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At the core of each person who reads this book is a band of unwavering light.

—Kurt Vonnegut Jr. 

Now name all the monsters you’ve killed,

Let’s name all the monsters you’ve killed.

—Jason Isbell
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FADE IN on a craftsman split into two units—four hundred and six square feet each—tucked into Franklin Hill, the neighborhood at the center of your notion of “making it.” The Hill is much like everything else in Hollywood: High culture tinged with artistic travesty. Gratuitousness flanked by poverty. Legend enmeshed with tenacious ideation. 

You sell ten liters of plasma, your ’91 Dodge Colt and TEAC record player, the diamond studs your late grandfather gifted you for your twelfth birthday. You default on your student loans and eat rice noodles and sriracha for three weeks. It only takes three weeks—$90 in application fees, a $50 credit check, $100 Westside Rentals subscription, first and last months’ rent, and a $150 non-refundable parking deposit.

$4,290 later, you call yourself a Los Angelina. 

“Bukowski drew a penis in our bathroom,” you boast to the first man you sleep with on the memory-foam futon. You cannot be more embarrassing in your pride as you reveal the pocket door and trace your finger around the fleshy sword like its victory is your own. You are suddenly a palimpsest of strangeness appropriated from strangeness.  

You quickly become part of the elite group of people who identify by intersections or freeway exits. “De Longpre and Hyperion” for East of La Brea locals. “101 and Vermont” for your contacts south of Wilshire. “134 and Los Feliz” for your free women’s clinic in Reseda. 

There is not much space to self-reflect in the shotgun kitchen, and you battle the nagging feeling that there will never be a place you can call home anymore. 

At night, you admire the city skyline to the south and imagine what it looked like in 1937 when the house was built. You’ve seen Chinatown. You know these hills were sprawling headstones above a city draped in desert’s darkness. You would have been able to trace Cassiopeia in the northern sky. You would have slipped into bed beneath the Paramour’s haunted glow.

The tenants upstairs are not married and keep their folding chairs stationed on the tarmac that extends over the garage below the house, which is an extension of your very unusable front lawn. You hear them fight and make up through the gossamer-thin floors more than a dozen times before the second rent check is due. By the third month, you hear nothing. Hot water pipes and deadbolts on occasion. 

You sleep with the man not long after, during the 2007 writers’ strike. The studios are paralyzed and the city is restless. It is the first time you see an uncircumcised penis. You are drunk enough to recite a few too many poems from Love Is a Dog from Hell. Between orgasms, he says he would not have pegged you for a Bukowski fan and attempts to guess your Meyers-Briggs type and rising sign. You are tempted to show him the pocket door, but then he discloses that he is an insurance broker who played lacrosse on a sports scholarship at Duke until he injured himself during rush week. This intensely ruins your fantasy, and you wish you’d never had a drink in your long, young life.

Three weeks later, he is climbing through your basement window. Two days into a cocaine bender and atomized by loneliness and desire, he perches at the edge of your bed and recites Billy Collins poems until you have to leave for work. The strike is over, you tell him. There is a lot of catching up to do. 

In the Styrofoam darkness of stage rehearsals, you realize you allowed his phone calls and text messages to go unanswered a little too long. You should have said something after he threatened to throw himself off the tarmac, after he misspelled your name for the tenth time. Walking out of your first full week back at the storyboards, you have your first real industry epiphany, and the thought of someone loving you becomes more claustrophobic than the four hundred and six square feet you still cannot call home.
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The day after they declare another war, Joe takes me to the river to show me how he talks to God. There is no water there, only a cement aqueduct filled with sand that soldiers like Joe have brought back with them over the years. We can’t see the base from here, and we can’t hear the touch-and-gos or feel the practice bombs and their controlled detonations, but we can smell fire and know which way smoke travels.

Joe strips first. Then me.

It’s easy. 

When Joe talks to God, there’s no kneeling. There’s no speaking in tongues or inquiry. Only time—vertical and threatening, collecting like a storm over the desert of the body. When Joe talks to God, desire supplies the breath, and touch forms the words. I am. I am. I am. I am. When Joe talks to God, I taste the faith of a man who has died more than once. I taste thirst and a softness that wasn’t there before. I become part of his circuitry, vectoring knowingly towards the light in the dark, all the while asking, “How, Joe—how has it gotten so dark?”

When Joe talks to God, I write gibberish in the shadow-cool sand and erase it with splayed palms. 

I’ve been taught to pray once before, at a church that rented space in an industrial park near the airfield in Miramar. We sat in folding chairs facing a raised platform flanked with artificial ferns and an overhead projector. The walls didn’t reach the ceiling because there was no ceiling, just exposed HVAC piping and an indiscriminate patchwork of fiberglass insulation and steel beams. I forget the players and the plot and the logistics, but I remember the heat and the labyrinthine silver pipes. I remember drywall and damp suits and the temperature of conversion. Open your mouth, the young pastor instructed, gathering my face into his large hands, and let the Word of God possess you. Prayer is possession, hallelujah. Prayer is exorcism, hallelujah. The exorcism of sin to make space for the Holy Ghost. I remember fire without smoke and how touch’s pleasure shamed me, this young pastor’s fingers opening and closing my jaw into anti-speech, animating me towards that holy language of tongues I never learned to speak.

When Joe talks to God, there is no humiliation.

After airstrikes and rogue missiles down the civilian planes and they declare another war, I am asleep and believe that, in spite of my husband’s long-ago death, morning will come and I will finally be saved. After airstrikes and rogue missiles down the civilian planes and they declare another war, Joe is awake and knows that, in spite of all that can be done to stop it, night will continue to fall and nothing will be spared. Joe reminds me of my husband, and I remind Joe of the armistice, at least that’s what we tell each other.  

There is no altar in the aqueduct, so we make one out of our folded clothing and other objects of worship. Keys, phones, wallets and sidearm. We tithe until there is nothing left to sacrifice, until it is just us and our reprieve. 

When Joe is finished talking to God, I call out His name. 

When I call out His name, an F-4 Phantom breaks the sound barrier. The clouds, so long threatening, release, clear the smoke as Joe pulls out of me, as he rises, covered in sand, nodding.
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When they release images of a black hole 55 million light years away in the constellation Virgo, it becomes clear that there is nothing left to discover, not even God. Infinity and the unobservable have finally been materialized by man. Confluence of excess now has a shape. Everything from before and everything that will come into being has a shape. All things now have a shape. 

I am thinking about the image of the black hole and contemplating what shape I might have while Berkeley fucks me from behind. Usually, I don’t think of anything when we have sex, and that’s the main reason I enjoy Berkeley. He empties my head of all the numbers and equations and algorithms; the to-do lists, grading, and endless schedules; the overwhelming boredom and nostalgia; the inimical and debilitating desire to be emptied. Over five months, I’ve discovered that the more we have sex, the emptier I become. The emptier I become, the harder it is to not want greater emptiness.

But now there is this black hole picture, and my head is full of its darkness and orange and imagined configurations of telescopes the size of the Earth. There’s this picture of a hole and everything that has disappeared into it, and it’s all I can think about when I’m prepping my students for the SAT; it’s all I can think about when David starts to talk about the baby; it’s all I can think about when Mom leaves messages about how much she misses Dad; and now, it’s all I can think about when I’m with Berkeley. Now, instead of reveling in hard-earned nothingness, I’m full of the emptiness of man’s sudden all-knowing. 

Berkeley moans, reaches for my breasts. “There’s something inside you that pulls me in—like gravity.”

I don’t like when Berkeley talks during sex, and it especially bothers me that he is thinking of physics when I’m thinking of physics. It bothers me that our fucking isn’t doing what it is supposed to do, that I’m still so full of thoughts and, now, fear of things known and Berkeley.

“That kind of gravity requires a lot of mass,” I say. “You’re saying I’m massive.”

Berkeley ponders this.

“You are massive,” he says. “Massively hot.”

At this point, he can’t orgasm fast enough. When he finishes, I’m no less agitated than I was before we took our clothes off and pressed our bodies together into that otherwise perfect symmetry we make. It’s a shape. We make a shape.

When I roll over to count the thirty-eight glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling—Berkeley’s age plus my additional two decades existing—there is little I can do to rationalize our biological maturity closer together. I cannot pretend—not even with my eyes closed—that this is a grown man’s bedroom. I’ve tried a million times to conjure scents of bergamot and tobacco, to envision a dressed-down, rational-minded room. But teenaged chaos, stacked in unlaundered piles by the locked bedroom door, is so real it is impossible to unimagine.

Berkeley crosses the room, still nude, and jumps back into the Fortnite battle he was playing when I arrived twenty minutes ago. But something is wrong. My sight is dim, as if I’ve been staring at some bright thing for too long. I blink a few times. Stretch my lids. 

“Rub your eyes,” my father would say. “You’ll activate the phosphenes in the retinas. You’ll trick your eyes into seeing light.” I close my eyes and gently press outwards. Under the pressure of my fingers, orange and white flashes materialize, first into fireflies, then into organized galaxies and constellations—Corvus, Leo, Virgo. I open my eyes and wait for the light impressions to fade, but they don’t. The darkness is less pronounced, but it is still there. 

Berkeley makes no move to address me as I stand and gather my things from his floor. I catch a glimpse of myself in his bedroom mirror—confirm that my breasts are still there.

“I have to go.” I pull my slacks up over my hips. 

“What?” Berkeley says, but he isn’t looking at me. He’s navigating his avatar through the obstacles of an epic battlescape. Before I close the bedroom door, I take him in for a moment, entranced by the way he manipulates the controller, certain this is the beginning of the end.

❖

Berkeley started out as an A student who quickly mastered the six trigonometric functions and their reciprocals, the unit circle, and the quotient and Pythagorean identities. That’s where the genius stopped. In calculus, he couldn’t translate the identities he had mastered, couldn’t practicalize them. Most people learn the opposite way—they require real-world application to understand the identities themselves. His ability to comprehend functions in abstract, without practical application, is remarkable. How logarithms and vectors make more sense to him in the conceptual universe than in actual satellite navigation or architecture is beyond my understanding. Maybe that’s part of what attracted me at first—I mean, if I were to even try to explain why I chose him to be the weapon that would destroy my life.

Once we transitioned into real-world problem solving, Berkeley began his sharp descent into the academic abyss. He stopped raising his hand. He migrated to the back of the classroom. He slipped into academic probation. To carry that kind of potential around without being able to use it. I felt sorry for him.

This was before they took the picture and there were still things without a shape. I can’t use what happened afterward as an excuse. We were already having sex. We’d started having sex somewhere between the “evaluating expressions” and “simplifying expressions” units, which is only coincidental now that I remember it. 

Then came the black hole and the prophecies and the sleeplessness. 

David. 

The baby. 

David wanting the baby. 

Me wanting David. 

Me agreeing to have the baby. Me wanting the end of the world to come so we could all start everything over, so we could be just the right amount of empty to want to live.

❖

One week after they capture the image of the black hole, the end-of-times prophecies begin. In the long history of apocalyptic pronouncements, this is the first time the end calculations have come from physicists and statisticians and cryptographers. No Harold Camping numerology or Club of Rome AI predictions. True to the Post-Enlightenment obsession with fact, the general public bows to expert consensus. Bona fide Nobel laureates and Cal Tech academics evangelize the public through their keyboards, stoke the collective mania with their myriad Twitter handles. It becomes clear that seeing into the unseeable is not enough—meaning must be extracted from that which defies previously inarguable universal laws. 

These men and women see things in the hole. Things we cannot see with eyes but can deduce through subatomic asymmetries and quantum-level entanglement. They swear by this science, by this empirical vision. We have very little time, perhaps just over a year. Someone on some obscure blog calls this remaining year “the year of the monster,” and something about that description makes me feel less lonely in my transgression.

Two days after conspiracy theories possess every media interface, I have a dream that is not a dream but a memory in sensory montage. It begins with ginger hair and mesh shorts and shoulders bending down. Pale hands fingering darkness for something darker. A dance in awkward

steps, smudged cement floors, the green Sequoia unlocked, 

the adjacent parking space empty. 

Night air rolls in off acres of damp farm. Metallic garage smells bloom at once—

hose water, old cardboard, some fabric softener.  

We climb inside. Close the door. 

The smoothest skin in the world takes me under, seizes my mouth. Until I’m drowning 

in smooth. Until my wedding ring cuts 

into smoothness, creates a tunnel that carries me 


to the void where I drop, 

weightless, careening euphorically through anti-gravity.

It’s like 

spelunking into rapture. 


On the other side of the dark space, there is more darkness. How he slips the key into the ignition, how he

shuts windows

places the hose in my mouth—


—I don’t know.


But the exhaust tastes familiar. 


Ancestral. Just right. 


The human part of me that is left behind mourns the moths throwing themselves against yellow garage light. 

The human part that is left behind can hear their thoraxes 

fup fup fup  fupping


over the running engine. 


The human part of me that is left behind can feel their biological desperation. Their near-deaths against plastic.

The human part of me can feel him finish inside of me, 


then

re-secure the hose

and tape my nostrils

using my own hands. 


The other part of me—the spelunking part—can feel, too. 


It feels a shape. 

It feels mass.

It feels itself becoming. 


❖

The Event Horizon Telescope’s picture of the black hole and the things I see inside of it keep me awake for weeks. 

I barely survive days in the classroom and spend my nights drifting in and out of consciousness in front of the television, preferring National Geographic documentaries about super tapeworms and other unlikely predators over news-broadcaster-turned-amateur-scientists attempting to debunk what they call “rogue theories attempting to incite mass hysteria.” 

Ten minutes into watching scientists inject otherwise eusocial ants with fungus that zombifies them, I reach for my phone. 

He picks up before the second ring. 

“Hey. What are you doing?”

“Watching a show about zombie ants.” 

“Wow. Cool.”

“No. It’s terrifying. This fungus is intelligent. It picks certain ants for zombification. The ones most equipped to complete the life cycle of the fungus. Ophiocordyceps. Ophio. Cordyc—It’s fucked up, Berke. They zombify these certain ants and kill the rest.”

“You want me to come over and watch it with you? I can be sneaky.”

The screen cuts to a color graphic of the inside of a zombie ant’s brain. The animation shows the zombie ant’s neuroactivity transform from green self-will to fungi-controlled red. My arm is shaking violently. I lie across the couch to keep from dropping the phone. 

“You okay?”

“When I was fourteen, I tried to almost kill myself.”

I hear Berkeley’s desk chair creak, the rapid fire of his videogame. 

“Almost?”

“Yeah.”

“How do you almost kill yourself?”

“Very carefully,” I say, suddenly wishing I hadn’t called. “I wanted to see if getting close to dying would make me want to live.”

“Okay.”

My vision darkens, so I roll over and focus on the glowing TV.

“My dad killed himself. And so I thought that if I attempted to almost die, I could trick my brain out of doing it for real. Because I figured that if my dad did it, I would probably do it, too.” 

“Hmm”—keystrokes punctuate breathing—“How did your dad do it?”

“He locked himself in his car in the garage. He rolled the windows up—”

“And then what?” 

“He died.”

“I’m sorry about that.”

A female entomologist appears on screen, presumably explaining something about the fungus, but with the sound muted, she could just as easily be telling a dirty joke.

“You know what, I’m lying,” I say. “It wasn’t almost.” 

A time-lapse montage shows the zombie ant carry out its fate by attaching to a leaf, collapsing, and then breaking open, allowing the zombie fungus to bloom from within the host body. Moments later, another fungus—a parasite fungus—attacks the zombie fungus stalk, and the whole organism dies. 

When the show cuts to commercial, the orange halo of what could be an event horizon begins to take shape in my periphery. I close my eyes and imagine axes and asymptotes and differentials. Berkeley doesn’t talk. Just continues to play his game, breathing soft, controlled breaths on the other end of the line.

“What are you playing?” 

“League of Legends.”

“When the end of the world comes, you’ll wish you spent less time playing video games.”

Berkeley laughs. “Is that why you can’t sleep? Oh, my god. You don’t believe that shit, do you? That’s just a bunch of old white guys trying to scare everyone into one big science experiment. Ridiculous. It’s bullshit.” 

Sometimes, Berkeley can become an anchor in an otherwise dangerous sea. Sometimes, he is like the hand of God pulling the plug, assuring I never overflow.  

“Are you coming to class tomorrow?” I ask. I’m throbbing, so painfully full.

“That depends.” I’ve finally got his attention.“Are we meeting up after?” 

❖

When there is too much of something, the fabric containing that something tears open. The contents disappear into the perforation, leak into nonexistence. For black holes, this thing is mass of infinite density—inescapable gravity. 

Not all black holes are the size of suns or weigh as much as a galaxy. Some are small, microscopic, atomic-sized holes. Some are the size of a freckle on the inner thigh.

I find my freckle-sized black hole when I’m showering one morning. I recognize it as a black hole not just because of the way light slips into it, like vespers into the ear of God, but because my obsoletions—redacted words, crumpled receipts, painfully abnegated touch and desire—start leaking out of it. Contrary to popular belief, things can reemerge from black holes. Even light. When something survives a black hole and is cast out of the dark matter’s inescapable grip, it is called “burping.” Black holes “burp” up all kinds of things, it seems, and mine is burping up evidence of Berkeley and my unforgivable wrongdoings. 

I try concealing the hole with a Band-Aid, but it’s sucked right in. After some digging through bathroom drawers, I find a compression bandage that I can get to wrap around my entire thigh three times. To make sure the thing stays in place, I do some lunges and squats, a few jumping jacks. Once I’m convinced that I have my black hole under control, I get dressed and head to the school.

❖

Berkeley leaves a note on my desk before going to the cafeteria. I have some idea of what it is going to say before I read it. Following a few gratuitous sentences describing our last encounter in his father’s tool shed, he drops the anvil. He’s not applying out of state. He wants to stay local. Gettysburg. Dickinson. Shippensburg. Temple...Scranton, maybe? He can’t leave me. Not now. 

He’s got feelings. He’s confused. He tells me he gets sick to his stomach every time he thinks about making love to me. He gets sick to his stomach every time he thinks about not making love to me. He’s just plain
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