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He rolled over on his sleeping pad and opened his eyes to find the underside of the tattered awning, drops of leftover rain slipping through rusted holes scintillating in the sunrise as they obeyed gravity and fell to scattered puddles that formed below.

Sitting up, he yawned and leaned back against concrete, gazed up at the sky and then over at the snoring lump, dreads spilling out of the trashbag hood over the cot’s edge there, until finally slipping out of the sleeping bag and hopping up to reveal the full scope of his pale flesh.

He unlocked the air conditioning unit, revealed to be hollow and filled with a variety of possessions positioned with optimal spatial reasoning for their storage, lifted out and unzipped a small suitcase from which he removed a blue button-down and kakis, a joint and a lighter, dressed himself and sheathed his knife and slipped it in the side pocket of his forty-five liter pack which he slung over a shoulder before replacing the A/C unit’s lid, lighting the joint and unlocking the gate with rattling chains, walking down the alley past business’ rear doors, sewer grates, ruined furniture, crammed trash bags beside overflowing WM dumpsters and, further down, the outlines of neighbors in forgotten alcoves wrapped in blankets near their shopping carts, then around the corner into a different world of storefronts and rush-hour traffic and suits on cellphones.

The sky above was now pink and reflected its hue onto Pacific Ave.’s roadway and façades and passersby as he exhaled cannabis smoke, jaywalked through angry honking and minor obscenities yelled out of windows at no one in particular, hopped up onto the opposite sidewalk and dodged an electric scooter zooming by with no regard; a group of colorful-haired tattooed creatures heavily pierced and smoking cigarettes eyed him and he countered with glaring intensity until they looked back into their own cloud of tobacco, around the corner once again to find Schreibner’s Coffee Co. midway up the block where he sucked on the roach a few times and stomped it out beneath a wide-toed sole, then he held the door for a designer-dressed plastic-faced woman gabbing into wireless earbuds and entered behind her into the aroma of coffee and baked goods.

From up ahead behind the counter, over tables and heads, a fat man. “Sol! My good man Solomon Roth!”

Faces turned to examine the young man coasting to the back of the line behind the designer woman, stealing calculatedly discreet glances at the dress wedged up in front of him. 

“Chev, hello...!” with a single wave, simultaneously scanning the establishment.

The coffee shop was floored and walled with a light wood that ensconced one in the aura of a treehouse, somehow shutting out the external din of Venice’s busy morning hubbub. Of course this isn’t to say that SCC wasn’t always crowded in the mornings, but its constituents tended to speak in a monastic hush that provoked some sense of deviation. 

As Solomon eventually approached, Chev placed a mug of steaming coffee on the counter before him and rotated it so its handle faced Solomon. “Your usual, my friend! I swear it is like the energy in the whole place shifts into one of no weight when you walk through the door. I can sense it even if I am behind the espresso machine pulling shots paying no mind, and it is suddenly...” he snapped his fingers, opened his eyes wide causing forehead rolls, “I can tell that you have arrived.” 

“What is gravity, really?” Sol picked up the mug and lifted it to his nose, closed his eyes and grinned at the smell. “Thanks for the coffee, Chev, I appreciate you a lot, man.”

“Please, please...” he waved him off, arm fat jiggling, “that animation you made for us was beyond exquisite...” a kiss and blossoming of the fingers like an Italian chef, “it received many many views on the YouTube and the Instagrams. I am happy to give you all the coffee you’d like, especially if you decide to make other advertisements for us...” then he winked and said, “I must help the next person, Sol, please excuse me.”

“Yeah of course, I’ll catch you later, Chev.” 

Sol blew on his coffee as he hovered over to a small round copper-colored table. Taking a seat, he looked up to find the indigo eyes of a young blonde wearing earbuds, the rest of her face obscured by her laptop, before she darted her eyes back to her screen. Sol’s cool smile stayed while he extricated his MacBook and Bluetooth mouse and mousepad and placed them before him; he then pulled out a pair of circumaural headphones and slid them over his ears. Sipping his coffee, he held it there in his mouth before swallowing and smacking his lips. The laptop’s dock revealed itself as he brought his mouse to the bottom of the screen and opened Autodesk’s Maya, to which his attention was given fully.

“Hey, do you...” the blonde was now standing before him holding her open laptop and a to-go mug with a timid expression, almost afraid, “could I sit down here, do you think?”

“What’s...” Sol removed one side of his headphones, revealing an ear, “what was that?”

“Oh, I...” she broke eye contact and then came back, “well I asked if I could sit down here.”

Sol looked from the nearly blank canvas on his screen over to the table at which she’d been sitting, vacant for only seconds before taken up by a suited black man with lower-back-length dreads. “Why did you give up your seat? That was a, that was a perfectly good seat.”

“I was just, I thought maybe I could join you over here if that’s...”

“Sure, I mean yeah, go ahead...” with a gesture toward the chair. Then he covered the ear again, sipped the coffee, and returned his attention to the screen.

She put down the mug and the MacBook Air and rested her Coach backpack beside the chair opposite Solomon, then sat down, the earbuds draped over a slender neck dangling against her right breast. “What are you working on there?”

He looked up, this time removing the other side of his headphones. “Say that again?”

“Hey, I was trying to be friendly, but if you’re just gonna to sit there and work, I don’t know what the point of...”

“Well that’s what I came here to do, to work.” He leaned back in the chair and crossed his arms. “Is that, I figured that’s what you were going to do also.”

“Well no, actually I came over here to talk to you, did you not pick up on that?”

Solomon pulled the headphones off entirely so they rested on his shoulders and scratched a temple, looking her dead in the eye. “I guess I didn’t. You gotta understand when I get rigged in it’s like I...”

“Wait, I’m sorry...” a smirk stretched across her face and she swept her blond hair back with a hand, “rigged in?”

“Yeah, rigged in. You’ve never...? Look around, look at that guy over there with the sleeve of tattoos, you can see he’s writing some sort of document, has his headphones on. He’s rigged in. And that dude with the bellbottoms by the windows on that barstool, he’s got a drum pad there, probably working on some music. Rigged in. Untenably focused. I was just rigged in. You were rigged in over there, weren’t you?”

“Honestly I was just on Instagram.” She removed the lid of her coffee to let it cool, then closed her laptop.

“Instagram?”

Her eyes moved side to side. “Yeah, Instagram. You know, the most popular...”

“No I know what it is, I’m not...” he chuckled, “what do I look like to you?”

“No, no, you just seemed like, okay it was dumb of me to start explaining it like that, but you questioned it and stared at me like I was an alien or something, so I was just like, ‘maybe he doesn’t know what Instagram is?’ But now I see that you’re just judging me like I’m some basic bitch.”

Sol stroked his chin, nodding. “Hmm. You said it, not me.”

“So you think that then, that I’m a basic bitch? Just for using Instagram I’m automatically like boxed in to basic-bitchdom?”

“Hey, these are your words, not mine.” He sipped from the mug without looking away from her. “What do you get out of it anyway?”

“Out of Instagram?”

“Yeah.”

She looked cross-eyed into the cup as she brought it to her lips, leaving a red stamp of lipstick on the cup’s rim. “What kind of question is that?”

“What kind? I didn’t know there were categories of questions.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’re a real smartass, aren’t you?”

“What am I supposed to say to that? ‘What kind of question is that?’ That’s just a fucking brick wall of a, I mean what kind of question is that?” He laughed, revealing large, perfect white teeth.

“I just meant like who says something like that, is all.”

“Well, I did...” he chuckled again, “and I’m still waiting for your answer.”

“Okay, well I’ll be honest with you and say I’ve never really thought about it one way or another...” she nibbled on an enticing lip, her eyes evasive, “but I guess, I don’t know, I like to see what other people are up to? Like high school friends and, when it’s summer a lot of my college friends are back home, so them too.”

“What about just calling them?”

“I mean I do that sometimes, but it’s just easier this way most of the time.”

“Well of course it’s easier, but do you really think you’re getting an actual understanding of anyone by looking at what they post on there? All the filters and posing and disingenuousness?”

“So you do know about Instagram!”

“I scan it for entertainment purposes every now and then. Gotta keep in some sort of touch with whatever mass culture is perpetuating, right?”

She scratched her neck. “Uhm, I guess so?”

Solomon laughed through his nose. “Right.”

“Really though, what are you working on?”

He glanced once again at the empty grid on the screen before returning to heavy eye contact. “I’m an animator. I animate.”

“Oh that’s super cool, like what kind of stuff?”

“I can just show you...” he typed something quickly and turned the computer so they could both see. “Here, this is the most recent thing I made.”

“This is your website? ‘Ambiguous?’ ”

“It’s also my rapper pseudonym.”

“Your...” eyebrow raised again, “rapper pseudonym?”

“Yep.”

“Finding out a lot of things all at once here.”

“Isn’t that what happens when you approach a stranger at a coffee shop?”

She rested her chin on a fist and pressed the ‘play’ button on one of the website’s videos.

“You made all of this?”

“Taught myself how to also.”

“It’s so colorful. What’s with the cube people though? Or I guess all of it kinda looks uhm, what’s the word I’m looking for, like unrefined?”

“Well yeah, I purposely use low-poly and lower amounts of particles. Plus I never render it in high quality.”

“Render?”

“Okay, so you know how Pixar movies look extremely smooth and, well, realistic? for lack of a better term. That type of rendering requires obscene amounts of computing power. It would take this computer, and this is a pretty powerful piece of machinery, mind you, it would take this computer hours or even days to render a single shot from one of those movies, so I just don’t see the point in trying to achieve that sort of quality. It’s impractical at this point. A waste of time. Because it’s, I know the technology exists, but I don’t have access to it as a single person, and I can just get better at what matters instead. Creativity, interfacing with this software, particle physics. Plus I truly don’t think people care about the ‘quality’ of the images as much as we think they do...” he stopped speaking and his nostrils flared, “is that your perfume?”

“My...” she leaned back in her chair, pulling her hair in front of her face to smell it, “it’s my shampoo, I started using this new one...”

“It’s very strong.”

“Like in a bad way?”

“Well you’re talking to someone who’s hyper-sensitive to manufactured scents.”

“So in a bad way...?”

“I don’t particularly care for it, but that’s...”

“It’s really that noticeable?”

“Like I said, I’m really sensitive to that sort of stuff.”

“I have a hard time finding shampoo that works and also smells good.”

“Why don’t you just not use shampoo?”

“Easy for you to say without any hair.”

Solomon nodded with a wry grin and rubbed his shaved scalp.

“No...!” her eyes popped wide open, “I didn’t mean that as an insult, it’s, you look good bald. I mean your head is nicely shaped. God I feel like there’s no way to make this sound good.”

“You can relax about it, I wasn’t offended in the first place.”

“Okay well, well good, I was just trying to say, like...” she let out a sigh, “if I didn’t use shampoo, my hair would be a mess. It would get all greasy and, I know if you’re patient with it you can stop using shampoo, but I don’t know.”

The wry grin stayed put on his face through a sip of coffee.

“What...?” she cocked her head

“Nothing, you just seem nervous, is all.”

“Nervous, I, okay so maybe I’m slightly nervous. How can you tell so easily?”

“It’s sort of an intuitive thing. Plus your face is twitching in these little ways.”

She brought a hand to her lips, her cheek. “What do you mean?”

“See you just did it again. It’s most apparent in your third eye, right between your eyebrows. It’s not, don’t look so horrified, it’s just something to pay attention to.”

“You just go around pointing this stuff out to people? Don’t you think it makes them self-conscious?”

“Did I make you self-conscious?”

“You, yeah, a bit.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Well I guess not necessarily, depends how you look at it.”

“Right. It doesn’t have to be self-conscious in the negative sense. More so just self-aware.”

“Okay, so why does my face twitch without my knowing?”

Solomon laughed. “That’s for you to answer. It has to do with unnecessary tension, blocked energy, that sort of thing.”

“Let me guess, you taught yourself about all that stuff too?”

“Well, with some help from books, but I’ve done a great deal of self-exploration, yeah.”

“Is this...” she gestured toward the laptop, “is this how you make your living?”

He nodded, as if knowing the question would be asked. “I make a small amount of money selling the videos through this niche crypto-currency art gallery called ‘Conjure,’ but I wouldn’t call it a living. Not yet at least.”

“So what do you do then?”

“I live. I exist.”

“You...” she cocked her head like a confused puppy, “I mean what do you do for work?”

“No, this is what I do...” pointing toward the screen.

“Right but how...” she took a sip of coffee, “how do you support yourself? How do you make money?”

“I just told you.”

“Hey, your forehead just twitched! And you’re sort of breathing all heavy through your nose now.”

“Congratulations...” he smiled, “I’m imperfect.”

“Okay hey you did it to me.”

He held his palms up, “I didn’t say I had a problem with it.”

“Okay good, but you don’t wanna answer my question though, about...”

“You’re just asking the wrong questions.”

“What does that even mean? If you don’t want to tell me it’s fine, I get that it’s a sort of personal question to ask.”

“I don’t have a job. I don’t make any other money.”

“So, so do you live with your parents or something?”

“No, I live in an alley between Pacific and Main.”

She burst into laughter, catching the attention of a few other patrons. “Really, it’s not embarrassing if you live with your parents. I know a bunch of kids that graduated and just moved back home for a while to figure things out.”

“That wasn’t a joke, though.”

“What do you mean? You’re saying you live, that you’re homeless?”

“Call it what you want.”

“But...” more laughter, quieter this time, somewhere between nervous and amused, “but that doesn’t make any sense. You look...”

“Like a perfectly healthy member of society?”

“Like...” she stared in confused disbelief, “you’re screwing with me though, right?”

“Not at all.”

“I have friends that get a kick out of that, pretending they’re not who they are when they meet new people. It’s like a game to them. How do I know you’re not...”

“Look, I’m not asking you to believe me.”

“But how could that be possible! You’re sitting here wearing nice clothes with, you’ve got a MacBook and wireless Beats around your neck and, and you look, you don’t smell or look dirty and you, why would you be in here just hanging out drinking coffee like this if you...”

“I get free coffee here because I made Chev an advertisement.”

“You, oh, duh! I saw that thing on their Instagram. It looks exactly like this stuff on your website. But wait, wait, so you’re really saying that you’re...”

“Yep.”

“So when you, like when you finish doing whatever you do for the day, you go sleep in an alley.”

“Yep.”

“Outside.”

“Yeah.”

“And how do you, what about food?”

“I mostly buy it with whatever I can sell online, but it’s really not difficult to steal, or you know, dumpsters.”

She grimaced. “You steal?”

“Yes.”

“But that’s, that’s not fair.”

“Fair.”

“Yes, fair.”

“Can I ask whether or not you’re paying your own way through, where are you going to college?”

“I go to UCLA, and no I’m not. My dad is paying for it.”

“So how is it fair that some people get their college paid for, come out debt-free, and others have to take out high interest loans just to get their piece of paper?”

“Okay but getting my college paid for isn’t illegal.”

“So that’s what you have a problem with, then. It’s not legal to steal food.”

“Okay, yeah. Forget about it not being fair, it’s a crime.”

“Did you drink before you were twenty-one?”

“Well I, yes.”

“Is that not a...”

“I get where the argument is going, but it’s different.”

The wry grin returned, a calmness in his eyes. “How is it different?”

“Because drinking is, first of all it’s like a generally accepted thing that that’s what you do when you go to college. And also it’s not like, it’s not like I was taking from someone else when I drank illegally. It was all self-inflicted.”

“But nevertheless a crime. And just because you never harmed anyone while intoxicated, doesn’t mean that other people don’t. If it were generally accepted that people stole from grocery stores, if it were looked at in the same way as drinking at college, with that same level of innocuousness, would you do it?”

“I don’t, I don’t think so?”

“You don’t sound so sure.”

“Well how am I supposed to know? Things aren’t like that.”

“My point is that you were able to get away with drinking illegally, I get away with stealing. You were a criminal at one point, I’m a criminal now.”

“Okay but no one really enforced the underage drinking thing, is my point. Like no one really cared. If you got caught stealing you could, I don’t know what would happen. I guess I don’t even know what would’ve happened if I’d gotten caught drinking when I was nineteen.”

“Well, even if I’m taking a greater risk, so what?”

“But it’s more than that, it’s, if everyone started stealing from grocery stores they’d go out of business.”

“You’re right, it wouldn’t work if everyone started stealing, but it would never happen outside of looting after natural disasters or rioting...” he straightened his posture, “or things like that. Most people are highly moralistic and also scared of the consequences and will never put themselves in risky situations. You probably wouldn’t have gotten drunk before you were twenty-one if everyone else had decided it wasn’t worth the risk. It’s all risk assessment, really.”

“Okay but why don’t you just get a job like a normal person? If you’re really homeless, that is. Why don’t you just go make money so you don’t have to steal? Obviously you’re capable of, I mean if you taught yourself this whole software and how to do all this stuff you can clearly handle like, working at this place or something.”

“You’re right, I could, but I don’t want to have a slave job.”

“A slave job? Okay, come on.”

He shrugged with a smirk, finishing the rest of his coffee. “Man, this stuff never ceases to wire me up. The coffee, I mean. The conversation, too, definitely, but caffeine is something else.”

“You’re calling the people that work here slaves?”

“What are you studying at UCLA?”

She crossed her arms, high and mighty. “Business.”

“And why is that?”

“Why am I studying business? What kind of question is that?”

“I thought we already agreed that that question doesn’t mean anything.”

“Okay, god you’re frustrating...” she looked around, as if someone would come to her assistance. “My father is in the music industry and I wanna go into his business after college.”

“Did you need to go to college? Couldn’t he just teach you?”

“Why are you grilling me? This is about you, about you calling people slaves.”

“This is a conversation. It’s inherently about both of us. You’re upset with my terminology.”

“Because they’re not slaves. Slaves don’t get paid.”

“That doesn’t mean they want to be doing it.”

“Well yeah, people do stuff they don’t want to do so they can buy food for themselves and support their families.”

“That’s a choice.”

“Not everyone is willing to sacrifice having a place to sleep at night.”

“My point exactly.”

“But, but...”

“Every day I wake up and take the risks associated with living the best life I can give myself under the circumstances. I’d rather sleep in an alley and steal my food than come to this place for eight hours every day just so I can buy that same food, spend all that money on renting some shitty LA apartment and have nothing leftover. This way I get to work on my craft, on honing my skills. Working a job I don’t want to be working entails endless hours away from what I want to be doing, from what I want to be getting better at...” pointing at the screen once again, “from the thing that’s going to make me infinitely more money in the long-run.”

“But how do you know that?”

“That it’ll make me money?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, somehow it already is, even if it’s only a small amount. I certainly never imagined anyone giving me a single cent for these videos when I picked up the software. I was just bored at college and wanted to challenge myself with something new.”

“Wait you went to college...?” she shook her head and looked up at the ceiling, back at him. “So you have a college degree, and you’re sleeping in an alley. It just makes no sense to me.”

Sol shrugged.

“What did you study?”

“Finance.”

“You didn’t want a job in finance? Well, obviously not, but why didn’t you study computer animation or something?”

“I didn’t know what the fuck I wanted when I was eighteen. Who does? I was just as sick and confused as everyone else. I did what I thought was practical at the time, or more so what my dad convinced me was practical. Went to Ohio State, did all the vapid social meandering, even joined a frat for a semester, until I went through a...” he stopped himself for a second, then continued, “until I came to realize none of that was what I wanted. Not just the frat thing. None of it. Not the socializing, not the classes, not the lifestyle. But the classes were simple and weren’t very demanding, and at a certain point I understood that I could spend my time in a more useful way.”

“But you could’ve changed your major or something.”

“Yeah right, and extend the whole nightmare by however many more years? Also, maybe you’re still under the impression that a college degree means something, but you’re being duped if that’s the case, especially if you’re just wanting to work for your dad. College is for fun, not for learning. You can learn anything you want with one of these...” he nodded his head at the laptop. “The internet is the great equalizer.”

“Well what do you like so much about animation? How can it be worth not having a place to go at night?”

“It’s not like, it’s not that bad. You’re making it out to be this terrible way to live, but I feel like your conception of that is mostly tied up in your view of homeless people themselves, what they tend to look like and how they act, and not necessarily the lifestyle. Plus most of the homeless people around here aren’t so by choice.”

“Obviously. No one chooses to be...” but she stopped herself and looked away and puckered her lips.

“Which is the point I’m trying to make. You had absolutely no clue that I was homeless. You probably still don’t even believe me. Because you associate homelessness with dirty people rambling on the streets asking you for money.”

“Okay no I do not. Those people just need help. It’s a real problem, you know.”

“Right. Just remember that I’m the one who’s been spending time around these people and actually giving them a chance as human beings instead of ignoring their panhandling like it’s the fucking plague. Not saying I would give any money to a beggar, but, what I’m trying to say is you don’t know shit about the homeless problem. Come spend a night in the alley with my boy Bosh and all the heroin addicts that live around the corner, all the miscreants I get to deal with on a daily basis, then come tell me what you know about the homeless problem.”

“You don’t have to get angry about it, I didn’t mean to...”

“I’m not angry.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m just an intense person. I mean what did you want? What did you come over here for? Did you want some passive agreeable cuck that would just validate everything you said?”

“No, look, as long as you’re not angry it’s fine. It’s great, actually. I just, I don’t know you, you know? It’s not so easy to tell whether or not you’re actually angry.”

“All right.”

“But okay, I hear you. You probably have a better grasp on the homeless situation than I do. But it’s still a problem.”

“Problems can be fixed.”

“You don’t think it can be...?”

“Absolutely not. That’s like saying you can just go ahead and eliminate the wealth gap or dismantle the class hierarchy or any of the other fufu fairy-tales people like to dream up. But being homeless isn’t that bad, is what I’m trying to say. Not if you have a decent head on your shoulders. The worst lot is...” he gestured toward the counter, “the middle class. They get screwed royally compared to the poor and the rich. The middle class is perennially dependent on their employer and they get no freebees like poor people. No food stamps, no free healthcare. And they have no freedom like the ultra-rich. But having next to nothing, I get some of that freedom. I don’t have to work, I don’t have to pay bills, I don’t have to interact with corporate schmoozers or low-life service-industry losers. If I’m gonna be forced to interact with NPCs like that, at least make them interesting. The dregs of society can be fairly interesting and fun and more alive.”

“What the hell is an NPC?”

“It’s a non-player character in video games, meaning they’re not controlled by a player. They don’t think for themselves or make their own decisions, they’re just coded into the game.”

“So you look at people in your life like that? Are you looking at me like that? Just code in your simulation or whatever?”

“You? Not at all, at least judging from this conversation. Other people, sure. You’ve never felt that way about anybody?”

“I guess, yeah, there are people I’ve met at college that just seem like they’re almost...” she laughed and batted her eyelashes a few times, “I guess that’s a good way to describe them. It’s like they were created without much taste.”

He smiled. “Exactly.”

“But you really prefer what you’re doing to at least having a bed to sleep in?”

“Well naturally I’d prefer to be more comfortable, but it’s well worth it to give up most of the modern comforts in return for time and freedom. Plus you kinda just get used to it, as one gets used to anything. I have a sleeping pad and a sleeping bag I stole from REI a while ago, and I sleep like a baby. I managed to lift a two-burner propane stove from Walmart, which is where I do all my cooking, and yeah, I don’t know, my plan isn’t to have to do this forever.”

“But what if nothing happens with your work?”

“It will. I’m gonna make a lot of money from my art.”

“But how do you know?”

“I just know. It’s a feeling I have in here...” he pointed to his heart.

“It means that much to you? That you’re willing to suffer like this?”

“Do I really look like I’m suffering?”

“No, you look, you look great, actually. You seem like you’re in good shape, your smile is...” she blushed and tapped nails on the table. “It’s just confusing to me, you understand that right? Think about this from my perspective, from the, I’m a college student. College is its own entire world, its own little bubble of prepared comfort, and I’m fully aware of that, but I’ve, I guess I’ve just never had something I love so much that I could give up everything.”

“And you have to understand that you didn’t approach a normal person, that I’m far from it. It took a lot of work to get myself to a place where I could give everything up. I had to throw away most of what I was taught growing up, by my parents, by teachers, doctors, and so on. But it’s, when I’m rigged in, I just lose, or find myself between the circuitry of brain and computer interfacing, and this has time and time again proved to be the only constant. MacBooks never ask too much of you. They never project their anxieties, their insecurities. They don’t feel any sort of way about you, and so if my personality shifts, which it certainly has and inevitably will continue to do so, my MacBook doesn’t give a shit. It doesn’t see me as a consistent and predictable self devoid of variability, it doesn’t see itself in me at all, the way others have, the way others do...” he stared hard at nothing, then looked back at her. “Am I making you cry right now? Are those tears?”

“No, it’s...” she sniffled and wiped her face with a sleeve, “okay, yes.”

“That’s okay. You should be able to cry whenever you need to. Life is sad and fucked up and dark. And also so beautiful in so many ways.”

“You...” a sob came out, “I’ve just never met someone who cares so much. I...” she pulled a napkin out of its holder and dabbed her eyes, creating black splotches of mascara before crumpling it up. “Honestly I don’t really care about my dad’s business, I’m just, he’s extremely wealthy and I figured there wasn’t really a better option.”

“Well, that’s not so bad. Maybe you can taste some of that freedom yourself.”

She sniffled. “But isn’t that like the oldest story in the book? You can be rich and still unhappy, especially if you hate your job.”

“Yeah, but you can use the money to live however you want, especially if you make a lot really quickly. Would your dad have supported you if you wanted to do something artistic?”

“I don’t know...” she gazed off for a few seconds, “maybe. I never really had a passion like that so I never had to find out. But him having all that money, it seems sort of pointless that I’d have to work anyway. Not that I have anything better to do...”

“What’s your name?”

Her face lit up as she looked him deeply in the eye. “Stella. Stella Ruben.”

“Ruben. Your dad isn’t...”

“Allister Ruben? Yep.”

“Shit, some business to go into.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Wow...” he rubbed his shaved head, “well I’m Solomon. Some people call me Sol.”

“Well it’s nice to meet you Sol, definitely a...” but she looked down into her lap, came up with an iPhone, its screen reflecting in her eyes. “Oh, shit, I totally lost track of time. I was, I’m supposed to have breakfast with my family...” she scratched the back of her head, then tapped thumbs on the screen before looking back at him. “Yeah, I have to go, do you, do you want to give me your phone number? Maybe we could talk again?”

“Sorry to say, Stella, no phone. Of course we can talk again, though. I’m in here most days of the week, so you’ll just have to find me the old-fashioned way.”

“Okay well...” she lifted the designer backpack and slid the MacBook Air inside, “I guess if all else fails your email is on your website?”

He chuckled. “Yeah, it is.”

Slinging her backpack over both shoulders, she downed the rest of her coffee, looking toward the exit. “I’m really sorry to just get up and leave like this, my mom will be upset if...”

“It’s okay, it’s all right...” his expression remained calm, his words slow and cool, “the world isn’t going anywhere, at least probably not for the next few days.”

“Okay...” she giggled, “I’ll see you around then. It was nice to meet you, Sol.”

“Likewise.”

Out through the exit, the hustle and bustle exploded like a bomb, even more dense and burdensome than before she entered Schreibner’s, people honking and yelling out of their car windows brandishing indecent hand gestures, countless jaywalkers risking citations and their lives, the beeping of pedestrian signals at crosswalks for the blind, cellphone talkers gabbing as she strutted down the sidewalk in Adidas Superstars while impervious to her surroundings before reaching the bike rack and unlocking the Schwinn beach cruiser, smoothing the floral silk skirt beneath her as she hopped on and made her way to the boardwalk, past the skate park, past buskers already in full swing, shiny black men on basketball courts, art merchants, dreaded hippies selling low-quality tchotchke, marijuana dispensaries, the outdoor gym filled with bulging muscles and steroids, tennis courts with white shorts and skirts and visors, more potential merchants indistinguishable from homeless lounging on the grass, washing off at the beach showers, playing hand drums and rapping, passing joints and smiling with various topographies of teeth or the absence of such, eventually leaving behind all the hubbub but still passing tourists and runners, rolling up to the three-story beachfront house with an outdoor spiral staircase and ascending to the second floor after pulling her bike through the gate and resting it against the concrete barrier.

“Stella? Is that you, honey...?” a woman’s voice called from further inside the house.

She kicked her shoes off and glided over spotless sheening hardwood, weaved through chic furniture and modern sculptures and expensive vases on side tables before rounding the corner to find them already eating at the kitchen table, Bethari standing idly near the round island observing attentively, waiting for her services to be needed.

The chair screeched as Stella slid it back and sat down, slightly out of breath. “I’m sorry, I...”

“Stella honey, this isn’t a new ordeal here...” she placed her fork down, swallowed, and wiped her mouth with a cloth napkin, then grinned, “if you’re home on the weekends you know we eat breakfast together on Saturday mornings. If you’d just...”

“Jesus Shosh will you just leave it...?” he looked up from his plate, speaking through a mouthful of syrupy French toast, “she’s ten fucking minutes late you’re only gonna spoil the meal.”

“Al, honey, we...”

“I’m serious Shoshanna just fucking drop it, it’s not worth it you’ll spend the, by the time we’re done eating you’ll have spent the entire goddamn meal talking about why she’s late to the meal, don’t you...”

“Dad, it’s okay...” Stella flung out her napkin and placed it in her lap. “Mom, I’m sorry I’m late.”

“Well that’s fine...” she held her chin high and tossed her own napkin on a plate of food barely touched, her long fake eyelashes batting above lurid cheeks, “but I just lost my appetite, Bethari can you please clear my plate?”

“Oh Christ Shosh don’t be like that, you’re acting like a little girl got a whole plate of food there, no Bethari don’t clear her plate that’s a waste of food I don’t give a shit how much money I make give it to Boardman he’ll eat it...” at the sound of his name the Great Pyrenees perked up from his spot on the floor beside the table, “or might as well go let the homeless fight for it if you don’t want...”

“Okay fine...!” then she proceeded to shove French toast and eggs and bacon into her mouth until her cheeks were bloated like a squirrel’s. “I’m eating...” though the words were more so inferred than actually understood.

“Well this is great...” Stella shook her head while probing a bouncy yolk. The table was silent for a moment before she said, “How are things going with you, Brad?”

“What do you think...?” came through long matted black hair covering the entirety of his face.

“Dragged Brad out of bed this morning by his goddamn ankles, no exaggeration there am I right?”

“Sure.”

“Kid you’re really gonna have to get your shit together one of these days, twenty-five haven’t done a thing in your life except complain about how shitty it is, living in a beach house got a college degree in business if you don’t cut that goddamn hair I swear I’ll do it myself one of these nights it’s like talking to a goddamn tangled mop, can’t even eat your goddamn breakfast without getting all that food caught in it, only wear t-shirts covered in stains and that same pair of linen pants every day, smoke all that dope can’t believe you don’t light yourself on fire with that hair haven’t even seen your face in months, Shoshanna you look like a disabled blowfish can you...”

“Mom are you okay? You look like you’re tearing up, no one will judge you if you have to spit the food out, it’s not worth choking...”

“Mmm mmm...” she shook her head, eyes bulging and mascara running slightly, then quickly hopped out of her chair and ran over to the sink to relieve her mouth of its contents.

“You’re wrong about that Stella I’m sitting here judging your mother, behaves like a goddamn twelve-year-old sometimes, swear to god I’m the only adult that lives in this house.”

“Yeah well sometimes you’re a real asshole, Allister...” she ripped a paper towel from the roll and wiped her mouth. “Maybe I wouldn’t act like I twelve-year-old if you didn’t treat me like one!”

“It’s the fucking chicken or the egg...” he didn’t look up from his plate, his face still devoid of expression as he stabbed bacon and dragged it through runny yolk, “don’t know which one started first but if you’d just go ahead and act like a goddamn grownup instead of getting wrapped up in petty bullshit maybe I’d, made all this fucking money it’s like it turned you into a child again, up in Santa Monica all those hours at the Promenade come back with a new goddamn wardrobe every time, go around spending it on expensive dinners with those whore friends of yours cheating on their husbands like it’s a competition, if I had half a mind I’d ask you how many affairs you’ve had but I don’t even want to know the answer, can’t even get through breakfast without...”

Stella let her fork fall to the plate like the ding of a timer cutting off her father. “Can you guys please not? I mean wow, how long have you been fighting like this? Brad how long has this been happening?”

A piece of bacon got sucked into the mop. “Fuck if I care.”

“I don’t care if you care, I’m just asking, you know Brad one of these days you’re gonna, no, no...” she took a deep breath and closed her boiling eyes, opened them at a simmer and said, “I won’t let you egg me on, I’m not mean like that.”

“I wasn’t egging you on, I really just don’t care. I don’t care about anything.”

“You can’t, you can’t say that Bradley. If that were the case sweetheart, you’d be dead...” tears began to well up once again, “because, because you wouldn’t be eating all that food if you didn’t care and you wouldn’t smoke all that pot! You’d have just killed yourself already! So stop acting like you don’t care about anything!”

“Maybe I’ll do just that, Mom, maybe I’ll just end it all. It’s not like I haven’t thought about it before. I’d certainly welcome nothingness over this retarded fucking family.”

“Hey Brad come on kid we talked about the suicide threats they’re not funny, know you’re not serious because otherwise you’d have told the shrink by now and you’d be in the goddamn nuthouse, so cut the...”

“Right, like I’d ever tell that bitch anything...” a forkful of scrambled eggs swallowed by the hair, leaving behind yellow egg bits, “she doesn’t know her face from her own asshole the way she talks, sitting there in her throne while I’m relegated to some shit folding chair it’s like she wants me to kill myself...” and a tongue came through to gather the stray egg bits. “You force me to go there and you spend what, like five hundred an hour just so I can see how miserable I can make her.”

Shoshanna wiped a tear and walked back toward the table with her arms crossed. “Bradley honey, I thought you said you’ve been making progress? This doesn’t sound like progress.”

“Progress my ass. You know I made her cry once? I knew she’d never say anything because then you guys would probably fire her and she’d stop getting paid, but I sure wouldn’t let someone eat me alive like that and ask him to come back, I don’t care how much they’re forking over. Her dignity meter runs a little lower every time I leave her office...” he snickered invisibly. “Maybe I do care about something.”

“Whatever kid you can do whatever you want as far as I’m concerned, but your mother would lose her mind if...”

“I’m not gonna kill myself. I don’t have the balls.”

“Bradley...” she covered her face with a hand, diamonds and gold glittering.

“Sure don’t, had the balls you’d be out making some goddamn money for yourself instead of leeching off me making the whole third floor reek of weed all goddamn day, had the balls you’d...”

“Guys, stop! Maybe you, look I don’t even know what to say to you, Brad. But Mom, Dad, maybe you guys should go see someone, you know, like a marriage counselor? Because you don’t seem to be...”

“Jesus Stella that’s just what I need in my life right now, just what I need, already listen to Shoshanna complain about how I don’t have enough time for her, don’t need to spend all that money just to have her do it in front of someone else.”

“But you do it for Brad! And he doesn’t even want to go!”

“Didn’t want to go he’d refuse, kid just acts like she’s not helping him, probably winds up prostrating at her goddamn feet at the end of every...”

“Bullshit.”

“All I’m saying...” she pushed her chair back and stood, eyes wide and glistening, “is that all of you seem super stressed out, and maybe you should actually do something about it.” 

Through the hair, “Advice from the quintessence of composure.”

“God Brad, what makes you so...”

“Don’t even start. Actually, I’ll save you the temptation...” he grabbed his final piece of bacon and stood up. “Come on Boardman let’s go roll a spliff and let these crackpots hash it out.”

“One of these days, kid...” Allister said after him.

“Yeah, I could use some time alone right now, too...” Stella started from the table and said over her shoulder, “I’ll be on the roof...” and then she was gone.

“Don’t forget sunscreen honey! For the record, Allister...” lowering her voice, she stood hipshot with hands at her waist, “I’d go if you wanted to, I’d go see someone with you.”

“Is it possible for me to eat a single meal at home without having to endure all this crap? Just wanted to have breakfast with everyone, just wanted...”

“Well, Al...” she sat back down, tensing her jaw muscles, “it seems like we’re all a little too fucked up to have a civil time right now. So we can either try to do something about it or you can just keep pretending like this isn’t an issue.”

“Like what isn’t an issue? Our loser kid or our marriage? Certainly not pretending about either one, thought I just made that pretty clear.”

“I don’t know what to do about Brad...” she looked down into her lap, shifted in her seat, “but you and me, Allister? Maybe Stella’s right, maybe it would be a good idea to...”

He shoved his plate forward, wiped his mouth with a napkin using two hands, tossed it on the table and stared at it for a moment while it expanded, glanced over at Bethari, who came to attention immediately and rushed over to start clearing the table, stacking dishes and silverware with years of trained efficiency.

“All right, so I’ll just ask then Shosh, how many?”

“How many what?”

“How many men, god dammit.”

“Allister...”

“Keep your damn hands off me, how many?”

“But why do you...?”

“Because you know how many women I’ve slept with since I’ve married you? One, Shoshanna. One. You know who it is? It’s you, and not because I haven’t had the opportunity, oh god, the women that come on to me, you know what I’d give? At those label parties, Shosh? Beautiful clean sluts in tight dresses, gorgeous young bodies glistening just asking to be fucked the way they look at me, and then the talk? If you heard what these women whisper in my ear, not two feet from, I’m having a conversation and they’ll just come up to me! Swear to god Shoshanna it’s like every man’s dream, and you know why I don’t do it? Because I’m not a fucking asshole, that’s why. Because I still hang on to some semblance of values. So you tell me you want to go see a therapist, sit on opposite sides of one of those goddamn couches so you can let her know why you fuck other, why you’re all over town spending my goddamn...”

“It’s because you’re not here...!” she hopped out of her seat again, pushing on temples, and turned her long back to him, her luxurious rump outlined softly in the patterned romper. “You’re not. Here. What am I supposed to do, Allister? I married you to be married to you, not some hotshot record label executive with no time to...”

“No time! What are we doing right now? And don’t...” he followed her and got around the island so he could see her face, “Shosh don’t you dare fucking act like this isn’t what you wanted, you never wanted to work a day in your life, well guess what that looks like. Looks like this Shosh...” he motioned hands between him and her, then around the room, “looks like you and me with, complain I’m not around enough you’d be working at goddamn Schreibner’s wiping tables kissing Chev’s ass don’t pretend for a minute this isn’t what you wanted, kids would be out on the goddamn street panhandling like all the, out there on the beach googly-eyed selling garbage playing hand drums smoking dope all day, not that mop-face up there doesn’t already, be living some shitty middle-class life worried about how we were going to afford the kids’ college crammed in some suburb somewhere, no that’ll be all Bethari you can, just go ahead and take the rest of the day off, we...”

“Allister I’m talking about us! You don’t, it’s like you don’t even care about me anymore...” she pressed her palms into the counter and pursed her lips while a streak of mascara ran down. “Don’t you get that I’d rather have a husband than all of this?”

“Don’t bullshit me Shosh that’s the last thing I need from you is you giving me that sentimental crap, enough men in your life you could...”

“But I don’t care about them!”

“Seem to care about them while you’re down on your knees getting face-fucked 

like a...”

“Oh god Allister, please stop!”

“No Shoshanna you stop, just wanted to have a civil breakfast can’t even sit there for two seconds before you start with your petty bullshit right when Stella sits down, can’t understand it doesn’t do anything, can’t...”

“Well what about you? You prod Bradley like that so often it means almost nothing by now, if you’d...”

“Brad well the goddamn kid deserves it, never thought he’d wind up like this boils my blood to watch him wasting away up there doped out playing video games like he gets paid to do it, Stella’s at least got some time before she has to prove herself no reason to prod her until she fucks up like her brother does, and believe you me she won’t you can see it in her eyes, certainly wouldn’t lead a life like you do that’s for sure...”

“Okay Al, so what would you have me do then? I already spend so much time here alone, and thank god for television because otherwise I’d have lost my mind by now...” she leaned back against the edge of the counter and put her hands in her pockets, “I just don’t understand what you want from me if I can’t even spend time with you regularly.”

“Jesus Shosh I’m not asking that much just stop whoring around it makes me sick to my goddamn stomach thinking about you with, thinking about you...” he halted for a moment with a grimace. “I don’t even care about the money so much it’s not like there’s a shortage just for Christ’s sake keep your pussy to yourself and stop hanging around with those dumb cunts, you know you become who you hang around...”

“They are not dumb cunts Allister they’re my friends, as if you’d even know what that means. It’s not like you have any.”

“Look I’ve had enough Shosh you know what I want, can’t give you much more than I already do whether it’s money or time, give you more time there’s less money and it’s clear no one wants that certainly not you, give you more money it’s like fuel for your gallivanting which I’m saying fine have your fill of the luxuries buy another goddamn Range Rover what do I care, buy another ten of these, of these whatever you’re wearing designed by whoever, but close your goddamn snatch or you’ll be out busking on the boardwalk with the rest of those delinquents sleeping in the dirty fucking sand on a blanket.”

“Allister...” she stared away at the floor, “you really can be hurtful, you know that...?” then back at him, “If we could just go see someone I really think it could be helpful, don’t you th...” cut off by the loud ring of his phone.

“Shosh I gotta take this...” he started away from the island and turned quickly toward her. “I’m not going to some quack therapist to resolve this, you keep your end of the bargain and we’ll see how things go, hello? Wait give me a minute...” he slipped through the dining room, past a sleek modern graphite table and sculptures in the corners of the room, up the staircase and through marijuana reek, down the corridor to his office, where he closed the door behind him and sat down at the huge oaken desk overlooking the ocean through tall spotless windows.

“You there Goldman...? No I was just having it out with my wife she... Okay well what is it then, don’t have to go beating around the bush tell me you have something to tell me just tell me what it is... Dewy did what...? On the movie set? Didn’t even know they started shooting the damn thing yet do you... Well it’s Hollywood everyone’s been sexually assaulted at least once, Dewy grabs some girl’s ass what’s the... So if he didn’t actually do it what’s the problem...? Of course I’ve heard of the Me Too Movement you think I live under a rock? Sasha Stone always spews all that crap with... Okay so Dewy’s saying she came onto him first what’s the big deal, woman wants to get in a rapper’s pants that’s not news I don’t get what the... Just an extra so what difference does... That actually happened? She went into the men’s bathroom...? So you’re telling me she follows him into the john offers him a blowjob swallows his jizz comes out says he lured her in there and grabbed her ass...? Suing him Christ it’s just he said she said unless there’s footage of him... No I get the publicity won’t be good either way but we can’t really do much about that now anyway unless, maybe Schroeder can get ahold of the press try and get them to keep it quiet before they... Fine maybe it’s not worth it but you better make goddamn sure this woman doesn’t get a cent, don’t care if these Me Too pussies think Temptation groped some extra girl on a movie set, unless there’s... Right unless, there’s not right...? Okay well good then it’s not like anyone cares much anyhow Dewy’s gotten caught with drugs and guns before more than once for that matter and it only seems to make him more popular, only thing that could get him any more listens is if he dies like all these twenty-somes getting shot by rival gangs and their Spotify streams suddenly crack a billion like it’s nobody’s... I know these people serve time for sexual assault but that’s, those people are nutcases drugging girls forcing themselves on them, Dewy’s not a predator he’s just a delinquent thinks he can do anything because... Well I’d probably let her fellate me too if I were single, hot broad follows you into the bathroom begs for you to unzip your pants who says no to that... Exactly well Goldman I have faith in you just work your magic, I assume you talked to Romano...? Well tell him to have a few more if he needs to, somehow manages to function better when he’s piss drunk but... Right I’m sure everything will be fine you always seem to, but Romano’s sure got a lot on his plate bet he wasn’t expecting this from Dewy, but I guess he should be ready for anything at this point, better get Schroeder working on this too he... The whole thing with Sasha right I think it’s a good idea really get her in the spotlight surround her with all those inner-city kids and that’s the way she is too, don’t even have to shove all the philanthropy shit down her throat she always says ever since she was a kid she always wanted to... Well we threw Romano a bone there call it even, manages a criminal and a social justice warrior at the same time, can’t believe hold on I’m getting another call, keep up with Schroeder too will you? I’ll talk to you soon... Zoe...? Fine no it’s fine you don’t have to keep apologizing when you call on the weekend especially if you’re in the office I’m available whenever you need to... Don’t apologize for apologizing either it’s... I know you’re still getting used to things it’s fine you don’t need to worry so much you’re doing a good job... Yes just got off the phone with Berry told me all about it how’d you... Christ it is? Still can’t believe how fast this stuff gets around nowadays with... On Twitter? Crazy bitch thinks she can just... No I don’t think he did anything wrong but it’s not your concern so... Moral dilemma you don’t even know what happened Zoe I don’t have time for... Fine but point is there are plenty of young girls that would kill to be sitting where you’re sitting right now, you can moralize all you want but morals don’t put money in your pocket in this business you’ll learn that the... Well you’ll just have to decide that for yourself but you’ve met Dewy he might be a thug but he’s not a sexual predator big difference there... I know, I know you don’t like him but maybe just trust the people who deal with him regularly instead of some stranger posting on the internet trying to earn her share by lying out of her... Okay well if that’s the only reason you called Zoe I was already privy to... No don’t apologize it’s fine but it’s not your concern what the artists do you’re my assistant just be concerned with my schedule and corresp... Okay well take the call then if we’re... Fine and when you’re done with what you need to do for the day you can head out so... Sure all right... All right bye...”

“God...” Zoe Donovan hung up the phone, “I never knew what a jerk Stella’s dad was when, they tell you in college that some of these industry executive guys can be jerks but I guess I never really like got that vibe from him before...” she swiveled in the chair and let her legs splay open, her black pumps planted firmly, her lips smacking on chewing gum. “You’re a jerk too though aren’t you, Mr. Schroeder?”

He was crawling on all fours toward her with a crude smile, his red tie dragging on the thin carpeting. “Maybe I am. And I told you just to call me Joey.”

“Well I guess maybe so am I considering I’ve literally only known you for like a few months and I don’t know, here I am in your office at like my first job with no panties on and it’s fun, but you’re...”

“Shhh Zoe, just let me...” he brought the skirt over his head and went between her legs.

“Oh, oh, Joey you’re, you’re, a little higher actually but it’s okay oh! Be careful with your fingernails if you’re going to, here...” she rolled the chair backward revealing his flushed face, stood up and leaned over the desk, then hiked up her skirt. “Just fuck me, Joey.”

He stood up and undid his belt, pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose. “Oh I’ll fuck you Zoe don’t you worry...” letting his slacks fall to his ankles, leaving behind white briefs, “Just...” he reached down into a bottom desk drawer, his face beside her pale rump, to rummage through junk and extricate a condom, some lube, ripped the foil open and slid the condom on, squirted some lube into his hand and applied it, then entered her with a grunt.

“Oh...!” taking it from behind, she reached for her iPhone and brought it before her. “A little softer Joey that hurts, can’t you like, okay that’s fine just, god I hate seeing Stella’s pictures on Instagram...” thumb-swiping, salivary gum sounds, skin smacking against skin. “Mr. Ruben might be a jerk but like having that beach house would be ow! That hurt Joey I told you I don’t like getting spanked, and I have nothing against Stella I mean like she’s a good friend and all but it’s not really fair that I actually had to prove myself in college when she barely even has to like...”

“Zoe can you shut up please...?” beads of sweat were forming on his furrowed brow, “I’m trying to concentrate here.”

“Concentrate, like it shouldn’t be that hard to, okay if you want me to take my shirt of you can just ask you don’t have to like tug on it, it’s sensitive fabric you’ll, okay don’t squeeze my boobs so hard they’re not stress balls.”

He adjusted his glasses once more, but they slid down again while he thrusted quickly. “Jesus, you millennial girls are so...” then his whole body jerked, “uppity...” and he was done. “Will you grab me one of those tissues?”

“What?”

“Will you please get off your phone and pay attention for one fucking second?”

“Hey don’t yell at me Joey you should be like thrilled I even let you near this young body if your wife let herself go the way you say she did...” her eyes still scanned the screen. “I mean you’re in your fifties and you get to be with a twenty-three-year-old? With those wrinkles and your gray hair and beer belly? So just stop complaining all the time if I’m not like paying attention or whatever, you should just feel lucky.”

Still inside her, a bead now hanging from his chin, he closed his eyes and massaged the bridge of his nose. “Please just pass me the tissues, Zoe...”

“Fine, here...” she reached forward and slid the box back to him, “and you really should be nice to me because look what’s happening with Temptation right now, I could always just...”

“Don’t even say that Zoe...” he pulled out and cleaned up before bringing his pants up. “You know how bad that would be, right?”

“Of course I do, that’s like, the point?”

“But on the phone you were just talking about a moral dilemma with Dewy and the bathroom girl, how could you...?”

“Well that’s different if Dewy really did force himself on that woman...” she grabbed a tissue and spit her gum into it, then placed the wad on his desk, “but I don’t necessarily like blame her for trying to scam the system. All I’m saying is I could do the same if you don’t treat me right, so either treat me right if you wanna fuck me or just like leave me alone.”

Joey sighed and smooshed his forehead together with thumb and forefinger. “Look why don’t you, I have some stuff I need to get done before...”

“Yeah, I get the picture...” she pulled a hair tie off her wrist and gathered up dense curls into a ponytail, “you just wanna fuck me then go about your business like the rest of them, god I must really think poorly of myself if I keep doing stuff like this...” she finally locked the phone, slid it into her skirt’s waistband, then looked him in the eye. “You know just because you’re older doesn’t mean you’re the first. I had internships in college you know.”

“Jesus Christ, you don’t have to...” with a handkerchief he started wiping sweat from the neck fat bulging over his shirt collar, then tended to his forehead and flushed face. “Anyone ever tell you about the clarity a man experiences after spending himself inside a woman? It’s like nothing else matters aside from the vast expanse of emptiness that’s, so much emptiness it’s as if there’s no space to think about anything else at all.”

“Well that was pretty poetic for not being able to think, look I have to pee...” she adjusted her bra beneath the tight low-cut blouse and turned for the door. “Girls feel the same way too in case you like never knew, but that’s only if you can get them to come. I feel bad for your wife Joey, for multiple reasons...” and she was out the door strutting down the empty corridor past framed photos and gold and platinum albums and glass-cased guitars hanging on hardwood walls, in and out of the bathroom, then into the foyer with large glass doors, chairs, coffee tables, more label memorabilia hanging all over, and Straight Forward backlit on the panel behind the secretary along with clocks from various time-zones.

“Hey Donna how’s it going girl...?” Zoe glanced at her but didn’t stop. “Love that top on you, really accentuates your...”

“Oh hey you’re in a rush, Zoe wait a minute can you...?” she swung herself around to grab a bound document, dropped it while turning back around, lost her glasses while bending over, then while coming up, “Ow, god dammit! I swear to god I hit these tits on everything...” she rubbed the right one delicately with a strained expression while putting her big glasses back on. “I’ve really been thinking about getting a reduction but they’re just so expensive. Anyway here, can you put this on Mr. Ruben’s desk? He’ll know what it is when he sees it so don’t worry about...”

“Sure yeah whatever...” Zoe grabbed the document and started to hurry off.

“Fake bitch...” came from behind her.

She did an about-face. “What did you just say?”

Donna cleared her throat. “I called you a fake bitch, Zoe...” she was still holding the hurt breast. “You act like the whole world revolves around you just because you come in here dressed like a total slut with your cleavage hanging out like that, all make-uped up like a Barbie, talk to me in that fake girly voice and treat me like I’m nothing, you think you’ll last here? I’ve been here long enough to know that girls like you just end up sleeping with one of the higher-ups and get tossed out like a piece of trash...” she crumpled up a piece
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