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Before, Ali woke up every morning to her partner Natalie throwing open the bedroom door to let in their scruffy black-and-white terrier mix, Glen. He’d bound onto the bed and stand on Ali’s chest, licking her face and panting his warm trash breath. Natalie would kiss Ali and recount the details of Glen’s walk: which route they took, which neighborhood dogs they saw, whether Glen had been in an agreeable mood or had been obstinate, and the quality and number of his poops. Natalie was an early riser and loved taking Glen out in the morning, which was fine by Ali, since she preferred to sleep as late as possible. After Ali had heard all about Glen’s walk, she would usually recount a catastrophic dream she’d had: a flood, an earthquake, getting kidnapped by a murderer, Glen getting hit by a car. She’d look at Natalie and Glen and sigh, relieved that all was well.

But now the catastrophe is real. Ali still wakes up to Glen, but not returning from his walk—he’s been next to her, trying to rouse her for at least an hour. When Ali’s alarm goes off and she finally, begrudgingly, opens her eyes, she immediately cries—this is how she has started each day since Natalie died exactly one year ago. In books and movies, grieving characters always say there’s a fleeting peaceful moment after waking up when they forget what happened, but Ali never experiences this. The instant she’s conscious, the knowledge is present, nauseating her like a form of morning sickness—not for a new life, but for a lost one.

Bright sunlight cuts through the blinds, and birds outside chirp blithely. Ali wonders if birds stop singing when they’re grieving—if grief is even an emotion they feel. Maybe what sounds like happy warbling to Ali is, in fact, a bird screaming into the void or calling out for a lost loved one. If she were a bird, Ali would fly straight up, like a rocket, until she reached the blackness of space. That’s where she feels like her mind is now: in the blurry, indistinguishable line between the blue sky of life as we know it and the darkness of the great mysterious beyond.

But Ali’s physical body is in sunny Los Angeles, where the weather never gives her the courtesy of matching her mood. It insists she get up, get over it. Glen would also like her to get up. He emerges from under the covers to lick the tears from her cheeks and look at her hopefully with his human-esque hazel eyes. His face is two-thirds white on the left side and one-third black on the right, with the black fur curving around his eye like a wide letter C. On the white side of his face, his ear is also white, with faded black spots like a dalmatian. This spotted ear is Ali’s favorite feature of his, and she leans over to kiss it.

“I’m sorry, buddy, we’ll go soon.” Ali removes a thick night guard from her upper teeth and places it in a plastic container on her nightstand, which is covered in stacks of books (mainly short-story collections by Alice Munro, James Baldwin, Lorrie Moore, ZZ Packer, and George Saunders), a box of Cheez-Its, stray earplugs, and a value-size container of ibuprofen for the headaches that debilitate her four to five times a week. This morning, she can already feel the pain poking at the base of her head, slightly above where her hair starts growing and just right of center—the spot where massage therapists sometimes press their thumb like it’s a magic button that releases all the body’s tension. If someone could keep their thumb pinned on that button twenty-four hours a day, Ali thinks she could feel like a functional human.

Instead, she stretches her neck to either side, then pulls her mouth as far apart as she can to rotate her jaw in circles, pressing her pointer and middle fingers into the corner joints that connect her upper and lower jaw. Ali has ground her teeth at night since she was a teenager, but in the past year, she’s chewed through four different night guards touted by their respective companies as “indestructible.” She swallows two ibuprofen for the headache, a probiotic for her irritable bowel syndrome, a vitamin D for her body’s deficiency thereof, and a birth control pill for her ovarian cysts. (The fact that she, a lesbian, must take birth control always strikes her as annoyingly ironic.)

On top of ZZ Packer’s Drinking Coffee Elsewhere, Ali’s BlackBerry vibrates with a text from her best friend, Dana: Thinking about you. Remember to be kind to yourself today, and I’ll see you tonight for dinner. Ali doesn’t reply to the text and instead opens her Dell laptop to check her work email, her stomach surging and chest tightening as she prays no catastrophes have struck since she went to bed. Ali is a publicist at a well-known firm that specializes in public relations for celebrities, and you never know what kind of trouble they’re going to get into. Plus the whole PR culture is to treat everything as a matter of life and death—a recent career survey ranked public relations executive as the eighth-most-stressful job, behind actual life-or-death occupations like soldier, police officer, firefighter, and airline pilot.

Ali doesn’t view her work with such gravity—she sees her position as that of a glorified babysitter with a laptop, managing the moods and bad behavior of adult children. She never would have chosen this career, but her first job out of college was as a receptionist at a PR firm, and she ended up ambivalently climbing rung after rung on the publicity ladder due to her outsize student loan payments and what bosses called her “knack” for the job, which Ali thought was simply having a modicum of competence and responsibility. It was like a wave had carried her to the shore of a land where she’d never intended to live, and she’d stayed simply because it was easier.

She always used to tell herself she would quit and find a job that suited her better, but no career consists of reading and writing short stories, which is all she truly wants to do, so any job would likely feel as pointless to her as PR. Besides, thirty-five is a little late to switch careers and climb the ladder all over again, and most days Ali is resigned to her fate. The job provides stability and excellent health insurance, and for a person with an untreated anxiety disorder and a side of hypochondria, stability and excellent health insurance are necessities.

Shockingly, this morning her inbox contains no emergencies, which is so rare it’s like the blooming of a corpse flower. Instead, it’s the usual trash heap of press requests, pitch responses, and media inquiries. She checks the weather: seventy-six degrees currently, with a high of eighty-nine, which makes her groan. It’s early September, which for most places in this hemisphere would mean cooling temperatures, but in LA, they’re still hitting the high eighties or the nineties, and this will continue well into October and maybe even November. NASA scientists recently said 2005 was on track to be the warmest year in over a century.

Ali can’t believe people continue to deny climate change when Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans only days ago. Photos of the disaster flood the news: people sleeping on their roofs while waiting to be rescued, brown water only a few feet below them; cars floating in streets turned to rivers, street signs nearly submerged; a shaft of sunlight beaming through a hole in the Superdome roof after it was emptied of thousands of survivors. Ali pictures a skinny polar bear stuck on a jagged ice floe, the pier in Santa Monica underwater, fires that make it “snow” even in Los Angeles. The fires will start any day now, marking Ali’s least favorite season, when blazes rage in all directions for weeks on end, making the air unbreathable and her anxiety unmanageable.

Glen nudges Ali’s laptop with his snout, then stands on her chest and pants into her face.

Ali grimaces. “God, it smells like someone had diarrhea into a fish tank, then fell into the fish tank and drowned, and after the body rotted and the diarrhea molded, you took a long drink.”

Glen pants harder.

“Okay, okay. You wanna…?”

Glen raises his ears.

“Go for…?”

Glen wags his tail.

“A dental cleaning?”

Glen cocks his head.

“A colonoscopy?”

Glen cocks his head the other way.

“Or…A WALK?” Glen jumps from the bed and shoots out of the room.

Glen pulls Ali down the street and she struggles to keep up. She hates waking up this early, but once they’re outside, she has to admit it’s a nice way to start the day, and she can see why Natalie loved it. They’re in the Silver Lake hills surrounding the reservoir, meandering past magenta mounds of bougainvillea spilling over doorways and agave plants with what resemble towering stalks of asparagus growing from their hearts. Walls of jasmine bushes carpeted with white pinwheel flowers release an incredibly sweet perfume, and the white bark of eucalyptus trees sags and ripples, like the skin of a hairless cat, where the trunks meet the branches. All of it makes Ali cry again. She can’t decide whether being surrounded by such beauty is a blessing or a curse—it makes her both thankful and resentful to be alive without Natalie. If she lived in the arctic tundra, or a parched desert, would she feel more or less depressed, or exactly the same?

A few streets later, as they’re huffing up a steep hill, a coyote casually trots out from a yard about twenty feet ahead. Coyotes are a common sight in Silver Lake, especially near the reservoir, but they always send a chill up Ali’s spine. This one is German shepherd–size with a thick coat of fur, as opposed to the fox-size, scraggly ones that look like less of a threat. When Glen notices it, he kicks into gear, barking his head off and straining against the leash. The coyote stands there calmly blinking at them, like Go ahead and try it, little guy. Another coyote appears, bigger than the first, and Ali’s heart starts to beat double time. Her instinct is always to turn around and run, but she’s read that with coyotes, you should stand your ground and make as much noise as possible. She waves her unleashed hand above her head and stomps her feet while yelling, “I’m really sorry we humans are displacing you! I’m terrified of you, but I have to act like I’m not, so you won’t attack me! La la la la la!” At this, the second coyote takes a step toward them, and now Ali’s heart beats triple time. She puts her hand on the pepper spray clasped to her shorts pocket, which she carries not only for coyotes but also for violent dogs who might attack Glen (which has happened before) and men. At this point you’re supposed to throw something. She grabs a smooth, warm stone from a rock garden and tosses it at the coyotes, aiming just to their left. When it thunks near their feet, they finally trot off across the street and disappear.

Ali breathes in relief and squats down to comfort Glen, who coughs repeatedly from how hard he was pulling on his harness. “Yes, you’re a very big brave boy, you definitely could have taken those two seventy-pound wild animals, yes you could have,” she coos, petting his head. Her heart rate slows and sweat slithers down her stomach. Another day, another potential death narrowly avoided.

On days when Ali doesn’t have any after-work commitments, she takes Glen to the office with her, but today she has a doctor’s appointment and dinner at Dana’s, so she drops Glen off at his dog walker/sitter’s house on the way home because she thinks he gets anxious when left alone for longer than five hours, even though in reality, it’s Ali who gets anxious, picturing him curled up on the couch alone. If it were up to her, she would never be separated from him.

She has time for a quick cold shower before running leave-in conditioner through her shoulder-length, naturally straight black hair and throwing on a pair of lightweight black slacks, a black-and-white-striped T-shirt, and a pair of black leather sneakers. The striped T-shirt is about as wild as Ali gets, fashionwise. She prefers basic cuts in neutral colors like black, white, navy blue, and gray, which she’ll tell you is her favorite color when pressed to pick one. She never wears makeup, which she can get away with thanks to her even-toned, pimple-free skin, high cheekbones, and ridiculously long and dark eyelashes. Her one beauty ritual consists of dabbing a recently purchased “rejuvenating cream” under her eyes, an attempt to lighten the dark circles that have become more and more bruise-like over the past year.

Then Ali calls a cab to take her to her office in Hollywood. Ali has always found driving in LA to be a terrifying endeavor (see: merging onto a highway only to be forced to immediately merge over five lanes through a churning sea of traffic to get onto a different highway, trying to make a left-hand turn with no protected light and a steady stream of traffic whizzing by, other drivers who purposefully run red lights and whip U-turns with abandon and text on their phones while going seventy-five miles per hour), but two years ago, she got into a bad accident on the 10—a guy in a Mercedes merged right into her, resulting in a broken left arm, nerve damage in her neck and back, and ultimately PTSD so bad she stopped driving.

When Natalie was alive, Ali would ride to work with her, since Ali’s office was mostly on the way to Natalie’s, and whenever they ran errands or went out, Natalie would drive. After she died, it became clear how dependent on her Ali had been, how circumscribed her life had become. All her choices revolved around how far away activities were and how many cabs she’d have to take in a day and what it would cost her. She told herself daily cabs couldn’t be much more expensive than a monthly car and insurance payment, but that wasn’t true. Months ago, Ali had vowed to tackle her fear and be back on the road by now, but so far she’d only written down the names of a few driving schools, cognitive behavioral therapists, and, in a moment of desperation, hypnotists.

Today Ali’s cabbie is a chatty man in his twenties who drives like he’s auditioning for another Fast & Furious sequel. Ali takes measured breaths in and out as he barely taps the brake pedal at stop signs, weaves in and out of lanes like he’s forming fabric, and honks at anyone who takes more than .01 seconds to hit the gas after the light turns green, all while droning on about the screenplay he’s writing: “a futuristic Groundhog Day set in space.” Ali believes the personalities of cities in the US can best be summed up by how people drive in them, and people in LA drive with such urgency and disregard for traffic laws, you’d think someone were giving birth in every passenger seat. But no, they’re all just selfish idiots who do whatever they want, whenever they want, no matter how it affects anyone. Is it possible to like a physical place but hate almost everyone in it?

Ali grew up in North Dakota, in a town with a population of two thousand near the Canadian border. Her earliest and most enduring memories are of being cold: pressing her numb fingers and toes to the barely warm heater, making endless mugs of tea that would go lukewarm almost instantly, sleeping in three sweaters and a face mask. “Only people who sit still are cold,” Ali’s parents would say before making her scrub the bathtub or shovel the walkway or wash the dishes. At least the water was hot on her hands. When she got into UCLA on a full scholarship, she yelled, “I’m never going to be cold again!”

Ali has now lived in LA for sixteen years. For the last few of those, due to the aforementioned selfish idiots and the traffic and the wildfires and the earthquakes and the rising rents and temperatures (Ali doesn’t want to be cold but she doesn’t want to sweat through her clothes every single day, either), she and Natalie sometimes daydreamed about leaving, but realistically, Natalie’s job prevented it. She was a TV writer, and therefore it was necessary for them to live in LA. When she died, she was about to show-run her first series—a dramedy about a fictionalized WNBA. It had been her life’s dream to finally oversee her own show.

But now, with Natalie gone, moving seems unthinkable. How are you supposed to decide where to go all by yourself? How do you make friends as a grieving loner? At least in LA, Ali has Dana, her oldest friend from childhood, who moved here after college, and a “successful” career, albeit one she doesn’t want. So for now, she’s staying in LA, even though she just watched a car drive over a median to pull a U-turn, all to avoid a line of traffic at a red light.
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After a minute of deep breathing in the parking lot, Ali passes a dense crowd in the lobby waiting for elevators and takes the stairs. It would be a reasonable choice if Ali’s office were on the second or third floor, but it’s on the tenth. Shortly after Natalie died, Ali watched a report on the eleven o’clock local news about how half the elevators in Los Angeles hadn’t been inspected for over two years. After that, Ali stopped taking them, no matter which floor she was going to. Her choice was validated when, a couple of weeks later, a woman in a downtown office building was killed by a malfunctioning elevator. The woman had put one foot in when it suddenly lurched up, the doors still open. She was dragged by her ankle between the elevator and the wall until her body was crushed. So if Ali is sweaty and winded by the time she reaches the tenth floor, so be it.

“Good morning, work wife,” says Ali’s coworker Namisa, who’s passing by as Ali swings open the door to the stairs, huffing and puffing. The greeting is a bit they do every morning, using a Valley girl baby voice to mock the Paris Hilton types who work in PR and sincerely use expressions like “work wife.” Even though Ali and Namisa use the term derisively, it is accurate to describe their relationship—Namisa transferred from the London office five years ago, and Ali doesn’t know how she ever survived at the agency without her. They get along well because like Ali, Namisa loathes the job, even though she’s very good at it. They discreetly roll their eyes at each other and mime shooting themselves in the head during meetings, and they bust into each other’s office yelling things like “Code red! I need one hundred and fifty cc’s of blood, STAT!” or “He’s flatlining! Hand me the defibrillators!” to make fun of all the other employees acting like they work in an emergency room instead of a PR office. Just as Ali would rather be writing short stories, Namisa would rather be choreographing modern dance routines. Before her career in PR, she was on the path to becoming a professional ballet dancer, but at twenty years old she fractured a bone in her left foot, which subsequently fractured her dreams.

Ali takes a moment to catch her breath. “Spin class kicked my ass today,” she says to Namisa in the same affected voice. “Spin class” is what she calls her ten-story climb to the office.

“My ass is getting fat ’cause my fiancé keeps cooking me extravagant dinners.” At the word fiancé, Namisa holds out her left hand and admires an imaginary hunk of diamond on her ring finger. “I need to go on a juice cleanse ASAP.”

Ali scoffs. “No way, girl, your ass looks fab. My ass is the fat one.”

Namisa gives her a playful shove. “No, mine is!”

Ali shoves her back slightly harder. “No, mine!”

“Mine!” Namisa pushes her hard enough that Ali stumbles backward.

“MINE!” Ali gives Namisa a don’t-fuck-with-me look.

Namisa holds up her hands. “Okay, whatever, we’re both fat-asses. Love you, wifey.” She kisses the air next to Ali’s cheek.

“Love you, wifey.” Ali kisses back, completing the bit before they duck into their boss Victoria’s office for the morning rundown.

Victoria eats a bowl of Lucky Charms while bent over what she calls an “adult coloring book,” which Ali has never heard of but Victoria claims will be “huge” in a few years. She designs them herself before coloring them in, and the only differences Ali can discern between children’s coloring books and Victoria’s are that Victoria’s are slightly more intricate and sometimes contain naughty pictures or words. You could say she has some arrested development issues. Her great-uncle founded the chain of stores that became Wal-Mart, so her family is extremely rich but also extremely fucked up. By the time she was twenty-one, she had already been to rehab three times, and when sobriety finally stuck, she reverted to a state of childlike innocence. She bought the firm a year ago to try to bring purpose to her life, having chosen it because she loved celebrity gossip, but she didn’t know anything about running a company, not to mention PR. During a meeting one day, Ali honest-to-God caught her googling “Define publicity.” Sometimes Victoria’s incompetence drives Ali nuts, but usually it results in Ali being left alone to make her own decisions, which she likes.

“Morning girls, help yourself to brekkie.” Victoria gestures to the boxes of Cookie Crisp and Cap’n Crunch and Froot Loops and Cocoa Puffs and Apple Jacks in her kitchenette. “How were your weekends? What did you both do?”

“I went on two fantastic dates,” says Namisa. “One of the blokes picked up his leftovers with his hands and put them in his trouser pockets—needless to say, I’m seeing him again.” The reason Namisa transferred from the London office five years ago was a divorce from a husband who’d turned out to be a sex addict. After that, she decided she needed a significant change of scenery. Ali can’t believe Namisa has stayed in Los Angeles—if Ali were facing the prospect of dating local men, she’d be on the next plane out. The women here are bad enough, and she tries not to think about how, in the future, if she doesn’t want to be alone for the rest of her life (which she has not technically decided yet), she’ll have to start dating, too.

“I, uh…watched a bunch of TV and deep-cleaned the bathroom,” says Ali, pressing her thumb into the back of her skull where her headache is still pulsing, despite the Advil she took earlier. These days, Advil might as well be a placebo.

“Wow, I don’t know who I feel worse for,” says Namisa, “you or me.”

“Well, you probably know what I did.” Victoria finishes her bowl of Lucky Charms and smacks her lips.

“Disney?” Ali and Namisa say at the same time.

Victoria beams. “We rode Splash Mountain five times and ate Dole Whips till we nearly puked.”

“Disney and dates,” says Ali. “Between the two of you, my nightmare weekend is complete.”

“Okay, hit me with some good news.” Victoria flips open the Lisa Frank stationery she special-orders from eBay, poising a strawberry-scented glitter gel pen above the first line.

“People are going absolutely wild for Jen’s Vanity Fair cover,” says Namisa. “Everyone has been dying to hear her side of the split from Brad, and the article definitely delivered.”

“The internet is also getting a real kick out of the paparazzi photos of Paris in her Team Jolie shirt and Nikki in her Team Aniston shirt,” Ali says, pretending she cares. This was hard enough to do before Natalie died, but since then, the pretending has felt especially sapping. Ali feels like a cell phone you’ve had for a few years too many that can no longer hold its charge, and the second you perform one task on it—like replying to an email or playing a game of Snake—the thin line of low power appears. She wishes there were an outlet she could plug herself into.

“And Britney has agreed to do a People cover about the birth of Sean Preston,” Namisa chimes in.

“Excellent,” says Victoria. “Bad news?”

“All the gossip blogs are running those paparazzi photos of Lindsay Lohan with a boob falling out of her tank top,” says Namisa. “Fucking crikey, I miss the good old days.” The good old days being only a few months before, when media was mainly relegated to print or TV and all the major outlets were in publicists’ pockets. Most published stories came directly from publicists, and if they didn’t want certain information covered, all they had to do was threaten to cut off access or sue. On the rare occasion a scandal did come out, publicists at least had days to get in front of it. Now these online gossip blogs can publish stories in minutes, and publicists find out at the same time as the general public. The tipping point was around May, when Perez Hilton (previously known as PageSixSixSix), YouTube, the Huffington Post, and a US version of OK! all launched, and when camera phones started to outsell brick phones. Suddenly civilians could catch celebrities doing anything from picking their noses to leaving clubs wasted to cheating on their significant others. Over the course of 2005, the number of blogs has skyrocketed from ten million to twenty-five million, and for the first time ever, news seemingly moves at the speed of light, reaching countless people in a flash.

A prime example was Tom Cruise jumping on Oprah’s couch to declare he was in love with Katie Holmes. Thanks to YouTube, short clips from the show almost immediately whizzed around the internet with titles like “Tom Cruise kills Oprah.” Most people sharing the clips hadn’t even watched the full episode, in which the crowd was even more hyped up than Tom, and Oprah was goading him into talking about his personal life. In context, while the interview was being conducted, it seemed more like he was playing along, but without the context, it looked like he had lost his mind. After that, it was all downhill for Tom, and no publicist could control it.

“Re: Lindsay’s boob…” Victoria’s eyes light up with one of her terrible ideas. “Could we say it was a stunt to increase awareness about breast cancer?”

Ali kicks Namisa under the desk.

“I think we’re better off just letting it fizzle out,” says Namisa. “By tomorrow the blogs will move on to something else.”

“You’re probably right,” says Victoria. “Is there more bad news?”

“Perez is threatening to out Lance Bass again,” says Ali. Pre–gossip blogs, they never had to worry about celebrities being outed. But since gossip bloggers have no relationship with publicists and thus nothing to lose, plus Perez himself is gay, one of his missions seems to be outing closeted celebrities. “If you know something to be a fact, why not report it? Why is that still taboo?” Ali doesn’t believe anyone should be outed against their will, but she does kind of see Perez’s point—how will gayness ever stop seeming like a shameful secret unless the media stops treating it like one? As an out lesbian with no shame about her own sexuality, she hates the hypocrisy involved in counseling her gay clients to stay in the closet, and she wishes things were different.

She still remembers the first time she learned an A-list celebrity was gay and hiding it. Ali had just started as an assistant at her first PR agency—she was twenty-three, and it was 1993, before any celebrities had publicly come out. She’d been backstage at a movie premiere, struggling to hold about ten different purses and clutches, when she saw [BLACK BAR], an actress in her early thirties with two Academy Awards, lean toward a woman standing next to her, someone Ali didn’t know, and plant a casual kiss on her mouth.

Ali dropped all the purses and clutches and grasped her coworker Sharon’s forearm. “Did you see that?” Ali gasped.

Sharon appeared completely unruffled. “Oh yeah, that’s her longtime partner.”

Ali blinked repeatedly. “I’m sorry, what?” A waiter passed by with a tray of champagne flutes, and even though they weren’t supposed to drink at events, Ali grabbed a flute and took a big gulp.

Sharon laughed and pulled Ali into the corner, away from the celebrities giving press interviews. “I always forget you newbies don’t know anything yet. But you couldn’t have thought it was statistically possible for one hundred percent of Hollywood to be straight, right?”

“I guess I never really thought about it before.” Ali kept her eyes on [BLACK BAR], who now had her hand on the unknown woman’s lower back. “So…everyone knows she’s gay?”

“Everyone in the industry and mostly everyone in the media. The only people who don’t know are the general public.”

Ali took another gulp of champagne. “Isn’t she afraid someone will say something?”

“No way. Everyone knows that’s the one thing you don’t leak. DUIs, drug use, prostitutes, abuse, hetero cheating—that’s all fair game. But not someone being gay.”

“Huh. That kind of seems like a double standard. Why is it the one verboten topic?”

“Because it would ruin their career.” [BLACK BAR] was now talking to someone from the press, and her partner was still standing beside her, although they had stopped touching.

“More than an actor being caught with a prostitute?”

“Oh yeah. Most of these closeted celebs are total heartthrobs for the opposite sex.” Sharon pointed across the room at an A-list actor. “Housewives in the middle of the country would lose their shit if they knew [BLACK BAR] sucks dick. And then he’d never be cast in anything again, because they’d only see him as a big homo.”

“Wait. [BLACK BAR] is gay?” Ali studied his chiseled jaw and killer smile and remembered how her mom had always joked she’d leave Ali’s dad for him.

“The gayest.”

“Oh my God. Who else?”

Sharon rattled off a list of very recognizable names who were frequently in blockbusters and on the covers of magazines. Half of them were backstage at the event.

“Holy shit.” Ali drained the rest of her champagne. “But [BLACK BAR] is married to [BLACK BAR]…How does that work?”

“Beard marriages, honey. They’re a dime a dozen, and they’ve been around forever. Cary Grant and any of his five wives, Rock Hudson and Phyllis Gates…”

“Wow. Are the two people in a beard relationship always both gay?”

“If the gay one is more famous, sometimes a straight beard will do it, in the hope they’ll get more famous. Or just for money.”

Ali shook her head, her eyes as wide as quarters. She felt like she had been living in a gay version of The Truman Show, sailing along in the straight world’s boat when the bow suddenly pierced the dome’s painted sky. Underneath the pure shock of it, Ali felt something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Was it anger? Yes, but underneath that, there was something more specific. Betrayal. Her whole life, she had been lied to. Because of those lies, she’d spent twenty-two miserable years thinking she was straight. Black holes started to eat through Ali’s vision and she crouched down, blinking rapidly, images appearing behind her eyelids.

The boy on the playground with the buzz cut and Kool-Aid-stained mouth whom she’d always had insult contests with. One day he’d called her a lesbian and Ali hadn’t known what it meant, so she’d asked her mom and her mom had told her not to worry, that the word had nothing to do with her.

The boy with spiky bleach-blond hair she’d made out with at the movies, just to get it over with, after her mom had taunted her about being “sweet sixteen and never been kissed.” The whole next day, she’d hidden in her bedroom thinking she had the flu, she felt so sick.

The white, chalky liquid she’d swallowed at seventeen that made her insides glow and revealed she didn’t, to her disappointment, have an ulcer. The doctor recommended Ali be sent to counseling, and to Ali’s surprise, her no-nonsense, pull-yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps parents had agreed. The counselor had asked a lot of questions about Ali’s mother. She never once asked Ali about her sexuality. It didn’t occur to Ali—even in her diary, even in her most private, hidden thoughts—that she might be a lesbian.

The foamy, neon-yellow bile Ali had puked up after losing her virginity to a man she was half-heartedly on-and-off dating her first year of college. Much like her first kiss, she’d done it to get it over with, not because she had wanted to. There hadn’t been an ounce of pleasure to be found in it.

She’d written anguished entries in her diary questioning her intense fear of sex and relationships. About how she “fell” for completely unavailable guys and then cried when they didn’t like her back. And when they did like her back, she found some other reason to end it. She trapped herself in the perfect catch-22, ensuring her loneliness and sadness. She had fiercely close relationships with her female friends and always felt inordinately betrayed when they found boyfriends.

Every single time Ali slept with a man, she puked afterward. Men literally made her sick, and it still didn’t occur to her that she might be a lesbian. She thought she was just really picky, or hadn’t met the right person yet, or was commitment-phobic, or had some kind of emotional problem, or just wasn’t a very sexual person, or was asexual—all these things occurred to her, but the simplest and most obvious option did not.

But then a year after graduating from college, Ali met Natalie. The puking and the doubts and the fear stopped, and were replaced by comfort and happiness and pleasure. And then love. The first time Ali called herself a lesbian out loud, her whole body vibrated with confirmation. She couldn’t believe it had taken her so long to figure it out—looking back, it was wildly obvious. But when society lied and told you everyone was straight, you assumed you must be straight, too.

Backstage at that movie premiere, Ali finally realized what her bottommost emotion was underneath all the shock and the anger and the betrayal: grief. For those twenty-two torturous years, and for the happiness she might have found sooner had she known the truth about how many people were actually gay.

Her coworker Sharon put a hand on Ali’s arm. “Oh, honey. You look like I’ve just told you Santa Claus isn’t real.”

Even worse than realizing how all these closeted celebrities had indirectly affected Ali’s life was thinking about how they would directly affect it. Ali’s stomach churned. “As publicists, we probably play a part in all this, don’t we?”

“A huge part. We arrange all of it, usually.”

Ali swallowed a mouthful of sour spit. “Doesn’t that feel…wrong? To actively lie like that?”

“It’s our job to protect these celebrities’ public image. So that’s what we’re doing.”

“Couldn’t we do that without lying, though? Couldn’t we just tell closeted celebrities to say their private lives are off-limits, and that’d be that?”

Sharon guffawed. “You’ve been to a grocery store, right? With all the gossip magazines at checkout? The general public is obsessed with stars’ private lives. Trust me, that would never be that.”

The churning in Ali’s stomach increased. The champagne she had drunk bubbled up her throat, acidic and hot. She swallowed it down. “You know I’m gay, right? I don’t think I can be involved in this kind of thing.” Ali thought about quitting the next day, but she was living paycheck to paycheck thanks to her rent and student loans, both astronomical. It had taken her months just to land the receptionist position that had preceded her promotion to assistant.

“I think it’ll be impossible to avoid,” said Sharon.

“I think I’m going to be sick.” Ali held a hand over her mouth, trying to quiet the gagging sensation in her throat.

“Aw, Ali.” Sharon rubbed her back. “You’ll get used to it.”

Eventually, as the years went by and Ali slid yet another beard contract across the table, or arranged yet another staged paparazzi shoot, it did start to feel normal. Still terrible, but normal. Her need for a paycheck always outweighed her moral disgust. She told herself she was just a cog in a machine and there was nothing she, personally, could do to change the closeted culture of Hollywood. Every year, she told herself LGBT acceptance would get better: In 1997, Ellen was essentially the first celebrity to come out, and Ali was so excited, assuming it was the drop that would bust the closeted dam open, but it ended up tanking Ellen’s career. For years after, no one was willing to be next. Ali thought the new millennium meant stars would have to be allowed to live their truth soon, but it wasn’t until 2002 that Rosie O’Donnell came out, and two years after that, in 2004, that Cynthia Nixon followed in her footsteps. In August of this year, Portia de Rossi came out, bringing the Hollywood grand total to four celebrities who were willing to risk their careers for the sake of being honest about their sexuality. It was too early to tell how it would affect Portia, but neither Rosie nor Cynthia had worked on anything notable since coming out. Many would say it was just a coincidence, but Ali knew better. Four out celebrities weren’t enough to move the needle in a significant way, and they weren’t enough for Ali to change the way she did her job. Even if it did make her sick.

What Ali doesn’t tell anyone she works with, other than Namisa, is that she lies awake at night picturing all the people who, like her past self, don’t know they’re gay due to the lies she helps to propagate. While tossing and turning, Ali rehearses her resignation speech and the op-ed she’ll write calling all publicists to stop counseling their clients to stay in the closet, and the business plan she’ll craft for her own agency, where she’ll help any client who wants to tell the truth about themselves and/or the industry. The fleeting moments when Ali enjoys her job always relate to her clients speaking out about something: a personal struggle they’ve been through, activism they’re involved in, or prejudice they’ve encountered in the industry. Ali believes the general public would actually relate more to stars if they were completely honest about their experiences and opinions, but she’s probably the only publicist who thinks so.

“What if, with Lance…,” Victoria says, pulling Ali back to the present, “we film a sex tape of him with a woman and ‘leak’ it?” She makes air quotes around the word leak. “Then no one could say he’s gay!”

Ali blinks, using all her willpower not to catch Namisa’s eye. “I think it’ll be enough for Lance to be photographed out and about with a female celebrity,” Ali says. “All the legit magazines will speculate on whether they’re dating, and no one will believe Perez.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s easier,” says Victoria. “Speaking of keeping the gay cat in the bag, I have some new business. Have you girls heard of Real Love, the movie that’s coming out in a couple months?”

“Something to do with sims, right?” says Ali. “Based on the YA book series?”

Victoria nods and reads the logline from her computer screen. “When a female gamer from the future falls in love with a sim, she enters the simulation to be with him.”

Namisa laughs. “I’d enter a simulation right about now if it meant I could find a decent man.”

Ali would enter a simulation if Natalie were there—even a facsimile of her. Ever since Natalie died, Ali’s real life has felt like a simulation anyway. She wanders around like a robot controlled by an ambivalent gamer, completing meaningless tasks and thinking Why? and putting food in her mouth and thinking Why? and staring at screens and thinking Why? and falling asleep and dream-thinking Why?

“The movie is supposed to be a huge romance blockbuster,” says Victoria. “Produced and distributed by Paramount. Like Titanic or The Notebook but with sims. The lead actress is Cara Bisset. Ever heard of her?”

Ali and Namisa shake their heads.

“Exactly. This is her breakout role, and the studio says she needs help with her ‘public image.’” Victoria rotates her laptop so Ali and Namisa can see the screen, then clicks through a series of grainy camera-phone photos of two women passionately kissing. In one close-up, both their tongues are visible. “They requested you have lunch with her tomorrow, Ali.”

Ali’s headache needles the back of her skull. “Of course they did. If you get the gay publicist to tell the gay actress she can’t be out, it doesn’t look homophobic!” Just last week, Ali sent [BLACK BAR] and [BLACK BAR] to a PDA-filled dinner at Spago, where the paparazzi were always waiting like vultures, to fend off rumors about [BLACK BAR] and a gay porn star.

Death by a thousand beard cuts.

Back at her desk, Ali takes more useless Advil and conducts internet research on Cara. She’s so unknown she doesn’t have a Wikipedia page yet, but through a few interviews Cara did for Refrain, the indie movie she was in before Real Love, Ali learns Cara grew up in the Valley with a single mom who worked for a cleaning service that specialized in celebrity homes. Her mom couldn’t always afford day care, so sometimes Cara would accompany her, running from room to room, admiring the sheer amount of space and the glamorous decor and the awards lining the walls. When Nicole Kidman was home, she’d run lines with Cara, saying the same sentence seven different ways with a different emotion or emphasis each time, and that was when Cara decided she wanted to be an actress, too.

Cara’s first job was as Teen Number Three in a Hot Pockets commercial. Then she landed the role of a dead girl on Law & Order: SVU. Her big break came at age eighteen, when she played the daughter of a judge and a lawyer on a family sitcom called Overruled that ran for five seasons. Refrain came a year later, in which she played the daughter of an addiction-prone musician.

And now she’s about to be catapulted to fame in what critics are calling “the most romantic movie of the year.”
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After work, Ali has a doctor’s appointment for her headaches. The one she woke up with has gotten progressively worse throughout the day, like a Chia Pet of pain. What started at the bottom of her head spread to the right side, then the left, until it wrapped around her entire skull like an extremely tight headband. It’s now pulsing like a techno beat in a club, vibrating through her whole body. Ali has found that coming up with similes to describe the headache helps distract her from the pain.

Tonight, though, the similes don’t work—all she can think about is her headache. The fluorescent lights in the office seem laser-targeted directly at her pupils, so she squints until her eyes are barely open while Dr. Chernov, a Russian woman in her fifties with zero bedside manner, stands next to her, reading her chart. Ali started seeing her because she had the best online reviews for female primary care physicians within a five-mile radius, although after Ali’s first appointment, she had to question why. She’s been meaning to find a new doctor for ages, but after Natalie died, items on the “should-do” list moved to a “never-going-to-happen” list.

Usually Ali goes to a walk-in clinic in Hollywood because they’re able to see her at the last minute when she’s panicking about a skin rash or heart palpitations or a new lump in her breast or ovary pain or heavy spotting between periods or vertigo or persistent stomach cramps or numbness in her hands or ringing in her right ear or what she was convinced was a tumor in her throat but turned out to be a condition pejoratively named “globus hystericus,” the sensation of having a lump in your throat when there’s nothing there. The printout the nurse gave her mentioned it was especially common among young women.

“You’ve been having…headaches?” Dr. Chernov says, like a headache is the most trivial problem a person could have.

Ali nods and swears she feels her inflamed brain knocking against the sides of her skull. “Can-barely-get-through-the-day headaches.”

Ali can’t tell whether Dr. Chernov rolls her eyes or simply glances at the ceiling. “Where are they? What do they feel like?”

“They start in the base of my head. Here.” Ali touches the spot. “At first it feels like concentrated tightness and pressure. Then it spreads to one side of my head, usually the right, or both if it’s a really bad one, and it usually throbs. I have one like that right now. Sometimes they get so intense I can’t tolerate any light or sound or smells and I feel like I’m going to puke. Nothing from the drugstore helps.”

The doctor makes a note. “What you’re describing isn’t a headache; it’s a migraine.”

“I thought those involved auras like flashing lights and stuff.”

“Not for everyone.”

“I didn’t know I was having migraines. That sounds serious.” Ali hopes Dr. Chernov will finally take pity on her.

“Not really. Plenty of women have them.” Pathetic, weak women, she might as well have said. “You previously said you grind your teeth at night. That can cause migraines.” The doctor squints at Ali, sizing her up. “You’re clenching your jaw right now. And your shoulders are scrunched up near your ears. And you’re making fists with your hands. It’s like you’re braced for impact. What are you so afraid of?”

Ali tries to release her jaw, but it recoils right back to its clenched position like a rubber band. A lightning bolt of pain surges through her head. “Dying. People I love dying.”

Dr. Chernov shoots a short, judgmental blast of air out of her nose. “No use being afraid of that. It’s going to happen. Better to accept it.”

Ali scoffs. “Oh sure, that’s easy. I’ll just accept it.”

The doctor glances at the clock. “You seem like you have a lot of stress, which can contribute to both bruxism and migraines. Was anything particularly stressful happening around the time the migraines started?”

Ali bites her lower lip, trying to stop it from wobbling. “My partner died,” she croaks.

“What?” Dr. Chernov says. “Speak up.”

Ali forces herself to meet the doctor’s eyes, even though hers are brimming with tears. Her headache screams. “My partner died,” she says, so loud it’s almost a yell.

“Your…partner?”

Ali comes out to this doctor every time she comes in. How difficult is it to make a note in a chart? “Yes, my romantic partner. Of over a decade.”

For the first time, Dr. Chernov’s face softens. “Oh. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Ali’s teeth scrape against each other and she wills herself not to blink, keeping the tears at bay.

The doctor clears her throat. “I can write you a prescription for a stronger pain reliever—”

“Do you have anything I can take right now?” Ali asks. “The pain is really bad.”

Dr. Chernov opens her mouth—Ali guesses to say no—but seems to remember Ali’s dead partner and instead opens a cabinet and rifles through it. She hands Ali a condom-size packet labeled “500 mg naproxen.”

Ali tears open the packet and regards the tablet, which is much bigger than an Advil. “I have a hard time swallowing pills this big.”

Dr. Chernov throws up her hands. “That’s all I have. Take it or leave it. And you’ll have to see a neurologist for actual migraine meds.”

“Great,” Ali says. “How long does it take to get an appointment with one of them?”

“Usually about three to four months,” says Dr. Chernov. “Minimum.”

After her appointment, Ali goes to the bathroom and closes herself in a stall, working up her nerve to take the pill. She places it on her tongue and takes a swig of water. She repeatedly tosses her head back, waiting for the right feeling to strike before she swallows, but it doesn’t. A trickle of water sneaks down her throat and she panics, heart racing, gulping before she meant to, and she’s afraid she’ll feel the pill scraping at her throat, but thankfully she only feels the water. She breathes out.

All she wants to do now is go home and lie down in her quiet, pitch-black bedroom, but if she cancels dinner, Dana will pester her with repeated Are you sure you’re okay? texts. Better to go over and continue pretending she’s holding up fine. At an earlier point in their friendship, Ali would have cried and told Dana everything on her mind, but that point was years ago, before Dana had kids. Now Dana is constantly distracted, saying “uh-huh” too often to actually be listening as she watches three-year-old Arlo tear around the room, or grimacing as she breastfeeds six-month-old Cayenne. Even if they go out without the kids, Dana still stares at her cell phone like it’s a pot on the brink of boiling, waiting for a call from her husband, José, or the babysitter about a calamity—and there almost always is one. A fever or a fall or a meltdown. Ali and Natalie were firmly in the antikid camp forever, and Dana was, too, until her mother died from a sudden heart attack. Her grief made her sentimental for a more traditional kind of life, so she used the money from her mother’s life insurance to buy some sperm from the most desirable donor at the bank (because José is trans) and a three-bedroom bungalow in Pasadena.

As Ali arrives, she steels herself for the squalor inside. The house was nice enough when they bought it, but now it’s covered in what Ali calls kid grime. Surfaces sticky with indeterminate substances, Goldfish cracker crumbs embedded in the carpet, and tonight’s pièce de résistance: a toilet-training potty filled with yellow pee next to the couch. Ali tries not to think about the dirt and germs hiding in Dana’s vegan three-bean chili as they sit around the sticky dining table, eating.

“How’s work, Al?” Dana asks, her eyes on Arlo as he pushes a toy truck around his bowl. She’s wearing tan overalls stained with red splotches, one strap undone as she nurses Cayenne—it seems like the baby is never not nursing.

“Have you heard of this movie called Real Love?” Ali says.

“Uh-huh,” Dana says in the vacant way that means she’s not listening.

“Really, you have?” Ali says.

Dana shakes her head. “Sorry, I just remembered all the cloth diapers are dirty. I can’t forget to do a load after this.” She taps her temple with her pointer finger. “Self, remember to do laundry. I swear, new-mom brain is worse than five-bong-rips brain. I’m sorry, Ali. What were you saying?”

“Well,” Ali plows on despite how pointless it is, “this movie Real Love is coming out in a few months, and—”

“Fuck!” Dana yells, spiking Ali’s headache. No, not her headache—her migraine. Dana winces and pulls Cayenne away from her huge, swollen breast. “Sorry, she bit my nipple, and they’re already so tender from being infected. No one tells you how absolutely excruciating breastfeeding is.”

“Do you want the nipple ointment, babe?” José asks, looking up from his phone.

Dana narrows her eyes at him. “Not while I’m feeding her, babe. Anyway, go on, Ali.”

Ali waves a hand in the air. “It’s not important, really.”

“Of course it is,” Dana says. “Go on.”

“Well, the star is this up-and-coming actress, and—”

Arlo drives his toy truck into his glass of soy milk and it spills dramatically across the table.

“Whoopsie, whoopsie, whoopsie,” Arlo says.

José springs up to get a towel, and Cayenne scream-cries at the commotion. With each scream, Ali’s migraine pulses in tandem, like it and Cayenne are communicating.

“Great.” Dana widens her eyes. “Literally crying over spilled milk.” She gets up and paces back and forth, trying to get the baby to stop crying. José mops up the mess and Arlo keeps saying “whoopsie” over and over, obsessively.

“It’s okay, bud,” José says to Arlo. “I’m cleaning it up. No need to freak out. Sorry,” he says to Ali. “He gets like this lately whenever the smallest thing goes wrong. Like he can’t let it go.”

Ali regrets her choice not to cancel. “It’s okay. I should be getting home anyway, and you guys clearly have your hands full.”

“No, you can’t go yet!” Dana yells over the crying. “We’ve barely gotten a chance to talk.” She holds out Cayenne to José. “Can you take her so I can talk to Ali for a few minutes?”

José takes Cayenne and Dana leads Ali out to the front porch, which is covered in pots of half-dead herbs. She sighs dramatically. “Oh, I feel terrible. I invited you over to try and make your day better, and it’s been a complete shit show.”

“Honestly, I do feel a little better.” Ali realizes the naproxen must be helping, because she hasn’t thought about the pain in her head for a whole minute. “I don’t know how you do this. I would go insane.”

Dana gestures to herself: her unwashed hair in a chaotic bun, her dark-circled under-eyes, her stained overalls. “I am going insane, isn’t that obvious?” She laughs maniacally until it turns into crying. “And now I’m crying like a selfish twat on the anniversary of Natalie’s death.”

Ali rubs Dana’s arm. “It’s okay. I’m not the only person going through stuff.”

Dana wipes at her eyes. “Next time I’ll make José watch the kids and we can go somewhere. Really talk, you know?”

“Okay,” Ali says, though she knows it won’t really make a difference.

They hug, both reluctant to let go and face the reality waiting for them.

Ali ends her day the way she started it: in bed with Glen, crying. She wishes Natalie were here to massage her head like she used to every night while listening to Ali talk about her day. If Natalie were here now, Ali would tell her about the squirrel that ate an entire avocado while perched on the fence outside her bedroom window, the Canter’s pastrami sandwich that helped her not hate her life at least while she was eating it, how meaningless her job is, how the last line from the Alice Munro story she reread between meetings about the old woman with Alzheimer’s who forgets her husband absolutely destroyed her, how depressing it was seeing what Dana’s been reduced to.

The only way Ali has been able to fall asleep for the past year is by watching Frasier DVDs on her laptop—she has a box set of every season. She usually watches one episode, then turns the screen brightness all the way down and simply listens to another, and then sometime during the third one, when she’s gotten enough distance from the real world, she’ll doze off. There are eleven seasons, and when she’s finished them all, she starts back at episode one and repeats the process. The show is as comforting to her as a bowl of velvety macaroni and cheese eaten underneath a warm, weighted blanket, and it keeps her thoughts from looping around the usual anxiety running track.

What if a wildfire starts late at night and Glen and I die in a raging blaze?

Are the circling helicopters searching for a serial killer who’s been breaking into the apartments of single women and killing them by peeling off their skin and wearing it as a flesh suit?

What if the big earthquake finally hits and the ceiling fan above the bed falls right on me but doesn’t kill me, and miraculously I can reach my phone to dial 911, but all the cell towers are down and I die a slow, agonizing death from internal bleeding?

And so on and so on and so on…

Instead she watches Frasier overcome insignificant problems, like competing with Niles to become “Corkmaster” of their wine club or choosing between two equally attractive women. Tonight, Frasier becomes a local hero after he assaults a rude customer at Cafe Nervosa. It’s also the episode where Daphne gets a punk song stuck in her head called “Flesh is Burning,” and the entire episode, she and Martin shuffle around the apartment singing, “Flesh is burning, na na na na na na.” This bit always makes Ali laugh uncontrollably, and for a fleeting moment she forgets Natalie is dead, and that she herself will die, and all the possibilities of how. Then she remembers how she and Natalie would randomly text each other Flesh is burning, na na na na na na, guaranteed to make the receiver crack up during a client meeting or while sitting in traffic.

Don’t go down the grief rabbit hole, she tells herself.

In Ali’s mind, anxiety is a rubberized running track you visit at predictable times, looping around and around. Grief, however, is a dark, endlessly meandering tunnel you can fall into anytime you’re not looking.
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“Endearingly funny and propulsive.”
— STEVEN ROWLEY, New York Times bestselling author of THE GUNCLE






