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Verity

That was a vulgar summer in Los Angeles. I’d been out all spring, shooting in London, and looking forward to going home. I missed Helen terribly and I imagined everything would make sense when I got back to the place where she was. It didn’t. Record highs in Beachwood, and Franklin Canyon burning all over the news. Not that you needed the news, the air stank of smoke. Couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t fuck anyone who didn’t smell like sunscreen.

In London I had a game. I called it Mundanity Burlesque. I’d picture Helen doing something boring, watching TV or loading the dishwasher, and then her clothes would start to bother her so she’d take them off. Not like she was trying to impress anyone, just trying to get comfortable. Only in the game, she never got comfortable. There was always something bothering her. If she made it through all her clothes, she’d need to open a window. Then another and another. If she made it through all her windows, she’d need to go outside. She couldn’t breathe. Who could breathe?

Anyway, I thought when I got home we’d get married. I didn’t want to get married, but when I pictured the paneled courthouse and Helen in a blue dress, I felt an overpowering urge to clutch her ferociously to my chest and growl at onlookers, gnashing my teeth. I imagined referring to her as my wife. Flirting with a girl at a party and saying, oh my wife likes that band too. And the girl would just cock her head. She’d know that whatever happened next, there was someone in the world I was bonded to, if loosely, forever. It was true. But girls didn’t ever believe me when I tried to explain about my friend Helen.

The movie wrapped and I got all dressed up to go to the airport. Margiela suit, silk socks—the same socks the pope wears—and English shoes. I don’t know why I felt so glamorous, I’ve been to about three hundred airports, but I was jazzed as hell. I like Los Angeles. Especially when I’ve been away awhile. I still remember sleeping on a park bench my first night. I was seventeen years old, and I had all my money stuffed in my underwear. The air was dry and sleepy with gasoline and a kind of neon light fluttered through my dreams. Nobody bothered me. I was scared they would, because I was young and scrawny and good-looking, but nobody bothered me badly.

I rarely walk through airports anymore, they just drive me to the plane. Maybe it seems strange that I don’t fly private, but I find that kind of thing horrific. What is it, fifty grand? For twenty, I am delivered straight to my little pod in first class. Lavish enough for anybody. But that day in London I walked through Heathrow up to the BA lounge. I felt like it. I got the paper and sat down in a nice, gray chair, crossing my legs at the knee. There was a man on the phone next to me speaking to, I think, his child. He was speaking very softly, trying to explain that we wouldn’t run out of gas. That he didn’t know the pilot but he’d try to say hello. He promised. He promised. This sort of bothered me because I knew he was lying. He wasn’t going to try to say hello to the pilot, he wasn’t that whimsical. I’ll bet he would have loved it if I’d thrown him a knowing smile when he said that. Good parent, cute kid! That sort of smile. Actually, it seemed to me like his kid had made a perfectly reasonable request. Why wouldn’t you try to meet the pilot who was going to do something insane like fly you across an ocean? I would. It really annoyed me that he lied and said he’d try. It really annoyed me.

I got plastered on the plane. All I can really remember is trying to get into the cockpit. “I just wanna say hello to the pilot!” I was shouting. Slurring maybe. An errant shrug that topples somebody’s champagne. “I just wanna say hello to them.” I can almost see the faces of the flight attendants. Their stammering faces. It’s weird when you’re being a belligerent asshole, but you’re rich and people know who you are. It’s thrilling in a horrible, obscene way. You just know nothing is going to happen to you. You almost start to laugh, because it’s not real, it’s just realistic. It’s like being on a soundstage, in a maze of ceilingless rooms that are so realistic you can almost disappear. But there’s always a tell. The tell is that the room is too big. Or the extras are gesturing too wildly. Or they’re all looking at you like they know who you are. “It’s bad acting,” you want to say, suddenly sober, “nobody’s going to believe you.” But instead you find yourself saying, “He promisd. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’ll sidown. Which one is my pod. But he promisd.”

Don’t ask me why. It took me weeks to call Helen. I don’t know how many. Three. Who remembers? Who does not, at best, dream?






Helen

My memories are pressed into clay just as soft as anybody’s. Do not think I consider myself some kind of biographer. I wasn’t there when Verity decided to lottery off the movie money. I don’t even think he was there. He was on one, that’s why he didn’t call. He never calls me when he’s on one. He can be mean. He says things. It wasn’t like that when he was younger, but nobody’s a drunk when they’re beautiful and twenty-five. He was certainly very beautiful. Let me think where to start.

I lived in a silly little apartment on Beachwood Drive. One of those Los Angeles bungalow-looking places with a long walkway and seven dwarfy bungalows arranged all around. The plumbing was touchy, sulfuric. The ceilings low. Poor Verity couldn’t even stand up straight when he walked through my front door. He might have been walking into a doll’s house.

I lived there when I met Verity, and I lived there all through his struggling years. When he had no money and slept folded into thirds on my couch. But the television was in my bedroom, and we would often stay up late watching TCM or SYFY together, and fall asleep there in the lilac light that rose and fell with each slipping scene. I began to expect him in my bed. Such a difficult friendship to try to explain! I laughed whenever we made love or anything like that. It was so funny to think about. I could only do it if I was partly kidding. You’d laugh too if you saw us together. Maybe you have. Maybe you’ve seen one of those red-carpet photos, from when he was always leading me out onto red carpets like a little colt around the paddock. Hoofing tenderly in my high-heeled shoes. Trying to remember what I normally did with my hands (Did I use them for something? Should I be holding some papers?). And the people who screamed his name thought I was his mother. On TV, the mother is always around the same age as her children. You get the sense she is choosing to be older than them.

I’ll tell you, he’s a wonderful actor. He is. One of the only wonderful actors alive. With that face he would have gotten famous if he couldn’t act his way out of a shoe, but he happens to be very sensitive and servile as an actor. He almost disappears into it. I mean you can see him there, the way you can see the wall when you’re projecting a movie onto it. That’s what Verity is like as an actor. A plain white wall that opens up and swallows you.

I was still living in the apartment when Verity became a famous actor and got rich. Honestly, he held off getting his own place a long time. He seemed sort of frightened to. But eventually he bought a “cabin” in Laurel Canyon. Beautiful house. Not lavish, beautiful. Windows everywhere and peach pine. It had a round fireplace right in the middle. He burned a hole in the floor once. He was like a child in some ways. He used to turn on all the TVs in the house. And put them on the same channel. When you walked from one room to the next, you’d hear the end of a line repeated, like an echo.

Then, when was it, over ten years ago. I was thirty-six and working for Karl. A Norwegian director, sort of brilliant but strange. Other people confused him. Little tasks confused him. When he hired me, he gave me a stack of mail about six months deep and said, “I can’t face it.” He said people in Los Angeles had “quite a lot of stiffness. Not so laid back really. You can make a very beautiful life here, not see anyone, live in your nice beautiful house and work. You think, this is a nice place! But when you go out with people, they think you are really offensive. They want everyone to agree all the time. I don’t like Jenny, she is not a nice girl. Oh yes, I do not like her either. Neither do I, who else? Well, Simon. He’s bad. He writes bad books. Also, you are not supposed to want to be around any girls who are young, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, these are children. Not sexy. Pervert. But the women who are thirty, forty, get all these things inject to their faces, why? To look young. To look twenty. And you are supposed to be attract to them. Maybe I agree, I don’t know, but really it should be funny! Only nobody wants to laugh. You know it’s bad when the Norwegian has a better sense of humor than you.”

He was a good boss. He paid me well and on time. He introduced me on set not as “my assistant” but as “a talented filmmaker.” He didn’t flirt with me, and he didn’t expect me to lie down in front of any trucks for the movies.

Of course, everybody works in London now, but they didn’t fourteen years ago. Karl took a job there, directing a play, The Man Who Had All the Luck, at the Almeida. He got me a visa and rented me a nice place on St. Paul’s Road. Verity offered to water my plants while I was gone. That made me laugh. I thought he’d do the first week, then get a job and forget. I’d come back and they’d all be dead. “Thanks,” he said. “Thank you, Helen, it hadn’t escaped my notice that I may have anything else to do in the next four months.” He promised me Stephen would be on hand if necessary. But he wanted to do it, he missed my place. It would be nice to sit and have a coffee there. “Or watch SYFY?” I asked, smiling at him. He blushed, then looked annoyed and said, “No, I don’t think I will.” I loved him so much then I laughed, but I could have cried. You know that rising feeling? Sure you do. Like the Tennyson line?

Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes,

In looking on the happy Autumn-fields,

And thinking of the days that are no more.

Don’t worry, it’s the only poem I have memorized. I liked London, sort of. I didn’t mind the high gray sun. Or when the sky dropped low and filled the street with mist. It was like being a head of lettuce at the grocery store. Karl was almost willfully jet-lagged and refused to rehearse before lunch. As a result, in the beginning at least, I had many mornings to myself. I ought to have written with the time, but I found myself wandering all over North London instead. And sometimes down to the museums. One morning I walked down to tacky, gridlocked Angel and along the black-and-white streets to the British Museum and saw the Babylonian map of the world. It’s a stone, roughly the size and shape of a woman’s palm. Carved into its center is a circle, the world. The world contains the Tigris and the Euphrates and a smattering of great cities, like stars. The world is encased by a single river with no beginning or end. The Bitter River, they called it.

There are a lot of dead people in the British Museum. There are a lot of dead people everywhere, but not in plain view. Something to keep in mind is that you’re always closer to a dead person than you think. There is a skeleton arranged in an eastward crouch in a pit of sand. The placard informs you that his fractured feet imply a violent life. There is the skull of a teenage guard, crushed flat at his post. His pancake profile is arranged on a shelf like a commemorative plate. There are things that will upset your balance in the British Museum. You leave Mesopotamia and are overwhelmed by the squeak of rubber shoes. A courtyard hermetically sealed in glass, like those mummies upstairs. Sour coffee with cream and rustling umbrellas and frightened tourists, impervious to death. The stone steps, sagging like mattresses, imply a fugaciousness that doesn’t track with the solidity of the place. The apparent solidity. Then you remember about Mesopotamia. And you’re out once more into the strange world. Gray sun. Rain too light to fall properly, it floats. You part the drops like curtains as you cross Russell Square. Strange world. Difficult to conceive of. You are in one of the smattered cities. You are encased by a black river with no beginning. You have the familiar sensation, as you descend to the Piccadilly Line, that life will rush to start over at the end.

This was my temper in London. I was in no mood for Verity’s voicemails anthropomorphizing my plants in a Herzog accent. Fern is winsome this morning. Something coaxes her into a concerning depression. Possibly Hydrangea to blame? I sense a budding (excuse the pun) rift, but hard to know for certain. A tiresome code of silence bonds the jungle . . .

I’m ashamed to admit it, but I got upset whenever he was seeing anybody, so he never told me outright. The thing is, I could tell. His delivery would change a little, become too cute, and I’d find he was with a costar, PA, costume assistant, assistant editor. Some lovely, buoyant person. She’d be around for nine months or so. And when she was around I’d be “Verity’s friend Helen.” I would conceptually annoy her until she met me, then she’d breathe out, totally unthreatened. She’d laugh at my jokes and delight in my haircut.

In London, I couldn’t stop imagining her in my living room, slouched on my sofa, flipping through one of my magazines, foot tucked sweetly under thigh, while he filled my watering can and babbled at her about wartime Kurosawa. And where the hell does Helen hide her paper towels? Have you seen any? Help me look, so and so. God forbid they dig through my cabinets together. What drove me to such possessiveness? I felt possessive. Whether of the apartment or of Verity I couldn’t tell. Maybe I thought that, if nothing else, the experience of Verity in my apartment belonged to me.

Well if I was so jealous, what of?

A lovely, buoyant person, ten, twenty, thirty years your junior, does not functionally know that she is aging at the same rate you are. She expects to fare better. Sinking breasts, cellulite, jowls—these are surely the result of some lapse in your concentration. You went tanning perhaps, or smoked. She can quite easily avoid these things. She cannot imagine being powerless to halt the approach. But she is too late; it already approaches her. That Ouroboric thing that surrounds us is the approach.






Verity

I miss a lot of things. I miss going to the car wash early in the morning. Right when they opened. There was a place I liked, way the hell on the east side. I’d top up the gas and buy a burned coffee, then loop around for a wash. Put the car in neutral, recline the seat, roll through that cold, gray tunnel. That’s what moving forward in your life ought to sound like. Metal gears grinding. I liked the tart smell of rubber and cleaning products. Pink prewash, green rinse aid, purple soap, blue wax, and a colorless, streak-free shine. After about six minutes I’d drive off the conveyor belt, carrying the hope of the forgiven into the sun.

The problem was I’d be driving west again after. Around and under the 5 overpass, which is draped with leaves like a beaded curtain. That road hypnotizes you. It runs past a line of sunny tennis courts that look like they’ve just been vacuumed. Most days there was a woman or two there, all shapes, in yoga pants, jogging around. Making a lowercase o of her mouth. And I would go crazy. My mind, my streak-free shine, would all of a sudden be full of a hundred interactive images. Such as, oh, the woman’s butt. In the interactive image nobody has a soul, and I can just reach out and grab the butt. Squeeze until it presses through my fingers. Or I can push against the sweaty shoulders, kissing the sweaty nape of neck, down behind the yellow-green trees, electric traffic breathing behind us. Behind myself, and it. Woman. There is the sports bra pulled up tight under the armpits, the little brown nipples exposed. Maybe I pinch them. Maybe it laughs. Leafy shadows shiver on the belly, which also shivers. Shivering breasts and the hip bones press, instructive into the twin J’s of my hands. The dark eyes look, guileless, like little animal eyes, tongueless, capable of impersonal violence.

This distressed me.

I’d feel both murderous with excitement and also very sick. A bitter taste in my mouth. I would address the mirror on impulse and note that my jaw was not so linear. The width of me, not so fixed. The liquid content of my body apparently lessening. I was a quarter hard. Curiously enraged. The words EXPIRY DATE?? flashed across the Jumbotron of my mind. What I was for? By which I meant, what was I for. I’d spend the remainder of the day longing for the juicy stench of the car wash, and the brief lucidity of being good.

Say you’re having sex with a woman, and you know she’s having sex with you because you’re famous. And she’s saying to you, I want to be good for you daddy, I want to be so good, I want to be good for you daddy, and she’s making all these performative noises and shapes, well what are you going to do? Stop fucking her and say tenderly don’t be good for me, Chloe, be good for you . . . ? That would be much worse. That would be alarming.

Let’s get off the subject.

WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN WE WERE LIVING IN WISCONSIN, right on Lake Michigan. My father had worked out a deal with the owner of a big lake house, built right into the side of a cliff. Crazy sort of place. The deal was we would live there and maintain the house fall, winter, and spring. Then in the summer we had to fuck off so the owner could come, and it had to be like we were never there. It was nicest in the fall. Early fall, when the water was still warm. We had this game, me and some of the other kids. We would swim out a ways and then count to three and go under. We did this pumping motion with our arms to shoot our little bodies down as deep as we could get them. We had a loose contest of who could get the deepest, but the main goal was to see the shipwreck at the bottom of the lake. If you got deep enough you could see the top of the sail, threadbare and pale, just drifting back and forth beneath your feet against the black water. Your vulnerable feet would suddenly tingle. And the tingle’d run up your spine into your shoulders into your hair. That feeling. Fear and joy. Irritation without mark. A nauseating, awful, pleasurable longing. Like craving a cigarette without knowing what a cigarette is.






Helen

Verity has always used his income in a particular manner. He doesn’t respect empty ostentation, spending money to communicate access to more. He likes quality, humor, and delight. When we were young, I had steady work from multiple sources. There was the actress for whom I read scripts and the aspiring director whose scripts, treatments, and pitches I edited and occasionally rewrote. I was called here and there to be a script supervisor or an assistant director on small projects, and to PA on larger ones. In addition, my father owned two luxury-used-car dealerships, one of which paid me three hundred dollars per week in allowance. Once Verity began living with me, I saw to all our essentials myself. I paid the phone bill, and the groceries, and the rent, and the utilities. Verity was handy and clean enough, but really I just liked to have him there. We were in love, I guess, or in something divine. And aside from enjoying his company, I thought he was talented. I didn’t want his talent to go to waste. Even in my early twenties I thought wasted talent was one of the silliest tragedies imaginable.

It is reasonable to assume that Verity felt more ill at ease with our arrangement than I did. This is pure speculation, he has never said so himself, and on the contrary has thanked me humbly for my investment, but I believe he felt a little emasculated. He certainly felt anxious to contribute financially. I believe this is why he began to pursue commercial work. Oh, he kept on reading his Stanislavsky and his Strasberg and his Adler. We would go to the good video rental on Vine to rent Bad Day at Black Rock, The Lady Vanishes, Lola, Yojimbo, The Outsiders. Often, the sides were lopped off and we had to imagine the outer edges of the frame. Verity helped me with my writing, and sometimes we put on little plays of mine with actor friends at the park, with pseudo costumes and Two-Buck Chuck in paper bags. But he only seemed to go on auditions for cigarette commercials and soft-drink commercials and limited-run love interests on sitcoms and soaps. This is speculation. But I think there were opportunities that would have paid less and given him the chance to act. I think, at times, he turned away.

So you intend to inspire one thing and summon its reverse.

Still. It’s not as though he started paying the electricity. Verity understood instinctively that his value was sort of . . . experiential. The first large paycheck he got we lived like maniacs. I came home from work one afternoon to find an outfit of designer clothes laid out on my bed beside a neatly packed duffel bag of more designer clothes, and a note.


Champagne in the fridge. Your car will be there at 7:30 but don’t rush, the driver will wait. I suggest you come hungry.



Verity was waiting for me in his first-ever suit, at a table in Musso & Frank’s, surrounded by our grinning, broke friends. He’d booked us a suite at the Beverly Hills Hotel for afterward. We swam in the pool all morning, ate room service, had sex, smoked weed, had sex, smoked weed, had sex. We got dressed up and went to Otello at the LA Opera stoned out of our minds. Ditched the final act to eat cheeseburgers at Tommy’s, spiking the lemonade with tiny bottles of top-shelf gin. I vaguely recall something about an aquarium and an ice-skating rink. The money was gone in less than a week.

Which brings me to London. Are you with me? The Almeida. Karl. I am thirty-six.

I got this call toward the end of my trip. No, I remember, it was a voicemail. From a woman who introduced herself as my landlord’s assistant. She was notifying me that my complex had been sold. Renter’s rights are good in Los Angeles, they weren’t evicting me. Only notifying me of disruptive renovations and a probable uptick in rent. This voicemail was followed by several more. All from Verity telling me repetitively and summarily,


	Do not listen to “that Reese.”

	There would be no eviction.

	Yes, yes, Stephen collected the eviction notice, but it hadn’t been Stephen going every day for godssake.



“VERITY?”

“Helen?”

“What?”

“I wasn’t sure how much that Reese told you on the phone.” He sounded like he was eating. There was an awkwardly placed pause while I waited for an explanation.

“Is she the landlord’s assistant?” I asked finally.

“Don’t you know?”

“About the sale?”

“Don’t you know your own landlord’s assistant?”

“Why would I?”

“Everybody meets Stephen.”

“Verity, you’ve never rented a place in your life. You don’t know anything about precedent. Can you please tell me what’s going on with my apartment?”

“Sorry, Helen, of course you’re worried, of course you are. I’m only so calm because I know what happened. Your landlord did sell the complex but nothing is going to change. Scout’s honor.”

“I’d really like to understand.”

“I’m saying the new owner doesn’t want to change a thing.”

“I’d really like to understand,” I said.

“Honestly,” he said, swallowing, “if that Reese hadn’t called you, you’d never even have noticed. Thank God we won’t have to deal with her anymore.”

“I’ve never dealt with her, Verity.”

“It just seems so impersonal, Helen. She knows where you live.”

“What about the rent?”

“What about it?”

I watched out the window. A black taxi stopped in the rain. The door opened and an umbrella bloomed out of it like a black flower.

I said, “I’m really grateful for your help. I mean it. Keeping the jungle alive. I think I’d better call these people myself. Have you got a number or anything? For the new landlord?”

He swallowed. “I’ll take care of it. You’re too far.”

“I think the phone will reach. Anyway it doesn’t make sense for you to deal with it. It’s not your apartment. Why would they even talk to you?”

“Reese thinks I’m your husband.”

“Sure. She didn’t ask for proof?”

“No.”

“Sure.”

“I’m telling you she’s basically insane,” he said. “You should hear her voice.”

“I have.”

“And?”

“A little squirrelly, I guess,” I said.

He’d stopped eating.

“What’s wrong?” He said it gently, but in the way Spencer Tracy might try to say something gently. Sort of brusque and squinting at you. “Isn’t the Swede treating you well?”

“Norwegian. Yes, he is. There’s a fair amount of drama though. Matthew, the lead, is a nightmare. He has this intense flirtation with an intern in the office. She’s crazy about him. To the point of complete negligence. Meanwhile this girl Constance in wardrobe wants nothing to do with him. She says he cornered her. He got really close to her so she was forced back against the wall and said something to her. I can’t remember what, but it was aggressive and bizarre. Something like the things I would do to you if I weren’t married.”

“Has he hassled you?”

“No, of course not. I’m only fifteen years younger than him. I could be his mother.”

“Who is this guy?”

I said his full name.

“The costume girl, is she all right?”

“This is her first show. I think she’s upset. No, I don’t think she’s all right. She’s really shaky on set
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