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For Vanessa




ACT I


Many years ago I realized that a book, a novel, is a dream that asks itself to be written in the same way we fall in love with someone: the dream becomes impossible to resist, there’s nothing you can do about it, you finally give in and succumb even if your instincts tell you to run the other way because this could be, in the end, a dangerous game—someone will get hurt.

—Bret Easton Ellis






one

I meet Ivy on my fading 16-inch MacBook Pro.

Ivy is the newest member of my Zoom writing group, the one I created ten years ago with some dykes I met on Tumblr, the one I stopped attending regularly when my writing career began gathering steam.

On her first day, when Ivy says she’s writing about a lesbian love triangle, I know I’m doomed. When she sends me a private message asking me my zodiac sign, it’s game over. Ivy is my type. Dark hair, glasses. Chatty but emotionally distant. Refracted attention, definitely hiding something, a sinister side behind a hesitant smile.

Guess, I reply to her query. This is a useful way to ask strangers how you come off. If they say Capricorn, they think you’re stuck up and power hungry. If they say Leo, you’re talking too much about yourself. If they say Pisces, they think you’re weak. People almost always guess me wrong. Aquarius is the rarest sign. Look it up.

Gemini?

Nope. I get Gemini a lot. My mind moves quickly and pivots often. Gemini is an air sign like Aquarius, but the more chaotic one. I promised myself I would stop thinking about astrology after publishing my last book about a cynical internet astrologer. But astrology is the great lesbian elixir!

Taurus?

God no. In her little Zoom rectangle, Ivy stifles a giggle. Taurus is not my favorite sign—stubborn, slow, cocky without much to show for it. But they can be pretty. My name, Astrid, means “divinely beautiful” in Old Norse, but I’m not sure that phrase describes me. However, I activated the Zoom feature to touch up my appearance. Maybe it’s working. Gravity’s toll on my skin really shows on Zoom. I’m thirty-five. Yesterday I was twenty-five. I blinked and I’m thirty-five. I don’t write speculative fiction; I’m being cheeky.

I give up. Ivy says, I don’t want to offend you.

You already have, I respond. You aren’t a Taurus are you?

She shuffles in her seat so that I can see the entirety of the Desert Hearts poster on the wall behind her. Nope, she writes back.

Phew. Tauruses are known for beauty though. Venus-ruled. I hate how much I know about this shit. After this meeting, I’m going to write down the word astrology on a piece of paper and then burn it. I’m an Aquarius.

Oh! I hardly know any Aquarians.

We’re niche, I write.

I’m sure.

I smile.

Want to guess me?

Yeah. I’m very good at guessing people’s signs, which is embarrassing. Why can’t I be good at guessing something useful like life expectancy or net worth? Ivy’s pretty and symmetrical, not a Taurus, so maybe she’s the other Venus-ruled sign—Libra. I’m getting air sign energy. She’s talkative but doesn’t seem particularly emotionally invested in what she’s saying, or what’s being said. She’s a little scattered. She has trouble committing to an opinion, always contradicting herself, offering disclaimers.

Libra?

You are good.




two

Before Ivy asked me my zodiac sign, my haphazard return to my Zoom writing group hadn’t sparked much joy. It’s sad, because the initial group—named the Lez Brat Pack because we genuinely believed we were the lesbian literary brat pack—was the highlight of my mid-twenties. I had just dropped out of law school and compulsory heterosexuality, and Lez Brat Pack promised a bright future of lesbianism and literary success. We had the vigor and delusion of youth and were convinced we were about to crack open the publishing world.

But at a certain point, the group began to lose steam, feel less cohesive. Writers came and went. Writers fucked each other, nearly ruined each other’s lives, got published and cocky, or stopped writing entirely, started working at Google, developed fine lines and cynical attitudes. I’ve fallen into a few of these categories. Zoom highlights my triangle of sadness, the wrinkles between my brows caused by excessive frowning, and I had a romantic dalliance with Sophie, another founding member and a UCSB PhD student, once the Jay McInerney to my Bret Easton Ellis. Also, I’ve published three books since the group’s founding. The first is essentially dyke fanfic about Kendall Jenner, the second is about a lawyer who wants to be a rapper, and the third is the cynical internet astrologer. Once I started publishing, I felt less need for the writing group. I suppose I was one of the ones who got cocky and disappeared. But I was busy! Writing, revising, and nurturing a light drug problem.

While I was gone, Lez Brat Pack changed its name to Sapphic Scribes. Apparently some of the newer members found the original name “misogynistic,” “infantilizing,” and “exclusive.” They all seem at least ten years younger than me, around the age I was when I joined, too young to realize that Sapphic Scribes is equally infantilizing and that exclusivity is not necessarily a bad thing.

It’s not that I have anything against Sappho; obviously, I stan a girl-crazy lesbian poet. And I understand the appeal of sapphic as a vaguely chic euphemism for lesbian. But recently words like sapphic and queer feel a bit corporate and TikTok-y. I don’t use TikTok because it makes me feel like I’m having a seizure, but suddenly I can’t open Instagram without being bombarded by some “sapphic bookstagrammer” or “queer radical sex therapist.” And, I don’t know, maybe I miss when homosexuality was a little less corny? I prefer the word lesbian because it conjures a less cringe, more libidinous past.

Anyway, I returned to the group because I was bored, am bored, because I am taking a break from my former extracurriculars—going out, blacking out, doing shit I regret, feeling ill for days. For most of my twenties and early thirties, I got by with the help of a magic cocktail I came to call “the Patricia Highsmith.” Alcohol, sativa, Adderall, cigarettes. On the Patricia Highsmith, I could do anything. I published three books, optioned two. I had an active social life; some even called me a “party girl.” I dated half of Los Angeles, fell in love more times than any one person has a right to in a lifetime. But like most coping mechanisms, the Patricia Highsmith turned on me. I did some stupid things we don’t have to get into, then became what my psychologist called “suicidal.” But luckily I’m not in therapy anymore. That lady always had very negative things to say.

The problem is: without the Patricia Highsmith, I haven’t exactly been able to write. I’m financially okay for a bit because my astrology novel was recently optioned for a fat sum. The money won’t last forever, but the more pressing problem is existential. Without writing books, I have no idea who I am. I’m half dead.

So currently—it’s so hard to say this, but: Sapphic Scribes (and more specifically Ivy)—is the emotional focal point of my life, a way to shape my weeks. The time between meetings moves at a glacial pace, especially without the Patricia Highsmith to keep me euphoric. I try to stay busy in the ways I’ve tried to stay busy since I committed to “getting healthy” at the suggestion of myself and various licensed professionals. I take long walks. I do yoga in my yard. I lie on my bed and listen to audiobooks downloaded for free from the public library app. I FaceTime with Zev, my only friend who is a “good influence.” We went to college together, my fag hag years, when I was afraid to be near anyone I wanted to fuck or who wanted to fuck me. Fine, I guess I’m still like that a little bit. Fear is desire’s cousin.



The night before the next meeting, I can’t sleep at all. I toss and turn and listen to an entire audiobook, a thriller a reviewer called “The Talented Mr. Ripoff.” The diss is not a diss to me. I worship Patricia Highsmith, obviously, and a book that rips her off is probably better than 99 percent of books, which tend to be very boring.

Growing up, I didn’t read much. I preferred television and talking to myself. But when I started trying to write books, I figured I had to read them if I wanted to be good. And I didn’t just want to be good: I wanted to be the best. Once I started reading, I realized I liked books about angry, quick-witted women with major interpersonal issues, a genre known on Goodreads as “she’s not doing okay at all.” I also enjoy deception, glamour, à la Ripley. And anything that compares itself to Single White Female. I love a stalker, even when I’m the victim—it’s flattering!

The group doesn’t meet until 3:00 p.m. and until then my body pulses with nervous energy. I make coffee and tend to my Google alerts, which include notifications for my name, Twitter handle, and book titles. When my last book was released, my publisher suggested setting up Google alerts to keep an eye out for promotional opportunities. But recently it’s a lot, all the alerts, and now my heart is racing, and not in a fun way. I click Delete All. I don’t want to get into it, but I promise you: there are no promotional opportunities.

Afterward, I walk seven miles to kill adrenaline. I eat a big salad and watch Kim and Kourtney eat big salads on a ten-year-old episode of Keeping Up with the Kardashians. I skim the pages we’re workshopping today, written by a self-proclaimed sapiosexual named Pia, a Lez Brat Pack OG who tried to kick me out of the group because I hadn’t read—I kid you not—Stone Butch Blues. She lives in the Bay Area and has that morally superior and covertly filthy rich attitude that constitutes one of the primary reasons I escaped my hometown of San Francisco. Currently she’s writing a “cli-fi” novel, a term I just learned, which means speculative fiction about the horrors of climate change. I ask Zev if he knows the term and he says of course and I should be ashamed for not knowing it, especially as an “authoress.” Zev is obsessed with the dwindling health of the planet. I never think about her, Mother Earth. Sometimes I feel bad for not thinking about her, and try to read science news, and then I become bored and depressed and think—what did I gain from that? I recycle. I hardly ever fly because planes scare me. Driving on the freeway scares me too. I do my part. I don’t need to know all the gory details.

I spend nearly an hour getting ready for Zoom. I try on five different shirts. They’re all black and look pretty much the same, but they each do slightly different things to my neckline. I don’t have much in the way of breasts, but sometimes on Zoom with the right shirt and proper lighting, I can create the illusion of cleavage. Real movie magic.

My green amethyst necklace draws attention to my fake cleavage. Amethyst is my birthstone, and the name apparently comes from the Ancient Greek word for “intoxicated.” Ancient wearers believed the gemstone protected them from drunkenness, which historically I need help with. Except I hate the color purple. It just feels too literal and tragic for a lesbian to wear purple. But then I found a green amethyst, which is made from artificially heating the stone, and is also supposed to protect against negative energy and toxic vibrations, which feels ideal for getting healthy. Mine hangs on a sterling silver cable chain, and it’s one of the more expensive things I own.

I consider eyeliner, then decide against it. I don’t want to look like I’m trying. Also, eyeliner is risky. My other college friend Otto said I don’t have the fine motor skills for eye makeup, and he’s probably right. He also said I should stop wearing so much black. “It ages you,” he said. “The global You, I mean.” He said this when I turned thirty, and I dismissed him as insane. But looking in the mirror now, I think he might be right.

When did I start looking older than twenty-five?

I spritz my forearm and neck with a British cult perfume named for a lab-created molecule, Iso E Super. I’ve gotten really into perfume since I stopped feeling twenty-five, when I didn’t have to do much to feel sexy, when my skin was smooth and taut and I somehow had abs despite never doing a crunch and drinking twelve PBRs a night. At thirty-five, I’m beginning to feel a bit dusty. I don’t want to get Botox like all my fags, and when Otto was in town a while ago, we wandered into a niche perfume store and smelled everything, and I got a sample of a French perfume translated as “queen of night” and described as spellbinding and sensual. I went through the sample quickly and enjoyed how it made me feel, like I was gliding around with this obliquely sexy aura.

Otto said perfume is all about “being someone else,” and I write fiction for a reason. So, I began spending a lot of time ordering decants and samples online. This one site has a service where you tell them how you want to smell and they send you a custom sampler pack. I’ve ordered a bunch because I can’t commit to one scent, which is probably a metaphor, but anyway I’ve told them I want to smell like a Parisian It Girl and sequoia trees at dusk, like Kate Moss in the ’90s and a Malibu cloud. I’m dying to find a signature scent, one that transforms me into the perfect version of myself, a scent that people come to associate with me, the new me: who is healthy and lucid and doesn’t black out large portions of the evening on a regular basis. It’s bizarre to put on perfume for Zoom, where no one can smell me, but Iso E Super does wonders for my mood, eliciting a mild euphoria.

I pour an IPA into a coffee mug and move my laptop to various places in my apartment to test how I look. I pick a spot in the yard, under a big tree, which floods my face in dramatic light, blurring my imperfections. I picked this house in part for the yard. For my first ten years in Los Angeles, I lived in apartments near freeways. Whenever I opened the windows, the surfaces would almost immediately coat in a film of gray exhaust.

Now I live on the top of a hill in Eagle Rock, far from the freeway and surrounded by trees, and when I open the windows, I breathe fresh air. And in the afternoons, I read in the yard or just listen to the birds. This wooded bungalow is crucial to my path to health.

I take a big sip of my beer and click the Sapphic Scribes Zoom link.



Seven faces appear on the screen, but I only notice Ivy. She’s wearing a translucent button-down shirt over a pink bra, the left cup visible at the top. Touché, my dear.

I wonder what she smells like. I’m thinking white florals and musk, horny jasmine.

Having mostly abandoned fiction for academia, Sophie is spending the semester in Greece doing research for her dissertation on—drumroll, please—Sappho, so her replacement moderator is a man named Todd. When I found out about Todd, I messaged Sophie, why the fuck is a man named Todd moderating Sapphic Scribes? And she said, how do you know he’s cis? And I said, too arrogant to be anything but and Sophie said I was probably right although she didn’t know for sure, but that Todd is a successful author of lesbian erotica, which he writes under the pen name Tatiana Moon. I still don’t think this qualifies him to lead the group. But I didn’t say anything because everyone has been sort of wary of me since I started publishing and stopped showing up, and Sophie’s been wary of me since I told her I didn’t want to be her girlfriend (I was twenty-seven and struggling with monogamy). I also felt like maybe I could learn from someone who writes lesbian erotica as my writing is tragically cerebral—maybe cerebral is too sophisticated a word, chatty might be a better one—either way, it’s not sexy at all. But Todd never has anything insightful to say, about writing erotica or otherwise.

Todd fumbles through his clumsy opener, and I wait for Ivy to message me. I privately vow to avoid the subject of astrology; I cannot under any circumstances ask her about her rising and moon signs. Astrology is passé. I still need to burn that piece of paper.

As Todd opens the discussion of Pia’s cli-fi pages, a mosquito bites my ankle. Then another one, then another. I’m being attacked yet trying to maintain a flirtatious aura. My body itches like crazy. I’m twitchy and hot, not cute at all. A bead of sweat rolls down my arm. This is a disaster. I turn off my camera and move my laptop inside, back to my regular spot in the breakfast nook, where the lighting is just okay. Ivy messages me as soon as I turn my Zoom camera back on. My heart jumps.

What’s your rising and moon?

Well, she opened the door. I can bite like a mosquito and then tell her astrology is off-limits, for my mental health. Will that sound crazy? Whatever. Women like crazy. Lesbians love crazy. I’m about to make her guess when she messages me again.

Don’t ask me to guess.

Fine, I say. Leo rising. Leo moon. People tend to find Leos self-centered and dramatic and, yes, I have been called both of these things.

Ivy responds with a lion emoji.

Before I can ask her hers, Todd addresses me. “Any thoughts from the famous novelist?”

Todd always calls me this, the famous novelist, in a lightly condescending tone, like it’s not actually true but he’s humoring me because my ego is fragile, which it absolutely is. People with healthy egos don’t become writers; they become engineers.

I giggle, as I always do—like I’m in on the joke, which I’m not—then open my notes.

“Pia establishes herself as highly qualified to tell this story,” I say, avoiding looking at Pia’s Zoom square because I assume she is glaring at me, as she always does when I talk. “The voice is confident.” I’m bullshitting. I just skimmed the pages. But I keep talking, saying God knows what, stock feedback: I want your protagonist to be more active, show don’t tell, more interiority, but what does your character FEEL, etc., etc., etc.

When I can’t locate any more vacuous bullshit, Ivy starts talking.

“If I could piggyback off what Astrid said,” she says, and I immediately imagine her fucking me from behind, the way I like it. A psychologist might say my taste for doggystyle, which avoids eye contact, suggests a fear of intimacy, but luckily I never really told my therapist the truth.

As Ivy monologues with enthusiasm, I slide my green amethyst along its chain and try not to stare at her. I googled Ivy this week and learned that she’s a PhD candidate at UCSB, which made sense because she isn’t very creative. Also, Sophie’s getting her PhD at UCSB and likely brought her into the group. I thought about emailing Sophie, asking what Ivy’s deal is, but Sophie would think I’m trying to get with Ivy, which I absolutely am, but I don’t need her feedback.

I also learned from Ivy’s Instagram page that she has a taste for butch women, and might even be in a relationship with one, a platinum blonde Samantha Ronson derivative, which is often the case with pretty femmes. It worried me, the photo, as I am decidedly not butch. For this reason, it took years to convince people I was a lesbian. Most people thought I was just being an edgelord. I had my first lesbian liaison around the time Lindsay Lohan began dating Sam Ronson, speak of the devil, and everyone thought she was losing her mind, and people thought I was losing my mind, too, and maybe we both were.

Pia’s book is so fucking boring, Ivy messages me.

Oh it’s torture, I reply. I skimmed.

I read the first and last paragraphs, Ivy responds.

You bad, I say, flirting.

We go back and forth like this until the end of the meeting, until she leaves me her number. Success.

I text her before bed. It’s Astrid.

She doesn’t respond.
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The Pacific Ocean sparkles turquoise in the distance, lightly hypnotizing me.

I’m dining al fresco at Moonshadows, the Malibu restaurant where Mel Gibson went on that antisemitic rant, waiting for my chicken Caesar salad. More than that, I’m waiting for Ivy to text me.

I should probably be “present,” focused on spending time with Otto, who is in town from New York to deliver a dress to Zendaya for some movie premiere. I’m not entirely sure what Otto does, but I know it’s something involving fashion and celebrities, and sometimes he’s like “Last night Anna was cuntier than normal” and I’m like “Anna?” and he’s like “Wintour, doll.”

Otto went to college with Zev and me, but Zev and Otto weren’t friends. They represent opposite edges of my personality. Otto is a bitchy party boy, and Zev is an esoteric nerd. Otto and I went to parties together, and Zev and I met at the graduate student cafe to write scathing remarks on each other’s English papers.

“Who is it?” Otto asks.

“Who is who?” I pull my sunglasses closer to my face. We’re seated on the deck and the sun beats down on us, causing me to break a sweat.

“The girl?” Otto asks. “You keep looking at your phone. You aren’t listening to me at all.”

“Yes I am,” I say.

“What was I saying?”

“You were talking about Raven.” Raven is Otto’s dog, a pit bull mix. My gay male friends love their muscular dogs who, unlike the muscular men they date, love them unconditionally and aren’t cruising Grindr 24/7. Otto’s often talking about Raven, so I figure it’s a good guess. He’s right, though. I wasn’t listening to him.

“Nope,” he says. “Who’s the girl? I thought you were taking a break from dating.”

Otto strongly encouraged me to take time off dating after my ex-girlfriend Devon began lightly stalking me. She was a lot of fun before she became scary. Devon was twenty-seven, the age I was when I started taking the Patricia Highsmith. I’ve been dating twenty-seven-year-olds since, women in or around their Saturn’s Return, women shrouded in chaos. Devon didn’t exactly allow me to break up with her. Whenever I tried, she’d become hysterical and a bit violent. (She threw a butternut squash at my car.) I eventually had to block her phone number, her Instagram account, her “finsta,” her Twitter account, her “alt” Twitter account, and her Gmail account. For up to a month after the breakup, she would text me from unfamiliar numbers, mostly screaming at me, accusing me of being bipolar or autistic. Sometimes she’d send me flowery and fabricated memories of our time together accompanied by photos of herself crying, mascara running down her cheeks. A few times I saw her car running outside my window, and once I could have sworn I smelled her perfume (she wore way too much of it, a cloying gourmand) inside my building lobby. Eventually, the texts stopped. I haven’t seen her car in months, and I’ve moved, so she doesn’t know where I live. And I hardly ever think about her. The whole thing really wasn’t a big deal; I don’t know why Otto took it so seriously. Devon’s not the first ex-girlfriend to lightly stalk me, and I assume she won’t be the last.

Lesbians have trouble letting go.

The waiter brings our Diet Cokes. This time last year, they would have been margaritas, or Bloody Marys, or champagne. But Otto is sober now, and I’m sober-adjacent. Ever since I turned thirty-five I’ve felt fifty. Thirty-four was twenty-seven and thirty-five is fifty. Standard mathematical principles can’t account for such phenomena.

“It’s nothing,” I lie. “Just a Tinder date.”

He raises his eyebrows at me.

“Has she seen the video?” Otto asks.

“What video?” I ask, even though I know exactly what video.

“Astrid,” Otto says. “You know I do PR for a living.”

I nod. So that’s what Otto does. “Of course, I know that,” I lie.

“You need to get on top of this,” he says. “Issue a public apology.”

“Please,” I say. “I’m not Kendall Jenner.” I don’t tell him my agent also told me to publicly apologize. Instead, I say, “Enough about me, who are you seeing?”

Eagerly, Otto begins to monologue about the various twentysomething models he’s fucking. We’re both Nordic (his dad is Danish, and my parents are Swedish) and people often think we’re siblings, but I think this offends Otto because he’s objectively more attractive than me. He has ice-blue eyes and abs for days and conjures a blond James Dean, so men are constantly throwing themselves at him—gay, straight, whatever. Women see him more as a friend. I suspect he’s too pretty for women, too threatening. Women just want to feel safe. Women see me as safe because I look less like James Dean and more like Helga Pataki from Hey Arnold!

Our salads arrive and Otto is still going. I happily zone out, feel the sun on my face, smell the sea breeze. I think about Ivy, what she’s doing, what she’s wearing, whether she’s twenty-seven, why she’s not texting me back, whether she’s with that Samantha Ronson derivative from her Instagram. Inhaling marine air through my nostrils, I wish I could bottle it up and spray it on my neck before my next Zoom.

On the drive back, the sun sets over the ocean, but I can’t enjoy it, because Ivy hasn’t texted me. I become angry, stewing. I decide I don’t actually like her at all. I can do better. She isn’t shit. She can’t write and dates butches like it’s 1995. I ask Otto questions about his life with a tinge of hostility.

“You got it bad,” Otto says when he drops me off. He always chauffeurs me when he comes to LA, mostly because his work pays for an expensive rental—this time, a shiny white SUV—and Otto gets frustrated with my innately feminine sense of direction. (I don’t have one.)

“Shut up,” I say, getting out, grateful that I live on the top of a woodsy hill instead of my old apartment where I got attacked by a pit bull right outside my building.

Typically, after Devon would rage out at me, she’d send me elaborate bouquets from overpriced flower shops, signed “Devon the Pit Bull” and begging for forgiveness. And then shortly after she threw the squash at my car and we broke up, I was bitten by a literal pit bull on the street. I was minding my own business, smoking a cigarette and looking at the sky, and next thing I knew—a pit bull was sinking its teeth into my calf. The owner had face tattoos and didn’t acknowledge me, just yanked the dog’s chain and screamed at it.

Blood ran down my leg and what appeared to be cartilage or muscle emerged from the wound. Inside I texted Zev a photo. He said dogs’ mouths are filled with bacteria and I had to go to the hospital. It didn’t hurt, but I was annoyed because I had plans to write that evening. Luckily, my twink nurse was polite enough to act incredulous when I said my age. I left with fourteen stitches and two weeks of antibiotics. Later I told my woo woo therapist about “Devon the Pit Bull,” how strange it was that I got attacked by a literal pit bull after we broke up. My therapist responded, “As someone who runs in metaphysical circles, I do think it’s possible that Devon’s consciousness briefly leapt into the pit bull as it bit you, but I’m not sure how useful it would be to ‘go there.’ ”

I quit therapy not long after that.



In bed I put on a playlist entitled “frequencies for healing and positive transformation” and open my alt Twitter and search Devon, who is blocked on my main account. I’m not supposed to look at her social media for mental reasons, but sometimes I get an itch I simply must scratch, like when I can’t help but watch consecutive YouTube videos of Cara Delevingne tweaking on late-night shows. I let myself read nineteen tweets, each of which can be divided into one of three categories: first, incomprehensible strings of words, either inside jokes or early signs of schizophrenia; second, references to her romantic dalliances, with an astrophysicist, a TikTok star, and a “famous writer” (as if that exists); and finally, Hole lyrics. (She always fancied herself a young Courtney Love, although I saw her more as bald Britney Spears attacking a paparazzo with an umbrella.) When I start to feel vaguely ill, I close out of Devon’s Twitter account and find Ivy’s, which contains her birth year, which reveals that she is twenty-seven years old.

I close Twitter and open Tinder, begin swiping.

Otto said I should go to a Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous meeting.

But I decide to fall in love instead.

I am hate-messaging three women, messaging because I need attention and with hate because they are not Ivy, and getting ready to put my phone down, when Ivy finally texts me, one quick text after the other. I will later learn this is her style: disappear for a while, then text in rapid succession.


Sorry for the late response

I’ve been in dissertation hell

I’m so stressed

I almost saved your number in my phone as Tatiana Moon



Fireflies fill my stomach, flapping madly.

I shut off my phone. I’ll respond tomorrow.

I dream of a wolf and a bobcat falling in love.




four

This week we’re workshopping Ivy’s pages. She turned in a scene introducing the third member of the love triangle, and the main character responds with a hysterical jealousy that reminds me of several ex-girlfriends. I don’t love Ivy’s writing but I want her to love me, so I read the pages three times and make detailed notes. I flatter her, make jokes, generate ideas and possibilities. My only criticisms—and I must provide some because I want to prove I’m taking her seriously, not just giving empty flattery—are those that seem easy to fix.

Ivy Zooms in front of the Desert Hearts poster. She’s wearing a shirt tied at the top with a thick ribbon. She looks like a Victorian sexpot, and I fantasize about untying the ribbon. Today I smell something less floral, more leathery and boozy, tobacco and bourbon, a burlesque dive. Like this 1940s perfume I read about on Reddit called Bandit, created by a former model and rumored lesbian. It was purportedly inspired by the scent of models changing their underwear backstage during fashion shows: bitter, green, leathery. In Robert Piguet’s 1944 runway show, models dressed as pirates, and one model ended the show by smashing a bottle of Bandit on the runway and stomping it with her stiletto.

I’m imagining Ivy dressed as a pirate and stomping a perfume bottle with her heel when Todd asks me if I have anything to add.

Before I start talking, I check my own Zoom square and am happy to see a tiny sliver of my lace black bra peeking from under my shirt, drawing attention away from my triangle of sadness. When I turned thirty, I stopped wearing bras, which I thought was political. By thirty-three, I found lingerie much sexier. Now, I’m fully trad. I just want a wife.

“These pages are sensual and charming,” I begin. I look at Ivy’s little Zoom rectangle and it’s hard to read her expression, although I’m never good at that anyway, reading facial expressions. I keep talking, falling into the rhythm of flattering speech. At a certain point, a figure passes behind her, a flash of platinum blonde hair, and I’m certain it’s the Samantha Ronson doppelgänger, and I’m still talking, but I feel an irrational flare of jealousy, not unlike that experienced by the main character in Ivy’s book who I’m currently talking about. At a certain point, Ivy turns around, and her audio is muted but it seems like she’s saying something to the butch, and the butch skitters away, and I conclude my remarks.

I’m blushing, Ivy messages me after the meeting.
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I don’t sleep a wink given my new and intense crush, so I take a long nap in the middle of the day and when I wake up, Zev is calling me.

“What the fuck?” he says. “I’ve been waiting for ten minutes.”

“Sorry,” I say, remembering we had plans to walk. “Be there in a sec.”

I throw on my Sambas, a style of shoe I’ve been wearing since I was a ten-year-old soccer star, and head outside to meet Zev, who looks annoyed, tapping his foot beside his standard poodle, Jackie-O, named not for Jackie Onassis as everyone suspects, but rather for Parker Posey’s character in the Mark Waters adaptation of the Wendy MacLeod play The House of Yes.

It’s still light out because it’s late May.

As we head up the street, Zev tells me about work—he manages a bookstore where I had the launch party for my most recent book—and says there is a strange man who comes into the store every day and calls him “Panda,” Zev assumes because he is half-Asian.

“Do you think it’s a hate crime?” Zev asks.

“I don’t know anything about hate crimes,” I say. It’s true, no one cares if you’re gay anymore, not in California, and if they do, they don’t think I am. Even if I am making out with a girl in public, people assume we’re European sisters or something.

I worry my response to Zev wasn’t sufficiently empathic. “But maybe,” I add. Then, “How does it make you feel?”

Zev nearly chokes on his laughter. “I was joking,” he says eventually. “I don’t give a shit.”

For a short period in college, I thought I was in love with Zev, and Zev thought he was in love with me. Then we had sex, or tried to have sex, and it was hysterically bad. We stopped talking for about a year afterward, then started talking again, both pretending the bad sex never happened.

I had sex constantly on the Patricia Highsmith, but I never really remembered it. I was apparently very sexual on it, which puzzled me, because sober I hardly ever think about sex, only about being adored.

I consider telling Zev about my new crush on Ivy, but I know he’ll say something rude, like call me “girl crazy.” He says this a lot, a lot of people do, but it isn’t true. I just happen to think a crush is the best drug there is—and, trust, I’ve tried them all.

Also, I’m an artist. Love is my muse. I’m like Usher.

After the walk, I ask Zev if he wants to come in for an “ironic bong rip.” We started calling our bong rips “ironic” when we turned thirty. Five years later, our bong rips could probably most appropriately be called “sad.”



As I pack the bong, I remember I have two beers in my fridge. The perfect amount. It’s embarrassing that I drink beer, especially as someone who worships femininity, but for some reason it’s the only type of alcohol that agrees with me. Well, bourbon and tequila agree with me, too, but I’m off those sauces, unless it’s a special occasion. I know where I stand with beer, and I think it’s prettier than people give it credit for—golden and effervescent, particularly in an elegant glass. With just two bottles in my fridge, I won’t be able to get drunk and text a friend with an Adderall prescription. Zev only drinks expensive wine or liquor, so both beers are for me. I keep a bottle of Tanqueray for Zev. He consumes small amounts, and I find gin nauseating, so I’ve had the same bottle forever. I hand him the bong—first hit for guests, as an effort to be more other-oriented, part of getting healthy—and then pour him a nip. I pour my beer into a slim pilsner glass I keep in the freezer.

After I hit the bong, Zev starts talking about the customer who calls him Panda again and I suddenly find it very funny. I can’t stop laughing. I look at Jackie-O, who appears to be judging me, her snout pointed at the ceiling. Poodles are a very judgmental breed. I silence myself to appease Jackie-O.

Everything feels ominously still.

“Is this earthquake weather?” I ask Zev.

“No,” he says.

I gulp my beer.

Zev and I order a pizza and watch The L Word. You’d think I, a lesbian, would have to convince Zev, a gay/asexual man, to watch this glossy lesbian melodrama, but it’s the other way around. Zev loves The L Word. He has more lesbian friends than I do. He identifies as a lesbian and tries to get me to go to Dyke Day LA every summer, which I always decline, I suppose due to internalized homophobia, as well as a fear that I’ll run into one of several supremely confrontational ex-girlfriends. I once told Zev when I was feeling spectacularly cunty that the reason he prefers lesbian company is because he gets off on the implicit power imbalance. He retorted that I’m a fag hag for the same reason. I said that fags are men who partner with men and are therefore the most powerful people in society, and I am a woman who partners with women and am therefore the most devalued. Zev said I’m a wealthy white woman so I can’t exactly claim to be devalued, and also gay men overcompensate for their shame by laughing too hard at everyone’s jokes and I surround myself with them because I’m desperate for a captive audience. And I said “So?”

The next day, I apologized. I told Zev that I really didn’t think he hung out with lesbians to feel more powerful. A lot of gay men do that, but Zev isn’t one of them. He simply has a feminine energy, which frankly I admire.

Zev didn’t take back what he said to me, but I didn’t expect him to: he was right.



Shortly after Zev goes home, when I’m face-deep in the last piece of pizza I was too ashamed to eat while Zev was there, I get a text, and I’m thrilled—thinking it might be Ivy—but instead it’s from my landlord, Deedee.

Can we talk?

Ominous.
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I wake up furious at myself. I ruined the whole day. I shouldn’t have eaten all that melted cheese, drank that beer, smoked the bong, ordered those expensive artisan perfume samples from that septuagenarian psychology professor in Oregon, which I’m just now remembering I did. I should have read more, exercised more, done yoga, saved money. I have only one job right now: be healthy. And I can’t even do that.

Picking up my phone, I plan to text Zev something accusatory about letting me degrade my body, my temple. But before I can, another text pops up from Deedee. Are you around this morning? I want to stop by to discuss something with you.

I recall the text from the previous night and feel sick.

I’ve lived in this bungalow for roughly two months—the move was meant to kick off my attempt to “get healthy”—but I haven’t interacted with Deedee since I moved in, other than to Venmo her my monthly rent payment in a timely manner. Surely I must have done something horribly wrong to receive these texts. My neighbors complained about my loud music or the relentless plumes of marijuana smoke emanating from my windows at all hours. I scratched the neighbor’s car when I was parking. I left rotting meat in the trash. A friend left a bag of ecstasy in the driveway, and they think I’m a drug dealer.

Forcing a deep breath, I return the text. I’m around!

Letting the coffee brew, I scold Zev to calm my nerves. I can’t believe you let me eat pizza and smoke weed and drink last night. Zev never seems to care when I lash out at him, which makes him an ideal friend. I’m supposed to be healthy.

Deedee needs to hurry up so I can exercise my shame away.

Zev texts me back. I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again: I’m not your handler.

He’s still typing and I know I’m not going to like what he’s going to say.

There is no getting in between Astrid and melted cheese.

I turn my phone off and take some deep breaths. Where the fuck is Deedee? I need to shed the bloat. I get on the carpet and try to do some push-ups and collapse. The most feminine thing about me is my lack of upper body strength.

The doorbell rings.



Deedee is wearing a tropical-patterned muumuu and smiling. She doesn’t look like she’s going to evict me.

“Hi, Deedee,” I say. “Come on in.”

“Hi, Astrid,” she says, then follows me into the kitchen.

“Can I get you anything? Coffee? Water?”

“Water would be great,” she says.

I pour us both glasses, and we take them to the sherbet-colored breakfast nook, my favorite corner of this house. Harsh mid-morning light hits Deedee’s face and lights up her green eyes.

“You’ve been a great tenant, Astrid,” Deedee says.

A wave of relief hits. I’m a great tenant. But why is she here?

She sips her water slowly, then opens her mouth to speak. “Don needs back surgery.”

Who is Don? “Don?”

“Sorry, my husband,” she says. “He’s going to be fine, God willing, but the surgery is expensive. We’re going to have to sell our house.” She pauses, sips again. “And we need to move back in here.”

Back in where?

Oh.

She’s kicking me out.

I try to locate words, but they’re nowhere to be found.

“I’m so sorry, Astrid.”

Anger brews inside me. This fucks up my whole plan. I need to get healthy. And I need to do it here. It took me forever to find this place. I hate moving. I loathe logistics. My face reddens, my throat constricts.

“But,” Deedee says, grinning, “we have another place for you if you’re interested. It’s a cute little bungalow just a few blocks away. Very similar property. In the hills, tree-lined street, all new appliances. Dishwasher, AC, hardwood floors. Shared yard.”

I exhale.

“It’s too small for me and Don, but it’s perfect for one person,” she says. “And it’s cheaper. And to compensate for the inconvenience, we’ll cover and coordinate the movers.”

Okay. I sip my water again. My throat relaxes. An inconvenience, but ultimately okay.

“Shared yard?” I say. “Shared with whom?” I really don’t like to share property, or anything else. I’ve always lived alone, always preferred to live in a shitty studio than with roommates. I don’t like witnesses.

“Oh, yes,” Deedee says. “There are two bungalows on the property, almost of equal size. The tenant you’ll share a yard with is great, you’ll love her. She’s an artist. Very free-spirited.”

Hmm. I don’t like free spirits. I left the Bay Area for a reason. And “artist,” to me, reads as “unemployed,” which is no good. An office job where she’d be gone during the day would be better. If she’s home all the time, that might present a challenge. What if I want to read outside, or I need to really glow on Zoom?

“Is there a bathtub?” I ask.

“Yes!” says Deedee.

“Blinds?” I ask.

“Of course,” she says.

“When can I see it?” I ask.

“Today, if you want,” she says.
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The two bungalows sit at the top of a set of old stone steps, which will be good motivation to not do the Patricia Highsmith because I can imagine myself tripping on a loose stone and becoming seriously disfigured.

The bungalow that would be mine is closer to the road and cute as promised. The bedroom is spacious and tucked in the trees, so I can still open the windows and breathe fresh air. The energy is light and airy, the walls a soft buttercream. Outside of the kitchen is a shaded sitting area. The other bungalow is closer than I’d like, but the yard is lush and has a view of downtown, and who doesn’t love a distant cityscape? A city you can see but not hear?

“Let’s go see if Penelope is home,” Deedee says.

The free spirit, I suppose. Penelope. Like Penelope Cruz, my celebrity crush, and Penelope Disick, my favorite Kardashian child. Not a terrible sign. I’m trying to be positive. This is part of getting healthy. The power of positive thinking.

We knock on the door and I peek through the window. Penelope’s bungalow is decorated sort of new-agey, with ornamental crystals and tiny Buddha statues, but also a little goth, with dead roses and velvet furniture the color of period blood. Thick curtains render it a uniquely dark space for relentlessly bright Los Angeles. I hope Penelope is… okay.

We wait a few minutes and no one comes to the door. This feels like a good sign. Hopefully, she’s one of those extroverted and energetic types who’s always out doing things, the opposite of a homebody. Although her living space radiates a reclusive energy.

“I guess she isn’t home,” says Deedee.

I hope this is common.

“You will like her,” says Deedee.

I wonder how she can be so sure of this. Deedee hardly knows me.

“Okay,” I say. “When do I need to move in?”

Deedee lights up. “So, you’ll take it?”

I sigh. It took fucking forever to find my current place. And I became obsessive, developed an eye twitch staring at Zillow 24/7, carpal tunnel from texting landlords all day. Having a peaceful home is necessary to my getting healthy, my sole task, and Zillow-induced stress will inevitably drive me straight to the Patricia Highsmith. This place seems completely fine, minus the proximity of the mysterious Penelope.

What if she’s prettier than me?

“Yeah,” I say. “When do I need to move in?”

“Is this weekend too soon?” she asks. I open my Google Calendar on my phone. Without it, I never know what day it is. On the screen, I see that my parents’ birthday dinner is this weekend. My parents were born one day apart, so we always celebrate their birthdays together.

“I have to go to San Francisco this weekend,” I say. I’m not looking forward to it. “How about next week?” I’ll get back on Sunday night, then I’ll need at least a day to unwind, preferably two. “Wednesday?”

“We can swing that,” says Deedee.
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I hate going home, but guilt compels me.

It’s not that I hate my family or anything. I just feel very uncomfortable around them and harbor the vague suspicion that they hate me, which isn’t entirely unfounded given that while they’ve been supportive in a material and financial sense, they mostly seem to find my personality, affect, choices, and demeanor to be unpleasant at best.

Nervy and reluctant, I drive through the grapevine, the canyon trail from urban LA to the 5, a flat stretch of highway that terrifies me, until I reach the rolling hills of Salinas. Listening to Bravo recap podcasts, I neurotically steal glances at my phone, waiting for Ivy to text, but she doesn’t, even though I sent the last one, a question, and her not answering feels pointed, a subtle fuck you, or at the very least a clear: I’m just not that into you!

I don’t take well to rejection.

Unless I’m the one rejecting.

My parents live in St. Francis Wood, a neighborhood developed as a “garden suburb” a few years after the 1906 earthquake. It was designed by the same architect who designed UC Berkeley’s campus, where Zev, Otto, and I went to undergrad, where my parents met in law school, and where I went to law school for one year before dropping out.

When I arrive, both my parents are at work. They refuse to retire despite being in their late sixties and financially comfortable. They work at the same firm and have since the late 1970s. They act more like siblings, or twins, than a married couple.

My younger brother is standing at the kitchen island, digging into a rotisserie chicken with his fingers.

“Astrid,” he says between bites. There is chicken skin stuck in his beard.

“Felix,” I say back to him.

We hug stiffly, and he smells terrible. I consider asking him if he is wearing deodorant but it will upset him—he’s very sensitive. So, I say nothing but privately vow to get him an expensive deodorant and body wash for his birthday, maybe a fragrance, too, something woodsy but sweet enough to counteract the BO.

I go to my childhood bedroom and open the windows to smell the fresh Bay air and listen to the audiobook of Ripley’s Game until I fall asleep.

I dream I have a sick cat. I go to the mechanic and say, “Do you service cats?” and he says, “No, maybe try tuna fish,” and when I get home, my cat is dead.



In the morning, I realize my dream is about lesbian bed death. I’ve experienced it many times, that thing when your girlfriend becomes more like a best friend and then more like a sister. And you love your sister, but you don’t want to fuck her.

Speaking of siblings, my parents are at work. They always work on Saturday mornings. They leave a note saying they’ll be
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