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Company

There’s a tap at the door—too soft to be called a knock. The Equity and Inclusion meeting is ending, so I jab the LEAVE button as I smile and wave: Goodbye!

My legs have stiffened in the sitting position. It’s still early, but already getting purple out there. The tall hedge my father planted outside the front window years ago renders winter-dark my at-home work corner.

I crack the front door to reveal an old man with a drooping mustache. Beside him is a pony, brown and white. A horseshoe of synthetic red roses hangs from the pony’s neck. On a strap around the man’s own neck hangs a camera. His eyes are lugubrious.

“Are you serious?” I say.

“Old fashioned, I know,” he says. “We live not far from here. Around from the liquor store. Are there any . . . children in the home?” It turns out he’s making a little money taking Polaroid photos of neighborhood kids atop his tiny horse. I am old enough to remember such photographers, such businesses. Very long ago.

“No kids. But I grew up in this neighborhood,” I say.

The block has changed. There used to be a lot of pride here. Now it’s all burnt lawns, cracked stucco, and steel security doors. The palm trees seem drained of their life force. “This was my parents’ place,” I say. I don’t add, And now I’m back.

“Madam, I can see you’re otherwise engaged . . .” His sad eyes take in my eyeliner, my blouse and earrings, my sweats and bare feet. His jacket is thin. Door-to-door photos? Failure lives behind those eyes. He’s not even making a pitch.

His little horse shifts and blinks. “She’s thirsty, you see,” he says at last. To demonstrate, the man lifts the horse’s upper lip. He presses gently on her gum near the upper teeth. “The pink should return more quickly than this.”

“You could have just asked for water,” I say. I have never been this close to a horse. Their giant eyeballs have always unnerved me. “Hang on.” In the kitchen, I fill a cereal bowl with tap water. When I return, the man and the horse are in my living room, standing in front of the Christmas tree. The little horse nuzzles fallen pine needles.

“She sure seems to enjoy that water,” I say as we watch her drink. These two are the first living things in here all year, other than me and last summer’s mosquitos. I discreetly inhale, trying to find the man’s scent. English Leather?

“This old girl and me, we’re best friends,” he is saying. His voice is felty. “We take care of each other.” Tears spring to my eyes and I squeeze them back in.

The horse finishes her water and I take them on a tour of the house. That’s what people do now, isn’t it? Give tours of their houses when people come over? I don’t remember anyone doing that when I was growing up.

The man nods and murmurs appreciation for my spare rooms, one of which still houses my father’s home bar with its unlit Hamm’s and Olympia beer lights. I created a decoupage sign for him when I was twelve: magazine-ripped images of a naked flapper, a fanned-out royal flush, and a bottle of Hennessy. Above the pictures, I stenciled, “What’s Your Pleasure?” The other guest room is just my mother’s Hammond Solovox organ, coated with a thin layer of dust I haven’t noticed before.

“Well, I have a meeting,” I say, and I hear in my voice the regret that our visit is ending so soon. The old man says cheerfully that they’ll see themselves out. It really was good, the normalcy of having someone in here. I turn my office chair around so I’m riding it cowgirl style. That feels off, so I remove my underpants and sweats and try again. I must have the time wrong for the meeting because the camera returns only my own face, looking pallid. I sit there breathing in my square. I utilize a feature that adds coral lipstick to my mouth, and prettily shaped brows above my glasses. But I see now that when I move my head, the simulated lips and brows drift fractionally behind.

When I hit LEAVE, I worry I’ll find a mound of horse droppings in the vestibule, or the front door yawning wide. Instead, the living room is neat as always. The only trace of them is a Polaroid photo of the man and the horse. The man is waving and smiling. I sniff the air hard for English Leather but detect no trace. The old-fashioned scent would have been company of a sort.

In the bathroom, I climb onto the sink, press my face close to the mirror. I manually lift my lip. I jab with my pointer finger the upper gum, watching the color recede and fill. White then pink then white then pink.
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Orange, Yellow, and Black

​OR

​​Everything is Archie
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My kid brother Junior and I meet Archie and his pals in our cousins’ pink-walled bedroom. Every Thanksgiving and Easter, we meet them again. Our cousins have a subscription. In the past, these cousins have told me and Junior jokes we do not understand. Now we have caught up, but our cousin-ly roles are already fixed. 

Downstairs a regulation-size pool table awaits, covered in plywood and orange plastic tablecloths. Soon, the women and we kids will sit down to Thanksgiving dinner. The men will eat from TV trays in front of the game. 

I am too old for Archie comics. I don’t care. I feel the comic strip characters have wisdom to impart about my failed attempts at friendship. Yellow-haired Betty is like no one I have ever known: wholesome in gingham and shorts. She smells of vanilla and clean sweat. Black-haired Veronica, on the other hand, is like the Mean Carries at school. Nobody is rich in San Pedro, but strata exist and are never forgotten.

Veronica thinks love can be bought with money. The more you have, the better you are. She passes along her old clothes to Betty, who takes them politely but never wears them. Like the bags of clothes my mom insists on bringing here to our aunt’s house, on these visits.

Sweet Betty is baking, her unmanicured toes in pink house shoes that bear no imprint of her feet. Meanwhile, Veronica’s across town between the sheets at Archie’s, insulting the meager thread count, Archie’s no-name track shoes, the cry he emits when he cums. Like Betty, Archie is wary about taking what he is given.
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Atop the springy cloud, Jughead sits too close. It’s just another way he communicates. Since Jughead is almost always eating, he’s a man of few words. Also, he is a leaner. Archie has long accepted that his old friend means nothing by this. Jughead’s trademark porkpie hat has fallen a mile below them. His black hair is plastered to his head. Jughead is motivated by food, so Archie suspected his Groupon for cloud tasting would go over well with his old friend. He was right. The two finish their cloud samples, each lost in thought. 

There is a television commercial for perfume. The claim is that the scent interacts with each and every woman, resulting in a completely unique scent. “Alls I’m saying is,” Archie says, “Betty and Veronica probably taste different. Down there. Hand to God, I aim to find out.” 

“Betty?” Jugheads says at last. “Graham crackers. Tuna salad on toasted white.” The besotted redhead catches a whiff of his friend’s own musky scent. He shifts to hide his full body buzz.

“And Veronica?” Archie’s voice cracks on the second syllable. 

Jughead performs a chef kiss, then distracted, starts to lick his fingers. 

The server brings the second tasting, more cirrus than cumulous. Purple, with lightning inside. This sample tastes of darker things. Archie thinks about the smell of his parents’ bedroom on the weekends when his mother makes the bed carelessly or not at all. In his father’s nightstand drawer is a small tub of Vaseline with a finger trough in the center. Sometimes after lunch, his orange-headed dad will say, “Come up and visit me, Momma,” and his mother will duck her head and follow him up the stairs, leaving Archie to clear the table. On these afternoons, Martin Denny music seeps from under their door. 

“Veronica?” Archie repeats, louder this time. 

“Black cherry and fertilizer,” Jughead answers, holding Archie’s gaze with mock intensity until Archie cracks up, wishing he could trace Jughead’s thin lips with his finger.
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“Ants’ brains are in their bottoms!” Betty says after she and Archie are settled in the blue velvet theater seats. It’s the poor people theater: 99 cents for all shows before 3 PM. They are the only ones so far, but it’s early. There is so much to appreciate about Betty. Her bare arms, with their faint spray of freckles; nothing like Archie’s copper constellations. The way she leaves baked goods on his porch at night. She signals him by drumming her fingertips on his bedroom window before righting her bike and pumping home down the tree-lined street. 

Archie agitates the popcorn tub in invitation and Betty shakes her head. She is dieting again. In any case, Betty is a cheap date, always suggesting this second run theater in the dying Riverdale mall, which the chain stores have all fled. 

“Did you say ants?” he says to be polite. She probably has it wrong. 

The theater is filling up fast. Mostly it is weary parents and their kids. Archie begins counting down backward by 100. When he reaches 49, the lights dim. Archie employs the same move he always does with the sweet blonde. Slides his palm into the opening of her checked blouse, gliding toward her pumping heart.

He does this because it is expected. In fact, Archie is hopelessly in love with his old friend Jughead. It is 1978. But like my brother Junior, Archie knows it is simply not safe to admit this. 

An hour after our last high school final, Junior moves from San Pedro to San Francisco. He takes only a duffel bag, which he carries on his lap on the train. He wears a fedora hat. He is sixteen years old. 

In San Pedro, Junior has been cornered and beaten up at least once. Another time, the Christian kids told me they wanted to talk to me about something very serious and then informed me they were concerned that my brother “might be attracted to males.” They didn’t want him to go to hell, they explained. I told them to move out of my fucking airspace. 

Today Junior accepts their friend requests on social media with no hard feelings. I am not a big enough person to do this. I began marrying early and often. Moved a thousand miles away, then 3,000. Changed my name, my address, my hair color—orange, yellow, and black.

Gone Baby Gone

Arthur and I are lucky. A client of mine on 110th and Broadway—I clean houses—had a family thing and needed to leave the country for a few months. Arthur and I could stay.

It’s late morning. The door buzzer sounds and Arthur springs up. His old friend, Joey Chestnut. What we know so far is that Joey’s gotten clean, or at least a lot cleaner than the last time we saw him. He has a lady now. Maybe she’s a calming influence. Now Arthur and Joey are going on a fishing weekend. They’re traveling light because just yesterday Arthur’s Pacer was towed.

Aw, Jesus.

Aw, Jeez.

This is their Staten Island greeting. Shoulders are smacked. I say hey. Joey’s put on weight. This is good.

You want coffee? I say, and Joey says definitely.

Where’s this woman you made up? Arthur asks, and Joey says she’s downstairs with her friend.

From the kitchenette I can look down and see. Sure enough, there are two women on the sidewalk in front of the stoop on the basketball court side, smoking. They’re both wearing fur-collared coats and platform shoes. Okay, so she’s real.

If it weren’t for my client needing to leave the country, I don’t know where we’d be staying right now, because of all the mess Arthur caused at our old building. My client said we’ve got to keep our noses down, avoid the other neighbors, and above all do not call the super for any reason.

So far, it has gone great. My client’s not a richie. Part of her disability payment provides house cleaning. I don’t know where she gets the rest of her money. I mind my business. I have friends who get high with their clients. Eat with them. Not me.

—the best thing that ever happened to me, Joey is saying. You know where I was at after high school.

Arthur murmurs something supportive. And then Joey is saying he’s really gotten his shit together and alls he brought for the whole weekend is chicken tranquilizers and a handle of Wild Turkey. It’ll be like the old days.

Now Joey is laughing—he actually pronounces the words hee hee hee—about our heavy door and our various locks. I guess he thinks this is our apartment.

Oh, this place is a regular Fort Knox, Arthur says. Self-important with his thick mustache and mutton chops. The river and Columbia are easy walking distance, he adds. St. John’s, too.

A real lord of the manor, I think but do not say.

Joey steps back into the hall, where he’s left his bag and the fishing rods. The door closes behind him with its heavy click. I’m always worried about locking myself out. We only have one key.

So, what do you think? I ask Arthur, and he says he thinks it’ll be okay.

What about those girls? They’d better not be coming with.

Nah, they’re just with Joey. They’re with Joey. Accompanied him here, is all. And I can hear now that the girls have come upstairs. Someone must’ve let them in. They’re talking fast and their voices bounce against the enameled walls. I can’t make anything out.

Arthur makes a big thing of taking my chin in his hand and tipping my face up to his for a kiss. He tries to hike my skirt up, but I’m wearing my quilted maxi and it’s a lot of fabric. I say Arthur’s gonna start pounding on the door and he says no he won’t. Arthur takes my chin and tips my face for a kiss. And then he’s hiking my skirt up. Oh, Arthur. The things he gets me to do. I step up onto the couch and sway strip-tease style, adding a dip to shuck my skirt and panties. Arthur throws them across the room. He’s kissing my tits and kissing my tits and it just lights me up; my whole body buzzes with want.

I say, Joey’s gonna start pounding and he says no he won’t and we’re kissing again. And I’m lying on the couch with my feet touching the floor when Arthur enters me with full urgency and oh. Oh. Then he’s finished, our bare chests, our rib cages, pressed together. I taste the salt of his face. He pushes up, dips to kiss my neck saying thank you thank you thank you. I belong to this man. Oh, Arthur.

I wash the coffee cups and the pot, thinking about a job I have at three, a gay couple in the village. I switch on WNEW and it’s Patti Smith, a girl singer from New Jersey. If Arthur were here, he’d say turn that shit off.

That’s when I hear it: the next-door neighbor lady screaming: she’s been robbed. I run out to the hall and she’s there with her laundry from the basement machines, and she’s telling me she propped the door with a matchbook and down in the laundry all of five minutes. And it hits me: those girls are thieves and I’m good and locked out barefoot in just my maxi skirt. Arthur’s gone baby gone, already hurtling on the sweltering A to Jesus knows where and the neighbor lady comes out with her baby which she left sleeping in his bassinet and she’s saying thank God. Thank you thank you thank you.

Hot Dogs

They were sweethearts. I was the interloper. Swan diving into their 4th of July barbeque. They knew I’d never learned to drive but hadn’t offered a ride. Vitalized by two Bloody Marys, I’d called a cab. Walked into the Baldwin Hills mock-Tudor without knocking. Strode up to the groom in my fitted retro sundress and punched him on the arm. “I came for the celebs!” I cried, and I saw the bride cringe.

The newlyweds were playing at being settled and rich. The guy was an ex of mine. He’d availed himself of my instability, then took a powder when things got deep. He moved to Los Angeles. A year later, I pretended to have gotten a job here. Lulled him with fake normalcy. He and his new girl met me for dinner in West Hollywood and I’d gotten out without drinking, crying, or slandering anyone.

The now-wife’s mother was a film reviewer for the Times. She was out of town leading a writers’ retreat in an ice hotel somewhere.

I’d said that bit about celebs to be funny, since the guests had clearly left. But no; here one came, milky shoulders covered with a wrap. She was not the celebrity I’d come for. That one was shooting a movie with Harrison Ford.

“Bonnie? She had an early call,” the groom said. Her name felt great in his mouth, I could tell. What a marvelous life he and his wife and mother-in-law were going to have.

The other celeb, the one who wasn’t well known then but is very much so now, sat in the shade. She would only talk with the bride. The groom said to help myself to one of his mother-in-law’s suits. I went inside, first stopping in the kitchen for two Coronas, which I drank bouncing on my rear on the mother-in-law’s bed.

I found a black suit, very Bain du Soleil. Grabbed another beer on my way out. The celeb had vanished. The sun oozed down behind the backyard fence. The groom was playing “Taps” on a plastic recorder. I loved how boring he’d been. Boxes of sparklers sat on the main table’s edge: they’d clearly hoped for their guests to stay longer. The bride’s shoulders and arms rested on the pool’s edge while her pale legs paddled.

“You skinny dip here?” I hollered over the sound of
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