maybe? Twenty-four, twenty-five? Last time anyone caught even a glimpse of Jude was years ago, when he was just a boy. Christ,” another slosh from the glass, “that had to be around when William and I did our adaptation of Vanity Fair—”

Good god, who was Atticus? I didn’t have time to ponder this, flush as I was with holy relief. Julian was an adult! Thank god, I assured myself. What could be so dangerous for an adult man who was even older than I was?

“—severely epileptic,” Atticus went on, as my mouth abruptly went dry. “And William is deeply devoted to him. If anything ever happened to Jude I do believe William would cast himself into the sea.”

Wonderful. “Fuck!” I exclaimed to Atticus, who did not seem perturbed by this, or anything. He had turned his attention to one of the young men he’d brought along, who looked like Korean Troye Sivan. “Thanks—”

He wasn’t listening. I considered what to do. Explore the house? Genesis would love that. Or maybe she was an asset, maybe she could help? She’d have me fired, probably, but at least there wouldn’t be a severely epileptic man wandering around. Even as the thought came to me, though, something felt off. What came of severe epilepsy, exactly? Seizures? How dangerous were they, how common? My fingers itched to ask Google, but Emmanuelle had taken my phone. Was any of this a normal way to handle a severe condition—putting a man’s life and well-being in the hands of someone unqualified, unprepared, who knew virtually nothing at all?

Why did I care? A bright light of something, epiphany, reached the backs of my eyes. This wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t been adequately informed. Emmanuelle was clearly supposed to be watching him—she’d probably hired me purely so that she didn’t have to. This wasn’t my error, and I certainly wasn’t legally liable even with a contract—those things had good faith implications!—so even if I had to wander the industry with William de Witt’s enmity burned permanently into my back, surely that wouldn’t ruin my life or, you know, singlehandedly wreck my dreams.

Fuck, I had to find him. A prayer: If I fail, let it not be because of Julian de Witt.

Panic rose in my chest, a hot flood of uncertainty, Santa Ana in a vacuum. I stormed back to the bar, away from the poolside crowd. My mouth was dry and I reached for a nearby handle of tequila, tossing back a swallow.

In the same moment, I felt a cold tendril of something at my back. The sensation of being watched.

I turned away from the courtyard, toward the shadows along the edge of the house. The tequila had left a slick trail of heat in my belly by the time I spotted the thing that didn’t belong.

Near the edge of the courtyard, beyond the palms, on the path that led to the greenhouse—there it was. The flash of a white shirt. Hidden in the shadows, but illuminated just enough for me to compile the outline of a man in fractions, small bits at a time as I approached.

Black jeans, dirty, torn in one spot around his thigh. I could see the outline of a bandage, an encumbrance bulging beneath the material. A pair of work boots that looked too big, splashed with mud and debris. The T-shirt was the kind that came in packs, worn so thin you could see the concave shape of his chest, the stark points of his clavicle. Threadbare in places, stained in others, a smear of what looked like rust across the bottom hem. Long hair the color of molasses, like an oil slick, pulled back to an unfurling loop at the nape of his neck. His jaw was square and hard-set, expressionless.

There was an anxious quality to his expression, a jumpiness or paranoia, the way a cat looks at a spider crawling on the ground. Agitated focus.

Ocean eyes.

I recognized him this time. It was the man who’d locked eyes with me right before stepping in front of a city bus.

Last I checked, spontaneous resurrection wasn’t a symptom of epilepsy.

“Julian,” I registered aloud. My heart leapt double, triple time.

More so when, impossibly, he looked at me. I took a step, inadvertently reaching out like I was coming toward a tiger.

One look at my open hand and his mouth twisted with something. Hatred.

Then he turned and disappeared.
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THE MOMENT HE LEFT I bolted after him, unsure what I planned to do when or if I managed to catch up. He was scuttling the narrow side path, where light was largely insufficient and I felt sure I was going to slip and fall. Could I Survive It? On foot, sure, yes. There were vines, trees, branches, things to reach for and hold. The ground was mainly rock, dirt, or mulch—there would be traction, maybe. If I slid on loose debris and fell, I’d just have to protect my head, the back of my neck, grab onto something. If I broke something, a bone or whatever, then I’d wait until morning and call up to one of the de Witt house’s staff. Obviously several gardeners were employed on the property; they had to be, with landscaping this intense, though come to think of it the trees did need trimming. No, stop it, even rich people fell behind on their trees. Without a phone I’d skate perilously along the edge of fucked, but I wouldn’t be, not completely.

More importantly, no matter what it took, I simply refused to die like this. (A prayer: If I fail, it won’t be because I fell off the side of a cliff while chasing a man who’s obviously fine.)

There, a moment of clarity. I slowed a little, watching my step, choosing myself and my life over the veil of possible harm to my evasive new charge. A motion light beside the garage came on, thank god. It flooded the side access path like a Pentecostal truth. I was relieved to see that nothing but unthreatening rubble lay before me, right up until the moment I heard the sound of an engine sputtering to life.

I caught the creaking sound of misuse as the garage door opened, and then a set of headlights flared in the direction of the hillside road. “Fuck,” I said aloud, and changed directions. I lunged for my car, fumbling for the key in my purse, and managed to throw myself into the driver’s seat just as a topless vintage convertible peeled out at reckless, death-licking speed.

“FUCK,” I said, and started the car.

I’d parked head-in on the landing, meaning I had to perform an approximately six-point turn to reorient myself, maneuvering back up the steep driveway I’d treacherously descended until I reached the sharp curve to traverse the hills. I couldn’t imagine having to take this maneuver in reverse—certainly I would say this: I Could Not Survive It. New calculations populated in my brain, information I didn’t have about how fast was appropriate to drive on the narrow, serpentine roads. Everything was far worse under this kind of pressure—beyond the house, the streets were lit, thank you city resources, but I was taking the turns at a far higher speed than I’d done coming up, approaching each blind corner with a sense of imminent peril and only narrowly avoiding the parked cars that lined each curve. I lost sight of Julian’s convertible several times, so thankfully it was old and distinctive enough for me to spot whenever I reached a convenient downward viewpoint. It was cherry red and topless, hardly inconspicuous, noticeable even at this time of night. Everything eventually funneled down to Franklin, a major avenue, and my heart thudded with the knowledge that from here on, space was limited. Eventually I’d catch up.

But then, of course, he turned.

I clocked it with disbelief—he was heading into Hollywood. Where was he going? Clubbing? Somehow, I doubted that fit with William de Witt’s rigorous demands for privacy. They’d have to wallpaper the Sunset Strip in NDAs. I gritted my teeth and followed as closely as I dared, which had its limits.

Sunset Boulevard was packed, even on a Thursday night, and more than once I chanced a rear-ending. I lost and then spotted Julian at least three separate times, chasing him down with the casual recklessness of any other LA driver in a hurry. I’d never heard of anyone getting a speeding ticket on city streets for anything shy of getaway driving, which I was hoping to avoid.

He took a sudden turn down an alley and again, I nearly missed him; I took an illegal U-turn, then got stuck, turning it into an illegal three-point turn. My heart was banging in my chest, embarrassment coloring my cheeks. Even with so many other problems I was humiliated, deeply mortified by the depths of my cringe, what other people must think of me. I ignored the blaring sound of honking at my back (me, another young female driver who didn’t know how to drive; I could see myself from the audience’s view at all times, my inherent incompetency as typecast as always) and peeled after him, or after the place I thought he’d gone.

Right away, though, I knew I’d been too late. The alley was dark except for neighboring streetlights, the backsides of restaurants. I could smell food and realized that I was starving—aside from a single sip of a smoothie, I hadn’t eaten all night. My stomach growled, and I became aware of the fact that I was openly panting from effort. I scoured the alley as I drove, but came out on the other side none the wiser. I could no longer see the car or hear its engine.

I’d lost him.

Fuck.

I sat there for a moment with the engine idling, my hand rising to my forehead like I was trying to extract an idea from the bones of my skull. Some way to salvage this mess. I didn’t have my phone, which meant I didn’t know exactly where I was or how to get back—I wasn’t that familiar with my city. I’d never lived without the convenience of GPS. Which led me to consider that maybe there was some other way to find him, if I could just make my way back to the villa. Didn’t Emmanuelle have Find My Friends or something? Couldn’t she track him somehow? Why the fuck hadn’t she warned me he might try to run, or equipped me with anything I might need to keep up?

My anger fizzled out, immediately deemed irrelevant. The image of pulling Emmanuelle aside at the party and telling her I’d lost Julian was suddenly crystal clear in my mind, a recollection of the same expression she’d worn earlier. That fear that had been so hastily disambiguated by rage.

A different solution, then.

Behind me, in the rearview mirror, a motion light suddenly came on, activated by someone coming outside from the nearest restaurant kitchen. The flash of it temporarily blinded me, and I blinked away stars before a gleam of red came into view: the car. Julian’s convertible. It had been abandoned, double-parked, behind one of the alley’s employee parking spots, the door thrown wide open.

He’d parked it and gotten out on foot.

I felt a thrill of salvation, slamming my hand into the steering wheel with a pulse of uncompromised triumph. I pulled into a spot reserved for the businesses on the corner, figuring I’d deal with that problem later, if at all. We were well after hours now, with only a few businesses left open. The YMCA was shuttered, the post office was obviously out.

But Julian was here—he was somewhere on this street, probably in one of these bars. A gust of hot wind blew my hair in my face as I darted out from my car, crunching a dead palm frond underfoot on the sidewalk.

I tried the first place, closest to where he’d parked. A trendy restaurant where, I was informed, they were at capacity for the evening. “The kitchen will be closed by the time you could get a table,” the hostess informed me—I suspected she was an actress, too. She had an air of biding her time; a knowledge that she’d been given this particular gatekeeper position as a reward for her looks. I envied her body with a low, survivable fierceness, as I often did. I frequently wished on stars for legs that were half a foot longer. “But if you want to wait for a spot at the bar,” she added with a hefty dose of ennui, “you could get a drink next door and come back.”

That caught my ear. “What’s next door?” As far as I could tell it looked like a warehouse, like the place Roro had taken us. Maybe another one of those places the studios were gradually gentrifying, which would explain an oasis like this.

Which was also a reminder that Julian probably wasn’t waiting for a table at a restaurant with four dollar signs on Yelp, which I was pretty sure this place was. The clientele suggested a certain degree of liquidity.

“It’s a pub.” She leaned closer. “A real dive. Probably more fun.”

“Thanks.” If I were a rich person, I’d have tipped her. Instead, I said, “I like your lipstick.”

“I like your jacket,” she told me, and thus the transaction was complete.

I took off and went next door, attempting to slip inside before I was stopped.

“ID,” said an enormous bouncer.

“Fuck,” I said, muttering it to nothing. I reached around blindly in my purse, closing a hand around my wallet. “I’ve got it, just a second.” The bouncer was charitably disinterested in the frenetic beat of my panicked heart. “Is there a guy in there? Long hair? Kind of … dirty?” I felt terrible about voicing it this way and handed him my ID without further comment.

The bouncer grinned. I noticed he had a nice smile, sweeping eyelashes. “You seem like a nice girl. You should stay away from dirty boys.” He glanced at my ID—taking great care, I noticed, to check it with the blacklight, bending it a little in the center. “Rough night?”

“Very.” There was a thundering overhead, a loud noise, and I glanced up. There were multiple floors to the building and the windows above the pub were blacked out. As I looked, the wind nearly blew me sideways. “What’s up there?”

“Concert,” said the bouncer. He winked at me. “Probably not your scene.”

“How do you know my scene?”

“You like to mosh?”

“Mosh what?”

“God, you’re just a baby.” He shook his head at me. “What year were you born?”

“You have my ID right there.”

He handed it back to me. “Doll, for future reference, just answer the question,” he said. “One of the tricks of the trade. People with fake IDs don’t always answer correctly. Especially not when they smell like the back of the bar.”

Right, Atticus had spilled on me, and so had Emmanuelle. “It’s not a fake ID.”

“Of course not,” he offered charitably, and gestured me inside. “Have fun. Stay out of the mosh pit.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Stop breaking my heart.” He winked at me again. But I was accustomed to this behavior, flattering and harmless. Nothing to survive.

The bar was unremarkable and moderately sized—had Julian been inside, I would have spotted him immediately. It smelled like every nondescript bar I’d ever been in, fairy lights around the ceiling and the edges of the walls, sports memorabilia, a few pool tables scattered around. Mostly standing tables, beside which were a handful of people milling around. Functionally empty.

Frustrated, I turned to leave, wishing I had my phone. I wanted to look at a map, to search for places a twenty-something man in work boots might have gone (not that I knew what to look for). I was preparing myself to encounter the bouncer again, to dismally reveal I’d been a good girl all along, when I heard a thud from upstairs, followed by the din of people cheering. I could hear some kind of Celtic music, the hard rock kind. I glanced at the bar, finding the bartender watching me. I turned as if to mount the stairs and he called dryly after me.

“Looking for the restroom?”

I paused, one foot halfway to the first step. “I’ve got a friend waiting for me upstairs.”

“Do you,” he replied, toneless, and flicked a glance at my empty hand. “Without a drink?”

I sighed, turning to the bar. The bartender had thick black gauges in his ears, an iron rod pierced through his brow.

“What’s the password?” he prompted, slicking his tongue over his front teeth.

I shuffled through my interior wardrobe of personalities for something low effort, high efficacy. “I think we both know I’m going upstairs without a password,” I said, slithering into character like it was a pair of thigh-high boots. (Yes, I relied heavily on my looks for conversations like these. It was a convenient shorthand.)

“What’s the password?” he said again, gesturing to the tip jar.

Damn. I grit my teeth. “I don’t have cash.”

He gestured over his shoulder to the ATM.

“Really?” I said. “Come on. Bank fees?”

“Password,” he repeated. There was a loud thud from upstairs and I glanced up.

He didn’t. Fuck. “Fine,” I hissed. “Jack and Diet.” He lifted a brow. “Please.”

“Lovely,” he crooned, and aimed a spray hose of liquor into a glass while I shuffled over to the ATM and took out a twenty. Then I returned and slammed it on the bar.

His lips pursed. The pierced brow arched again.

I exhaled with the swiftness of a gut punch. “Seriously?”

“Inflation,” he said meaninglessly. “Supply and demand.”

“Those are two different things.” I could feel my efforts at likability sloughing away.

So could he. “Price is going up, sweetheart.”

“Come on,” I said, chancing petulance. “I’m young. I’m a starving artist.”

His lips pursed. “Aren’t we all.”

Okay, a different tack.

Everything depended on whether Julian was upstairs. If he was, great. If not, I was wasting my time. Efficiency over pride.

I leaned over the bar, letting my hips jut out behind me. My heart was still jackrabbiting with anxiety and adrenaline, my state of mind turning on something I couldn’t yet know. “I’m good for business,” I assured the bartender.

He gave a low laugh then, sliding my drink toward me with an air of capitulation. “Fine. Tell ’em at the door that Joey says she’s good for business.”

Relief was a heat through my extremities. “Thanks.” I slid my tongue around the straw in a gesture of thanks and turned, picking up speed only once I was already halfway up the stairs.

On the landing was some guy who looked straight out of a Wes Anderson film, with a handlebar mustache and slicked pompadour. I dutifully repeated the phrase I’d been given.

“Arms up.” Wes Anderson’s muse patted me down through my sweat-soaked leather jacket, hands lingering closely on my waist. “Just making sure,” he said, eyes on my bare midriff. There was another sharp roar from inside, which I took as an opportunity to slide past him, through a black velvet curtain into what looked like the deconstructed warehouse space I’d assumed the building was.

There was one open space up here, half constructed, like a scene from an action movie right before someone inevitably fell off the roof. It smelled like a mix of booze, cigarettes, and weed, and I fought a cough as I walked into a puff of raspberry smoke from someone’s nauseating vape pen. It was impossibly loud, the crowd thick and boisterous. I took an elbow to the ribs, my drink spilling onto the floor well before I was able to figure out the contents of the space—the thing around which everyone had crammed in like sardines to witness.

Context cues gradually added up: Some guy was getting the shit kicked out of him. I couldn’t see very well—I was trying to work my way over to one of the abandoned chairs and tables, practically parkouring for a bird’s-eye view. I climbed onto a table in the back corner just as the crowd roared its approval, a stifling wall of incoherent sound. Then I caught the hard crack of someone getting hit—saw them stumble half dead into the wood of the makeshift ring. Into the aura of bloodlust, the carnal whims of the madding crowd.

I was absurdly, recklessly positive who it was even before I saw him clearly.

“Julian!” I shouted. His hair was matted with sweat and blood. His shirt was even dingier in the light that swung from half-finished fixtures overhead. “JULIAN!”

He found me blearily, eyes fluttering, almost shut. His opponent, easily fifty pounds heavier, if not more, grabbed him by a fistful of that long, oil-slicked hair.

There he was. With that same look in his eye, the thing that edged so close to despair I almost couldn’t breathe for looking at it. The eyes that were ocean gray, like the crest of a dying wave.

He blinked and I shook my paralysis loose, my mind leapfrogging to pragmatism. I looked around for a ref, though this obviously wasn’t that kind of place. Without a phone I couldn’t call the police even if I wanted to—and I did not relish the thought of calling the police under any circumstances—but I couldn’t just let him get himself beaten to death.

My eyes strayed for rescue, and when I came up empty, I looked helplessly back at Julian.

Which was when I saw his eyes start to change.

I couldn’t have explained it. I know, realistically, that there was no clap of thunder, no turntable distortion in the music or anything like that. No sinister laughter. But when I met those eyes a second time, what I saw in them then wasn’t normal.

It wasn’t … human.

His stare went cold, almost dead. His entire face warped; the same features flashed suddenly unrecognizable, like the set behind the curtain had changed. The other man didn’t see it—didn’t feel what I felt with the certainty of instinct. He threw another punch like nothing had changed, but Julian’s hand snapped up with a superhuman swiftness.

There was an audible smack as he caught his opponent’s fist in his palm, then a loud, unmissable crunch as he tightened his grip. Like the sound of rolling tires over gravel.

“Julian.” This time it left me as a whisper.

No one heard. The other man had let out too loud and agonized a scream. Julian smiled up at me from afar, licking blood from his teeth before letting his opponent’s broken hand fall. I felt myself rocked by something internal, careening toward a fever pitch that seared from the bang of my pulse to the base of my abdomen, like swallowing panic whole.

Julian’s gaze slid from mine, and in the question mark of what was yet to come, my heart rate quickened. A shiver of something raised the hair from my arms, my body suddenly flooded with a heavy bass of apprehension.

Then everything changed, like a shift in the wind.

At first Julian didn’t move, leaving his torso wide open like an invitation, a mocking threat. Then, the moment his opponent thrust himself forward, leading with his shoulder for what looked like a piledrive, Julian suddenly straightened and slammed an elbow down, into the back of the other man’s neck. My gaze, harrowed as it was, snagged on something—the razorblade of Julian’s shoulder, the crisp delineation of his triceps. The motion of rippling flanks met my thoughts, something animalistic, predatorial. There was a sharp cry of pain, a shift in the energy of the crowd. Something in the air seemed drier, more dangerous now, like fire was starting to catch.

Julian threw his opponent hard into the barrier. I couldn’t understand how he’d managed it—he was so much slighter, gaunt with what looked like malnourishment, already visibly battered from the fight. But there was an otherworldliness to him, to his fluidity of motion, inexplicable and undeniable all the same. The competency of his blows; the motion of his shoulders under his T-shirt. The effect of him was brutal, bestial, dangerous. Whatever he had, it definitely wasn’t what I’d been told.

For a moment, I couldn’t look away.

The other man came up with a wild, blind punch angled downward, at Julian’s face, but Julian slid deftly out of reach and the other man stumbled, falling forward, unable to catch himself in time. Julian took hold of him with ease, slamming a knee into the other man’s face until we heard another crunch of bone. Then he aimed a body shot somewhere tender.

The crowd fell almost silent, just a tinkle of glasses and a few tiny gasps. I felt a strange, inexplicable tightness in my breath, a shock of molten heat between my legs.

Julian’s opponent spat blood, then struggled to come up slowly, unsteadily. But Julian was lightning fast. He threw up a hand, jabbing the base of his palm into the other man’s cheek, then swung to punch the other man in the jaw, probably breaking his mandible. I flinched, a sharp lurch in my escalated pulse, shock that almost read like morbid thrill. He hit the man’s ribs, then swung from the other aside, breaking something else. My stomach contorted with something, a hard and urgent twist. My eyes never left the agile plane of Julian’s back, the deep groove of the channel along his spine, the raw violence that seemed to come from somewhere inside him, cleverly encased by that battered, illusory shell.

Blood was splashed artlessly, everywhere. Julian lifted one leg and kicked hard, directly in his opponent’s chest, sending him crashing into the wooden barrier. Cracking the wood in half.

I couldn’t say for certain what he’d done to his opponent by that point. The scope of harm seemed unimaginable, impossible. I couldn’t think, or speak, or breathe. A word came to me unsolicited, caught by the tip of my tongue: bloodlust.

I swallowed the trace of metal flooding my mouth, like I’d burst a vessel in my cheek.

The other man had landed on his back and didn’t get up. Julian walked over, crouching down to look at him. There was nothing on his face, no expression. No emotion. Around me was hateful silence, bitter shock. If there was one thing I understood, it was that an audience could be won or lost.

Then, amid the inconclusive static, Julian stood up.

Straightened.

He lifted one foot like he planned to stomp down.

To step on a roach. Extermination.

Whatever had put me in a daze left me just as quickly, receding like a veil that fell away.

“NO!” I screamed.

He looked at me. Something twitched at the corner of his mouth. I thought for a second he might do it—do it just to prove something to me, to show me something I needed to understand.

This wasn’t epilepsy. It wasn’t even him anymore, I knew that with certainty. I couldn’t explain how that could be true, but I knew it like I knew myself, like I knew the difference between reality and dreaming.

Whoever I’d followed earlier that evening, the man who’d been losing this fight—whoever that was who’d walked in front of the bus to his death—that was a different person. This was something else.

Something worse.

I still can’t explain what happened to me in that moment. The awareness I had of my body, like a sudden drop in cabin pressure. The precision of my understanding of what stood between him and me. There was a charge in the air, the threat of whatever might live in that silence. The implications of what could happen if he decided to close those few feet.

But just as quickly as it appeared, the hard look in his eyes faded to nothing. There was a sudden fogginess to the gray, a sense of confusion. Exhaustion.

Then Julian de Witt looked at his hands, took in the blood, and passed out cold.






0102 AWAKE


I WAKE BRIEFLY TO BLINDING white. Is it over?

Then I hear you laughing from the back of my mind, a sound that envelops what remains of my consciousness, ballooning like a caricature of peace. I hear my own voice say Not here, no hospitals. “Dr. Hodel, in my phone—”

“Julian—”

Her face swims before mine, lamplights of uncertainty. She mutters, more to herself than to me, “I’m sure you can afford the emergency room.”

There’s something about her face, like a warning I can’t yet interpret. It’s not exactly like the others, but it feels familiar, like a dream. I hear myself say no, feel my head twisting sharply to the side, a sudden wave of nausea so hard I think my head might be exploding. A burst of black, shot through with stars. I feel something rip apart, lacerating my intestines. Torn stitching down the seams of what I am, and what I’ve done.

Distantly, that hacking cough, that gaping mouth stained black with rot, a spread of toxic spores. Has it come for me now?

Or maybe it’s just vomit.

“Oh my god—are these pills?”

Black again inside my head, deliverance unto the dark.






0105 ASLEEP


THIS IS GETTING VERY tiresome.

I can’t taste the inside of my mouth anymore, thank god. Stomach acid and ash. “Just leave me alone.”

You know I can’t do that.

You eventually materialize before me from the dark of my subconscious. For me this is a dream, and nothing that happens here is real in any way that matters. It’s real only in that I can’t avoid it. In that no matter what I do, I find my way back here, to you.

Do you really think you can escape this?

“Yes.” There has to be a way out. Every story has an ending. “I can. I will.”

Recognition of my surroundings, dream-distorted as they are, is gradually finding me, taking shape. I’m in a cave, there are paintings on the wall. A woman’s face is contorted, her lips drawn on in blood. Her eyes look terrified, like she’s seen a ghost. But her mouth is smiling.

I look down and it’s me, I’m the painter. I’m taking the paint from the cut in my leg, the gaping wound I swore was closed. Dr. Hodel checked it this morning, or whenever it was that I was last awake.

“Just leave me alone.” The rest of my paintings, if you can call them that, appear on the walls. An address. The code to a creaking old gate. A work schedule. A jogging route. The last six pictures on an Instagram grid. Dialogue styled as a script.

THE VICTIM


No, no … please!



A live studio audience laughs. This is a show about nothing.

“Stop,” I mutter.

Stop what? They’re your paintings.

“No, they’re not—”

You’re responsible for them. What’s the difference?

“I’m not—” I close my eyes but here, asleep, my eyes don’t close. I still see you. “I’m trying—”

The ritual is failing.

What will come of you if the ritual fails?

You look at me with eyes that are sickly blue-gray. Like looking in a mirror.

It is a mirror.

The pool of blood on the floor isn’t mine.

“I’m trying. I’m trying. But it keeps getting worse.” My hand holds a knife. My hand holds a shovel. My hand holds a broken lipstick in a gaudy, cherry red. My hand holds a fistful of raven hair. My hand holds a knife. My hand holds a life. My hand holds a phone that never works when I use it. I call 911 but no one answers. The line never goes through.

I am not an it, you say in my voice. But it’s always my voice.

You don’t end. I don’t begin. The walls begin to rot. Black streaks lacerate my arms. My knees give way, plummeting the depth of a decomposing tomb.

Then someone yells cut, and the scene starts again.







7
IT’S 11 AM, DOESN’T ANYONE HERE GO TO WORK?



I’D WOKEN UP EARLY to throw out the shirt I’d worn the night before, which I’d stuffed inside a double layer of garbage bags. It was covered in vomit and two people’s blood. Then I’d gone to meet Roro at the salon, something I could do without the phone I still hadn’t retrieved—in the haze of last night, I’d forgotten about it completely.

Ro, upon seeing my face, had taken me to the new gastropub next door so we could talk privately, away from the hypervigilant ears of the salon. Now, unbelievably, we were brunching with everyone else in this city who didn’t work a traditional nine-to-five.

“So you watched this guy almost kill a man,” she posited emphatically, reaching over to steal one of the fries she’d ostensibly ordered for the table, “and then you thought you’d just take him to the ER instead of calling the fucking police?”

“It’s not like he found some stranger in a back alley to beat to death. It seemed like they did that kind of thing all the time, like it was a fight club or something.” Roro was looking at me like I was willfully mid-delusion. “What was I supposed to do? He was beaten half to death himself, Ro, it wasn’t exactly an unfair fight.” At least, I hadn’t thought it was at first, until that flicker of something changed in his eyes.

“Actually, at first it looked like—” I hesitated. “Honestly, when I first got there and saw him getting his ass handed to him, it seemed like he was trying to…” It felt too dark for a Friday morning to say what I thought he was trying to do.

Roro disagreed. “What, die?” She rolled her eyes. “There are easier ways.”

“Yeah, like a bus?” I’d already told her how we’d met him before.

Roro let the fry drop from her hand with a shudder. “God. So what did you do with Lazarus after that?”

I told her about the aftermath of the fight, when he briefly regained consciousness in my car, long enough to tell me which doctor to call. The way he’d thrown up nothing but stomach acid and some partially digested pills. “Then I left him there and went home. And now I don’t know what to do.”

“Quit,” Roro offered succinctly, helping herself to more fries. She chewed like Grandma chewed, like JR chewed. My mother hated it. It didn’t bother me, but I wouldn’t be partaking. As I’d explained to Roro many times, it wasn’t an eating disorder if I was doing it for my career. It was a business decision, caloric transaction.

“Get the fuck out of there, Anya, no shit.” She dusted salt from her fingertips and added, mouth partially full, “Want a gloss while you’re here? Your highlights look brassy.”

“Fuck you,” I said listlessly, and shook my head.

I remained unsure what exactly I found less than straightforward about the Julian situation. It should have been as simple as Roro said it was—I should just rack up some (more) credit card debt for a new phone and never see any of the de Witts again. But something else was bothering me, something I couldn’t set right, like someone had set my brain on fire. Like one of those perpetual motion machines, ticking back and forth.

I’d already DMed Teddy about it from my Instagram account. I logged in from my computer, since I didn’t have my phone, and said: do you ever have to do weird shit for the de witts?

better question is am I ever not doing weird shit for the de witts was his reply, which didn’t help. why, everything okay?

have you ever met julian?

who’s julian? I don’t know everyone at ara yet. just the business side

what about emmanuelle? is she … like …

sane? questionable. no personality diagnoses on the record but everything else is a real gray area

cool … I’d actively tried to think of something else to say and couldn’t.

busy later? wanna come over after work?

I left that one on read, temporarily. Or not. I’d decide later.

Back to the conversation with Roro, I shifted in my seat. “Obviously I’m going to quit—”

“Good.”

“—but I just sort of feel like—”

“But nothing.”

My mouth snapped shut inadvertently—I had lots more where that came from, but Roro was Ate, she was the elder, and I didn’t have words yet for my hesitation. It was mostly a lot of??? regarding the upside-down I’d entered the moment I walked into the de Witt house. The ending of the sentence I just sort of feel like would have been there’s more to the story, which famously wasn’t the path to smart choices. This wasn’t a situation I could enter safely from the perspective of the audience. The sane choice, the only choice, was to bail.

“Listen to me, Anya.” Roro was using her bossy voice. “You don’t want anything to do with these rich assholes. They probably hunt their staff for sport.”

I rolled my eyes. “I told you about the money, though, right?” The ten thousand dollars a month that was probably what Emmanuelle thought a banana happened to cost.

“Some things aren’t worth the money.” Roro leveled a fry at me. “Didn’t that woman take your phone from you? That’s fucked up. With things as they are, some psycho killer just roaming the streets? You’re basically asking to get yourself killed.”

“Come on.” Roro had a tendency for dramatics; it was born into all of us, inherited from our grandmother without the requisite migrant trauma to keep it in check. “It’s not like she put me in any real danger, she’s just weird. And aren’t you sleeping with a rich asshole?”

“Ricky’s a lawyer, you bitch. He’s not that kind of rich. He doesn’t take his employees’ personal property or have his own private doctor on call.” I’d already told her about Dr. Hodel, who even after midnight had answered the phone within two rings and told me he’d meet me outside the hospital.

When he arrived—a white-haired septuagenarian who looked like the Hollywood interpretation of a concierge doctor—he told me that I could leave, and that was that. I mentioned to him that Emmanuelle still had my phone, and he curtly suggested I get it in the morning. Then he called for a stretcher and led Julian to some other vehicle, and I navigated my way home using the stars. (The ones on Hollywood Boulevard.)

“That’s the thing, though.” I picked at the fries to keep Roro off my back, and to have something to do with my anxious fingers. “I didn’t feel like that was a rich person thing at all. I mean, who would keep a guy that battered out of the hospital? His ribs looked broken, and I was pretty sure he had a concussion … I don’t know.” I shrugged, even though the last thing I felt about the whole situation was that I could shrug it off. I hadn’t even brought up the nature of Julian’s condition, which I doubted Emmanuelle had been honest about. “Something’s sketchy.”

“Yeah, it is, so take it from someone older and wiser: Run.” Roro threw a napkin over the fries to stop herself from eating them and rose to her feet. “Quit the job, end of story. I’ve got a new client, you know. A screenwriter. Maybe the two of you can meet up and talk shop.” She wagged a finger at me. “What you need is industry connections, not an arrest for being some dude’s accomplice to murder.”

“I know that.” I sighed heavily. “But this was supposed to be a connection for me, remember? It’s William de Witt—”

“How old’s that guy now? Forty?” Roro was already looking it up on her phone.

“Probably older,” I said. Everything I knew about time suggested he had to be well into his fifties at least, though he didn’t seem that way to me. Roro, meanwhile, held up the IMDb page that said he was born in 1972, which meant nothing to me.

“Still hot, though,” I said, nudging the phone back toward her.

“Whatever. Nothing’s worth this shit.” Roro gestured for me to follow her back to the salon. “The world’s fucking dangerous, Anya. You see that new girl they found dead?”

“Which one?”

“Exactly.” She arched one laminated brow as she reached for her purse. “One day she’s missing and the next she’s dismembered in the middle of a parking lot with a bunch of cheap lipstick drawn on her face.” Roro illustrated this with a hideous Joker smile, then let it drop. “People out there are fucked, Anya.”

All around us, heads turned. I offered an apologetic smile and nudged Roro firmly to the door. “So I take it you’re still keeping tabs on dismembered girls?”

“Hell yeah, bitch. I’m calling the show Santa Ana.” She pulled out her phone as we walked to show me a long scroll of sketches, all drawings of corpses with stained glass flowers where their internal organs should be. “See? And then all these faces make up the face of Santa Ana herself. It’s going to be huge.” She motioned over to the restaurant wall to indicate something like a mural. “This one’s gonna be for a contemporary gallery—that one on Hollywood.”

“What, the one by the wax museum?” I zoomed in on one of Roro’s more finished sketches. It was her most recent, from sometime in the last couple of days. There were stained glass daisies splitting the girl’s chest cavity. A rendering of the sacred heart—the one with chains, a cross, and a halo of flames—slipped out from garish painted lips like a Catholic take on a comic book sigh.

All the girls in Roro’s drawings looked vaguely similar—they were all young and fashionably LA pretty, depicted in shades of bisque and taupe like a Covergirl ad. I suddenly remembered the pictures I’d seen of the girl from the Amber Alert, the dress she had probably thought was a serve, never knowing how the night would end.

I remembered reading something once about people who loved true crime as a form of entertainment—that everyone believed they could die in a mass shooting, but nobody saw themselves as a plausible victim for some sadistic crime.

For a moment, I felt the weight of something—significance.

No. Narrative.

There’s a devil on your back.

“These are—” I cleared my throat. “Really good. Really cool, Ro.”

“Yeah, yeah, we’ll see how it turns out, or if I get paid on time, or at all. How’s JR doing?” Roro asked with barely concealed eagerness, after taking her phone back from me. Despite her move, Roro seemed only able to exist if she had a clear view into the world of the apartment complex. “Your mom make him sell that pigeon yet?”

“He’s working on Alistair’s doocot as we speak,” I replied absently. I was thinking about dead girls and demon eyes. About buses and bruises and pills, and about how close I seemed to be to death these days. Death and violence, interwoven by devil winds and maddening heat.

Obviously I had to quit. There was nothing for it, really.

I thought of Julian’s face, the sound of crunching bone. The animal way his eyes met mine.

The way it gave me a thrill of something.

A thrill, period.

But obviously, I would be quitting. I wasn’t an idiot and any alternative decision would be deranged. It was just past eleven then, and I considered the likelihood of catching Emmanuelle, wondering if it was late enough yet in the day for someone who clearly liked to party.

Given the crowd at this trendy place, which seemed full of Emmanuelle’s type of person, it seemed a fair shot.

“What the fuck is a doocot?” said Roro.

When the conversation was over, I left for the villa. It had taken a long time to explain.



When I arrived at the de Witt house, I parked in the guest driveway, opting for the front entrance rather than the landing on the side of the house where I’d been the previous day. I didn’t want Emmanuelle to think I was coming there to work. When I knocked on the door, though, nobody came to answer it. I paused, meandering around to the side of the house, and heard voices from the courtyard down below.

“—shouldn’t wake him, his flight got in late. You do realize he’ll be furious when he finds out what you’ve done.” It was Genesis, the housekeeper. “I take no responsibility for this. This is entirely your doing.”

Emmanuelle’s reply seemed cattily disinterested. “I’ve told William a thousand times; the whole thing is getting out of hand. He just needs to be sedated or something, I don’t know, he was never like this before.” She paused to cough, then added, “I can’t be expected to watch him all the time.”

“Someone has to.” Genesis’s reply was a hiss. “And he is sedated.”

Emmanuelle appeared not to be listening. “This was supposed to be an improvement. The whole point of that fucking partnership was to restore Killian’s glamour, not let someone else call the shots.” Emmanuelle sighed heavily, long-sufferingly, and coughed again. “But William’s always off doing god knows what with that technofascist grifter, and what am I supposed to do in the meantime? I can’t be with him every night—”

Genesis cut in, irritated. A bit hastily, too, or so it sounded to me. “Then you’d better make sure your little actress keeps her mouth shut. And by the way, she’s at the front door—the security alert went off five minutes ago.”

My heart skipped a beat, as if they might suddenly look up and spot me. Instinctively, my brain whispered: Could I Survive It?

Of course. There was nothing to survive. I told myself the pounding in my chest was normal.

“Then answer it, Genesis—”

I tried pacing my breaths, four seconds in, four seconds out, while I slipped back to wait on the front step. I wished I could have scrolled my phone, done something that looked normal, uninterested, bored. Safely ignorant.

When the door finally opened, Genesis seemed unchanged from the night before. “Yes?”

I thought about what Roro said about the de Witts hunting their staff for sport. Not Genesis, I determined grimly. She’d be at the front of the pack.

“I was wondering if I could talk to Emmanuelle?” Why, I asked myself idiotically, had I chosen to phrase this like a question? Like I was playing the role of the ingenue, the one who’d inevitably die first. “I left my phone with her last night.”

Genesis flicked a disapproving glance over me and gestured for me to follow her. I did, this time taking in the villa in its midday glory. There were a multitude of staff around this time, unlike the night previous. The mess from the party had already been cleared away. It seemed alive, a small functioning village, like an eco-resort in Tulum. I couldn’t understand what I’d felt panicked by moments earlier. The lingering smell of fresh paint was a swift hit of context. No ghosts here.

“Anya darling!” Emmanuelle met me in the oversized living room, the floaty hem of a fresh beachy caftan alighting in her wake. “What a pleasure to see you so early! I didn’t expect you back until tonight.” She leaned forward to kiss me on both cheeks, and for reasons of personal ease, I allowed it. Her lips seemed fuller, her eyes clear. Conversely, the smell on her breath was more rancid than usual, like its usual overripe sweetness had started to ferment.

“I needed my phone,” I said when I faced her again. Her smile didn’t falter.

“Of course. You really shouldn’t have left here without it.” She gestured for me to follow her down the steps to the courtyard, the lower level where the party had been.

“Well, exigent circumstances.” My voice was a bit brusque. I instructed myself to soften it.

“Yes. You had a difficult first night, didn’t you? It’ll get easier.”

“I don’t think so.” Emmanuelle had reached the bottom of the stairs and paused, so I did, too. “I don’t really think I’m up for the job, Emmanuelle. I’m really sorry.”

“Hm. A pity.” She shaded her eyes, peering up at me. For a moment her face was frozen, expressionless. “William just got a marvelous script in his inbox last night. I think you’d be perfect for the lead.”

“I’d be happy to audition.” There was a tightness in my throat. “But as far as Julian—and truthfully, the matter of Julian’s well-being—”

A masculine voice cut in from somewhere inside the house’s lower level. “What about Jude?”

I caught his components before I saw him: a gleaming head of gold, a few threads of silver woven in along the temples. A beautiful blue suit, neither navy nor cobalt. The shirt underneath was parted insouciantly, the picture of movie star luxury.

My breath caught in my throat. The name William rolled around on my tongue, a rustle of crisp white sheets.

When he looked at me, he was wearing sunglasses. He pushed them up to meet my eyes.

“Mr. de Witt,” I breathed in recognition.

As I’d told Roro that morning, it didn’t seem possible for him to be as old as he was. At my age, growing up in the cosmetic mecca of Los Angeles, I didn’t technically know a thing about what people were supposed to look like, but William de Witt transcended normal human qualities to land somewhere near divine. Certainly he was much older than me, visibly twice my age, but it didn’t translate as it should have, as a barrier or even a reasonable deterrent.

Even now, I struggle to define what made him so attractive. His eyes? Something about his presence? He was thinner in person, and taller. Ironically, less real—as if the grain of the camera really was necessary, if only to compromise that unattainable Hollywood sheen.

“You must be Anya.” His gaze was arresting. I felt physically rooted to the spot. “I understand you came to the rescue last night.”

“Oh, I … don’t know about that.” I caught the flicker of Emmanuelle’s smile in my periphery. She held something in her hand—my phone. She’d produced it from her pocket. She must have been holding it the whole time.

“Yes, William, Anya was just telling me she wasn’t feeling up to the task.” Emmanuelle’s tone had a slippery quality to it, like liquid being poured into a cup. “It seems Julian was a bit too much for her,” she purred, and offered my phone to me, a subtle negotiation.

My hesitation then was a fatal shot. Just say it, I told myself. Just quit.

(But, as always, a prayer: If I fail, it won’t be because I looked opportunity in its ocean eyes and turned it down.)

I reached for the phone. The screen flashed with notifications, a glimpse of reality to lure me back. My hand closed around it, words finding me. “It’s just that I don’t know if—”

“I know that Jude can be … difficult.” William’s gaze was fixed on me when he interjected, to the point where I felt he was ignoring Emmanuelle. There was a resonance between them, something I couldn’t interpret, tension pulled taut like a guitar string. At the time, though, all I could think about was the weight of his attention, which fell like a warm body over mine. “All this renovation hasn’t been easy on him. All the change … you see, he’s very ill.”

I opened my mouth to say yes, exactly, and about that so-called illness—

“Dr. Hodel says you acted quickly,” William continued. Reassuringly, with a hint of praise. “Thanks to you, Jude is recovering in private, here at home, just as we’d hoped. The attention on him, if they’d caught wind of him in the ER…” William trailed off. “The paparazzi can be relentless. I’ve done my best to protect his privacy, but I’m sure you can understand. The media scrutiny is part of how we’ve gotten to this point to begin with. And now, with the house, all the changes … the adjustment to the new environment is taking its toll.

“What Jude needs is a friend,” William finished. His voice took on a soft, paternal ruefulness. He’d renegotiated his posture as Emmanuelle shifted closer, his body angling toward her on the same path of orbit that I’d noticed once before, but his eyes never left mine. “I wish I could spend more time with Jude, but with the new foundation, and of course all the problems with the industry these days—you know, it’s really all we can do to try to keep the things moving in the pipeline, to get the approvals we need from some very tightfisted studios—”

“Of course.” I felt like I was speaking from inside a coma. “Of course, you must be so busy—”

“He’s quite sensitive, really. Jude.” William shifted his weight, bringing himself a little closer to me. Conversely, Emmanuelle was now fixated on him, her face frozen with restrained delight. I knew exactly what she was thinking—that I couldn’t say no now, not to William de Witt himself. Not when she could see the degree of undivided attention I was getting, which was like being warmed by the sun. “He doesn’t always open up to everyone. I don’t want to sound like last night was an everyday occurrence—it certainly is not—but he’s been lost in the past. Injured. Abandoned. And you found him. You saved him.”

William de Witt punctuated every clause with the cinematic intensity that made him a star. I found myself holding my breath.

“I’m an actress.” I forced it out. “I’m not … I’m not a doctor, or a nurse—I’m not really equipped to handle emergency situations, and I don’t know anything about—” My gaze flicked to Emmanuelle and back, a stammer of unavoidable hesitation around the ill-timed resurgence of a childhood lesson: Thou shalt not lie. “About epilepsy, or—”

“He needs a friend,” William de Witt told me again. “That’s all. A friend.”

“But shouldn’t Jude choose his own friends?”

William’s eyes went sad. I realized only belatedly that I’d stopped calling William de Witt by his full name. He’d already become William to me.

“Someday, I hope he will,” said William. “Until then, I’m afraid it will have to be an actress.”

“Anya’s very talented,” Emmanuelle cut in, her interjection a kind of unexpected racket, like a careless dropped object ricocheting disruptively from somewhere off set. At the sound of her voice, William tensed slightly, his fingers curling tighter. Animosity? Annoyance? The primal part of my brain lurched with validation; with the sense that I was preferable, I was desirable. In some unknown respect, I had won. “Perfect for the part Marty just sent over.”

“Yes,” said William, his eyes never leaving mine. “Quite perfect.”

I wouldn’t have trusted it if he stepped closer to me—I might have been young, but I wasn’t stupid. Instead he leaned away, like we’d already come much too close. Like he’d already been too near the brink of something; like we were being watched, just shy of a tryst, perilously on the edge of confession, some pivotal moment with no retreat.

I felt myself become a character again. A woman being asked to stay.

“Give it a night.” William stepped back from me, his hands apologetic. “Stay for a while. See what he’s like when things are quiet. A nurse is on staff, and Dr. Hodel’s on call. You won’t have to do anything but talk to him.” William’s phone started to ring, and he glanced at the screen before looking vaguely in my direction. The look had an air of something, a hasty fumble for distance. Guilt? Regret? The knowledge he’d done something he shouldn’t—or that one day, he probably would?

“Excuse me, my apologies. Hey, Fred, can you give me a minute?” He stepped toward me, past me, as he took the call. I realized I was in his way, blocking the stairs, and so I stepped down onto the landing—a rare, uncalculated awkwardness defining my posture, my thoughts. He smelled clean and woodsy, freshly showered. My heart leapt in my throat, unprepared.

Before he left, William’s eyes strayed down to mine and away. Like he hadn’t wanted to do it but couldn’t avoid a last glance. I looked up, past him, catching motion from the house above.

Genesis was standing there, a smile reaching her eyes just before William strode past her, too, and then into the house. She’d been watching me—watching the whole conversation.

It seemed like eons had passed before I turned back to Emmanuelle. She gave me a wordless smile.

“You don’t have to move your car,” she said with an air of knowing triumph. “But next time, you really should park on the side of the house.”

I said nothing and she held out her hand. I placed my phone into it.

“You really are perfect for the part,” she said, cheerful again. She was, I realized, some kind of diabolical genius. I remembered reading about lab rats, how when they got fed even once, they kept on trying, kept on hoping. They drove themselves mad with hunger, with desire. All she’d needed to convince me was one look from William, one possibility of him looking at me again, and I’d have done anything she asked. She knew it, and now so did I.

I also thought, briefly and inexplicably: She hates him.

A thought she instantly contorted with a tinkled laugh. “Julian’s upstairs,” she informed me. When she used William instead of Will, the use of his full name felt like a show of respect. Julian instead of Jude felt like a form of distance, detachment.

“Thanks.” How would I explain any of this to Roro?

(A prayer: May all my ends justify my means.)

“Come down for a Bellini in a bit,” Emmanuelle called, and blew me a kiss.



Jude’s room—he was Jude for me now; the moment William had said it, the person who was in my care manifested anew; Jude, who needed a friend—was dark, so that I couldn’t clearly see where I was going. I could see the bed, and thankfully, this time he was inside it. His breathing was deep and steady, rhythmic and even with sleep. He lay on his side with his long hair loose, a ribbon of darkness trailing his shoulder like an ink spill.

I crept closer, avoiding any creaks in the floor. This part of the house was older, maybe even original. The flooring, or what I could see of it through the debris of his belongings, was beautiful chestnut wood. A shade was drawn over the open window. It tapped gently on the ledge, in conversation with the wind. Beside the bed was a small table, something Jude must have used as a desk. On top of it were orange bottles, pharmaceutical labels. Other than the bed and table, no furniture. Boxes were everywhere, which I hadn’t been able to discern from the monitor last night. Most of them looked like things that had been intended for the house’s renovation. Light fixtures, spare parts. Handcrafted Mexican tile, almost all of it shattered. Some of it dark with something, maybe mud. There was loose-leaf paper scattered about, piles of it strewn across the floor.

I picked one page up. It was a drawing, crude, anatomical. A naked woman in a contorted shape, baroque with motion. Then a careful, detailed drawing of an eye. Several more drawings, all of women, or possibly the same woman. They were all taken from above, looking down, or from behind. None of them showed her face.

Something shuddered through me. They looked like security images. Like someone had been following her around.

I shuffled faster through the drawings. They weren’t all the same woman, or at least I didn’t think so, but they were all the same angles. Some things were detailed—sketches of jewelry, intricate, ornate objects, splendid little antiques. They were brilliant and gruesome. He was a very good artist, but something about the perspective felt wrong—like seeing a person through a magpie’s eyes.

I set the drawings aside, noticing a new one on the table beside his bed. A mouth. A pencil drawing, a pair of lips with a cupid’s bow, drawn over in something like paint, a garish red. Beneath it, another drawing.

Me. My dress from the Ara gala, the one I’d gone to with Teddy. The notches of my vertebrae, the shape of my bare back.

I inhaled sharply.

Then I realized the room had gone quiet. The sound of steady breathing was gone, replaced by an ominous silence.

I turned my head slowly to look at the bed and found exactly what I’d expected. Jude’s eyes were open.

That marine blue-gray, that coastal tide, looked directly up at me.

I knew those eyes. The same ones from the pub, the ones that came before the violence. The monster, I would later call it. There was Jude, and then there was the monster.

There’s a devil on your back.

I held my breath.

(Could I Survive It?)

(Yes. There were at least a dozen people outside. William de Witt was here somewhere, on his phone. The house wasn’t soundproof. The window was open. If I screamed, someone would hear me. I could break things. It might be ugly, but I would survive.)

I stared back at him. Then, like before, I became aware of something—gripped by it. The heat of him, some primal flood of what must have been fear. The way he was there, unavoidably real, inescapably alive.

My mouth went dry at the nearness of him. “I’m not afraid of you,” I whispered.

His mouth curled up in a smile.

Then he closed his eyes, and the sound of steady breathing returned.
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THE ARTISTIC TEMPERAMENT



ONCE, WHEN I WAS young, I asked my grandmother when I would die. She laughed.

“Why would you want to know that?”

“I don’t know, I just feel like I should be prepared.”

My mother was in the kitchen somewhere, pretending not to listen. I’d been the one to beg for a reading. I’d initially wanted to know if a bully from my class would ever see her comeuppance. Grandma reminded me she’d have to read the other girl’s palm to see that for certain, but everything she knew about life suggested yes.

“Fate isn’t so simple, anak,” Grandma told me, about the death thing. One of my mom’s constant refrains was that life had worn Grandma down; her softness was only for my generation of progeny. She’d made her children tough, and then rewritten the story to reap the rewards of living easy. But then again, my mother loved a grudge. “You don’t have an ending set in stone.”

“What about God’s plan?” I interjected.

“Smart-ass,” muttered my mom under her breath.

“Nobody understands God except for God,” said Grandma.

“But—”

“I know some things,” Grandma cut in, shrugging. “There is greatness before you. All your dreams, they are reachable; they are written into every pathway of your life.”

My mom snorted quietly.

“But deaths,” Grandma continued, louder, “you have a million of those. Any one of them could be yours. Every choice you make can always change the ending.”

“Then what’s the point of seeing the future?”

“I don’t see the future. I interpret it.”

“Well, but what if I’m going to get sick or something? Or if it’s something I can prevent—”

“The trouble with futures,” my grandmother told me, “is that they always appear changeable from the outside; you can always imagine what you might have done differently if you’d known how things would turn out. But we live on the inside.”

I frowned at her. “What does that—”

“It means: You are you, and therefore you will only make certain choices. If you could see everything with perfect clarity of vision, sure, you could change the shape of the future. And maybe you will. Maybe you won’t. Either way, why spoil the story, make it tragic?”

“Is it tragic?” I felt panicked.

“Ma,” called my mom. Warningly.

Grandma shrugged. Then she closed my open palm around an invisible gift.

“Every story ends in death,” she said.



I got slightly lost on my way home, in my effort to take an alternative route. It occurred to me that I was being stupid, and that superstitions about misleading demons were probably counteracted by technology or something. Surely even demons evolved with the times, learned to possess a GPS. They could follow me if they wanted to, which probably they didn’t.

It didn’t matter. I’d already been well schooled in not questioning things I suspected of being stupid. It felt like an act of love just to listen. Sometimes I wished my mom would come to that conclusion herself.

I was up early the next day for an audition Dan had told me about, a commercial. “Something bigger’ll come along,” he’d assured me at the time he passed along the details, then he called me again the morning of. “How’s it going with the de Witts?”

I was fumbling to make myself coffee, disregarding the many things I could reply that weren’t worth getting into on a perfunctory phone call. “I know this is LA, but I have never personally witnessed a person who could subsist exclusively on cocktails and smoothies.”

Dan laughed. “Oh yeah, Emmanuelle loves a juice. And William’s kind of eccentric with his diet too, actually. So they say.”

“Is he?”

“He’s one of those actors who hasn’t touched a strawberry in twenty years. He only eats brown rice and tea.”

“Wait, really?” He was certainly thinner in person than he seemed on screen.

“I think it’s called a macro diet, whatever that means.”

“That doesn’t seem possible,” I said. I was actually thinking: I wonder if that would work for me. “Well, good for them, I guess. They both look great.”

“Don’t forget, Anya, this is Hollywood. A really good plastic surgeon leaves no trace. Hair, teeth, bones, it’s all fake. I almost guarantee William de Witt was born with a completely different smile.”

I thought of Dr. Hodel, the doctor who’d answered the phone in the middle of the night. “True.” I clinked around for a mug and asked, “Is it true William de Witt has a project in the works?”

“It must be,” Dan said. “I just got off the phone with someone at Ara.”

My heart raced. I briefly stopped bothering with the coffee. “Really? Who was it?”

“Atticus Chandler, one of William’s pet producers.”

“I met him a couple of nights ago.” I couldn’t believe it. Emmanuelle hadn’t been messing with me. There was actually something in the works. “What’s the part?” I forced myself to keep moving. This early, my charisma didn’t operate without caffeine.

“They’re sending over a spec script. I’ll let you know after I review it.”

“What did Atticus say?”

“Just asked me questions about you, anything you’d done.”

The coffee was scalding when I took my first sip. “Did you tell him about—”

“Of course. Anya, kid, I want this as badly as you do, believe me.”

“Okay. Okay. Right.”

“Things move slowly. And he might not want to attach you right away.”

In case studio heads were looking for more star power, some girl who’d already had her big break, before they sank money into something unprofitable and untested. Like me. “Right.”

“It’s a long road to casting.”

“Yeah, but he’s interested, right? It’s something.” The only way anything got made in an industry this profit-obsessed and risk-averse was with someone like William de Witt to vouch for it. “It” meaning, again, me.

“It’s something,” Dan agreed. “So whatever you’re doing to get in with the de Witts, it’s working.”

“And you’re sure it’s—” I hesitated. “They’re not sketchy, right?”

“Kid, nobody with this kind of money is normal. Fame doesn’t come to the levelheaded.”

“Right, but—”

“Put it this way—William de Witt has industry money and family money. If he really wants to make something, it gets made.” I could hear noise in the background, like he was running an errand. “So if I had to make a call, I’d say this is a worthwhile gig.”

(A prayer: If I fail, it won’t be because I wasted my time.)

“Okay.” I exhaled. “Okay.”

“Plus with the new partner, that tech guy, he’s flush with cash.”

That was the second time someone had alluded to Fred Dennings. Was he involved with the film aspect of the company? He seemed like the type to make a thousand superhero films if so, though maybe you couldn’t judge a book by its Patagonia quarter-zip. “I thought you said Emmanuelle was his partner?”

“Sure, but this isn’t the same industry it was before streamers. Money calls the shots.”

“Right.” Fair enough.

“So if he asks you to carry drugs or corpses, make sure you negotiate an EP credit.”

“What?”

“I’m joking.” Dan laughed.

I didn’t think Dan understood what women were usually asked to do. I doubted Teddy and I were at risk for the same sins. “Right. Yeah. Okay.”

“And hey, good luck today. Everyone starts out with commercials. It goes on a résumé. It’s work. Work is a good thing.”

I heard my mother moving around in her bedroom and pondered the merits of taking my time, lingering in the kitchen to greet her. As usual, the possibility of another argument overwhelmed me. If I booked the commercial, I promised myself silently, I would sit down to dinner with my mom. It would lessen the sting of the lifestyle she so openly detested. Any proof I could offer that my gamble was paying off would surely work in my favor. Hollywood wasn’t the only one averse to risk.

“Got it,” I told Dan. Then I grabbed my stuff and snuck out the door, shutting it quietly behind me.



The character I was playing had mild to moderate eczema. She felt free now, free enough to bare her arms! I tried to put myself in the mindset of heedless joy, unfettered delight. It was surprisingly accessible—the character had wanted something seemingly impossible, and now she had it. In my mind I formulated an image of William de Witt, the way he’d passed by me on the stairs. The tingle of sense memory, sweet déjà vu.

“We might be looking for someone more … diverse,” the casting director warned me.

“I’m biracial,” I said. “Half Filipino.”

“Oh!” She scribbled something down. “Maybe we can turn that up a little. It was a great audition,” she added without looking up. “You really sold it.”

I told myself I didn’t need this job. I’d always gotten things I wanted—love, sex, acclaim, the fleeting approval of my mother—when the stakes were low. I could walk away from this. I had money, soon to be lots of it, pending Emmanuelle’s pay schedule. I had credibility, a new notch in my portfolio, which I could use to get some other job, hopefully as produced by Ara.

“Sure. You know how to reach me,” I said, playing the part of someone so comfortable with her future it couldn’t possibly compromise the quality of her day.

When I returned home, Mom was at the store with Tita Perla, JR and Roro’s mother. Roro was in the courtyard tanning alongside Nessa. Over in the corner, JR was staring vaguely up at the sky.

I set my bag down beside Roro and joined her on her yoga mat. “What’s up with him?” I asked, gesturing to JR.

She nudged me over on the mat with her foot. “Pigeon fucking.”

“It’s not pigeon fucking.” From afar, JR sounded hurt.

“Are they not fucking?” Roro called back.

“Of course not, they’re just—”

When I shielded my eyes to look over at JR, his cheeks were red.

“It’s a very noble sport,” he mumbled, and I glanced at Roro, who rolled her eyes.

“What you up to, Weda?” Nessa asked me. “Dating any new white boys?”

I shrugged. “Just babysitting them.”

“You didn’t quit that job?” Roro looked at me hard, her old underbite coming through.

“Turns out the whole thing’s legit,” I said with an air of this is normal. “They called my agent this morning.”

Roro was silent.

“Ro says those motherfuckers do nasty rich people shit,” said Nessa, speaking for both of them. Sometimes I did understand why she was Roro’s best friend.

“Jude has epilepsy,” I said, like a puppet of the de Witts.

“Epilepsy makes people almost kill people?” snorted Roro.

“I don’t think he’s, like, the paragon of epilepsy,” I said. “Like, I don’t think it’s a monolith.” I knew very well it wasn’t epilepsy, but admitting so would undermine my judgment. If anything, confirming that Jude’s condition couldn’t possibly be epilepsy just bolstered Roro’s appraisal of the de Witts—and I had thus far made herculean efforts not to consider anything about my employers that couldn’t be plausibly denied.

“Are you just saying internet words?” asked Nessa.

“I haven’t seen Alistair in at least an hour,” said JR, worriedly. This, I would learn, was related to Alistair’s size, the heightened possibility of his demise at the hands of non-pygmy predators.

“Maybe he flew south for winter,” said Roro.

“Ate, don’t,” JR pleaded. (She was older by two minutes, hence the title of respect.)

“He’ll come back,” I told JR. “Tita Linda said he’s going to save my life.”

“And why would you need saving if not for the rich people who eat faces?” Roro snapped.

There was a raucous flap of wings. JR breathed a sigh of relief.

“Damn, it’s like he wanted to prove a point,” Nessa commented lazily, her eyes still closed.

“Be nice to that bird,” I told Roro, rising to my feet. “It honestly might be Grandma.”



That night, when I went back to the de Witts’ villa, Genesis met me at the door. She instructed me on where to put my phone, then informed me Jude was asleep. I crept into his room, noticing the orange bottles beside his bed had increased in number. I couldn’t discern anything from a cursory glance at the labels, certainly not without the almighty knowledge of the internet. But I guessed they were for pain, and probably for sleep.

Downstairs, in the courtyard, Emmanuelle was having another party. Teddy was in the fray this time, and I was pleased to see him, though I held up the baby monitor to indicate that I was “at work.”

“What’s going on in this room?” Teddy probed playfully, peering at the screen. “Is that all the renovation stuff?”

“How long have they been renovating?” I asked, because it’s not like anyone had bothered providing me any clarity on anything. My job was solely to make sure Jude was alive.

“God, I don’t know. A while, I think, maybe years?”

“Years? Seriously?”

“Well, Will has another house in PV, and one in the desert.”

Ah, right. Rich people. “Of course he does,” I remarked dryly.

“Of course he does.” Teddy smiled. “I think there’s some kind of mold problem in the house, they’ve had me call a bunch of experts. There’s definitely water damage in some of the wood, and at some point I think there was a massive fire—”

“Really?” Not uncommon in the hills, and it would explain something about Emmanuelle’s cough.

“Yeah, parts of the house had to be completely rebuilt. It’s been a really cursed process I guess, I don’t know. But I gather it wasn’t completely livable until recently—the bulk of it was completed just before the summer.”

“But then where did Jude grow up?” I asked Teddy, who shook his head.

“Will doesn’t really get personal like that with me. I wasn’t sure he even knew my name until after you mentioned Emmanuelle calling me Edward.”

“Do you think he asks her to call him William?” I wondered where he was, and whether I might see him. I kept glancing around, not wanting to be taken by surprise, though of course surprise would be my only truly beguiling option.

Someday, I’d tell this whole story as if I’d never even heard of William de Witt—oh yeah, I worked for the de Witts, I had no idea until he told me who he was! Mythology was a necessity. Nobody likes a scheming woman, a calculating one. A diva. I’d have to be the girl next door, blissfully ignorant of my place in the world, its proximity to greatness. As if I’d spent my whole life unaware that my destiny could walk into my life one day and place me gently where I belonged.

Teddy laughed. “I doubt he’d take to being called Billy.”

“So lowbrow,” I drawled.

“Terribly lowbrow,” Teddy agreed.

The monitor had gone dark in his hand, the screen going to sleep. A pulse or two of comfortable silence passed between us and I remembered who I was supposed to be.

“Here,” Teddy said, taking out his phone and positioning me into the light, the monitor’s retractable stand hooked around his finger while he positioned me for a portrait. “Give me a look like, I’m already more famous than you’ll ever be.”

“I know just the one,” I assured him, and laughed demonstrably at nothing.

“That’s it, exactly.” He chuckled. “Stay still, it’s long exposure.” He took the picture on his phone, then passed the phone to me for inspection. “Good enough to post?”

I looked effortless, casually candid at a glamorous Hollywood party. I’d practiced this expression, of course, I knew my angles, but even so, Teddy’s lens gave me a bit of effervescence. He’d chosen exactly the right amount of light and shadow to give me a grainy, untouchable air.

“It’s perfect,” I said, handing the phone back to him.

His eyes met mine, and I felt a low intestinal flutter. Not quite butterflies. But I’d be open to the sex, should contrivances present themselves.

Unfortunately, Teddy must have caught a wave then from Emmanuelle, his eyes straying with a sigh over my shoulder as he hit share. Grid, I noticed. Not stories.

“That’s me on duty,” Teddy said, both of us turning to see that Emmanuelle had taken up residency behind the bar while signaling urgently, a matter of life and death. “See you later?”

“Sure.”

Teddy leaned over and kissed my cheek, passing the monitor back to me. I woke it up, just to check on Jude, who was presumably still sleeping.

For a second, the view flashed blindingly white.

Then a face filled the screen.

A pair of eyes. They looked right at me, an eerie white glow in the cavernous dark. They seemed hollow, almost laughing. Like they had just witnessed me for what I was: a fraud.

I was so startled by the image that the monitor tumbled from my hands, crashing to the ground. My heart was pounding.

There’s a devil on your back.

Ridiculous. Jude must have been standing directly in front of the camera. It wasn’t as if he didn’t know where it was. He wasn’t a devil just because a low-res baby monitor made him look that way. It was a cinematic effect, a trick of the light. Possibly he needed something.

But when I picked it up again, Jude was asleep in his bed.

I exhaled through the pounding in my chest. Just my imagination, then. I looked up as if to reassure someone, anyone. I lived so perpetually before an imaginary audience that I couldn’t bear the thought of acting strangely without an explanation, even to myself.

Emmanuelle had put Teddy behind the bar, ordering him around while she frothed champagne over a set of rainbow coupe glasses. Nobody was paying any attention to me. I checked the monitor again. Jude, asleep. In real life, the party went on.

I scanned the scene, intending to mingle. I looked for Atticus, for the faces of William’s production partners, people he’d worked with. Any writers he happened to prefer.

Then, from well across the courtyard—across the pool—I caught the unmistakable presence of William de Witt himself. Something lodged in my throat, a choking swallow. I looked away quickly, then back. He was talking to a woman, someone whose face I couldn’t clearly see. Her hair was dark, with an ombre effect. She was also enviably petite, one of those people who are just naturally very small, and she wore a black top with an open back, a little black skirt, tall boots I couldn’t have worn, not having been born with the proportions of a supermodel. She reminded me of a bartender from TV—the woman who knows just what you want.

A dainty tattoo caught my eye from the back of her arm, above her elbow. A crescent moon, for new beginnings. Trendy. Or maybe she really did want to change her life. Based on the way she was dressed, I guessed her to be barely older than me.

William de Witt had one hand on his drink. The rest of him was virtually on her. I’d seen that look often enough to know it—I’d been the subject of that energy many times. I couldn’t fight the vision of them together later, curtains fluttering beside the open window, his hand engulfed by that tiny skirt. He had beautiful hands, the hands of a craftsman. I shivered a little at the thought.

The woman kept walking, moving on to someone else. In her absence, William’s eyes strayed, surveying the crowd. Briefly, unexpectedly, they rose to mine.

I’d been staring. For something to do, I hastily checked the monitor.

Which was when I realized Jude was gone.
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THE FASTER THE RISE THE HARDER THE FALL



I RACED UP THE STEPS from the courtyard, up to the entry level of the house. He couldn’t have gotten far. When I reached the landing of the main house, Genesis was standing there, waiting.

“Have you seen him?” I was already panting.

She arched one brow. “That’s your job.”

“He was asleep, literally one second ago—”

“I know what you want.” Genesis’s eyes on mine were probing and dark. I thought idly of the eyes I’d seen on the monitor. They’d been Jude’s, assuming they weren’t purely my imagination, but the eeriness was the same. Eyes that know more than they’re saying. “You think permission into this house means you are welcome here. You’re not.”

She turned away, and I gaped after her, flabbergasted.

“He hasn’t left the house, has he?” I called at her back, desperate enough to think she might answer.

She walked away, of course. Not a word. It occurred to me to wonder whether she lived in the house as well, and if so, where. Was she invited to these parties? Presumably not. Maybe that was the source of the resentment.

I didn’t have time to ponder the hierarchy of the villa’s ecosystem. I darted to the opposite side of the landing, to the edge of the balcony overlooking the rest of the property, where I could peer down to see if he might have taken a car. It was so far down to the greenhouse, that crumbling garage, that my brain whispered its usual prompt: Could I Survive It?

I didn’t have time to run the scenarios. Instead I clutched, white-knuckled, onto the balcony’s edge. For half a second I could almost feel Genesis’s hands on my back. The ghost of a two-handed push.

My mind was running away with itself. She’s creative, I heard my grandma tell my mom.

Only because you’re filling her head with nonsense!

The garage door wasn’t open; I didn’t hear a car. Okay, so he hadn’t left the villa—for now. I ran into the house, shouting his name into the empty chamber of the living room. My voice bounced off the glass, the cathedral ceilings.

“Jude?”

Nothing. I hurried up the stairs, to the wing of the house where his bedroom was. I was panicking—what little experience I’d had with Jude suggested I should panic—but maybe he’d only gone to the bathroom. Maybe he’d gotten up to get a glass of water. He wasn’t bedridden, and he wasn’t a prisoner, either. I was probably fretting over nothing.

“Jude?” The door was ajar. I nudged it wider. “Jude?”

Nothing. I stepped lightly inside, not wanting to disturb him in case he had some odd habit of sleeping under the bed or in the bathtub, whatever eccentric rich people might do. The room had an en suite bathroom, the door to which was also ajar.

I stepped deeper inside, holding my breath.

The moon was bright through the bathroom window, casting an eldritch haze over the contents of the room. The shower curtain was drawn, concealing the bathtub. I pulled it back hastily, jumping when the hooks of metal scraped along the rod.

“They call it the sacred disease,” a voice remarked mildly from over my shoulder.

“Fuck—” I gasped. My heart was thundering so hard I couldn’t hear anything aside from the sound of blood rushing. “Jude. Christ. What the fuck.”

I turned, locking eyes with him as I pressed the heel of my hand to my chest. He seemed completely unbothered by my presence, as if he’d already known I was coming, which probably he had. Presumably I was now part of some psychotic effort to entertain himself.

I’d never been this close to him while he was standing; which was to say, he was more substantial than I thought. He must have been about his father’s height, but rail thin, an effect that warped him somehow. His long hair hung loose around his face, making it look even gaunter. It wasn’t truly curly or straight, mainly coarse waves, not unlike my natural hair, minus the oils and masks and detanglers. His skin had a yellowish tint, a look of ill health. Silly to think he wasn’t getting much sun when the most luxurious pool and spa I’d ever been to lived directly beneath us. I could hear everything from the party, all the brays of drunken laughter, the voices raised in animated tones of pointless argument or shrill, euphoric joy. An amphitheater effect, sound ricocheting up from below.

It would have been wrong to say he had no effect on me, or that the composite of his parts was as off-putting to me as it should have been. Visually he was—maybe the right word was surreal, elongated and dreamlike.

“Do you believe in evil?” Jude asked me.

I couldn’t tell which version of him this was—the one who got himself beaten half to death or the one who, as I supposed it could be shorthanded, did not. He wasn’t moving toward me, so I tried to play the whole thing off as if I wasn’t shaken, or worried, or retroactively annoyed beyond belief. The possibility remained that this was just a man who, like all other men, required me to play along with his various whims, politely charitable to his moods, whatever else I managed to intuit about him. Or what I read behind his eyes.

So I matched his indifference. Like an improv game, yes and. “I believe that people are complex,” I said, using my dinner party voice. The one where I reacted to the evening’s devil’s advocate as if the act of equivocating a person’s existence, occasionally my own, could be charming; as if every gentle slur could be performed in good faith, because the alternative was only to be humorless, insufferable, dull.

“I didn’t ask if you believe people are capable of evil. I asked if you believe it exists.” Jude was looking at me with a sense of—well, no. He was looking through me, like his thoughts were elsewhere. Again, the possibility remained that he was just an angsty little edgelord who’d grown up without having to take responsibility for anything. He had a private doctor on call, for example. He’d already avoided assault charges, if not worse, on my watch. As far as I knew, there had been no consequences for any of his actions, only concern for his well-being. He probably believed, without any evidence to the contrary, that the world revolved around him.

“Can we have this conversation somewhere other than your bathroom?” I asked.

He took an obliging step back. A motion I felt, my breath strangely thin.

“Thanks.” I looked around at things in his room, or pretended to. I’d been there twice while he was unconscious, so I’d already realized, for example, that this was the window I’d first seen when I came to the house—the one from which I’d felt certain I was being watched.

“So,” I said. “What was that about your sacredness?”

He shook his head. “Epilepsy. It’s called the sacred disease.” I was becoming increasingly aware that his voice was rough with disuse, gravelly in a way. “The Greeks thought the seizures were brought on by gods. Some people with epilepsy believe they have visions.”

Some people. “And you?” I asked him. “What do you have?”

Jude glanced away from me. “I think you know what I don’t have.”

For a moment, something surged in the space between us; the specter of mutual confession, the truth we could shape for ourselves if we chose to.

I blew straight past it.

“So,” I said. “Are you Jude because of the Beatles song?”

“You need to leave,” he replied curtly. “You think he doesn’t see it. But he does.”

“Who is ‘he’?”

Jude stared at the window for a long time.

Long enough that I realized he wasn’t going to answer me.

Long enough that I wondered whether he was even listening.

I stepped beside him, looking down. There were figures at the side of the house, a couple, too far away to be distinguishable even if I knew anyone else at the party. A woman’s voice giggled. Then the motion light turned on, startling them into shrieks of laughter.

Maybe he was just voyeuristic. Maybe there was nothing better to do all day. I felt a strange desperation to make sense of him, more so than my usual tendency to people-please, maybe because of the static that seemed to buzz in the space of the unknown. I told myself it wasn’t fear, but it was tangible, palpable, unignorable all the same.

It was the unknown that bothered me, the sense that I couldn’t define myself without knowing his constraints. If I could understand him—if I could place his archetype—then the pull would go away. Once I knew who he was, I could find or create a requisite version of myself, and everything would be simple, and no longer enticing. I could figure out my role, whether it was this story’s Mary Poppins or Body No. 3 on Law and Order: SVU.

“What happened to your mom?” I asked. Jude flinched.

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.” He didn’t elaborate.

Fine. I left the window in a fit of agitation, losing interest in the sounds of drunken lovers’ trysts below. People were arguing downstairs, why don’t you look at me like that, don’t you care how I feel? I’d found it tiresome since I was a teenager; when everyone else became interested in sweethearts and fairytales, I took an interest in the romanticism of poverty, as my mother put it. That, and sex.

I started moving around his room, touching things like I did in clothing stores. His room was dark, but the lights from the house’s exterior were bright enough with the window open that I could make things out. His single sheet was old, worn thin. The surfaces of most everything were dusty. That same inexplicable inventory. Cosmetics that were basically pyramid schemes, the fidget spinners that were all the rage when we were children, melatonin gummies, granola bars, gardening tools, boxes of what looked like multiples of the same small motor. I assumed nobody came up here to clean, either from a place of indifference or because they took one look and got overwhelmed. Even I felt a sense of lethargy that nearly subsumed my curiosity.

Nearly.

I bent down to look at the box of broken tiles. “Where was all this going to go?”

Jude said nothing.

“This looks like blood,” I said, and flicked a glance up. He wore jeans again, though it was still sweltering outside. I didn’t see a bandage, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there.

I remembered, then: He needs a friend.

“Is all of this for attention?” I straightened, playing the contrarian female character, the dream girl who kept the story tightly wound around his feelings, his needs. I had played every version of docility imaginable by then. For the money, and for the chance at a career-making part, I could certainly do it again now. “A new environment must make things hard. And your dad must be really busy.” In my head, I thought: You’re a grown man, lots of people live with disabilities, if you’re bored get a job.

Jude’s voice darkened. “Yes. He’s … busy.”

“Well, I’m not.” I sat on Jude’s bed then, gesturing for him to sit beside me. Aware how this could play out, but choosing to imagine it as a scene from a raunchy screwball comedy. He’d strike out and say aw, man, something-something bitches and friend zones. “So,” I ventured, “what do you do for fun?”

He frowned at me. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah.” I patted the spot beside me again. “Look, there’s no reason we can’t get along. I’m here to be your friend.”

“Stop.” It wasn’t said in irritation. Purely factual.

“Stop what?”

“Are you sleeping with him? That guy who works for Ara.” Jude motioned vaguely out the window.

He couldn’t have seen the courtyard clearly from here. I was pretty confident I hadn’t talked to Teddy on this side of the house, so the only way he could have known was … what, via stalking, perhaps?

In lieu of allowing myself to find this information creepy—a logical response that felt tired and overdone—I said, “What guy?”

Jude crossed his arms.

“I don’t think it matters who I’m sleeping with,” I pointed out. “That’s my business.”

“Don’t friends share that sort of business?” His voice had a sardonic edge to it, like mine did whenever I was arguing with my mother.

Two could play that game. “Fine. Yes, I’m sleeping with Teddy.” I rose to my feet to join Jude at the window again, if only to doubly confirm there was no way he could have seen me talking to Teddy earlier. This time, the tones of argument beneath us were hushed.

“He works for your dad,” I said. “His mom is a director. He’s not bad looking and he’s nice. All the usual reasons to sleep with a person.” I turned to him, suddenly overcome by a desire to see how far I could push, and what might give way. “Is that enough friendly information, or do you want more?”

“You should leave.” Jude was still looking down, peering intently into the darkened recesses beside the villa. I wasn’t even confident he was talking to me. “They’re just going to promise you things and not deliver.”

“Who, your—?” Family didn’t seem the right word. “Either way, it’s still worth a try.”

“No. It isn’t.” His gaze slid briefly to mine, a puzzling look of frustration on his face. “Don’t you understand? It’s dangerous. Get out.”

“What’s dangerous? You?” I said this exactly how I’d thought it: Derisively.

Jude’s mouth tightened as he turned away.

“You’re being annoyingly cryptic,” I pointed out. “If you want to tell me something, then just tell me. Did you really think I was just going to go ‘oh, okay then’ and leave?”

“Yes.” There was a flatness to it.

“Seriously?” No answer. “Fine, let’s play twenty questions,” I suggested, with all the gravity this situation deserved. (None.)

“You’re not listening to me.” He didn’t look at me then. If he had, I might have thought I’d cast him right: sad, lonely boy with too much internet access, potentially an incel. Forgettable. Once a thing was known, it was easy to walk away.

But his energy was strange—it buzzed a little. His hand twitched, then curled tightly. As if to keep something caged.

A thought flashed, hot and desperate in my mind: Look at me.

“Jude.” I forced a laugh. “You’re not that scary, okay? Do you even understand how much I’m getting paid just to keep you alive?”

He shifted listlessly, his eyes still glued to something outside. A woman, presumably a drunk one, was crying. “You don’t need to.”

“Don’t need to, really? I already rescued you once.” Rescued, that was William’s word for it, not mine. It slipped out, not that it mattered.

“You didn’t keep me alive. He did.” Abruptly, Jude flinched.

“Who, your doctor? I’m the one who called him for you—”

“No.” The agitation in Jude’s voice and features rose. “Forget it. Just leave.”

“Or what?”

“Just leave me alone. I’m going to rest.” It resolved to a low mumbling; I caught him muttering something incoherent to himself. “Stop it. Stop it. Don’t—”

The scene slipped out from under me, my footing suddenly off-kilter. I still felt the same urge, insistent, to drag his eyes to mine.

“Fine.” Was it nerves that rattled me? I didn’t think so, not then. “If you want to be alone, all you have to do is say so.” I turned away, toward the door, though I paused once I realized Jude seemed to be under increasing strain. He’d started to sweat around his temples, and the skin of his face seemed even more clammy, to the point of looking feverish.

“Jude? Is this … is this a seizure, or—?” How quickly did these things come on?

“I don’t need you. I don’t need you. I’m fine.” Jude sounded distressed, genuinely. There was a note of panic in his voice I’d never heard before, and then he collapsed, one hand flying up to his head.

“Jude.” I rushed over to him. “Jude, are you okay?” My phone was downstairs. If I ran to get it, I could call the doctor. But then again, maybe I should stay here, to make sure he didn’t hit his head, or swallow his tongue? I tried to take his face in my hands. “Jude, look at me—”

He did then, finally. And I marveled how I had ever not known his capacity for violence.

His eyes … I recognized them the way you know you’re in a nightmare.

“Should’ve run,” he said.

Then he shoved me aside and stood. I stumbled, nearly crashing into the fragments of his collection, the box of broken tiles like stalagmites, obstructing the arc of a steadier landing. I caught myself half balanced over the edge of an upward-facing shard, narrowly skirting a gash to my abdomen—suddenly, the perfect cropped tee felt substantially less than perfect—while he took three long strides to slam the door in his wake.

Which was fine, his leaving me behind. Until I heard a key turn in the latch.

I let out a slew of expletives, managing to secure my balance and stumbling over to try the handle. Locked, which I already knew. I’d hoped it hadn’t quite latched, or that something had gone wrong—that the door somehow couldn’t latch, or else why wouldn’t they just lock it?

I caught myself, recalling the inhumanity of it. Holding someone captive.

Even if the someone in question was a fucking maniac.

“Okay, okay,” I exhaled, looking around, trying to orient myself. View aside, his bedroom window opened to nothing. I darted into the bathroom, looking around. The window was too small. Overhead was … something. I squinted at it. I wasn’t familiar with the construction of houses like these—I’d spent my whole life in the same courtyard apartment building—but I was pretty sure it was something I could open. There were scratches around it, scuffs on the walls, prints from the kind of work boots I’d already seen Jude wear. Maybe if I was lucky, it would be a crawlspace, or roof access. Obviously Jude made use of it, and therefore so could I.

I dragged the table from beside the bed into the bathroom, standing on top of it. I looked up, surveying the hatch more closely. The bolts that must have held it in place at one point were no longer screwed in. Jude could probably reach it from here. I couldn’t, but at least now I knew it was worth doing.

By that point, I’d come around to a suitable degree of certainty—it was a definitive access point. No wonder they no longer bothered with locking the door. The matter of lifting myself through it would be a challenge, but at least I wouldn’t be trapped.

I glanced around, pondering my resources. Could I Survive It? The shower curtain rod was bolted in on both sides, boot prints around it. Okay, so I could use it as a foothold to help climb up, Jude obviously did. Fuck, this was stupid. His medicine cabinet was also securely attached. I was starting to think everything in his room was designed to not come down easily. Maybe that was an epilepsy thing—did they think something could fall on him? God, not even at my most delusional could I still reasonably believe the smokescreen of epilepsy. Earthquake safety was mildly more plausible, but even so. Everything seemed abnormally secure.

I climbed down from the table and grabbed the box of tile, then a box with a chandelier, fashioning them on top of each other to reach as high as I could manage. I was going to climb as high as I could, try to shove the hatch open from beneath, hoist myself up, then use the shower curtain rod to launch myself through it … that was pretty much the entire plan.

The hatch door was heavy. I looked around Jude’s collection of junk for something to use and found some of what looked like metal tubing to force it open. Definitely a roof hatch—it came down again after the first shove, but the bright white of the moon shone through long enough for me to be certain. I forced it again a second time, then a third, harder, until it stayed open. Next step: Me. I was only hot-girl fit, but at least I didn’t weigh much. The effort of what was essentially a pull-up went badly, and I almost collapsed back onto the tile shards. But I pulled myself through the hatch, up to my waist, scrabbling around for something to grab onto. There was a slight lip outside and I clung to it, feeling around until I got the shower rod underfoot. I couldn’t reach the place where Jude had left boot marks, but I pushed and pulled and eventually forced myself onto the roof, clawing forward on my stomach, like a worm. Another outfit ruined.

I looked up, dizzied by the sudden wave of heat outside, then sickened by my looming awareness of the distance to the ground.

Okay, this was the roof of the villa. Great. Now what?

I looked around for something. A ladder would have been convenient. They’d been doing renovations, so maybe the roof had recently been replaced? No such luck. A warm wind gasped around me, to the point where I wasn’t confident that I could—or should—stand up.

So I army-crawled my way over to the edge of the roof, looking down.

(Could I Survive It?)

“Stop it,” I told my subconscious firmly.

Below me were the other portions of the house, of course. A similar view to the one from Jude’s bedroom. The road leading from the carport into the house’s side entrance.

Below that—far below—was the greenhouse, beside the garage.

And a person.

A man. There was a glow on his head, a golden sort of halo. He’d obviously snuck away from the party, tucking himself well out of sight. He checked multiple times over his shoulder before doubling over and retching forcefully onto the ground, an expulsion of something solid emerging from his lips. Definitely not the kind of vomit that pairs with drinking—this was something worse, more violent, like the extraction of venom from bone. Even from afar I could see him cup a shuddering hand around something before flinging it hard to the ground, grinding it into the particulate mulch of the hillside with his heel.

Another shadow appeared then, materializing beside the greenhouse. From that distance I couldn’t hear what was said, only that one figure seemed calm and the other less so. The sick one, he was furious—he straightened sharply, with a certain mania to the way he moved. Most of what I could interpret was obscured by trees and distance, except for certain recognizable motions: A jab to the chest. A hard shove. A swallowing up of both figures by the dark, like they might have sunk deeper into the jaws of the canyons, folded up inside the hills.

Then the first man came dancing back into the light with another flash of gold. He swiped a hand across his nose—I guessed that it was bleeding. I crept closer, trying to see over the obstruction of a tree branch, but a scuttle beside me spooked me into crying out. My mom always killed the bugs in our apartment—I couldn’t bear to see or touch them.

Down below, the men had disappeared by the time I recovered enough to keep watching. I became aware, again, that there was no way down from here. Not from this side, anyway. How long did I stay there, lost to time and reason, lingering for no other purpose than my lack of alternative, some better place to go? I honestly don’t know how many minutes passed; something about the house made everything more fluid, like a matter of time dilation relative to the rest of the world.

Eventually I made my way higher up on the roof, as far up as I dared while still able to grab onto something if I lost my balance and came skidding down. I worked my way with painful slowness over to the other side, toward the front of the house, facing the horseshoe drive outside. The dozens of cars, electric Porsches and Range Rovers and idiotic convertibles. Gradually, reality took hold; the only option was to go back down the hatch and wait for whatever demon possession had taken hold of Jude to pass, or—

The Juliet balcony was slightly below me, on the house’s back side. If I slid carefully enough (I could also walk, but this high up I no longer trusted my knees) I could climb down the decorative trellis to land on the balcony, and … hope the adjoining door wasn’t locked. Sure, like rich people had so few security concerns. Or did they? I had no idea. But I’d be closer to the party, so maybe I could call for help? I should have just stayed in Jude’s room. There was only one risk there. Now there were multiple.

I was about to try to make my way down when I spotted someone approaching the house. It was Jude’s doctor, which was either fortunate or very bad news for me, the person who’d let him get injured again.

All right, I thought, calling it internally. Back down the hatch.

As I made my way back, though, I became aware of someone’s presence materializing, manifested from the dark. I knew immediately who it was.

He emerged easily through the hatch and stood, drawing steadily upright. He straightened with a sense of building intensity, like he was reeling in a purpose, saying yes to a thing he hadn’t been certain of before.

“Jude,” I said, painfully cognizant of the fact that I had hit my limit, aware with irrefutable certainty that, whether from frustration or panic or premenstrual syndrome, I was definitely going to cry. “Jude, please just let me go—”

He looked at me. Or … through me. Like he was wrestling with something else, something I couldn’t see. He was muttering to himself, words I couldn’t distinguish. His face looked crumpled with agony, some twisted inner pain.

“Jude,” I said.

He took a step toward the edge of the roof.

Another.

Another.

He crouched down as if to touch something I couldn’t see, his hair blown back by a slur of wind. He leaned forward, one hand outstretched, for something just out of reach.

He was precariously close to the edge, intent on something that lingered just below the other side of safety.

(Could He Survive It?)

“Jude!” I screamed, but he didn’t stop.






0247 ASLEEP


IN THE DREAM SHE calls out to me for help, but I am frozen, the blood starting to dry on my hands.

“I can’t,” I say. “You don’t understand.”

You say, “She deserved it. She asked for it.”

The ritual, the ritual, the ritual—

It echoes around the tomb like the chatter of bats, a flutter of teeth.

Asked for it—asked for it—wanted it—wanted it—

deserved—deserved—deserved—

She looks so frightened. There’s so much blood.

“This is a dream,” I tell myself. “I know it isn’t real because I would never do this.”

I know this isn’t real because I would never do this sounds again in my head, mocking this time, like one child tormenting another. Drips of black claw the walls. Old visions play in my head like surveillance footage, stops and starts like B-roll clips. Headlights flood the lens, then recede. The flick of a ponytail over one shoulder. The glint of keys between white-knuckled fingers. Familiar patterns of the watched.

I back away. I can’t remember how I got here, but then again I never can, not in dreams. They just begin with me already inside them. “I don’t know how I—” Yes you do. You know how. “But I don’t even want this—”

“Jude.” She sits up suddenly, dabbing the wounds that fluoresce from the dark of her clothing, stains that bloom wetly over skin. The blood on the pads of her fingers is a devilish, costumey red, a permanent shade of déjà vu, eternally half remembered. She dabs it on her lips, missing by a lot. It is suddenly unbearable to me, the thought that she could be seen this way, blood smeared all over her face. Her hands are convulsing strangely, thrown off by full-bodied jerks. She gets the lipstick everywhere, red paint waterfalling from her broken nose.

“You’re seizing—here, let me help you—”

She cries while I dab the lipstick on gently from the tube in my hand. “Listen to me,” I say. “You’re so beautiful. You will always be beautiful.” I want to calm her, because she won’t stop crying. Above in the night sky is a dainty crescent moon, a bare sliver of one, like the crook of an elbow or an insincere smile. “Somewhere, there is a version of you being loved so sweetly.” I take her in my arms and rock her, gently, forward and back. Her eyelids droop heavily. In my arms she sinks like a weight. “Somewhere other than here, you are having a cup of tea in the sun with someone who loves you. And that is the real story. This is just a dream.”

Her crying stops. I keep rocking.

“You know how I know this is a dream?” I tell her. “Because we don’t remember how we got here. So we’re probably somewhere else right now, really. And this is just a message or something.”

Christ, you are an idiot, you say.

She isn’t moving anymore. She must be asleep. You can fall asleep in dreams. It’s fine. It’s not weird. It’s very normal.

Get on with it, you say. This is getting pathetic. Finish the ritual or it will finish you.

There’s the mirror again. I look directly into your eyes. Something festers in them, a colony idly growing.

“I’m going to end this,” I say. “I’m going to find a way.”

“She deserved it,” you say.

“Stop saying that.”

“She wanted it.”

“Of course she didn’t want it—”

“She didn’t run.”

I can’t look at myself anymore. I’m making me sick. “Not everything is—”

“Jude!”

“No, just listen to me, actually listen to what I’m saying to you—”

“Jude! Jude, no!”

Look down, you whisper to me lazily, picking something out of your teeth.

From my arms, she finds my face. She takes it in both hands.

“Jude,” she says.

Say her name.

“Anya,” I whisper.

I let her lead me out of the tomb, back onto the roof of your precious house.

“There you are,” she says, and she’s trying to sound calm, but her face is streaked with messy tears. Her white shirt is ashen with debris. Her hands are shaking. She says it over and over, like a mantra. Like someone struck her so hard this is all she can say. “There you are. Thank god. There you are.”

I know it’s a dream because I don’t remember how we got here.

“Jude.” It’s hot, but she shivers. “There’s a devil on my back.”

The moon is so otherworldly and bright. The light dances across her face, making shadowy shapes. I can almost see traces of lipstick on her mouth.

“I see it,” I say, and wake up.







10
HELL IS OTHER PEOPLE (DRIVING AROUND IN ALL THEIR CARS)



JUDE CLIMBED EASILY, DOCILELY, back down the hatch into his bedroom. My heart had not yet stopped racing.

There’s a devil on my back.

I see it, Jude’s voice whispered.

He pointed to a pill bottle and I handed it to him, looking around for a glass, but he swallowed the dose without waiting for water. He turned on his side away from me, staring at the wall.

My eyes strayed to the shape of his shoulders, the hidden things that lived below. I shivered as I replaced the tiny orange bottle, one of so many that lived beside his bed.

I’d quit tomorrow, I told myself. First thing.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m going to leave now.”

Jude didn’t say anything.

Every second ticked by with significance, another step in retreat that I didn’t take. I didn’t know what I was trying to do, or what it was all supposed to have meant—why did I care if Jude lived, if he died, if something strange was going on under this roof?

“Your doctor is here,” I said. “So if you need anything—”

Jude turned, angling stiffly over his shoulder. It was such an unexpected display of cognizance that I paused, cutting myself off.

Jude said, “Dr. Hodel is here?”

“Yeah, I saw him come in earlier.”

He didn’t seem happy about this.

“Look,” I said. “I’m sure things are difficult for you. I get it, life is hard. But you still shouldn’t—” What on earth was I saying. “Everyone needs help sometimes. If you want to talk to someone … like, a professional—I don’t know.” I shifted uncomfortably, passively aware that I’d seen this man try to kill himself at least twice now, not counting the gray areas where death had been merely implied. He hardly needed my platitudes about the depths of winter or whatever Shakespeare quote might eventually come to mind.

He didn’t move. As far as I could tell, he wasn’t listening.

Why should he? I scrubbed at the dirt on my jeans with the heel of my palm and shook my head. Death is easy, hija, my grandmother said in my head. Death is known.

Then Jude sat upright and looked at me.

It was back. The thing.

The look in his eyes.

I reeled backward a step.

“He’s trying to kill me,” the monster said.

He smiled courteously. Mockingly.

My eyes caught on the shape of his mouth.

“But he can’t,” the monster finished. Purringly, with satisfaction.

I could almost hear it saying other things. Good girl. This won’t hurt a bit.

“Oh.” The word left me like a puncture to a lung. I took another careful step back. Fortunately most of the room’s obstructions remained stacked on top of the table in the bathroom from my earlier failed roof-escape plan, so almost nothing stood in my way.

“You can run,” the monster said. “I won’t chase you. Not today.”

“You locked me in here,” I reminded him.

“I had something to do,” he finished lazily.

Something about the way he said it. Every moment in his proximity was a dance along the edge of what I could comfortably outlast.

“Do other people know about you?”

“There’s a lock on the door and a full-time secret doctor, genius. Do the math.”

My heart was racing again and yet somehow, I felt freer. Obviously I could now quit this job, which was not and had never been about caring for a person with a disability. There was no pretense about it, no room for doubt. This man was unstable and everyone knew it.

“Why is Jude trying to kill you?” I asked.

“Don’t you have your own devil?” countered the monster. I could almost see him reclining on a chaise, plucking out my eyeballs and eating them like grapes.

I’d already had a feeling that when it came to devils, Jude’s and mine were the same. But now that I knew, everything should have been simpler. Nothing tied me here. The villa had a demon, not me.

But this is a story about opportunity. About the doors that would open for me because I had crossed the threshold into this house.

“Run,” the monster advised.

I didn’t.

But you already know that.



“Can a person be possessed?” I asked Tita Linda. At noon the next day she was outside on one of the motley collection of chairs beside Alistair’s doocot, drinking tea, which seemed unfathomable. It was so hot I could barely believe I was alive. Somewhere, someone was frying turon, a familiar waft of caramelization permeating the courtyard on the wind. The heat radiated from every direction. It penetrated the marrow of my bones, honest to god, it was that infernal.

“Yes,” she said, apparently unbothered. “Many malevolent spirits in the world.”

She seemed so blasé about the prospect of demons that it once again—counterintuitively—eased my anxiety. “Tell Grandma I found the devil that’s following me around.”

“She can hear you,” said Tita Linda. “And no, you haven’t. It’s still there.”

I profoundly doubted that there were two separate, unrelated devils. But then again, I’d doubted the whole devil thing to begin with. I experienced this thought with discomfort, like being jabbed with a pin.

What was happening to me? I clearly wasn’t made for the graveyard shift. It adversely affected my cognitive process. What I needed were sleep and carbs, though I was unlikely to indulge much in either.

“Do you believe in demons?” I asked Tita Linda.

“Yes,” she said as if I hadn’t been listening. “And it doesn’t matter whether you believe in them. They’re not Santa Claus.”

“You know,” came the muffled voice of JR, who was cleaning Alistair with a Q-tip from where he was bent inside the doocot, “pigeons are associated with peace and love, much like doves.”

“Great,” I said. “So you’re cool if I carry Alistair around like a talisman?”

JR withdrew his torso with a frown. “I didn’t say protection,” he said. “I said peace and love.”

“Right, my bad.” I rolled my eyes. “Is the love thing just a euphemism for—”

“Breeding,” JR cut in before I could use Roro’s verbiage.

“Is the point … babies?” I asked. “Baby pigeons?”

“Yes,” said JR.

“Peace and love,” added Tita Linda, sipping her infernal tea.

From across the courtyard, a door slammed. Prelude to fury, missile incoming. JR jumped, and though Tita Linda and I knew exactly who it was, we purposefully didn’t. I had a feeling I’d learned that kind of stubborn resistance from the one-two punch of weaponized wisdom that was Grandma and her best friend.

It could have been about any number of things, of course. Tita Linda’s house of debris. JR’s existence, coupled with the health and safety hazard of his bird. But only one thing would force my mother outside in this heat.

“Anya Elizabeth. Do you think I’m some kind of hotel? That you can just come and go and drink all the coffee without ever bothering to contribute something to our lives?”

“I’ll buy more coffee,” I said without turning to face her, which I already understood to be a crime. I was choosing the lighter offense (ignoring her) over the worse one (openly defying her, via my brazen American eye contact). “Is this, perhaps, the devilry Grandma was talking about?” I murmured to Tita Linda under my breath.

Wisely, Tita Linda ignored me, declining to be complicit in my crimes of filial malevolence.

“I can get you coffee, Tita,” offered JR, shielding me from the worst of her rage by the mere fact of his existence. Even as he sacrificed himself for me, I understood with my usual perfect clarity why Mom disliked him so much. Saints could be really annoying, especially when it was a goodness you couldn’t achieve. Easier to believe it wasn’t possible, and therefore not real.

“Stay out of this, Joel,” she snapped. Jo-el, for Joseph Raphael. On my good days, I was Anyabeth. Of course, I hadn’t had a good day since I dropped out of Chapman for my first TV role. “Anya, you look at me when I’m talking to you—”

“Do you want me to do your shift at the store?” I asked, turning to her with a sort of aggressive cheerfulness, because I knew I couldn’t accomplish anything else that was reasonably upbeat. “If you want me to contribute, I can. I told you, you just have to ask me.”

“I shouldn’t have to ask you. This is what family does. Family is there.”

“There?” I echoed. “Just … there? Lingering? Waiting?” By that logic she should love JR a lot more. “I have a life, Mom.”

“Yes, you’ve made that very clear. A life that has nothing to do with me.” Now she wasn’t looking at me.

“Mom, please.” I was obviously fond of Grandma and close to her until the end, but hers was a problematic school of Catholic guilt and feminine manipulation. My mom was a dedicated pupil, or could be from time to time. “You’re being dramatic.”

“Oh, I’m being dramatic? My daughter the actress thinks I’m being dramatic.” She said this to the imaginary audience, though I was pretty certain the other tenants could hear. Not that it mattered. Whoever was frying bananas wouldn’t care—I could hear one of those torrid Filipino soap operas playing in the background—and I could only assume the Upwardly Mobiles were drowning out the world with air conditioning and midday naps, as well they should.

“Why don’t I cover your shift,” I suggested, with—fine—an excessive note of tiredness, like I was suffering from the prospect of having this conversation, which I was. “Okay?”

I could stop and get my paycheck from Emmanuelle later, or maybe Teddy could get it for me.

“I’ll go with Anya,” JR piped up. My mom glared at him.

“You keep that rat where it is,” she spat. “I don’t want to see that thing in the store. We’re supposed to get a journalist from the L.A. Times coming soon.”

“Really?” I hadn’t heard about that. “Mom, that’s great,” I said.

But my mom looked at me like she was searching for the scorn. Like it existed, somewhere, and she would find it if she just looked hard enough—or maybe it was that if she didn’t look hard enough now, she might fall for the glittering falseness of my sincerity.

I felt a pang of sadness—people should take her seriously. She should have a daughter she could share that news with. Someone she trusted to celebrate her success.

But shouldn’t I have those things, too? Maybe sometimes you simply reaped what you sowed.

“I’ll be home late,” I said. “Have to stop off somewhere after the store.”

“Coffee,” she said, her voice clipped. Then she left.



“So, wait,” said JR, interrogating me from the passenger side later that night as I drove us back from our shift at the store. “He has … a demon? But I thought you said it was epilepsy.”

I bit my tongue on the reflexive retort—they said that. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him, JR, but I’m not going to talk him off a roof a second time. Or go chasing him through Hollywood again.” I flicked my blinker on as I drove the few blocks back home from the store. “Something’s off, whatever it is.” I still felt sure there was a more rational explanation, though not sure enough that I wanted to find out. “I’m not getting caught up in that.”

“But you’re literally going back right now,” JR argued, his brow stitching together with confusion so painfully visible that I, just like my mother, had a stray paranoid thought about whether this degree of earnestness could slyly mask an art performance of some kind.

The weather had progressed from sweltering wind to muggy, heavy, slightly soiled. Somewhere there must have been a fire. The setting sun was like an over-easy yolk, palm trees backlit by a plume of red sky. Even with the windows down, nothing seemed to help the heat. I felt mummified.

“I’m picking up the money I’m owed, that’s all. I have a plan.” I’d already asked Teddy if he could do it for me, but he said he had no power where Emmanuelle was concerned, especially given that he wasn’t even employed by her. He worked for Ara, not that she cared.

How about this, he suggested. meet me tonight for a drink? that way you can have an excuse not to stick around. i’ll even call you with an sos if things get urgent.

I’d already checked the picture of me he posted from the party the night before, which had a lot of likes. He may have been obsessed with me since high school, but the people who followed him now didn’t know his reputation beyond him being the son of a director who sometimes shared his photography on her page. Lighthearted versions of new gf?? and hard launch!!!! dominated the comments, and my own follower count had jumped substantially. So it was kind of hard to conjure up my usual disclaimer of I’m not really looking to date right now.

From a place of curiosity, and also vanity, I’d checked the post again before replying to him. This time, I noticed that behind me, off in the distance, was the woman I’d seen talking to William de Witt the night before. The one with the tall boots, the crescent moon on her elbow. She was arguing with someone, though I couldn’t see who.

Before I put much thought into that, though, I realized that Teddy’s mother (@AriNeri.Finch) had liked the photo. Then, fingers flying over my screen with haste, to the point where I hit the wrong tab twice, I checked my own page and realized she had followed me. (!) My heart went off like a burst of confetti, my vision suddenly cotton-candy pink, like an LA sunset.

sure, I replied, a very cool girl with very cool emotions.

“Yeah, but still.” JR disrupted my thoughts with the usual thing he did, where he pointed out obvious things with an air of social ignorance. He was playing a game on his Nintendo Switch at the time.

“How’s Tavis McDonald?” I asked him.

“Anderson,” JR corrected me at once. “He’s got a hen that’s perfect for Alistair. Very smart. Plus extremely strong resistance to disease, I’ve heard.”

“Have you ever met Tavis in person?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know he’s not some weird old man catfishing you on the internet?”

“That’s not really the kind of situation I find myself in,” he said. Again, like an alien who’d never been to earth before.

“Fine.” I exhaled audibly before pausing on the curb outside our apartment building. Immediately, JR undid his seatbelt. “What does he eat, exactly?”

“Is it okay if we do this another time?” JR asked, throwing the car door open. “It’s really hard to be away from Alistair.”

“Right, sorry.”

He paused with one leg outside of the car. “Plus, you don’t care.”

“I care,” I insisted weakly.

“Well, beans and barley are pretty standard,” said JR. “High protein diets ideally. For optimal plumage attraction.”

“Yes,” I said. We both knew the word was empty of feeling.

“It’s okay. I know you’re trying.” He patted me awkwardly on the shoulder and got out, hurrying off with his backpack slung over one shoulder.

I, meanwhile, made my way to the de Witt villa, taking the winding roads once again. It came into view like some half-imagined hillside castle, materializing from a dream. Up here, the air was thick with smoke.

When I arrived, there were once again signs of a party. Again I parked in the front of the house. Again Genesis met me at the front door. “No phone,” she said.

“Genesis, I swear, I’m just—”

She held out her hand.

“I’m not working tonight,” I said. “I just came here to tell Emmanuelle—”

She arched one brow.

“Fine.” I slapped it into her hand and made my way gruffly through the house, emerging onto the patio with a fire lit inside me—one of the vindictive streaks my mother claimed I had. She always thought the worst of me, but this flaw was real, from time to time.

“Oh, Anya darling!” Of course—of course—that was the moment Atticus caught sight of me, looking up from where he was chatting with—again, of course—William de Witt.

“There she is,” Atticus called approvingly, gesturing me in closer as if to take me under his wing. “This one’s an absolute star, Will. But you know that already.”

William’s eyes slid to mine. Again I felt the impact of them, that crash of a morning wave. Close up, the impact was more obvious. He remained as breathtaking as he’d been the previous time, though something about him seemed slightly waxen, as if he’d been put back into the kiln. There was a glaze to his skin, a jaundiced sheen that could have been lighting, or maybe illness. When he turned his head, I noticed the area stretching from his eye to the bridge of his nose was visibly discolored. Below his eye was a linear, uneven bar of purple, then a mottled splash of Cabernet.

“Quite a shiner,” I observed, then regretted it for its commonality, its lack of originality, the way his gaze drifted disinterestedly from mine. “But you must be tired of hearing that.”

“Disastrous day on set,” he said, only partially paying attention. I could tell I was being punished for being tiresome, part of a chorus of redundancy, no different from the others. He’d expected more from me and, likewise, I wanted to be more, to be different. “Collecting dents to add to my authenticity.” Yep, I’d lost him.

“Will!” Someone called out to him, and he seemed glad of the excuse to turn, acknowledging them with a nod. Flakes of white ash drifted toward us on the wind, like God lethargically flicking the butt of His cigarette.

“Ara’s latest investor, Fred Dennings,” Atticus explained in my ear, perhaps thinking my frequency of distress at losing William’s attention came from a place of confusion about present company. “I’m sure you’ve heard of him. He helps with William’s charitable endeavors.”

Like Emmanuelle, Atticus seemed less than delighted by Fred Dennings’s presence; it was the energy of someone greeting their own saboteur, social tolerance owed to the latest favorite. “Right, yes,” I acknowledged aloud. Accompanying Fred was the woman from the previous night, the one with the crescent moon tattoo. She wasn’t dressed for a party now. Instead she wore jean cutoffs, a tank top, a pair of flip-flops. She was arguing with him and he was guiding her over, coaxing her with one hand on her arm.

Briefly, the expression on William’s face tightened.

“Duty calls,” William offered to us in pseudo-apology as Fred approached with the woman. He gave Atticus a salute with his glass and I resigned myself to getting nothing, but in the end William’s eyes strayed back to mine with a noticeable sense of lag. Like he’d told himself no, don’t look at the pretty girl, and ultimately been unsuccessful. Which might sound full of myself (and probably was; my mother would be the first to tell you humility was not one of my virtues) but I’d had about a decade’s experience with those kinds of looks by then.

There was a reason I believed—and behaved—as if I’d one day be famous, and it didn’t come from a place of humility. Certainly not from failing to notice when a man found me attractive.

(A prayer: If I fail, let it be because my looks decay and not because I waste them.)

Okay, so I hadn’t lost him yet. But I noted that I would need a different character to hold his attention. If things stayed as they were, I’d be nothing more than the irritating feminine chorus, the woman who served as a set piece, crafted to suggest the outlines of the world and its expectations rather than occupying the story in any meaningful way.

THE FEMININE CHORUS


If only she knew.



I couldn’t see William’s face as he approached Fred and the woman; only the muscle that jumped along Fred’s jaw in reply, acknowledgment of something. The woman with the moon tattoo, by contrast, seemed relieved. She calmed almost immediately, allowing William to steer her somewhere quieter, Fred following with an air of forced pleasantry at their heels.

I caught only a flash of William’s expression before he vanished. The woman was speaking to him quickly, animatedly, with her hands, and I registered with pitying clarity: He doesn’t like it. That need for attention, that energy of desperation, of expectation. He doesn’t like it at all.

“So,” Atticus said, turning to me with a genteel air as I tore my gaze from William de Witt. “I’m sure Emmanuelle’s told you about William’s latest project.”

“Not in so many words.” I could tell it was being dangled before me to guarantee my compliance, but that didn’t necessarily mean it wasn’t also real. Plenty of films were made to satisfy someone or other. Some of them weren’t even necessarily terrible.

“Mm, well, it’s a period piece,” Atticus said. “Based on Killian de Witt’s life and times.”

A Great Man biopic. My heart sank slightly as I recounted all the ones I’d seen—the kaleidoscope of forgettable women peering beguilingly from the shadows.

“I’d heard there was a part for me?” That time, I phrased it as a question to remain nonthreatening. A complete hypocrisy, really, given my opposition to playing exactly what I currently was, but that was life, I’d learned. An eternal, irrational compromise.

“Oh, of course.” Atticus looked excited, almost giddy. “You’re exactly right for Emmanuelle.”

“Emmanuelle?”

“Oh yes, the love of Killian’s life.” A disorienting thought, but he obviously wasn’t talking about the woman I worked for, who would have been Killian’s granddaughter.

Atticus must have seen the confusion on my face. “Yes, our lovely Emmanuelle’s namesake.”

Ah. “So, Killian’s … wife?”

“No, no. Killian and Emmanuelle had a sort of star-crossed love, you see. A very forbidden affair. Very passionate.” He sipped his drink, a pink concoction in a vintage coupe glass. I realized I didn’t actually know what Atticus looked like sober. “You’re the eternal temptress, forever haunting him. His albatross, one might say.”

“A bit out of fashion, no?” I offered it playfully, aware of the truth: that I would be playing an object. The audience would never get close enough to me to see my interior life, my flaws.

Well, there were worse things. At least it was the primary romantic role. I could see the reviews now:… yet more Oscar bait, familiar celebration of a tortured man, but the true star turn is that of Anya Morris in the role of Emmanuelle … a welcome dose of gravitas to an otherwise suffocating fixation on a billionaire’s personal plight …

Yes, I could make something of it. Not every role was as good as its actor—in skilled hands, it didn’t have to be.

“Don’t forget, our Emmanuelle will be at the helm,” Atticus added sagely, as if this would necessarily change things. I supposed it might, in theory. “She’ll make sure her namesake is honored well.”

I had yet to sort out the de Witt family tree—were William and Emmanuelle half-siblings, then? Step?—but I knew better than to probe with further questions. Like what was so forbidden about the relationship, an answer I doubted I would enjoy.

“William’s father was a very proud man,” Atticus said, orating like a Shakespearean senator. “He purposely distanced himself from Killian’s legacy and tried to force William to do the same. Killian’s first wife was a masterly manipulator,” Atticus added in a pitying way, and in my head, I imagined her being played by an older actress, perhaps someone twenty-plus years my senior, the role of the long-suffering wife. “So she moved her son across the country and insisted on making it alone. Of course, lot of good that did them both,” Atticus said with a snort. “She died of cancer soon after, and William’s father passed in his early fifties without so much as touching the money that had been left to him. William inherited it all.”

“And Emmanuelle? The namesake, I mean.” The sour note played in my head again. It was occurring to me in a comically belated way that I was twenty-two years old, with a face easily mistaken for younger. Somehow I doubted she and already-married Killian were equally matched.

Atticus hesitated. “Well—”

“Anya darling, thank god you’re here!” Emmanuelle was upon us then in waves, first the saccharine smell, then the wafting breeze of her caftan, this one seeded with tiny, glittering mirrors. She was wet, as if she’d already been in the pool this evening. Her lips looked different, or maybe it was her cheeks. Her smile seemed broader, stretched to the edge of its restraints.

“You can’t imagine how thrilled I am to see you,” Emmanuelle said, taking a hefty glug of Atticus’s drink before clutching my arm. “It’s such a boys’ club around here.”

“You know,” I said, taking advantage of the moment before she turned flighty and/or maudlin, “we haven’t worked out an actual schedule. I don’t suppose HR is around here somewhere?” I teased.

“Emmanuelle, have you not paid the girl?” Atticus played theatrically at shock. He stumbled a little, rocked by a wave of presumptive intoxication.

“I know, I know, I’m so fucking terrible with these little details. Genesis will handle it.” Emmanuelle waved a hand, looking around as if she expected Genesis to materialize at her elbow. “Anyway, let’s not send you off to work tonight, Hodel’s just been! Julian’s probably out cold.”

She flapped a hand in apparent disinterest. I realized then that she was accustomed to the existence of Jude’s monster, and had been consciously aware of the trap she’d set for me from the start.

What kind of person was she really? I couldn’t decide what was worse—her indifference toward my safety or her apparent disregard for the man who spent his days caged inside this funhouse mirror of a house. Either way, I felt a wild pinprick of something, a sudden reluctance to play along. It was what I usually felt when someone was joking about how they couldn’t get the hang of these newfangled pronouns, or when they used the words “females” or “oriental.” But then again, Jude had already nearly killed me, so I couldn’t imagine why I’d gravitate to his side.

Perhaps it was a mark of my craft that I could hold two things in my head at once: Inside Julian de Witt was a monster capable of great harm, whose existence alone necessarily compromised mine. But he was also unwell, held captive, and unmistakably depressed. I felt sorry for him the way I felt sorry for Frankenstein’s monster.

Or maybe I was just dangerously irrational, and once again at great risk of imminent death.

The moment had passed for me to say anything. “Come on, have a drink,” Emmanuelle said to me, tugging my arm toward the bar. “Atticus, did you tell her we’ve started production on the Hollywood noir? It’s going to be shot in black and white except for the moments of moral ambiguity,” she told me excitedly, and despite my very recent misgivings, I was excited, too, because it was the first time I was witnessing Emmanuelle in producer mode. I’d begun to doubt she had it in her. “It’s a subversion of the classic genre, you see? And the character of Killian won’t just be some horrid old man—”

“No offense taken,” Atticus joked at our heels.

“Not you, Atticus darling, you’re divine—anyway, we’re going to look directly at his faults, you see? We’ll witness them in full color, as if only those are visible through a contemporary lens. And you!” Emmanuelle poured herself champagne that overflowed, spilling over alongside her excitement. “Have you eaten? Here, take this—” It was another smoothie, which I accepted. At least I didn’t have to worry about my diet when there seemed to be no solid food around the villa at any time. “You’ll be in color, too. A love that defies the standards of the time—it’s really a piece about time itself, about eras, about history—”

I was so caught up, sipping my smoothie and spilling it, licking it from my fingers, that I forgot entirely about Teddy. Emmanuelle stood by my side, waving the bottle of champagne as she spoke, refilling my glass each time it emptied, introducing me (“Anya darling, meet my very best friend ______!”) to everyone she saw.

“I can’t tell you how grateful I am for you,” she said after another little coughing fit. I hadn’t noticed, at first, that her eyes had filled with tears. By that point she had already made us another batch of smoothies—later I would recall the numbness of my tongue, the vague presence of pineapple on my breath, viscous green stains on the sides of our mouths. “You can’t imagine what it’s cost me to get to this moment. How awful it’s been, how endless and lonely. The way he keeps all of us in a fucking cage!”

She stumbled over and hiccupped a little, brushing a delicate swipe of powder from her nose. She’d almost taken me down as well, and I experienced the faintly warm, glowing sense that I had blinked and gotten drunk. I was sweating profusely from every orifice, ash had floated onto our hair like flakes of snow, but none of that seemed to matter now. There was a glory to it, a sort of victory. A Hollywood party, my luck overflowing like good champagne! Soon everyone would know my name, Anya Darling, either because Emmanuelle introduced me or because she, via bullying, had put my name in lights.

“The ritual this, the ritual that … Well, but that’s not important now.” When she straightened, she put both hands on my shoulders. “I have the house, and now I have you.”

She smiled sweetly and brushed my lips with her own. “I’ll have Genesis get you a real schedule,” she said, and ducked her head to cough. “We’ll make sure there’s no conflicts with the noir,” she added when she came up for air, “though it might be a while, you know, with the industry as it is—”

“I do.” And I did. For example, I knew better than to get my hopes up. But even Dan thought getting in with the de Witts and Ara was worthwhile, and if not, I still had Teddy—

Oh, fuck, Teddy! I reached for my phone to send him a message, but of course I didn’t have it. I swayed a little, aware that I was in no condition to drive.

“I’m just going to get my phone,” I told Emmanuelle, shouting it over the sounds of someone discovering the speaker system. Someone had put on Kate Bush. “Have to cancel something.”

“What is it? I’ll get Edward to do it,” she said, already typing. “What do you need?”

“No, no, I should tell him myself—”

I turned and walked directly into someone, reeling back with a sharp gasp when their drink splashed all over the front of my clothes. “Oh, balls—”

“I’m so sorry,” said William de Witt. He seemed authentically distressed, his brow knitting with quiet worry as he apologized again, his voice low and hardly audible beneath Kate Bush’s deal with God. His eyes were somewhere south of mine, perhaps checking to make sure I hadn’t been swept off my feet, possibly noticing the spreading stain of what looked like reddish black sludge on my jeans, whatever had been in his glass moments before. It didn’t smell like alcohol—more like tea, or possibly kombucha. It had that same fermented smell, the edge of a chemical reaction. I thought vaguely about how nothing at the villa ever smelled as I expected it to, either saccharine or antiseptic. A throbbing pungency to obscure the ordinariness of life, like scrubbing it out with bleach.

The thought left me, unfinished, almost as soon as it occurred. There was a long pulse of time, a hollow ringing in my ears, before William’s gaze finally slid up to meet mine.

“There you are,” he said. The music had cut out and his voice was gravelly, intimate, his hair ever so slightly askew, a lock of it spilling onto his forehead. The drunk woman with the tattoo was nowhere to be seen. Don’t lie down, I thought in her direction. That’s how the spins get you.

“Here I am.” I swallowed, aware of the sweat glistening on my chest, the metallic smell of spilled tea or whatever it was emulsifying with pineapple and a hint of weed. I’d been unprepared for frivolities, so I’d worn an unremarkable cropped tank top with my favorite jeans, though like every time I’d worn anything to this house, they were in terrible condition now, drenched and in great danger of staying plastered to me forever. I’d only just washed them that morning, which I hadn’t been happy about. Now that freshly starched denim was like a straitjacket for my thighs, parenthetical brackets for my hips.

“Let’s get you cleaned up.” William took my arm lightly, then left one hand hovering above the small of my back. The proximity of him was staggering, or maybe that was the champagne. A bit of both. I found myself with a slight wobble, stabilized by the heat of his torso, the hard plane of his stomach, the sharp dowels of his ribs. God, he was thin. No wonder he looked fantastic on screen. I thought again about macro diets, brown rice and tea, ten pounds courtesy of the camera. He answered my lean by folding me in closer, the point of equilibrium shifting somewhere into the space that was neither his nor mine. We reached the upper landing, the terrace of the main house, and he guided me inside, up the stairs. The opposite direction from Jude’s bedroom.

The entryway to another bedroom, sparse, obviously professionally decorated, was open, the door swung wide to reveal a Spanish- style fireplace, another cathedral ceiling, skylights through which the moon shone down. William detangled himself from me, taking the lead, while I stepped inside like crossing ethereally to another realm.

“Here.” He reached for me, a motion I didn’t understand at first, because it seemed only an indication that I was summoned, that I was wanted. That I should move in closer, per the next step of a dance. The light in his bedroom was softer, and now his skin looked less sallow, more warm. “If you want to take them off, I can have Genesis clean them for you—”

The thought of Genesis’s opinion on this offer was enough to shake me back to cognizance. “No, I’ll be fine, really—”

“You sure?” He gestured to my shirt, which in this lighting I could see was drenched with reddish brown tint, like I’d punctured an artery. On my jeans, a speckled pattern had formed like terrazzo across my thighs.

“Oh, this is par for the course, really,” I joked. After all, it had only been a day since I’d worn them army-crawling across the roof.

“Is it?” He arched a brow. The singular thought formed in my head that William de Witt wanted me to take my pants off.

“I…” I don’t know what I thought would happen. I was in his bedroom, in a daze. I was looking at his bed. There were reading glasses perched atop a pile of scripts, a small stack of books on his nightstand. I read the names Henry Miller, Thomas Hardy, the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius. Distantly, I saw an edge of fabric sticking out from the hamper—a handkerchief, maybe, like the one Emmanuelle had used, marked with a graying, mottled stain. Like a growth of something, a white wall dappled warningly with mold.

“Here.” Perhaps recognizing my overall state of catatonia, William beckoned me into the en suite bathroom, plucking up a crisp white towel that had been laid like a lover’s glove across his sink. He turned the faucet for hot water, testing with two fingers before moistening the towel and handing it to me. “I’ll let you—” He gestured to me; as I accepted the towel from his hand, I felt the way his eyes traveled the shape of my hips. “I’d better go back down. Fred’s been left unattended again, so—” William stopped, shaking his head. “Never mind, the corporate stuff’s painfully banal. I’m sure you’d rather be out there savoring your reckless youth.”

A sharp desire to prove otherwise coursed idiotically through me. “I really admire your commitment to philanthropy,” I said, with a sense of having to effortfully move my tongue. “There aren’t enough patrons in the world. Too much hoarded wealth, not enough ethical responsibility.”

William laughed, not unkindly. I could feel myself radiating at him, answering his glow with my own. “Is that champagne socialism I detect, or are you just the product of your generation?”

“We’re running so low on counterculture,” I said with a girlish sigh, dabbing at the stain across my midriff. I was almost certainly not going to accomplish any real cleaning, but that was on me for accepting help from a man who didn’t do his own housekeeping. I doubted either of us ever intended to save the shirt. “How am I supposed to prove my commitment to liberation?”

William ran a hand through his hair, a boyish gesture.

Until he let his hand fall, scraping the stubble lining the underside of his cheeks. His thumb incidentally brushed his lower lip, a gesture he must have performed on camera a thousand times.

And yet, somehow, it was no less effective for witnessing live. “You’re too young to be this cynical,” William said. His eyes never left mine.

“Am I? Seems to me the best time for cynicism,” I countered. I gave up on the stain, as presumably had he. “Imagine what dreadful company I’d be if I had any hope for the future.”

He laughed again. The room gave a little shrug, my vision tilting sideways. “Wise for your age.”

“Only fashionably. Plenty of recklessness in the reserves.”

Our eyes met unevenly, with the impermanence of accident. The magnetism of fate, or perhaps that was just what the script would say. Something like this:


His eyes meet hers as if he is seeing his future rearrange itself in real time.



William was hesitating, but lingering, just as it would happen in the film. He stood so close to me that I could smell something on his breath—that same strange, rancid smell. Like Emmanuelle and her rotten fruit. It bloomed in the air between us, the presence of something sickeningly sweet. There was something else, I realized for the first time, clocking the precise nature of Emmanuelle’s personal cocktail. There was a coppery tang in it, like blood.

He coughed and I jumped. “Sorry,” he said, raising a fist. “Renovation dust. Can’t quite shake it.”

There was something odd about his smile just then. It was fleeting, apologetic, different than he’d been a moment earlier, but that wasn’t it.

His teeth, I realized after a beat. He was known for not having the ubiquitous Hollywood veneers—his smile was, and had always been, noticeably unique. But his teeth were stained, I observed. There was a gray, indeterminate sheen on them up close, lining the gaps and the edges of his gums like darkened outlines.

I thought, with all the vanity of someone who lived and died by what people could see: How could he miss that?

“Jude seems very taken with you,” he said suddenly. I blinked.

“Does he?” News to me.

William regarded me then with a look that was not quite amusement.

“You’ll be all right?” he asked eventually, perhaps noticing we’d both been woken from our trance.

Because of course it couldn’t go any further. Wouldn’t, that is.

“Of course. Thanks for this.” I held up the towel, marked now by a halo of rust.

His eyes strayed to it, then back to mine. Despite everything, the tang of his breath, the stain of his teeth, he remained ethereal to me, like time had slowed to heighten all my senses in his presence, the psychedelic manifestation of Hollywood itself. My head felt floaty, unmoored, oriented solely by the presence of desire, the storyline that led me straight to bliss. I had the maniacal urge to walk toward him, to pull his heat to mine. Behind my eyes, the evening was taken to its inevitable conclusion, spinning out across a time-lapse—a fantastical, imagined split-screen, with the ending foreshadowed in real time. I knew the way I always know that if I took the first step, if I let the first domino fall, he’d inevitably give in to me, probably take the dominant role, flip me on my back or take me right there, standing …

But then where would I be? Even drunk and stupid, I was familiar with the math. The young actress he slept with once didn’t stand a chance in the long run. That character wasn’t serious, she didn’t go on to do great things. Restraint might be dull, but it was narratively significant. I’d watched this trajectory play itself out before.

William nodded, then took two steps backward, still facing me, before he tucked his hands into his pockets and turned for the stairs.

When he was gone, I took one last look around his room. This was where the Juliet balcony led out from, giving a bird’s-eye view of the villa below. From afar I could see the courtyard and its festivities, the poolside cabanas, though they were slightly obscured by the palm trees. What I could see most clearly was the darkened corner where the greenhouse stood in the shadows of the house, a glistening flash of the moon visible from the filmy surface of the fountain.

In my head, I briefly entertained visions of waking up here, windows flung open to birdsong and natural light. The air conditioning made it crisper than the courtyard, unfathomably cool. Cool, that was it. Everything about him was cool, unaffected, nonplussed. I imagined his hand on my thigh and felt the flush of reward from my internal yearnings; a second backward glance at the bed left me wondering how it would feel to recline across it, to slide a pathway down my torso, to put the ache temporarily to rest.

My head floated on undulations of desire, temptation licking at my core. Impressively, I decided to do as I’d been told. My jeans where they’d been spilled on were adhered to my skin—I imagined trying to clumsily divest them in all the alternate endings where I’d spent the night in bed with William de Witt and felt a distant, congratulatory pulse of relief for my presence of mind. I set the stained washcloth on the edge of the sink before leaving, stepping back into the eerie grandiosity of the house.

There was a strange, unnerving quiet. Like someone out of sight was holding their breath.

Waiting.

I shook myself and returned to the party—I was in no state to go anywhere else. The woman with the tattoo was similarly wasted, hardly able to stand; I caught glimpses of her stumbling twice before Dr. Hodel appeared, propping her up, guiding her somewhere quiet. It figured that rich people simply got IV packs to deal with hangovers. The whole courtyard was in such a state of Gilded Age bacchanalia that I felt a vague sense of superiority, self-congratulatory triumph for remaining admirably upright.

The taste of my second smoothie was strange, like swallowing wet dirt, motorboating an open grave. It seemed Emmanuelle, who by then swayed unsteadily on her feathered kitten heels, was no longer paying much homage to culinary prowess. Fortunately, she traded the smoothies for more champagne, which was far more welcome. She recounted story after story to me with Atticus by her side, his cheeks jolly and flushed.

Every now and then I caught William’s eyes on mine; at one point he positioned himself near me, his back to mine.

I leaned back experimentally, the blade of my shoulder touching his. He didn’t step away.

Then a hand slid toward mine, concealed by the bodies sardined together in the courtyard, the indiscriminate secrecy of a crowd. One finger ran idly along the waistband of my jeans, that feather-light touch enough to drive a thunderbolt of wanting up my spine. I felt heat rising to my cheeks and stepped away, a familiar pattern in a familiar dance.

Emmanuelle took my hand, tugging me down into the sunken living room, her legs splaying casually over mine, the presence of skin on skin purring through my electrified sense of life. I couldn’t shake the taste of the smoothie, that strange sense of petrichor. My tongue felt rough, like a cat’s. I pressed myself in closer; Emmanuelle ran her fingers lightly over my neck and shoulders, stroking me like a pet. Every naked touch seemed heated, augmented, electrified. William lingered near the edge of the room, his gaze repeatedly finding mine.

Those ocean eyes. Being swallowed up by them. By then I’d developed a taste for it. For letting myself be overtaken by a wave, tumbling deeper into the bowels of possibility.

As I let myself sag boneless into the sofa, my vision kaleidoscoped and blurred, my eyelids growing heavy, my lashes spiderlike, like looking through a veil. From afar, the mottled gray on William’s incisors began at first to warp, then drip—to reach, fingerlike, toward me, to beckon me unto the auspices of their embrace. A sea of inky blackness began to rise from the floor, up from the depths of the villa’s waiting tendrils, the air around me suddenly alive with some unseen infestation. Thick whorls of something, colonizing swirls, that split my lips to gather spore-like on my tongue.

The rot soon filled my mouth, my throat, my lungs. I began to suffocate, to choke, my body seized by the swiftness of panic. But then, slowly, as if guided by the dark, I taught myself to relax, to succumb, deeper and deeper, to the edge of an alternate state. Like escaping into fantasy, or the space between dreaming and waking. The more readily I yielded, the more an image of something materialized before me, like a beacon of heat to burn away the dark.

I should have been surprised, but I wasn’t, when the face that found me then was Jude’s, as if he’d just been lingering there in the back of my mind, biding his time, knowing I’d come. The monster’s presence flickered in his eyes, a heady glint of satisfaction. Like I’d gone to him with all the ardor of a constant, faithful dog.

The wind, I remember, was suffocating, mesmerizing, and still I could see it all so clearly, like reading pages from a script. A montage of images, ideations of what might come to pass—

A cube of ice slides slowly over the bare skin of the heroine’s waist. He traces the landscape of her, the curve of her hips, cold gliding over sweat and salt. The heat is sweltering, but she shivers. It’s the quietest corner in hell.

The scene cuts out: audio only. The sound of breaths accelerates. A tiny moan, a muffled sound, like one hand gently covering a pair of painted lips. The clink of ice cubes in a glass. A swift stream of breath hisses out from clenched teeth.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE


Don’t stop.



Then—so soft we almost miss it—the sound of an answering, keening sigh.

Dazed, I reached a hand behind my head then, two of my fingers brushing the softness of another person’s cheek.

“Jude,” I whispered.

My breath stumbled a little at the warmth of his presence, my heart flipping over in my chest in recognition of a new, evolving thing. Thrill, that was it. That was the feeling. The way you could thrill with fear, with want. With anticipation. With morbid curiosity. With a sense of heaviness, asynchronous significance. The likelihood of a future that would have required a different set of desires to prevent.

What was it I found so tempting about the house, about the people in it? Was it just the promise of a future? Power, sex, desire? What?

Because I knew then that something about the villa and its occupants had transfixed me. In my head was the flicker of a candle flame, the edge of a rooftop, the half-imagined presence of bodies writhing together on the floor. My tongue felt so thick I bit it twice. Everything seemed hazy, as if through a film of proliferating lace. A chain of something, trails of spores. Illuminated by fairy lights, flickers of fantasies I couldn’t distinguish from reality. My head lolled back, and cool hands bracketed my temples, guiding me headlong into a dream.

I laughed and launched to my feet, unsteadily, and quickly melted, knees unlocking in a freefall toward the ground. Levitation stopped me, the skeletal arms of a waiting embrace.

Two fingers gently touched my eyelids; a cool tide crashed to swallow me whole.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE


(Mumbling, half asleep, dregs of pleasure coursing through her)

What’s the difference between seraphim and monster, anyway?



The second voice cuts through the surface of a dream.

THE DEMON


Don’t touch the fucking smoothies, Anya.



I’d slipped into the underworld and drunk its poisons, and now I would never get out.






0534 AWAKE


NORMALLY I LIKE THIS time of day—the early hours, before everyone else wakes. The sun rising coyly over the shoulder of the hills like a backward glance. The cool haze of a new day. I don’t always get to see it.

Something rings in my head; the sound of your laugh. That’s the last thing I can remember. Are you satisfied with your little rebellion? Was it worth it?

But I should have woken in my bed. Dr. Hodel was here, he gave me my usual pills.

More’s the pity, Prince of Darkness. I think we both know you’re not in charge.

Well, fine. Whatever I did last night, now I’m awake in the greenhouse on the side of the house. This part of the house is—like the rest of it used to be—crumbling, ancient, overrun with weeds. I’m slowly working my way through some repairs, trying to tend the plants that have survived by virtue of sheer accident.

The fountain beside it, on the other side of the glass, is broken. I’ve been trying to repair it in my spare time, but things keep getting moved around. The new motor I ordered online is nowhere to be found, the new filter’s gone, and all you can tell me is that it’s my fault. I can’t keep things orderly, I’m surrounded by garbage. Every time I wake up there are new boxes of shit I don’t remember buying. Climbers’ rope. Cubic zirconia. Hedge trimmers. Four different kinds of kitchen timers. They all go off in my head, and I open my eyes.

Well, I wasn’t working in here, I know that much. I’m shivering in my boxers, for one thing, and holding a pile of clothes, clutched tight in both hands. My jeans, a ratty T-shirt. Blood is splattered on both, concentrated in some places and delicately bejeweled in others. A discrete spray of ink. My boots are on the ground, I’ve been looking for those. Well, now I’ve found them, congratulations to me. The treads are crusted with something that could be mud.

Or maybe not.

I bend down to check if they’re worth cleaning. There’s a tube of lipstick tucked into them, the drugstore kind, that shade of red you think is tawdry. Cheap, you call it, like it validates something for you. Some innate measure of value.

Fuck.

I look around for the inevitable camera and find it in the corner, barely concealed behind a tangle of vines.

“Are you seeing this?” I ask it.

Yes, you chuckle in my head.

My phone buzzes.

Yes, Ova texts me.

“Are you going to do something about it?”

No answer. I wipe a bead of sweat from my forehead. Fuck, it’s hot in here.

You’re getting sloppy. You’re not even trying anymore. And the ritual is still—

“Yes. I get it. I know.” From the canyons of my mind, another rattle of a cough.

The blood was wrong again.

“So you’ve mentioned,” I mutter over the churning of my stomach. “But I don’t know what you want me to do about it.”

You chuckle gaily in my ear. If only that were true.

I can’t tell if the blood on my clothes is old or fresh; if it’s someone else’s or mine. I’m not actually wearing them, I reason with myself. I’m holding them. So, anything could have happened.

Probably! you agree. Probably just a dashing rescue. Or hey, you add, and for the record, it’s not amusing, this sneering tone, maybe you ordered takeout and had a quiet night in. That’s probably what this is.

My grip on the clothes tightens. “I didn’t do this.”

You have absolutely no idea what you did, you point out. So why not save us both some time and assume the worst?

Helpful. Very helpful.

Thank you. I aim to please.

My phone buzzes again. Wait there, announces the text from Ova.

I set the clothes down and take a seat on the greenhouse floor. I don’t know what she’s going to do with them that I can’t. Fling them over the side of the hill? Bury them in the ground? Burn them?

Burn them, you chime in like the chorus. Then scatter the ashes.

“It’s fire season. This place is a fucking tinderbox.” I swear I’ve never experienced heat like this, or wind like this. Every year things seem infinitely worse, trudging invariably toward the end. Like spores, gradually consuming.

Delivered like a promise: You’ll live.

“Shut up,” I mutter. “Please, just shut up.”

Your voice turns simpering. But then who would you talk to?

“Julian. Come here.”

When I open my eyes, Ova is standing there, waiting. She’s fully dressed, as she always is, or has been ever since our coffers were filled and the house was finished, its long-lost glamour finally hers to command. This precious house, so important to her. So much more important than anything it contains.

“Sit,” she says.

She gestures me to the broken seat of an outdoor patio chair.

“Tetanus,” I note aloud.

Which Ova will it be today, I wonder? Or rather, who is Ova, really? Her face remains impressively still. Though I always find Ova impressive, the way she bends to whatever means best suit her ends. She will do whatever it takes, and who am I not to admire her for it? We’re not always aligned, but we are at least empathetic in this regard, in the matters we acknowledge and those we don’t.

“Sit.”

She has electric clippers in her hands, and a pair of kitchen shears.

I do as I’m told. I often do, in the end. Trust would be the wrong sentiment, but when it comes to my dealings with Ova, a gentleman’s agreement is implied. “Why, exactly?”

She takes my hair out of its ratty elastic and grips the fistful of strands at the nape of my neck in a brutalist ponytail. Then she cuts it off, though the shears aren’t sharp enough to take care of all of it at once. She chops at it, hacking three or four times before it all falls to the ground.

“Maybe someone saw a long-haired man,” she offers in tacit explanation. I can tell she’s trying not to look at the bloody pile of clothes. For all that Ova sees, there is much she pretends not to. “Things like that stick out.”

I am not accustomed to feeling like things are good or even fine. But that still stings.

“I didn’t do this.”

She says nothing while she takes out the clippers and shaves the rest of the hair from my head. I have no idea how close she’s cutting it. I imagine briefly that she takes the blades to my neck, just nicking the edge of my carotid.

Like I wouldn’t see that coming.

“I didn’t do this,” I repeat. There’s pressure on the backs of my eyelids, a searing heat of pain. I can’t breathe and I try to lean forward, but Ova yanks me back.

“Stay still.”

“I didn’t do this.” My voice gets that edge to it, the thing you call a childish whine.

Shut up, you say. You’re a man now. Be a man.

“I didn’t do this, I don’t even want this—”

Ova turns the clippers off and I rock back and forth for a few breaths until I settle. My hair is on the floor, it’s everywhere, matted and disgusting. There are a few white hairs, too, which is absurd. I’m twenty-four or something. I’m at least twenty-three, I don’t think I’m older than twenty-five. I feel like I would know. Either way, it’s like my life is scattered increasingly around me. Most of my time isn’t even mine. Will I wake up one day and be eighty years old, my whole life parted from me already? By a dream I only half remember?

How long before I learn my lesson and stay asleep?

A lot of people would kill for this kind of power, you know. You say it in an upbeat way, encouragingly, like a pep talk. Come on! Life’s too short to hate yourself.

“You’re keeping me alive,” I whisper. “But for what?”

Ova doesn’t even look at me. She knows by now that I’m not talking to her. It’s almost like a version of affection, the way she doesn’t make me feel crazy. She just makes me feel like I’m not even there; like eventually I’ll be something different, more easily put to use.

For fun! you say. A lilting melody shanties through my head. Why, aren’t you enjoying yourself?

“Can’t you do something?” This time I look at Ova.

She looks dully back at me. “You’re the one making it worse.”

A deep shame colors my cheeks then.

“But he needs us. And he wants you—he’ll listen to you if you just—”

Ova interrupts then, tossing me something. “Take these,” she says, and leaves. Apparently she’s finished. In the end, all she did was cut my hair and shove it in a plastic bag alongside my clothes and boots. I’ll just have to order another pair and hope that in the meantime, you don’t step on broken glass.

I look down at what she threw me. Another set of clothes, obviously a woman’s. A tank top, a pair of cutoff shorts.

“What am I supposed to do with these?” Part of me is relieved to not recognize them, to know they’re functionally irrelevant for not being a pair of Levi’s 501s. The jeans she always wears, the only ones I’ve ever seen her in. She loves them, I can tell she does. They’re like a talisman for her.

No, wait. I didn’t mean to think that. I didn’t mean it, I take it b—!

Too late. You’re smug with triumph. I told you, it’s her.

“No, it’s not, it can’t b—”

Why should it matter? I thought you only wanted to be free.

“But she isn’t—” I falter. “You only want her because I—” A hard stop. “Because I’m the one who saw her first.” That last bit is a petulant whisper.

And? Your laughter rings in my head. You know the ritual is failing. The longer this goes on, the worse it will get. How high must we pile the bodies? This you pose with complete indifference, picking sinew from your teeth.

Instinctively, I tighten a fist; my skin cracks where the blood on my knuckles has dried.

Forget Ova. Who am I, really?

Come with me, Julian, and find out.







11
IF A COP ASKS HOW FAST YOU WERE GOING YOU’RE NOT LEGALLY OBLIGATED TO REPLY



I WOKE UP THE NEXT morning in my own bed, inexplicably, still wearing the jeans that had been plastered to my legs. I changed out of them quickly, hoping my mother wouldn’t barge in and ask me to explain the smell of booze and decomposition. I’d forgotten to buy more coffee, to my own detriment. My head was pounding; despite Emmanuelle’s life-affirming smoothies, the hangover was severe and my skin looked like shit. I peered groggily out the window of my bedroom—my car was in the carport, so apparently I’d driven home, which I never would have done, or didn’t think I would have. Was it possible to be so drunk you could forget a basic tenet of your own survival? Obviously I was alive, though, so there was that.

I also had a thousand texts from Teddy, or so it seemed when I picked up my phone.

anya, where are you? thought you’d be done by now

everything ok?

i don’t get it, i was doing you a favor

take it you’re not coming. a text would have been nice.

i’m really disappointed in you anya. thought we had something here.

My eyes blurred as I read, or rather, skimmed listlessly. These were the exact emotions I didn’t want to have to babysit. I understood the impulse to complain—it had certainly not been my finest hour—but things occasionally came up, as per the nature of human existence. We were barely even dating. What was he going to be like when I was on set, or if I ever had to leave and film on location? If my life choices bothered him, he and my mother could start a club.

teddy im sl slrry I didn’t have my phoen its a long st;lry

Why was autocorrect always off duty when my affliction was most severe? I shut my eyes through a riotous wave of nausea and paused, catching the sound of voices from the living room.

Odd. They were men’s voices. Not a common register in my mother’s and my domain, unless you counted my mother’s favorite network procedurals (anything involving a detective still tormented by The War was usually her entertainment of choice). It wasn’t Tito Joss or any of the older tenants, either—obviously, since they weren’t speaking Tagalog.

I fixed my errors and sent another, hopefully final text to Teddy. i’ll make it up to you xx

I typed the kisses only after much wrestling with myself, determining eventually that it was what someone might do if they were genuinely sorry—or, falling short of that, what someone who was invested in a relationship to any degree of sincerity might do, which I might very well be if any of this came to involve his mother. I cycled through the characters I’d been lately and settled on something from the Christian Girl Autumn collection, which didn’t sit well with my stomach. I was swallowing another violent rush of bile just as I heard a knock on my bedroom door.

I jumped, checking for pants as if I hadn’t just stumbled my way into a pair of track shorts five minutes earlier. My head throbbed again—vindictive, cruel, redundant.

“Yes?”

“Hija. The police are here.”

“Okay.” No, not okay. I should have been more surprised, but my brain was running a loop of self-sabotaging conspiracy, too Catholic to really expect to get away with sin. I gave up on what an innocent person would do and simply chose hospitable politeness. “I’m coming.”

I took a deep breath and yanked open my door. There they were, as advertised. Two LAPD uniformed officers in my abruptly overcrowded living room.

I glanced between the two officers, both ambiguously middle-aged, one taller and white, the other sturdier and Asian. My brain felt like it was being pelted with hammers.

“Hello,” I managed, profoundly lacking a sense of knowing my lines. I became aware of how ungodly hot it was in our apartment, even with all the windows open and the geriatric fan blaring at its top speed, like a drone of angry wasps. Despite this, my nipples were showing through my tank top. I wished I’d brushed my teeth. They felt like they were covered in a thin gauze, with that weird, mummified aftertaste.

“Do you know this woman?” The nearest cop, the Asian one, held out a picture of someone. A woman, that much was true.

“Um.” I frowned blearily at the image, feeling like this was part of a test I was failing. “I don’t think so. Maybe?”

The white cop arched a brow. “You think so, maybe?”

Oh, how I longed for strange men to mock me in my own home. My head pounded again, a wave of nausea coursing through me. I tried again to think of an appropriate role but could only see myself as an underpaid extra, insignificant to the narrative, probably left on the cutting room floor.

“I don’t think I know her,” I qualified through the obstruction of cotton-mouthed thick-brain, “but I don’t know, she looks like a lot of people.” A terrible thing to say—if anyone said that about me I’d simply expire on the spot. What was the point of anything if people could say things like that about you without consequences? But I’d already spent too long trying to craft a decent response and come up empty-handed.

“Was she a tenant here or something?” I asked, handing the picture back to them.

“You’ve attended a few parties at the de Witt residence recently,” the other cop said without answering, or maybe that was the answer. “Is that correct?”

“Oh. Um, yes. I work there.” Across the room, I could feel my mother’s eyes boring into me. Oh, so you can’t spend five minutes with your mother because you’re at a party doing god knows what?

The cops were taking notes, which somehow made it worse. “You work there? In what capacity?”

“I, um.” Through a fog of hesitation I managed to recall that I’d signed an NDA. Was I allowed to mention Jude? “I’m Emmanuelle de Witt’s personal assistant.” She would be fine with that little smudge of the truth, I felt. It wasn’t untrue in any meaningful way. “William de Witt’s sister.”

“Ah.” The officers exchanged a glance. I worried briefly that they were telepathic, aware of the precise distance between the truth and what I’d said aloud.

Unsolicited, inexplicably, I heard Emmanuelle’s voice in my ear. I could kill a man in this room and get away with it—

“Sorry,” I said, ignoring my impulses for fantasy. “I don’t … are you saying this person was at the party last night?”

The officer pulled out a printed copy of the picture Teddy had taken of me two nights ago, the night I’d climbed onto the villa’s roof.

“Does she look familiar now?” he asked.

“Oh. Oh.” The cop’s thumb was placed pointedly beside the woman who stood in the background. The one with the crescent moon tattoo. Briefly, the image of her stumbling at the party last night repopulated in my brain. The picture they’d shown me made her look so much younger. Without the shroud of nightlife glamour, I’d had no idea who she was.

My mother, observing all this, was positively smoldering with unspoken rage. The police in our building! You realize what the tenants will say! But of course that doesn’t concern you, you never think about anyone but yourse—

“You know her now?” The white cop arched a brow.

“No, not really. I mean, I don’t know her,” I corrected myself. “I saw her that night, yeah. But I wasn’t introduced to her and we didn’t interact. I was—”

The first time I was locked in a room by a monster. I spent the night talking him down from the roof. Then I was …

It seemed unwise to mention that I couldn’t recall all the events of the previous night.

“I really wasn’t there for the party,” I explained. “I couldn’t have told you who she was there to see.” Then I allowed, from a place I told myself wasn’t envy, “I only noticed her because she was talking to William de Witt. You know, the actor?” I added unnecessarily. Something about cops being in my living room or my ungodly hangover had affected my usual cognitive processes. “Why, did something happen to her?”

The cops exchanged a glance.

“She was found dead this morning,” the first one said. “And her body was … arranged.”

Mom shifted abruptly then. “What do you mean arranged?”

When my mother was stressed, as she currently was, her accent was thicker. I’d never been taught Tagalog specifically so that particular weakness would never befall me, according to her. The white cop gave her a dispassionate glance as if to say, pipe down.

“It’s quite gruesome. I wouldn’t show you if not for—” The Asian cop hesitated, glancing at my mother and the white cop before continuing, “If not for the hopes that you might … recognize something. Some detail that might help us figure out where she went after the party.”

How could I know that answer when I barely knew where I’d gone after the party? Again, I felt an unsteadying surge of stomach acid.

“Sure.” Compliance, I thought. The only real guarantee of safety—if there could even be a guarantee of safety—was compliance. “I’ll take a look, if you think it’ll help.”

I was grateful it was the Asian cop, and that he took such care to ensure my mom didn’t see what he was showing me. “Does any of this feel meaningful to you?” he asked me.

He placed the picture in my hands, and then I recognized her by what was left of her outfit. By those brief recollections I had of her stumbling through the snowdrift of ash that blew in on the wind.

The taste of dirt on my tongue, the eyes that seemed to linger in my memory, the omnipresence of a monster in my midst. There’s a devil on your back.

Her arm was at such a strange, contorted angle that I could see the crescent moon tattoo. Everything else was hard to take in.

“I’m so sorry,” I said to the police officers, and ran for the bathroom.

Then I threw up so hard I saw stars.








PART II
DREAMLAND




“As beautiful as the palm trees are, as placid as the sky looks, I am still disturbed at the world I find myself in.”




—Wendy C. Ortiz, Hollywood Notebook: Essays






1013 ASLEEP


(I.)

“HELP ME.” MY VOICE sounds pained and overwrought. I can’t see anything clearly, I don’t know where we are, my eyes aren’t working, everything is dark. Not like a dark room, dark like a failing optical nerve. It’s starting to panic me until she takes my face in her hands.

Her voice is steady, almost clinical. “What do you want me to do?”

“I don’t know. Talk to me.” I close my eyes and rock slowly back and forth while you sing some nasty schoolyard chant in my head. “Please.”

She pauses for a moment. Long enough that I wonder, idly, about her capacity for cruelty. About what she can bear to witness before she looks away.

“I do this thing.” Her voice, unlike mine, is measured and soft. “In every situation, I imagine what a person might do.”

“A person?” My teeth are chattering but I lift my head to look at her. She comes slowly into focus, one detail at a time. Eyes first. Then the blossom of her lips.

“More like a character,” she says, after thinking about it for a while.

I have a feeling I’m witnessing a performance. That she knew exactly what the answer was, but didn’t want to say it.

“A character,” I echo.

“People are confusing,” she says with a shrug. “Don’t you think?”

I manage a derisive snort (like I even know another person aside from you), though it’s an effort. I haven’t stopped shaking yet, and the harder task is trying not to let my teeth chatter into the meat of my tongue.

“It’s easier to imagine who I’m supposed to be,” she continues. “So, I look at the setting and the story—”

“The other characters?” This I contribute with a wheeze.

“Yes.” She nods. That drawn-on smile, the garish red lipstick, grows increasingly distracting. Still, it becomes easier to control my breathing the longer she talks.

Easier to speak, too. “I meant that as a joke,” I clarify. “You know, like, you see everyone as characters.” She looks at me blankly. “It’s not exactly the way anyone wants to be seen.”

She shrugs. “I guess.”

Then, apparently thinking better of it, she looks a little longer at me. “Ah, I get it.” She sucks some blood out from under her nails, picking at the dry skin of her cuticles and rumbling a caustic laugh. “You want me to reassure you that you’re a person.”

I manage through gritted teeth: “I don’t need you to tell me I’m a person.”

She smiles thinly.

“Jude,” she says, “don’t fucking lie to me, okay? Not to me.”

She runs her finger down my chest. A long, straight line, like she plans to crack my breastbone open. She finds the deep gash across my stomach and sticks her finger into it, like a socket. She even whispers “bzzz.”

I can’t stop shaking, but I reach for her.

“I’m not lying,” I plead, but then I see you. You’re watching me in the mirror.

“Jude,” you say impatiently, “watch your mouth.”

(II.)

The top is down on the cherry-red car and she’s behind the wheel, drinking a martini. She has one of those old-fashioned scarves tied over her hair; it matches the horrible lipstick. I want to ask her to wash it off, but I know she won’t listen to me.

“I just feel like I become someone … different. You know?” She looks over at me and her eyes are so happy, so filled with delight, that I almost ask her if she’ll let me draw her. I want to record it somewhere for posterity; it isn’t right for only me to see. “Or just … someone. Whenever you let your darkness out.”

She takes both hands off the wheel to sip from the martini and mime a slash across her throat at the same time. It appears on her neck in lipstick.

Her eyes flick to my lips. My throat.

Back to my eyes.

“We’re going to crash,” I point out. My heart is pounding.

She pouts but puts her hands back on the wheel. “I don’t know what I want,” she says, and hits the gas hard, so the pedal nearly lies flat. She’s wearing kitten heels in an ugly, plastic shade of lipstick red and we’re careening down the hillside roads, blindly rounding every corner.

“I think you do,” I shout over the sound of the engine.

She laughs like I said something funny. She tosses the martini glass over her shoulder and it shatters somewhere on the road behind us. The beds of her nails are plastic red, stained below the half-moon crescents.

“Fine,” she shouts, “I want to know! What you’ve done. How far this goes.” The look on her face is dreamlike when she says, “I want to know how much of it is real.”

The drone of the car muffler is so loud, but it’s also so quiet. Eventually, I realize that’s because of you. You’re not talking, you’re listening. I can’t decide which one is worse. (The truth is that sometimes you tell me what to say, and that’s much easier.)

“What if all of it is real?” I counter at a yell.

“And?”

I don’t understand the question. “And what?”

“And what else?”

“And nothing. That’s it, everything’s real, maybe that’s the answer—”

“If everything’s real then you’re a murderer and a pussy-ass bitch.” She laughs.

I laugh, too. It’s funny. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

She revs the engine and the number on the speedometer isn’t even legible. I think it might be broken. We’re going so fast that her skin has begun to warp a little. It’s peeling back from her face so I can see the shadows of her eye socket, her nasal cavity. There’s a tear in the dimple on her cheek. Early evidence of sun damage freckles the flapping skin of her forehead, the crinkled corner of her eye. She looks beautiful, not like the hills. Black spores spread across them, mottling the underbrush until it flutters away on the wind, like disintegrating ash.

“Anya, you’re bleeding,” I notice then. Rose petals scatter across the car’s worn upholstery.

She looks at me for a moment, with a grin. She lets her hands float over the top of the steering wheel. The car takes a sharp turn, or rather, the road does.

The car doesn’t.

“Jude,” you say again. “Shut the fuck up.”

(III.)

She’s hanging upside down like a bat in the corner of the greenhouse and all the blood’s drained into her face, specifically her lips. She doesn’t seem uncomfortable. Then again, the drawn-on smile can be misleading. I’m starting to think she’s not actually happy at all.

I’m wearing a trench coat and holding a notepad. I’m scribbling down things that I see, or that’s what I must have been doing, because on the page that’s flipped open it says … plants … flies … rotting organic material … black spores … broken stone … eternal love … pretty girl hanging upside down like a bat …

“You can’t tell anyone the truth about me, okay?” she says. She’s starting to revolve in place, so she stops talking until momentum turns her back in my direction. “I just don’t think it’s a very good idea for anyone to see.”

“The truth about where you live, you mean?” I agree, it’s a bad idea. The less any of us know the better, me included. Especially me.

“No, no. It’s just that all this, it’s kind of a safety thing.” She gestures to herself vaguely, but because she’s revolving in place I don’t really understand what she’s pointing to. “I know it’s not very progressively minded, but they still run the world. And I don’t really see how I get brownie points for being a victim.”

I don’t know what she’s talking about, but fair enough. She’s been upside down for a really long time, which I don’t think is very good for brain cells.

“Do you think maybe we’re in some kind of nightmare?”

I still don’t hear you, which is actually starting to freak me out.

Stockholm Syndrome, you comment with an air of picking your teeth.

I exhale, relieved.

“In any case, just don’t tell anyone,” she continues. She’s still turning, slowly, turning. Her hands and ankles are bound so tight I can see the imprints of each individual strand in the rope burning into her skin. Something’s spreading up her arms like spores. “I mean, not that you usually tell anyone anything, as far as I know. What have you been doing for the last twenty-whatever years, anyway?”

“Nothing,” I say. It’s true.

“Oh?” She waits for a full revolution before asking, “What was your mother like?”

The answer depresses me. “Beautiful.”

Some of the blood has started to run from her torso down the lengths of her arm. It’s gathering in a small pool in the fountain. I hope that in this dream I’ve repaired the motor. I’ve ordered at least a dozen different kinds, I can’t figure out why it still won’t run. I hope that out there somewhere, in my real life, my body is ordering a new one.

You guffaw from the back of my brain.

From the mirror, though, you agree. “You’re useless,” you say. There’s no real mettle in it, nothing to be concerned about, business as usual. Then your eyes slide from me to Anya, who isn’t spinning anymore. She’s still upside down, but there’s a mottled shadow reaching her from the wall. The wood is rotting, black with toxins.

“Any hobbies?” she asks. The rot is starting to cocoon around her.

I think about the computer at the public library. The banality of online classes. The gamified GED you can get when your doctor grudgingly agrees to tell people you have epilepsy, which isn’t the biggest lie they could have gone with. I certainly have a lot of visions.

“You and Joan of Arc,” she agrees. “Basically the same person.” The cocoon is really developing fast. I can only sort of see her now through the splotches of graying spores. She coughs, then, and coughs again.

“Is there a point to this?” I ask. “I feel like we keep having the same conversations over and over.”

“Well, it’s just that I love stupid questions,” she says.

“You think you deserve this legacy?” (A different voice this time, a raging hiss.)

“Jude. Wake up.”

“I loooooooove stupid questions,” she repeats melodically, and keeps singing, even after the black mold swallows her up.

(IV.)

The light is so bright that, for a moment, I consider that I might have finally reached the end. Then I realize it’s nothing to do with tunnels and such, I’m just on a stage. I’m wearing tap shoes and my feet appear to be moving of their own accord. Nothing new there.

You’re slightly behind me, just over my shoulder. I try to face you, but momentum smacks me around, forces me forward. The dance comes very naturally to me, and possibly I am even doing a marvelous job. I almost settle into the feeling when I realize there are glowing eyes to my right and left, various blinking sets that never seem to leave my motions.

I fumble a step, a cacophony, a small riot. The eyes blink less approvingly.

There are people in the audience, though I can’t see them clearly. One raises her hand politely from the balcony. I’m too far away to see her details, but I know her by her lipstick.

“I would like to solve the puzzle,” she announces to the room.

The dancing stops abruptly. Now I find myself sitting in a chair, on a lap, your hand shoved like a claw up my spine.

“You want to solve the puzzle,” I repeat. I turn my head left but nothing changes. In my throat is a growing urge to cough.

“Yes. Is that so strange?” Now she has her own spotlight. From afar, she looks like a Victorian doll. There are tears painted from her eyes, but her mouth is still a forceful—forced—smile.

She’s lying, you remark in my ear.

“That’s not what you want,” I agree. It’s amazing how I’m not even moving my mouth!

She pouts. “Is it not?”

“You like it here. A brooding, mysterious celebrity. His sidekick caricature of the feminist ideal. A big house with big family secrets. A ritual. A demon. A monster.” My voice becomes a sneer. “Poor you, so bored with yourself and your life that you’re just desperate for a chance to risk it all—”

“You’re not going to kill me.” When she giggles, she lifts one hand to her mouth and pauses, as if for a photograph. Blood is pouring from a wound across her chest and accidentally spurts into the eyes of the patron sitting next to her. “Oops,” she says, and politely captures the overflow in one of those enormous refillable soda cups.

“You can’t be so sure,” I warn her, though I can feel that the words I’m saying and the ones my mouth is transmitting are different. For example, I’m trying to tell her, “I can’t account for it. I could cut your throat and never even know,” but what’s leaving my lips is “You belong to me now, I’m your master, you’re mine.”

She lets out another restrained giggle. “You can’t imagine how long I’ve been waiting to hear that!”

She is straining toward me, her hands gripping the balcony railing as she leans. Music plays, a sweeping melody of earnest, unadulterated longing. Prokofiev, for those in the know.

“Isn’t anyone going to stop this?” I ask the audience, the slow-blinking eyes, but what I feel on my lips are the words “Such a pretty smile, so much prettier than you know, enough beauty to sustain me—”

I perform a brief, falsetto aria about her eyes in an octave I can’t possibly reach in real life and blood begins to run down her nose, lovely and fragile. She claws idly at her cheeks until I can see the shards of bone beneath.

“Oh, who am I to deny this?” she suddenly cries, and launches herself forward, her hair clutched tight in each hand, like a set of reins. “Who am I to condemn such love, though he be a monster? Have not monsters lonely souls, and trembling hearts? Cry not from loneliness, I shall hold my devil prince! Wheresoever he calls me, I shall go—!”

Then she leaps from the balcony.

The theater erupts with applause. The blinking eyes appear watery. I put up my arms to catch her, but the story ends badly. As if I know no other endings, even in my dreams.

Do you remember when we were first bound? you ask me whimsically from the mirror.

“No,” I whisper. She lies broken on the stage, her elbows contorted as she sighs, blissfully pained. Ecstatic with anguish. “You’ve always been here.”

Oh really? Then how do you explain this?

Her body becomes several bodies, littering the stage. I remember each one of them but only after much concentration. Not their names, of course. Their methodologies. This one too sad and full of phlegm, this one angry, yellow bile, treated via kidney. I was only trying to fix them, to save them. To honor their souls by accepting their sacrifice.

“No,” I say, pointing. “These women are—they’re from before.” They all have the same face. They all look like a woman who doesn’t exist.

Before what?

“Before…” My head throbs hard and fast. I realize you’re shoving my temples together and my head is nearly concave.

The ritual is failing, you tell me while slurping a bowl of instant noodles. If you can’t fix it, then you’re next.

There’s something in my throat, but I’m scared to free it. I’d rather just choke. Effort mottles my vision, spreading across it in viral black spores.

I think it’s time to wake up now, you tell me with an air of impatience. If we let this go any longer I think there’s going to be some funny business.

She lifts her head from where she lies misconfigured on the ground.

“Wheresoever he goes shall I follow,” she whispers, her eyes leaking subscription box tears.

That’s just disconcerting, you say. I mean, gross, right?

The others lift their heads and do the same. They’re singing, and the spores are growing across their faces, they’re crawling up the side of the chair, they’re descending on me, tiny, so tiny, so easily picked off but suddenly unignorable, they all beg me Master, please, please, please—

“I don’t want to hurt you,” I cry out, but they’re spiders now, trapping me in their thick black webs, each one holding me fast until I feel the pieces of me start to rip, one long tear materializing down the middle of my torso, a dark line like a cesarean scar, a glimpse of my large intestine oozing outward, the inner blackness threatening to spill—

“Wake up,” you say, and it means we are not alone. You never speak to me like that unless someone else is listening.

I open my eyes and she is no longer smiling. “Wheresoever you go,” I whisper.

“It’s just another episode, it happens sometimes. That was a bad one.”

“Is he okay?” Her eyes don’t leave mine.

Anya, Anya. Be careful, if he finds out—

“Be careful,” I force out groggily.

Oh my god, you’re such a drama queen. You roll your eyes and spin your office chair around and around. You’re such a baby.

I can feel myself being swallowed up again, deeper and deeper. Hands reach for me from below. Help me, help me. They pull me lower, down and down.

And I fall back into the dark.






0816 ASLEEP


I WAS BORN IN LOS Angeles. In fact, I have lived in this house all my life.

It was different then. We still called it the villa but most of it was crumbling until they took the money, opened their doors to the grifter and his magic beans. At one point we only used one or two rooms, the one Ova called the great room and then Ova’s private bedroom, where I slept in a small cot on the floor. Ova told me: This house is your birthright, it’s why we can never leave, someone might take it away from us and then what will we have?

The world is cruel and it will try to deprive you; you must always fight for what’s yours by blood.

I learned where we lived from all the books in the house’s library; the one she warned me not to go into, not because she didn’t want me to see the books but because the bookcases weren’t anchored and at some point before I was born there had been a terrible earthquake that ripped down the shelves and nothing was ever repaired, because you don’t like outsiders. Much of the room still holds shards, broken things. I used to tiptoe around them to find the old atlases, memorizing the capital cities of Czechoslovakia and the USSR.

Everything looks completely different now and I’m not allowed to sleep in my old room beside the courtyard. I miss it. I can still see the greenhouse from here, but it’s not the same. I don’t think you like it either, all these changes.

They revere you still, but they don’t listen. The more they fail, the worse it gets.

It’s true that I don’t remember life without you, but you obviously remember life without me, which can be very disconcerting. I don’t know what’s a memory that I don’t remember and what’s a memory that I never actually lived. Sometimes I wonder, is there even a difference? What is a body, really, under these conditions, in the midst of all these dreams. I’m just the executor of your will, the meat sack you use to transport yourself. I eat when you remember to eat, I sleep when you need me to sleep, or whenever you need me to be docile. I am obviously not in charge here. Kind of makes me wonder why you even need a meat sack at all, and if you do, then why is it me? If this is as prestigious a position as you make it sound, then hey, why not hold auditions? Any of them would be happy to host you, and then maybe you wouldn’t have so many problems. Just think what you could do with a body that never has blackouts or tries to destroy itself or isn’t allergic to eggs.

He—the one who hates me, who tells people I’m his son and who loathes me like only a father can, so maybe he is in some ways—would gladly, ecstatically take you. The curse of my existence is everything he craves. A rotten irony, really. He keeps me this close, closer than either of us wants, because he needs me in order to have you—but then again, my presence is a permanent scar. Recurring proof that I was chosen over him.

At first, I thought all he wanted was the villa. I thought the ritual could go on without me, that it could be tied to this place rather than to me. I told him he should file a new deed with the county and I wouldn’t fight it. I don’t want any of these things Ova says I’m entitled to. Needless to say, it didn’t work, because the thing he really wanted wasn’t something I could give up. Not for lack of effort.

Later, I tried poison, which I would never do again. Too slow, and too horrific to live through, which unfortunately I always do.

Anyway, I was told I didn’t understand anything because the house was never mine, by all reputable measures I didn’t exist, and the only reason I had you inside me to begin with was because something had gone wrong, hence the constant perfecting of the ritual.

He said, “The old man lost his touch in his old age, and look where that got us.”

Ova didn’t like that, but she knew better than to say so aloud. Over time the situation went from satiating Ova to pleasing her, though I’m not sure it will last. Theirs is a tepid alliance, reliant on the razor edge that is their mutual set of goals.

I don’t hate this house. I miss the life I used to know inside it, the one before the rot set in. Ova didn’t like me leaving too often, back then, but she still let it happen. The seizures were always unpredictable, but things were never this dire before. Before the fire, before intruders came into our lives, before everything the damage wrought.

I miss the public library, the freedom I used to have to come and go. The internet, back when it was new for me and very exciting, although since I learned to use it, I’ve always seemed to have access to more information than I want or need (see also: the box under the bed).

It does make certain things a lot easier. For example, I’ve watched every single one of the Marvel movies and I’m very excited about the next Doctor Strange. It’s frankly almost enough to live for.

It’s inarguably the very worst in the franchise, you say.

But I disagree! Doctor Strange likes to collect things and so do I. He has an ancient one and I have you. I know I sound about five years old when I say things like this but it helps to have some perspective. In some other story, maybe I get the chance to be someone.

“You are someone,” she says.

Anya is here again. She has the lipstick on, so I know this is a dream. You’d think that would be comforting, but just because I’m asleep doesn’t mean you are. In fact, you’re probably with her right now, and she doesn’t know that the only reason you’re keeping me alive is because you need a body, a set of suitably functioning limbs.

“Anya’s an unusual name around here,” I comment, making conversation, and she laughs.

“I’m named after a character from a TV show,” she says. I don’t know how I know this. Maybe you know it and so now I know it. Maybe I read it somewhere online. Anya probably has a blog from when she was a teenager or maybe she said it in a comment she thought was forgotten. But the internet’s memory is long, and so is mine (yours).

Or maybe I don’t know it at all! Maybe I’m making it up. You never know with dreams.

“Jude isn’t my name,” I say. It’s short for Julian, to her, and for “Jude the Betrayer,” to him. But my real name is your name. We are one and the same, as you’ve always told me. I am you transcendent, any thoughts of my own as thinly imagined as a dream.

“I think you’re going to wake up soon,” she says.

“Oh, okay.” I touch her lipsticked cheek. She’s drawing all over her face now, on her forehead and her chin, it’s everywhere. I feel my heart crack with a sad fondness.

“When you wake up,” Anya says, “I think we should go for a drive.”

I picture her careening off a cliff. Hanging upside down like a bat. Flinging herself from the theater balcony. Offering me a shaking hand, tears streaming in pale streaks, the light of the moon casting the rest of her in shadow. Eaten alive, slowly but surely, by overgrown shadows of mold.

“Let’s take my father’s car,” I say.

“Yes, let’s.” She closes her eyes and the hand with the lipstick finally stills. Her skin is starting to blotch, dappling her beauty with consumptive circles of black. Her forehead is cool and slick with sweat when I touch my lips to hers, breathing her toxins in.

I know this is my fault, or it will be, or it already was.






0243 AWAKE


THE WEIGHT OF THE body in my arms is what drags me around to cognizance, eventually. Again I know right away who it isn’t, which feels like a strange, cruel mercy. I lower my head to smell familiar traces on her mouth, that sinister sweetness. The cuts on her arms and torso are inelegant, vicious. Like the person with the knife got angry, started hacking partway through the bone.

“What went wrong this time?” I murmur aloud.

More like what went right, you snort derisively in reply. You’re licking an ice cream cone.

I’m standing outside the greenhouse again. What is it about this place? Ova never liked me going here, she worried I’d fall. The guardrail is weak and almost certainly inadequate.

Once again, I try not to ask myself: Am I capable of carnage? Troubling not to take comfort in an answer. Sometimes I feel I know things absolutely. For example, something is very wrong with me. I was born to this world as a punishment. It would be better if I hadn’t been. I do not take life lightly, outside of my own.

Other times, things feel opaque. There is a tear in the space between conviction and experience. I have no desire for torment, and yet clearly, I have proven myself capable of violence many times, in many ways.

What I almost always lack is a reason. All these crimes of passion without any requisite flame must mean true cruelty, abomination.

The monster, Anya calls it, and she means you. But it must be me, too, in the end.






1452 AWAKE


“THINGS ARE WORSENING DRAMATICALLY.” The good doctor is speaking in his usual dull monotone. “The frequency of these … curations—” He breaks off. “He’s become very erratic.”

“He’s not erratic. He is blessed.” (He says blessed like it burns in his mouth.)

“Blessed or not, this is the twenty-first century. The condition of that body is out there, in unsparing detail, and the internet can’t be suppressed with a few under-the-table bribes. It’s not the same as cable news.”

“How did this even happen, Hodel? After last time you assured me he was contained. You promised me his condition was managed. Whose job is it to make sure he’s under control?”

A long, pregnant pause.

“As I’ve said. It appears that Jude is beginning to resist his medication—”

A swift, hacking cough interrupts, followed by, “Then upgrade his fucking cocktail, Doctor. Or what exactly do we pay you for?”

“I need you to understand that you are playing with fire.” Hodel’s voice is hushed now. “Given this potency, at this frequency, he shouldn’t even be alive. I don’t believe it’s any coincidence that his behavior is worsening. Raise the dosage any further and he’ll die of blood poisoning, or worse. Frankly, I don’t think it’s very ethical t—”

“Ethical?” He laughs, coldly. “After all this time, Hodel, you finally manage to trip over your ethics?”

“This kind of treatment was never asked of me before. When Killian first hired me—”

“Keep his name out of your mouth.”

“—he warned me that my work would be unnatural. That I would be asked to look away from darkness the likes of which could not be understood by lesser men. And it is true that I’ve seen darkness, I have borne witness to the uncanny, I have broken my own oaths in favor of upholding his—”

“And have you not been rewarded for your loyalty?” Another cough, and then a sneer. “Do you lack something for your faith, Doctor?”

“Listen to me. You will kill him.”

“You know I won’t. He knows I won’t.”

“Fine. Say that he doesn’t die, or that he can’t—”

“He obviously can’t, Hodel, be serious. You’ve mended every broken bone—you’ve watched him resurrect without a scratch. Even you have no explanation but the one we’ve given you—he’s invulnerable to damage. He’s been chosen. He is blessed.”

This time the coughing goes on for some time, a few minutes. There’s a squelch of something, then the thwack of it hitting the ground.

“Say that he doesn’t die,” Hodel repeats in a stiff tone of acknowledgment, once the room is silent again. “He still feels pain. He is obviously the victim of some agenda that isn’t his own. And more to the point, things can’t go on like this forever. If you no longer control the source of the ritual because Jude himself has lost control, what will you do then? No law of nature is without some semblance of a cost, or else your own sickness would not be—”

“This isn’t about nature, Hodel—Christ, get ahold of yourself. You said so yourself, you were invited to tread the unnatural, to witness the divine. Now that you’ve seen true sacrament, it troubles you?”

“You know, you sound like him.” The doctor’s voice is thoughtful and faraway, although still banally monotone. “I wonder if you’ve noticed. You seem to have given up your own natural patterns of speech.”

“Given up? Given up?”

“Calm down.” Ova’s voice slides in coolly, like a dream.

“I don’t have time for this.” He turns to her. “We don’t have time—”

“I know, I know. Shh.” Ova is comforting, soothing. Lying, but it always works. At least, it has so far, but he has other influences now. Other voices in his head, other surfacing desires. I wonder if she realizes …

No, but of course she does. She arches toward him now, restrained but pliant, as if a lifetime of no might soon become a yes. (But it won’t, and Hodel is right—what then?)

“You already know the course of treatment,” Ova continues in a different tone. “You also know that we can replace you.” She’s talking to the doctor now, of course. “And you know what will happen to you, Hodel, should you break the vow you made to Killian all those years ago.”

“I don’t intend to break my vow. Just to speak my mind.”

“Heard, understood, disregarded.” I can see my so-called father now, curled like a child in Ova’s lap while she strokes his hair and whispers how precious he is, how blessed.

We are all so very blessed. Me most of all.

“Hurry up,” Ova says impatiently to Hodel. “People are coming over. The actress will be here soon.” Daddy dearest makes a noise like ugh. “Administer another dose before he wakes.”

Ova bends over me then. I can smell the fruit on her breath, a perfume of sweetness to mask the deadness.

“Darling,” she says, and kisses my lips lightly. “I promise. We’ll be together again soon.”

I struggle not to react, to feign as if I’ve spent the whole time sleeping. She hovers, stiffly, while I attempt to control my breathing.

In, two, three. Out, two, three.

“He’s awake,” she says. Her voice is cold again. “Better go with an injection.”





A SCENE THAT MAY OR MAY NOT HAVE HAPPENED BUT WILL REGARDLESS BE PIVOTAL ON THE STAGE

A BEDROOM, AT NIGHT.

The demon sits among the piles of disarray, sifting through a box of cosmetics. Or rather, a box containing several boxes of cosmetics.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE (from the doorway)

Trying out a new look?

She is referring to the fact that the demon has buzzed off his hair. The imprint of a scar is visible along the high point of his skull. She is also noticing a scar through his eyebrow that looks fresh. (It is.)

The demon ignores her. She sits beside him and picks up one of the makeup boxes.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Weird.

THE DEMON (without looking up)

What?

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

These boxes all seem to be missing an item.

The demon is only half listening.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

None of them have lipsticks.

The demon pauses then. The heroine watches the shape of his shoulders as they go stiff beneath his T-shirt. It’s the same kind he usually wears, but this one is clearly new. The edges of the sleeves stick out at each side from a sharp crease, unwashed.

THE DEMON

Just say it.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Say what?

Heads in the audience pause mid-bounce as conversation volleys from one speaker to the other. The heroine can feel her heart dancing inside her chest—a flutter of proximity to danger. Perhaps the audience can even see it happen, as with an X-ray held to her chest. After all, what is reality? Say that she is a cartoon skunk.

THE DEMON

I know that the police came to see you. I know that you know what I’ve done. So let me guess.


(He looks at her.)

You’re going to turn me in?



This is a dare and The Gothic Heroine knows it.

The next serve is hers. Quiet, please.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

I don’t really know how I would do that. I mean, I don’t have any evidence.

THE DEMON

You know what I am.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Actually, I don’t. Which is kind of the whole point of being here.

The demon’s eyes cut away from hers as the volleying heads come to rest.

THE DEMON

Stop.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Stop what?

The demon flinches as if reacting to the throb of a vicious headache. His hand rises partway to his temple before he shakes himself free.

THE DEMON

I don’t know what you want from me.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Nothing.


(A pause.)

Answers.



THE DEMON

Those aren’t the same thing.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Fine, then I want answers.

THE DEMON

Why, are you some kind of amateur crime fighter? Are you trying to play detective?

This degree of sarcasm is tiresomely normal and therefore unthreatening.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

I’m just making conversation.

She dabs on a little of the highlighter that came in one of the makeup boxes. She places it fashionably, high on her cheeks and on the tip of her nose.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Isn’t this my job? To be here with you, making sure you’re alive?

THE DEMON

Bullshit.

He wrenches the box from her hands and tosses it aside.

THE DEMON

Why are you even here? You don’t need this job.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Says who? (She rolls her eyes.) Like you’ve ever paid rent in your life.

THE DEMON

You don’t pay rent either. You live with your mother. In an apartment complex owned by your family trust.

As this information is intended to spook or unsettle the heroine, she chooses not to react.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

I don’t think that trust is the same as whatever your dad set up for you.

She keeps her voice jaunty, light. Is she playing a character? Yes and it’s coming so naturally, with almost no effort at all. As if the whole time she’s just been waiting for him to up the ante, to force her to gamble on her own magic. To witness just how wonderfully she can glitter when the stage lights are on her.

Deuce, demon to serve. He makes his own observations.

THE DEMON

I was wondering when you’d ask me about him.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Oh?

THE DEMON

Honestly, you held off longer than I thought.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

You say that like you know me.

THE DEMON

Right, because you’re so complex.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Are you saying you think I’m here because your dad’s a movie star?

THE DEMON

I mean, am I wrong?

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Would it matter if I said yes?

This answer is nothing. Go girl, give us nothing. Really, the heroine and the demon are handing the nothing back and forth and they are losing the audience.

So the heroine takes a step to close the distance.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE (a sultry murmur)

Or do you just want me to say that I prefer you to him?

Ohhhhhh shit! The demon reacts.

(But don’t overdo it.)

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Hmm, have I touched a nerve?

Where are her hands right now? Things to ponder.

THE DEMON

What is your game here?

The demon is angry, very angry. The heroine, meanwhile, finally seems alive. Could She Survive It? She wants to push the odds and find out. There’s a heat emanating off them both, the exact frequency of torment. What could happen? Use your imagination!

(They certainly are.)

THE DEMON

Don’t you understand what will happen if I—

He breaks off. He looks at the heroine.

The heroine looks back at him.

THE DEMON

You know about it.


Him.

Me.



The heroine doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t need to. It’s not like this is a real question.

THE DEMON

You’re trying to provoke it right now, aren’t you?

He looks like he just took a bite of something unusual. An eccentric flavor combination. Caramel and miso, what a concept!

THE DEMON

Are you insane?

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

I don’t think that’s strictly PC of you to say.

THE DEMON

Oh my god—

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

And besides, I think we can both agree it’s objectively interesting. The only demons I come across in my line of work are the usual revolting human men. So just think how fascinating you are to me by comparison.

THE DEMON

(as if he has just been told the most annoying thing in the world; so undeniably the most annoying thing that a certificate from Congress is already on the way, embossed and glossy)

You’re bored. You’re bored and you want to literally poke the bear. Unbelievable.

He moves to pass the heroine and she follows him across the stage.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE (conversationally)

I call it the monster.

THE DEMON (muttering to himself)

That’ll just flatter it.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

It’s never taken this long to come out before.

She makes her observations pointedly, light-handedly, as if they’ve walked through dimensions and genre constraints.

The demon pauses with an air of something. Danger that lives in the same place as hunger.

THE DEMON

Listen. I’m only going to say this once.


You will never be safe with me. I can’t promise that I won’t want to hurt you, or that I won’t want to try.

I don’t know where I was the night those girls were killed. I don’t know whether I was the one who killed them. I don’t know how I got all these police files or security images or what I was looking for when I got them.

(A pause.)

Something is very, very wrong with me.



He doesn’t say it as if it’s a mystery. He says it as if he knows exactly what the “something” is.

He grips the heroine’s arms hard.

THE DEMON

I don’t want to hurt you.

He looks at his white-knuckled grip like he’s trying to understand the mechanics of it.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Okay.


(She removes his hands from her arms.)

Then don’t.



THE DEMON

I might. I probably will. Shut up—

The last bit is said to someone else. The thing that’s been in the room with them the whole time.

Suddenly, the lighting seems sinister. (Director’s note: The sinister lighting is not necessarily a bad or ugly thing. Perhaps it suits the heroine’s palette.)

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Wait.

She takes hold of the demon’s face to look at him more closely. This motion is so impulsive she doesn’t even notice that she’s done it until the demon shivers with awareness at her touch. Until she sees how well and gently her thumb sits in the cleft of his chin.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Just … wait.

His eyes track hers while she moves her thumb. She runs it lightly below the edge of his lower lip, then traces the bow of his upper one.

She draws one finger along the shape of his nose. She strokes his cheek. His eyes flutter shut and she brings her thumb to the high point of his forehead.

She does something she’s never done to anyone.

She blesses his forehead with the Sign of the Cross.

The demon instantly convulses. Is it a seizure?

The heroine catches him in her arms. She pulls out a cell phone.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE

Dr. Hodel? It’s Anya Morris.


(A pause.)



Yes, that’s fine. I’ll wait.









PART III
HOLLYWOOD FOREVER



“I needed a drink, I needed a lot of life insurance, I needed a vacation, I needed a home in the country. What I had was a coat, a hat and a gun.”

—Raymond Chandler, Farewell, My Lovely
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YOU THINK YOU’D NEVER JOIN A CULT AND THEN SUDDENLY YOU’RE IN ONE



EMMANUELLE WAS TRUE TO her word—she did have Genesis make me a schedule. Genesis was plainly resentful about this, but as Genesis and I had not gotten along very well up to that point, that didn’t worry me at the time.

“We’ve decided you’ll have this,” she added, and handed me a new cell phone. It was an iPhone virtually identical to my own, but with a handful of phone numbers already programmed in the contacts: Dr. Hodel, Emmanuelle, and an additional contact marked Emergency with a 310 area code but no additional clues. I didn’t bother wondering what that could mean, seeing as I couldn’t imagine a worse emergency than any I’d already been through, and Hodel had handled those fine. Aside from that, the phone had almost no apps installed. Location sharing, the first thing I checked for, was turned on, so I had agreed at some point to be monitored. I didn’t question this, either—it seemed obvious under the conditions I’d already accepted. There was also a user profile created for me, presumably so they’d know if I tried to download TikTok and achieve notoriety on the backs of their demon son.

On the bright side, I was also given paperwork for direct deposit and asked to submit a W-9, which was such a jolt of normalcy that I accepted the situation without further interrogation, internal or otherwise. There were going to be taxes involved, so how bad could it be?

“If the police ask you any further questions—” Genesis began.

“I see no evil, I hear no evil, I speak no evil,” I cut in under my breath.

She gave me perhaps her most disapproving look to date, though there was no further argument. I hardly considered it necessary to be told not to trust the LAPD. I was equally suspicious of everyone involved. But I did have a brain, and thus I had some questions. For example, how did an institution known for sloppy policework and internal corruption find that Instagram post so quickly, within hours of her death?

“Who was the woman?” I dared to ask. “The one who died” is how I negotiated the tone of my question, though “the one who was butchered” did materialize clearly at the front of my mind.

By then she was all over the news and social media, proof that the summer of exsanguination had become dismemberment fall. I already knew, then, that her name was Valerie Nguyen, she was twenty-eight years old, and she was an immigration lawyer. I knew she’d graduated from Cal State Long Beach and was engaged, and I knew that at present, her fiancé was the prime suspect. It’s always the boyfriend, said the comments, each one with hundreds of conspiratorial likes.

Of course, not all the coverage was entirely sympathetic. She was said to have been partying quite a lot in the weeks preceding her death, so. Probably she had asked for this.

“Just the usual trash desperate for fame,” remarked Genesis, with a suggestive glance at me.

“Not me,” I assured her. “I just really love domestic labor, don’t you?”

At which point Genesis predictably walked away.

I am not, as I’ve said, completely stupid, although experts may disagree. Valerie Nguyen’s connection to the de Witts was thin, but it existed—she’d assisted with some pro bono work as a consultant for Ara on a recent case as part of their efforts to provide advocacy for victims of human trafficking. The mystery is not why the de Witts were being monitored by the LAPD, or even whether I knew about it. I did.

The articles asking What does movie star William de Witt have to do with the brutal murder of Valerie Nguyen? disappeared from the news cycle almost immediately, washed away by the influx of more interesting details, coverage of older Santa Ana–related murders, listicle clickbait about Hollywood’s seedy past. Valerie vanished from the feed within a couple of days, probably because her fiancé was arrested soon after and quickly arraigned for his crimes. It might have remained interesting for longer if not for him—if her death had been left a mystery. But after a while, the overall tone of the situation was that domestic violence is what it is, and what it always has been.



Later, I asked him directly if he killed her. He had blood on his hands at the time and was scrubbing them off in the sink, staring at the cracks in his nailbeds.

Don’t ask stupid questions, Anya.

Even now, knowing all the answers, I’m not sure it ever mattered, what he said or didn’t say. The problem with this and every story is that people willingly open the door for danger.

People say yes to monsters all the time.
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WHEN IT RAINS



AS I MENTIONED, MY cousin Roro had a vocational interest in the death of Valerie Nguyen, who was a feature in her Santa Ana installation. True crime invoked a complicated context, something I’d pointed out to Roro several times, but I couldn’t judge her impulse for exploitation. Just because something was frowned upon didn’t mean it wouldn’t sell, and she was a living artist who had to eat. No room for meaningful opposition from six feet underground.

“Okay, so, like this?” Roro asked me, leaning over the register counter of our family’s occult shop, sketching the torso of the disemboweled woman I’d last seen living a life briefly symmetrical to mine.

“Ro, come on. I can’t do this again.” The store, these days never as empty as I hoped it would be, contained a handful of people browsing nearby, all with the sidelong look of would-be eavesdroppers. It was one thing for Tita Linda to bring up death in her readings, but it felt like quite another for me to discuss in gory detail the precise arrangement of a brutalized corpse.

(Later, sources would quibble over the psychological profile of the serial killer in question, due to the presence of multiple methodologies—the more sadistic forms of violence were performed perimortem and often varied in technique, showing multiple simultaneous blows without clear operational procedure; the killings themselves were technical, emotionless, swift, the work of a doctor more so than a hunter, with the surgical knowledge the perimortem injuries lacked; the posing of the bodies afterward suggested a kind of gruesome penchant for theater, a desire to be witnessed. Directed, as if to set a morbid scene. Possibly the work of many deranged minds rather than one imprecise monster, though again, experts—and amateur internet sleuths—disagreed.)

“Was it like this one?” Roro flipped back in her sketchbook to one of her other drawings.

I ignored her in favor of a customer who was holding up a desk calendar. “Is this included in the sale?” the customer asked.

“Yes, that’s included,” I called back before dropping my voice. “Ro, this really isn’t the time or place for—”

“Just tell me which organs were removed this time. Was it another hysterectomy?”

I’d grown used to this to some degree—the presence of adrenaline and bile, the odd imbalance that was curiosity emulsified by nausea. I felt it almost every time I saw Jude, who’d been functionally in a coma for several days by then. A condition that should have been more tolerable for me than the alternative, and yet.

“I’m not an expert on human mutilation, okay? Her insides were on the outside—that’s all I know,” I hissed. Then I smiled at the bargain-hunting calendar shopper. (“Great shop, but I wish they’d hire an actual Filipinx employee instead of that random blond influencer,” read one of my rave reviews on Yelp.)

“Yes, but which insides.” Roro stared at her drawings as if she were doing a tarot reading, trying to find an answer to a question nobody had asked. I regretted telling her about it at all, but there were only so many people I could call to discuss a corpse. As I’d recently come to learn, once you’ve seen one, it’s all you want to talk about.

“You realize that all those other women this summer were killed during the Santa Anas too, don’t you? Hence the name of the exhibition,” Roro reminded me, unlocking her phone to show me the picture she’d taken of all the sketches positioned as they would likely come together on the wall—a virtual mosaic of one coagulated, faceless brown woman. “So many people look away, you know? So we have to make them look closer. The violence isn’t just a symptom—the violence is the sickness. The violence is the point.”

Outside, the wind whipped the palm trees. It was another merciless day of heat, and the winds inserted themselves with timely vengeance, as if we’d taken Santa Ana’s name in vain.

Genesis had already texted my work phone: STREET CLOSED. FIRE.

Then: DISREGARD. STREET OPEN.

Then, for what I presumed to be sensory detail: SMOKE.

I didn’t know why she typed in all caps but I’d already had plenty of time to adjust to her being a mystery. Besides, it was a nice change from Teddy, who I’d gotten a drink with the night before and obligingly slept with, as sex kept conversation to a minimum. He’d asked if I wanted to get brunch with his family and I said yes.

“Still,” I said to Roro. “Isn’t that … I don’t know, sensationalizing?”

“Glorifying the violence is sensationalizing,” Roro corrected me. “Focusing on the killer is sensationalizing—”

“You’re really telling me that someone’s out there killing women every time it gets too hot?” I couldn’t relate to that degree of productivity. At present, my life revolved around air conditioning, and the possibility of lying still in a dark room without any intention to move. Already I was pondering whether I had time for a nap, and I’d only woken up an hour or so before.

She shook her head vehemently. “First of all, people are out there killing women every time it strikes their fancy, that’s the whole point of the installation. But what I’m saying is there’s something else here, with these specific murders. It’s inconsistent, but it’s there.” She frowned down at her drawing. “The posing of the bodies is new, but the blood draining, the removal of the organs, that’s all—”

“Removal of the what?” asked Tita Linda, who had finished her reading and come around to the mini fridge behind the counter for some nata de coco, which she plucked straight from the jar with two fingers.

JR had been coming to the store less often, with Tita Linda charitably taking his place to allow more time for pigeon breeding. Despite his pygmy size, JR informed me, Alistair was a natural, the talk of the town. Rumor had it Tavis Anderson had now expressed a desire to meet JR in person, a message he had sent via his prized female, Deirdre. I’d asked JR if he knew what he was going to wear and he said probably this, why?

The bell beside the door tinkled as someone who was very clearly not there for shrimp chips or pagan literature walked in.

“Nothing, Tita Linda, never mind. Ro.” I nudged Roro’s arm. “Look who it is.”

Her brows knitted. “Damn. Your mom’s making this place so white.”

“No, that’s got to be the—”

“Hello,” called the twenty-something man with a swoop of auburn hair. He was holding the door for a photographer who lagged behind, shooting the store’s exterior. “I’m Leo Goodman, I’m a staff writer for the L.A. Times. Are you Della Almazan?”

I don’t have time to argue with you right now, my mother had told me that morning when she’d woken me up to get me into the store. The journalist is coming for an interview today after rescheduling three times and now a pipe burst upstairs. I have to get the real plumber in today—the “real plumber” meaning not the handyman that was currently a dedicated dooman—and probably a city inspector, just in time for him to close us down over that fucking pigeon, so the least you can do is pretend to be a member of this family and take care of things for me at the store—

“I’m Della’s daughter, Anya. I’ll be right with you,” I said with the brightness of someone who adored her job and cared very deeply about customer service, gesturing to Roro with equal theater as if she were a customer. Behind me, Tita Linda opened a bag of chicharrónes.

Dutifully, Roro snuck a tarot deck from beside the register; I rang it up. We argued briefly in total silence, and then she glared at me as I gestured for her to swipe her credit card. She had tucked her sketchbook safely under her arm by then, thank god.

“We’re going to discuss this later,” she whispered, not very quietly.

“Have a nice day,” I replied, much louder, handing her the receipt. She flipped me off and swung her hips a little as she passed the journalist, never too annoyed to be visually appreciated as she left the store.

Tita Linda, meanwhile, crackled her pork skins in thoughtful silence.

The journalist was still paused in the threshold, glancing over his shoulder for the photographer, who was busy shooting the shop’s exterior. “I did a pre-interview with your mother over the phone,” he called to me with an air of helpless in-betweenness, “so we’re just here to hang around for a bit, chat with customers, get some shots for the article—”

“Sorry, sorry!” The photographer darted in through the door then, shaking off like a dog as he entered the shop. “Woof, traffic’s about to be a nightmare. Hi,” he said, waving to us distractedly, his lens already trained on the assortment of crystals beside the door. “Go ahead and pretend I’m not here.”

“Is it raining?” I echoed, a little astonished, a lot relieved. It explained the darkness in my chest, the tight feeling. It had been a gray and moody morning, made worse by the swampy presence of unresolved heat—the endlessness of summer despite the calendar presence of fall.

“Yeah, just started.” The photographer went back to snapping pictures as the journalist made his way to where I stood behind the register.

“Might make for a thinner crowd,” he said, gesturing over his shoulder to the rain. “People here treat rain like it’s a blizzard.” People here. Lesser people, I understood it to mean.

“Ah, yes,” I joked, “never mind the fires and apocalypse winds, it’s a light rain that really gets us.”

The journalist laughed, an outsider’s laugh.

“You’re from somewhere else, I take it?” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the counter. Without even really noticing I had already begun to flirt with him.

“Yeah, Indianapolis.” He took his phone out of his jacket pocket, apologetically referencing that he’d be taking notes with the Notes app. “Sorry, hideous habit, always being on my phone, I just have terrible handwriting—”

“Relatable,” I offered in solidarity. “Incoherent scrawl.” Actually, my handwriting was painstakingly neat.

He laughed again. “Right, yeah—”

“You should have Anyabeth give you a reading.” Tita Linda’s voice behind me made me jump—she’d been abnormally quiet, and she’d also pitched that particular sentence at a conspiratorial register, a timbre usually reserved for phrases like Magandang babae, how many boyprens you have now? from any of the apartment building’s elders.

I’d conveniently forgotten for a second that she was there, just as she’d conveniently forgotten that she normally did the readings.

“Oh, uh…” The journalist gave me a look that suggested his MFA didn’t allow him to ascribe any legitimacy to psychic readings. “Well, I suppose while I’m here—”

I turned over my shoulder. “You’ll take the register?” I asked Tita Linda, though of course what I really intended to do was privately roll my eyes in her direction. The journalist was that particular flavor of clean-cut white man that makes older Filipina women irrationally excited, though I’d always suspected that Tita Linda hoped for my sake that I’d become an eccentric lesbian.

“Of course, Apo.” She always called me what my Grandma called me, apo for grandchild, but in this case I had a sense she was curating something. Glorifying the aesthetic of the immigrant family business without overloading real immigrant pitfalls onto the grandiosity of the Los Angeles Times. You’d think she and my mom would get along better, given this level of commitment to the bit, but then again, savviness didn’t always lead to friends.

“Fine.” I gestured the journalist over to the curtained area where we did the readings. It had been dressing rooms before, and my mother had spent an entire weekend repurposing them—with JR’s help, a detail she often chose to overlook.

“So, how does this work?” The journalist seemed to enjoy the opportunity to get closer to me. Meanwhile, the photographer snapped a picture of Tita Linda ringing up a pouch of crystals, the bag of chicharrónes resting open beside her like a lover lying provocatively in bed.

In terms of training, I could give the journalist any reading I wanted to. Palm would mean we’d touch, but people were typically more impressed by cards.

“Just relax,” I said, instructing him to hold the cards, to focus on a question in his head for purposes of guidance. “This is a simple one—past, present, future. I’ll just tell you what I see.”

“Can anyone do this?” He was teasing me, relaxing into my closeness. If only I had a need for local small business coverage beyond this visit. “Or do you have … you know.” He leaned in closer. “The gift?”

“A magician never reveals her secrets. And a lady never tells.” I checked for obvious personal and social markers—a ring, financial standing. By all accounts, I was preparing myself for a grift.

And that, of course, was when I felt it. The most dangerous thing a young woman can feel.

Boredom.

I didn’t know yet how dull it would all become to me. The parties Emmanuelle would throw that varied in intensity and size. The fact that there was always someone new to meet—a producing partner, a financier, some up-and-coming actor, some fussy member of the Academy, every now and then a casting director whose name I recognized. The subsequent uptick in auditions and increasingly steady work, the antidepressant/eczema/diabetes commercials I could now use to pad my savings account.

For the first time in my life, money would not be a problem. Neither, arguably, would time. My mother was too busy to disapprove of my lifestyle; my relationship with Teddy was growing steadily more comfortable. My life should have been perfect, and it was, which was part of the problem.

It gave me the freedom I needed to disappear into the obsession I hadn’t noticed taking hold.

Even before clarity materialized fully in my head, I knew it was over. I was already done for. Any possibility of alternate endings had sunk; they’d already been buried six feet in the ground. It was like the ick, one of those things you couldn’t come back from—once you knew, you simply knew. All that time I’d been spending so close to danger had anesthetized me for everything else.

There I was again, flipping the cards to grasp the immobility of fate. A pair of eyes, rose petals bursting from the viscera of a dead girl. A crescent moon, change on the horizon. Maybe a different version of me could have felt dizzy with it, the knowledge of it. My hovering proximity. Every story ends in death.

Outside the store window, a palm frond crashed to the ground. I blinked back to cognizance.

“That bad?” the journalist teased me, gesturing to the spread I’d pulled, ostensibly for him.

There’s a devil on your back. In the cards it was usually a satyr, red-eyed, horned. But I knew what he really looked like, and he wasn’t on my back. He was somewhere worse—the back of my mind, lingering there, the tail end of every thought.

The devil was waiting for me, but that wasn’t the worst of it.

Somehow, without noticing, I’d begun to bide my time until I could return.
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YOUR INTUITION IS EASY TO FIND!



THE RAIN THAT HAD started during my shift at the store was pouring by the time I got to the de Witt house, passing the sign that read FIRE HAZARD: HIGH with a new suspicion that it wasn’t that closely monitored. I ran from the landing to the house’s side entrance, pausing only to glimpse the shallow cavity of the broken fountain. It was filled almost halfway now, a blurry glimmer catching my eye. Rain wept down the sides of the greenhouse, flooding the cracked tile that surrounded it on all sides.

Genesis met me at the door, as usual. I handed her my phone without even feeling the loss. I found everything inside it less interesting these days. Just more things being sold to me in clever ways; more girls I’d known from audition rooms announcing their newest content partnerships, their soon-to-be big breaks. (They say to keep your eyes on your own lane, at your own pace, your own journey. But nobody was really that blind.)

“Where’s Emmanuelle?” I was a little breathless, partially from running. The rain was starting to dry on my bare arms, and I shivered.

Genesis’s gaze flicked resentfully to the courtyard below.

“Right, okay. Does she have the—”

Genesis was already walking away. I rolled my eyes at her back, then darted for the stairs. I didn’t know why I knew it, but I felt sure this time he was awake. I’d felt it in the store, my hands on the cards, right on the soft pulse of peril.

Jude’s door was closed. I knocked quietly.

No answer.

I waited, then turned the knob and pushed the door gently open.

Jude was sitting in the middle of the room, on the floor. He was staring into nothing, though his gaze flicked over to me when I stepped inside.

I still hadn’t gotten used to the fact that his hair was gone. It might sound strange to put it that way, but he seemed to me bereft without it. The buzz cut made his features look different, sharp in a way they hadn’t been before. He had a shallow widow’s peak, a trace of shadow around his face. His brow seemed far more prominent, a perennial watchful scowl.

His eyes, when they met mine, were unusually calm. Probably the result of sleeping for multiple days. His doctor said he’d had a bad reaction to something he’d taken. Another overdose was strongly implied. I wondered if death was his tell—if the attempts necessarily followed the guilt, or if he just tried regularly, so that statistically it could happen at any time.

“You’re awake.” I crept into the room. He didn’t flinch at my oncoming presence this time. “You’ve been out of commission for ages.”

“Does it matter?” He didn’t look at me.

“Were you trying to kill it again?” I sat beside him. “The monster.”

Jude forced his eyes shut for a moment, then stood. He wandered over to the table he used as a nightstand and brought me a loose sheet of paper. A drawing.

No rose petals here. No flowers. Just a gruesome mouth. Cascading viscera.

“Did you know her?” I asked, handing the drawing back to him. “Valerie Nguyen.”

He shook his head.

“They’re saying it was the boyfriend,” I mused. Jude turned away, putting the drawing back where he’d found it, tucked beneath a box of algae killer. “That they had some heat of the moment argument, something like that.”

“Maybe it was.” He shrugged. “Just not with that boyfriend.”

“You think she was having an affair?” I couldn’t tell if he was lying, feigning ignorance and indifference, posturing just to throw me off. Making things up to cover his tracks, a story that didn’t—couldn’t—revolve around him, who could only play the archetype of psychotic stranger.

But it didn’t seem like something he would do, rewriting the story. He’d already spent every other visit trying to convince me I should run.

“How should I know what constitutes an affair?” His gaze dropped to his hands. “It just seemed so—” He looked away, one hand rising to the hair that had been shorn away. “So angry.”

I rose to my feet. “Are you angry, Jude?”

He looked at me for a moment.

I thought of the blood on his knuckles. The hard path of his spine.

Whatever stood between us sharpened to a point. The resonance from something unignorable—the thing we’d always known was there—was glinting in the open this time.

Then—

“Come on,” he said. Just as abruptly, there was an ease to him, like a pinch point had passed. Like he’d decided something, or discarded something. “Let’s go for a walk.”

“Now? But it’s raining.” My jeans were still wet from the walk from my car to the house.

He shrugged. I felt a tug somewhere in my core, like I’d been lashed to the edge of his shoulder. “You won’t melt. Worst case, you slip a little when I push you off the cliff.”

I startled with laughter. One hand clapped over my mouth.

“Jesus.” He was smiling at me. “You are severely unwell.”

“You’re the one making jokes about my murder.” I tried to stop laughing. “It’s not funny. You’re normalizing my death. I’m shook. I’m triggered.”

He frowned. “What are you even saying right now?”

“It’s not a joke.” I stopped then, grinding to a halt, like I’d just remembered a task left unfinished. “Valerie. She’s a person, not a joke.”

Jude blinked.

“I know that,” he said. “Do you?”

I stared at him.

Then he turned to go down the stairs.

He wasn’t kidding about the walk. We slipped out the side door, then took the narrow trail down to the greenhouse, in the direction of the ancient garage. My skin, hair, and clothes were fully saturated within seconds, but Jude kept going. I watched the blades of his shoulders shift beneath his sodden T-shirt, sharp in a way that cut me somewhere low.

He pushed open the door to the greenhouse and I darted inside, underneath his waiting arm. The wet warmth of the glass interior was unearthly, like a fever dream, the way I imagined succumbing to a demon bog might feel. Everything was demons with me, I realized. I laughed a little again and looked at Jude. He was standing beside the fogged-up wall, watching the rain come pouring down the glass.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

His head turned partway toward me before he caught himself. “For what?”

“This life.” I joined him at the window, looking out into the canyon. “How lonely it is.”

“I’m not a victim. I’m a monster.” He paused, maybe waiting to see if I’d contradict him. “And more importantly, I’m alive.”

“You seem to think that death would be preferable.”

“I’m trying—” I watched his hands curl with something. Frustration, restraint. “I’m trying to hold myself accountable.”

“And you think that’s the behavior of a monster?” I asked him. I found it … I don’t know, irritating. The humanness of it that didn’t fit with the darkness, or maybe it was the possibility that darkness and self-pity could so annoyingly coexist. “You think a real monster has the time to sing its own elegies, or that it feels any remorse?”

Jude fixed me with a puzzled, disregarding look. “Are you actually angry with me right now? Or are you just … I don’t know, acting?”

“No.” Of course not. Except— “I don’t know. Maybe.” My heart had started to pound from something. Maybe he was right, maybe it was rage. Could it be rage, if I were the kind of person I thought I could be? “I mean, Jude. A woman is dead. And it wasn’t painless. She suffered because of someone else’s so-called passion.” Something was beating on me, heavy plunks of disgust, the weight of an unsolved problem. “And I’m here with you, because—”

“Yes, good point.” He turned to me. It was so hot inside the greenhouse that I felt like I was going to faint. “Because of what?”

Outside, the rain came down even harder. It saturated the frame of an open window. The hard stone floor was getting soaked. Everything convulsed inside me, sickening me. I felt sorry for him, and also, I hated him for being boring. For being a character I’d seen before; for fulfilling the heart-of-gold cliché. He filled me with dread and bile and longing.

I felt something, that was the thing. It was horror that snaked up my throat. The heat of it, my own morbid curiosity, felt so staggeringly wrong it edged close to sublime.

He read it on my face, I know he did.

“You’re so fucking stupid,” Jude said. The words were barely audible. Just the warmth of his breath, the bare trace of suggestion. The shared image of what awful thing could happen next.

It wasn’t that I didn’t care about what he might have done—the gruesomeness of it. It lived in my brain, the possibility, the unknown measure of who and what he was, that existed in irreconcilable duality with the blood I’d already seen him shed, the scars of his own desperate escapes. That wasn’t the problem, the plausibility of his evil. The frequency I felt from him, that thing that buzzed between us, it was a strange, uncanny harmony. Not discordant but haunting, dual tones of something other. The wretchedness I both mirrored and craved.

I was the problem. He was right: The job, the house, my presence here, it was fucking idiotic. No sum of money should have been enough.

I pitched forward, onto my toes, and caught his lips with mine, unsure which one of us I strictly intended to punish. He exhaled hard into my mouth, like I’d punched him in the stomach. I forced him flat against the glass wall of the greenhouse, pummeling him with my need to pry him open, to scrape out the answers I needed like gored papaya seeds. In return, he clutched my waist hard, hungrily. Mentally, I held that sketch of a dead girl in my mind, unfurling it like a chart of stars, a scroll of inevitability.

And then, of course, I let it fall.

The sound he made in my mouth was animal; a rough, low whine of something close to pain. I kissed him harder, a rush of adrenaline alight in my veins, heat flooding my body. I slid my tongue along his lower lip, sinking my teeth in lightly. His nails bit into my waist. He tried to speak, the words punctuated by me, the crescendo of my desperation. “What are you doing?”

My heart was beating so loud I couldn’t hear my thoughts. I broke the kiss but only barely, my mouth still close to his. I drew my nose up along his, rested my forehead against his, ran my hands greedily over his head, along the silken tactility of his buzz cut.

He shifted me roughly, my back now pressed to glass. I jumped at the chill—I thrilled. I kissed him softer. I brought his knuckles to my cheek. They were still raw and bruised from whatever fight he’d been in lately. I grazed them with my lips, a slow brush across the peaks, awareness settling in. It throbbed in me, whatever this was, the danger of it. Of him. I moved to disentangle myself when he kissed me again, catching my lips in a messy jolt. Uneven alignment.

The whole thing was molten, tropical, my cheeks flushed and feverish. His hands bracketed my ribs. I didn’t have a single thought in my brain—guiltless, numb oblivion. I understood addiction now. I laughed a little and kissed him harder, aware of so many things: I didn’t even think I liked him. I found him a little bit whiny and annoying. I felt sorry for him, which was profoundly unsexy. And there was the constant non-zero chance that I might ultimately die for my sins.

He tugged my hair lightly, gently, to lift my chin. His lips brushed over my throat, his thumbs hooking greedily behind the corners of my jaw. I shimmied up a little to wrap my legs around his hips, pulling him in tighter. He answered by pressing my hands to the glass, pausing to scrape his teeth along my inner arm.

It deepened and I sank into it. I rolled my hips and he answered, thrusting up slightly from below. Call and response, pressure met with pressure. Something shifted—I felt a small explosion in my brain. It was an impact that should have woken me from the trance; from the inexplicable build of this twisted dream. He leaned away for a moment, looking at me. He was staring, almost disconcertingly, at the shape of my mouth. Or something on it.

“What?” I asked. More warmth than sound.

He shook his head. Nothing.

His fingers drifted down, running along the lip of my jeans, stroking the clasp with one slow motion of his fingers. The blanket of heat inside the greenhouse was such that I started to feel powerfully drowsy, a rumble of a sigh unfurling from my throat unbidden, like in the moments between consciousness and sleep.

His hand pressed flat against my skin, palm stretching out across my navel, underneath my shirt. The material of it clung to the shape of his hand, sodden with rain and humidity. There was an odd fragrance, the fleshy scent of orchids. An overripe sweetness rotting within each bloom, the occasional heady waft of open flesh.

He nudged my chin up again with his nose, running the span of my neck with his thumb like the strike of a match, a faint flicker in the dark. For a moment his hand shifted, rising up to carve a noose around the base of my throat. My breath grew thin with panic, fear, desire. The pressure was faint, but it was there, it was real—the possibility that this was another version of gentleness; that there were other notches on the scale of violence he possessed. He kissed me again, softly, and I panted into his mouth, saying nothing. A fog of lightness filled my vision as I capitulated. I kissed him back. When he broke the kiss, I already knew what his eyes would look like.

The monster in Julian de Witt was staring hungrily at me.

He released my throat and I exhaled, collapsing forward a degree to catch my breath. He bent, then, ever so slightly, to run his tongue along my neck, followed by the light scrape of his teeth down to the divot of my clavicle. A whimper tore free, to my humiliation. A low, keening sound that couldn’t reasonably be called fear—instead it was pleading, or acquiescence. The soft death knell of what might have been a yes.

It was enough to wake me, finally.

“No.” I shoved it away—him, the monster, that look on his face, that unbearable glint of mockery, like I’d fallen directly into his trap. I slid a little on the wetness of the greenhouse floor, watching him fumble, elastic, among the tendril reach of vines. I ran, relieved now for the chill, back to the house, rain falling so hard it seemed to rattle my bones, to match the cadence of my heartbeat.

I threw myself inside the main house, shivering hard, unsure what exactly I had planned to do from there. Who was I now?

What part was I playing?

“Anya?”

William de Witt stood at the base of the stairs from which he’d just descended, clearly on his way to or from bed. He wore reading glasses, an open dress shirt, a pair of soft-looking sweatpants. “Are you all right?”

It took me a moment to find the words. “Fine, thank you. Sorry. I just…” I gestured vaguely toward the front door, my car, a version of the life I lived where I didn’t willingly commune with monsters. “My mom needs me, I have to go.”

“Oh, no, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” William shook his head, shifting his weight from one side to the other. “Didn’t Genesis tell you? The canyon roads are closed for repair. Mudslides.”

“What?” The thudding in my chest got louder.

“From the fires earlier, and the winds brought down a tree—” He waved a hand. “It’s just too dangerous to drive right now.” He gave me another slow look, taking me in like he could read the truth of me from every little hint of gooseflesh. “Which also means we likely won’t have any daring escapes,” he added, gesturing behind me to Jude’s room, where he must have thought Jude was. “So you’re probably off duty for the night, but don’t worry. We’ll have Genesis do up one of the guest rooms for you.”

“What, oh, no—” I fumbled through my attempts at polite demurral. “I couldn’t possibly—”

I heard the sound of a door opening from somewhere outside, either the courtyard or somewhere farther away, and I swallowed. I was reminded how close I was to the edge of my own sanity, how very dangerously close.

(Could I Survive It?)

The calculations I always ran came up empty.

Or rather, I’d stopped listening. I didn’t have a plan.

I’d already forgotten how to run.
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THE APPLES DON’T FALL FAR FROM THE TREE



WILLIAM DE WITT LOOKED at me expectantly, with all the genteel tranquility of a man with more to offer than I even had adequate space to want. A thought, briefly occurring: Imagine this kind of safety. (A prayer, then: If I fail, let it not be because I dreamed too small.)

“I just … I don’t think I should,” I said after an elongated pause, managing the smile of someone who simply couldn’t bear to put their host out for even one more second. “Take advantage of your hospitality, I mean. It’s very generous of you, but I can just go help Emmanuelle, see if the roads open back up—”

“Emmanuelle’s got plenty of company for the night, I suspect.” There was a tone of something I couldn’t parse, certainly disapproving. Not unlike my mother speaking of me. And then he continued, “It’s not a problem, Anya. Really, it’s a mess out there—”

“I just don’t want Genesis to have to … I mean, it’s just so silly, I’m fully capable of—”

We were speaking over each other, my fault. There was no chance of being dignified at the moment. There was a heat coursing through me, directionless, restless. Twice in looking at William I’d already quietly imagined the places I might dig my fingers in, as if being with Jude had woken up something larger, indiscriminately insatiable, in me.

I stopped.

“True.” William’s eyes strayed from my face a moment, then returned. As if nothing had happened, he clarified, “It’s not like you and I can’t turn down a bed on our own.”

I swallowed, then tried one last time, “I just don’t think—”

“Here.” He padded away from the stairs, toward me. For a moment I thought he was going to take me in his arms—he came that close. Instead he gestured behind me, to the door I’d just passed through. “You can stay in one of the cabanas beside the courtyard, you’ll like that. Emmanuelle had a friend stay over recently. The linens should be newly refreshed.”

He didn’t seem to mind the rain as he led me outside; I, meanwhile, scoured the path for any sign of wandering demons. The courtyard’s glass doors were shuttered against the rain, but Emmanuelle was outside, dancing with Atticus. I lifted a hand to wave to her as we took the stairs down the terraced path, but she was lost to me, already well into the realm of bacchanalia.

There was a sensuousness to her—a sumptuousness. The rain slid down her open decolletage, cresting there from time to time like delicate beadwork before sloughing away. In her hand was a mottled smoothie, its contents a characterless shade of brown.

The cabana, unsurprisingly, looked like a hotel room on the inside—it had an air of bohemian chic, very much in line with the rest of Emmanuelle’s taste. Inside was a bed with white linens, a small table facing the window that overlooked the courtyard, a narrow door I assumed was a closet. Another person had joined the fray, I noticed from afar. Emmanuelle reached over for a woman who looked like a supermodel—who was, as far as I could parse from this distance, an actual supermodel. She was laughing, and as Emmanuelle’s guests usually were, spilling her drink. They fell into each other, obviously drunk; within moments, Atticus had pushed both women in the pool.

“She and I have slightly different ideas of family legacy,” commented William, who was lingering beside the open door. His voice was flat, a bit distant.

He, however, was very close to where I lingered near the window, unsure what surfaces were acceptable to touch. I could almost feel the warmth of his chest against my back.

“Oh?” So it was disapproval he felt toward her, then. I felt an idiotic loyalty to Emmanuelle, a desire to defend her. I didn’t respect her much, but I resonated more strongly with her position in the villa, with the hand she had little choice but to play.

“This house was certainly once known for its revelry,” William said. “Emmanuelle gets that part right.”

I felt like I could sense the presence of every place we might have touched. I was still buzzing from my brush with Jude’s monster, and now every inch of me felt electrified.

“I thought she was your producing partner?”

“Partner is a strong word. She knows how to cut an advantageous deal.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot, closing in on my periphery. “Though she sees my philanthropy work as a distraction from her true purpose of reinvigorating Killian’s social scene,” he added drily. “She and Fred have … somewhat oppositional goals.”

“Why not both?” I suggested, intending to be playful.

“Mm” was all he offered in reply, as if he’d already asked himself as much.

We both watched Emmanuelle find herself a pool floatie, clambering atop it and singing into the pelting rain. The model floated with hazy stupefaction on her back, drifting with a weightlessness, a full embrace of leisure.

“Have you always lived with her?” I asked, mostly to make conversation. Emmanuelle struggled to sit upright on the pool inflatable, leaning over the edge of the floatie and down toward the model like she was whispering a secret in her ear.

“Not always,” William said with a shake of his head. “But this house, the family…” He trailed off. “It’s what Killian would have wanted.”

“She has a real instinct for glamour,” I said, summoning something nice to say about my benefactress. She was, after all, my boss, and I was fond of her in a way that made me very tired, which was how I felt about a great many of my acquaintances. Emmanuelle seemed to me a natural extension of their lifestyles—taken to their inevitable conclusion, you seemed to unequivocally derive Emmanuelle. “Makes sense that everyone would either want to be her or be with her,” I murmured as I watched her throw back her head with a laugh.

Then I felt the cool air of William taking a step back. He twisted around to cough, an alarming sound. Almost like a retching, as if something had gotten trapped inside his throat.

“Are you—” I began, but he lifted a hand, dismissing my concern.

Then—

“Emmanuelle tells me you’re a Morris,” he said, clearing his throat.

“Yes.” It wasn’t untrue, I equivocated in silence, though I knew the degree of accuracy wasn’t the problem. Suddenly, the hum of the air conditioning felt loud and aggressive. It was substantially cooler here than it was outside, such that I couldn’t quite fight a shiver.

“We’re distantly related to the Morrises, you know,” William said. His eyes were still on the window, resting somewhere behind me. “We have the full genealogy in a volume somewhere. One of Killian’s prized possessions.”

“Emmanuelle mentioned you were something of an aficionado.” Something had gone stilted, excessively formal. I couldn’t tell if it was because I’d complimented Emmanuelle, or because he’d set a trap for me that I’d somehow failed.

“Mm, yes. History buff and all that.” He looked at me then as if this were a press junket, with a smile of disinterested politeness on his face.

I felt young and stupid. “Right.”

“I wanted to show it to you, but I couldn’t find any record of the Morris family in LA,” he said. “Of course, it could be out of date. You’re what, twenty?”

I cleared my throat. “Twenty-two.”

“And nobody’s done anything with those since Killian passed, so maybe it needs updating.” His smile seemed particularly still, as if he were holding it in place. “Anyway, I’d better go check on her.” He gestured with his chin to the window—to his gregarious, inebriated sister. “You’ll be all right in here?”

“Oh yeah, definitely. Thank you, again.”

He answered my nod with his own and turned as if to leave.

I finally allowed myself to take a seat on the bed, exhaling more sharply than I intended as I met the mattress. Even before William left the room, pieces of the night were floating retributively back to me—his proximity, the heat of his presence, then the abrupt indifference, the sudden shift. The sharp rap of his cough. Renovation dust, Emmanuelle had said many times, but I’d never coughed here. Not that it mattered if I happened to have hardier lungs.

Unavoidably, my mind found its way to Jude. To the ill-advised kiss I’d started, the way I’d let a monster touch me. The way that, had I been there even a single moment longer, I would have almost certainly gotten down on my knees and begged for more.

Before I could make sense of any of these thoughts, though, William had paused to face me from the doorway.

“By the way,” he said. “Are you hapa?”

“What?” I thought at first that I’d misheard him. A strange rush of apprehension had filled my ears, like the sound of an incoming wave.

“Hapa,” he repeated. “You just have a look to you. I’ve been trying to put a finger on it.”

“Oh. Uh, no?” I said, even though he could very easily find out the truth if he wanted to. Maybe I could claim not to have known the term—it wasn’t that widely used. It didn’t even technically apply to me, it was just … often used in reference to what I was.

“Ah, okay, just curious. As I said, Jude seems quite taken with you.” He smiled at me. “Have a good night.”

I’ve replayed that moment in my head several times since then. I still don’t know what it was that raised some alarm in me, why the hairs on the back of my neck seemed to rise. The tone of his voice, maybe? Possibly the question itself, or how quickly I knew I was about to lie?

Either way, it was back again. That lingering sense of danger.

Even after he was gone, it took a moment to calm my racing pulse.

I closed my eyes, taking deep breaths, retracing my steps. Images floated to mind, populating like a growth of spores, undulating, unbidden. The moments of Jude’s guilelessness, his flaking knuckles where they wrapped around my throat. In my mind, a pair of ocean eyes met mine from below. A glint of teeth flashed from a mouth fitting itself hungrily between my thighs.

I rose to my feet and locked the door quietly. Then I turned, resting my back against the door, and unbuttoned my jeans.

Without even noticing, my breath had quickened. My eyes fluttered as I slid my hand down my torso. There was nothing artful to it—more like the urgency of an itch. Jude’s eyes, the darkness in them, the steady beat of pounding rain. There was a shriek of drunken obscenities from the courtyard, but I wasn’t listening. In the stillness of my room, a breathy whimper slipped out from between my lips as I came.
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EL NIÑO, OR BOYS WILL BE BOYS



WHEN I OPENED MY eyes, it was pitch-black outside and I couldn’t remember where I was. I thought I’d heard a scream, which, given the speed my heart was racing, could have been my own, from inside a dream. I sat up and waited to separate my subconscious from reality, gradually recalling where I was. It all came to me in a rush: Jude, his fingers circling my neck, the immaculate, characterless guesthouse.

It sounded like the rain had calmed—the fact that I could tell as much made me finally realize the problem, that the air conditioning had cut out abruptly. That must have been what had woken me: the sudden silence.

Even with that resurgence of reality, though, for several more minutes I still had the feeling I’d just been running for my life.

Sweat clung to my skin, the white linens soaked through from perspiration. I slid my legs out from under the duvet and rose to my feet, opening a window. Outside the air was heavy with a tang of iron, petrichor. My throat was dry, my tongue sitting like sandpaper in my mouth. I pulled my jeans back on with some difficulty, looking around for something to drink, but didn’t see a glass. I thought about going back to sleep, but I felt too awake, too bewilderingly out of place, like something that didn’t fit. Like I’d slipped into some other reality.

I tiptoed out of the guesthouse to shiver gladly in the cold, darting across the courtyard and into the house. I’d gone to find some water at Emmanuelle’s beloved cocktail bar, or so I told myself—in reality, I couldn’t shake the feeling I had to keep moving, to stay limber and not be caught.

The bar was in disarray, as I could have predicted. I’d already come to observe that Emmanuelle’s patterns required the presence of daytime staff. Still, there was a sink. I picked up the cleanest- looking glass in sight and filled it, draining it all at once. Then I filled it again, sipping more slowly, looking around at the aftermath of Emmanuelle’s latest fete. Most immediate were the things I recognized, familiar items strewn across the sofa: one of Emmanuelle’s swirling caftans beside a slinky cocktail dress, an overturned pair of stiletto heels, a lacy thong in candy-apple red. An image filled my mind, an arthouse scene, slick bodies pressed together, flush with hunger. Mindlessly, I touched the ghost of Jude’s fingers where they’d rested on the column of my throat.

I’d never looked around this level of the house much. Because it was where all the parties were held, I hadn’t thought there was any more to it aside from the mezzanine of sunken sofas and glass walls, a kind of reverse fishbowl. I realized now, though, that there were doors; additional bedrooms to disappear into, I guessed. The artful work of the truly hedonistic. One was ajar and I pushed it ever so slightly open, catching one recognizable body tossed carelessly over the long, slender calf of a woman who’d walked runways all her youth. If nothing else, I’d found Emmanuelle.

I inched away quietly, continuing down the hall that was concealed behind the fireplace, the sunken living room. There were multiple doors, all of them shut. I smelled something sodden and earthy, like a mildewed swimming pool. Vaguely, I thought: If I get caught, I’ll just say I was looking for the bathroom. I tried a handle: locked. Which was best, considering that I already knew where to find several bathrooms, and even good acting didn’t supersede logical thought.

Outside the air was refreshingly frigid, the rain now resolved to a haze that was more annoying than anything else. I paused at the edge of the courtyard to remember something I often forgot: that Los Angeles was beautiful. That the foliage was rich and dense and the hills were rolling and eternal, and that from certain places you could still catch a glimpse of the stars. That the distant smell of the ocean—the reminder of something vast—was prayerful to live beside. In the pitch of midnight black, I could almost imagine it to extend forever, without beginning or end.

I thought of the devil, perched on my shoulder. The flutter of curtains from Jude’s open window. The look on his face when I gave him my hand, talking him down from the roof.

I turned around to take it all in, realizing that I hadn’t noticed before how deep the second level of the house must have gone. The bedrooms I’d passed, the one where Emmanuelle was sleeping, must have been built into the side of the cliff, nestled in its organs.

It was then that I heard voices coming from higher up on the path, somewhere alongside the house. Near the greenhouse, I thought, training my ears on the sound.

“—manifest soon,” someone was saying as I crept my way up the path. “We’ve done everything exactly to the letter. There’s no reason it shouldn’t work.” It was a low, masculine voice, though not one I recognized. “The hematology should have been perfect.”

“I’m telling you, it’s her.” That voice was a woman, cool and calm, with a familiar undertone of suggestion. Emmanuelle? No, I’d just seen her passed out in bed. “She’s lying to you, William. She has no loyalty to you or anyone, and no intention to perform the ritual properly, she never has—”

“Could the issue be Hodel?” The man was ignoring the woman, which gave nothing away. “You said he’d been having second thoughts. I told you, if he’s intentionally misleading us—”

“Yes, Fred”—ah, so it was Fred, William’s business partner—“you’ve made your suspicions plenty clear, you don’t need to tell me again.” And that was William de Witt, definitely. He was smoking, by the sounds of it. “It gets very tedious, you know, all this telling me everything all the time.”

The woman made cooing sounds, indecipherably rushed demurrals, but Fred remained adamant, borderline bullying. “I know he’s an old friend, Will, but the guy’s fucking ancient, and he was never truly yours. You told me yourself that Killian always said—”

“Do you have concerns for my memory? I know what Killian always said.”

There was a pause—a glacial, dangerous silence.

“Listen to me, William, it’s her. Once a liar, always a liar.” The female voice had cut in again, sing-song and insistent, seemingly an attempt to ease the tension. I was growing increasingly certain from her tone that it was Genesis.

“You both tread dangerously close to testing my patience.” I heard a swift exhale, a fresh puff of smoke. “And as for you,” he added to someone, “I don’t recall any of this being pertinent to the details of your role.”

The woman, apparently the target of William’s condescension, was audibly stung by this. “I am devoted to you. You know that. I only worry about—”

“She’s not wrong, Will—you’re completely saddled with dead weight.” Now the other man sounded restless; the immediate danger may have passed, but not forever. I knew these kinds of unspoken tactics from my dealings with my mother. “You can have another—literally any other woman, any number of which would be easier to please, not to mention astronomically cheaper.”

William said nothing—which seemed to embolden Fred. “I’m not going to foot the bill forever, you know,” Fred murmured in a low voice. “Business school 101, Will—it’s a bad investment if there’s no fucking return. And if all of this turns out not to work—”

“I was under the impression you were enjoying the fruits of your labors when it came to the ritual,” William commented mildly. “Or was the last one not of your choosing…?”

A brittle pause. “Fine. She was a mistake. I freely admit that. I was careless and she saw more than she was meant to see. But—”

“Your investment would hardly be necessary if not for your own errors in judgment. You know what they say, Fred—don’t shit where you eat. And don’t stick your dick in it, either.”

“I expected her to have more discretion. And anyway, the blood—”

“Failed.” That was clipped, final. “Again.”

“Fine.” Another disgruntled pause. “But on the subject of where you eat, I don’t like that new girl being around.” Fred’s voice then was annoyed, almost whiny. The intonation of a man losing an argument he’d come here to win. “I don’t know why you allow it. There’s no such thing as an actress who keeps her nose where it belongs.”

I realized who the conversation had shifted to and froze.

To my relief, or possibly dismay, though, William was laughing.

“Have you spoken to her at all?” William chuckled. There was a rattle in his throat, the sound of a wet cough. Time to quit smoking, I thought. “It’s not bad. That little coquette thing she does, it might be worrisome if it wasn’t so blatantly Method. She’ll be the perfect Emmanuelle because she’s so fucking dead inside.” A pause, the flick of a lighter. “You can practically see the mechanisms churning beneath her skin.”

I reeled back half a step, my heart pounding, as the woman’s voice—definitely Genesis, then—gave a mocking, sycophantic laugh.

Fred, however, sounded unconvinced. “You can’t afford another Emmanuelle,” he muttered. “And I’m just saying, fuck her or don’t fuck her, I don’t care, just make sure she’s—”

“The actress? She’s already fucking that little bitch Atticus made me hire.” I heard a long, luxurious exhale from William then, like he was blowing a smoke ring, playing the role of king cavalier. It seemed like I’d walked into a film set, some moody-toned Western. “She’s harmless. Irrelevant to anything.” He took a long drag, then said, “Blood’s not right, either.”

“Then what’s the point of her?”

I heard an odd metallic clang, like a shovel hitting stone, that came from somewhere above me.

“What was that?”

“Fuck, he’s awake again. Didn’t Hodel give him something?”

“I told you, didn’t I? You can’t trust Hodel—”

There was a rustle of movement, and it occurred to me that I should leave, in case they came down to where I was and caught me eavesdropping. But even after I heard them dispersing, I couldn’t bring myself to move. It was like something had imploded somewhere inside me. A truth I tried not to see had unexpectedly gone off.

There was a numb, horrible rushing in my ears. I wasn’t thinking about anything, couldn’t hear my thoughts over the sound of pounding in my chest. I swayed in the direction of the guesthouse, half in a dream, just as a hand slid warningly over my mouth.

I inhaled sharply, cognizant enough to try to yank myself free, but he held me in place with one long arm pinned around my shoulders.

“It’s really not safe for you to wander around the villa,” Jude said in my ear. “Nobody sleeps well in this house.”

He made a motion with his hand as if to caution me to silence before removing it. I nodded, heart thudding with annoyance, and eventually he pulled it away. I turned to face him and found him looking expectedly ragged, his T-shirt streaked with mud, his fingers caked with something I hesitated to give a name to, lest I make it true. He gestured over his shoulder for me to follow him, and nearly every instinct I had told me to stay where I was.

I ignored them and followed him back to the cabana where William had deposited me earlier, where Jude now nudged me inside before moving to close the door behind me. I had a feeling he was going to lock it—whether for the duration of the night or forever was unclear. Could I Survive It? The windows were glass; the table was heavy enough to break it but reasonably light enough to throw. But that assumed that what awaited me out there was safer than anything that might happen to me in here.

“Wait.” I swallowed hard, then caught Jude by the wrist. “Come inside?”

“Anya.” His eyes looked even stranger, more otherworldly in the dark. I stopped seeing the mud and the blood and saw only the hands that hadn’t killed me when they had the chance, the ones that had taken mine twice now toward safety. I saw both the pity and the thrill. “You are really fucking stupid.”

He looked tired. I held myself back from running the pads of my fingers along the shadowed crescents below his eyes.

“Please?”

He sighed, then stepped inside after me, removing his boots. They were a different pair, I observed. They looked stiff and new, and his feet—he wasn’t wearing socks—were bright and raw in multiple places.

“What happened to your other shoes?” I asked.

“Lost ’em.” He looked around my room with a sense of purposeful disregard, like he was trying not to see the bed, and then he headed for the thing I’d thought was a closet—it was a small, en suite powder room, which became evident as he turned on the tap.

Jude glanced halfway over his shoulder at me, then turned back to the sink. “If you’re not going to do what I tell you and stop coming back here, you’re going to have to behave like an employee. The maids come in, they leave, they don’t ask questions. Same with the landscapers, the gardeners, the contractors. You’re too curious.”

I walked closer to the bathroom, pausing in the doorframe. It was as beautifully styled as the rest of the space, but hardly big enough to hold both of us; just a toilet and a sink.

“Did you know what they were talking about?”

“Yes.” He was scrubbing furiously at his fingernails and cuticles.

“Who were the other voices? Aside from your dad’s, I mean.”

“This.” He caught my eye in the mirror. “This is being curious.”

“What were you doing?”

He looked away.

“Jude,” I said.

“Anya, I’m too tired for all these questions.” I could see the steam rising from the water in the sink. He seemed to be scalding himself trying to get his hands clean.

I stepped in closer, pausing his hands below the water. It was so hot I nearly recoiled in pain, but it seemed important not to. I turned the water off and reached for the hand towel from the rack, taking his hand gingerly in mine to scrub below his fingernails.

“Why did you come down here?” I asked in a murmur.

“What did I say about stupid questions?”

I could feel him watching me. I looked up, briefly, then returned to the effort of cleaning his hands.

“There are cameras,” he said after a moment, shifting so that he could gesture inside the bedroom of the guesthouse. “There,” he said, pointing to one corner with his chin. “And there.” The opposite corner, trained on the door. “They’re for me, not you,” he added when I visibly stiffened. “But still, they exist.”

“So,” I said, registering his instructions with new clarity. “Stop asking questions.”

“Yep.” His voice was characterless. Dull.

“Are there cameras in the greenhouse?” I asked neutrally.

“Yes.”

My heart thudded faster. “Who watches the footage?”

He arched a brow.

“Right. No questions.” I cleared my throat.

“Just do your job,” he said. “They don’t care what you see. What you do. You can’t talk, legally, and even if you did, no one would believe you.” He was watching me polish his thumbnail in the same spot, buffing it over and over. “So the good news is you really don’t matter.”

“Because I don’t have the right blood?”

I caught the motion of Jude going rigid.

“Yeah,” he said.

He withdrew his hands from mine, scrubbing at something I couldn’t see.

Then he turned to leave, and my eyes followed him to the door. I’d like to say Jude had a tell, but really, he was a bundle of tells, which was what made everything all the more confusing. He reacted to absolutely everything, which made it as hard to predict his next move as if he hadn’t reacted at all.

Jude was an extremely nervous person—afraid of me, afraid of himself, seemingly afraid of his own shadow, like even that couldn’t be trusted. Who knew what it might have seen. He was also fatigued in a way I associated with chronic insomniacs or major depressive episodes. He seemed to be numb to the whole thing. It had left him with anxiety, sure, but not fear anymore, he was too far past that.

You couldn’t be afraid of an outcome that never left, or so I thought.

“I don’t want to be alone in here,” I said. He was already leaving, so I directed the thought to empty space, staring blankly across the expanse of the room.

“Too bad,” he replied without pausing. “I told you to stay away from this house.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t mean it.”

I looked at him then.

He shook his head. Rolled his eyes.

Crossed toward me again in two long strides.

“Fucking Christ, Anya.” He kissed me in one hard impact, like throwing a jab at my front teeth. I thought about my face and its mechanisms, my hollow shell. Then he released me and walked to the door.

I chased him, behind by half a step.

He shut the door in my face.

“Asshole,” I muttered.

I looked at the camera, then went back to the bathroom, where he’d left the towel in the sink. There were streaks of brown tiger-striping the white terry, though in the places I’d slid it underneath his nails were separate patterns, discernable shapes.

Tiny crescent moons of dried blood.



I left early the next morning, exhausted, ready to walk the entirety of Beachwood Canyon if I had to, but fortunately a detour had been created through the hills. I told myself a detour designed by the city was reason enough for the devil to get lost in pursuit.

When I eventually got home, JR was already in the courtyard of our apartment building, cleaning Alistair’s feathers. I wandered over to him as the sun burned off the morning tide of gray.

“You look different,” he said, his eyes flicking from the pigeon to me. I focused instead on Alistair.

“Do you think I’m devoid of anything?” I asked.

“Um,” said JR diplomatically. “Like, thought?”

“No. Emotion, I guess.”

“Ohhhh. No.” He seemed pleased with himself. “Alistair likes you.”

“Alistair doesn’t like anything.”

“Alistair likes lots of things.”

“Lady pigeons.”

“Yeah.” JR looked dreamy for a second.

“How’s it going with Tavis, by the way?”

“Well, we’re kind of the top two right now, so. There’s a lot of potential for discord. I’m thinking I might try to sort out a friendly.”

“They have friendlies in pigeon-fucking?”

“Doo-flying,” he corrected me. “And I mean, I think the intention behind any given strategy is definitely a factor.”

“Do you think it’s possible to love someone evil?” I asked.

“Ummmmm, probably,” was JR’s sage response. “Are you talking about that guy from high school?”

It took me a second to figure out what he was talking about. “You mean Teddy?”

“Yeah, he came by last night. Your mom seemed happy to see him.”

“Of course she was,” I muttered, before realizing aloud, “Wait, why was he here?”

“He brought you flowers,” JR said.

“What?”

“I didn’t talk to him. I was waiting for Alistair.”

“Right, but—”

“He said he wanted to surprise you but then your mom said you weren’t home.”

I had a sudden, stabbing pain of dread that read like indigestion. The feeling that this was going to become a problem for me, my crime against a man’s pride, the audacity to not be at his beck and call. “Well, I didn’t have plans with him or anything.”

“Right, it was a surprise. But you don’t like surprises.” JR looked at me sideways.

“What?” I asked him.

He shrugged, beginning to dab lightly at Alistair’s iridescent plumage with surgical precision, his instrument withdrawn from a massive bag of dollar store cotton swabs.

“Are you trying to say you disapprove, JR?” I was amused by this. I always thought of JR as being less worldly than me, or more naive, despite being older. “I highly doubt Teddy is any sort of danger to me.” I thought of William de Witt calling Teddy a little bitch and realized I could never fuck him again, under any circumstances. Not even if his mother offered me a part.

Okay, maybe if his mother offered me a part. I realized I didn’t even dislike William for what he’d said about me. My brain had already begun to fixate on the most actionable part of that sentence: She’ll make the perfect Emmanuelle.

“I just think you can find someone who’s nice to you,” JR said.

“Maybe I don’t want nice.” I thought again of the thrill, the monster I seemed so unwisely desperate to follow. “Maybe what I want is someone to treat me the way I deserve.” I laughed, because it was a joke, the idea that I was not a good person and this was why I found myself attracted to someone who could have been a murderer. Like maybe if I chose evil on purpose, then everything else about me would finally make sense. I could just be the person everyone wanted to believe I was, the archetype of a woman that Hollywood had already made for me. The kind who got what she deserved.

“You should be careful.” The look on JR’s face was too transparent for me to look at directly.

“Should I?”

“People keep going missing.” His voice was steady and quiet. I forced myself to shrug it off, thinking of the Amber Alerts, the stories on the news, the way they’d always been there and would continue, even after one monster was caught. The constancy I’d always known of people who disappeared, swallowed by the night like they were nothing, met with the freshly chilled sensation that there was nothing to distinguish any of them from me.

“Come on, JR. It’s almost never a stranger.”

He was stroking Alistair’s feathers. “I know,” he said, and that was that.

I no longer knew what he was trying to imply, or maybe I just didn’t want to hear it. So I rose to my feet and said with as much lightness as I could conjure, “Good luck with Tavis and the pigeon council!”

“Okay,” mumbled JR, having returned his attention to Alistair’s grooming. I vaulted myself away, catching a glimpse of Tita Linda watching me from her kitchen window.

“Don’t hover like that,” I called to her as I crossed the courtyard to my unit. “It’s creepy!”

“The day I don’t hover over you is the day I’m dead,” she called back over the sound of longanisa frying. “I’m not like your grandma. I’m not going to care about you anymore when I’m gone. I’m going to say Anya who? and go flirt with the angels.”

I unlocked the door to my apartment with a roll of my eyes, spotting the lilies Teddy had brought me in a vase on the kitchen counter. They had a smell like the greenhouse, that strange fleshy sweetness, and again, I felt Jude’s fingers on my throat.

I inhaled sharply. Then, on impulse, I threw the flowers in the trash and went back to bed.






1218 AWAKE


THE OLD LIBRARY, ONCE filled with hazards Ova used to worry over, isn’t cleaned like the rest of the villa; concealed in the middle layer of the house, it’s always locked. You don’t want anyone else coming in here, misplacing things, moving things around. You are a very superstitious person, obsessed with order, with control. You remind me of a garden spider. Every morning someone unmakes your web, and you just make it again the same way, in the same place, never learning anything. It can be very dull sometimes.

This morning’s arrival was another assortment of oddities. A boom mic. Origami papers, which I actually think will fill quite a lot of my day. There’s some leather cleaner in here, I think that was semiconscious. I take it to the garage and carefully clean the interior of the old car before going to the library. I am trying to be as arbitrary as possible so as not to arouse suspicion, earn another round of sedation. Which is wonderfully straightforward because I never have a clear idea of what I normally do in this house, when you’re awake instead of me.

I have a strange sense of clarity since last night. Not about how I got my fingers bloody but before and after that, which is unusual. I don’t normally have befores and afters so close together. I think this is progress! Longer periods of awakes.

I’ve been thinking, you say amiably, which is usually not a good sign, though you feel quite subdued to me today. Like you’re well-rested from a Greek holiday. We’ve been getting along better lately, which is strange, because I tried so hard for so long to fight the twisted bond we’re both in thrall to.

But you were right, at least about one thing. The less I try to destroy myself, the more indulgent you seem to be.

My memories are tainted still, and not all of my time is mine, but lately I feel sharper, clearer, slightly less inclined to die. Maybe it’s me, I’m less defiant, I’ve seen the wisdom of compliance? You seem to think I can be trusted.

I wouldn’t call us friends or anything, but still. A backbone of alliance might not go awry.

Topically, you continue: I told you, it’s Anya. She’s what we’ve been missing.

I watch the motion of my own fist curling. “You only say that because you like her.”

You answer with a stab to my right temple.

“Ouch, what? It’s true.” From the haze of our collective memories, I feel the silken curvature of her throat. “I know you touched her.”

Don’t be ridiculous, I touch all sorts of things. I do a lot of exploring for my health. I have an obligation to the bloodline.

The bloodline. That reminds me. “Wasn’t I going to do something with that?”

A sudden desire to fold paper into sharp corners fills my mind.

Focus.

Right. “Bloodline,” I murmur to myself. “Bloodline, bloodline—”

I rifle through the books in the library, the genealogy ones that ironically you always encourage me to look through. You seem to think that me taking an interest in our legacy is something worthwhile, some kind of shared hobby, I suppose. I don’t know why, when we seem to have plenty of overlapping interests. We both like cars and dislike rain. Why don’t we talk more about the weather?

As I’m poring over the family books, my mind wanders back to Anya. A swell of orchestral music fills my head as I envision her spread out like a snow angel on a picnic blanket. She’s wearing a gingham dress in candy-apple red, like a postcard from utopia.

I imagine lying down beside her. I remember the feel of her under my hands, the way I wanted to capture her heartbeat for a moment, commit it to memory, pay it homage in the score. I felt it jackrabbit under my thumb, her aliveness. But then she turns to me and I think she’s wearing lipstick and I think no, I can’t sleep yet, wake up.

You jab me behind the eyes, like a pincushion. This is new. It seems you don’t mind sharing control so long as our goals remain conveniently mutual. “Thank you.”

You’re welcome. You were saying?

I look down to glance over the book, the familiar names. The steady sprawl of immaculate cursive that stretches down beyond Killian to his offspring, the various fruits of his womb. The ones in the book and the ones that aren’t.

Below that, notations on the ritual. Less a matter of genealogy than alchemy, in the end. The proper formula a delicate balance (beautiful; disposable). Certain features more desirable. Each one like a treasure map, a route to something. X marks the spot on a pair of pretty lips, a set of wide and trusting eyes.

The flash of a hundred faces illuminates like electrical failure behind my vision, tiny pieces of an unfinished portrait, composite fractions of a woman. A painted red smile, an open chest cavity, surveillance footage, the shadow of the word disappear. A premonition, a conviction.

Spore-like, rot populates up the walls. Hunger that gives way to consumption.

My vision is failing, darkness swallowing me whole. I’m breathing so hard I touch my finger to my own pulse, half expecting to find it gone.

I imagine Anya touching it. I imagine her pronouncing me alive. In my head I ask her to forgive me.

She says: Which of us is in any position to grant forgiveness?

Unimportantly, I whisper: Yours is a body I could love to the other side of rot.

She isn’t smiling but her eyes are dancing. You’re saying nothing, perfectly content to watch. At the end of the blackening walls is a light, it burns like a star, like a pyre. Everything is lovely, picturesque. Resonance resolves in my periphery, rightness hovers just out of reach. If I just stretched out my fingers, I could touch it.

The only bad part is that I don’t know what any of it means.







17
THE RISK IS DROWNING SO I’LL DIVE RIGHT IN



“TERESA’S JUST RANDOMLY GONE missing,” Teddy was ranting to me over the phone, “because apparently it’s perfectly fine to take multiple sick days without warning—she’s definitely fired, but that doesn’t help me, seeing as I’ve got double the workload.” He was in the process of canceling the drink I’d suggested, which I took as divine favor. “What about tomorrow?”

“I’m at work tomorrow. But I’m sure we’ll find the time.” I was barely paying attention. I was thinking about who Teresa was and whether Jude knew her. Whether her body might show up somewhere contorted in the news. I watched the local news religiously now, something I’d never done before, but nothing gruesome had come up yet. Maybe she really was just an irresponsible employee. (The image of Jude scrubbing beneath his fingernails filled my head, enveloping me like the bright smell of lemon disinfectant, something my subconscious seemed to have added into my memory for purposes of scene.)

A few days later, our plans were canceled again. These things happened! I assured Teddy that work was just crazy, my mom had lots of demands, she never liked it when I was out of the house inconsistently—I even worked in something about filial piety, leaning hard on my generational immigrant trauma just to get one persistent boy off my back.

In the meantime, my checking account began to collect routine deposits. I went to work at the shop and I went on auditions and I did one particularly stupid stock photo shoot and I took circuitous routes home, gradually piling an apology stronghold of coffee beans into my mother’s pantry. She’d turned enough of a profit at the shop to invest it in an improvement to the apartment complex: air conditioning. In our unit. I was so happy I think I might have blacked out and cried.

And then, of course, there was the villa.

The first night back, after the storm, I found myself singing as I drove, excitement churning low in my belly, the appearance of the house below the crest of the driveway greeting me like the smile of someone I longed to fuck. Which, I told myself, wasn’t the case. I certainly didn’t want to succumb to it this easily, to let go of the fantasy, which I felt sure was the only thing that kept luring me back.

It was true, Jude had gotten me exactly right: I loved the danger of it, the way reality seemed to tip slightly off-center, balanced serenely on the courtyard parties where time suspended, where blood was wiped clean and the flowers smelled of uncooked meat and there was a coexistence at all times of life and death, past and present, the sterile renovation of a celebrity mansion against the backdrop of Gatsby gilded rot.

I didn’t know what to feel when I got to the house and he was missing from his room. I’d been preparing myself to engage him very coolly, with an air of not particularly wanting to be there, planning ahead for a game I already knew how to play. Of course, if he’d let me do things like that, reaching into the playbook that William de Witt himself had said was too obvious to mistake for real, then I wouldn’t have thought of him as interesting. You’d think I would have understood that by then—that just because something breaks a pattern doesn’t mean it’s inherently good.

Jude’s room was dark, abandoned, lit dimly by the hallway light. I ran my fingers along the orange bottles of his medication, trying to determine whether they’d increased in number. For the first time, something about them caught my eye—it wasn’t Jude’s name on the bottles.

The patient’s name, for whatever reason, was Killian de Witt.

I looked up for the camera then and found it. I stared for a moment into its one lifeless eye and set the bottles back down. Raised both hands up as if to say I get it, we were never here.

Then I continued my search for Jude, conveniently within my job description. Emmanuelle was downstairs in the courtyard as usual, swaying drunkenly, her body loose and fluid when she spotted me and gripped me by the shoulders.

“Emmanuelle, have you seen Jude?”

“Anya darling.” Her eyes were glazed, unfocused, only partially open. I thought she’d gotten some filler removed, or maybe something else, like the reshaping of her cheek. “You’ve got to save me from this boys’ club. Do you know who they want to direct?” She said the name of a director so famous I almost don’t want to write it down in case it counts as libel. “We are living in a clown world, my dear.”

I caught his eyes then, the flicker of marine layer that lingered on the edge of the courtyard, like he could only physically materialize in my periphery, too strange for me to look at head-on. He brought a glass to his lips, surreptitiously cocking his head with an invitation, and I knew it was the monster, because Jude always seemed too out of place in a crowd. It was impossible to imagine him existing in real life—but this, his seemingly invisible presence, seemed particularly uncanny. The way he blended in so easily. I almost believed he was a figment of my imagination, because he should have been unmissable. Tall and strange and covered in grime and violence, a gleam of fluorescence haloing his buzzed head.

I suddenly remembered the fight I’d seen from the roof, the two men silhouetted from a distance. The distaste William de Witt had shown for my curiosity about his black eye.

Jude held my gaze for a moment as if he could see my thoughts.

Then he turned to leave.

“Anya.” Emmanuelle circled my wrist tightly with both hands, her lips tinged slightly black with something, probably a smoothie. “You can’t imagine the prison I’m in. Do you have any idea how difficult it is, jumping when he says jump, as if the very thought of him doesn’t repulse me, body and soul? I’m sick of the lies, and I’m so fucking alone—”

I disentangled myself carefully. “You’re not alone, Emmanuelle. Look, there’s Atticus!” I called to him, waving him over. “I’ve got to go check on Jude, all right? I’ll be back soon.”

“Jude, Jude, Jude!” Emmanuelle burst into tears. “He’s all anyone cares about. It’s Julian this, Julian that, all day long—”

Atticus took to consoling her, or seemed to, so I slipped off in the direction Jude had gone, unsurprised to find myself on the narrow path I still thought of as the servants’ entrance. I heard the garage door opening and quickly ran to block the driveway.

He was sitting in the driver’s seat of the red convertible I’d chased him down in once before.

“Don’t you dare,” I said, breathing hard. A patchwork of dreamscapes met me then: my hair blowing in the wind, Jude’s hands on my waist, fumbling with the catch of my seatbelt.

He looked at me, and I knew with the certainty of my grandmother’s gift how I’d gotten home the night Valerie Nguyen was murdered.

I didn’t know yet that Teresa Guzman was already dead. I wouldn’t really know until everything was already over, when I understood just how guilty I’d been.

“Get in,” he said.

I stepped around from the front of the car and climbed into the passenger seat. I didn’t ask questions like do you even have a license because after a while, you just succumb to the aftermath of what you’ve done. That’s what I mean by my guilt, because all of this would get much worse before I finally admitted the truth: that I saw suffering and closed my eyes, and not because I couldn’t bear to see it.

It’s because I was looking somewhere else. At the ocean eyes fixed on the road before us, on everything I couldn’t yet see. While he drove, I lifted my hands high like nothing could touch me. Like no harm could befall me. I didn’t look where I should have because I wanted to taste the limits of what I could survive.

And because I didn’t have to. He was already looking at me.



By the time Jude pulled the car over on Mulholland, I had silenced Teddy’s third call.

“Is it even safe for you to be driving? You know, with the … seizures?” I asked evasively, and shivered. I hadn’t grabbed the jacket from my car because I hadn’t expected to be driving along the hills in the dark.

Jude looked at me, then pulled over near the crest of a peak and wordlessly got out of the car. He walked toward the edge of the road, overlooking the hills. I calculated briefly how I’d stop him if he tried to jump, then gave up. I planned for the rest of the night the way I planned for my own success: I’d already said yes to this. What good did it do to prepare for any less acceptable alternatives?

So I followed him to the edge of the cliff.

“What did you find?” he asked without looking at me. “When you were poking around the house the other night.”

“Not much,” I admitted. I waited another moment, then added, “I heard more than I saw.”

“Mm. Ova,” he said.

“Ova?” I echoed. “Like egg? You actually call someone that?”

He glanced at me sideways. “So murder you’re okay with, but you draw the line at misogyny?”

“I mean, kind of,” I muttered under my breath.

His smile quirked.

Then, “It’s not what it sounds like.”

“It sounds like you consider a sentient woman to be nothing more than her uterus.”

“If it helps, I also think very little of men,” he said.

“Do you think she’s beneath you?” I pressed him.

“Anya.” He pointed up. “Are you seeing this?”

“What? Stars?” Obligingly, I looked up. “They’re wonderful. But I’m not done.”

“Okay.” He turned to me. “Continue.”

“I just don’t think I can get behind that kind of fundamental disrespect. I mean, I’m a woman. I’m a lot more than my fucking eggs.”

“But the demon thing is fine.” His face was expressionless.

“I didn’t say the demon thing was fine—”

“You got in a car being driven by an epileptic demon.”

“I just don’t think—” I stopped, probably because he was right, and that was more annoying than anything else. “All the murders. You kill these women because why, they’re women?” Wait. “They are all women, aren’t they?”

He didn’t say anything.

“Your family is protected because they’re friends with the LAPD. Right? So they point to the most obvious suspect and nobody investigates further. If you get hurt, you get stitched up by your private family doctor and no one’s the wiser.” Why didn’t any of this feel real? It was perfectly logical. I had ample reason to believe everything I was saying was true.

I looked at Jude. He looked at me.

“Well?” he said.

“You don’t remember any of it? Because you’re not the one doing it?” I was definitely rationalizing for him, which we both seemed to find supremely embarrassing for me.

“Get back in the car,” he said.

I did, and he drove down the hill, in a direction I never went.

“I guess you did almost kill that one guy,” I said after several minutes of silence, referring to the man he’d fought in the ring, when I’d chased him down the first time. My first glimpse of the monster. “He was a man.”

Jude laughed hollowly. He slid his left hand up on the steering wheel and floated the other for a moment, half a second, before letting it land on the gearshift. I realized I’d been watching its trajectory only after it had chosen where to land.

Teddy called again. I opened his messages window to tell him I was working, then realized the significance of having this particular phone with me.

“You know they can track us,” I realized aloud.

Jude reached over and took the phone from my hands before tossing it over the side of the cliff.

“Jude.” I sighed.

He switched his hands on the steering wheel, let his left hand float free on the wind, and kept driving.

Eventually, a view of the ocean rose up from the edge of the hillside road, coming closer and closer into view. The moon was a crescent, and I felt only a moment’s pang of guilt. Coming to terms with one’s humanity was a humbling experience. I felt terribly sorry for Valerie, for the way she’d met her end, for whatever she’d said or done that seemed so distant from me, my life, my present feeling of aliveness.

“Something is wrong with me,” I said as we got level with the ocean, winding our way closer to the moon’s reflection in the water.

“Yes, profoundly,” Jude confirmed, and stopped the car.

Again he got out of the car without preamble, climbing down a narrow, winding path to a cove in what I felt pretty sure was Malibu. I wasn’t a beach person myself—few Angeleno natives were if they weren’t born in one of the beach cities. I’d been to the Santa Monica Pier and the Venice boardwalk, but Malibu was too isolated, too unfriendly and exclusive. It was also beautiful, and unfair.

I shivered again in the sharpness of the cold. With a biting sense of relief, like pouring rubbing alcohol on an open wound.

Jude had taken off his boots and was pulling his shirt over his head. There were all sorts of scars on his back, thin white lines in some kind of design, like a sigil. He must have heard me inhale at the sight of it, because he looked back at me over his shoulder.

“What happened to you?” I asked.

He slid off his jeans and kicked them aside without self-consciousness or performance. He wore boxers—something about that seemed disorienting, boyish. Maybe that was what I couldn’t resolve: that a demon bought packs of T-shirts from Costco and probably wore the same underwear he had since he was in high school, discovering his dick. The devil had gotten too human for me to properly despise, and yet I wasn’t bored like I should have been. I kept waiting to feel disappointed, unsatisfied by the mundanity of pure evil. Instead, I felt something loud and inarguable in my chest.

His unpredictability, the coin flip between man and monster, was the equivalent of many forms of longing. If I could say for certain he was evil, would it change things?

If I knew he wasn’t, would I walk?

The danger was somehow physically arresting. The thing I was supposed to run from, to survive, instead I chased down like a shadow. He was like the city to me, Los Angeles incarnate. Capable of every kind of end.

He kicked off the rest of his clothes and walked into the water, letting out a shout of something at the cold. I laughed through the chatter of my teeth, holding myself as I shivered. I kicked off my shoes, wading in deeper, carefully remaining on hard-packed sand. Far away, Jude disappeared under a wave, then crested above it as the tide slid over my bare feet.

“Are you coming?” he called to me.

I pictured myself drifting off into nothing, another body lost to the sea.

“I can’t really swim,” I admitted.

Jude disappeared for a moment under the water, then swam up again, bobbing along like a buoy in the distance. “Really?”

“Really.” My mom had tried to teach me, but it wasn’t all that easy to go swimming. I didn’t have much of a reason to learn. “I almost drowned when I was a kid.”

He started swimming toward me, then surfaced enough to walk. “Did you?”

I didn’t move when he reached me. He looked down at me and I opened my mouth to say something pithy, but he reached down, his cold, wet fingers brushing the hem of my T-shirt. He glanced at me and my stomach flooded with heat. I nodded.

He pulled my shirt over my head. “This?” he asked, resting an ice-cold knuckle on the cup of my bra, brushing it over the bead of my nipple.

I nodded. He reached behind me, delivering me to shivers as he opened the clasp with icy hands.

“These?” His thumb was tucked pointedly behind the button of my jeans. I nodded. He slid them to my ankles, then got down on one knee, helping me balance as he slid them off from one foot, then the other. With each piece of clothing discarded he tossed them over to the rocks, in the vague direction of his own clothes.

He straightened slowly, his bare torso passing over mine.

“These.” One finger hooked the fabric of my sensible cotton underwear.

I took them off myself. “I still can’t swim.”

“Then we won’t swim.” He took my hand and pulled me into the water, knee-deep, then up to our waists. The waves bit upward.

“Fuck.” It was so cold I thought I’d die.

“Breathe.” He held me pressed against him; one arm was wound around my ribs. Then, gradually, the other one wrapped around me. “You’re not breathing.”

The cold was gripping, unbelievable. Literally impossible to believe. It was so cold it stung, and I looked up at him with unfettered hostility that shifted almost immediately.

I launched up on my toes as a wave crashed against us, a hard slap that drove us stumbling sideways, salt splashing up into my mouth when I kissed him. The vast majority of my body was numb, but I felt the pressure of his hands gripping my waist, digging into the small of my back. I thought of all the horrible things that could be done to a body, the many fragile ways to be overtaken by pain. I clung to him each time the waves collided with us, cold and unfeeling. He kissed me back until my lips were raw and sore.

“You’re going to freeze to death.” He was taking short, halting gasps like he was having trouble breathing.

“The monster won’t let you die.” I couldn’t even feel the words as they passed through my lips.

“That’s why I said you’re going to freeze to death.”

I kissed him again and he dragged me out of the water, depositing me against a shoulder of rocks that blocked the wind.

“Come on. Dry off.” He picked his T-shirt up off the sand, using it to scrub my arms hard.

“This was your idea,” I reminded him through chattering teeth, or tried to.

“Yeah, well, I like it.”

“What?”

“This feeling.”

“What, punishment?” The words fumbled out.

He looked at me.

“Anya.” He slid my hair back from my face and said nothing else. I didn’t feel the silence.

Then: “Stay here.” He pulled on his jeans and ran back to the car. I was still too wet to dress, so I kept his shirt wrapped around me for a blanket, or what was suitably close to one.

“Here.” After a few minutes he’d jogged back and handed me a bottle of something that looked impossibly old. “Found it in the glove compartment.”

“Jesus, what is this, Prohibition moonshine?” Whatever. I took a swig. “Fuck—” It went down like Everclear, or gasoline.

He laughed. I thought, again, distinctly: It’s too late. I’ve already said yes.

“Jude.” I reached for my jeans, moving to pull them on. “Jude, I—”

He was watching me, and I stopped. Not just stopped talking.

I stopped pulling on the jeans.

I just … stopped.

Jude looked at me for a long time. I realized I wasn’t sure how long he hadn’t been the monster anymore, or if he ever was.

I took a step back then, inviting him with a glance. He hesitated.

But only for a second. Then he followed, the warmth of him so frustratingly near I almost cried.

His hand wandered down, brushing the heat between my legs as he slid his fingers up my thighs. I leaned back into the rocks until I found a stable angle; his other hand pressed low on my hip to hold it still. He shifted one of my arms above my head—the one that wasn’t holding the bottle. I took a swig with the bravado of a sailor, or a pirate, only to lose my cool the moment his fingers drifted to my clit.

I wasn’t breathing when he slid two fingers into me. I couldn’t tell you how many times this had happened to me and yet, somehow, I was sure it never had before. He kept his thumb on my clit, his fingers moving slowly in and out. The beat of my heart was percussive, unignorable. Without thinking I’d started to rock into him, grinding my teeth harder as he led me closer to the brink.

His eyes never left mine. Each time I came too near to the edge, he stopped with an almost clinical curiosity, like he was trying to see how desperate I could get before I broke.

I came like a cartoon character, blinking stars. I was still choking when Jude rose to his feet and kissed my forehead, holding my cheeks tightly in both hands.

“Remember this,” he said. “Everything you’re doing is very dumb.”

I took another swig from the bottle, if only for something to do with my hands. “Jude, please. Give me some credit. I already know.” I managed another infernal swallow, thankful for the burn and its temporary heat. “Want some?” I asked, holding the lip of the bottle out to him.

“Fuck no. Be careful with that.” He leaned forward and caught me by the mouth. He kissed me messily, like he was discovering the shape of my mouth by taste, and then wrenched himself away.

He walked, at first. Ambled, I would say.

Then he accelerated to a light jog, and then he ran.

At that point I realized things were taking a turn. “Jude.” I shifted unsteadily to my feet, fumbling for my jeans. “Wait, Jude!”

I heard the sound of the car starting and swore. I was too cold to move with any speed or finesse, and besides, what was the point? I only saw his taillights as he left. I started to laugh hysterically, choking on my own saliva. I doubled over and then sat down hard in the sand.

I don’t know how long I sat there drinking poison. Long enough, I think, to wait for the smiting I deserved, for the evil I’d chosen to align with, the morality I’d compromised for the sake of any number of deadly sins. But later I learned it was barely half an hour.

The EMTs showed up first, followed by a rescue truck. They’d been called by a concerned citizen, they said, which I didn’t bother to question, because by then I was drunk and morose.

The next morning, Sofia Perez was found with her heart cut out of her ribcage and placed in her palm, saltwater spilling from her crudely painted smile.

And just like that, the Santa Ana winds were back.






0238 AWAKE


SOMETHING IS WRONG WITH my so-called father today, aside from the usual. His bile produces the same spores it has since the start of summer, the masses that grow increasingly difficult to extract. Like his body heat has dwindled to glacial, calcifying the necrotic colonies of fungal slime I know from the contents of my nightmares. The dreams themselves being long, slow death from the inside out.

But I’m not asleep—something else is wrong. Again we have an outsider with us, the man that Daddy darling calls a partner, the one Ova tries so desperately to ignore but can’t, as she could no more effectively ignore a change in the wind. Everything’s been different since he joined their merry band, the fulcrum of familial legacy sent skittering by the insertion of his presence. For so long our fragile peace was the suspension between two people, a reluctant détente that served both needs. But now there is an interloper, another injection of will.

He sees room for improvement in their methodologies. It challenges the one thing the ritual demands absolutely, which is their unequivocal belief.

The frequency of the ritual is increasing with their intensity of desperation, which should worry me, except that I know one thing about recklessness, which is that it can’t be sustained. They are particularly jittery today, unsettled, whereas I am feeling … I don’t know how to describe it. Calm? I feel like there’s an end in sight, which is so close to peace I almost feel sated.

You, on the other hand, are irritated.

The blood isn’t right. It won’t work.

“The blood is never right,” I murmur to nothing. “It never works.”

Normally this is a punishable offense, especially with both men present (not counting Hodel, who does not take part, only cleans up the mess). My role is not to speak, but to transcend. The vessel in addition to the altar. Ova looks at me dully, like she knows I’m talking to you, which will only make them blame me later, because it means I’m currently me. But this new feeling I have is so precious I can almost, very nearly, stand the risk.

This is ridiculous. You’re pacing around and it’s giving me a vague sensation of nausea. He’s putting everything at risk.

My life is a constant state of accepting things that cannot possibly be. If I asked myself questions like what exactly do you mean by everything, I’d get nothing done. Arguably I already get nothing done. Normally I’m sedated for the ritual; my presence is required, but in the past, you’ve always taken my place. On some level I long to be asleep again, watching this all play out from somewhere backstage, trapped behind the curtain. Wondering how much of what I experience is dream or story, and how much of it is real.

You wanted to be free. It comes with a price. Now comes the pincushion jab. Stay awake.

“Ouch,” I say aloud. The grifter’s eyes flash but don’t rise to mine—I do not interest him as much as the rest of this. It’s possible he does not believe in you at all, does not need convictions of any kind, simply relishes the work and the privilege of power by proxy, this invitation to the arcane aristocracy into which he has charitably bought. Whereas Father Figure and Ova both glance at me, dazed, from the slab of greenhouse fountain. They can’t harm me, wouldn’t dare try. But do they listen?

Of course not.

And because of them, we are where we are.

There is never any breeze over here, but now I can smell Anya’s hair from the wreckage of my imaginings. The fluid way in which she inhabits both my waking and my dreams.

If I close my eyes, will I see her, will it ever be real enough?

Christ, a girl, you say tiredly. Of course you’d be like this over a girl.

One thing you have a lot of are chivalric love stories. You believe in love, and actually, I think that’s the worst of it, because generally speaking love has a low bar to clear for qualification—so much evil can be justified by love. The question in your mind (according to you) is not whether the love is good or bad, but whether it is love or not love, and once a thing is love then everything is fair, the poets conferred and they all agree. If the feeling is love, then everything done in its name is right and just and worth defending.

Eternal love. This is the problem, the belief that love can or should be immortal when we all have finite endings. That love can or should outlast a body—this is a troubling conviction when taken to its most dangerous extreme.

Then again, these sound like wise thoughts, which means they cannot possibly be mine.

Look at him, you sneer in my head. Prowling around like willpower alone will alter the recipe once it’s put in the oven to bake.

I snort a little, which drags Ova’s eyes blankly, impassively, to mine. Part of her face is drooping a little; Hodel will need to fix it. She looks unwell.

Of course she’s not well. Aren’t you paying attention?

“I know what you know,” I murmur.

Ridiculous. This whole operation is flawed.

I don’t say anything because you’re throwing a tantrum.

Don’t you understand why all of this is happening? You’re the heir. You’re the blood. The ritual will never work because he’s a usurper and everyone knows it. You know, Ova knows, even he knows—

I don’t know what that means. Nothing I know is demonstrably real. None of my memories, either. They’re all yours.

No. No. No. You punctuate each one with a sharp throb that sends me doubling over, a low groan slipping between my lips. From here, bent in two, I am looking directly at the girl, whose face is turned toward mine. Her chin is slumped into her chest. She went still minutes ago, finally, from pain and shock and blood loss.

She isn’t right. Imagine if I told him that? “You didn’t choose correctly; once again you forsake the blood.” Imagine how he’d take it.

The blood, the blood, the blood, you taunt in my head. What normal person talks like that?

That’s very unusual for you to say. It’s almost like something I would say, and I don’t know what to do about this unexpected symmetry. For a moment I stay doubled over the girl’s body, pondering what would happen if I leaned forward to shut her eyes, if I asked her nicely not to haunt me.

“You’re the ones who do this to me,” I whisper.

Ova looks as if she can hardly lift her head, but she is staring at me now.

“You did this to me,” I repeat. “But I don’t want this.”

Daddy dearest pivots to look at me now, finally, and from here, even through the haze of the ritual’s intoxication, I can actually see what you mean. The blood is wrong, but it’s not just the wrong blood, that’s only a symptom of the real sickness. The wrong choice doesn’t just mean the wrong outcome; the wrong choice means the wrong input, the wrong state of mind. Of course the ritual will never work! He wants what he believes you’ve given me—he wants to be deemed worthy, to choose the terms of his loyalty, to be entitled to what’s yours. He doesn’t actually want what the vessel necessitates. The subservience, the inability to choose.

With great power comes great immobility. They think this is all about one thing—desire, beauty, eternity. But they overlooked the operative element of this contract.

They forget that this has always been about control.

“I don’t want this,” I say again, louder. This, I realize. This was what you wanted me to witness, what you kept me awake to see. If I could find the space for heartbreak, maybe I’d give in to it, but I don’t. “And more importantly, neither do any of you.”

“Hodel.” The grifter gestures in my direction. “Handle this, will you?”

Neither Hodel nor Ova takes this well. He says nothing, but she can’t help herself. “It’s not your place to give orders.”

“Will.” A drawl, almost a laugh, as if he knows where the real power lives. “Shut her up, would you—”

Again, this time with a hiss, “It is not your place to give orders—”

“She’s never going to fuck you.” Louder, performatively loud. “You know that, right? She wants the house, she wants the money, she wants the influence and the access and she’s out here fucking everything that moves that isn’t you, but she doesn’t give a fuck about—”

“Enough.” His voice is a seethe between his teeth. Strained by the push and pull, the necessity to choose a side. Who will it be?

But, of course, we all already know: “Hodel, administer the dose.”

Fucker, you’re saying in my head, repeating it over and over. Fucker, motherfucker, you’ll never get it right, the road is closed to you. The end is coming. Again it sounds suspiciously like my voice.

The grifter’s expression is triumphant; he forgets that power means something different here. Ova’s face is stricken, pale with a tinge of green. I know she’s holding in a cough.

This time, Hodel ventures, “He’s already been dosed—”

“Then dose him again.”

Ova really doesn’t look well. Maybe the ritual is failing for both of them?

For all of them?

Maybe the ritual will never work. Maybe it can’t.

Maybe it never has.

“You,” I say. “You’re the problem.”

There is a new, low-burning thing in my chest. The magnification of a tired but familiar feeling, one I can finally put a name to. The bruises in my knuckles pulse and throb.

“Hodel.” This time I feel his tremor of fear, the question mark behind his facade of collected certainty. Of mastery, which he has never truly had. “Shut him up or the ritual will fail—”

I can smell the viscera that’s coming. I can feel the throb of a heart in my hands.

Another wave of nausea strikes me. The more I push, the closer I bring us all to the edge of ruin, and yet— “The ritual already failed. It failed the moment you chose the wrong girl. It failed the moment you spilled the wrong blood. It failed the moment you came into my house—”

A hand closes around the back of my neck. There’s a sharp jab to the inside of my arm and then everything floods, the ocean pulled over my head like a blanket—
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LADIES, YOU CAN’T FIX HIM



AFTER JUDE LEFT ME on that beach in Malibu, I woke up to the familiar view of my bedroom ceiling with a hollow feeling in my stomach. Not sadness. I wish it had been sadness. Worse, it was hunger, desperation for answers. Despite everything I believed about myself and my laudable maturity, it turned out that the most enticing thing a man could possibly do was ditch me in the night. You’d think an adolescence spent on social media might clue me in to something—protect me from the collective mistakes of all the women before me who’d loved a man that lied to their faces.

But in the end, I thought the same thing everyone thinks: Maybe if I knew why he did what he did, I could fix him. I could make him domestic, docile, demure, hardly demonic at all.

The trouble was my faith in him. The illogical, unshakable certainty I had that Jude was lying, but not to me. It was why I couldn’t dismiss the knowledge that this entanglement in what I knew to be toxicity—in what I understood to be real, actual evil—would bite me in the end, but only sweetly. Jude had asked me if I believed that evil existed and I did, I really did now.

At the same time, I felt the unearned absurdity of relief. Yes, there was a demon, and I’d already seen its face. How many women had missed the signs? But with Jude, it was all right there in front of me.

(Could I Survive It?)

(Did I really want to know?)

I was starting to get used to not having a phone; my work phone had been discarded by my demon lover somewhere in the Hollywood hills and my personal one was still locked up at the de Witt villa, but fortunately I lived in an era of barbarous, unrelenting connectivity. I used my laptop to message Teddy, apologizing for my mishap the night previous and asking if he wanted to get dinner tonight.

He replied, extensively. I didn’t read his messages very closely, as they were mostly his complaints about mismanagement at Ara, the mess of paperwork that was being thrown in his lap, his superiors who were all incredibly bad at their jobs. The whole thing was such a shitshow he was starting to wonder if it was some kind of tax shelter. Some weird way of stashing all that investment money away or some shit like that.

“Mm,” I said, thinking about why Jude would abandon me on a beach in Malibu. Well, I was thinking about the feeling of his body pressed to mine, and the rare welcome moment of heat.

At dinner that night, Teddy and I elected to sit on the patio, which was a mistake. The winds were at it again, hot gasps like an endless cry for help. We were at one of those trendy high street places and the retail windows nearby all featured must-have sweaters and knits. I wondered which fashion brand was going to be brave enough to alter their patterns and acknowledge the existence of endless, apocalypse summer.

Tell the truth, I thought with a shiver, tasting salt. It’ll be fire season forever.

I slid down in my seat, loosening my feet from my flip-flops and resting them lightly on the inseam of Teddy’s shorts. He looked at me.

“You’re not listening to me.” He removed my feet from his lap.

“Sorry. Thinking about other things.” I nudged his knee suggestively with mine.

“Other people, you mean.” He looked harder at me then, like he was daring me to confess. I might have been an idiot broadly speaking, but even I wasn’t that stupid.

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re not going to bother explaining why your phone was in the middle of the fucking canyons?”

It was only with very concerted effort that I managed not to react. “What?” I asked, dredging a fry in garlic butter jus. One wouldn’t kill me, especially not if my demon lover got there first.

Teddy shook his head at me. “You know, Anya, I really didn’t take you for a liar.”

“I’m not a liar. I’m asking what you’re talking about.” I was trying my best not to react too explosively, but I was less than thrilled to learn the guy I was casually sleeping with had the means to track my location. “I was at work.”

“What exactly do you do at work?” He leaned toward me. “You never talk about it.”

I felt the dull, beleaguered pain of every woman who’d ever lived. “You don’t ask about my job, Teddy.”

“No. Don’t pin that shit on me.” His voice had dropped to a hiss. “We work for the same family, Anya. You think I don’t know their schedules? I run William de Witt’s fucking life.”

“And apparently have access to his devices.” I found that to be a very strange slip by the de Witts, whose paranoia I’d considered to be informed by skill despite some awareness that they didn’t actually need to be good at any of it. Just because a person is rich doesn’t mean they’re any smarter than you are, but I digress.

What I said at the time was: “What exactly is your job, Teddy?”

“Wow.” Teddy looked disgusted with me, sitting back in his seat with an air of disbelief. I gave him that one, after recalling that I’d spent the last hour only pretending to listen to his various work complaints. “I think we’re done here.”

I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking he meant the royal we, the romantic we. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we’re just not that suited for each other. And my life right now is really unpredict—”

“You’re sleeping with him, aren’t you? Will’s son.” Teddy’s mouth soured as he threw his black card on the table, signaling listlessly to our waiter.

“We can split it,” I said. He waved me away.

“Is that a yes?” He arched a brow. I realized then, in a way I hadn’t allowed myself to notice before, that his entire face was irritating. The arrangement of it was so … I don’t know. Smug. There was an eternal air of knowing more than I did, of understanding more about the world than I possibly could.

“No, it’s not.” By technical terms this was fair to say: I wasn’t (yet) sleeping with Jude. “I’m his—” Fuck. Fuck. No words came to mind. Nurse? Companion? “I’m supposed to watch him. It’s my job to follow him around.” And, I thought abruptly, I signed an NDA! “I legally can’t tell you what I do at work,” I said. Belatedly, I clocked an air of triumph that was probably unwise, but I kept going. “It’s not like I don’t want to talk about it. Jude’s insane.”

I felt a prick of disloyalty talking about him like that. Though it was true, and even Jude would be hard-pressed to deny it.

“He’s dangerous is what he is.” Teddy seemed to have softened, forgiving me by virtue of the knife I’d casually tossed in Jude’s back. “You know they had to pull him off of Will the other day?”

“They did?” I certainly had my suspicions that Jude had been the one to give William the black eye, but it was interesting to hear their antagonism confirmed by Teddy.

“It was right after Teresa … you know.” The woman who disappeared, the one directly connected to Ara. A death that might have tipped off anyone paying attention after Valerie Nguyen.

I thought of the conversation I’d overheard between William and his partner Fred. The mention of a ritual. The blood’s not right. She was a mistake, I freely admit that—

“That guy is fucked up.” Teddy looked sharply at me and I realized he was still talking about Jude, who remained the eternal question, the piece that didn’t fit. “I really think you should quit. Especially if he’s taking you up in the canyons in the middle of the night.”

I pointedly said nothing while the waiter came by to pick up Teddy’s card.

“Teddy, I’m fine.” I sipped my water, realizing there was no way I could now ask Teddy to take me to work. “Can I borrow your phone?”

“Why?” The suspicion was endless, exhausting. Boring, actually, is what it was. I was hit with a sudden, mouthwatering desire to see Jude, to wonder whether this time Jude would abandon me again or force me back onto the ledge of his roof.

I remember that I thought, very specifically: I wish I was about to die with Jude instead of sitting half alive with you.

Which was approximately when I embraced it, the knowledge that I wasn’t a smart person or a good one. I was down bad for the devil. All I could do, then, was count my sins, and ask myself whether I’d be cleaning blood off his hands or mine tonight.

“I need to get a ride to work. My car’s still at the villa.” I held out my hand, but Teddy’s mouth curled in something like a grimace.

“I’ll drive you.” The waiter brought us the check and Teddy bent to sign it, a flourish of a signature, the mark of an industry prince. “Let’s go.”

He took my arm, though the last place I wanted to be was in an enclosed space with Teddy. “You don’t have to do me any favors. You’ve already made it very clear what you think of me.” I felt like he was perp-walking me to the front of the restaurant.

“You say you’re not sleeping with him, and I believe you.” There was a trace of something on his face, a ticking time bomb I couldn’t clock. “Get in,” he added, throwing open the passenger side door.

I felt more endangered in that moment than I had when Jude left me for dead; when he closed his hand around my throat. Something was wrong with my metric for behavior, I certainly understood that much. This was Teddy, I reminded myself. He was harmless.

(And if he wasn’t, I thought in an even quieter font, JR would tell the cops he’d come to my house. The lamest version of my usual prayer: If I fail, let my pigeon-breeding cousin avenge me.)

Thinking sarcastic thoughts reassured me, reasserted my reality. Wisely or not, I climbed into the seat.

“I saw the article about your family,” Teddy said.

“Mm.” I looked out the window, hoping Jude was awake. I thought of his eyes in the dark, his hand on the steering wheel, the quiet of the canyon roads.

“Did you fuck the reporter?”

I turned to blink at Teddy, who was half smiling.

“What?”

“He certainly had a lot to say about you.” Teddy’s expression didn’t falter.

Mine did. “If you think I’m such a whore, then why bother driving me around?”

He glanced sideways at me, reaching over for my thigh. What did I hate most, that to avoid further conflict, I let him? That I’d even gotten in the car?

I didn’t need to know what was coming. Did it even matter what he said next?

Yes, it did.

“I knew what I was getting when you said yes to me that first night.”

I tasted bile then. Not the righteous rage I would have wanted for myself, but a sickly, guilt-ridden remorse. Not for what I’d done to him, but for what I’d done to myself—the version of me my mother seemed to think I was, the one I was so confident I wasn’t. But I was wrong and everyone else was right. There was a world where I was exactly what Teddy thought I was, and it was this one, because Teddy was Teddy and I was me.

Not a single moment with Jude had ever made me hate myself that much. Not even William de Witt had made me feel this low, and he’d been right about the little bitch in the driver’s seat.

I felt completely numb by the time the villa came into view, the hills tinted scarlet as the sun dipped into the canyon. I stepped out of the car without a word, not even to Genesis, who handed me a new phone, still in its box. I felt silenced, like Teddy had already undermined every word I’d ever say. Like in one fell swoop, he’d redefined everything I believed to be true about myself.

“Oh, Eddie.” William was there, distracted, descending the stairs with a balled piece of fabric in his hands. “What are you doing here?”

“Just dropping off Anya for her shift.” Teddy sounded like he’d just won an argument. He had his arm around my shoulders and I couldn’t summon the energy to throw him off. There was a maniacal air around him, some desire to prove something that should have been embarrassing under any other circumstances. Showing me off to someone who didn’t give two fucks about me or him—a man who didn’t actually care what either of us had to say.

How had I ever really thought this could be worth it?

“Have you seen the news, by the way? Anya’s been featured in the L.A. Times.”

“Oh really?”

I was having trouble managing my breathing, the ongoing race of my heart. I couldn’t say what it was that was particularly damning—I couldn’t pretend that Teddy had hurt me. I’d ideated the element of transaction; I’d told myself things like at least my degradation is a choice.

It was something else, some alteration of my world view that I couldn’t turn back from. I hadn’t even liked Teddy—I certainly hadn’t looked for Jude. But the thing I did want, the life I was desperately chasing, could demean me just as easily, discard me the moment I was too ugly or too fat or too old. For the sake of a real, stupid, kill-shot of a love, I’d said yes to a thousand things I hadn’t wanted. Now they led me around like I’d slipped my own head into the noose.

Why had I ever believed I was smarter, more resilient than any of this? Why had I ever let myself believe I couldn’t fail?

For the first time, all my prayers came up empty. I saw the world shift under my feet. I could fail. I probably would fail. Statistically speaking it was far more likely I’d end up a carbon copy of my mother, abandoned and chronically underestimated, spreading my misery to others in the wake of everything I thought I’d be.

I knew what Teddy was, but I’d thought no, not me. I’m different.

God, Jude was right. I’d been worryingly stupid all along.

“Ah.” William had glanced at something on Teddy’s phone—belatedly I realized it was the L.A. Times article. Now they both were looking at me with a sense of expectation, a blank space for my gratitude, maybe. My thanks for holding the attention of these two important men.

But William was looking at me more intensely, with an air of something I didn’t understand. “You’re Filipino,” he said, his voice an airy sort of whisper. “You know, I was sure there was something there. It’s in the eyes.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I understood, again, still, that it really didn’t matter if I spoke. So I said nothing, and after a moment William nodded conclusively to Teddy, moving to pass us and make his way to the villa’s courtyard.

“You’ve got a good one,” he remarked to Teddy, his hand hovering for just a moment on my lower back as he passed me. It was a message meant for me alone, and I understood it.

I’d opened the door for it. I’d invited it in.

“I certainly do,” Teddy called cheerily after him. William had already moved on, traversing the patio, and in his wake, Teddy turned to me. “I’ll come by for you in the morning,” he said.

I realized he meant it. He didn’t like me any more than I liked him, but he was going to keep showing up until he could safely tell himself that it had been his decision to end it. That I was his to discard and not the other way around.

He kissed my cheek, and I said, I think, “Bye.” In my head I was playing the usual game: Could I Survive It? Yes, I could. It was humiliating but it was nothing, in the scheme of things. It was just a man playing a game with himself, proving to himself what he could do.

I told myself that this time, I would learn from this. There were, in fact, limits to the ways I could debase myself. I’d made myself cold on purpose—I played my little games for a reason, so that I couldn’t be made to suffer if I never did anything for any outcome but personal gain. But even as I thought it, I knew it was a lie.

Footsteps were fading behind me when I felt a hand curl tightly around my upper arm. “Come on.”

Jude was almost dragging me by the time I realized he was even there. “What?”

I caught a glimpse of his face, that hard flash of certainty. There were moments, now and then, when I understood he was capable of things I couldn’t imagine.

This was one of them. “Jude—”

He left me standing in the doorframe, having released me without warning. He didn’t say a word before striding over to Teddy’s car, catching the driver door before it fell shut and yanking Teddy out by his collar.

“Hey, man, what the—”

I gasped when Jude landed the first blow, a hard punch that whipped Teddy’s head nearly all the way around. There was a spray of blood that filled my vision like a crashing tide, a heady wave of déjà vu. It ricocheted across the white exterior of Teddy’s car, some of it flecking my cheek as I forced myself closer, through the dissonance of the voices in my head saying let him while the rest of me rolled its eyes.

“Jude. Jude.” I felt the weariness of someone whose guard dog was barking at the mailman. “Jude—”

But he wasn’t stopping. He landed hit after hit, even after Teddy had already fallen to the ground, even after he’d already stopped moving. Teddy had never been equipped for a fight to begin with—Teddy was an artist, a cinematographer who probably did little more than jog on a treadmill from time to time. He was rag-dolling at Jude’s feet within seconds.

“Jude. Stop. Stop.” I could hear anger in my voice, a beat of delayed rage that materialized when I looked down at Teddy’s battered face. Jude had dropped to one knee, his fist angled straight downward. “Jude!”

I reached out and grabbed him by the back of his collar, something that should have been objectively dangerous, like trying to take hold of a bull. He staggered backward, his spine colliding with my chest. I could feel him breathing hard, convulsing, like he’d collapse at any moment into sobs.

“You don’t know what he’s just done.” Jude’s voice was raw, unopened. He started to fall, his legs buckling under him as the rage unlocked. “You don’t understand—”

I caught Jude and slid with him to the ground. The sun setting on the hills was a carnal red, a splatter of psychedelic pink.

“I don’t need you to fight my battles for me.” I was angry at him, furious about the unnecessary violence, sick with the way I wanted him still. “This isn’t sexy, Jude, it’s disgusting. You’re supposed to have—” What, impulse control? I was asking a demon to behave.

“You don’t understand.” He sagged against me. I could smell the skin of his neck, the salt of his sweat. The grime of him, of everything he’d forever get away with.

I slid out from under him to find Teddy’s outstretched wrist. I shifted my thumb until I felt a pulse, shallow but definite. “I have to take him to the hospital,” I said, numbly. There was still a voice in my chest that looked at Teddy’s prone body saying: good.

I pushed it aside in favor of another. There’s a devil on your back.

I felt numb, oblivious to anything. I don’t know when or how I rose to standing, only that Jude’s palm had cupped around my cheek, tentative, ridiculous. Wordless apology. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I closed my eyes and leaned into his touch, shaking my head before I kissed his palm, then the raw skin of his knuckles.

“This isn’t okay,” I said. “It’s fucked, actually. Something’s wrong with you.”

His eyes were clear when they met mine. “I could say the same.”

His thumb shifted to part my lips and the feeling in my chest nearly split me open. I know he caught my gaze straying to his mouth. He’d cut his lip, either because Teddy had managed to get a shot in or because he’d bitten it.

“Put him in the car,” I said after a moment. “I’ll take him to Hodel.”

Jude’s brow arched. “Hospital would be better. They’ll file a police report.” He was daring me, I thought at first. But then no, I realized he still wanted to be punished. By someone, anyone. Maybe me.

“Come on, Jude.” I exhaled tiredly. “Would that even matter?” I thought again of Emmanuelle’s voice: I could kill a man in this room—

A heavy laugh bubbled from Jude’s lips. “No.”

His hand found my waist, an avaricious splay of hunger. It occurred to me that I’d never thought to read his palm, to check it for disaster. All my impulses had left me, even the good ones, even the old ones. His grime stuck to me, like a permanent glaze of sweat. I remembered my grandmother’s teachings, the tongues of fire that were God Himself. It hit my mouth like wildfire ash.

Then I let the devil kiss me until Teddy stirred, semiconscious, at our feet.
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DR. HODEL MET ME at the back entrance of a nondescript office building off Melrose that might have housed a private clinic, or not. He seemed thoroughly unsurprised to see me, nor did he so much as blink at the damage that had been done to Teddy.

“What happened?” Hodel asked as two men silently loaded Teddy onto a stretcher. He’d been administered something for the pain upon arrival. I felt quite certain it was a sedative that Jude knew very well.

“He fell,” I said.

The doctor’s eyes were a watery, expressionless green.

“He’s not well,” he said. “Julian.”

“I’m aware.”

Dr. Hodel seemed as if he would say more, but stopped himself. “I’ll call you a car,” he said, freeing a cell phone from his pocket that I was comfortably sure was paid for by the de Witt family. “What’s your home address?”

I shook my head. “I’m going back to the villa.”

(This is the part where you cover your eyes; where you complain about me falling into an obvious trap or choosing to hide in a shed full of chainsaws. I know, believe me, I know! Just remember, before you start feeling too clever, it’s easy to see the ending if you already know you’re in a story. I laid it out this way for you.)

Hodel paused then, his frame going slightly rigid.

“I’m afraid I can’t allow that,” he said after a moment. “You’re a material witness. If you don’t explain what happened to the police, you could be held criminally liable. They might very well think you planned this, or even orchestrated it yourself.”

“I think we both know the police won’t be asking any questions about this.” I opened the door to Teddy’s car, climbing into the driver’s seat.

The doctor shifted to stand between me and the door.

“I don’t make these things go away,” he said. “I administer care. I make things more palatable to explain. But this is not something I can explain for you unless you stay.” I understood then the presence of another layer, an element of desperation. It wasn’t about me being here, it was about me staying away from the villa. Hodel, who knew better than anyone what Jude was capable of, who had helped to build the lie that was Jude’s life, intended to keep me from the precipice of danger and thus the certainty of doom.

“What is it you think he’ll do to me?” I posed, looking up at him.

“You don’t believe me. You think he won’t hurt you.” Dr. Hodel’s mouth was grim. “This is not a fairytale. There’s a monster inside that man that cannot be mastered, not even by you.”

“What will he do to me?” I pressed the good doctor. “It seems to me that if you know something, you should be the one speaking with the police.”

“Maybe some other casualty could be dismissed, but that little princeling in there is going to file charges,” Dr. Hodel said with an air of exhaustion, gesturing to where Teddy had gone. “And the de Witts will not allow any of it to touch them.” His face looked shadowed as he reminded me with a glance who was us, and who was them. The help, I thought again.

“I couldn’t have done any of that to Teddy. Look at me.” I leaned on my archetype then. Slight, idiotic, dainty. Realistically, I was a lot of terrible things, but not strong enough to follow through with most of them.

“Listen to me. Conditions are … not what they once were. The family is not—” He stopped himself just shy of an admission. “If you go back there, you will suffer the consequences.”

So, he was afraid. Of what end? I couldn’t have said at the time, though I already knew what kind of man Dr. Hodel was. The kind who followed orders and punished himself only to resuscitate the pattern once the haze of remorse had eased. The kind whose soul lingered in a purgatory of guilt, paralyzed by inaction. He wouldn’t tell me a damn thing, but he also wouldn’t stop me. He had never stopped anyone before.

“Why are Jude’s pills prescribed to Killian?” I asked Hodel, who blinked.

But I didn’t really need the answer. Instead, I started Teddy’s car and put it in reverse.

“Don’t worry, Doctor,” I offered, adding gratuitously, “You tried to save me. You can always tell yourself that your conscience is clear.”

He heard the irreverence but stepped back, his hands conciliatory and limp at his sides.

I drove off, pausing for only a fleeting glance. When I looked in the rearview mirror, Hodel still stood there, staring into nothing, absolving himself of every harm, just as I had done.

It was the last time I would see him alive.



When I returned to the villa, Jude was nowhere to be found. There were sounds from below, music playing, another of Emmanuelle’s parties commencing from the underworld of the house. Wearily, I wondered how anyone could live the way she did, perennially diving headlong into oblivion. What did a person have to see before they could no longer face reality head-on?

What would happen to me when I’d finally seen too much?

I was heading quietly for Jude’s room when I heard footsteps behind me, pausing me on the stairs.

“You know,” came the rasp of William de Witt’s voice, “I think you knew exactly what I meant when I asked you about your bloodline.”

I cleared my throat, turning to face him. “I just came back to check on Jude.”

“He’s asleep.” William’s eyes were unreadable, that familiar tidal wash that seemed so misplaced now, so inappropriate on him. A layer of pretense had fallen away, in its place a measure of pivotal desperation, like he knew exactly where we stood along the precipice of what came next. Now his lips were tinged a dark and mottled gray; he was losing saturation right before my eyes.

“Why don’t you come down?” he added, gesturing to the courtyard. “We’re all just discussing the film.”

“The film,” I echoed as if summoning a distant memory, a prior life.

“Yes. We’re due to start shooting soon.” His eyes were tracking all my movements, the stiffness in my shoulders, the uneasy way I had started to angle away from him. There was a stain on his shirt, a mildewy ricochet of something vaguely colorless.

“I didn’t realize there was a script,” I said, trying not to startle him. No sudden movements. No tiny betrayals of what I might do.

“Didn’t Emmanuelle mention it?” William gave me a pleasant smile before gesturing me down the stairs a second time. “Have a drink. Then we’ll call you a car, send you home. I’m sure it’s been a long night for you already.”

“Oh, you really don’t have to do that—”

“You know,” said William suddenly. “I’m sure you’re aware of my influence. In this city. In this industry.” His smile had never been real, but the fade of it from his face at that moment was pointed nonetheless, an artfully delivered threat.

Was he really that gifted, or was he just handsome? I wondered what made a movie star, exactly, and whether it could be naturally acquired.

“Just a drink. Emmanuelle’s insisting, and you know how she can be. Then we’ll get you home, safe and sound. Scout’s honor.” He winked, then turned and started walking as if he knew I’d follow him to the gallows.

Which I did, seeing no other options. Realistically, could I have run? Maybe so, within the bounds of a different story. But this one had already cast me in a very specific role.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE (beautiful and virtuous, easily overcome with
emotion, set apart by her tender heart)


I have no fear of death for I am destined to be saved by love!



In the courtyard were the familiar faces of Atticus, Fred the business partner, and—almost as an afterthought—Emmanuelle. She in particular looked drawn and tired, her eyes bloodshot when she reached for me.

For the first time, the composition of her face seemed noticeably off to me. I’d always known she’d gotten work done, but now it seemed sinisterly obvious, like pieces of this face had always been plucked from disparate sources, a coalition of mismatched parts. Whose eyes were those, whose nose, whose chin? They’d almost begun to melt, a textured underlayer beginning to push up through the surface like a decomposing growth.

“Anya darling.” Her hands were tight and skeletal in mine. “Thank god you’re here. It’s such a fucking boys’ club.” Her voice was a sharp, impetuous whisper, something I would almost call keening. A tiny howling at the moon. She sat before me as Frankenstein’s creature, molded and crafted for god knows what purpose. The villa housed monsters all the way down.

“You already know Atticus,” William said, handing me a glass of something. One of Emmanuelle’s smoothies, this one like a glass of mud. Effortfully, I swirled the mixture of gels and frozen fruits until the usual fumes of putrid sweetness reached my nose, earthy and rotten like candied moss. “And I believe you’ve met my partner, Fred.”

Fred gestured vaguely, though I could tell I didn’t interest him. He looked to me like he was on uppers, jittery and unable to keep still. His eyes kept darting to Emmanuelle, a constant volley of repulsion. There was a smile on his face, something ever so slightly deranged, like imagining how she might look without her limbs in this specific order.

He was also, I realized belatedly, holding a pistol loosely in one hand.

I didn’t bother to wonder where he got it. Only thought briefly, in silent retribution: He doesn’t look cool.

I sniffed the smoothie again. “What’s in this?” I didn’t expect an answer.

“Quaaludes,” said William. I flicked a glance at Emmanuelle, whose eyes seemed unfocused. Her eyes drifted to the gun in Fred’s hand, though I couldn’t tell how clearly she saw it. Where was the woman I’d come to know, the one who’d had William wrapped around her finger? I no longer had any idea what was true.

“What does Teddy do for you?” I asked, bringing the glass to my lips, vulnerable and harmless. My head already spun at the suggestion of its vapors.

“Edward works for Ara,” William said impatiently, with a purse to his lips like he resented being reminded of this earthly plane. “He’s involved in the philanthropic tedium.”

“Whereas we do the artistic tedium,” Atticus announced with a theatrical toast, a familiar performance of flamboyance to ease the tension in the room. I could see, though, that he looked fearful and drawn, eyes never leaving the gun. He looked twenty years older without the usual crowd of sycophants twerking in his radius.

This was never a party. But then again, we all knew that.

“Have a drink,” said William, gesturing to my glass as he sidled up to me. “We’re celebrating.”

I glanced at Fred, who took a sip from his own drink, what looked to be a whiskey, one finger hooked through the trigger loop of his gun. The muscle around his jaw seemed to jump repeatedly with half-restrained rage, as if an unresolved disagreement still lingered in the courtyard, permeating the atmosphere like a thick and heady wind. I thought of the voices I’d overheard before, how little they all thought of me, the way Jude was so sure that Teddy had done something violent to me purely by virtue of revealing the truth of my …

I shivered, clocking the smell again from William’s breath.

Blood.

“So what does the ritual involve, exactly?” I asked. “Let me guess. There’s some kind of torture involved.”

Fred shot to his feet, like he’d grown restless and tired of waiting. He’d begun to pace, or to prowl. He spun the gun around one finger, clumsily. It dropped and clattered to the ground, landing at his feet, near where I sat with William. Atticus jumped at the sound, but Emmanuelle did not.

William, meanwhile, kicked it away, toward Fred, like its presence did nothing to trouble him. He flicked his tongue over his teeth when he smiled, leaning into me as if I’d said something flirtatious, offered some coquettish remark. “It’s true that production can be a kind of torture, definitely.”

Fred had retrieved the gun from the ground and was spinning it again, presumably for my benefit, to remind me of my proximity to violence. How expendable I was, how valueless, how easily consumed.

Beside me, William was drinking so casually he almost seemed to be hitting his marks. Then his hand brushed over my spine, sending a chill up the notches of my vertebrae.

There’s a devil on your back.

I wish I could say that the epiphany was bodily, visceral. That too late, I finally thought: Maybe the monster wasn’t Jude. Maybe the monster had never been Jude.

But the truth is I knew this already, and on some level, I’d known it for some time. I still didn’t grasp the nature of my involvement, but it is possible to intuit something you can’t yet understand. As I glanced between William and Fred, I knew some things with certainty: I would not be going home, not if they had their way. Left to their devices, I would not be leaving the villa alive.

Fortunately for me, I did feel I had one crucial thing at my disposal, which was the fact that I’d been miscast. I wasn’t soft-hearted and I certainly wasn’t virtuous. I wasn’t a heroine.

I was part of a pattern. But this time, I wanted to know why.

“Have a drink,” William said. Fred stood motionless nearby, the gun finally stilling in his hand.

William’s thumb paused at the nape of my neck, stroking the bone before coming around to curl below my jaw.

Another prayer, this time to the devil. If I fail—

The contents of the glass met my lips with an arctic burn, a slick chill descending my belly like a flood of desire, or rage. A shock of wind enveloped me, the noose of my own making. My vision blurred, my grip on reality knocked loose by the depths of my longing, by the nearness of my madness. By starlight and ocean tide.

William’s mouth on mine was a lifeless, brittle peal of mocking, more to prove a point than to take any pleasure from my supplication in his hands. I felt myself fading into nothing, a slow but unignorable descent. They would say that I asked for this, that I deserved it. They would say the corruption had come from me, and no one could ever tell them they were wrong. Goodness was inarguable, and I’d already long forsaken mine.

“—told you she’d be easy—”

“—knew there was something about the eyes—”

Gradually, the voices grew more distorted, distant.

“—didn’t I? took you so goddamn long—”

“—right under your nose—”

“—ld you just shut your fucking—”

But the old voice in my head was the most important. Built unfailingly into the code of what I was, it whispered something I needed no help to interpret.

Could I Survive It?

Blearily, Emmanuelle caught my eye. One finger lifted to her lips.

An old game, with so much practice, the question that defined me more than anything else I’d ever believed. Transcendence, higher than what all other voices would or could say. I knew this answer, yes. Safety was out. Safety was up. No miraculous, life-saving pigeons materialized before me—so much for that escape hatch, Grandma. I would have to do this myself.

Hard to lift myself to my feet with all that churning in my stomach, bile coating my tongue, staggering upright, up, up,

—little lives, imperfect time—

“—’s he doing awake? Get Hodel—”

“—told you, fucking told you he couldn’t be trusted—”

“—et that thing out of my face—”

—this is a message, this is a haunting—

“Anya darling, go!”

Step into the darkness, into vastness, reach out for something and grab on. Hold it tight, knuckles white. The horrors may have claimed their next victim, but I’d been heading toward a calling long before they came along. A prayer, motion ebbing gradually away, a shiver in the sudden emptiness of cold, déjà vu,

“—forgot who you’re talking t—”

“—all this for some fucking—”

“—told you to shut your goddamn mouth—”

The echo of my longing could have only been called a monster.

—listen closely now, closely—

“Quiet, Anya. Quiet.”

—you can hear it on the wind.

Ocean eyes, a spectral tide. I found you. I came back for you.

The last thing I see before the stars blink out.
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HERE IS WHAT YOU have told me, and what I have pieced together from the well of memories we share:

Once upon a time you fell in love with a woman who was beautiful and clever and irresistible and full of life. And as it sometimes happens, you were too old for her, or she was too young, or something had gone wrong somewhere in the cosmic fabric of the universe and the pieces came together misaligned. Because even though you were one soul in two bodies, you were a married man with a child, already resigned to the life that you’d chosen because you thought you’d done everything right.

Until you met her.

She was so young she almost radiated with it. More than youth—she was so mature for her age, so worldly, so wonderfully certain of who and what she was—there was a sort of undeniableness, a mercuriality, a throbbing sense of life. You saw her and you understood that everything would be different now. You thought of her constantly, unrelentingly, in the shower, at your desk, while you chugged away at fucking your wife, a dreary chore that comingled with your other obligations, the family who bled you dry, the life you’d chosen from a place of duty, the passion you thought you’d already traded away.

Then you saw her and you watched a pathway light itself from within, an alternate future, an eternal, lasting joy.

And you tried to fight it, you did! You held her youth in your head like some important detail from school, something that would be on the final exam, at the heavenly gates, some piece of information that gradually began to haunt you, the absurdity of your social circles, the dowdy wives and lecherous husbands who didn’t understand what you felt, which was the utter transcendence of love. You knew the truth about love, which was that it was divine, it was sacramental, it was powerful enough to change everything. You began to look at your body and the ways gravity had taken its toll and realize that if, indeed, she loved you in return—and she did! she whispered it so sweetly in your ear while she curled in your lap, darling little thing, all too thrilled to call you master—then this was the only acceptable form of love, because your wife was rigid with transaction. She cooked and cleaned and raised your children and such was the calculation of marriage, the things she did despite a low-burning revulsion for you, because in return you footed the bills, made her the envy of her friends and peers. Not like her, the love of your life, who asked nothing from you. Only your eyes. Only your time.

But yes, your body was older, in fact your body was getting old. And she was so young, so glittering with promise, her breasts so full and tawny, you could hardly be in the same room with her without imagining them like scoops of ice cream. The supple pearls of her nipples, the way you would roll them on your tongue, and she’d let you stay there for hours, licking and sucking, satiating yourself. You were her master, and she belonged only to you. Yours was a certain kind of happiness that had been kept from you before, that only existed when you were with her, as if it had been only recently invented. All your life you had been waiting for her. It almost seemed cruel how many times you’d gotten it wrong.

Because yes, you had your secrets, your sins from before you met this love of your life. You had what I have, which is a voice inside you that occasionally takes control. You’re not a perfect man; you’ve had some indiscretions. The first few were dalliances, then nuisances. Paying people off to keep this one or that one’s condition quiet before you realized just how simple it all could be. Just a one-time procedure, really; illegal at the time, but not for a man of your means. A friend of a friend introduces you to Hodel, a young man then, just building his practice and so eager for a patron, and from there everything goes much more smoothly. Mutually beneficial ease, until the time that it suddenly goes wrong.

When Hodel asks what you want done with the body, you’re surprised by your reaction. Surprised that when you look down, you feel no grief or disgust, realizing instead just how exquisite this beauty can be. Even later, after the purpose of the ritual changes, you never fail to honor it—the way their eyes are so fixed and tranquil. Those exotic, seductive shapes of them as they kneel before you, glinting up at you like some eternal, ancient rune.

But that first time, you cast aside finesse, focusing only on necessity. You take the lipstick from her purse and paint a tawdry smile, the extra care of a wanton woman to suggest she was meeting a date late at night. You take her wallet and her jewelry and you stage it as a robbery just off Hollywood Boulevard—the kind of story everyone already knows, a familiar cautionary ending while the Santa Anas blow.

At first, waiting for the ax to fall, panic threatens to overtake you. But the police never come—of course not, they’d never dare make those kinds of accusations, certainly not at you—and so the tedium continues. It all passes so easily, so distant from the relevance of your circles, as if she never existed at all.

It was only meant to happen once. But then, everything’s so much worse with the heat. The reawakening of raw desire burns inside you with new intensity, a growing appetite for the hunt.

Eventually, you only call Hodel once there is already a body to dispose of. Though it never begins with pain! It begins with what you used to think was love (before you met the love of your life and rewrote the definition). It begins with earnestness, desire to talk with her all night, to lay your hands on the silk of her skin. But it always goes wrong, because they always want something. They start to make demands. They want more money, more time, more benevolence. They never seem to realize how tiresome this is, the ultimatums, the constant arguments and tears.

The love of your life would never accuse you like this, as if you are a monster. Someone who truly loved you would never inconvenience you by threatening to tell your wife.

Each time, as you perform what you begin to think of as the ritual, the thing inside you finds a moment of calm, as if it has finally managed some semblance of peace. You find that something in your mind seems to clear, and suddenly you feel … enlivened. Alive.

No, not just alive! You feel breathless, invincible—young.

Before that first year of bodies, you were briefly hospitalized for stress. A faulty ticker, said the doctor (not Hodel, Hodel is not a cardiologist) with the air of having made an unremarkable joke. But after, when a lover threatens to strike you—strike you! You, her master, whom she supposedly loves!—with a butcher knife and, well, things go awry—when her thick black hair is spread across the floor of the greenhouse while she mewls inaudibly for help—you realize it must have all happened like this for a reason. That all of this, somehow, is meant to be.

There’s something almost sacred about it, like she’s laid herself upon an altar, a form of begging your forgiveness. As if to say, I have loved you badly through my own corruption, but now I leave you with a gift. The knife glitters beside her throat, and the answer is pleasingly obvious. Divine intervention that you cannot ignore.

Your heart improves. Three bodies later, you begin to feel a change in your joints, as if a new buoyancy has found them. Hodel warns you that it can’t go on like this forever even with your many friends in the LAPD, so you cut him in just to shut him up.

And then you meet the love of your life.

Her name is Emmanuelle.

She’s exotic, like the others, which is why you notice her to begin with. She calls to you with those siren eyes, that supple body that is all but a summoning, a reckoning in the making. The first time you call her your precious lotus flower, she laughs and says she’s from Cincinnati. This injures you, though you try not to show it. You tell her: No, my darling, you are from heaven. Oh, she says, wide-eyed. (She is not like those other women, flicking ash from their cigarettes. It’s so unladylike, the smoking. Better to keep their bodies healthy and pure.)

But Emmanuelle, she understands you! She is obsessed with it, that same lifestyle you crave, the cleansing of her body to preserve her clarity of soul. She makes some changes here and there to your diet; she introduces you to sea moss gel and spirulina, she brews you oriental teas, she loves you dotingly (not like the others who claim to love you but only make demands). You promise her that in exchange for her devotion, you’ll take care of everything, of her, forever, though you never bother to change your will. You’re already doing everything you can to ensure mortality doesn’t cheat you of this love.

Where does it come from, the thing that becomes the ritual? It takes shape over time, a meticulous series of sacrifices, acceptance of the lifeblood offered to you by your unworthy lovers, their bodies contributing each time to the eternity you deserve. By then you are wealthy beyond means, wealthy enough to live countless lifetimes of splendor, and you feel no shame in it, no guilt, because why would all this be yours if the universe did not want you, specifically, to be happy? With each offering the voice inside you grows stronger, as if your soul is regenerating itself.

You have obviously left your wife by then. It is only you and Emmanuelle in the villa.

Until him.

Until me.

It’s him first. The only son of your only son. You dislike the presence of him instantly, because it reminds you that although you have purchased the rights to forever, you didn’t begin these preservation efforts until after you were already old enough to be a grandfather. But Emmanuelle is so kind, so unfailingly sweet, she reminds you that a truly great man must always have a legacy. If there turn out to be kinks in the concept of forever, then everything may one day belong to him.

And so, when William comes to the villa, you grudgingly invite him in. You welcome him into the fold, the lovely cocoon you share with this woman who was made for you and you alone. He is a struggling actor, and you help him where you can. You have friends all over the country, including New York. He asks to stay here with you, in the villa, but you tell him no. He’s seen the evidence of your rituals—you are unaccustomed to hiding, and occasionally you slip. A lipstick here, a bloodstain there.

Worse is that you can see his presence changes things—it alters the precious atmosphere you paid for with the misery of your previous life. Your grandson looks too long and too closely at your new wife, and so you are glad to see the back of him, relieved beyond words to watch him go.

Then there’s me. You never love Emmanuelle more than when she carries me, swollen and purring like a cat. Her face is round as a saucer and you feel another surge of fondness over the youth she still hasn’t given up (Hodel helps). You’re so filled with joy that, once again, you forget to be careful. Emmanuelle catches you in the greenhouse; she interrupts a ritual. She faints dead away and you plead with Hodel to save her. Such is the depth of your love: You spend a precious ritual on reviving her, on preserving the child in her womb.

When I’m born, it all makes perfect sense to you. The body, the blood, and the Holy Ghost are all one and obviously so are we. You and I, and Emmanuelle—Emmanuelle is not my mother, because I am the version of you that will outlast the test of time, when you eventually take new occupancy in this body—together, we are a family. The villa shelters us (it crumbles around us). You make notes on the rituals and store them in your library. You write your own name to reference both of us, as if I have no presence of my own.

When William returns with the beginnings of his fortune, he is outraged by my presence. Jealous, you realize. William says he was the one meant to succeed you in legacy, not the emaciated toddler you’ve raised above your true heir.

He says: All that money and look at you, living in squalor! You’re sick! All those teas, the goddamn smoothies—can’t you see you’re being poisoned? She’s driving you to madness, she’s trapped you in her web, it’s not even you she wants! You’re completely at her mercy—you can’t even feed yourself—you can barely lift your head!

No, you say, no, it’s not true, it is you who are the master. You are eternally strong and young. You are powerful and there is divinity inside you. You have made certain of it. You have done what no other man could have done and ensured your own eternity. You will last as long as your undying love.

You don’t see it when William swings the poker at your head; things have been blurry for some time now, such is the ecstasy of your love. Neither of you notices when the flames from the hearth—you no longer have heat, the city seems determined to ignore you, or at least Emmanuelle says so and she would never lie—reach the curtains, and then the furniture, and then the roof. Somewhere a child is crying, and it is your new body, you realize, welcoming you home. You are ebbing away from your prior form and entering your new one, transcendence blessed by the purity of flame. You are so grateful to your love, to Emmanuelle, for giving you this new container—this freshness of body and blood to hold your everlasting ghost.

On the day you die, you are both yourself and me. Both ninety years old and three.

Because your spirit flees your body, into mine. Eternity purchased by the convergence of all those bodies, the souls you bled so you could live on forever—in me.

William refuses to acknowledge us as Killian’s chosen, and so he performs the ritual ad nauseum, for such time until he can master you, and presumably discard the empty husk of me. Ova—she is not my mother, only my maker—calls us Julian, in reference to both of what we are. Ova doesn’t hate me, not like William does, but without a legal document, her quality of life is won only by the grace of William’s whims, most of which turn on his unfulfilled obsession with her. Everything for Ova is noir, erotic cinema; a role she must play, and has played, to wring as much freedom as she can from the desires of two different men.

She changes her face, she alters her body, she reshapes her future, clutches tight to the past. She tells William no, not yet, we can’t, we have to wait, it’s impossible, because I exist and therefore so do you. I am her salvation, or at least, I would have been.

But then William found a new partner, someone whose taste for carnage aligned so neatly with his own, and now the rot has irreversibly set in.

With each day you remain trapped in me, desperation more rapidly consumes them. They’re running out of time to please their caged god; their bodies are killing them slowly. Does Ova believe? I really don’t know. I do know this body doesn’t want hers, and secretly, I think she is glad for it. What exists between Ova and me may be twisted beyond recognition, but because of you—aside from you—it’s still the closest thing I’ve known to love.

The problem, aside from all the failed blood, is this body. It does not want brutality at all. In fact, this body is often moved to seizure as if the two spirits inside it are at war, and one thing remains unignorable: If the ritual worked, then it would already be over. William would have Emmanuelle, Emmanuelle would have you, and I would finally have oblivion.

So where does the story go from here, if not our collective decay?

A last-ditch profession of faith, or something like it: You must be the product of the ritual. You must be the reason I cannot always decide, the reason I can’t even die. But occasionally it seems I am fighting my restraints, harder now than ever. The sedatives Hodel gives me only increase in dosage, and yet it seems like they no longer work.

Here is a truth I’ve been holding in the recesses of my mind: The ritual isn’t meant to leave any traces. The placement of the bodies, the brutality of the marks, the outraged headline splashes, they are clues to the puzzle, taunts or pleas to be witnessed, maybe even caught. But the ritual is meant to be secret, so these things are not by your design.

If, indeed, you are—or have ever been—Killian de Witt.

Sometimes you don’t even sound like you, and then I wonder if I am getting stronger. If someday I will not only share your power, but override your commands. Is this the freedom you tried to tempt me with? (If the rot foretells cursed life or eventual death, then is it the ritual that’s failing, or has it never been anything at all?)

All the women they have sacrificed still live in my head, they come to me in dreams, but lately they are all Anya. She haunts me like inevitability, like undeniability itself.

My thoughts are chasing themselves, mine or yours or indistinguishably ours.

Love—if it is really love—can justify all things. You taught me that. Even bloodshed. Even inhumanity. Even betrayal.

Love may be cruel, but it is always fair and righteous, or it must be. Isn’t it?

Because if it isn’t, then how certainly we are damned.
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I DON’T KNOW HOW LONG I was unconscious, drifting in and out of whatever William de Witt had dosed me with. I do know that I dreamed of my grandmother, who looked just as I remembered her in life. I don’t think she’d care for the way I’ve written her so far, or the way she only exists in my tale as a ghost. In real life, she was a vain woman, with thin eyebrows she used to draw on every day until she eventually tattooed them. I rarely saw her with a hair out of place. She never spoke of indignities like pain. She never forgot a petty squabble.

And she always saw what she wanted to see.

In my dream, she sat at the kitchen table and read my cards, defining my past for me and therefore determining the paths for my future. She told me there would be change, creativity, love, and death. She told me again about the devil, and I found myself wondering whether I really believed that any of this was real. The monster in Jude. The monster in me.

The cobbled mosaic of Emmanuelle’s face, masking whatever lived beneath the surface.

The piteous humanity of William de Witt, with so much money and power at his disposal for no higher purpose than to gamble it for more.

“What do you think the devil wants?” I asked my grandmother, as if she’d answer. As if a dream was anything but some scrambled amalgam of my own memories and thoughts.

“What does the devil always want? You to lose,” she said, and I thought about what it meant, how I could lose in such a way that pleased the devil.

If the devil were a man of straightforward transaction, then which way would I have to bend to meet my most miserable end?

If I loved a man capable of atrocity, then I was an atrocity myself. The rules were simple: I was the woman and thus I knew better. For each day that I stayed within his web, swung like a pendulum back to his sins, I consigned myself to moral indiscretion. He had blood on his hands, literally, and now they were staining mine. But for what purpose? What could the devil want from my sins that he couldn’t accomplish on his own?

I thought of Jude then, the monster that lived in him, that made a home of him. I thought of his hunger for me, the thing I knew and understood because I shared it. The conjoined sense of desire and terror that met up in a place of possession; the look in his eyes that said he wanted to have me, an appetite I knew to be toxic and strange. But still, a familiar yearning, an obsession I couldn’t reasonably deny.

After all, I’d already braved hell for him.

Grandma looked at me a long time; my eyes were a mirror of hers, even if they were a different color.

“Consider,” she began, “that your devil intends to make you part of his collection. Another notch with which to mark the loss of a good and pure soul.”

(Were souls always good? Had mine ever been? I didn’t know the answer.)

“Say I have two devils,” I pointed out. Two sets of ocean eyes, identical and yet distinct. There was only one card in the deck, but in life, the devils abounded. “Which one will cost me more?”

“Depends what you consider more costly,” my grandmother said.

I had always been made of two prayers. The one where I made it, and the one that was everything else.



When I opened my eyes, I felt violently sick. I pitched forward and regretted the motion instantly. The throb in my head was powerfully deep, a reverberation from somewhere inside my skull.

I felt two hands settle me carefully back down. Jude had laid my head on his lap and was flicking the barrel of a syringe.

“Hold still,” he said.

If I’d felt even marginally more capable of speaking, I’d have said absolutely not, motherfucker. But my head was a torrent of fire ants and the rest of me was unable to get on board with stopping him. It was fine, then, when I said nothing and made no defensive motions, and there was a slight prick in my upper arm, followed by near-immediate relief.

“It’s just vitamins.” Jude put the needle somewhere else, incautiously jostling my head as he moved around, rearranging things. “For dehydration.”

“Where are we?” I was slowly adjusting to the darkness in the room, making out the shapes of things. It wasn’t Jude’s room, or any room in the villa I’d been in before. There were bookcases lining the walls, a few things that looked like haunted chairs. The whole place smelled like smoke.

“Welcome to the library.” Jude adjusted himself where he was leaning against a wall.

Slowly, very slowly, I managed to sit upright, the pain a low ebb in the place where my thoughts should have been.

“Library?”

“Killian’s personal library. All sorts of treasures in here. A full encyclopedia set. Law books. Charred first editions.”

My head felt heavy, like a stone on a pile of bricks. I let it fall.

Jude’s shoulder caught it. “Why did you come back here?”

“You’re here.” I don’t know if he heard me. It was a struggle to get the words out, though whatever he’d injected me with worked quickly.

Gradually, motion was returning to me. “What was he going to do to me?”

“Kill you,” Jude said.

I fell deeper into his shoulder and he shifted to hold my head in the crook of his arm, one hand tentatively cresting on my hair. “Kind of a longer story,” he added, “but that’s the gist.”

“We should leave,” I told him. “Just run.”

“Anya.” Jude sighed. “I don’t expect you to understand this. But I’ll become very boring to you the moment we’re out on the lam.”

“Not true,” I said. It might have been true. I did know the most interesting option was to try it, seeing as the least palatable option was to die. “Let’s just go, now, before he finds us.”

“He won’t find us here.” Jude went quiet. “And I can’t … I can’t leave. It’ll only get worse.”

“Worse than serial murders with public displays of sadism?”

“That’s not—” Jude hesitated. “Yeah, worse than that.”

“That’s not what?” I tried my best to lift my head, an effort that was only fractionally successful. “What were you going to say? They’re not sadists? They’re not littering the streets of Hollywood with women’s bodies for everyone to find?”

“No,” said Jude.

“Oh, silly me, then,” I muttered with a roll of my eyes.

Rather than answer, Jude looked away from me, his eyes on a fixed point in space.

It came to me then, the thing Roro had been saying, the thing I hadn’t fully been listening to before. That the Santa Ana bodies were arranged with an element of sensationalism, almost like a strange desire to be caught.

The ritual was something different, then, maybe. It did suddenly seem possible that what had been left out for the world to see might have been scattered like breadcrumbs by somebody else.

I thought of the blood under his nails, the misery coiled up inside him, the tonal frequency of his personal monster.

Did he know? I couldn’t tell, so I pressed for something else.

“Where’s Teresa?” The girl who worked for Ara.

“I don’t know.” Jude’s mouth tightened.

“Was it—”

“Not the ritual, no. As far as I know they left the blood.”

I shuddered with a wave of revulsion. “But then…?”

“Maybe she said no. Or maybe she saw something.”

Fair enough. Women died for all sorts of reasons related to one or the other. “But you didn’t—?”

“The point is, if we run then the sickness will follow.” He didn’t seem to notice he was drumming his thumb on the cavern of my chest. “The devil goes wherever I go because at least part of it lives in me.”

There’s a devil on my back.

I see it.

“What are you going to do to me?” I murmured to his chest, taking a long, deep inhalation of his T-shirt. He didn’t smell clean. He smelled like ash and sour sweat and the safety of a demon who hadn’t yet laid a hand on me, like I was his.

“I don’t know.” His hand paused for a moment, tightening around the nape of my neck.

I let out a sigh, a shallow breath of something I might have called pleading, or relief.

“It must be me,” Jude said. “Some of it. Enough of it.” He paused. “For a long time I think I just did whatever I was told.”

It sounded like confession, the holy kind. A mea culpa. “Why?”

“I don’t know. Survival? Not that it should matter, given that the alternative never seems to take.” I could hear his heart beating in his chest. I put one hand over the sound like I could hold it. Like it was owed to me. Like it was mine.

“The monster, it tells you to…?”

“It does things of its own accord. But sometimes I think I do things. I think I must.”

“How can you know?”

“I don’t, I guess.” He was quiet for a moment. “I just don’t always feel like there are two wills in my body. There isn’t a constant battle. So there must be times when we agree.”

“Why try to save me?” I shifted to look at him.

I couldn’t see his face in the dark. But I could feel him sigh.

“Anya.” His voice was gruff, impatient. “I told you not to ask stupid questions.”

I swallowed heavily then, wondering who he’d be if he could give me a straight answer, whether I’d be repulsed by the candor of everything I wanted to hear.

“Can it be exorcised?” I asked.

He shook his head, his forehead meeting mine. “Don’t think so.”

“But all demons can be exorcised.” I based this on a cinematic consistency rather than any actual knowledge, occult or otherwise.

“Not this one.” He sounded weary, down to the bone.

“Fine.” His head shifted slightly at the sound of my voice. “Who cares? I like it.”

“You like it?” He sounded like he couldn’t believe a person so stupid could exist.

“I’ve never known you without it. So I don’t see the point in shooing it off.”

“It might be a fucking murderer,” he said.

“There’s a whole lot hanging on that might be.”

“You have absolutely no sense of self-preservation.” Now he sounded awed, on the edge of inspired. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

“I’ll survive it.” I said it like a promise, or a dare.

I had shifted around to face him by then. I slid my legs to either side of his hips and accidentally nudged the needle he’d used to administer my “vitamins,” whatever those were, with my knee. I lowered myself carefully so that every curve of me brushed every frozen inch of him.

And when I felt his breath catch, I leaned in close, my lips to his lips, and repeated it one more time: “I’ll survive it.”

“Oh my god, Anya,” he said hoarsely. Then he kissed me hard, one hand rising up to grip a handful of my hair.

The shock of thrill still hadn’t left me. It soared up through the places we were touching, all the places he hadn’t yet touched. The kiss itself was hasty, like any moment we could both wake from a dream, and reality, the darkness of a room in ruins, bled into fantasy with the taste of ash. A hot gasp of fire season that danced on both our tongues.

“You have to promise you won’t come back,” he muttered. One hand was on my cheek, the other still tangled in my hair. He’d tightened his fingers so hard it hurt, a sharp sting of pain, a wrench of my neck. “You can’t come back.”

I didn’t say anything. I rolled my hips and dipped my head lower, or tried to. The hand around my cheek slipped until it caught me by the jaw.

“Listen to me.”

His grip was unmercifully tight, an obvious form of punishment. “Let go of me, Jude.”

“This isn’t funny. Do not come back here.”

My heart raced, and not with desire this time. I looked in the monster’s eyes and dared him to test me, to try me. To defy me.

My breathing had gotten shorter, more ragged. I brought one hand lower, finding the button of his jeans and flicking it open. I watched his lips part as I slid my thumb under the waistband of his boxers, adjusting our positions until I held him in my hand. He watched me, I could feel him waiting, the terms of our détente unknown.

Then I dragged a nail down the underside of his cock and he released my throat with a spasm of submission, or something close enough to it. He said my name with an air of reprimand, more of a snarl than anything, and jerked my head back again, this time to run his teeth along my neck.

I gave a little punitive twist of my hips, a slip of a bitter sigh. “Stop telling me what to do.”

“I could kill you.” His hand had shifted, his palm fitting around the back of my head. Cradling it. “I could do it, and no one would stop me.”

“Then do it.” I pulled away, just far enough that there was opportunity in the space between us. For what, though, neither of us seemed completely sure. “If that’s the end you see for us, then do it.”

I watched him watch me. I saw his eyes falling carefully on all my vitals—the visible thudding of my chest, the pulse at my neck. I wondered what he saw when he looked at me, whether it was something to be put to use, to be made to obey. Could it be love if it was rotten, if it was twisted from the start? He could hurt me, I knew he could. I wouldn’t have followed him all the way down if I hadn’t suspected there was danger lurking somewhere shallow, alongside the version of him that toed the edge of death.

But he wouldn’t. A stupid thing to trust, the idea that he could want me like something precious—until he leaned forward, falling into me. Until he rested his lips on the slats of my ribs and turned his head like he could hear it. Like he could put his ear directly to the chorus of desire in my heart.

I pulled away and slipped off my jeans. I left them crumpled on the floor, then stood and waited.

Jude shifted around until he faced me on his knees. With his head hung low he could have been prayerful, or just purely at my mercy. He nudged me backward until my hips collided with something, a half-charred table that had been covered with a thick, scratchy canvas, like a drop cloth used for painting.

He bent his head to my stomach and sighed into the fabric of my underwear, a warmth that shot directly through me. He kissed me, then ran the flat of his tongue along the fraying lace. I thought of all the mundanity I’d known before I met him. All the things I’d considered a waste of time except for the ways that they could serve me. The characters I’d written for myself, all with the same primary colors, the universal feminine base. The good girl, the moral girl, the logical girl. The girl who saw the devil coming and turned sensibly away.

The flat of his tongue pressed against me and I shivered, that thrill of cold finding me in all my darkest places, rancid rot and decaying ash, like stepping deeper into hell each time I let my demon hold me. Could I Survive It? The game had warped so far beyond recognition since I first played it, to the point where all the questions I used to ask no longer had answers, and I no longer cared.

Why must I be defined by the metrics of goodness, just because some invisible direction made demands? Because the context by which I lived had given me so few roles to play? Had I mistakenly equated barbarity with ugliness, when really carnality was sensuality, when everything important was felt bodily, experienced somewhere intestinally, that new-old twist of hate and rage and fear and love?

He shifted me, played with me, arranged me, and I thought again of the unnatural positions of the Santa Ana women, the corpses whose bodies had been mutilated and displayed. I knew then, sharply, inescapably, and with Jude’s mouth on the slick heat of my cunt, that he hadn’t done it for his own pleasure. The way those bodies were arranged had been designed for pain, they were left in positions of torment, they were reviled and displayed as if to finally reveal their ugliness, the truth of their littleness, indignity itself. Bent by some invisible hand of mastery, someone’s broken toy.

But as Jude contorted me, bent me, twisted me, I saw through his eyes nothing but beauty, the sheer terror of belonging and sex. The desire to be closer, to divest the concept of a single, solitary self. I tasted me on his tongue and understood those contortions of death were depictions of control, of someone else’s hatred—not of sex, not even hateful sex. This monster could love, and he fucked me accordingly. He lost himself in me like he could leave it there, bury it inside me, for no one else to find. The ugliness rendered divine by shared ownership; by the things I could, and did, look in the eye.

There was a monster in this house. But if it was the thing that lived in Jude, then I could master it. I could bend it to my will. He was mine, mine, mine. I felt the rhythm of him filling me, driving me to madness—specific madness, the oldest kind. Devotion that underwrote vengeance, longing that lived in every form of grief. Capitulation in the sacrament of joining, baseness that predetermined every sin.

I’d wanted to fuck the demon and so I did. Pleasure was inseverable from agony, from anguish. I thought of all the sinners in every painting, the way the faces of torment looked like the throes of ecstasy, the way true angels looked like monsters—impossible to look upon without the presence of horror, staring unworthily into the face of divine.

When we parted, I knew it was just beginning—that it was pain I wanted after all. I wanted him to hurt me, to ruin me, to rewrite me so completely that I was unrecognizable as the woman I’d been at the start. I hadn’t known a character to feel this way, and so it was one of my own making, my singular deliverance. I craved this feeling of peril, impalement on my own inevitability. Something I couldn’t outsmart or outrun.

What I wanted was to feel so deeply I couldn’t be defined without it. I wanted to suffer like the saints, to find ferocity inside of me for something. To know that rapture on this earth existed for me, which I’d gladly face death rather than live without.

He gave me that.

“Don’t come back.” He said it to me while I cried out in his mouth, another kind of prayer.

But he must have known I wasn’t listening—that I wouldn’t listen.

That he would have to caution me some other way.



Getting me out of the house unseen wasn’t an issue. The villa was large and full of squirreled away holes, crumbling foundations. A palace built on the wreckage that predated it, a palimpsest of what money could buy. I didn’t ask myself until later why it had been so easy, why nothing had stood in my way—at the time it felt secretive, clever, covert. With Jude’s help, under the cover of darkness, we pushed my car as far from the house as we could in neutral and then I snuck out like a thief in the night.

The danger wasn’t in the escaping. It came after I kissed his raw mouth and made my way home. When I woke in the indigo hours of morning to find Tita Linda standing over me, one finger on my lips.

In the courtyard of our building, resting on the fountain, was the body of Emmanuelle de Witt. Her eyes were open and glassy, her lips parted as if to relay a message. The slash across her neck left stains behind, cascading, a death that was decorative, ornate.

Inside her bisected torso, someone had covered her organs in what looked to be some kind of festering black ash until we later realized what it was.

Mold.

Even from afar, I felt a shiver. A fever flush that carried on the wind.
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THE POLICE SEARCHED OUR apartment and found nothing, of course. It was my employer’s mutilated body in the fountain, which was a little problematic, but I didn’t happen to own a massive bloodied knife, and conveniently none had been planted. No, I didn’t know how she’d gotten there; no, I couldn’t explain the microfungus left to fester inside her chest; no, I couldn’t think of a reason why anyone would try to kill my boss.

These were all lies, ultimately, because I knew exactly why she’d been placed there: She was a message to me. At the time, I thought I understood it. I’d already been warned.

Someone wanted me to stay away.

I had no reason to return to the villa, especially not as a person of interest, though I pushed to the edge of my sanity for one. Wild thoughts entered my mind, the ideations of a teenage runaway. The belief that the world was wide enough to disappear into, that nothing about what I currently felt had any limits or constraints. He’d told me to stay away and then he’d left a body as additional insurance, knowing I had a problem with doing what I was told. A more literal form of ghosting? I started to laugh in the silence of our apartment and then I stood abruptly and got out my grandmother’s tarot cards. I cut the deck over and over, asking a question I couldn’t put into words. What next?

I didn’t even notice when a cool, soft hand slid the deck out from under my palm.

“You shouldn’t read for yourself.” My mother’s voice was gruff when she took the seat beside me. She looked at me for a long time, handling the cards like something from her past she hadn’t wanted to revisit.

Then she handed the deck back to me, gesturing for me to ask again, this time with her as the guardian of my fate.

“I thought you didn’t believe in this,” I said as I touched the cards, holding in my head an image of Jude, an elegy of him. I tried to keep my voice free of conspiratorial adolescent angst, but I always found myself relegated to the same daughterly ennui. It was like I couldn’t find any other characters when my mother was around; I knew I was capable of better versions, all of them equally pretend, but her presence rendered them impossible, things I either wouldn’t do or couldn’t, in some visceral, physical way.

“I didn’t think your grandmother was doing you any favors filling your head with superstition and false promises. I don’t believe her readings are always accurate. She’s a person with her own agenda.” It was the first time I really noticed that my mother still spoke of my grandmother in the present tense.

I split the deck and handed the cards back to her, waiting. In return, she looked at me for a long moment, like it was me she was trying to read.

Which she was. It was what all of us did. The reading isn’t actually about a gift, or even some amorphous future. It’s only ever about the person sitting in the chair.

“She taught me, too, you know. Same as you,” my mother said. There was a weariness to her then, a sense that maybe the anger I’d thought she had for me was far less specific, an exhaustive effort to keep her own monsters at bay. “Just because I don’t want you to look for all your answers in the cards doesn’t mean I don’t respect them.” She motioned for me to break the cards into three piles, and I did.

“Did you ever read your own answers?” What I meant was: Did you see this coming?

My mom glanced coolly away, surveying the apartment. The collective state we’d shared for the entirety of my life, under the auspices of my grandmother’s charity and the reach of her empire. Then she looked back at me.

“I told you,” she said. “You should never read your own cards.”

She gestured for me to flip the top card on each of the piles. It was a simple reading, the same kind I would have done for myself: past, present, and future. The first card I pulled was the Empress. The second card was the Tower. The third was the Wheel of Fortune, which at first I couldn’t read. I wasn’t sure whether it turned up or down.

“Wait.” My mother saw me trying to interpret the cards and paused me, like she knew me well enough to follow the train of my own thought. Then she motioned for me to draw another card.

“There.” Her voice was a tired surrender, like she’d always known what it would be.

I picked up the card, holding it for a moment between my fingers.

Then she covered my hand with hers.

“I know you resent me right now,” she said.

“I’m pretty sure it’s mutual, Mom.”

“I don’t resent you.” She snapped it. “You think I resent you?”

I wanted to point out that taking this tone did her no favors—that if she had a message to impart, she had better do it the only way I could receive it. (A corpse in the building’s fountain.)

“You don’t like me,” I observed aloud.

“What does that mean? You’re my daughter, I love you.” Enough time in theater had taught me the unspoken note, the unwritten line. Unfortunately.

“Mom—”

“I think you’re very talented, anak.” She paused. “But I also think you’ve chosen a path that will hurt you. Harm you, even.”

It took a long time to find the deep well of banal, repetitive rehearsal. “I get it, Mom, rejection is everywhere, there’s no job security, I know all of that already—”

“I encouraged the acting because I thought it might help you.” Mom wasn’t looking at me then. “You seemed to find everyone so … confusing.” That wasn’t the word and we both knew it. “And of course, you were so beautiful, always. Even when you were little, everyone said I should get you an agent. But I only wanted…”

She trailed off, then drew her hand away. I understood that she wasn’t going to say it. True superstition meant that we could create our realities ourselves; we spun them into being with thoughts and words and deeds, and once they became part of the fabric of our collective truth, she couldn’t rip out the stitching. Once she told me what her love was really made of, she could never take it back.

I knew the feeling. Love that mixed indeterminately with fear. That beautiful and agonizing terror of having known another person’s darkness and acquiesced.

The corner of the devil card in my palm was folded slightly, like the edge of it had been handled more times than most.

“Grandma says there’s a devil on my back,” I commented blithely.

My mom looked at me then as if we were finally speaking the same language. She reached out and cupped my cheek.

“The devil was an angel once,” she said. “That means he could be again.”

She loved me, I understood it then. Unfortunately.

“What kind of person did you want me to be?” I asked, which even I knew was cruel. It wasn’t fair to taunt her with one of the other characters in my arsenal, the good ones or rational ones or filial ones. A version of life where love was simple, a blessing and not a burden.

In some life parallel to this one, I had been the one to make the coffee. There, in a story we both knew, directed by someone we both trusted, I loved her from a place of honesty, a love born from fidelity, one that justified her losses, a profit in the margins of her return. In that other timeline, in that other world, I didn’t have to create a version of myself, because I already was one. Because I was a person who felt things at all.

I wondered then what she’d read in her own cards. What card she’d pulled to define her life. What she’d seen about me that Grandma hadn’t. I’d never thought of it that way. I’d always thought it was Grandma who’d seen me more clearly, but maybe not. My mother had always seen things differently.

She stroked my hair again. “She was right,” she said. “You’re going to be famous.”

Then she rose to her feet.

“I love you,” she told me in a voice that had practiced that line a thousand times. Then she kissed my forehead coolly, meeting adjourned, and left me alone with the cards.



The afternoon was a flurry of caution tape and interviews, social media headlines of scripted statements. Not the kind I’d expected—the de Witt family asks for your consideration and respect in this time of mourning—but a series of local tabloid splashes: Woman found dead in Hollywood apartment complex.

Woman found dead, I repeated to myself. Woman, generic. Found, passive. Dead.

I fingered my work cell phone in my hand. It was turned off, of course, since I knew they could use it to track me. Not that it would be hard to find me—the police already knew where I was. Would William de Witt really go storming after me, after all this mess? I supposed Jude would have thought that through. Nobody could get to me now without raising suspicion; I had no reason to go back to them, either, now that my employer was gone. It was a very neat plan, though I still pictured him cleaning the blood from his nailbeds, the water turning a gradual, rosy pink in the guest room sink.

“Anya?”

I blinked to cognizance when I realized JR was standing next to me, Alistair clutched subduedly in his hands. “Oh. Hi.”

“This is crazy,” commented Roro, who was lingering just out of reach. I thought for the millionth time that she should just break up with the boyfriend and move back in and make her art without stupidly trying to prove to the family that she could exist without them. I needed them for context. She needed them for something else, lifeblood, like a reluctant, stubborn vampire. “That was the woman you told us about? Emmanuelle?”

“Weda,” called Nessa, jogging over to us from where she’d been told to stop poking around the crime scene. “Damn, you picked some crazy white people, huh?”

I sighed aloud. “What are you doing here?”

“Ro’s here,” she said simply. “Y’all suffered a loss.”

“Pick a dialect, Nessa, it’s distracting—”

“She’s not white,” Roro cut in abruptly.

“Girl, did you see those lips?” Nessa said in apparent dismissal.

“Yeah, they’re fake, exactly.” Roro folded her arms over her chest, an odd look of calculation on her face as she looked over at the caution tape. The body had long since been removed, but the presence of it—of death—was strong enough to make us all look over collectively, like we were admiring a painting in the Met. “That woman’s hair was bottle blond. And I bet you she had her cheeks and jaw reshaped.”

“So?”

“She’s not a white woman.” Roro shrugged. “If she’s William de Witt’s sister, then her mom was definitely something else.”

“Ohhh, so she’s like you,” Nessa said with a smirk at me. “Mestiza filled with shame.”

“I am not filled with—”

I thought about the way I’d let Emmanuelle believe my father was a New Jersey Morris, or whatever it was she’d said.

“Mm, right,” said Nessa.

I bristled. “Yeah, because you’re so quick to claim me, Nessa. What’s that you call me again?”

“Bitch, don’t you jump down my throat—”

“You know that other girl worked for Ara,” said Roro, ostensibly to nothing. “The one they still haven’t found.”

“Ignore her.” Nessa leaned in closer to me. “The rich guy dumped her. Now she’s got too much time on her hands. I keep telling her to just get some vitamin D and move on—”

“Gross,” I muttered.

“And the other girl,” Ro continued, “you saw her at the party. And another one, the one who got reported missing this summer, her cousin was one of the people Ara was supposedly trying to help.” Roro shaded her eyes from the irradiant glare of sun. “It’s de Witt. I think that motherfucker’s a serial killer.”

“Damn, two Oscars ain’t enough?” Nessa shook her head sagely. “Fame really isn’t everything.”

It didn’t seem worth it to contribute my own explanation. “Why kill his own sister?” I pointed out, more as an accessory to the conversation than anything.

“Dunno,” said Roro, conspiratorially. “Coming unglued, maybe. Wants credit. Same thing all psycho killers want, especially men.” She looked at me. “Maybe he wants you to catch him.”

“You should stop talking so loud,” said JR.

“Why?” Reflexively, Roro pitched her voice even louder. “If I know all this, then there’s no way the cops don’t know. Fucking pigs,” she added, though no one turned.

“There are cameras here,” JR said. He was stroking Alistair’s wings.

I blinked. “What?”

“I noticed them the other day when I was watching for Alistair.” He gestured up, resuming the position he usually deployed when he was scouring the sky. A direction no one ever looked, save for someone with a pigeon. Notably the one Tita Linda had already said would save my life.

“See? There’s one there,” JR said, pointing to the corner of the courtyard directly facing my front door. “There’s one by your spot in the carport too.”

I heard a rush of blood in my ears, swift and sharp. “How long have they been there?”

JR shrugged. “I don’t know, a while?”

“Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“At first I thought Tita Della put up security cameras, but then—”

I could taste my pulse in my throat then, the eeriness of knowing I’d been watched. The surveillance I’d agreed to and the one I hadn’t, the misdirection I’d fallen for, that if they waved a hand in front of my face, I’d forget to look over my shoulder. Which I had. They could always have gotten to me, but it was this I understood to be the point of no return: my awareness, my starring role, my purpose in the script.

I thought of the cameras trained on Jude. The way he, too, lived his life on a stage, for an audience of an unknown eye, watchful silence blinking.

I couldn’t escape the story any more than they could leave me out of it. I’d been one of the players all along.

I fumbled for my pocket and turned on the cell phone the de Witts had provided me, watching it gradually start up. The screen flashed bright and I looked away from it and into the camera, stepping toward it.

Immediately, I felt a buzz in my palm.

Filming starts tonight. See you at the villa.

Or what? I typed back.

No answer. But then, I already had my answer in the form of a dead woman who hadn’t been Jude’s warning after all.

It hit me like a thud overhead, the drop of an anvil. I’d forgotten to take an indirect path the night before, I realized.

I’d gone straight to bed, and now the devil had followed me home.






1219 AWAKE


“ARE YOU HAPPY NOW?” Daddy dearest asks me when the smoke finally clears.

Happy isn’t the word, of course. I never liked the grifters he consorted with, but I didn’t want them dead, either. Still, I know the nature of his temper, so in that sense, I suppose you could say I knew the risk. That everything would end this way was very much an outcome I foresaw the moment I sent the dominos cascading.

Good riddance, Will, all she did was use you, she wanted everyone but you—

His wail in response, like a dying animal. Shut your fucking mouth! All of you, shut up!

“You’re next,” I say. A childish taunt. He takes two steps across the courtyard to clock me hard from the base of my jaw, the gun still clutched in his hand, and I relish it, really, the knowledge of how frayed he’s become, how far gone he is. It means that finally, something is changing. At last, we are writing the ending. What does he become from here, without her? The only thought I held in my head when I dragged us all to the brink was this one: At least we can’t go on like this.

Still, he’s stronger than I thought. My head snaps back from the blow, and for a moment, my body fails.

Behind the dazzle of my eyes, I see her. Anya. She wears the lipstick again, and now I know that she has always been your target. Not because of her, but because of me. Because I defied you to have her. Because I defied you just to want her. Because what she gave me was possibility, the unforeseen manifestation of another world, one where I was awake, and I was ordinary. So you crafted her ending by my hand, and then you took it from me like a rib.

I was created to be your monster; I have always lived and breathed and moved at your behest. I was meant to believe as you believe, to see what you see, which is that she is nothing, a mere plaything, a doll to dress up and deglove. It’s true, she is ordinary—as I am ordinary. She is just a person, unprophesied, unchosen, with nothing specific about her to mark her for divine. To you, she could have been anyone, a revolving door of women—she was supposed to have been a revolving door of women. I was supposed to choose a role, a pursuit, not a person. I was supposed to grow familiar with disposal, to sow the seeds of your eternity with untold faceless pools of blood.

Love was meant to be justification. A tireless search, not a place to land. You looked for love and when you couldn’t find it, you made it. You trapped it. This close to the mirror, I see we don’t look so much alike.

So I’ll tell you the truth: Emmanuelle de Witt was only the first piece to fall.

And I’ll end it with a prayer: She won’t be the last.







22
WHEN ALL IS SAID AND DONE IT ALWAYS ENDS IN FLAMES



MY FINAL DRIVE TO the villa was eerily smooth, as if all obstructions had been cleared away as a sort of last meal. The indignity of sitting through traffic while I prepared to meet my fate could have been enough to make me turn around, or maybe not. I’d passed Tita Linda on my way to the car and she’d taken hold of my arm, pausing me for a moment before releasing me. I considered asking her about the devil, whether it was still clawing on, but I knew that if I spoke at all I’d have to confess aloud what I was doing, and any version of the truth would be unbearable to voice. Because while I knew what the cameras meant, and what it suggested that everyone in my life had now been threatened by the insult I’d caused to William de Witt, I couldn’t honestly say I was doing this for anyone else. I wasn’t doing this bravely or sacrificially; I wasn’t trying to protect my mother or my cousin or any of the vulnerable people in my life.

I was doing it because my opponent had moved his piece in the game, and now it was my turn. By then I had simply removed the possibility that I could ever, or would ever, lose.

The nights were getting longer now, and I drove with a backdrop of sunset, streaks of pink in a sky stained with red, a glowing tint along the buildings like molten candle flame. The landscape itself, scorched and lifeless amber, was quiet, solemn, indifferent. As I wound my way up through the hills I felt surrounded on all sides by secrets, by the possibility that every house I passed had its own uncanniness to contend with. Who could even say how many demons lived along that canyon road, all of them part of someone else’s story. Just not mine.

The weathered fire safety sign was red, as always. Once again, I traversed the hills only to descend the inferno, making my way deeper into hell.

I parked my car in the usual place, overlooking the greenhouse, that crumbling old garage. I could see a bright shock of fluorescent lights, reflectors, various equipment that obscured my view of what could only be the set. The front door was open, the house quiet and empty. I wound my way down the side path without looking back at the house, no longer checking for the whisper of white curtains through an open window. There didn’t seem any point to it anymore, since I couldn’t imagine that anyone could still have something left to hide.

As I got closer, the details came into focus. There was a body left behind on the courtyard floor already, as if I’d arrived fashionably late to the denouement. Hodel’s eyes were open and glassy, his head wrenched toward me, a hole where his heart should have been. A gunshot wound; interesting. A quick death seemed clinical, maybe even merciful. After another moment I noticed the feet sticking out from below a pool chaise—Atticus, and beside him, Fred. Dead, too, both face down at an angle with a trail of blood leading to where they lay, as if they had been dragged for the sake of production, out of the way of the set. I wondered what had happened; what they had been asked or told to do that they could no longer stomach, what final blows had been dealt. I thought of Fred’s barely restrained mutiny, Atticus’s frail bravado, and wondered what the tipping point had been, the thing that had rendered all the sycophancy untenable. Had it been Emmanuelle’s loss that drove them here? Or just plain luck of the draw, the inevitable ending.

Either way, it meant that some break in inertia had changed everything for everyone, and that was either reason for optimism or proof that everything had gone unpredictably off the rails.

The proverbial stage was the broken fountain beside the greenhouse, still empty, still visibly crumbling and in need of repair. The director’s chair sat directly before me, overlooking the scene, and just beyond that, Jude stood there, waiting. His eyes met mine and he shook his head with long-suffering disappointment. Amiably, I shrugged.

From the director’s chair, William de Witt turned to look at me. “Ah, Anya.” He rose to his feet and held out a hand, which I looked at but didn’t take. “You’ll need to get into costume.”

I looked at Jude, who had looked away from me. I didn’t say anything for a very long time because I was trying to figure out how to not tell William de Witt to go fuck himself. I was mostly unsurprised by the time I felt the muzzle of a pistol pressing into my temple.

“Genesis,” said William, to the woman who held me hostage. “Please see that Anya has her costume.”

I hadn’t noticed Genesis’s presence up to that point. I suppose Genesis had never really interested me, which might have been part of the problem. With the gun still steadily trained on my head, she handed me an article of clothing, the same dress I’d once seen in Jude’s drawings, the white farm girl frock I’d assumed to be some strange product of his imaginings. The dress was far too long for me, but I slipped it on obligingly, as the woman with the gun had requested. I left my jeans on underneath—I didn’t think production was terribly concerned with details at that particular moment. Then the nose of the gun nudged me in the small of my back, directing me over to the fountain, to stand opposite Jude.

I looked him up and down, a flick of surveyance. “Nice suit,” I said. He was wearing some moth-eaten thing made for a far meatier man than he was. We looked ridiculous, and Jude glared at me. I had to stifle a laugh.

“Quiet,” said William sharply. He was out of the director’s chair, operating the cameras. He had one trained on my face, the other on Jude’s, and then a third to capture the scene as a whole. The lighting made a misery of what was already stagnant heat. A bead of sweat dripped down the side of Jude’s cheek like a tear, and I wiped it away with my thumb.

Jude caught my hand. He gave me a warning glance. I thought about the gun and the madman directing it, the unpredictable monster who lived inside a person I had no meaningful reason to trust. Jude touched the inside of my wrist, stroking it once with his thumb. Was it goodbye? I didn’t think so. It felt more like when I say run, you run.

“Scripts!” William barked it and I jumped, though he was talking to Genesis. She handed me two scripts and I passed one obediently to Jude. I’d never noticed before how afraid Genesis was of Jude, or maybe it was deference. I wondered what Jude’s monster had done to her, and whether it would make a difference to her character—if my understanding of her motivation could shift somehow. Was any tyrant really complete without some underling’s devotion? So, it seemed she’d do anything William asked and in turn it gave her power, her safety secured by her willingness to put others at risk.

Except for Jude. She was afraid of him and that meant William was, too. I was playing the game again: Could I Survive It? Old prayers floated through my head, the folded corner of the devil in my grandmother’s cards. To call the devil “evil” was a lazy shorthand, Grandma always said. The truth was less straightforward, something closer to the presence of a primal urge.

Jude took his copy of the script from my hand and I looked down, reading the lines. There were two characters, Killian and Emmanuelle, and it was a love scene. Abysmal. It was obvious that William had written it, probably in a stupor of some sort, which explained the manic glint in his eye. The dialogue was saccharine, impossible to say aloud without the visceral accompaniment of cringe.

“Action,” said William, buzzing at far too high a frequency. He had taken the gun from Genesis and was holding it loosely in one hand. After a few moments, while I was still reading the script to myself, he shot a bullet into the light right behind where I was standing. It pinged off the metal frame and I ducked, pointlessly.

“Action,” William repeated coolly. Disoriented, I tried to focus on the line.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE


I feel our souls are tied together. Hand in hand we will transcend everything, even the raging fires of hell. For our love is so much stronger than any evil.



I looked up at Jude, who was looking at me. The script was in his hand, which hung at his side. When he spoke, it was with the rote delivery of someone who already knew the words and was reciting them from memory.

THE DEMON


My love will last an eternity. For you, my heart will beat forevermore.



I scanned the page, trying to craft something out of the trite clichés William de Witt had scripted while he shifted impatiently in his chair. The gun rested on the inner length of his thigh, his finger hooked carelessly around the trigger. I thought briefly about what I would do if I could reach it.

THE GOTHIC HEROINE


Oh, Killian, we must take our love into a different time, a brighter future! We must go to a world where people will understand us!



THE DEMON


None can understand that which the stars themselves have destined.



Jude’s voice was soft and measured, carefully nondescript.

THE DEMON


But let the gods do what they will to part us. For you, my love, I’d walk into the flames.



In the script there was an action:

THEY KISS.

I looked at Jude and he looked at me. Impossible to unknow: the existence of an ending. This story was one of obsession, of hubris, and so the landing could only be tragedy, by necessity. There were moral demands, and narrative ones, too.

Jude and I stood close enough for conversation, but nothing else. I felt William’s presence then, the entrance of his silhouette in my periphery. There was a sheen of sweat that swept across his forehead, a glint from the gun in his hand. He pressed it into my cheek, nudging me forward. Then he slid it below my jaw, into the softness of my throat.

Jude’s eyes dropped only slightly, momentarily, when I displaced the muzzle a hair’s breadth with the motion of a swallow. He shifted toward me with a step.

“Action,” said William de Witt.

Jude leaned forward and kissed me, his lips cool and dry. The air tasted smoky, almost thick with heat. My tongue sat heavy, grotesque, inside my mouth.

“More,” said William. He jammed the pistol harder into the soft underbelly of my chin. “You love him, don’t you?”

“She can’t act with that thing in the way,” Jude said. His voice was calm, almost bored. I noticed he had a bruise forming on the underside of his jaw, like he’d recently been hit with something hard.

“I’ll pull it away when I see it done right.” William was looking at me, a spark of madness in his eyes, the ones I knew so well, in so many iterations. I couldn’t look at him; bile coated the inside of my mouth. “This is the moment of avowal, Emmanuelle. Let’s see that devotion.” The word was an accusation; a snarl.

I looked at Jude and thought: In another life I might have loved you gently. Then I made myself into something else, the kind of woman who’d lived so readily on her knees. Such a boys’ club. For what, money? Some false idol of safety? I leaned forward then, and kissed Jude with desperation, with overpowering compromise. With the belief that a single kiss could redraw the cards, rearrange the stars, and save me. Like a kiss could be so perfect, it might be worth the bargain for my life.

“More.” William drew the gun from my throat, sliding it down until it rested on the small of my back. He was pushing me into Jude, guiding my hips closer, deeper. He was also retching noisily into a handkerchief, a film of what seemed at first to be blackened mucus lining the pristine white. “I know you like it,” he said in my ear, as the taste of my kiss with Jude turned sour. “Don’t act like this isn’t what you want.”

William hacked again into the cloth as Jude slid a hand around my jaw. I felt a deep, prodigious sickness, a rising malevolence of disgust.

“Kiss him like you’re fucking him,” William said. His voice was breathy, repulsive. “Come on, Emmanuelle. We both know you’re holding back.”

I wasn’t, not in any way that mattered. I was fully inhabiting my character now, her piteousness, her wormlike degradation. I knew as much as I needed to of the story, its darker outlines, to feel sympathy for the woman with the gun to her throat; to be as disgusted by her terms of survival as I had been with my own.

I was having trouble breathing; I wanted to break away, to suck in a breath. The pressure of Jude’s fingers was meant to calm me, to prevent me from making it worse, but what I wanted, then, was to be worse. To be insufferable—to be disgusting, not just to myself but to everyone, and to William specifically. I tasted a tiny, acidic surge of vomit and thought how good it would feel to have projectiles at my disposal. To spill an organ just to stain his suit.

“More. More.” William’s voice was increasingly loud, his mouth so close to my ear I could feel the unshaved stubble of his chin on my cheek. The spittle on his lips lingered wetly, a humid burst of rot. The hand with the gun had climbed down the notches of my spine, resting on the clasp of my bra, digging in. There was a rage in him reserved for something more than me, for which I was only the vessel. “Come on. More.”

I slid my mouth lower, to Jude’s neck. William’s pistol rose again to press to the base of my skull, its presence unignorable. I thought about what I was willing to do, how much I could compromise, how much shame I was willing to swallow. If I got on my knees, would that make a difference? What could humanize me now; had I ever been human? If I begged for pleasure or forgiveness, could the audience love me again, or was it already over?

Forget what I could survive. What did I deserve?

For a moment, the tension seemed to falter. The pressure of the muzzle digging into my back eased slightly as William coughed, then coughed again.

“Genesis—”

There was a hasty shuffle of footsteps behind me, transition of the gun from one hand to another as William’s cough became a gag. The gun reasserted itself at the base of my skull, followed by the sound of coughing so forced and vile it made my own stomach turn.

I snuck a look behind me then, or tried to. I saw something I could only call a creature as it sprang forth from William’s throat, a bezoar of something part fur, part slime that sluiced between his parted lips to land like a stone in his palm. From the blur of my periphery, I watched the creature begin to spread itself thin in an uncanny time-warp until it began to crawl, or maybe drip, like a growth of viscous spores over the width of William de Witt’s open hand.

It was so revolting, and so distractingly unnatural, that I forgot the imminence of danger. I turned even farther, straining to gather what I could until Genesis whipped the side of my face with the gun, a loud crack resounding punitively from the bone of my cheek. My head spun from the impact, the vision of the black mass in William’s hand blinking doubled, tripled behind my eyes.

He must have flung the mass onto the ground—there was a wet, squelching sound and I caught Jude’s eyes flicking down to my feet, following it with a glance so unmoved I could only assume he’d seen it happen several times already. My eyes followed, though this time they didn’t have to travel far. Whatever William had set loose from his own chest was growing, colonizing virally below our feet. Already, the glob of particulates had spread across broken stone to the edge of the rotting fountain, dispersing into woven chains of toxic mold.

“This isn’t working.”

I blinked away the knowledge of what now spread unseen across the villa, reoriented by the sudden sound of William’s voice. There was another spray of spittle as he snatched the gun from Genesis’s hand, and I flinched, skin crawling with the thought of what might emerge from him a second time. The sting of my battered cheek was secondary to the wave of my revulsion.

This time, though, William aimed the gun at Jude, gesturing to the fountain. “Open it.”

Jude looked blankly at him. I looked at Jude’s swollen mouth, the tracks of sweat and grime across his face. I felt sorry for him, and sorry for me, for having chosen a violence that came with caveats. The monster who couldn’t harm his maker; the devil being punished by his god.

“Open it.” William shoved the gun into Jude’s forehead. “Now.”

Behind us, Genesis now stood frozen, awaiting instruction, like a robot docked in place. I flicked a glance at her, wondering whether she thought she was safe from this. What did she think would happen next? William de Witt had nothing left to live for, it seemed. No twisted desire for Emmanuelle, no toxic rivalry with Fred, no one left to master. Nothing left to hide.

He was dying. I understood it then, finally. The mold in Emmanuelle’s chest hadn’t been put there by her murderer—it had grown there, just as it now grew in his. The toxicity William de Witt had spat onto the ground had clearly taken residency in his chest like some unnatural infection of the soul, and he really believed this ritual of his own twisted making was the answer.

The ritual is failing. So then it was this or oblivion. This or nothing.

There was nothing more dangerous than a man with his back to the wall.

Jude bent down to the fountain, the one I’d thought was broken. “I’ll need something for leverage.”

“No, you don’t.” He and William were talking in hissed, gritted voices. They’d always hated each other, I realized. This was an old enmity. “Open it.”

Jude’s shoulders were tensed, razorlike beneath his T-shirt. He bent down and gripped something with his fingers—the edge of the fountain’s base. A slab of what looked like concrete, and what could only be the lid of a tomb.

There was a weariness to him as he shoved it aside, or tried to. I remembered his many deaths, the ends that cheated him so many times. The undigested pills, the foot on the edge of the roof. Unthinking, I dropped beside him to help him push. Sweat dripped from Jude’s forehead onto the slab below until we managed to push it aside, just a little. Enough to reveal the horror beneath.

The smell was so rancid I instantly gagged, the empty contents of my stomach churning. The body of what I guessed to be Teresa Guzman was on top, bruised and unnaturally contorted. Fresh, compared to the tomb’s other occupants. Beneath her, the white of bone shone through a mound of rotting earth—a strange, uncanny mix of decomposition, with tiny flickers of motion, corpse fauna and predation, those suggestions of life so morbidly tied to death. The stages of decay here were varied, hair intermingling from the margins of the crypt with the periphery of skeletal remains. There had to have been several bodies buried there, some more neatly than others. Some remnants of clothing still remained, but the arrangement of the bodies seemed significant. Most of them, like Teresa’s, were secondary, arranged around the focal point of the slack-jawed corpse that was the centerpiece of the crypt. The master of the ritual himself.

“Say the line again.” The gun was prodding me forward again, face-first into the crypt. “Say it to Killian.”

“Stop.” Jude’s voice felt distant. I could hardly breathe from the stench, dizzied by revulsion. My consciousness felt ragged, uncertain, but the only thing worse than being conscious among the detritus of the de Witts would be whatever happened to my body if I allowed my mind to shut down.

William grabbed me by my hair, yanking me over the edge of the crypt. “Say the line.”

“I love you,” I choked out. I didn’t actually remember the line, the horrific dialogue. I knew what it meant, the thing that was required of me. “No one else. Only you.”

“Forever.” William used my hair to pull me upright, jabbing my spine with the gun to prompt me forward. “Say it to him, Emmanuelle. You promised your master forever.” He twisted my chin around to speak directly in my ear. “Or was it always a lie?”

“Forever. I promise, only you, forever.” I’d begun to cry at some point, salt leaking onto my tongue. But something else was happening to me, too. Something reckless and unrelenting. I knew then that there was no way to win, no defeat that came without some semblance of shame, the covenant of whatever it took to make it out alive, if no longer fully human.

But the game was always very simple: survive. The answer did not have to be dignified. Better alive with the filth of bargaining than buried here, forever interred with the vacancy of a greedy man’s corpse.

“Kiss him.” I didn’t need to feel the gun in the nape of my neck to know what had to happen next. I did vomit then, a little. I spat it out, the wash of acid I could feel staining the backs of my teeth. “Do it—”

I pressed my lips to rot and putrefaction, my face partially buried in the only end that awaited us all. Even William de Witt, for all the blood he might shed to avoid it. I hoped then that whatever demons William de Witt had called forth that had poisoned his body—whatever evil might still be opportunistic enough to offer him a bargain in the end—that his price would not only be painful, but pointless. I could think of nothing more pointless than this, an eternal vow to a man who had already been delivered to decay, who no longer felt or wanted anything.

But the game was very simple. So I kissed the lifeless bones of Killian de Witt and wished nothing but the malice of eternity on his soul.

“Script,” said William.

I’d forgotten I was still holding it. I glanced down at it, my eyes blurred with something too feral now to be shame. There was an action after Emmanuelle’s lines, the ones I hadn’t bothered to say.

EMMANUELLE CLIMBS INTO THE CRYPT AND OFFERS HER LIFE TO KILLIAN IN EXCHANGE FOR HIS PROMISE OF ETERNAL LOVE. KILLIAN SLOWLY FILLETS HER CHEST AND CUTS OUT HER HEART IN AN ACT AS SENSUOUS AS LOVEMAKING.

THIS ACT OF BRUTALITY IS ONE OF RAPTURE. EMMANUELLE CLOSES HER EYES IN ECSTASY, UNABLE TO BEAR THE FIRES OF HER PASSION. SHE WANTS TO SERVE HER MASTER, TO BE ONE WITH HIM FOR ALL TIME. AS KILLIAN REMOVES HER HEART, DESIRE CONSUMES HER BODY FROM THE INSIDE.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “This script is terrible.”

“Shut the fuck up.” William pushed the gun harder into the back of my head. “Jude. Get in.”

“No.” Jude’s voice was flat and indifferent. I felt the gun slip as William must have turned to look at him.

“Genesis.” The gun repositioned itself in my hair. “Get me the knife.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” said Jude. A bored tone of warning, and for a moment, it was the emptiness that did it. I fell briefly out of love with him. If any moment called for access to a knife, I thought, then I would simply try to use it. Even if evil had conspired to keep one man’s malignancy alive, it would be worth the price for even a moment of real discomfort—for half a breath’s humiliation. If I could give William de Witt a papercut, I would do it, just to call myself the arbiter of even a fraction of his pain.

It was growing in me, rage or whatever this was. Something was swelling inside me, threatening to break loose. I could no longer smell anything, I could taste nothing but ash, sourced from some fire burning inside me. I heard the shuffle of Genesis’s footsteps, the sound of her obedience, and I bit my tongue and tasted murder. I suddenly understood how very easy bloodshed could be.

“Turn around,” said William de Witt, and from a distance, I heard a voice begin to speak to me. A voice I recognized, that I had always lived with. The quiet presence of something I had never known myself to be without. But it was clearer now, like something in me had finally given it permission.

Listen to this fucking guy, it said. Give an idiot a gun and suddenly he thinks he’s God.

I laughed, unexpectedly. William yanked me by the hair again, dragging me around on the bodies in the crypt until I stumbled, rag-dolling onto my back. He pinned me down with one arm across my chest, the other hand holding a knife. His face over mine was so hideous, so unmistakably ugly. The stains of black that dribbled down his chin. The line of his hair receding, the marks of age beside his eyes.

The end, the end—no wonder he must have started to panic. It was coming for him, slowly but surely. People’s Sexiest Man Alive would still eventually be nothing. He’d been promised some myth of forever, but alas, mortality was starting to show.

What a fucking idiot, said the voice in my head, like it was casually picking its teeth. Look at this motherfucker. He doesn’t even do his own stunts. What’s he going to do with a knife and a gun? Drop one of them, probably.

I laughed again, hysterically this time. I could see the flicker of fury in William’s eyes, the ones I could no longer think of as ocean or marine or anything but watery blue, with its rivulets of bloodshot deterioration. I reached for the hand with the knife, then slid a hand down lower, to his sad and flaccid dick.

“Is this the problem?” I purred, and now the voice in my head was laughing along with me. William shifted like he wanted to cause me pain, but couldn’t decide how—he was holding too many instruments. I could hear myself howling with ridicule, and he shifted, shoving the barrel of the gun into my mouth.

“Finally, something with girth,” I said, and in my head, the devil giggled. I have no idea if William could understand me—it was hard to speak with so much metal between my teeth—but I decided it no longer mattered. I made a sound, a little whine of falsified hunger, the fake sounds of orgasm from the worst production of pornography, making eyes at William de Witt before letting my eyes roll back in my head. The easiest, most common form of acting! Any woman could do it! I was a character again, but this time I was satire. I was the pleasure he wasn’t capable of invoking. I was the mastery, sexual and otherwise, he so dangerously lacked.

No wonder he’d made Emmanuelle into a caricature—I was the understudy brought in to say the lines she never would. I wondered if all the others were equally her stand-ins, if all this time, we were designed to suffer for her withheld consent.

Who had killed her, then? Not William. I’d been right, it was Jude all along. I just hadn’t understood that I was never the recipient of his message.

I wasn’t the point. Whether I stayed away or not, it would never have ended.

Hell only emptied when all the devils were dead.

William removed the gun from my mouth to whip me across the face with it, which hurt, but I wasn’t finished, so I slammed my forehead up and into his. He swore and struck again blindly, but this time something caught his hand.

“I told you not to piss her off,” said Jude.

Then he looked at me, grinning. I smiled back. I loved him again, and I was having a nice time. Then I thrust one knee up, jabbing William de Witt as hard as I could in the balls.

He doubled over, the knife held out toward me, not yet anywhere dangerous, but something to be aware of, nonetheless. Genesis slid an arm around my throat from behind, catching me in a headlock with surprising strength.

Oh, here we go, said the voice in my head. Not this bitch!

I tucked my chin and dug my nails into her arm, though she had more presence of mind than William de Witt and ignored my defensive efforts like I was little more than a spider crawling unexpectedly along her arm. She dragged me backward at the same time Jude struck William, who stabbed the knife blindly, hitting something that left a spray of red. I didn’t see Jude’s answer—I turned my full focus to Genesis, who despite being strong for a woman still didn’t have what I had, which was a blind, incautious rage.

With my chin down, I forced enough space to unhinge my jaw—I bit her arm as hard as I could, allowing myself a breath only after I tasted blood. She screamed and tightened her grip, or tried to, but I’d found the crook of her elbow and slipped from her hold, using the other thing I had to my advantage: I’d already kissed a corpse that day. Unlike her, I no longer had any fear of sinking deeper into the revolting soup of decay that was housed inside the crypt.

She reeled back, resisting my grip, and I used the distance to dive for the pistol that had been flung from William’s hand into the mass of carcasses, forgotten by everyone but me.

Then I turned to point it at William, who was lying motionless on the ground.

Genesis and I clocked it at the same time. Jude was straddling him, punching down hard, over and over, one of his arms slashed with a river of blood. The other was stained black from knuckles to forearm, like it had been shoved all the way through William’s chest cavity, through the sickness in his soul, to reach the pavement.

Genesis screamed, and I laughed because the devil inside me laughed, because all of this was so fucking stupid, so filled with unnecessary gore that I could hardly think of anything but the slapstick of it, the unforgivable waste. All those lives and loves and potential, all for the sake of some false eternity, when one man was already nothing but bone and the other had no beauty left to speak of. They could have lived close enough to forever using the normal things, private chefs and health insurance. Now William de Witt was dead before he’d turned sixty. They’d started a cult just to be exterminated, crushed like insects in squalor, and the whole thing was so fucking funny until I pointed the gun at Genesis’s forehead and realized I wasn’t laughing anymore.

“Get in,” I said. She spat at me, so I emerged from the crypt like Botticelli’s Venus to take hold of her by the throat. I don’t know whether I was strong or just lucky—if she capitulated from shock or if I really used that much force. All I know is that I turned her around and dragged her backward until her knees hit the edge of the fountain, and then I pushed her down until she lay among the remnants of her deeds.

“Here’s the story,” I said, aiming the gun between her dazed, unfocused eyes. “You’re a woman who chose a monster. You wrote this ending yourself.”

They say a gunshot is loud and startling. Not at that range.

“Now you’re a monster, too,” I said.

After a moment, I tossed the pistol aside. I walked unsteadily around to the other side of the crypt and pushed. It took a while to gather enough momentum, but eventually I managed some leverage, and I pushed the slab back where it belonged. In my head, I heard the devil saying something, I heard him snap his gum, but I didn’t need to hear the actual contents of his soliloquy. I’d already said the gist of it out loud.

I caught the dull thud of Jude’s boots behind me. He bent to pick up the pistol, and for a moment, I saw the demon reappear in his eyes.

I remember wondering if it would follow me now that I’d shed blood myself; whether I’d become part of the ritual. Clearly, I thought, there was something living inside me that hadn’t been there before, not like this.

Later I’d understand that I hadn’t actually fulfilled the ritual, which required bloodletting while its victims were still alive. But it was never a real ritual anyway, because none of these bitches were immortal.

Except possibly for Jude.

He looked at the gun in his hand without speaking a word to me, instead turning it over and over. He was staggering a little to remain upright, probably due to blood loss. William had clearly opened a vein, and my guess was that only adrenaline was keeping Jude on his feet.

“Is it real?” I asked him. “The monster.”

His eyes when they met mine were familiarly uncanny. Like facing a mirror and asking my reflection to be something else.

“Jude.” I swallowed. “What will it do to me?”

He lifted the hand with the pistol, aiming it between my eyes. I felt a new version of an old thrill.

“Nothing you wouldn’t do yourself,” said Jude.

My heart pounded in my chest, and I felt grateful. I felt something, and it was no other character’s but mine. The wind blew around me, hot and madly.

Then Jude pulled the trigger and took the shot.

The lights behind me exploded in a spray of electricity, a shower of fluorescence that dazzled like fireworks on the gust of another Santa Ana wind, igniting the dried leaves and dead foliage that lined the villa’s hillside. The spark caught almost instantaneously, climbing upward on the length of decaying vines.

The trail up to the house flickered like firelight. Then I looked at Jude, and he looked at me.

“Run,” he said.

I knew I had seconds to spare before everything was engulfed. He stumbled a little, swaying like his feet had only moments left to hold him up.

“I love you,” I said. “I could have loved you.”

He looked at me tiredly.

“Anya. Don’t be stupid. Run.”

I counted two heartbeats before I turned.

I knew I’d never get the smell out of my nostrils. The rancid flesh, the noxious smoke. I got into my car and peeled up the driveway, away from the house.

I only paused once, to look down at the flames, to catch the uncanny glow that filled that little pocket universe. I watched it burn, the villa and its sins, and I thought spontaneously of heaven. Of how lovely the flames looked when they danced, and how it would feel to die someday. Knowing that when my end came for me, I’d go with it freely and gladly, hand in beautiful hand.







23
HOLLYWOOD FOREVER



SO WE’VE COME TO the end of the story, or the end of the story that matters, anyway, because it’s what will be adapted in the film. I wrote the initial script in the fevered hours after I drove away from the burning villa, and then I slipped it to Teddy the next morning in the hospital. His mother read it while he was still unconscious, and to my surprise, she agreed to direct, with Teddy assisting with cinematography. Apparently she felt bad about convincing him to work for a man who turned out to be a homicidal maniac, and thus she agreed that nepotism would be easier than a desk job. The script took some work—I’m really not a writer, and most of my first draft was atrocious. Predictably, the studio had notes.

I used the option check to move out of my mother’s apartment building, and I don’t visit her too often. I send her gifts, which I know she appreciates. I help with the costs of the building. She’s recently been elected to the local business council, so she finally has some power. I laud her in public and credit her with my success, and in return, we don’t discuss the subject of my tarot reading, or what happened to me the day I came home covered in blood.

There is no one left in the de Witt family to criticize the nature of their portrayal, but I’ve made it very clear that this story is fictionalized. There are true elements, of course. William de Witt’s nonprofit was never doing anything in the humanitarian realm, as it turns out. He really was just a violent man with a history of sexual assault that was ignored by everyone, particularly the film industry. Fred Dennings had been the same in tech. Two competing egos, all the blood their partnership spilled. In the script, I reference Capote: Had they never met, might some lives have been saved?

Some, yes. Some of the damage toward the end had been collateral. But when it came to the de Witts, there were monsters all the way down.

Killian de Witt was the first link in the chain of violence—he suffered from severe early onset dementia that led him to believe he possessed a god inside him, one whose appetite required satiating by way of young female blood. Emmanuelle de Witt was a deeply disturbed woman who strategized as best she could to survive the grooming she was given. We found some pictures of her from her youth, last seen in a missing persons file—her real name was Emmanuelle Santos, and her original face looks a lot like Nessa’s, although the actress who plays her looks more like if a Manson girl grew up in the school of Real Housewives. Genesis was little more than a zealous acolyte, a groupie for William de Witt with a criminal record and a history of evangelism. Her role is embarrassingly small and her death deeply humiliating. It’s not as if anyone looks for the why in a tertiary feminine role, though her actress won a Golden Globe for Best Supporting.

As for Jude, his role is central to the film’s success, and the actor who plays him is already said to be an Oscar favorite. The role is as meaty as you’d expect: A young man raised from childhood to believe he is a monster, who comes to learn he is the victim of severe post-traumatic stress disorder and a lifetime of gaslighting by his biological mother, who at every opportunity sacrificed his well-being for her own.

And then there’s me. Fictionalized, obviously. But there was a version of this role where I was the victim, the damsel, and I chose not to write her that way. Instead, she is the antihero, the young woman who finds the entrance to hell and follows it willingly, all the way down.

She dies, of course. The studio said it was the only appropriate ending given the choices she made in the film. As it was my first script and I didn’t have sufficient leverage to argue with the powers that be, I let it happen. The resulting think pieces have only aided the film’s marketing anyway, and I have other projects lined up, a few I’m loosely attached to that are similarly in the romantic thriller vein. I’m also in talks with a very large franchise to play a superhero role. Dan thinks it will be good for me to show some range, and I agree.

So I got what I wanted. And really, fame is wonderful. There are the ironies, the weight I can’t gain despite the cuisine I’m able to eat, the men who still define every stage of my career, the compromises I make each day to be seen as my most palatable version.

Every now and then, someone slides into my DMs to say they think I participated in the massacre at the de Witt villa, and the thing they provide as proof is the fact that Jude doesn’t actually exist. There’s no evidence of Julian de Witt ever being born, and no body fitting his description was ever found in the wreckage of the villa. So, the men who inevitably feel the need to explain my life to me usually tell me that they’ve figured it out: I was Jude de Witt all along. They say I must have been jealous of the attention William paid to other women; I must have stewed over his obsession with Emmanuelle, and because I couldn’t have him, I killed her to escalate the circumstances—to drive him to madness and therefore to error, the same thing I’d been trying to do when I left his brutalized bodies behind for the LAPD to find. They posit that the only reason I wasn’t arrested for murder was that no one could prove anything except that I’d been at the scene—and, according to the police, I couldn’t have killed all those people. The blows to William’s body were simply too severe, and the mouth of the crypt too heavy for a woman of my size to move.

But the internet detectives think I had adrenaline on my side, and that not only could I have done all that damage single-handedly, I’m also enough of a calculated bitch to write a film where I got away with it all.

They forget that in the movie, I don’t get away with it. I die. But leave it to internet sleuths to miss the point of the story. They’re too busy trying to read conspiracy between the lines.

Everyone always asks me what happened to Jude in the end, because, like all good movies, the love story is what’s so compelling. And I tell them the truth: that when I left, he was alive, and there were so many bodies buried in that fountain that it’s taking a long time to catalogue everything. Jude never had a proper social security number or anything like that, so the police don’t really know what they’re looking for when it comes to him. He could have easily fallen into the abyss below the villa, the chasm the whole house lived so perilously above. Or maybe he got away, and he’s somewhere out there living his life, finally free of the demons that haunt him. I like to joke that hopefully he’s in therapy. Everyone usually laughs at that.

Nobody knows how to explain the mold except to say it’s common in old houses.

Let’s see, what else? JR’s still living in the apartment complex, masochist that he is. The doocot is still there, albeit less of an issue because Alistair is an award-winning doo. I finally met Tavis Anderson, and to my surprise (and everyone’s) he’s very attractive and not at all some kind of elderly Scottish pervert. I’m almost positive he and JR are sleeping together. But that’s neither here nor there.

Roro completed her installation, which was generally well received (the L.A. Times reporter came to the opening). She’s getting married next year, to a white guy with a start-up. Her art was also featured in the film, so suffice it to say she’s doing well.

Tita Linda passed away during filming. My mom finally cleaned up her apartment but left her favorite bench untouched, which Roro’s pretty sure she did because she thinks Tita Linda is haunting her. I agree this is probably true.

Before she died, I asked Tita Linda if the devil was still on my back, and she said, “Anak, you’re such a beautiful girl, don’t ruin it with stupid questions.”

I knew then that someone had come to see her. And probably gone to see Teddy, too. He’s been very good about keeping his distance from me, and in exchange, I kept him out of the film. I wrote in another character who was played brilliantly by an insufferable former child star. That was my co-writer’s idea. I think he understood that given how some of this was true, there was crucial importance to everyone knowing where reality ended and story began.

Like knowing when you’re inside a dream. If you start to think something’s only a dream, then you start to behave differently, and we really couldn’t risk Teddy forgetting that if he crossed me again, he’d find himself disemboweled somewhere in the streets of Hollywood.

Haha. Not that anyone would do that specific thing.

As for my co-writer, we rented a house together in the Malibu hills where we could write undisturbed; we both appreciate the quiet remoteness. He doesn’t like crowds and prefers to be close to the ocean. I told him that was fine with me, so long as I didn’t get bored. The last thing I needed was to sacrifice thrill for monotony. He told me I should wish for boring times, and sometimes, I’ll admit, we fall asleep watching old movies on the sofa.

Other times, when the heat is oppressive and the winds blow strange ideas into our heads, we find ourselves with a sudden urge to venture out into the dark, like creatures of the night.

And there is an ending for that kind of story.

I just don’t have to tell you what it is.
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