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FOR AMELIA,

for the call that made my dreams, and for everything that came after




AN OVERTURE: ON THE NATURE OF ETERNAL IN LOS ANGELES

EMPTY STAGE—TIME UNKNOWN OR POSSIBLY ABSENT, AS IN A DREAM.

Scene begins as if following on from a pre-existing story; as if the audience has always been there but have only now taken their seats.

CHORUS #1


Stories like this revolve around the voiceless and so, without further ado, we will speak.



CHORUS #2


You will love us the way we deserve to be loved!



CHORUS #1


(—committed, inescapable, explicitly on the page.)



The sun breaks abruptly, sluicing a rosy glow over a yawning stretch of Hollywood Boulevard. An off-brand Buzz Lightyear ambles by, accompanied by the Batman. Do you smell urine? Maybe you do. Distantly, a jack-hammer.

CHORUS #3


Time is a funny thing in Los Angeles, where the sun is nearly always shining—



CHORUS #1


—where weather is cyclical but unpredictable—



CHORUS #2


—where memory is long but inaccurate—



CHORUS #1


—where stars are interred in everlasting memory—



CHORUS #2


—but from day to day, hour to hour, minute to minute, lie trodden underfoot.



CHORUS #3


You could drive yourself mad in Los Angeles.



CHORUS #2


And you’d be lucky to do it!



CHORUS #1


This is a message.



CHORUS #2


This is a haunting!



CHORUS #1


This is mortality, the function of little lives and imperfect time.



CHORUS #3


A compounding series of lies, a headline splash, another, over and over, pictures too gruesome to share in the news—



CHORUS #1


Found Tuesday, 6:00 AM, on Sunset—



CHORUS #2


4:30 on Melrose—



CHORUS #3


5:15 on Highland—



CHORUS #1


The discovery of a body—



CHORUS #2


Of a body—



CHORUS #3


Of a body—



CHORUS #1


Mutilated—



CHORUS #2


Mutilated—



CHORUS #1


Asphyxiated—



CHORUS #2


Asphyxiated—



CHORUS #1


Bludgeoned—



CHORUS #2


Dismembered—



CHORUS #1


Drowned—



CHORUS #2


They will say, but what was she wearing?



CHORUS #1


They will say, but a man’s life is at stake!



CHORUS #2


But—!



CHORUS #1


But—!



CHORUS #2


But—!



CHORUS #1


But—!



CHORUS #3


We will not try to persuade you of our merits, nor our virtues;



CHORUS #1


We are not a new story.



CHORUS #2


We are not even a different story.



CHORUS #1


It is always this story for someone—



CHORUS #2


—whether you listen to it or not.



CHORUS #1


Love, he will call it, before you abruptly blink out.



CHORUS #3


The truth is: You die the moment they stop speaking your name. We speak ours now into the ether.



CHORUS, AS ONE


Listen closely now, closely.

You can hear it on the wind.






PART I
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SANTA ANA RAPTURE

“Los Angeles weather is the weather of catastrophe, of apocalypse, and, just as the reliably long and bitter winters of New England determine the way life is lived there, so the violence and the unpredictability of the Santa Ana affect the entire quality of life in Los Angeles, accentuate its impermanence, its unreliability. The winds show us how close to the edge we are.”

—Joan Didion, “Los Angeles Notebook,” Slouching Towards Bethlehem

“This is a love story and I apologize; it was inadvertent. But I want it clearly understood from the start that I don’t expect it to turn out well.”

—Eve Babitz, Slow Days, Fast Company




DIRECTOR’S NOTE:


The lovers should be played young; not young as in beautiful or hopeful, but young as in only half invented. They should behave as if they have already seen the worst the world can offer without understanding that in truth the world can always be worse.

Play love as if it is delusion. Play it earnestly. Play it doomed. There should be a frenetic quality to all actions and behaviors as if time is running out (a fallacy playing out against the backdrop of reality—which is to say: belief in scarcity despite great wealth). Love as in helplessness; love as in sickness; a viral, fever pitch. A very real and propulsive spell. Love as in escape.

The demon should be clothed in contemporary stylings. Resist the urge to cast someone too handsome. A natural glint of mania will suffice.
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THE BASS THROBS FROM inside the club like the pulse in a cracked chest cavity. The bodies squirm, a festering hive of foreign motion. Traversing the line feels like being digested slowly, by measures of inches, by an oscillating snake. Pods of larvae, copulation in progress, hedonistic swarms. Everything so animal, insectile. Hollywood after dark.

I pick thoughtlessly at my nailbeds, dry and flecked with mud (it could be mud). The skin is like eggshells, partially cracked. The backpack on my shoulder is unconscionably weightless when the bouncer shines a light inside. “What’s this?”

“Busy day at work.” My mouth is arid. So thirsty. No time. “Meeting a date.”

“First date?”

“Yeah.”

“And you brought a change of clothes?” The bouncer shines a light in my eyes and I squint. The bright white of nothingness lasts half a breath. A siren screams in the distance. “My man.”

I stumble inside with the sound of your laughter ringing in my ears. Then the memory of a wretched cough, a dry death rattle of calcifying tar.

Bathroom first. The air is thick, asphyxiating. Four feet shift inside a stall. The light in here is a satanic red, the better to overlook slick vodka spills and mud (it could be mud). Don’t make eye contact, don’t make eye contact. The water in the sink runs cold and dark.

“Hey, man, you dropped your phone—”

Swallowed up by the pulse of the music inside, a molten embrace of the inferno. I try not to look at all the flashing lights.

The bag.

“Not right now. I want to dance.” (I don’t know why I argue. Proof of life? Sentience?)

Get rid of the bag now.

“But—”

A sharp prick then, right to the place where I might clock a craving—a balloon-pop of disapproval, the flash of an old memory, the maggoty swallow of a pleading throat. “Fine.”

I make my way to the bar, dropping the bag from one shoulder to rest my full weight against the lip of the counter. “Whiskey, please.”

“What kind?”

“Any kind.”

Face the crowd, casual, normal people stand like this. A sip tastes like rubbing alcohol. Could I be cleansed from the inside, maybe? Possibly? Pretend I’m sterile now. A glance at my feet says the bag is swallowed up by the detritus of Friday night.

I drain the glass and ask for another.

“Keep the tab open?”

I hold up the bills, crumpled wads from my pocket. “Nah. Paying cash.”

“We don’t take cash at the bar.”

“What?”

“We don’t take cash at the bar.”

“But it’s money. You know? Currency. Legal tender. Exchanged for goods and services.” (There’s a hollow laugh from somewhere in the recesses of my memory.)

Slower, as if I’m stupid: “We don’t. Take cash. At the bar.”

The smell of smoke and cinnamon enters my periphery then, like an intrusive thought just lying in wait. “Here, give it to me.” A cool hand closes around mine, slipping the bills free. “Three vodka sodas, lots of lime. Keep it open.”

A woman, pretty, with an undercut, a clavicle tattoo, that smell of spices hovering nearby. The inevitable is coming: what’s your name, are you okay, is that blood on your neck, do you need an ambulance. When she turns to the bar, I slip away, readily consumed by the crowd.

The bass is a wave of thunder now, one of my hands finding the steady roll of ample hips.

Get out of here.

“No.” (A drink spills across my arm.)

You look ridiculous.

“You look ridiculous. Shut up.”

“What?” (Hips that belong to a face. A set of bleary, half-conscious eyes.)

“Nothing. Come here.” (The suckling heat of a seeking mouth finds my neck. The prickle of a half-trimmed beard. Lips that taste like anise.)

I let myself be pressed against a wall. No, I want this. We switch. Hurt me. Tell me I’m worthless.

You already know that.

“Leave me alone.”

You’re a child. Remember the ritual.

“I just want to—” (A hand finds my throat. Yes, yes, there.)

You’re not listening. You know what happens when you don’t listen.

It’s so hot in here I can almost taste the fugue state incoming. There’s a probing hand on my cock, but I want it back on my neck, poised on the little red button, the possibility of detonation. My nose is dripping, not like everyone else’s. The eyes that met mine had at first worn a glazed look of I won’t remember, but now a spark in them transcribes the shadows of my face.

See that? That’s officially a witness.

Good. Witness me, someone. Anyone.

“Hey, your nose is . . . Are you okay?”

Get out of here now.

Like a knee jerk, a reflex test. I stumble to the door, tasting blood. That smell of cinnamon hits me again like a wave of nausea, a whip of hot wind like a slap from the street.

“Hey, it’s you again—Wait, are you okay?”

“Ro, what gives?”

“I think this guy’s having a seizure—Nessa, help!”

No, don’t help me. I try to push them away, words slurring from my tongue. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“What?”

You have to talk to them now. That’s three people minimum who might remember your face.

“No.”

Tell the girl everything is fine. Long day at work. Boss is riding your ass. Tell her your meds are mixing weird.

“Her name is Jessica.”

“Wait, whose name?”

What are you doing?

“This your date, bro? Damn, girl. No wonder my guy over here brought a change of clothes—”

Make that four witnesses. Just get out.

“Oh, I’m not his date, I just—Hey, is there, like, a medic on staff or something?”

The ritual isn’t over yet. Get out of here.

“I said NO—”

You’re testing my patience. Are you tired, is that it? Is it time to go back to sleep?

“Leave me alone, JUST LEAVE ME ALONE—”

“Is he bothering you, miss?”

“No, no, I think he’s seizing—Hey, dude, do you need me to call someone? Or like, an ambulance? Do you have insurance?”

“Ro, let him go, it’s probably just coke or something—”

“But what if it’s not? What if it’s, like, fentanyl or some shit? Or bath salts?”

“Ohhh, she reads one news article and now she’s a bad bitch—”

“Roro, what’s going on?”

A new face. I catch a furrowed brow, a blur of gold that materializes for only an instant before everything starts to evanesce. A familiar countdown to the end.

Desperation turns my head, propels me forward. The cityscape transmutes to starlight before me, the forms and shapes nothing now but blinding lights. The zip and sting of city traffic. From the street, glossy eyes of oblivion look headily back at me.

Don’t do it.

I have seconds left, maybe less. Enough time for a single decision. The most human thing in the world is this: a senseless choice.

(I’m tired, I don’t want to do this anymore, I don’t want t—)

I said don’t do it!

A blare of a bus horn, and then:

Bang.

Too late.




[image: ] 0106 ASLEEP [image: ]

FROM THE BLACK OF my mind, a thin, mocking whisper:

Did you really think that would work?
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AN INCOMPLETE LIST OF LA WEATHER: ETERNAL SUNSHINE, JUNE GLOOM, INFERNAL HEAT, DEMON WINDS

THEY’D BEEN CALLING IT the summer of exsanguination; not that I worried about those things at the time. When you’re young, nothing can touch you. You never think it’s going to be your body on the ground, your organs spilling out onto the sidewalk. At twenty-two, nothing but the risk of ubiquity is ever all that real.

I’d gone out with my cousin Roro, who had recently taken a wealthy lover, and her best friend Nessa, whom I tolerated only because it had been two decades with no other choice. It was Roro who’d forced me out that night, to a cowboy-themed party at a new club in one of the warehouses off Melrose. During the Uber ride over, Ro kept saying things like “Did you know that’s a real-life cement factory??” as if trivia could make me forget I’d just lost my job. Or as if any part of me, at my most beautiful and my most selfish, could be persuaded to care about gentrification in the least.

I knew about the recent string of murders to the extent that dead bodies were part of Roro’s pitch to persuade me to come out with her. She was an artist, the unpaid kind, and thoroughly obsessed with death. “If I die getting serial murdered at the club,” Roro told me over the phone, “you’re going to feel like shit.”

That night, I saw a man step in front of a bus that should have killed him, and then I watched him walk away. Then, characteristically for the person I used to be, I forgot him.

Until I saw him again.

Back then, whenever the void came calling, I liked to play a little game with myself called Could I Survive It? A simple game, where I would imagine myself in some kind of terrifying situation, and it was like a puzzle, sudoku or something, to see how I’d make it out alive. Maimed, fine. Scarred, possibly ruined, sure. But importantly, alive.

A fall from a great height in my car. A tumble downhill on foot. A low railing on a rooftop balcony. An earthquake in this spot, or this one, or this one. A strange man standing too close. Could I Survive It? You get the gist.

As I said, the rules were very simple—all I had to do was come out alive—though I had a confidence about the future that was totally unearned, born from a place of stubbornness and imagination. I didn’t actually understand the specs on my car, which aside from being precious to me was a danger to the environment and only technically in working order. I didn’t understand physics, either, being not very interested in physics and only sort of paying attention whenever I was put to the task by force. I’d gone to a performing arts high school, one with an endowment from the de Witts, though of course it’s getting ahead of myself to mention them now, or maybe not. Because it would be very difficult to explain any of this if you didn’t understand that the de Witts had always been there, hovering around the circumstances of my daily life.

It wasn’t so much a matter of saying yes to them (although I did). It was more like . . . taking my entire existence to its inevitable conclusion.

The only way I would have made a different choice is if I’d been born a different person, in a completely different place.

One thing you wouldn’t find a lot of in LA is a life lived without some degree of performative irony. Earnestness is not acceptable currency here, where the most successful occupants have never lived without the presence of an audience. The denizens of this city are never not performing, so that the performance becomes the mask becomes the person in their entirety and so on, indistinguishably. Enthusiasm in Los Angeles is really only suited for objects of beauty, clandestine affairs, and drug abuse.

Many people here are artists who have identified their price (every artist has a price or there would be no such thing as industry). The art created in Los Angeles has a certain spatial disregard to it, too. A lack of concern for order, because this is a place with one finger at all times on the pulse of disdain. I remember seeing as a child one of those T-shirts, the iconic “I (heart) NY” shirts inverted to say “LA doesn’t (heart) you,” and I understood something fundamental, which was that a New Yorker could never be happy under these conditions. It was simply too distinct a scorn. The East Coast has a wrathful energy, something related to the cold, the cramped spaces, the feeling like there will never be room for all of you, that some things must remain in boxes for the pure utility of space. Even the schools, all captive and forcibly indoors like that. My high school was a sprawling campus in the heart of Hollywood, shaded by big mature trees, paths that stretched between buildings, insufficient tables for all the students, nowhere to sit when it rained. There—maybe that was the difference? You could exist here, as vast as you pleased, so long as you did it creatively. A New Yorker would be disgusted, for survival reasons. Without hierarchy and order, the island of Manhattan would simply collapse.

I couldn’t tell you a single person on earth who wouldn’t know of the actor William de Witt. But it was much more uniquely LA to also know of William’s grandfather, Killian de Witt, for whom the endowment of my school was named. Killian was some kind of oil and energy mogul, with a fortune derived from a strain of old money traders in New Amsterdam—the kind of old money that, by way of some early twentieth-century liquidity, came to be lumped into Angeleno history with the Gettys, or Mulholland. Without Killian de Witt, this city couldn’t have existed in this form, or any form of significance.

Any details about him beyond that were irrelevant to me, insubstantial. As with most people we learned about in history class, I could only envision him in black and white.

William was much more central to the workings of my life. Not that it requires saying, but he was a real movie star, the likes of which I can’t say still exist the same way now. Now we have internet fads, or It Boys of the moment, but William was a star the way few actors could be. He was what I wanted to be—ethereal, eternal. All charisma and sex appeal; inimitable, intangible.

Killian de Witt was only interesting to me insofar as he was interesting to William. William was famously proud of his connection to his grandfather, which was also his connection to the city, like the inheritance of a throne. (William de Witt’s father—Killian’s only son—had gone to New York in his twenties, and there William had actually been born and raised, coming up on the Broadway scene before starring in Hollywood films.) He gave a speech at my high school once while I was a junior, on my period, picking at the plum-colored nail polish my mother said made me look like I’d slammed my fingers in a door. As William de Witt spoke about his deep love for Los Angeles, I ran my fingers idly through my hair, the strands falling down the bleacher seats, down and down and out of sight, someone else’s problem.

But for weeks afterward I entertained fantasies, teenage reenactments of that speech. Alternate universes, less fixated on the legacy of the de Witt family or their historic fingerprint on the city of LA. Instead, from the rosy desires of my overactive mind, William de Witt had seen me in that crowd, locked eyes with me, lost his train of thought, and publicly stumbled, such that from afar, my cheeks glowed sweetly, knowingly pink.

I knew I saw something in you, he’d whisper to me later, catching me in the hallway, alone in an empty corridor, the usual contrivances of the diabolical teenage mind. You have something I’ve never seen before.

What?

You have it, he’d say, whatever it is.

Hard to say what I wanted more—his desire (I was, again, in the spring of my sexual awakening) or the opportunity that his desire would present. At the time, I believed they were the same thing; that if a man desired you, then he also respected you. Which is of course wildly untrue and probably not even relevant. A total fallacy, two unrelated things. But I felt I understood the world, specifically Hollywood. Specifically fame, which is an ecosystem where you don’t climb a ladder. It’s far too ephemeral for that. Instead, it’s just that one day you’re outside of it and the next you’re accepted. There was also the feral, lurking possibility that it could all disappear just as easily. Acceptance would always be conditional on the industry, on faceless studio heads who kept both eyes on unknowable profit margins. There was always the threat that either you or your work could be canceled, and then poof, everything’s gone.

By the time I actually met William de Witt, I held as a tenet of professionalism that whatever he or anyone wanted from me, I would leverage it, so long as it had actionable results. By then I was already making all my decisions on the assumption that I would one day be famous—that I would have to be, because I’d already gone too far to come back. After the streamer pilot that was supposed to be my big break was canceled, I was living in a sort of purgatory, back in my mother’s apartment. (Roro had decided to keep the lease we’d gotten together in Los Feliz and sublet out my room—she, of course, was the more practical of the two of us, which is to say, the only one with a day job.) I was, at the time, subsisting only by the grace of my mother’s forgiveness. Untenable.

At that point, my entire existence meant making all the right choices to put me in all the right rooms—one of which was William de Witt’s.

Usually when people asked me why I wanted to be an actress I’d give them a very sly smile, saying real artists don’t decide they want to be artists, they simply can’t help it; art comes for them with a knife. This was the tacit truth, that anyone who was a real artist (the distinction being, loosely, that a Pink’s hot dog wasn’t real food but a hot dog cut up into Filipino spaghetti absolutely was) didn’t choose this lifestyle from a place of rational clarity but from a fit of divine inspiration. Like tongues of fire, or God telling Noah to build an ark. An objectively insane thing to do if you don’t already know a flood is coming—buoyed only by the knowledge, crystalline and absolute, that this was not only right, but foretold.

I tried explaining it this way, Catholically, to my mother, who wanted to know why she’d bothered working so hard to make a life for us if I only wanted to throw it away, forever starving for jobs, eternally shouldering rejection. My mother is a very smart woman—there’s a sturdiness to her, a resiliency like ancient ruins. Determination to survive. She just isn’t the kind of woman to entertain a destiny. Or maybe her destiny is more polite, and doesn’t whisper to her at night.

To my mother, the ideal life meant safety, which implied a practical career, the kind with consistent paychecks, and benefits. The freedom to sleep well knowing that the rent would be paid and that any unforeseen acts of God might annoy us but not destroy us. Because I was good at my craft, I did grasp her point in a way that she never really grasped mine. But I did not, as she wanted me to, revel in containment. My grandmother understood this because my grandmother was the one who believed in the ineffable, in the elements of nature and balance. Something that was kind of like God but also more like cosmic irony, which was probably what made her feel so at home in LA.

My grandma was the one with the initial thirst for entrepreneurship. She’d bought the courtyard apartment complex we lived in back when apartment complexes cost about the same as a sack of potatoes, and she had also opened the store that my mom was now trying desperately to cobble into a brand. Despite my grandma’s natural inclination for investment, Mom was the savvy one. She spotted trends, charting them like stars. She wisely did not believe in them but still trusted their trajectories, their implications, like cracking the spine on the zeitgeist and interpreting the entirety of the work, not just the current page.

My mother was the one who first noticed the uptick in new construction around our neighborhood; the hipster coffee brands with sans serif fonts that heralded development, and with it affluent white people, who would soon be on their way. She was also, ironically, the one who started the palm readings at the store, the tarot consultations, the gradual transformation of a Filipino dry goods shop with its Virgin Mary candles and neighborhood gossip and apothecary cabinet full of dried herbs for lactation and balms for sore muscles into an offbeat destination for the West Coast woo-woo occult. The spiritualists who were really orientalists, who wanted crystals and sage and balance and the aesthetic of authenticity, but packaged neatly, in English, and poised to post. Mom, who wasn’t not an artist despite being fervently a capitalist, painted the fairy houses and affirmation cards, fitting our old-world superstitions to the tune of the modern ennui.

I say “our,” but of course I wasn’t involved in that, or why would I have chosen to be an actor? If I were really part of “our” then I would have simply done what my mother asked, like accountancy or law school, things I possibly had the brains for but not the patience, because I didn’t froth at the mouth for the economy the way I did for the freefall of art. I wanted to be alive the way the stage made me feel alive, the way I came alive for the camera. I wanted the kind of life that didn’t simply blur the days.

So yes, art came for me in the night, and it came for me again in the morning. It made me do things I wouldn’t have had the endurance for otherwise—long runs in blistering heat, diet after diet, money that went toward facials and blowouts instead of birthday presents and family vacations, late nights followed by early mornings, huge gaps of daylight to be filled with audition calls that didn’t always come. A normal person doesn’t choose that. It’s an infection, a fucking disease. If I didn’t attend to it, if I didn’t feed it—the craving—then I’d waste away and die. But try explaining that to someone who’s lived through martial law. Impossible. So, most of the time I didn’t. I bartended and taught yoga classes and produced a variety of content with whatever trend was hot that day and I worked at the store when I could, depending on what left me free for the mythology of callbacks, like midday fucks with a half-invested lover. Trusting blindly that the thing for which I lived and breathed would reward me in the end.

My precious artifacts at the time: my phone (of course), my car, the perfect cropped tee from Target that I kept in my trunk, one in almost every color that suited my soft winter palette (the quintessential biracial experience: too white on the outside to be Filipina, too Filipina on the inside to be white), because the hem skimmed my waist at just the right spot. Feminine enough, but not trying too hard. Sexy, but understated. (This was what the casting director had liked about me before the casting director, too, lost her job.) Folded neatly in the trunk: the perfect pair of vintage 501s, which I’d struggled through countless thrift stores just to find. I always knew I had to change something about myself if they felt too tight in the thighs one day. I monitored my body like a fucking zoologist, my metric being that one pair of jeans. I wore them to Hollywood parties, to auditions, to catering shifts, behind the bar, under an apron, to dinners with friends where I said I wasn’t hungry because I’d already eaten at home. (You can see why I took a liking to Emmanuelle’s daily smoothies.) I wore them nearly every day at the de Witt house, and I can still catch that old hint of smoke whenever I slide them off.

The point is that certain things were true about my life in a way that’s unignorable—without them, there’s no story. Of those truths, the most important one was this: I was young enough to believe every romance was inherently Bluebeardian. Locked doors, deadly secrets. A deep, insidious longing for someone to be a little bit mean to me, which subconsciously I deserved. I wasn’t the type to give up ambition for love, so I had never considered how I might behave under conditions of abject lunacy.

In retrospect, if a man says run, you should listen.

I didn’t, of course. But that’s what I’m trying to tell you—there really wasn’t a version of me who could.
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JUST THINK HOW SANE WE’D BE IF IT WEREN’T FOR THE HEAT

IT WAS SEPTEMBER AND the Santa Anas were at it again, or maybe it was climate change. Without history for a benchmark, it was impossible to tell where the desert ended and global warming began. The days simply yawned into each other, pulled like taffy across the horizon, never not tourist season. Summers were scorching and smelled like smoke, daylight shrinking indistinguishably into fall. Surely it would cool down soon, we all thought, but our memories were faulty, stuck in a time loop of nostalgia where September meant gently drifting leaves, bucolic pleasantries. The myth of autumn fed to us by Hollywood, our darling and our demon. The very monster for which we sacrificed ourselves.

With the heat came the aforementioned crime spree, a series of salacious murders, and worse, there was talk of strike in the air again. Unease spread beyond the film industry like wildfire, so many of us dependent on the Hollywood machine remaining in working order. Not just the actors and writers and casting directors. Cinematographers, editors, designers, production crews, camera assistants. Nannies for producer-children. My cousin Roro (a visual artist or a hairstylist, depending on whether you believed a job was something that paid you money) was, as I mentioned, dating a man she’d met on a sugar baby app, just in case she lost clients at the salon, and half the rent on the apartment we were supposed to have shared now came from some guy with a start-up. This, Roro reminded me, was part of the grind. In her free time, she was creating an installation fed by her true crime fetish: depictions of mutilated bodies in a stained glass, medieval style, like an elegy of saints.

Meanwhile, my other cousin, JR, Roro’s twin, had recently purchased a pigeon. The Santa Anas were blowing, my boobs were sweating. Everything was uncanny, unsettled, uncool.

The pigeon. First I’d have to explain the apartment complex where I was once again living, having lost the TV role I still cannot physically name (reason: despondency). It was one of those courtyard buildings, colorless stucco with low brick siding, the central gated entry festooned with sprawling vines. The sign bearing the name of the building, The Riviera, was high on my mother’s to-do list, being comically in decline. Iron bars lined the windows around the bottom floor for good reason. There were terraces, sort of. Parts of the building looked nice, having been outfitted with terracotta planters, but the older units were occupied by a variety of tables that were spiritually altars: clay pots with overgrown contents, odd porcelain-style busts, decorative rocks inside empty terrariums, painted stone fruits, rotting organic materials (maybe cardboard, maybe upholstery). Along the driveway, there was a distinct earthy smell. Weeds burst from every orifice of the sidewalk, which was itself raised up jaggedly by a sprawl of massive tree roots, like a shrine to an elder god.

It was, ask the city—or the developments multiplying virally along the undulating hills of Whitley Heights—an eyesore. Again, my mother was trying her best. Even when Grandma was alive, any livability the building happened to boast had always been thanks to my mom. Rent was collected on time except for sometimes, and everything about the complex that was within my mother’s reign of terror was orderly and beautiful, the carefully preserved Old Hollywood vibes accented by the sound of gently trickling water from the courtyard fountain that was my mother’s pride and joy. The difficulty was that Tita Linda still lived in one of the units that faced the street, and she had been a blister to my mother for decades. She was Grandma’s oldest friend, and utterly unevictable. Mom didn’t want Tita Linda to die, per se. She just wanted to go over everything with a good scrub, preferably without Tita Linda in the way.

Everyone we knew lived there. “Multigenerational living,” in sociological terms, or how we do things in the third world, as I liked to joke. Mom didn’t care for that. I never fully grasped when it was okay to commit to the bit—to mock the occult shop catering to white people who didn’t understand that none of this was “authentic” in the slightest—and when it was irreverent, unacceptable, proof of my apparent failures and deeper betrayals, too. Nothing was ever more confusing to me than whether I should be proud or ashamed of my heritage. I looked mostly white, certainly whiter than anyone else in the family, with dingy chestnut hair I highlighted until it gleamed with blond and hazel eyes that looked greener when I wore dark colors. Roro’s exhausting friend Nessa called me “Weda,” meaning white girl. This, I was told, was a compliment. I was not allowed to be offended. But if I asked my mom for lasagna instead of pancit, it was tantamount to a slap.

So yes, I never understood when I was allowed to make fun of my culture, unless it wasn’t really my culture and that’s why it was never appropriate for me to joke. Tacitly we all knew that was the darker, secret truth. Teasing was only acceptable if you belonged, which I didn’t and never would.

Mom and I originally had a courtyard-facing apartment on the upper floor—a gift from my grandmother after my mom left the house she’d once shared with my father. It was a charity Mom never stopped trying to repay, and at that point in my life, having moved back in with my own mother, I could relate. But why was it so shameful, accepting favors? Accepting help? I wondered this often. Grandma wouldn’t have survived in this country if not for the charity of Tita Linda, who introduced her to the man I called Grandpa until his death. He was already an American citizen, having served in the military, and his marriage to my grandma (his first, her third) allowed her to cobble together the collection of businesses one might call an empire if one considered a coin laundry, a dry goods shop, and a courtyard apartment building where only half the units had air conditioning to be imperial in any way.

By immigrant terms, it was. The point being: By the time three of my grandma’s six children joined her in the States (Tita Perla, Tito Joss, and my mom), she was able to give them a place to live, however imperfect, and steady work, however odd.

My mom was grateful, but she was also a hustler. Maybe if she’d been born a Jen or a Liz or better yet a John and been acknowledged for the shark she really was, she might have gotten the respect she deserved, and then we all might have loved each other better. But after Grandma got sick, when only my mom had the stamina to take the helm and carry on, that dynamic shifted abruptly and without much regard for anything that wasn’t forward motion. Mom immediately fixed up our apartment and rented it out for triple the price of the other units, moving us into Grandma’s ramshackle one on the less-coveted ground floor. She repeated the same pattern with other tenants, so that under my mother’s management, the building reached a tenuous forty-sixty split—a revolving door of upwardly mobile young people and the Filipino immigrants that Mom couldn’t legally evict.

And me, who was technically both.

As I said, on the night this all began I’d slipped my mother’s leash and gone out with Roro to a club. I was wearing a hot pink tube top, Daisy Dukes, and cowboy boots, a ridiculous thing to be wearing to watch a man step in front of a bus. I couldn’t have felt more idiotic, or more helpless, or more naked. Which are not the things you want to feel when you watch another person’s life blink out.

The impact struck like a flash of lightning, a thing I couldn’t quite believe had happened even though I’d watched it with my own eyes. If you’ve ever been in a car accident, you know the sound—that singular, sickening crunch, audible then over the sound of horrified, half-drunken screams. The bus, having tried to veer away, lurched to the left, into traffic, the only direction it could go without littering the sidewalk with bodies, ultimately smashing the passenger-side taillight of a car whose driver sat distracted and unmoving at the light. The driver stumbled out unharmed, his phone in his hand, obviously filming not what had happened, but whatever would happen next. I’ll admit, it did seem like something that would worsen, as if the real content was yet to come.

I’d never seen someone die violently before. The realization hit me with a chill, some innate understanding that a person couldn’t live through that much impact, that the human body was fragile and insubstantial in the face of a moving cage of steel. As it usually did, my mind churned with familiar rhythms of logic and sequence, soothing itself from a place of survival, generating its own internalized calm. What now? I didn’t know what my responsibilities were, if I’d now have to talk to the police. I couldn’t see much of the body in the street but I could tell it wasn’t moving, and of course it wasn’t. It lay below the belly of a Metro Local bus.

Roro, who was carrying the cash that man had given her at the bar—inadvisably, in my view; what would she now do with cash? At least her boyfriend sent her money via Venmo, like a gentleman—had turned her head and thrown up on the sidewalk.

“Bitch, he’s fine. He’s on acid, he’s practically invincible,” remarked Nessa, a paragon of sympathy. Nessa used “bitch” with a freedom most people reserved for conversational pauses. Sometimes I was grateful for the way she handled every situation unpredictably. A reassuring consistency, that she always reacted inappropriately, which freed me to do the same.

Roro, an empath, wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. “Are you serious? We just watched a man die, Ness—”

“So? Some bitch got killed last weekend. Some bitch is probably missing right now!”

“It’s true,” I said, having gotten yet another Amber Alert on my phone earlier that day. A blaring, unwelcome disruption to my midday nap. “These bitches do be missing,” I added, in a lilting imitation of Nessa.

“Weda, shut up,” she said. She was Filipina and Mexican, for the record, but apparently there was nothing whiter I could do than point out she wasn’t Black.

“I know that,” rasped Roro, “but he was right there! I mean, we could have stopped him—I spoke to him literally one second ago—”

Roro looked haunted, and what I didn’t want to admit was that I was oddly shaken, too. I’d met his eye just moments before he’d stepped into the street, and there had been a look on his face, some strike of clarity, that made me feel like maybe I was the reason he’d made that choice. Like he’d locked eyes with me and understood that this was his only move; that all that remained of life was emptiness. He had an underfed look to him, long, ratty hair, scraped back in a bun with the strands pulled loose, like there had recently been hands in it, fingers grasping, probing, searching. There was a wild calm in his eye, an unnatural stillness.

Should I have seen this coming? Should I have known that whatever he saw when he looked at me would propel him to his doom?

But when his eyes met mine, I hadn’t thought about how strange they looked. I hadn’t clocked the drugs or danger. I’d thought dazedly of how familiar they were. Like something I’d seen in technicolor before.

By now multiple people had pushed forward to try to help; a herd of drunken Samaritans bleated out in various shades of dismay. The bouncer was yelling for everyone to back up, and several people had already dialed 911.

So there were easily a dozen eyewitnesses to the moment when the man’s arm seemed to shoot outward of its own accord, like a skeletal hand bursting free from the grave, grasping blindly for the gutter from below the bus’s floor. Roro gasped and clawed my wrist, biting her nails into the span of my forearm, yanking my own arm half out of its socket as she dragged me closer to the street. I didn’t have perfect visibility—people stepped on my feet, elbowed me, no more accommodating than on the dance floor of the club—but I could see that the man had hooked a desperate grip onto the contours of the sidewalk and dragged his immobile bottom half out from beneath the bus, seemingly resurrecting himself by nothing but sheer force of will.

Someone stepped in front of me then—I missed it, the full motion of him rising—but when a window cleared again, it was like some kind of horror scene, the climax of a cinematic dream. Blood was smeared across the full length of his face, and a bizarre protrusion of bone jutted through the top of his T-shirt, giving him the look of a hunchback. It was Halloween grotesquerie, carnage too gaudy to be anything short of camp. Impossible to tell what was bruise and what was road. His hair was falling into his face, concealing most of it. From afar it was difficult to catalog the full scale of lacerations—too much of his body was openly bleeding, including his nose, which had already been dripping prior to the crash, so if there was a primary source of injury, it wasn’t clear at first glance. There was a vacant, half-conscious look in his eye as he stumbled, like the walking dead, around the front of the bus, taking off toward the opposite side of the street.

This time, he didn’t look at me. He didn’t look back at all.

By then the driver had gotten out with a primal yell and sprinted after him, a mix of rage and fear. We all lost track of the two of them immediately, our line of sight blocked by the bus itself, whose passengers were scrambling over each other to see where the man had gone.

“See?” said Nessa, after a collective beat of stunned silence. “Told you.”

“But . . .” Roro stared after him. “But did you see?”

Her mouth hung open. If mine didn’t, it was only from a place of shock. Everything had happened far too quickly for me to process it, to even know how to react.

I just kept thinking about his face like something I hadn’t done, a task I’d left unfinished. What was it? Like the line you can’t quite remember, the punchline to an old joke. It would come to me, I knew, unhelpfully, at three in the morning, or in a conversation a few days from now. Where I knew him from. I felt sure I had seen him before.

But there also comes a point in the night where you clock the fact that you’re too drunk to see things properly. Or just too drunk, period. Inevitably you become struck by the gutting awareness of how pointless everything can be, and then the solution is either to slouch more destructively toward oblivion or simply cut your losses and go home.

“Come on, Roro.” I patted her on the shoulder, channeling the archetype of sensible best friend. It was, demographically speaking, the role I was most likely to make a living on. “Let’s call it.”

“But we came here to dance.” Sometimes I found Nessa’s casual narcissism to be admirable, like a piece of armor I wish I had. Other times it edged too close to nuisance.

“Then dance, Nessa. I’m taking Roro home.” That was enough to do it. Nessa hates being left out. So we all trudged into an Uber, relaying the facts of the night—the Uber driver, too, suggested the culprit was probably bath salts—and then, after stopping at Roro’s to make sure she and Nessa made it up the stairs, I went home and struggled to sleep.

“He’s dead now,” Nessa had declared matter-of-factly in the car. “He probably only got up right away because his body was in shock.” Sometimes, Nessa found ways to inadvertently remind us that she was the most gainfully employed among us. She was an ER nurse, and therefore probably correct, which with Nessa was always the least tolerable outcome.

“Nessa, stop. You’re making it worse.” Roro, who had an artistic temperament, was whimpering. Her fingers were flying while she texted her boyfriend, an entertainment lawyer who did things like send a delivery guy to her apartment with pints of ice cream if she said she was on her period or order new batteries for the Ring camera he’d bought. (Her packages kept getting stolen; he couldn’t abide the riffraff underfoot.) Maybe she’d thought that if she seemed distressed enough, he’d come over. Or maybe pay her rent.

I didn’t find fault in any of this, for the record. I’d been considering it too, the concept of transaction. That simple exchange, the labor of pleasure, for the freedom more broadly to live.

It hit me around four in the morning, just before I finally drifted off—those eyes, the thing I’d been trying to remember. They reminded me of William de Witt in a movie he starred in, years and years ago. Young William de Witt, who’d played a version of Death, dolled up in a black suit—give him darker hair, longer, and that was exactly what the man had looked like.

But it certainly hadn’t been William de Witt throwing himself in front of a bus. He was in his forties now, I was pretty sure, and probably not suicidal. Definitely not a time traveler.

Funny, then, what the brain holds onto. What you remember and subsequently forget.

The next morning, I was waiting to hear about a callback for a minor part in a feature. An up-and-coming studio was making it, small budget but hot and buzzy, film festival stuff. Given the conditions of the industry, it would pay me almost nothing and I’d probably have to travel somewhere obscure, but exposure had its perks. Another rung on the invisible ladder. My agent said I’d be perfect for it if I used the headshot where they’d made my eyes look slightly smaller and pulled my hair back tighter for a more severe effect and stuck a lotus pin behind my ears, as if to more adequately point to something—anything—Asian. If I was lucky, I’d play the girlfriend who got dumped in favor of the tragic, forbidden romance with the lead actress, Sydney something. I was supposed to hear whether my original callback time slot had been successfully rescheduled, but because I had not yet been told and it was already ten in the morning, I went in for a shift at the store. My cousin JR was in tow, much to my mother’s chagrin.

Which brings me, circularly, back to the pigeon. JR, as I mentioned, had recently come into possession of one. There were many things to be said about this, so I will begin with what I actually said while I attended to the boxes in the storeroom: “Explain to me what’s happening with the pigeon.”

What could I tell you about JR? That he was Roro’s twin brother, and a couple inches shy of six feet—which is to say, very tall according to my grandmother. He had briefly been in training to be an EMT, but somewhere along the way, something went awry. JR mostly wanted to please other people in precisely the way that so eluded Roro and me, but he couldn’t always figure out how to do it without supervision. For this reason and a few others, my mother had never really liked him and often urged people not to turn out like JR. I thought at the time (judging from context) that she meant aimless, or maybe lazy, though JR was almost comically obedient, and it didn’t seem possible to be lazy if you always did everything you were told. Mom specifically made these comments when dredging up the subject of me dropping out of college or quitting well-paying temp jobs because they conflicted with callbacks. Which was not a matter of laziness and certainly wasn’t aimlessness either, unless you were the kind of person who didn’t believe acting was a legitimate aim.

“He has a name,” JR said. He held the pigeon out toward me. “It’s Alistair.”

Alistair had many qualities. Feathered, agitated. Compared to the rest of his body his legs were so long and pristinely white, practically stockinged, that they could only be described as “gams,” as per Jessica Rabbit or Lola Bunny. Meanwhile, his throat was so massive it looked like he’d swallowed a snake egg by accident and couldn’t figure out whether to digest it or spit it out, which emphasized the supreme beadiness of his eyes. He wore a look of confusion mixed with panic that I would later learn was just his face. His coat was primarily gray with some splotches of mottled green iridescence, like a bottle fly, though tufts of white splayed across his chest and back feathers, and again, his elongated legs.

I’ve never considered myself an animal person. It seemed to me like one of those qualities you had to inherit from somewhere, and my mom wasn’t an animal person, either. My mother and I liked having an unstained sofa and ambiance that smelled like Febreze, which in rare periods of camaraderie we jointly selected to match the nearest holiday. Also, I don’t mean to speak about Alistair in the past tense. If you’re wondering, the pigeon survives.

“He seems upset,” I observed. I was trying to be charitable and sympathetic, which thankfully was a common feminine characteristic. I had much to fall back on for inspiration, narratively speaking. In reality, I couldn’t get over how bizarre Alistair looked, like a cross between a sexy cartoon nurse and, well, a pigeon.

“Of course he’s upset. The books say he’s experiencing feelings of anxiety.” JR turned Alistair toward him to stare deeply into his beady pigeon eyes. This, for understandable reasons, did not calm Alistair at all. He was making frantic cooing noises that turned arbitrarily to panicked bleats. He kept trying to fly, but of course JR was holding him.

Casually, I posited: “Do you think the feelings of anxiety have to do with his captivity?”

Over a squawk of deafening protest, JR replied, “Alistair was born in captivity. He’s genetically very gifted.” I doubted this profoundly at the time, but I later learned it was true. Everything that seemed objectively insane about Alistair’s appearance was heightened specifically to be attractive to other pigeons, approximating the exaggerated effect of a Kardashian waistline in the wild. “He comes from the finest stock, according to Pete,” JR went on, undeterred. “Even better than any of Tavis Anderson’s doos.”

This much I could tell you: Pete was a dealer who lived in the neighborhood, part of the debris keeping property values low (a quote from my mother). He trafficked mainly in small things, recreational ubiquities like coke and molly, so I probably should have been glad JR had only come to him for pigeon.

As for the other name—“Dare I ask about Tavis Anderson?”

I was only half paying attention to the conversation, fixated as I was on remaining within the orbit of my phone. Every time the screen lit up I jumped to reach it, but it was only ever TikTok or Instagram or the dating app I’d recently downloaded. I was trying my best to get on Delphi, the app that celebrities use, but even at my most self-assured I knew I was exactly the kind of person they were trying to keep away from Delphi. I was actively looking for a foothold in the industry, not meaningful connection. Or sex, which I had plenty of with no one’s help.

This time, though, when the screen lit up, it was easy to tell it was another Amber Alert—even with my phone on silent, the alarm was loud enough to hear from space.

The ensuing commotion was an immediate racket. “Can you turn that off? It’s upsetting Alistair—”

“I’m trying, it’s another one of those missing person alerts—”

“Who is it?” JR, leaning over to see my screen, brought several feathers into my periphery. “Sorry, sorry—”

I finally managed to turn the sound off and said the woman’s name out loud, though I already knew we wouldn’t know her. “Salvadoreña,” commented JR in response, before adding, “And Tavis Anderson is the region’s foremost dooman.”

“Dooman?” I echoed vaguely, in lieu of expressing anything else.

“There are doowomen,” JR assured me.

“Not really the thing I meant to question.” The picture on the Amber Alert was pulled from the girl’s social media. She was clearly at a party, her top skimpy and tight. Her mascara was slightly smudged, eyes glassy in that way that suggested drinking. She looked happy, full of secrets, almost smug. I wondered if whoever provided this photo had thought she looked beautiful in it.

She did. She was a few years older than me and I thought: I hope that by the time I’m her age I find a waterproof mascara that really sticks.

“Doo flying is at least five thousand years old. In Scotland they’ve been practicing it since the Victorian era.”

“And you relate to this because you, too, hail from a lawless island?” Not implausible. “You still haven’t told me what a ‘doo’ is.” I’d already swiped away from the alert back to my socials. My mom had turned on the news that morning, as was her practice, but I’d long ago stopped listening. School shootings, mutilated bodies. I thought of it all equally as sensationalism. Summer of Exsanguination sounded like a band name, not a meaningful call to action. It hardly inspired any motivating effort toward change.

“Alistair is a doo,” JR said, holding the flapping pigeon out to me with astounding . . . I don’t even know what to call it. Unlike me, JR was almost never sarcastic or condescending—qualities I’d learned from my mother. “It’s another word for a pouter pigeon. Well—” JR paused, fluorescing a bit pink. “Alistair is a pygmy pouter, actually.”

“So there are other kinds?” I didn’t actually care about Alistair, but the effort to try to imagine the outline of a person who did was a reasonable achievement on my part, given that JR wasn’t supposed to work that day but would have to take over for me if I headed out for my audition.

Then JR said many things I couldn’t possibly be expected to remember about the various kinds of pigeons and why Alistair was specifically intended to lure a mate, something I audibly voiced felt problematic. “It’s consensual,” JR assured me. For efficiency reasons, I said sure.

I did not know then the amount of time JR would ultimately spend handwringing about Alistair’s size and/or scouring the sky, which was apparently the point of pigeon seduction. I was busy with inventory, which included a lot of candles I’d grudgingly shot promo for the previous day in exchange for not being harangued to the point of insanity. So far, with my mother’s attempts to augment the mystical aspects of the store’s offerings, the primary draw remained functionally the same: Tita Linda. She and Grandma had always worked the store together—two chismosas on the proverbial front porch, gossip that was only circumstantially foretelling. Now, Mom called these sessions “readings,” and she charged per minute, to make up for the rent that Tita Linda otherwise ignored.

Who could say how accurate the readings were, or whether there was inherently some fraudulence at play in commodifying the mystic? Certainly not in Tita Linda’s mind; she believed in her own proximity to the supernatural without a hint of doubt. It had been Grandma and Tita Linda who told me I would be a star, that my destiny was ripe for the taking, a sweet and tempting fruit. In my mother’s mind, a specific fruit: the apple from Eden. She had always resented that I chose to believe them over her.

After a while, as noon came and went and then one and two, I gave up a little on my phone. A few people stopped in to poke around, asking to use the bathroom (CUSTOMERS ONLY! ☺ read my mother’s sign), chatting with me about the weather, pondering sage’s effectiveness at aural cleansing (I was a skeptical believer, meaning I performed my grandmother’s rituals without any faith in their efficacy but performed them nonetheless, which was functionally the same as being a believer). JR had temporarily calmed Alistair and was researching something called a “doocot” on the internet, specifically how to build one (he should have been reading something about how to convince my mother to love a pigeon in the first place, though admittedly that was niche). I was sorting the crystals and dusting the jewelry we kept up at the counter next to the sign that read TAROT READINGS SPECIAL! PAST PRESENT FUTURE $20 in my mother’s painstaking calligraphy when a gust of wind blew the front door open, like someone opening the jaws of fate.

The door never shut all the way unless it was latched, so it usually just flapped like an open mouth, yawning whenever it saw fit. But this particular gust was a scream, followed by a burst of air so dry and hot it almost felt imaginary, like the beginnings of a coma or transcendence from this plane.

I wandered over to close it, observing the way the heat rose off the asphalt in the distance, like a cartoon vision of an oasis. I distinctly remember feeling like the coyote right before the anvil came down.

“Anya Morris?” someone called out to me as I was struggling to shut the door against another burst of wind. There were dead palm fronds littering the street, a pile of leaves already forming at the cove where the door had flung open, the tinkle of shop bells frantic and shrill. Sometimes when the wind blew like that I got a feeling of severe unease, like something undetectable was coming. My grandma always said the full moon made people crazy—only marginally less so than the Santa Ana winds.

My heart was pounding, unrelated to anything really, just the frankness of the wind, the utter everywhereness of the heat. There weren’t too many other sensations like that, the kind where the Could I Survive It? game depended so heavily on outlasting an unsurvivable condition. Not clotting a wound or adjusting, but simply enduring. It had nothing to do with the person calling out to me, though I couldn’t have known then what that coincidence would set in motion. The way that it all just blew in with the wind.
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