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Dear Reader,

 

The Best American series is the premier annual showcase for the country’s finest short fiction and nonfiction. This special edition contains selections from the following editions:

 


  The Best American Short Stories 2017



  The Best American Essays 2017



  The Best American Mystery Stories 2017



  The Best American Nonrequired Reading 2017



  The Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy 2017



  The Best American Travel Writing 2017



  The Best American Science and Nature Writing 2017



  The Best American Sports Writing 2017


 

Each volume’s series editor selects notable works from hundreds of magazines, journals, and websites. The special guest editor then chooses the best twenty or so pieces to publish. This unique system has made the Best American series the most respected—and most popular—of its kind.

 

I hope you enjoy the brilliant writing presented within this special edition and I invite you to delve further into the individual works.

 

BRUCE NICHOLS

SVP, Publisher

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt
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  FIONA MAAZEL


Let’s Go to the Videotape

FROM Harper’s Magazine

 

 

The finalists were him and some other people, but really there was just him. Him filming his boy, who was riding a bike for the first time. A red-and-blue Spider-Man one-speed with plastic webbing and Spidey graphics arrayed along the frame. The bike had been this year’s Christmas surprise because Gus was five and not so much depressed as departed from faith that the universe doled out her favors equitably. He was, in this way, easy to impress but hard to parent, which often felt to Nick like trying to grow a happy boy in the soil of their misfortune.

Who doesn’t film his kid experiencing a threshold moment? It was bittersweet, really. Of course it was. Gus pedaling away on his own, newly aware of his autonomy, which contravened everything Nick had taught him by force of grief, the bond between them fortified by the loss of Nick’s wife—Gus’s mom—three years ago in a car accident that was still being litigated today.

And so, the film. Possibly the winner of America’s Funniest Home Videos, on which was: Gus wobbling along on his bike, insisting his father not let go, as Nick gripped an iPhone that actually corrected for the tremble in his hand as he did let go, despite the screaming woman who’d taken up residence in his heart the instant his wife died—her name was Dread—and Gus, whose fear turned to joy when he realized he wasn’t falling, on the contrary he was flying. There was, also, a hint of the disconnect that afflicts people who are filming an event instead of participating in it, so that even as Gus’s tire snagged on a rock and he vaulted over the handlebars; as his helmet, which was too big, came down over his eyes like the curtain at show’s end; as he popped out of the bush where he had landed and turned around several times because he could not see; as he cried out to his father, Nick beheld this spectacle at a distance, and continued to film.

Later, when they watched the clip at home, they agreed Gus had been pretty scared but also that it was pretty funny. He looked like one of those animals with its head trapped in a bag. Cue the circus music and probably Nick’s friends would be amused.

They were. The next morning, six emailed back saying: Hilarious. Also: That kid. And: I forwarded this to my sister who teaches kindergarten, and even she thought it was a riot. By day’s end, it had been posted online, subtitled humorously, and had more than five thousand views.

The studio was warm. Sweat dribbled down the host’s neck, which someone kept blotting with a paper towel. He two-stepped across the room and worked his face into expressions of mirth. When he smiled, you could see his molars and caps. The audience sat on padded bleachers arranged as if someone had tossed them there. Ten grand, the host was saying, because that was the top prize for the night.

“Shoo-in,” Nick whispered, and poked Gus in the ribs.

“Too tight,” Gus said, and yanked at his chinos. The audience had been told to dress business casual, which had Nick stuffing Gus into last year’s pants and polo, looking at the result and thinking: big picture. He would leave the superlative fashion sense to double-parent families and focus, instead, on celebrating his son with five million other Americans.

He pointed at the screen. The first finalist had a walrus rolled on its back like spilled pudding and an animal trainer nudging it in the gut with her foot. The voice-over said, “Yeah? Then you do ten sit-ups for a lousy piece of fish.” The audience clapped. Second finalist: an older woman making popcorn who took a kernel in the eye. The voice-over said, “Glasses, Granny. The better to seeeeee you with.” The audience clapped. The man sitting next to Gus let out a hacking laugh, and said, “So true.”

“We’re up,” Nick said.

Gus pulled at his collar. This morning he had asked Nick if the show was really a good idea because one of the kids at school had seen the video online and called him a tard, but Nick, who’d been bullied for stuff like poorly apportioned facial hair in high school, knew that kids who wanted to harass his son would find a way, video or not.

“You’re my special guy,” he’d said. “And after tonight, everyone will know it.” Which probably had not mollified Gus, but which had filled Nick with the kind of anticipation he hadn’t felt since his second date with his wife. Before she’d been his wife, though already he could predict their future. Or some of it, anyway: They got married; they had Gus. And after, when Nick took stock of things, he found himself happy to a degree of hubris that attracts wrath the way an especially bright flower attracts a bee.

Subdural hematoma is what the doctors had said. Blunt-force trauma. Nick had been rear-ended by a car doing forty. His seat had lurched forward, then back, which slammed his head into his wife’s, who’d been sitting behind him to coddle Gus because Gus got carsick. Weak seats, the industry had said. Regulated poorly. Under the speed limit, the other driver had said. It wasn’t clear who had been to blame, but the blame was out there waiting for the law to assign it.

Not long after the accident, Gus had developed a speech impediment. A kind of nasal approach to language Nick barely even noticed anymore, but which the producers thought might ruin their film’s big moment. So at 10.4 seconds in, when Gus rose up from the bush, pumping his arms like a newborn bird, and saying, almost yelling, “Daddy, am I okay?” the question was printed at the bottom of the screen in a cartoon font. The voice-over said, “Ahhh, the big questions.”

Nick snickered and clapped Gus on the back. And when the audience laughed with more vigor than before, Nick said, “See?” and he beamed—less with pride than relief. Because the hardest part of being a single parent wasn’t the logistics or even the exhaustion, but just the solitude of having no one to share his son’s life with. The day after his wife died, Gus picked up a pink crayon and drew a circle for the first time. Nick had been so proud, though there was nothing sui generis about the circle or the precocious timing of its drawing. But who could he tell besides his wife? Who would care beyond his friends, whose care was dutiful at best? My boy just used a fork! Used the potty! Zipped his jacket! All these moments relished, extolled, and filed away in a vault of memories no one else would open. When Nick was feeling extra grim, he wondered if these memories were even safe with him as their only safeguard. He was bad with names and faces and recently had a meeting with several lawyers, one of whom he mistook for opposing counsel because he hadn’t remembered spending a half-hour with the man just two months earlier. So it was possible all the milestones Gus had jumped would actually be forgotten and in this way erased from the human script being written every second by every person on earth.

The show was almost over, time for the host to announce the results. Third place: “The Lazy Walrus.” No surprise there. First place (Nick crossed his fingers in his lap, embarrassed that he should care so much): “The Existential Biker”! Sent in by Nick and Gus Slocombe from Providence, Rhode Island. Nick threw up his arms. Gus put his palms together, but if he’d meant to part them again, no one could say because the host was on them in seconds, shaking Gus’s hand and saying congratulations. And, “How’s the bike riding going?” Nick went a little pale. He hadn’t known they’d be interviewed, and certainly not that the questions would be directed at Gus.

“I didn’t catch that,” the host said.

“Haven’t tried,” Gus mumbled.

“Well then!” the host said. “What are you going to do with the money?”

Nick shrugged. He hadn’t really thought about the money. “Pay down some lawyer bills, I guess.”

“Well then!” the host said. “How about this father-and-son team.”

 

The morning after the show aired, Nick’s inbox was full. He had 257 friends on Facebook and, overnight, 4,478 new friend requests. His timeline flowered with posts, half from women wondering where Gus’s mom was in all this. After she died, Nick had shied away from joining any support groups because they contrived relationships among people whose only shared interest was grief. He knew some of his resistance issued from ego and pride but that some of it was rooted in real suspicion of the premise that a shared problem is a problem improved, no matter whom you’re sharing it with. He’d have shared any problem with his wife, but that was because her bona fides had been tested and proven. After she was gone, he found himself unwilling to entrust his hurt to anyone but her. But now he was replying to these inquiries with the story of her death, and within a few minutes, he’d been added or invited to multiple groups having to do with widowhood and single parenting and dating as a single parent and head trauma and, by extension, a group advocating better helmets for high school football players.

By the time Gus woke up, Nick had shucked many parts of his inner life and plated them with words he’d never spoken to his friends, let alone put out for public consumption, until it was no wonder his was a hugely appetizing page, not to mention his YouTube channel, where people had come to check out his other videos because “The Existential Biker” was no longer his to air.

Gus shuffled into the kitchen in his pajamas.

“Why aren’t you dressed?” Nick said. “Bus’ll be here in twenty minutes.”

“I’m itchy,” Gus said, and lifted up his shirt.

“Cream’s in the cabinet,” Nick said. They’d been through this before. Anxiety rash is what that was. Best not to be indulged.

“But I don’t want to go,” Gus said. “Probably they all saw the show.”

“I hope so!” Nick said. “You won ten grand. How many of your friends can say that? Is there anything you want me to buy you?”

Gus trudged off to the bathroom.

 

Nick was a real estate agent. He’d been on the job for years but rarely delegated the menial stuff to the newer guys. He always ran his own open houses. Did his own showings. These were what kept the job fresh. The influx of people and their stories, which were always about running to or running from. Divorce, marriage, death of a child, birth of a child. Today he was showing a five-bedroom colonial for $1.8 million to a couple exiled from New York City who kept saying, “All this for one point eight?” He loved buyers from New York. They’d pay $1.8 million for a shoebox plus shoehorn and feel lucky for it.

Normally he liked to choreograph how his clients moved through a home—sequencing and narrative were the name of the game here—but today he was so distracted by his phone buzzing news of activity on his social media, he let them wander on their own.

“It works,” he said, when asked about the fireplace. “Baseboard,” he said, when asked about the heat. He thumbed the keypad on his phone, writing: Me, too! Like I have any idea how to collage.

The man tapped him on the shoulder. “I remember those days,” he said with a yawn.

Nick put his phone away. “Do you have any more questions about the house?”

The man looked up at the crown molding squared around the room. “When it felt like nothing else existed in the world but you and her. All I can say is: enjoy it.”

Nick shook his head, then smiled. Maybe the Internet really was his new girlfriend. “I was on TV last night,” he said. “Me and my boy. America’s Funniest Home Videos.”

“Yeah? ‘Unexpected foul-ups involving children’?” The man mimed air quotes.

Oh, right. Nick had almost forgotten. In addition to their skewed value judgments, his New York clients had also been so abraded by one another, they were never charitable, just mean. But Nick’s spirits were robust. “We won,” he said. “So lots of people are getting in touch.” And he held up his phone.

“Enjoy it,” the man said, though now his voice was less ominous than sincere.

Nick’s phone buzzed again, but this time he didn’t even try to be discreet. Just grinned and checked his messages and a voicemail he hadn’t noticed from his son’s school saying he had to come pick up him right away.

 

Gus’s lip was split down the middle. Swollen.

“Dad, what are you doing?” Nick positioned his phone and hit the record button. “Evidence,” he said. “I’m gonna nail those little shits.”

The way Gus had told it, he’d been surrounded by some of the older kids. “Am I okay?” they sneered, knocked him down, and said, “Guess not!”

“You’re taking karate,” Nick said. “And I’m buying you a BB gun. Two of them so you can leave one in your desk.”

“It’s okay,” Gus said. “Probably I deserved it. Think I cut one of them in line or something.”

“Almost done,” Nick said, and zoomed out to capture a look on his boy’s face that was pathos itself. Gus’s lower lip pushed out beyond the upper in a pout he could not help. “I can call their parents,” Nick said. “Of course. Now tell me again, what happened to you?”

“I fell,” Gus said.

Nick stopped recording. “Don’t you want me to help?” he said.

But Gus began to cry. And Nick knew he wouldn’t call anyone.

That night, he put him to bed with the same bear Gus had slept with every night since his mom died. A proxy mom is what it was, with ears shorn of their fur because Gus chewed on them in his sleep. Did he need a therapist? Nick often wondered if he could mitigate his son’s grief and hurt just by loving him or if his love would always be deficient for being compensatory.

Later, at the computer, he wrote: Thanks. My kid’s a looker, right? Because he’d uploaded the video of Gus’s busted lip, which had garnered 457 likes in five minutes. Ten minutes after that, someone had reposted it with a title that read: Oh, life. Nick had been added or invited to multiple groups having to do with parents of kids who were routinely bullied. He joined them all.


  I wouldn’t worry too much about that.



  Sounds like you’re doing an amazing job.



  Gus is lucky to have you.



  They all grow up despite us.



  I totally agree.



  Hang in there.


For the rest of the night, Nick gorged himself on the support offered up by Hajib Kumari and Stephanie Lustig, Joanna Schwartz and Jerry Stanwick. He was so touched all these people had taken the time to think about him and Gus, he stayed up late with his computer and woke up on the couch well after Gus had made his own breakfast and left for school.

Nick figured Gus must have been feeling sanguine about his prospects for the day, else he would not have left on his own. But he still felt badly and resolved to make it up to him at dinner. He was still mulling this over when the phone rang. It was his lawyer, which rarely boded well, except today was a different story. “They want to settle,” he said, without hello.

This was the car company. A monolith that probably controlled 40 percent of the market, was being sued every day, and whose lawyers on retainer cost more than Nick would earn in his lifetime.

“Settle?” He said the word like he didn’t know what it meant while picking up several Cheerios that were adrift on the couch. For a moment, he stopped hearing his lawyer as he realized with shame that Gus had taken his breakfast right next to him as he slept.

“Bad publicity,” the lawyer said. “People are hashtagging about Gus and your story and it’s gotten back to them. We should have done this years ago.”

“How much?”

“You can quit your day job, if that’s what you mean.”

Nick agreed to the terms, then went online to share the good news. He got a few likes. Shawnie Davis posted a picture of the sun cresting over the horizon at dawn.

 

“How’s my guy?” Nick said, and tousled Gus’s hair. “Sorry about this morning, but you shoulda woken me up!”

“You were tired,” Gus said. He put his backpack on the floor. It seemed heavier than a backpack should be for a five-year-old.

“Anything happen today?” Nick said. He’d already looked Gus over and surmised nothing had happened, which was what gave him the courage to ask.

“Mrs. Saffron said since everyone’s been talking about our movie, we should all make our own.”

“That’s great. You got any ideas? Maybe like a dinosaur movie or something?”

“Can I use your phone to make it?”

Nick flipped through everything on his phone and decided it was fine. “Let me know if you need anything,” he said as Gus went to his room.

When he hadn’t come out an hour later, Nick put his ear to the door. “Take twelve,” Gus said. So Nick backed away.

He microwaved them fish sticks for dinner but with a side of cheesy polenta he’d made thanks to a recipe posted by someone who thought maybe Nick needed some new ideas for how to nourish his kid. Gus said it was good, but he was obviously distracted and wanted only to return to his movie. Nick spent the evening online.

 

On Fridays, all the parents got a newsletter that recapped the week’s highlights. This week had been all about multimedia and the kids’ projects, so in the letter was a link to the school’s YouTube channel where all the videos had been posted. Nick decided to make an event of it. Gus was still at school, and Nick was taking the day off. Maybe he’d take every day off from now on. He hadn’t decided. He made some popcorn and cracked open a Dr Pepper. “Let’s go to the videotape!” he said and laughed. One of the kids had filmed his stuffed animals having a dance party. Another had filmed a tutorial about how to make a sandwich with one hand, since he was using the other to hold the phone. Gus’s video was seventh, but after watching four of the others Nick just skipped ahead. At first the picture was black because Gus had his finger over the camera, but then suddenly there he was, front and center. He was sitting on his bed, filming himself.

“I’m Gus,” he said. “I’m five.”

Nick felt his chest expand. He was so proud of his son and knew what a big step this was for him given how self-conscious he was about his speech. You could barely even detect the problem. Gus enunciated. Focused. Looked right at the camera and seemed to project a confidence that was less put on than newly acquired. Nick smiled. Maybe he really was doing something right. He could not possibly love this boy any more than he did already.

“Okay, lemme get my stuff,” Gus said, and moved out of the frame. And then: “Vroom! Vroom!” as he sped two Matchbox cars across his bedspread, which was checkered in pictures of cars from multiple decades. Nick had often overheard Gus yapping about the cars and had thought it wonderful that his son showed an interest in something age-appropriate because such things were telltale of a boy whose psyche was generally untrammeled by the grief galloping through their lives.

“This was our car,” Gus said, holding up a yellow 4×4. “You can’t see it, but there’s me, Mommy, and Daddy inside.”

Nick sat up so quickly he upended the bowl of popcorn on his lap.

“And this is the other car.” A VW Bug. Tiny in comparison. Harmless. Gus opened his arms, then crashed the cars into each other. Once and then many times, all without saying a word, which was somehow more ghastly than if he’d added sound effects. Then he got back in frame. “And that’s how my mom died,” he said.

Nick was shaking his head. His son had recorded a narrative he’d never shared with his father, and now the school had made it available to every parent at Grayson Elementary?

“I don’t remember much except I wasn’t feeling well so Mom had to sit in the back with me and now she’s dead and I’m not.”

Nick was on the phone to the school in seconds. He’d sue them too, if he had to. He felt like driving over there and strangling whoever answered. But the principal was contrite and reassured him they’d take the video down immediately and with apology. He’d signed a release at the beginning of the year, she said, but also: she understood. “I’m a single parent, too,” she added. He hung up. And then he refreshed the page every five seconds, during which intervals more and more people had commented on the video. Wasn’t the school’s site private? Who were these people? Gus needed counseling, they said. Gus was neglected. Gus was crying out for help.

Nick turned off the computer. But later, Ray Murtagh recommended a child psychiatrist renowned for treating orphaned children. And Caitlyn Donner posted links to studies about the positive effects of antidepressants on children. But then Heather Gonzales posted links to studies refuting other studies about the positive effects of antidepressants on children. Nick was grateful for the community and put off by the community, and wished with an aggression he had not felt in some time that his wife were here to relieve him of having to make all the decisions. How dare she have left him alone.

 

“What’s up, bud?” Nick said. Gus was back from soccer and limping slightly.

“I fell,” he said.

Nick eyed him skeptically.

“It’s soccer,” Gus said. Which was true.

“I made a Bolognese,” Nick said. “Like Hamburger Helper, but with eggplant and portobello mushrooms.”

He had intended to broach the subject of the film once they were at the table. “Romano or Parmesan?” he said.

Gus shrugged.

“What’s wrong?” Nick said.

“They took my movie down.”

Nick looked away, knowing instantly that he was going to lie about his part in this. “They did?” he said. “I saw it. It was great.”

“They didn’t think so,” Gus said. He’d skewered a mushroom with his fork and was using it to carve a path through the pasta.

“I’m sure that’s not it,” Nick said. “It was a good video. It’s how you feel. You’re sad about Mom. I am, too. Though of course you know it’s not your fault, right, bud? I mean, we’ve talked about this a lot.” Except they’d never talked about it, though Nick had always meant to.

Gus pulled out a flash drive from his pocket and spun it around.

“They said it wasn’t appropriate.”

“Do you know what appropriate means?”

“Sorta.”

By now, Nick had shrunk so low in his chair, it was a wonder he hadn’t actually moved at all. He wanted to strangle the principal all over again, though what he really wanted was just to know what to do. When he’d been a kid, it was all G.I. Joe and ThunderCats. And here was Gus with a flash drive. Nick held it up to the light as if examining a gemstone. So many decisions and judgment calls to be made about how to pass his son through a world that had evolved beyond his capacity to understand it.

“You are more than appropriate,” he said.

“Okay, Dad.”

“No, no,” Nick said. “I mean it. Come on,” and he went to his computer, where he popped in the drive, turned up the volume, and enlarged the movie.

Gus’s face took up the whole screen. He said: “I feel bad a lot of the time. I think about what if I didn’t get sick. Or if we were going to the store instead of the zoo. If my mom is out there like people say. If she misses me.”

Nick gripped the armrests of his chair. This was like looking into the well of Gus-related joys that had kept him afloat since his wife died but seeing now that those same joys had sunk his boy into self-recrimination and despair.

“See?” he said. “You’re amazing.” But now he was sinking, too. “I know,” he said. “How about we post this to my page? Would that make you feel better?”

Gus put his forehead on the desk.

But Nick had already hit upload. And watched the friends roll in.



  JESS WALTER


Famous Actor

FROM Tin House

 

 

I looked around the party: forty or so people clustered in threes and fours, pretending not to look at the Famous Actor (even here in Bend, we know not to go goony around celebrities), but no one went more than four or five seconds without stealing a glance at him. Nobody but me seemed to notice what his right elbow was up to.

After a few minutes, he stopped elbow-fucking me and turned so that we were face-to-face. It was weird staring into those pale blues, eyes I’d known for years, eyes I’d seen in, what, fifteen or sixteen movies, in a couple of seasons of TV, staring out from magazine covers. He muttered something I couldn’t quite hear.

I leaned in. “I’m sorry—what?”

“I said . . .” he bent in closer, so that his mouth was inches from my left ear “. . . the universe is an endless span of darkness occasionally broken by moments of unspeakable celestial violence.”

I was pretty sure that wasn’t what he’d said.

He laughed as if he recognized what an insane thing that was for someone to say. “You ever think shit like that at parties?”

I tend to think about crying at parties, or if someone might be trying to kill me. But I didn’t say that. I don’t very often say what I think.

“Hey,” he said, “this is going to sound like a line, but . . . do you maybe want to get out of here?”

He was right. It did sound like a line.

And I did want to get out of there.

“Okay,” I said.

I disliked him from the moment I decided to sleep with him.

 

In one of his first movies, Fire in the Hole, he plays a scared young soldier. I can’t even remember which war but it’s not Vietnam. It’s maybe one of the gulf wars, or Afghanistan, or something. It’s a truly awful movie, but somehow too earnest to really hate. Still, you know you’ve made a bad war movie when they don’t even show it on TNT. At the time he was cast, the Famous Actor was still known as the kid from the Disney Channel. I think the role in that war movie was supposed to launch him as an adult actor. But you got the sense that people watched the movie thinking, Wait, what’s the kid from The Terrific Todd Chronicles! doing carrying a rifle, for Christ’s sake. Still, I guess it did turn him into a real adult actor because he started doing more movies after that.

We made our way through the party. He didn’t ask how it was that I didn’t need to tell anyone that I was leaving. I was glad I didn’t have to explain that I wasn’t actually invited to the party.

There were a few people I knew outside and I wondered what they would say about him leaving with me. The Famous Actor climbed in the passenger seat of my Subaru. He sat on my makeup bag, held it up, then tossed it into the back seat. He had a small hiker’s backpack with him, which he sat at his feet. “Must be weird to go to a party in Bend, Oregon, and end up leaving with me,” he said.

I shrugged. “There’s always a party at that house. Everybody knows about it.”

“No, I didn’t mean the party. I just meant this probably wasn’t how you figured your Friday night would go.”

“This is my Wednesday,” I said. I explained that I had Mondays and Tuesdays off from the coffee shop, so I always thought of Fridays as my Wednesdays. He looked at me as if he couldn’t tell if I was crazy or if I was fucking with him. It’s hard to explain, but I can make myself distant, make my face as blank as possible.

“Huh, funny,” he said. He stared out the window as I drove. He hadn’t buckled his seat belt and my car bonged at him.

“You know that thing I said at the party—about the universe being an endless span of darkness? It was really a comment on how it gets old, everyone looking at you like you’re going to say something profound. Sometimes I play off that expectation by saying something totally crazy.” He laughed at himself. “You know?” My car bonged at him again.

When he dies in Fire in the Hole, you can tell it’s meant to be the emotional peak of the movie. The soldiers are walking through this destroyed city and a sniper’s bullet zips into the spot where his neck meets his chest, just above his body armor. He slaps at the wound like he’s been stung by a wasp, and only then does he seem to realize what’s happening to him. That he’s dying. It should be a profound moment. Those tuna-blue eyes get all wide and he frantically reaches around his back to feel whether the bullet has gone all the way through. His line is something like, Sarge! Did it go through? Did . . . it . . . go through? And then he just falls over. It’s hard to say what’s wrong with it, but it became one of those unintentional laugh lines. Like: Sure, war is hell, but it’s nothing compared to Terrific Todd’s acting.

He pulled a cigarette pack from his pocket. “You mind?” Natural Spirits. Naturally. I can’t remember the last time I dated a guy who didn’t smoke Natural Spirits. Every guy in Bend smokes them. He blew the smoke to the roof of the car, which answered by bonging at him again about his seat belt.

The Famous Actor explained that he’d been making a movie nearby—I knew this, of course; everyone knew they were filming a postapocalyptic movie called The Beats in the high desert, and we all knew the cast. Someone had told the Famous Actor that Bend was known for its rock-climbing, so he’d called a climbing guide and they’d gone bouldering that day. Then the guide invited him to the party.

I knew the dick-guide he’d called. Wayne Bolls. Wayne’s website is covered with pictures of celebrities he’s climbed with, like he’s some old New York dry cleaner. Starfucker Tours, we call it in Bend. We put the climber in climbing.

“It’s so great to get away from the bullshit,” he said. I guess the bullshit was Hollywood, and wealth and fame—pretty much everything that everyone else in the world completely craves. He took a long drag of that cigarette. “But hey, Bend’s a cool town, huh?”

I nodded. That’s the worst thing about Bend. Its coolness. That and its size, how everyone thinks they know you.

He picked a piece of tobacco off his tongue. “For me it’s just a treat to be around normal people.”

I made a noise that must’ve sounded like a laugh.

“What’s so funny?” He took another drag of his cigarette. “I’m serious.” He seemed genuinely hurt. “I don’t see why people have so much trouble believing that famous people just want to be normal.”

 

In his last movie, New Year’s Love Song, he is one of like a hundred celebrities paired off in parallel love stories. He was cast as the manager of a rock band that is doing a concert on New Year’s Day in New York. The band is supposed to be a modern-day Fleetwood Mac, I guess—two young guys and two young girls—but without the hard drugs or anything else that made Fleetwood Mac interesting. The cute singer is married to the drummer and, as the band’s tongue-tied manager, the Famous Actor needs to keep the press from finding out that they’re divorcing until after the concert—although they never really make it clear why that would matter. The singer is played by the girl from that Nickelodeon show You Can’t Fool Tara!—it was billed as a kind of Disney meets Nickelodeon thing; this was right after her whole sex-tape scandal, so the movie was meant to redeem her image or something. The movie ends with the Famous Actor’s band manager character stumbling out onstage in Rockefeller Plaza and telling the singer that he’s always loved her in front of, like, a jillion people. But here’s what I don’t get: Why do we find that romantic? Are men such liars that it’s a turn-on to have so many witnesses? It’s one of those movies that make you sad to be female, that make you want to stab yourself in the ovaries. It’s truly a hateful movie, but I was still teary at the end, in a completely involuntary way, the way crying babies are supposed to make women lactate. “I want to start every year from now on with you in my arms,” the Famous Actor says to the singer on the stage, in front of everyone in the world. There should be a German word for wanting to gouge out your own teary eyes.

“I like your apartment,” the Famous Actor said. He walked around like someone sizing up a hotel room. He ran his hand along the spines of the books on my shelf and crouched in front of my albums. “Vinyl,” he said. “Cool.” When he got to a band he approved of, he would say the name. “Love this old Beck. Ooh, Talking Heads. Nice. The New Pornographers. Yes.”

I put my keys on the kitchen table and looked through my mail. There was a late notice for a credit card bill, a late notice for a water bill, a solicitation for a fake college, and a postcard from my ex. The postcard showed some old 1960s tourist trap in Idaho called the Snake Pit. On the back he’d written, Expected to see you here. It’s this thing my ex and I have: we send each other old postcards with slights on them. I sent him one from Crater Lake on which I wrote: The second biggest a-hole in Oregon. We never really broke up; he just moved to Portland with his band. Not that we had this great relationship. He always said I needed help. I always said he was a pig who fucked any girl who would have him. But I’ll say this for him: he was not a liar. He told me all about it every time he strayed. He’d get back from some gig in Ashland or Eureka and say, “Dude, I got something to tell you.” After a while I’d get anxious even seeing his name on my phone because I thought he was going to tell me about some new girl he’d junked. But I couldn’t seem to break up with him. When he finally left for Portland I wasn’t sad, just more deadened, the way I get. Sometimes I think our real problem wasn’t his infidelity; it was his honesty.

I think we sent old postcards to say—Hey. Still here. I wondered if he’d be jealous if he saw who was in my apartment.

The Famous Actor plopped down on my couch. “It’s so great to just be in, like, a fucking apartment! Right? You know? A real place? With just, like . . . walls . . . and furniture and books and a TV and real posters and . . .” I wondered if he was going to name everything in my apartment, room by room: dresser, nightstand, alarm clock . . . toothbrush, antibacterial soap, Tampax . . .

I opened my fridge. “You want a drink?”

“I’m in recovery,” he said. “But you go ahead.” He held up his pack of Natural Spirits again. “This okay?” When I said it was, he lit up, took a deep pull of smoke, and let it go in the air. “No, this is really nice,” he said again. “Just what I needed.” He pulled a piece of tobacco off his tongue again. Or, actually, I suspect that he pretended to pull a piece of tobacco off his tongue. He leaned his head back onto the couch. “I just get so fucking tired of . . .”

But he couldn’t seem to think of what it was that made him so fucking tired.

 

In Amsterdam Deadly he plays a UN investigator who goes to The Hague to testify in the trial of a vicious African warlord. As soon as you see the cast you know he’s going to fall in love with the beautiful blond South African lawyer defending the warlord. The actress is that girl from My One True, and because she’s as American as Velveeta she got knocked pretty bad for her South African accent, which sounded like an Irish girl crossed with a Jamaican auctioneer. Still, she and the Famous Actor really do have chemistry. Watching that movie is like watching the two best-looking single people at a wedding reception; not a lot of drama about who’s going to fuck whom later. But if the romance in that movie is okay, the politics make no sense. The dialogue is like someone reading stories out of the New York Times. The Famous Actor has a speech near the end where he yells, “If the Security Council won’t pass this joint resolution then I will get these refugees across the border to the safe zone!” Not exactly Henry V. I think sometimes movies, like people, just try too hard.

We had straight missionary paint-by-numbers sex: some foreplay, exactly enough oral to get us both going, then he pulled a condom out of that backpack he carried and rolled it over his dick. It was ribbed, which I could see he believed was thoughtful of him. There was nothing weird or obsessive or porny about the sex. Or particularly memorable. First sex is always kind of awkward, though; you don’t yet know what the other person likes. Everything’s basically in the right place, but it doesn’t feel right, or it takes a minute to find.

First sex is like being in a stranger’s kitchen, trying all the drawers, looking for a spoon. There was one point where he was over me, his eyes closed, head back, weight on his arms like he was doing a pushup, and it was kind of weird—like, Oh, hey, look, Terrific Todd is boning someone. Oh wait, it’s me. But I shouldn’t make it sound like the sex was bad. It was fine. Really, the only disappointing thing was how much stomach fat the Famous Actor had—I mean, really, when you have that much money, how hard is it to do a few sit-ups? Of course that might have been intentional, too, part of his normalcy campaign.

Afterward, we were lying on my bed naked and he was smoking another Natural Spirit. He smoked so many I wanted to buy stock in it. “That was great,” he said. “And thanks for not taking a selfie or anything weird like that.”

I must’ve made a face like, Christ, are you kidding me?

He sat up. “Oh, you’d be surprised how often that happens. I know actors who have, like, a contract they have women sign before they’ll have sex.” He named two actors of his generation, both of whom had been in movies with him. “I mean, can you imagine?” he asked. “Making a woman sign a contract before you fuck?”

He offered me his cigarette. I took a small drag. Those organic cigarettes tasted a little like dog shit.

“That’s the part I really don’t think people get.” He picked another fake tobacco bit off his tongue. “You know? About fame? How dispiriting it is, how dehumanizing? It’s like you’re this . . . product. Right? I mean: I’m not some product. I’m a fuckin’ person.” He slapped his little intentional belly fat. “Right? Why can’t people understand I’m just a regular guy?”

“I think people understand that,” I said.

 

In Big Bro, he plays a guy in a fraternity whose older brother is a Wall Street trader who shows up after his divorce to act out some Animal House fantasies, only to find that frats now are full of serious students. The actor who plays the Wall Street brother had recently left Saturday Night Live and you can really tell the difference between someone used to making live audiences laugh and someone who falls into a giant birthday cake and reads lines like, “Oh boy! Here we go again!” to a Disney laugh track. Still, Big Bro was the Famous Actor’s breakout. It must’ve made $200 million and it’s watchable in part because the Famous Actor seems so easygoing and likeable in it (in other words, exactly like no fraternity guy ever, in the history of the world). People saw him differently after that. I think when an actor exudes such charm we assume the character must be close to his real self. But there’s no reason to think that: he could just as easily be the selfish loser who raids his senile dad’s retirement account in Forty Reasons for Dying, for instance. We really want to like people, even famous people.

It’s not really possible to sleep next to someone the first time you’ve had sex together. That’s something I’d like to take up with Hollywood if I ever get the chance: how they always cut from the kissing couple to them lying peacefully in bed postsex, snoozing with smiles on their faces. I’d like to grab some screenwriter by his ears: “Hey, you fuck a stranger and then try sleeping afterward!”

We were lying there on our backs, staring at the ceiling. He was smoking another cigarette. Our legs were touching.

“If you want me to go, I can call for a ride,” he said.

“Only if you want to,” I said.

“Cool,” he said. “Yeah, cool. I’ll stay. I like it here. It’s chill.”

I didn’t say anything.

He sniffed. “I think people would be surprised at how hard it is for someone like me to find a place where I can just . . . you know—be? Where there’s not some PA constantly buzzing around asking if I want a Sprite.”

“You want a Sprite?”

He laughed a little, took a pull of smoke, and when he started to reach for his mouth, I watched him closely. He looked like he was picking something off the end of his tongue again, but I’ll be damned if I saw any tobacco bits there. He looked right at me with those Pepsi-blue eyes.

“Sometimes I daydream about hiding out someplace like this. Just saying ‘Fuck you’ to the fake industry stuff and just dropping the fuck out. Not tell anyone either, just chill in Bend, Oregon, for a month, go out to breakfast, rock-climb, maybe get a bike, read poetry in the park, go to parties like last night, hang out with someone cool like you? Know what I mean?”

“Yes,” I said. I didn’t say the rest of what I was thinking, which was: Who doesn’t daydream of that, of not having a job or any worries, playing around all day, riding a bike and reading poetry and having sex? The difference is that most of us would fucking starve to death in a week.

I started to imagine the Famous Actor hanging around my apartment for the next month like some unwanted houseguest. A month becoming two, and three, him smoking forty cartons of organic cigarettes and never finishing that book of poetry he was supposedly reading, me coming home every day to Terrific Todd marveling still at all the normal shit in my normal apartment—dish soap, spatula, salt pig, can opener!—that band of fat around his middle getting bigger and realer all the time.

He leaned over, got his tennis shoe off the ground, put his cigarette out on its sole, and put the butt in the pocket of his jeans. Then he propped himself up on one elbow—the one that I had gotten to know so well earlier. “Hey, can I ask you a personal question?”

Look, I don’t mean to go all double-standard feminist—I mean, I wasn’t some victim; I’d fucked him, too—but that seemed like such a guy thing to say right then. Hey, remember a few minutes ago my dick was inside you? Well, now I was wondering if we could talk.

“Sure,” I said.

“It’s just . . . I can
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