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Introduction

Clay is gripping the wheel for no reason. He fingers a Valium then puts it back in the bottle. Goes to the movies and stares at the green exit signs instead of the screen. Looks for his friend Julian in almost every scene of the book but when he finds him and their eyes lock nothing happens, Julian drifts off.

Listening to his friends talk, Clay wonders if he slept with the person being discussed. Waiting for someone at a Du-Pars diner in Studio City, he wonders if the gift-wrapped boxes in the Christmas display on the counter are empty.

Many of the people his friends talk about are indistinguishable to Clay. His own two younger sisters are indistinguishable to him, mere symptoms of the decline of Western Civilization, baby vipers who ask their mom to turn up “Teenage Enema Nurses in Bondage” by the band Killer Pussy, who put a pet-store fish in the jacuzzi to watch it die, who assure Clay they can get their own cocaine, and get mad when he won’t stop to look at the burning wreckage of a car accident near a McDonald’s in Palm Springs in the middle of the night. The McDonald’s, anyhow, is closed due to a power outage from wind.

Clay’s repeating phrase, which is also the author’s, spoken out loud on page one by Clay’s girlfriend, Blair, as she gets on the freeway, is that people are afraid to merge.

“People are afraid to merge.”

“What makes Iago evil, some people ask. I never ask.”

If someone hasn’t already mapped Bret’s borrowed use of a Didion device, to build narrative harmony and compression off repeating melodies, or of Bret’s echo of her boom-bust West and the thematic menace of rattle-snakes and mudslides and Santa Ana winds, someone eventually will. What are the psychodynamics of influence? some people ask. I never ask. Influence is a door that is opened. Didion opened it. He walked through, wearing her scarf and sunglasses. But as Clay tells Blair, who has given him a scarf for Christmas and wants him to try it on, “Scarves usually fit all people.” One artist’s tricks in the hands of another, who understands how to use them, will produce something new.

Less Than Zero was originally published in 1985. Like many other young people, I read it that year, at age sixteen or seventeen. Its author would have been twenty or twenty-one. I have a distinct memory that when I got to the end, I threw my copy out a window. The effect of this book on me required a drastic measure, apparently. I had never been to Los Angeles. I had never read a book by this author (no one had—it was, of course, his first). I was upset that he’d foisted on me this bleak world of rich kids in Wayfarers, playing Centipede or visiting an evil pimp in a penthouse, gaping at a dead body left in an alley for them to nudge. I still had some growing up to do, some toughening. Not in life, but in my reading, in my ability to see the value of art that hurts me. The year before, I had run out of the cinema in the middle of Blood Simple by the Coen brothers. Literally fled up the aisle. But that movie and its sleazy ambiance touched me to the core.

What stayed with me from Less Than Zero was Clay’s loneliness. He is eighteen and home on winter break from his first semester of college, and there’s this sense of returning to a realm he has vacated, as if he is forced to see his own life from a new remove, like a person visiting the world after dying. People keep telling him he’s pale, and they mean it literally—he’s been back East, in New Hampshire—but his pale complexion has this other valence as well, that he’s a ghost, which is what allows him to see what the others cannot, to be affected by what leaves them so numb.

Rereading it now, Less Than Zero is much more comedic than I’d originally understood. This is not a surprise, considering that American Psycho is so subversively funny, not overtly comic, but with the deep shadows of a gag built into its core structure. Less Than Zero similarly has a deadpan irony baked into most of the scenes. The boys all have these lopped-off and ridiculous WASP names—Derf, Rip, Trent, Spin, Spit, Finn, Chuck, and of course Clay. Those concerned that Clay needs a tan are relying on a method that isn’t sun or creams or even pills, but instead a process of being dyed in some kind of chemical bath. (Perhaps someday, if not today, the bizarre ubiquity of fake tan will seem as ridiculous as when Bret had merely made it up.)

People are often drinking champagne, which has a tough job in this novel, a drink meant to bring a special-occasion vibe, an adult refinement, to dead dynamics among the bored and the young and the restless. Characters say things like, “What does she know? She lives in Calabasas for God’s sake.” Clay’s friend Trent laments, “I’m just so sick of dealing with people,” and while it seems grave and right for someone in the book to say this, it’s also wonderfully funny. I’m just so sick of dealing with people. Me too, Trent, me too.

Trent comments that his mom feels sorry for their maid, whose family was killed in El Salvador, but that his mom will fire the maid anyhow. At an awkward gathering with Clay’s recently divorced parents, his mother gazes absent-mindedly at the small Christmas tree that his father’s maid has decorated, a detail inlaid with just the right etching of acid. Rip goes into a rage in a video arcade, when they won’t make change and he has only hundred dollar bills.

There is casual destruction here and there, as dollops of mise-en-scène. Clay stares at a video of buildings being blown up in slow motion. A woman collapses on a sidewalk and no one seems to notice. A guy named Dimitri puts his hand through a glass window. “After taking him to some emergency room in some hospital,” Clay tells us, “we go to a coffee shop on Wilshire.” Trent tells Clay he had a dream where he saw the whole world melt.

Late in the book, as if exhibiting, finally, some tiny spark of life, Clay’s friend Alana says, “I think we’ve all lost some sort of feeling.” Just after, Rip comes to a similar conclusion. “I don’t have anything to lose,” he says mournfully.

The characters go to real places, like Ma Maison, and places that are not real but, on the fortieth anniversary of this novel, now, in 2025, uncannily right, such as “Trumps,” a restaurant to which Clay’s father pilots his new Ferrari. Also now, in 2025, Trent’s nightmare has partly come true: whole swaths of Los Angeles have been incinerated or washed away. There’s a feeling that we have now but not later, that beauty is fragile and fleeting, and that what happens to us is a portent of what’s to come for everyone. Dreaming that the world is melting has graduated from private concern, and metaphor, to here and now.

When I visited Los Angeles for the first time, in the late 1980s, not too long after reading Less Than Zero, it was June and the sky was leaden and gray from its famous seasonal marine layer. The city was a foreign planet to me, with none of the provincial wholesomeness of Northern California. It was Mars. I was with college friends. We snuck onto the grounds of the Beverly Hills Hotel and went into an empty bungalow whose door was weirdly ajar, like someone had left in a hurry. It was maybe four a.m. and there was champagne in a bucket, still cold. Food on a dining service cart, also cold.

On that same trip, I was on Melrose, walking behind a woman in a super-short miniskirt with very tan legs and teased bleached hair and a red leather jacket. She had the exact look of the people in the videos I’d seen on MTV, people like Dale Bozzio and Kim Wilde. The woman’s legs were smooth and thin and the color of caramel. If you’re from Northern California, people don’t look like that. Their skin is not tanned to that color. The woman stopped walking and turned to enter a store, and I saw that she had the face of a very old person. It was a shocking revelation, on account of the illogical contrast of her legs and hair and leather jacket under the gray June light. Like I was Jack Nicholson in the moment in The Shining when the beautiful young woman transforms, in his embrace, to a corpse.

“I want to go back,” Clay’s friend Daniel says on one of their many aimless nights, as they have a drink at the Polo Lounge of the Beverly Hills Hotel. “Where?” Clay asks. There’s a long pause and Daniel, fingering the sunglasses he’s wearing in the dark bar, says, “I don’t know. Just back.”

Julian, a beautiful hustler lost in the undertow of his pimp, is Clay’s childhood friend. Clay holds on to memories of the two of them playing soccer in fifth grade. Likewise, Clay’s wonder at whether there’s anything in the boxes in the Du-Pars Christmas display is some atavistic grip on childhood. His friends would all know that the boxes are empty. What makes Clay worth caring about is that he’s not sure.

Indeed, a surprisingly traditional aspect of this debut novel is that it’s designed to give the reader empathy for Clay, Clay as the reader’s stand-in who can witness the nihilism around him from a certain ethical remove. (By the time of American Psycho, Bret had dispensed with this convention, in the creation of a protagonist who requires a more sophisticated reader, one who can navigate moral ambiguity.) Even if Clay seems to his friends to be more or less like them—coked-up and disaffected—and even if he tells the reader that he wants “to see the worst,” poor Clay is somatizing all over the place. He’s nervous and breaking out into cold sweats, suffers insomnia and occasional crying jags. He’s easily thrown, with a fragile core of sentimentality, expressed in italicized sections of some other time, back when he could feel, reminiscences that connect Clay to his grandparents and a Western mythology of homey optimism, Clay as a boy on his grandmother’s lap, Clay hearing her hum “On the Sunny Side of the Street”—in other words, exactly the sort of narrative space that his friend Daniel longs to enter, in his vague desire to “go back.”

I daresay this entire novel is a somatization of Clay’s inner emotional reality. Like those frogs that secrete a hallucinogen that makes people trip, Clay has secreted the poisonous dream of this book so that we can see what he’s up against.

At the end, when he says he’s leaving, it’s such a relief. But Clay’s immersion in a world where nothing matters might already have wrecked him. He’s a ticking time bomb in the hands of his creator.

They all are. What Bret Easton Ellis had made, in this first youthful novel, was a cast that would return, in one form or another, under various guises, in other books. People who, like zombies, and because they are zombies, would be impossible to kill.

RACHEL KUSHNER

Los Angeles

February 2025
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‘This is the game that moves as you play . . .’

– X

‘There’s a feeling I get when I look to the West . . .’

– Led Zeppelin 




 

 

 

 

People are afraid to merge on freeways in Los Angeles. This is the first thing I hear when I come back to the city. Blair picks me up from LAX and mutters this under her breath as her car drives up the onramp. She says, ‘People are afraid to merge on freeways in Los Angeles.’ Though that sentence shouldn’t bother me, it stays in my mind for an uncomfortably long time. Nothing else seems to matter. Not the fact that I’m eighteen and it’s December and the ride on the plane had been rough and the couple from Santa Barbara, who were sitting across from me in first class, had gotten pretty drunk. Not the mud that had splattered the legs of my jeans, which felt kind of cold and loose, earlier that day at an airport in New Hampshire. Not the stain on the arm of the wrinkled, damp shirt I wear, a shirt which had looked fresh and clean this morning. Not the tear on the neck of my gray argyle vest, which seems vaguely more eastern than before, especially next to Blair’s clean tight jeans and her pale-blue T-shirt. All of this seems irrelevant next to that one sentence. It seems easier to hear that people are afraid to merge rather than ‘I’m pretty sure Muriel is anorexic’ or the singer on the radio crying out about magnetic waves. Nothing else seems to matter to me but those ten words. Not the warm winds, which seem to propel the car down the empty asphalt freeway, or the faded smell of marijuana which still faintly permeates Blair’s car. All it comes down to is that I’m a boy coming home for a month and meeting someone whom I haven’t seen for four months and people are afraid to merge.

Blair drives off the freeway and comes to a red light. A heavy gust of wind rocks the car for a moment and Blair smiles and says something about maybe putting the top up and turns to a different radio station. Coming to my house, Blair has to stop the car since there are these five workmen lifting the remains of palm trees that have fallen during the winds and placing the leaves and pieces of dead bark in a big red truck, and Blair smiles again. She stops at my house and the gate’s open and I get out of the car, surprised to feel how dry and hot it is. I stand there for a pretty long time and Blair, after helping me lift the suitcases out of the trunk, grins at me and asks, ‘What’s wrong?’ and I say, ‘Nothing,’ and Blair says, ‘You look pale,’ and I shrug and we say goodbye and she gets into her car and drives away.

Nobody’s home. The air conditioner is on and the house smells like pine. There’s a note on the kitchen table that tells me that my mother and sisters are out, Christmas shopping. From where I’m standing I can see the dog lying by the pool, breathing heavily, asleep, its fur ruffled by the wind. I walk upstairs, past the new maid, who smiles at me and seems to understand who I am, and past my sisters’ rooms, which still both look the same, only with different GQ cutouts pasted on the wall, and enter my room and see that it hasn’t changed. The walls are still white; the records are still in place; the television hasn’t been moved; the venetian blinds are still open, just as I had left them. It looks like my mother and the new maid, or maybe the old maid, cleaned out my closet while I was gone. There’s a pile of comic books on my desk with a note on top of them that reads, ‘Do you still want these?’; also a message that Julian called and a card that says ‘Fuck Christmas’ on it. I open it and it says ‘Let’s Fuck Christmas Together’ on the inside, an invitation to Blair’s Christmas party. I put the card down and notice that it’s beginning to get really cold in my room.

I take my shoes off and lie on the bed and feel my brow to see if I have a fever. I think I do. And with my hand on my forehead I look up with caution at the poster encased in glass that hangs on the wall above my bed, but it hasn’t changed either. It’s the promotional poster for an old Elvis Costello record. Elvis looks past me, with this wry, ironic smile on his lips, staring out the window. The word ‘Trust’ hovering over his head, and his sunglasses, one lens red, the other blue, pushed down past the ridge of his nose so that you can see his eyes, which are slightly off center. The eyes don’t look at me, though. They only look at whoever’s standing by the window, but I’m too tired to get up and stand by the window.

I pick up the phone and call Julian, amazed that I actually can remember his number, but there’s no answer. I sit up, and through the venetian blinds I can see the palm trees shaking wildly, actually bending, in the hot winds, and then I stare back at the poster and then turn away and then look back again at the smile and the mocking eyes, the red and blue glasses, and I can still hear people are afraid to merge and I try to get over the sentence, blank it out. I turn on MTV and tell myself I could get over it and go to sleep if I had some Valium and then I think about Muriel and feel a little sick as the videos begin to flash by.

I bring Daniel to Blair’s party that night and Daniel is wearing sunglasses and a black wool jacket and black jeans. He’s also wearing black suede gloves because he cut himself badly on a piece of glass a week earlier in New Hampshire. I had gone with him to the emergency room at the hospital and had watched as they cleaned the wound and washed the blood off and started to sew in the wire until I started feeling sick and then I went and sat in the waiting room at five o’clock in the morning and heard The Eagles sing ‘New Kid in Town’ and I wanted to come back. We’re standing at the door of Blair’s house in Beverly Hills and Daniel complains that the gloves are sticking to the wires and are too tight, but he doesn’t take them off because he doesn’t want people to see the thin silver wires sticking out of the skin on his thumb and fingers. Blair answers the door.

‘Hey, gorgeous,’ Blair exclaims. She’s wearing a black leather jacket and matching pants and no shoes and she hugs me and then looks at Daniel.

‘Well, who’s this?’ she asks, grinning.

‘This is Daniel. Daniel, this is Blair,’ I say.

Blair offers her hand and Daniel smiles and shakes it softly.

‘Well, come on in. Merry Christmas.’

There are two Christmas trees, one in the living room and one in the den and both have twinkling dark-red lights coloring them. There are people at the party from high school, most of whom I haven’t seen since graduation and they all stand next to the two huge trees. Trent, a male model I know, is there.

‘Hey, Clay,’ Trent says, a red-and-green-plaid scarf wrapped around his neck.

‘Trent,’ I say.

‘How are you, babes?’

‘Great. Trent, this is Daniel. Daniel, this is Trent.’

Trent offers his hand and Daniel smiles and adjusts his sunglasses and lightly shakes it.

‘Hey, Daniel,’ Trent says. ‘Where do you go to school?’

‘With Clay,’ Daniel says. ‘Where do you go?’

 ‘U.C.L.A. or as the Orientals like to call it, U.C.R.A.’ Trent imitates an old Japanese man, eyes slit, head bowed, front teeth stuck out in parody, and then laughs drunkenly.

‘I go to the University of Spoiled Children,’ Blair says, still grinning, running her fingers through her long blond hair.

‘Where?’ asks Daniel.

 ‘U.S.C.,’ she says.

‘Oh, yeah,’ he says. ‘That’s right.’

Blair and Trent laugh and she grabs his arm to balance herself for a moment. ‘Or Jew.S.C.,’ she says, almost gasping.

‘Or Jew.C.L.A.,’ Trent says, still laughing.

Finally Blair stops laughing and brushes past me to the door, telling me that I should try the punch.

‘I’ll get the punch,’ Daniel says. ‘You want some, Trent?’

‘No thanks.’ Trent looks at me and says, ‘You look pale.’

I notice that I do, compared to Trent’s deep, dark tan and most of the other people’s complexions around the room. ‘I’ve been in New Hampshire for four months.’

Trent reaches into his pocket. ‘Here,’ he says, handing me a card. ‘This is the address of a tanning salon on Santa Monica. Now, it’s not artificial lighting or anything like that, and you don’t have to rub Vitamin E capsules all over your bod. This thing is called an Uva Bath and what they do is they dye your skin.’

I stop listening to Trent after a while and look over at three boys, friends of Blair’s I don’t know, who go to U.S.C., all tan and blond and one is singing along with the music coming out of the speakers.

‘It works,’ Trent says.

‘What works?’ I ask, distracted.

‘An Uva Bath. Uva Bath. Look at the card, dude.’

‘Oh yeah.’ I look at the card. ‘They dye your skin, right?’

‘Right.’

‘Okay.’

Pause.

‘What have you been doing?’ Trent asks.

‘Unpacking,’ I say. ‘What about you?’

‘Well,’ he smiles proudly. ‘I got accepted by this modeling agency, a really good one,’ he assures me. ‘And guess who’s going to be not only on the cover of International Male in two months, but who is also the month of June in U.C.L.A.’s college man calendar?’

‘Who?’ I ask.

‘Me, dude,’ Trent says.

‘International Male?’

‘Yeah. I don’t like the magazine. My agent told them no nude stuff, just like Speedos and stuff like that. I don’t do any nude stuff.’

I believe him but don’t know why and look around the room to see if Rip, my dealer, is at the party. But I don’t see him and I turn back to Trent and ask, ‘Yeah? What else have you been doing?’

‘Oh, like the usual. Going to Nautilus, getting smashed, going to this Uva place . . . But, hey, don’t tell anyone I’ve been there, okay?’

‘What?’

‘I said don’t tell anyone about this Uva place, okay?’ Trent looks worried, concerned almost, and I put my hand on his shoulder and give it a squeeze to reassure him. ‘Oh, yeah, don’t worry.’

‘Hey,’ he says, looking around the room. ‘Gotta do a little business. Later. Lunch,’ he jokes, leaving.

Daniel comes back with the punch and it’s very red and very strong and I cough a little as I take a swallow. From where I’m standing, I can see Blair’s father, who’s this movie producer and he’s sitting in a corner of the den talking with this young actor I think I went to school with. Blair’s father’s boyfriend is also at the party. His name’s Jared and he’s really young and blond and tan and has blue eyes and incredibly straight white teeth and he’s talking to the three boys from U.S.C. I can also see Blair’s mother, who is sitting by the bar, drinking a vodka gimlet, her hands shaking as she brings the drink to her mouth. Blair’s friend Alana comes into the den and hugs me and I introduce her to Daniel.

‘You look just like David Bowie,’ Alana, who is obviously coked up out of her mind, tells Daniel. ‘Are you left-handed?’

‘No, I’m afraid not,’ Daniel says.

‘Alana likes guys who are left-handed,’ I tell Daniel.

‘And who look like David Bowie,’ she reminds me.

‘And who live in the Colony,’ I finish.

‘Oh, Clay, you’re such a beasty,’ she giggles. ‘Clay is a total beasty,’ she tells Daniel.

‘Yes, I know,’ Daniel says. ‘A beasty. Totally.’

‘Have you had any punch? You should have some,’ I tell her.

‘Darling,’ she says, slowly, dramatically. ‘I made the punch.’ She laughs and then spots Jared and stops suddenly. ‘Oh, God, I wish Blair’s father wouldn’t invite Jared to these things. It makes her mother so nervous. She gets totally bombed anyway, but having him around makes it worse.’ She turns to Daniel and says, ‘Blair’s mother is an agoraphobic.’ She looks back at Jared. ‘I mean he’s going to Death Valley next week on location, I don’t see why he can’t wait until then, can you?’ Alana turns to Daniel, then me.

‘No,’ Daniel says solemnly.

‘Me neither,’ I say, shaking my head.

Alana looks down and then back at me and says, ‘You look kind of pale, Clay. You should go to the beach or something.’

‘Maybe I will.’ I finger the card Trent gave me and then ask her if Julian is going to show up. ‘He called me and left a message, but I can’t get in touch with him,’ I say.

‘Oh God, no,’ Alana says. ‘I hear he is like completely fucked up.’

‘What do you mean?’ I ask.

Suddenly the three boys from U.S.C. and Jared laugh loudly, in unison.

Alana rolls her eyes up and looks pained. ‘Jared heard this stupid joke from his boyfriend who works at Morton’s. “What are the two biggest lies?” “I’ll pay you back and I won’t come in your mouth.” I don’t even get it. Oh God, I better go help Blair. Mummy’s going behind the bar. Nice to meet you, Daniel.’

‘Yeah, you too,’ Daniel says.

Alana walks over to Blair and her mother by the bar.

‘Maybe I should have hummed a few bars of “Let’s Dance,”’ Daniel says.

‘Maybe you should have.’

Daniel smiles. ‘Oh Clay, you’re such a total beasty.’

We leave after Trent and one of the boys from U.S.C.  fall into the Christmas tree in the living room. Later that night, when the two of us are sitting at the end of the darkened bar at the Polo Lounge, not a whole lot is said.

‘I want to go back,’ Daniel says, quietly, with effort.

‘Where?’ I ask, unsure.

There’s a long pause that kind of freaks me out and Daniel finishes his drink and fingers the sunglasses he’s still wearing and says, ‘I don’t know. Just back.’

My mother and I are sitting in a restaurant on Melrose, and she’s drinking white wine and still has her sunglasses on and she keeps touching her hair and I keep looking at my hands, pretty sure that they’re shaking. She tries to smile when she asks me what I want for Christmas. I’m surprised at how much effort it takes to raise my head up and look at her.

‘Nothing,’ I say.

There’s a pause and then I ask her, ‘What do you want?’

She says nothing for a long time and I look back at my hands and she sips her wine. ‘I don’t know. I just want to have a nice Christmas.’

I don’t say anything.

‘You look unhappy,’ she says real suddenly.

‘I’m not,’ I tell her.

‘You look unhappy,’ she says, more quietly this time. She touches her hair, bleached, blondish, again.

‘You do too,’ I say, hoping that she won’t say anything else.

She doesn’t say anything else, until she’s finished her third glass of wine and poured her fourth.

‘How was the party?’

‘Okay.’

‘How many people were there?’

‘Forty. Fifty.’ I shrug.

She takes a swallow of wine. ‘What time did you leave it?’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘One? Two?’

‘Must’ve been one.’

‘Oh.’ She pauses again and takes another swallow.

‘It wasn’t very good,’ I say, looking at her.

‘Why?’ she asks, curious.

‘It just wasn’t,’ I say and look back at my hands.

I’m with Trent in a yellow train that sits on Sunset. Trent’s smoking and drinking a Pepsi and I stare out the window and into the headlights of passing cars. We’re waiting for Julian, who’s supposed to be bringing Trent a gram. Julian is fifteen minutes late and Trent is nervous and impatient and when I tell him that he should deal with Rip, like I do, instead of Julian, he just shrugs. We finally leave and he says that we might be able to find Julian in the arcade in Westwood. But we don’t find Julian at the arcade in Westwood, so Trent suggests that we go to Fatburger and eat something. He says he’s hungry, that he hasn’t eaten anything in a long time, mentions something about fasting. We order and take the food to one of the booths. But I’m not too hungry and Trent notices that there’s no chili on my Fatburger.

‘What is this? You can’t eat a Fatburger without chili.’

I roll my eyes up at him and light a cigarette.

‘Jesus, you’re weird. Been up in fucking New Hampshire too long,’ he mutters. ‘No
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