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CHAPTER ONE
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BOMBING IN THE DESERT

"Every joke is a small prayer that the world will understand you.
Most prayers go unanswered."
The supply closet smelled like mop water and old ambition, which Eli Marron had come to believe was the official fragrance of the Las Vegas comedy scene. He stood with his back against a metal shelving unit that held a case of paper towels, two jugs of industrial-strength cleaner in a yellow that existed nowhere in nature, and a cardboard box labeled XMAS STUFF in Sharpie that had been there so long the letters had faded to a ghost of their former certainty. The shelves dug into his shoulder blades. He didn't move away from them. The pressure felt like evidence that he was still a solid object, still physically present in the world, still a person with a body and a spine and nerve endings that responded to stimuli. This mattered tonight. Tonight his sense of self felt unusually negotiable.

He could hear the crowd through the cinderblock wall. Twenty, maybe twenty-five people. He'd counted heads when he arrived — seven-fifteen, ninety minutes before showtime — and the count had been generous. He'd been doing this long enough to know that a Tuesday-night crowd at The Sandpiper Lounge on West Sahara was not an audience so much as a collection of people who had nowhere better to be. Some of them were there because the beer was cheap. Some of them were there because the air conditioning worked, which in mid-July in Las Vegas was not a trivial thing. A few of them, possibly, were there to see comedy, though this felt like an optimistic interpretation of the available data.

Eli checked his phone: 8:47 PM. He was on at nine. Dex Gallo, the MC, had told him this at the door in the tone of a man delivering a sentence rather than information — "You're on at nine, sport" — and had not spoken to him since. Dex had been MCing at The Sandpiper for four years. Something had happened to him in those four years that had converted whatever warmth he'd once possessed into a hard, efficient contempt for everyone in the building. He wore the same flannel shirt regardless of temperature. He introduced every comedian as if reading from a list of disappointments.

Eli pulled his notebook from his back pocket. It was a standard composition notebook, black and white marbled, the spine cracked in three places and reinforced with electrical tape. He'd had it for seven months. He had four others like it at home in a drawer, going back five years, each one a sedimentary record of joke attempts and late-night rewrites and fragments that had seemed brilliant at midnight and looked feeble at noon. He opened this one to the page he'd bookmarked with a strip of receipt paper from Desert Sun Copies and read through his set one more time.

Twelve minutes. He'd been working on this particular set for three weeks — not three weeks of sustained effort but three weeks of obsessive return, the way you keep checking a wound. He'd written it, cut it, expanded it, cut it again, recorded himself in his bathroom and listened to the recording in his car on the way to work, hated his voice, hated his pacing, loved one particular line about a grocery store self-checkout machine, hated everything else, cut four minutes of material that had seemed essential and found that its absence made the remaining eight minutes breathe better. Then he'd added four more minutes of new material. Then he'd cut two minutes of that. Then he'd stayed up until three in the morning on a Thursday reconstructing a bit about airport security that he'd been trying to crack for two years, and something in it had finally clicked — or he'd convinced himself it had, which in the supply closet of The Sandpiper Lounge at eight forty-eight on a Tuesday night felt increasingly like the same thing.

His pre-show ritual was not complicated. He read through the set. He said the opening line aloud, softly, just to hear it in his own mouth, to feel the shape of it. He took three slow breaths. He reminded himself that the audience wanted to laugh — that this was a fundamental human desire, laughter, that people came to these things genuinely hoping to be given it — and that this meant they were, in theory, on his side. He'd read that somewhere in a book about stand-up comedy that he'd bought used from a Goodwill on Charleston. He'd found it more comforting the first time he'd read it.

His hands were doing the thing they always did before a set. The faint tremor, barely visible, that started in his fingers and moved up to his wrists. Not shaking, not quite. More like vibration. Like a phone on silent getting a call from someone you dread. He pressed his palms flat against his thighs and held them there until it subsided to something manageable.

Through the wall, Dex Gallo's voice — flat, metronomic, entirely devoid of enthusiasm — introduced the preceding act, a guy named Marcus who did impressions. Eli could hear the crowd respond with a polite smattering of applause, the kind that said: we are aware that applause is the expected response to this situation. He heard Marcus begin his set. He heard, after about ninety seconds, genuine laughter. A real burst of it, collective and sudden, the kind that sounds surprised at itself. Eli closed his notebook. He stood up straighter against the shelf. He told himself the crowd was warm tonight.

He was thirty-four years old. He had been doing stand-up comedy in Las Vegas for nine years, with one three-year break in the middle when he'd moved to Phoenix for a woman named Julia and come back without her. He had performed in forty-seven venues across Nevada and Arizona, not counting parking lots, not counting the back of a bar during a birthday party for someone named Greg who had not booked a comedian and been confused to find one on his premises. He had a comedy page on three social media platforms with a combined following of eight hundred and eleven people, six hundred of whom had followed him three years ago after a thirty-second clip of him doing a bit about airport security had gone moderately viral — 2.1 million views in nine days, then a sudden and complete disappearance into the algorithm's indifference, like a stone dropped into a lake whose surface had already closed again.

He had a day job at Desert Sun Copies on Industrial Road. He drove a 2009 Honda Civic that overheated in summer, which in Las Vegas meant it overheated from May through October. He lived in unit 214 at the Desert Palms Apartments on the corner of 3rd and Flamingo, a studio apartment whose distinguishing features were a twin bed, a mini-fridge that hummed at a frequency that had stopped bothering him after the first month, a wall above his desk covered in sticky notes bearing joke fragments in various stages of completion, a television with a cracked bottom corner that he'd gotten from a guy at work who was moving, and a milk crate of VHS tapes he'd collected from thrift stores and estate sales — recordings of old stand-up sets from the eighties and nineties, comedians who had mattered and comedians who had not, preserved on magnetic tape with the fidelity of a dying man's last transmission.

He had loved comedy since he was eleven years old, when his grandfather, a retired plumber from Bakersfield named Ray, had done an impression of a seagull at a family barbecue that had made every person present laugh until they were genuinely breathless. Ray hadn't been trying to be funny. He'd been imitating a seagull he'd seen that morning at a gas station, stealing a churro from an elderly woman's bag. The impression was perfect — the tilt of the head, the proprietary strut, the cold unblinking assessment — and the room had shattered. Eli had watched his grandfather's face in that moment: the satisfaction on it, the ease, the complete ownership of the space. Eleven-year-old Eli Marron had thought, in the unfiltered way that children sometimes arrive at their defining conclusions: That. I want to be able to do that.

He was still trying.

From the stage, through the cinderblock, he heard Marcus wrap up — a solid closer from the sound of the response — and then Dex's voice again, flatter than ever, introducing him. "Our next performer is a local guy, been around the scene for a while, his name is Eli Marron." Pause. The pause contained no warmth, no editorial endorsement, no suggestion that the audience should feel anything in particular about what was coming. Then: "Eli Marron, everybody."

Everybody was twenty-two people in a room that smelled like fried food and the particular brand of desperation that soaks into the upholstery of bars that have seen too many Friday nights. Eli stepped out of the supply closet.

⁂

The stage at The Sandpiper Lounge was a raised wooden platform approximately eight feet by eight feet, set into the far corner of the back room. It was elevated about six inches off the floor, which was enough to create a sense of separation without being enough to create a sense of occasion. A single light fixture hung above it — a can light in the ceiling that directed a cone of yellowish illumination onto the platform at an angle that was slightly off-center, so that a performer standing in what they believed was the middle of the stage was actually standing slightly in shadow on one side. Eli had learned this on his third set here and had adjusted accordingly. He stepped to the mic, adjusted it slightly for his height — he was five-eleven, and the previous performer had been shorter — and looked out at the room.

Twenty-two people. He'd been right. They were arranged at round tables with sticky laminate tops, the kind of table that has absorbed years of spilled beer until it has developed a permanent tackiness that is almost geological. Most tables had two or three people. The bar ran along the left wall, and four people sat on stools there, facing generally in his direction but not entirely — the way people at a bar sit when there's a show happening: aware of it without being committed to it. Two neon Budweiser signs glowed behind the bar in red and blue, providing a supplementary light source that gave the left side of the room a slightly underwater quality. The air conditioning was working. The cigarette smell had been there since before cigarettes were banned — it had moved into the walls, the floor, the woodwork, and taken up permanent residence, becoming part of the building's structural identity.

Eli gripped the mic stand with his left hand, not pulling the mic from it — he always started with the stand, it gave him something to anchor to — and said his opening line.

"I've been doing stand-up for nine years, which means I've spent approximately nine years being told by strangers that I should consider a different career. Which is wild, because most people only get that from their families."

Three laughs. A short chuckle from a woman at the third table. A surprised snort from someone at the bar. A low, appreciative sound from a man near the back who Eli recognized as a fellow comedian — a guy named Phil who came to open mics even when he wasn't performing, which was either very dedicated or slightly pathological, and Phil had never been specific about which. Three laughs from twenty-two people was a laugh rate of approximately thirteen percent, which was not where you wanted to start, but it wasn't silence, and silence was the thing that lived in the space just below the floor of every set Eli had ever done, the cold basement of worst-case scenarios.

He moved to the next bit. The grocery store self-checkout machine — the line he'd loved at midnight and felt ambivalent about at noon. He'd kept it because it had a very specific kind of anger at its center, the communal outrage at a technology that made you do the work of an employee while the store kept the money it would have paid that employee, and specific anger was better than general anger, and anger was better than nothing.

"The self-checkout machine at my grocery store — and I know we all have this, this is a shared experience we are all having together as a society — the machine has now started asking me, after I scan everything, whether I want to donate to a charity. And I'm standing there. I've just done twenty minutes of unpaid labor. I've bagged my own groceries. I've fought with the machine about whether my produce is an avocado or a mango. The machine thinks everything is a mango. And now it wants my money. For its charity. The store that made me work for free is now soliciting donations. There's a word for that. I looked it up. The word is 'audacity.' Also possibly a second word, which I won't say in mixed company, but it rhymes with 'audacity.'"

This one got more. Seven, eight people. A real laugh from the woman at the third table and her companion, both of them nodding with the particular recognition that means the joke has described their life accurately. The man at the bar who hadn't been paying attention glanced over. Eli felt the faint warmth of a room beginning to decide in his favor, that fragile and provisional feeling like the first tentative heat of an oven you're not sure is working.

He did his bit about working at a copy center. This was autobiographical, which meant it had a rawness to it that pure observational material sometimes lacked — he was not describing a copy center in the abstract, he was describing this copy center, his specific copy center, with its specific personalities and specific despairs, and the specificity was what gave it weight. He talked about the customer who came in every Tuesday to print a single photograph of his cat, framed it as a mystery that deepened each week — what was this man doing with these photographs? Was the cat immortalized? Was the cat already gone and this was grief? He let the bit breathe. He waited. The laugh came.

He was six minutes in and the room was with him. Not wildly, not ecstatically, but with him — that particular attentiveness that an audience adopts when it has decided to trust the person at the microphone, at least provisionally, at least for now. He could feel it. After nine years he could feel the temperature of a room the way you feel the temperature of water when you put your hand in, and the water was warm enough to swim in. Not warm enough to be comfortable, but warm enough to be survivable.

He moved into the airport security bit. The one he'd been rebuilding for two years. The one that had gone viral three years ago in a thirty-second form that he'd never successfully expanded into a full set piece. He'd tried eleven different configurations. This was the twelfth.

He got through the setup — the TSA agent, the bin, the theatrical removal of his belt, the indignity of shuffling through in socks on a floor that had absorbed the essence of a million other travellers' socks — and he was about to hit the turn when he became aware of a new presence in the room.

Not visually. Aurally.

A voice. From the corner table to his right.

"Hey, buddy. Talk louder. I can't hear you over the sound of nobody caring."

⁂

The man in the corner was large in the way that some men are large — not muscular, but broadly, solidly, architecturally large, as if he had been built with extra material and not particularly shaped. He was wearing a light blue golf shirt with a small logo on the breast pocket that Eli couldn't read from the stage. He had a thick neck and a round face and the kind of tan that comes from actual outdoor exposure rather than intention. He had a beer in front of him — not his first, from the look of his posture, the slight forward lean that passed some invisible threshold into belligerence. He was sitting with two other men who had the specific quality of men who laugh at things they privately know are wrong because laughing is easier than objecting.

Dale Pruitt, though Eli would not learn his name until much later, and by then it would be too late for the knowledge to be anything but a footnote in something much darker.

Eli had been heckled before. Most comedians have, most of the time, a repertoire of heckler responses — brief, punishing, designed to assert authority and return the room to order. The best of these responses are short and specific to the person rather than the interruption, and they're delivered without heat, without apparent effort, as if the comedian has been waiting all night for the opportunity to say exactly this. A good heckler comeback doesn't feel like a comeback. It feels like a revelation.

Eli said: "I appreciate that, man. Your opinion matters to me almost as much as it matters to literally anyone else in this building, which means I'll probably think about it for thirty to forty seconds and then forget about it forever."

Some laughter. A good amount, actually — relief laughter from the room, which had sensed the disruption and was now watching to see how it resolved. The man in the golf shirt grinned. Not a good grin. The grin of a man who has established that you know he's there and that this is enough to keep going.

"Still can't hear you," the man said.

Eli adjusted the mic closer. "Better?" he said. "Because I want to make sure you can hear every word of the part where I ignore you completely and finish my set."

More laughter. Eli tried to move back into the airport bit. He found the thread — the TSA agent, the conveyor belt, the absurd theater of airport security as a performance of safety rather than actual safety — and followed it. He was building to the turn, the thing that made the bit work, the observation that—

"Is this supposed to be funny?" the man said. Louder now. Comfortable. "Because I've heard funnier things at my kid's school play. And my kid's terrible."

One of his companions laughed at this. The laugh was loud — louder, in this moment, than any laugh Eli had generated in the past three minutes — and it had the quality that laughter from a heckler's companion always has, which is that it seems to grant permission. It says: the heckler is right. It says: this is where we're going now. It says: we have collectively decided that you are the entertainment and you are not very entertaining.

"Your kid's school play," Eli said. He tried to keep his voice level. "So you go to school plays, huh? You seem like the kind of guy who goes to school plays to make the kids nervous. That's your vibe. Community theater predator."

A brief, fragmented laugh. Not enough. The room had shifted. He could feel it the way you feel a change in wind direction — not a dramatic change, but a reorientation, a collective turning of attention toward the more interesting thing, and the more interesting thing was the man in the golf shirt, who was performing his own set now, who had taken the room from Eli and was running it in the corner with a beer in front of him and two loyal companions and the particular confidence of a man who has done this before and found that it works.

Eli tried one more thing. He leaned into the mic. "Can I ask what you do for a living, man? Because I'm curious. I'm genuinely curious about the kind of professional life that makes Tuesday night at The Sandpiper your big night out."

The man spread his hands. "Sales," he said. "I sell things for a living. Unlike you, I'm actually successful at it."

The companion laughed again. The bartender at the far end looked down at something. The woman at the third table, who had laughed at the self-checkout bit, was now looking at the table. The man at the back — Phil — was looking at the middle distance with the expression of a man who has witnessed this particular kind of disaster before and is practicing non-attachment.

Eli stood at the microphone for a moment. He could feel the room. The temperature of it. He knew this temperature. He had felt it before on the worst nights — not hostility exactly, but withdrawal, the audience's slow retreat from investment, their collective decision to wait out the clock. The man in the golf shirt had taken the temperature and was keeping it, and Eli's jokes were not a match for the casual, mean, comfortable authority of a large man with a beer who genuinely did not care what anyone thought of him.

He tried. He went back to the material. He did two more minutes of his set — the last two minutes he'd planned, the closer that he'd worked up specifically to end on a strong image rather than a strong punchline, because sometimes an image lasted longer. He got through it. The room was not cold, exactly — it had not turned against him — but it was no longer with him, and the difference between not-with and against is the difference between being ignored and being hurt, which is to say the difference is real but not particularly consoling.

When he said "You've been a great crowd, I'm Eli Marron, have a good night," he was not being sarcastic. He was being precise. They had, technically, been a crowd. That much was true.

He stepped off the platform. Dex Gallo was standing to the side, scrolling his phone, and did not look up as Eli passed him. Not an acknowledgment. Not a nod. Eli walked through the back room, past the tables, feeling the particular mortification of walking through an audience you have just not quite satisfied, the way it presses against the back of your neck, the way you become acutely aware of the placement of your hands, of the question of where to look. He looked straight ahead. He pushed through the door to the main bar area and then through the main door and out into the July night.

⁂

The parking lot of The Sandpiper Lounge was a rectangle of cracked asphalt bordered on two sides by a cinderblock wall that had been painted beige at some point and was now the color of exhaustion. The neon sign above the bar's entrance — a sandpiper bird mid-step, which had probably seemed charming in 1988 — was missing its B, so it read THE SANDPIPER LOUNGE with a dead tube where the B had been, a gap in the word that felt appropriate. Streetlights ran along West Sahara, two hundred feet away, but the lot itself was lit only by the residual glow from the sign and from a single yellow security light mounted high on the cinderblock wall, which illuminated a portion of the lot nearest the dumpster with the quality of an interrogation room in a movie where things go badly for the person being questioned.

Eli's Civic was parked near the entrance, as always — he parked near the exit on bad nights and near the entrance on the others, and he'd parked near the entrance tonight, which had been optimistic, and optimism in a parking lot at ten-fifteen after a set like that has a particularly mean aftertaste. He sat on the hood. The metal was warm from the day's heat, warm from the engine, warm from the accumulated thermal memory of a Nevada July, and it felt almost like sitting next to someone, which was a thing he noticed and immediately found embarrassing about himself.

The bar's back window was a frosted glass rectangle set high in the wall — bathroom window, or ventilation, he'd never been sure — and through it, faintly, filtered and distorted by the glass and the cinderblock and the fifty feet of beer-smelling air between it and the stage, he could hear laughter. Not his laughter. Not the laughter he'd generated, the modest, provisional, pre-heckler laughter that had felt briefly like something. This was laughter for someone else's set, the next performer, whoever Dex had on after him, a laughter that was fuller and easier and less complicated than anything that had been in the room when he was standing in it.

He sat with that for a while.

He took his notebook from his back pocket and opened it to the airport security bit. He looked at it — the setup, the turn, the image he'd been building toward, the specific thing he'd spent two years trying to crack — and he read it in the half-light from the dead-B sign and the interrogation yellow of the security lamp, and it still looked good to him. It still looked like it could work. It still looked like something worth doing. He understood that this was both the best and worst thing about the way his mind operated, that he could bomb on a Tuesday and sit in a parking lot and look at the material and still believe in it, still feel the potential in it like a heat separate from the Nevada heat, something internal and persistent and not yet extinguished.

He didn't know if that was resilience or delusion. He was aware that these two things, in the comedy business, were sometimes indistinguishable. He was aware that the line between a person who keeps going because they have something real and a person who keeps going because they cannot accept that they don't is not always a visible line. He was aware that nine years was a long time to be uncertain about which side of that line you were on.

Inside the bar, someone's punchline landed. The laughter was full and sudden and collective, a real explosion of it, the kind Eli could feel from fifty feet away through glass and cinderblock. It went on for several seconds. It subsided. Then, almost immediately, it happened again — an aftershock, someone in the room who'd been thinking about the punchline and hit the delayed reaction, and this second laugh set off a third in someone else, and for a moment the whole room was in it together, that glorious cascade of a joke that keeps giving.

Eli listened to it. All of it. He didn't look away from the notebook, but he listened. He let every wave of it reach him across the parking lot in the July heat, let it find him sitting on the hood of his Civic in the dark, let it sit with him in the way that other people's joy sometimes sits with you when you are very tired and very alone — not as cruelty, not as accusation, just as evidence of a world that is happening without you in it.

He closed the notebook. He put it back in his pocket. He sat on the warm hood of his car for a long time, listening to the muffled sound of someone else being exactly what he had always wanted to be, in exactly the room he had just left, and the night was hot and enormous around him, and the stars over Las Vegas were invisible behind the ambient glow of the city, the way they always were, and he was very, very tired.

He did not cry. He was thirty-four years old and he had bombed before and he had sat in worse parking lots and he did not cry. He just sat there, on the warm hood, with his hands on his knees, and breathed the hot night air that smelled like exhaust and distant food trucks and the very particular desert smell that came up from the ground after nine in the evening, a mineral, ancient smell that had nothing to do with neon or casinos or comedy clubs, that was there before all of it and would be there after, and listened to the last few echoes of laughter from a room he had failed to make his own.

Then the parking lot went quiet again. And Eli sat in the quiet for a while longer.

And then, from somewhere in the immediate vicinity of no one at all, a sound reached him that was not traffic and was not the bar and was not his own breathing. It was low, and brief, and had the shape of a human voice.

He looked up. The parking lot was empty.

He looked back at his hands on his knees. He told himself it was a car on Sahara. He told himself it was the bar's music system bleeding through the ventilation.

He told himself it was nothing.

He believed this almost completely, which is to say he believed it the way you believe things you know are not quite true but need to be in order to get through the next hour. He slid off the hood and got into his car. He sat in the driver's seat for a moment without starting the engine. The notebook was in his pocket. The airport security bit was in the notebook. The bit still had potential. He still believed that.

He started the car. He drove home through the orange-lit Las Vegas night, alone in the Civic, with the windows down because the air conditioning had stopped working in June, and the hot air came through the open windows and moved his hair around and smelled like asphalt and distance, and he did not think about the sound from the parking lot because he had already decided it was nothing.

Almost completely decided.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE WALK OF SHAME

"The city doesn't care what happened to you tonight.
That is either its cruelty or its mercy, and most nights you can't tell which."
He drove two blocks and then stopped the car at the curb in front of a closed check-cashing place and sat there with the engine running. His head was doing the thing it did after bad sets — the relentless, circular reprocessing, the internal editor that couldn't stop rolling back the tape and stopping at every moment that had gone wrong, annotating each failure with a precision that would have been impressive if applied to anything useful. The heckler. The third table going quiet. Dex not looking up. The parking lot laughter. The parking lot laughter. The parking lot laughter.

He couldn't drive like this. He'd tried before — driving with a head full of self-analysis on the Vegas streets at night — and ended up parked in a CVS lot for forty minutes watching the sliding doors open and close for unrelated customers while the internal monologue sorted itself out. Better to not be driving. Better to be moving on foot, which gave his body something to do while his brain ran its ugly diagnostics.

He pulled into the check-cashing lot, turned the car off, and got out. Locked it. Looked at it — the Civic, faded silver, a rust spot above the rear wheel well that he kept telling himself he'd deal with and kept not dealing with, a crack across the windshield that had started as a chip two winters ago and migrated steadily southeast over the months, a quiet and determined creep that he tracked sometimes the way you track the progress of something you can't afford to stop. He and the Civic understood each other. They were both operating past their optimal specifications on determination and institutional memory.

He started walking north on Sahara. Home was about two miles — straight shot, then a left on Industrial, then up through the Flamingo corridor. He'd walked it before. Not often — the walk was not pleasant in the way that Las Vegas walking is generally not pleasant, which is to say the city is not built for pedestrians in any philosophical sense; it is built for cars and for the particular kind of suspended-reality movement that happens inside casinos, and the space between these two modes of transit has a leftover, provisional quality, as if the sidewalks were installed reluctantly as an afterthought to appease a city planner who asked too many questions. But he could walk it. He'd done it before. It would take thirty-five minutes and by the time he got home his head might be quiet enough for sleep.

The July heat at eleven PM in Las Vegas is not a soft heat. It does not invite you in. It sits on you — heavy, insistent, the heat of a day that has been absorbing sunlight for sixteen hours and is releasing it slowly, reluctantly, from the asphalt and the concrete and the stucco walls and the car rooftops that have been cooking since morning. It was ninety-six degrees. He could feel it pressing against his face, against the backs of his hands, against the parts of his neck not covered by his collar. He was sweating within twenty steps, which he considered fair. The night felt like it deserved sweat.

⁂

The Strip was visible to the east — a permanent artificial sunrise along the horizon, the hotels and casinos sending their light straight up into the sky in a way that erased the stars for miles in every direction. Eli walked toward his left, roughly, with the Strip to his right in his peripheral vision, always there, the great permanent theater of Las Vegas, the production that never closed and never stopped advertising itself. He'd lived here his whole adult life and he'd been inside exactly three casinos — once on a dare, once when a friend was visiting from Sacramento, once when he was twenty-three and thought gambling was something he might understand. He'd lost forty dollars and left. He had no interest in casinos, no interest in the Strip, no interest in the production. He was interested in the other Las Vegas, the one that existed in the spaces around the production — the strip malls and the cheap apartments and the bars that smelled like the people who drank in them and the parking lots and the twenty-four-hour diners and the eight-lane roads that went from nowhere to nowhere with extraordinary efficiency.

This Las Vegas was his. He'd earned it by living in it.

He replayed the set. He couldn't not replay the set; this was how his mind worked, this was the tax it levied on every performance, good or bad — the mandatory post-mortem, the slow reconstruction of each minute, each transition, each joke and its result. The opener had gotten three laughs. Three laughs was not bad for an opener on a Tuesday at The Sandpiper — the crowd was never warm for the first line, the first line was always a declaration of intent rather than an invitation, and his intent had been clear and the three laughs meant three people had received it. He could work with three laughs. Three laughs was a beginning.

The self-checkout bit had worked. He knew the self-checkout bit worked; it had worked at every venue where he'd tried it, because the anger in it was universal and specific in the right proportions, because the word "audacity" was funny in a particular way when placed next to something both enormous and trivially inconvenient, because the implication of the second word — the one that rhymed with audacity, the one he declined to say — was funnier than the word itself would have been. The bit worked. He could confirm this. The third table. The man at the bar turning to look. These were reliable data points.

The copy center bit had worked too, mostly. The cat photograph mystery had done its job — it was a bit built on escalation, each week's visit adding a layer of meaning to the previous ones, the joke getting stranger and more poignant the longer it ran, until the punchline reframed the whole thing as a meditation on grief and loneliness that came from nowhere and hit harder than anyone expected, and when it hit right, like it had tonight, the laughter had the quality of recognition — oh, this is actually about something — and recognition laughter is the best kind, the kind that stays with people.

Then the heckler.

He walked past a nail salon — dark, closed, chairs visible through the window in the orange streetlight, an orderly row of them, waiting for morning. He passed a sandwich place with its overnight hours painted on the glass. He passed a bus shelter with no one in it, its bench worn smooth by ten thousand people who had sat there waiting for something and eventually been taken somewhere else.

The heckler. Dale whoever. Golf shirt. Round face. Sales.

Here was the thing about hecklers that no comedy book and no mentor and no amount of experience had ever fully explained to him, the thing that had to be re-learned every single time because every single time it arrived with the force of revelation: the heckler is not the problem. The heckler is the occasion for the problem. The problem is that the audience, given the choice between watching a comedian they're not entirely sold on and watching a conflict between that comedian and a man who doesn't care what happens, will choose the conflict. Not because they're cruel — or not only because they're cruel — but because conflict has stakes, and the stakes in the conflict, even a stupid parking-lot conflict between a mediocre set and a drunk sales rep, feel more immediate than the stakes in the comedy, which require the audience to invest in someone's vision of the world, which requires a kind of surrender that an audience that is not fully warm will not make.

He had not been fully warm. The room had not been fully warm. The heckler had arrived before the warmth was established, and without the warmth his responses — which were decent, which were the right responses, which in a warm room would have generated applause and solidified his authority and ended the interruption — had no foundation. They were correct answers to the wrong question. The question the room was asking by the time the golf shirt opened his mouth was not "Who is this comedian and what does he have to offer?" The question the room was asking was "Is this going to get interesting?" and his responses, however correct, were not interesting. They were competent. Competence in the presence of genuine danger looks like cowardice.

He walked. He thought. The heat pressed on him from every direction.

⁂

He thought about Dani. He thought about Dani on bad nights the way you think about a phantom limb — the awareness of an absence that your nervous system hasn't fully processed yet, the reaching for something that isn't there and the small electric shock of its not-being-there. Dani Reyes, thirty-one when they'd broken up, thirty-two now presumably, wherever she was. She'd been a kindergarten teacher. She'd had a gift for the kind of patience that looked effortless from the outside and Eli had known, from the inside of a three-year relationship with her, how much structural effort went into making it look that way. She'd been patient with him, mostly. She had laughed at his jokes, genuinely, until the last year when the laughing had stopped and the look had started — the look that replaced the laugh, a particular kind of concerned evaluation, the look of someone who has noticed a structural problem in a building they live in and is trying to assess whether it's cosmetic or foundational.

It had been foundational.

"I'm worried you're obsessing," she'd said. Not cruelly — she had never been cruel, which was somehow worse than cruelty, because cruelty gave you something to push against. She'd said it carefully, sitting at the kitchen table of the apartment they'd shared on Maryland Parkway, with a cup of tea she hadn't touched, at nine-thirty on a Wednesday night when he'd come home from a set. A decent set. Not a great set. "You come home from these things and I can see it in you — the way you can't let go of it. You go to bed thinking about it. You wake up thinking about it. And I understand that's what dedication looks like, I understand that's what drive looks like, I just—" She'd stopped. She'd touched her tea cup. She'd looked at him with the kind of honesty that you can only look at someone with when you've decided to tell the truth regardless of what it costs. "I just wonder sometimes if the comedy is the thing you love or if it's the thing you're using instead of the thing you love. Does that make sense?"

He'd said yes, it made sense. He'd said he understood what she meant. He'd said he'd think about it. He'd spent the next three weeks thinking about the set he'd done that night and what he should have done differently with the third bit, and the relationship had ended six weeks later on a Sunday in February with both of them being very reasonable about it in the way that people are very reasonable about things that are destroying them, and she had moved to Reno to be closer to her family, and he had moved back to the Desert Palms Apartments alone, and six months had passed since then and the stinging had not, in any measurable way, diminished.

He passed a billboard on the Sahara median. Full-color, enormous — the kind of billboard that required a truck and a crew to install and which existed in its massive, sun-faded glory as a monument to the economics of attention. The billboard showed a comedian he recognized: a man in his late forties named Kevin something, a major touring comedian who sold out arenas, who had three specials on streaming platforms, who had been on magazine covers and late-night television and whose face was so ubiquitous in the cultural landscape that it had achieved a kind of institutional neutrality, the way the face of a president becomes a landmark rather than a person. The billboard said: KEVIN HART — ONE NIGHT ONLY — MGM GRAND — TICKETS AT THE BOX OFFICE.

Eli looked up at it as he walked by. He didn't stop. He just looked at it — the enormous face, the enormous smile, the enormous text, the MGM Grand, which was a room that held sixteen thousand people, sixteen thousand people who would pay eighty to two hundred dollars each to laugh for ninety minutes, sixteen thousand people who would go home afterward satisfied, who would tell their friends, who would buy the special later on streaming and watch it again and show clips to people at work. Sixteen thousand people in one room, laughing, for one person. He looked at this billboard and felt, walking past it on the hot sidewalk at eleven-fifteen PM after a set at The Sandpiper where twenty-two people had been variously indifferent and one had been actively hostile, whatever the math was between those two things — sixteen thousand versus twenty-two, the distance between the billboard and the parking lot — whatever that math was, he felt it. The way you feel the size of the ocean when you're standing at the edge of it and you're not a strong swimmer.

He looked away and kept walking.

⁂

He was about halfway home — somewhere between the billboard and the Industrial Road turn — when he heard it again.

He'd almost forgotten about the parking lot sound, the way you almost forget a splinter — it's still there, you just stop putting pressure on it. He'd driven away from The Sandpiper with the window down and the hot air moving through and by the time he'd pulled up to the check-cashing lot and gotten out and started walking, the parking lot sound had been compressed into a subcategory of the general noise of a bad night, filed somewhere in the back with the heckler's voice and Dex not looking up and the muffled other-laughter through the frosted glass.

But now it was back. And it was clearer.

Not much clearer — still at the very edge of audibility, still the kind of sound that required silence and stillness and the particular quality of attention that you bring to something you're not sure you're actually hearing. But clearer than in the parking lot, or differently clear, a different quality of sound, like a radio signal that has found a slightly better angle. It was behind him. It was behind him and it had the shape of a voice, a human voice, low and unhurried, the particular cadence of someone telling a story they've told before — the confidence of the pacing, the ease of it, the sense that every pause was intentional.

He stopped walking. He turned around.

West Sahara at eleven-fifteen on a Tuesday stretched empty in both directions, or as empty as a major Las Vegas arterial ever gets. A car passed — a silver sedan, the driver visible for a fraction of a second, a person going somewhere that wasn't here. Behind the car, in its wake, the sidewalk was clear. Streetlights in both directions. Empty bus bench. The closed check-cashing place where his car was. In the middle distance, the billboard with the enormous face. Nothing that would make a sound.

He stood there. He listened. Nothing. The sound was gone — absorbed back into the traffic frequency, the ambient noise of the city, the white noise of eleven million air conditioning units running simultaneously across the valley. It was gone and had possibly never been there in the first place, and he was thirty-four years old and had just had a bad set and was standing alone on a Las Vegas sidewalk at eleven-fifteen listening for imaginary voices, and if there was a clearer illustration of where his life currently stood he was not in a position to appreciate it.

He turned back around and kept walking. He told himself: exhaustion. He told himself: the mind after a bad set is not reliable, the brain is running hot, processing faster than usual, finding patterns in noise because it is pattern-hungry and has not been fed. He'd read something about this once — auditory pareidolia, the tendency to hear voices or words in random sound, the same phenomenon that made you sometimes hear your name in a loud crowd when no one had said it. That was all it was. His name in the crowd. Signal in noise. Pattern in static.

He walked faster. He turned left onto Industrial Road and the character of the street changed — wider, darker, more industrial in the sense that the buildings set further back from the road and were made of materials that implied function rather than commerce, warehouses and light manufacturing and the kind of businesses that operate at scale and don't need to attract foot traffic. The only foot traffic on Industrial at eleven-twenty on a Tuesday was him, and he was not generating it intentionally.

He thought about the day job. He thought about Gary. He thought about tomorrow morning — seven forty-five, he was on the opening shift, which meant leaving the apartment by seven-fifteen, which meant the alarm at six-fifty, which was seven hours and change from now, which was not a lot of sleep, which was normal. He averaged five and a half hours of sleep during performance weeks. His body had adapted. Or his body had stopped protesting and retreated into a kind of sullen compliance, which he recognized was not the same thing but was currently as good as the same thing.

The corner of Industrial and Flamingo. He turned right. The apartment complex was three blocks east, visible now — the sign lit from below with landscaping lights that were slightly too blue for the stucco they illuminated, giving the Desert Palms Apartments the quality of a building being interrogated. There were no actual palm trees. There had been two synthetic ones in concrete planters when he'd moved in three years ago, but they'd been removed during a period when the management company was cycling through aesthetic philosophies, and their absence had left the planters, which were still there, as monuments to a decorative commitment that hadn't lasted.

⁂

He climbed the exterior stairs slowly. He was tired in a way that was not purely physical — the tiredness of his legs was real, thirty-five minutes of walking in ninety-six-degree heat at the end of a night that had started at seven and included two beers and an hour of sustained adrenaline-and-crash, but the larger tiredness was in a different layer, deeper than muscle, the tiredness of wanting something very badly for a very long time and finding it, at the end of another night, still on the other side of a window you couldn't quite reach.

Unit 214. The door stuck slightly in the heat — the frame had expanded, warped over three Las Vegas summers, and you had to put your shoulder into it just slightly to make it open. He put his shoulder into it. It opened. He stepped inside.

The apartment was dark and warm. He hadn't left the air conditioning on — it cost money he didn't have a comfortable surplus of, and the unit was small enough that it cooled relatively quickly once you started it. He turned on the window unit. It shuddered to life with the sound of mechanical reluctance and began its slow project of reclaiming the room from the heat.

He didn't turn on the lights. He went to the bed — twin, against the east wall, under the window, covered with a sheet he'd kicked off this morning and hadn't straightened — and sat on the edge of it. He sat in the dark. The window unit grumbled. The sticky notes on the wall above his desk were barely visible in the glow from outside — each one a different color, each one holding a fragment of something, an incomplete thought, a setup without a punchline or a punchline without a setup or an observation that had the shape of a bit without yet being one. The wall of them was something he found either comforting or oppressive depending on the night. Tonight he couldn't quite determine which.

He sat on the bed for a long time. He didn't lie down, didn't take off his shoes, didn't reach for his phone. He just sat there in the warm dark while the window unit worked its slow recovery, listening to the building settle around him — a door somewhere on the floor, a television from next door, the sound of the parking lot below, ordinary sounds in ordinary sequence, nothing that wasn't exactly what it appeared to be.

He thought, with the exhausted clarity that sometimes arrives at the end of a bad night: Why do I keep doing this?

He had thought this before. He thought it after every bad set, with varying degrees of conviction. The question was not purely rhetorical — it was a real question that he kept asking and kept not fully answering, and the not-answering was itself an answer, was the answer, was the reason he'd be back at it next week at a different venue with a revised set and the same notebook and the same pre-show ritual in whatever supply closet was available. He kept doing it because he did not know how to stop, and he did not know how to stop because somewhere underneath the bombing and the hecklers and the indifferent MCs and the day job and the small apartment and the broken air conditioning and the departed girlfriend and the algorithm's indifference and the billboard face and the parking lot laughter — underneath all of it, like something geological, like something laid down before he was articulate enough to question it — there was the memory of his grandfather doing the seagull impression at the barbecue, and the room shattering, and the feeling that had passed through eleven-year-old Eli like an electric current: this. I want this.

That wanting was still alive. Even now. Even after tonight.

He lay back on the bed without taking off his shoes. The ceiling was dark and plain and regular. He stared at it. The window unit slowly won its argument with the heat. The apartment cooled, degree by degree, toward something that was merely warm rather than hostile.

He closed his eyes. The set ran on the inside of his eyelids. The opener. The self-checkout bit. The copy center bit. The heckler. The withdrawal of the room. The airport security bit, unfinished, its potential still intact, still a promise he hadn't yet figured out how to keep. The parking lot laughter.

And there, at the edge of sleep, just where consciousness begins to lose its grip on the sequence of things, he heard it one more time — the voice, low and unhurried, at the very threshold of perception. He could not make out words. He could not make out words but he could make out something in the cadence, some quality of the sound, something almost recognizable. It lasted two seconds, maybe three. Then sleep took him, and the voice — if it had been a voice — was gone, and the apartment was quiet except for the window unit's faithful mechanical drone.

Eli slept with his shoes on. He dreamed about nothing he could remember in the morning.
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CHAPTER THREE
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THE FIRST WHISPER

"There are sounds you recognize before you know what they are.
Pay attention to those. They are your oldest information."
The copy center smelled like warm toner and the particular kind of industrial plastic that gets warm in an air-conditioned building and releases a chemical scent that is not quite toxic and not quite benign, occupying a sensory middle ground that you stop noticing after eight hours in the same room but which recaptures your attention the first time you step outside and breathe something else. Desert Sun Copies occupied a 2,400-square-foot storefront in a strip mall on Industrial Road between Kwik Kash — a payday loan office with a mural of a cartoon sun giving two thumbs up — and Lily's Nails, whose ventilation system shared a wall with Desert Sun and occasionally flooded the copy center with the sharp chemical smell of acrylic, creating a layered olfactory environment that Eli's coworker Pamela described as "the smell of America working itself to death." Pamela said this cheerfully. She said most things cheerfully. She was forty-one, divorced, had a daughter in junior high, and had been working at Desert Sun Copies for six years with the particular contentment of someone who had made peace with the specific dimensions of their life.

Eli liked Pamela. He also found her, in the specific way that people find people exhausting when they are themselves exhausted, slightly too much most mornings. She talked. She talked as she sorted print jobs, as she operated the laminator, as she counted paper stock. The talking was not malicious — it was, in fact, generous, a constant offering of herself to the conversational space, a refusal to let silence become awkward, a social gift that Eli appreciated more in theory than in practice at seven-fifty-eight AM after five hours of sleep and a bad set.

"How was your night?" she asked, arriving at the counter four minutes after he did, arranging her workspace with the practiced efficiency of someone who has done the same motions ten thousand times and has evolved them to their most efficient form. "Didn't you have a thing last night? A show?"

"Yeah."

"How'd it go?"

He considered. The honest answer was long and he didn't have the language for it yet — the language that would make last night's specific disaster legible to someone who had never stood on a raised wooden platform and tried to make twenty-two strangers love them. The honest answer involved the heckler and the room temperature and the parking lot laughter and the walk home and the edge-of-sleep voice, and it was too long and too strange for before nine AM.

"Okay," he said.

"Just okay?" Pamela accepted this with the equanimity of someone who has learned that Eli's post-show reports were always coded in a way she'd eventually decode. "Well, every night can't be great, right? You keep going up there, that's what counts. That's perseverance. My daughter said you're brave. She saw the clip — the airport clip — the one you posted a while back. She showed it to her friends."

The airport clip. 2.1 million views, three years ago. He'd heard it referenced by Pamela's daughter twice before — she was twelve and had seen the clip and apparently showed it to people, which was genuinely touching and also complicated by the fact that the clip was his best-known work and was thirty seconds long, which meant that his peak cultural impact could be absorbed in less time than it took to brush your teeth.

"Tell her I said thanks," Eli said.

"She says you should post more. She says the algorithm likes consistency." Pamela began sorting a large print job that had come in overnight — a real estate company's marketing materials, glossy photographs of houses no one in a twenty-mile radius of Industrial Road could afford. "She knows more about the algorithm than I ever will. She's twelve. They're born knowing things."

Gary came in at eight-fifteen. Gary Ostrowski had owned Desert Sun Copies for eleven years, had managed it for eight before that, and had the appearance of a man who had been designed with a specific environment in mind and had never left it — the copy center was not his natural habitat in the way that the ocean is a fish's natural habitat, more the way that a particular zoo enclosure is a captive animal's habitat: familiar, complete, without the need to imagine anything outside it. He was fifty-seven, had a gray mustache, wore khakis with the resigned consistency of a man who had solved the clothing question once and permanently. He got his coffee from the machine in the back. He reviewed the overnight print queue. He did not ask Eli about the comedy.

He never asked about the comedy.

This was not hostility — Gary was not hostile; he was merely completely uninterested in anything that happened outside the forty-by-sixty-foot rectangle of the copy center's commercial life. If Eli had told Gary he was a part-time astronaut, Gary would have said "huh" with the same mild interest he brought to reports of paper stock running low and asked whether Eli could check whether they needed to reorder the 32-pound bond. It was not a failing. It was a kind of perfect focus, a narrowness so complete it had achieved its own integrity.

Eli spent the morning at the large-format printer, running architectural drawings for an engineering firm that used Desert Sun twice a month for its print jobs. The drawings were technical and precise and required no interpretation from him — he loaded the paper, set the parameters, monitored the feed, trimmed the edges, stacked and packaged. The work had a particular quality that he had come to appreciate: it was entirely external, entirely procedural, with no internal component, no part that required him to access the part of himself that worried and wanted and ached. He was a conduit for information from computer to paper. The paper didn't know he'd bombed last night. The paper didn't care.

⁂

At noon he took his lunch break. He did not go inside anywhere — the nearest food option was a gas station half a block away, which had a rotating hot dog machine and a sandwich cooler, and he got a turkey sandwich in plastic wrap and a bag of pretzels and a bottle of water, and he brought these back to the parking lot and ate in the Civic with the windows down, which was not comfortable in July but was private, and he needed private.

He ate the sandwich without tasting it. He opened his comedy notebook — a different notebook from last night's, this one a bit larger, a broader format he used for longer-form working, for developing bits rather than just capturing them. He'd been working on an idea about funeral homes — specifically about the business model of grief, the way that death had been monetized so thoroughly that even the most private human experience came with a cost structure, an upgraded casket tier, a memorial package with or without the floral arrangement, a grief industry that had achieved the corporate efficiency of a hotel chain — and there was something in it, he could feel it, but the angle was wrong. He'd been approaching it from the outside, as observation, and it needed to be personal. It needed his own specific relationship to death and money and the awful comedy of combining the two.

He thought about his grandfather Ray. Ray had died five years ago, and the funeral had cost eleven thousand dollars, which Ray would have found absolutely outrageous, which was the beginning of something funny — a dead man being outraged by the expense of his own death, the posthumous receipt — but he hadn't been able to crack the structure. He wrote several more attempts in the notebook. He crossed most of them out. He ate the pretzels.

His phone buzzed. Tony Farrell: hear u were at the sandpiper last night, how was it

He typed back: I've had better nights.

Tony: sandpiper is rough man. The crowd there on Tuesdays is like twenty people whose parole conditions include being somewhere public

Eli smiled at this. Tony Farrell had this gift — the ability to land a joke in a text message at noon, casual and precise, and Eli's smile was genuine. This was what Tony was for; this was Tony's best quality, not his sets — which were good, reliably good, consistently likable without ever arriving at something transcendent — but these private moments, the text at noon, the thing that landed right.

You're not wrong, he typed back.

Tony: rusted nickel tuesday next week. You in?

He considered. He was already booked for a Tuesday open mic at The Anchor — a better room than The Sandpiper, warmer crowd, actual spotlight, an MC who had at minimum learned performers' names before introducing them. But The Rusted Nickel was something else. The Rusted Nickel had Mara Delaney behind the bar, and Mara Delaney was — he stopped himself from finishing this thought in the same way he always stopped himself from finishing this thought, with the same slightly awkward internal redirection of a man who hasn't yet admitted to himself what he's thinking. She was the bartender. She was a good audience. She had a great laugh. These were professional observations about the quality of the room's response.

He texted back: I'll be at The Anchor Tuesday. Maybe catch you before.

He closed the notebook. He ate the last of the pretzels. He watched the gas station across the street do its lunchtime business — cars pulling in, a man with a large coffee emerging, a woman in scrubs who glanced at her phone while pumping gas with the particular multi-tasking efficiency of a person operating at maximum capacity. Ordinary Wednesday in Las Vegas. The heat pressed down on everything with democratic impartiality.

He went back inside and spent the afternoon helping customers. A man who needed fifty copies of a flyer for a lost cat. A woman who had a poem she wanted printed on cardstock for a funeral — he read it while she was at the counter: a simple, direct poem about a father, and it was not a good poem in the technical sense but it was honest in a way that made it effective, and he said "I'm sorry" before he'd thought about saying it, and she'd looked at him with the slight surprise of someone who doesn't expect copy center staff to respond to content, and then she'd said "Thank you. He was a good man," and they'd both stood at the counter for a moment in an unspoken acknowledgment of the weight of it.

He finished his shift at four-thirty. He drove home. He ate leftover rice from the mini-fridge standing at the counter because he hadn't yet reached the low enough energy state required to sit down, and then he did reach it and he sat on the couch and stared at the cracked-corner TV without turning it on.

⁂

At nine PM, he put in a tape.

The ritual was specific: on the bad nights, the nights when the set had not gone right and the head was too full and the notebook felt like evidence against him, he watched tapes. He went to the milk crate under the TV — it was the kind of plastic milk crate that comes in institutional blue, stolen from a dairy delivery at some point in a chain of custody he'd been told not to ask about — and he looked through the tapes. They were labeled in various hands, different people having recorded these at different times from different equipment for different reasons, and then ending up in thrift stores and estate sales and the occasional garage sale where Eli found them and bought them for a dollar or fifty cents or once, memorably, for free because the woman running the estate sale had said "Oh God, VHS, please just take them," and he had taken eight tapes that day and four of them were things he'd watched a hundred times since.

Tonight he chose a tape labeled in someone else's handwriting: HAL BRIGGS — TROPICANA — 88. He'd watched it before, this one — maybe seven times, maybe ten. Hal Briggs had been a comedian of the second tier, the kind of performer who was very good without being transcendent, who could fill a medium-sized room and satisfy it completely without ever threatening to become famous. The 1988 Tropicana set was his best recorded work — forty-one minutes of material that showed, over its runtime, every stage of a relationship between a performer and an audience, from the cautious early minutes when both sides are assessing each other through the hot middle section when they're running together to the close when everything is a triumph and every word out of Hal's mouth gets a response because the room has given itself over completely.

He watched it from the couch. The TV's blue light was the only light in the apartment — he'd turned off the overhead when he sat down, which he always did for tapes, the blue light was easier, more like being inside the performance than watching from outside it. The tape quality was what it was — generations removed from the original recording, the image slightly soft, colors shifted toward the magenta end of the spectrum, occasional artifacts in the video, a track hiss underlying the audio that you stopped hearing after a few minutes, the way you stop hearing
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