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Just as Im touching up the manic glint in Tom Cruises eyes, another aftershock hits. I stumble back from the easel to try and keep from toppling over, but with the hardwood floor shifting violently in all three dimensions at once, its like trying to cross a cobblestone street blind drunk in stiletto heels. Fortunately, a waist-high pile of old Celeb magazines breaks my fall.


The tremor ends just seconds after it starts, but a dry fog of lead paint dust continues to sift down from the ceiling. I wait a minute to make sure the ground isnt going to start moving again, then limp over to turn on the clock radio next to the futon couch. A male DJs voice blares out in midstream.


is roughly equivalent to dropping a bowling ball off the Eiffel Tower. Please remember that phones should be used only in the case of an emergency, and not to call up the station and request the Earthquake Song by the Little Girls. Let me also remind the two or three of you who havent heard this before to refrain from firing up that crack pipe until youre absolutely positively sure you dont smell gas, to boil any tap water before drinking, and to slip on those Ugg boots before strolling over the broken glass and shards of jagged metal that most likely carpet your floor. In other disaster news, one of our deservedly unpaid interns managed to spill wheat grass juice in all three CD players, so Ill be dipping into the vinyl vaults as we wait with bated breath for the always riveting Cal Tech report.


Xs Los Angeles starts crackling through the clock radio speaker. I turn up the volume, and take a minute to look around at the disaster that was once my apartment.


Dirty plates and cereal bowls are stacked everywhere, improvised ashtrays spill out over piles of old tabloid magazines, and layers of spattered paint cake the hardwood floor in a riot of clown colors. For the past two weeks I havent seen my boyfriend, Javier, havent checked the mail, havent left the apartment for more than half an hour at a time. For the past week Ive been too nauseated to eat anything but Trader Joes pot stickers. And for the past three days I havent changed out of my paint-spattered black T-shirt and jeans. All of this the result of my attempt to (in the words of my sociopathic art dealer Juan Dahlman) launch my meteoric rise to fame.


Of course, in addition to the mess are the five new canvases that Dahlman plans to sell for a whopping fifty thousand dollars apiece come my opening Sunday afternoon (he claims Sunday afternoon is the new Thursday). Paintings I originally conceived as a satiric bayonet into the partially hydrogenated heart of contemporary society, but which my two-hundred-dollar-an-hour media training coach has reprogrammed me to call transcendently kitschy.


Propped against my desk is Raphaels Madonna and Child with the original faces replaced by Britney Spears and her son Sean. Hanging over the futon is Davids The Death of Marat featuring a turbaned and bloody Kurt Cobain in the bathtub. And on the easel itself is American Gothic redone with a smiling Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes. As usual, the reproductions are technically flawless (with the exception, obviously, of the celebrity substitutions). I suppose if my new career as a sellout artist/media whore implodes, I can always move to Ibiza and become a professional forger.


The aftershock scattered my paintbrushes all over the floor, so I pick them up and carry them into the bathroom to clean. A new earthquake crack has appeared, running diagonally across the mildewed blue shower tile, but the two finished canvases I did with cobalt drier are still miraculously balanced on the towel rack. Placing the brushes in a coffee can on the soap dish ledge, I turn on the faucet. Rust-colored water spurts down into the basin, stops, then starts again with a shuddering of pipes, only to begin immediately pooling up from the paint-clogged drain. I shut the faucet back off, grab a bottle of eco-friendly drain cleaner from the ledge of the toilet, and pour the last of it in.


It takes a full minute of staring at the gaunt womans face in the mirror above the sink for me to recognize it. My skin has drained from what Ive always thought of as an SPF 15 pale to a tubercular pallor, my cheeks have sunken in painfully, and the dark circles under my eyes now match my black hair and T-shirt. Jesus, even my eyes themselves seem to be darkening.


The sink finally drains, and Im about to begin cleaning the brushes, when theres a knock at the front door.


Isabel? You in there? Its Chris, the superintendent calls from outside in the hall.


Uhyes. I head back into the living room and turn down the clock radio.


You mind if I talk to you?


Im kind of painting right now.


No problem, I understand completely. I only wanted to tell you that Ill try and do something about the smell once theyre finished with the structural tests.


Curiosity overwhelming creativity, I drop my brush back in the coffee can and walk over to the door, debating whether to open it.


What structural tests?


Downstairs. You know, in the basement. Theyre checking the foundation.


I finally give in and tentatively open the door. Chris is in his late thirties, but suffers from an odd tapirlike downturn to his nose and face that emphasizes the severity of his receding hairline and makes him look far older. Hes dressed in the usual blue jumpsuit and steel-toed Doc Martens work boots, but has an uncharacteristic cigarette sagging awkwardly out of the side of his mouth. Back in the 70s he was the child sidekick on a dreadful karate-themed TV show that, along with an alcoholic father who blew all of Chriss acting money in Vegas and jumped in front of an Amtrak, pretty much ruined his life. Knowing that once he gets in the apartment theres no telling when hell leave or how many times hes going to ask me out for Ethiopian food, I hold the door only six inches ajar and try a more direct approach.


What the hell are you talking about?


The smell.


What smell?


That smell.


Huh?


You cant smell that? Chris raises a suspicious eyebrow.


I smelloh Christ! I stumble back as the stench from the hallway hits me.


Chris uses my confusion to push through the door and into the center of the room. Holding the cigarette away from his face at arms length, he inhales deeply through his tapir nose three times.


It smells like paint in here! Howd you manage that?


Trapped between wanting to shut the indescribably putrid smell out of my apartment and not wanting to shut myself in with Chris, I compromise by backing as far away from both the door and Chris as I can.


Where the fuck is that coming from? I try to breathe through my mouth.


Its methaneor at least I think it is. Theres tar seeping up through a crack in the basement.


Tar? It smells likeOh God!


Well, technically its asphalt. It happened after the Northridge quake too, but this time its way worse. I wouldnt be surprised if they condemn the building. Chris begins looking around the apartment for someplace to ash his cigarette.


I point to a squat Little League trophy next to the phone.


I dont mean to be rude, but how can you live like this? Its unsanitary. He stubs out the butt of his cigarette and pulls a white and green pack out of the breast pocket of his jumpsuit. Can I tempt you?


I didnt know you smoked. Deciding to ignore the unsanitary slur, I move to just within arms reach and take one.


Oh I dont usually smoke, its just the He gestures in the air with his hand at the smell.


Unfiltered? I pause momentarily, trying to figure out which end to put in my mouth.


I swiped them from Larry Lichtmans apartment after the coroner took him away. He had like twenty cartons. Chris pulls a box of strike-anywhere kitchen matches from his jumpsuit and offers me a light.


Forgetting that I havent smoked or had a full meal in a week, I inhale deeply and nearly collapse when the rush of unfiltered tobacco hits my brain. Chris grabs both my arms and tries to steady me.


Hello? Are you alright? He leans in to look at me, the tapirlike slope to his face accentuated by the angle.


Yep. I shake him off, almost collapse a second time, then manage to right myself with one hand on the bookshelf. Just a little light-headed. What kind of cigarettes are these anyway?


Pura Indgena. He examines the pack. Theyre made from that free-range tobacco.


Free-range tobacco?


Well not free-range, but organic. Sort of like wild rice, you know, without all those pesticides and hybrids. I think theyre made in Guatemala.


The first waves of another aftershock start and the painting of American Gothic with Tom and Katie promptly falls over, landing face-up on the hardwood floor. Chris reaches out to grab my arms again, but I sidestep him.


Fine now, I cough.


Really makes you wonder Chris looks up at the dark cracks flowering across the ceiling.


Wonder what? I brave another short drag of Pura Indgena.


Im no Cal Tech scientist or anything, but Ive been working here since before the first Gulf War. He points to the ceiling cracks. Wouldnt take more than a six point five to pancake this place like a parking garage. Splat! He smacks one hand on top of the other in demonstration. Theyd need a spatula to get the bodies out.


Thats comforting.


Yes, I suppose it is, in a way Chris nods pensively.


Before I can respond, my cell phone in the bedroom starts screaming Wagners Ride of the Valkyries. My boyfriend Javier downloaded the ringtone a month ago as a joke, then ran off to work without fixing it (he works crazy hours as a personal chef). Despite reading and rereading the online help tutorial at least five times, I still havent figured out how to change it back to a simple bleep.


I better get that.


Sure. He nods, but doesnt budge.


I head into the bedroom and find the phone under a pile of dirty laundry. Unfortunately, the number that comes up on the screen is not Javiers, nor even my mothers (who consistently ignores the emergency calls only pleas on the radio), but that of my art dealer, Dahlman.


I take a deep breath, then slowly let it out before answering.


Hey, Dahlman.


AHHHHHHH!!!! he responds with his trademark primal scream, something my mother says hes been doing since undergoing unaccredited Gestalt therapy in the mid-70s. Even though Im expecting it, its still disconcerting. Isabel, babe, how are you?


Okay, I guess.


Well, prepare to be a whole fuck of a lot better than okay! Some dot-com dork just walked in here and bought seven goddamn paintings!


Thats great.


I realize too late that my words lack the appropriate exclamation points of enthusiasm.


Dont you fucking start with me, Isabel!


Im not starting with you.


Good. Then shut your ungrateful pie hole and meet me at Mussos in ten minutes. Ive got another ad campaign for you.


Dahlmans recently taken it upon himself to not only show my work at his gallery, but to be my de facto agent as well. In the past three months (in addition to several photo shoots and at least a dozen interviews), hes gotten my paintings into a Japanese cosmetics campaign and a ridiculous Dominican rum billboard ad, the latter of which made the fatal marketing error of using a literal translation from the Spanish for its English language slogan Chupacabra rum! It bites!


I have to take a shower first. I stall for time, fearful of what hes come up with this time.


TEN MINUTES!!! He hangs up.


Dahlmans Argentinean sense of time would make him two hours late to his own firing squad, so Im not really in a rush, but when I head back into the living room I do my best to appear flustered. Of course, Chris fails to get the message, and theres an awkward pause as I wait for him to leave and he desperately tries to think of a reason to stay. My cat, Jello, peeks out from around the kitchen door to see whos here, takes a sniff at the air, and retreats back into the kitchen.


You really should smile more. Chris falls back on the classic.


I dont smile. Which is simply the truth.


Despite the paint fumes and cigarette smoke, the smell from the hallway is starting to overwhelm the room. No wonder Jello fled. Before I can make a comment about needing to get back to work, Chriss attention drifts to the fallen canvas of American Gothic with Tom and Katie.


This is what youre working on now? He leans his face in close to examine the canvas, then steps back, closes one eye, and holds his thumb up to it.


I dont usually show my work before its dry. I move to try and block his view.


No noIts good. You really nailed his creepy eyeball thing. Chris nods his head in approval. How long have you been at this?


This painting?


No, I mean did you start painting in college, or was it one of those things youve been doing as long as you can remember?


Thanks for the smoke, Chris, but I really need to take a shower right now.


You know He leans in again to examine the painting over my shoulder. I dont know much about art, but I think this is even better than the Cameron Diaz one you painted for that cosmetics campaign.


I didnt paint it for the campaign. They bought the rights to use it in their ads. I give up on any subtleties and start physically pushing him towards the door.


Never thought of being a painter myself. Dont have any. He makes a futile circle in the air with his cigarette hand talent.


I open the door with one hand while propelling him forward with the other.


Yeah, well, I better go see if I can find some Glade PlugIns to cover up that smell. He steps partway through the doorframe, then turns back. Hey, I dont suppose you want to try that new Ethiopian place on San Vicente?


Chris, I have a boyfriend. Remember?


Rightrightbut hes working for Mirabel Matamoros these days, isnt he? Chris asks with a wink, referring to the sixteen-year-old Latina pop singer who recently hired Javier as her full-time chef. Did you know shes actually a Mormon? She uses a speech coach to fake the Spanish accent.


What did you mean by that?


I mean shes totally Latter-day Saint. Born and raised in Salt Lake City.


No, what did you mean by that wink?


Chris gives me a funny look (which comes across as doubly odd, since hes already pretty funny-looking to begin with).


Nothing. He shakes his head. I just thoughtwell, he hasnt been around much lately. Not to be critical or anything, but you should hang out with friends more.


No critique taken.


Sure I cant tempt you with a platter of kitfo? The whole waif thing He looks me up and down. Its dead. A little raw beef simmered in clarified butter would go a long way towards bulking you up for the winter.


I force a smile, then quickly close and dead-bolt the door.


Despite the door being closed, the putrid smell from the hallway is getting stronger. I walk into the bathroom, toss the butt of my cigarette into the toilet, and turn on the shower. Of course, the water comes out rust brown, but at least the drain works, and after a minute or so, it begins to run clear. Momentarily distracted by the Raft of the Medusa with the Original Cast of Survivor resting on the towel rack, I forget to avoid looking in the mirror, and the glimpsed reflection of my emaciated body as I pull off my T-shirt makes me wince. Chriss comment about the waif look is rightmy formerly snug jeans wont stay up without a belt, my ribs are jutting out above my abdomen like an accordion, and my breasts have retreated to those of a twelve-year-old.


In the past three months, Ive been transformed from an unknown hack into Dahlmans vision of an It Girl artist, been given a solo show at possibly the biggest gallery in LA, and have made over a hundred thousand dollars in advertising deals alone. Yet Im so stressed out, I can barely eat.


I give new meaning to the term starving artist.
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Im not sure if there is a normal way for artists to suddenly rise to fame, but my own story strikes me as utterly random.


Five years ago, after slogging through an undistinguished undergraduate degree in studio art at UC Santa Cruz, I proudly hung the best of my David Hockney knockoffs (which at that time I more or less specialized in) for my senior art show. Despite the overtly hostile critiques Id been receiving in class, I still had the nave hope that the show would somehow be well-received and launch my career as a painter (or at least help me get into an MFA program). However, as anyone but an idealistic idiot like myself could have predicted, the show was not well-received. In fact, it was a fucking disaster. I spent most of the evening hiding in the corner with a Dixie cup of jug wine while local wannabe art aficionados gathered in semicircles around my paintings and openly joked about whether or not I should be sent to Guantnamo for my crimes against art.


The next day, the head of the art department called me into his office. He sighed two or three times for effect, and then pointed out the obviousthat my work not only failed to impress the people at my senior show, but that most of the art teachers hated it too. Of course, hearing this from my favorite professor in all the four years Id spent in college made me break down and cry like a fucking moron. This was during the peak of another politically correct inquisition, so he was only able to pass the Kleenex and give me an awkward pat on the shoulder, before handing me the business card of a Beverly Hills interior designer. My ex-wife Cheryl, he said by way of explanation. She could really use someone with your technical abilities.


After graduating, I spent a miserable six months as an office temp in San Francisco, before reluctantly moving back in with my parents down in Hollywood and calling my professors ex-wife. Apparently Cheryl was still on good terms with him, because she hired me over the phone to work as what she called a fine art facsimilist. There is, evidently, a surprisingly large percentage of the wealthy (but not quite Sothebys auctionwealthy) who want to fill their atrocious McMansions with famous artwork that they cant actually afford. Forgoing the ubiquitous poster reproduction of Monets Water Lilies, they hire someone to actually paint an identical copyand that someone turned out to be me. My technical ability (coupled I suppose with my temporarily derailed drive for self-expression) made me the ideal choice for the job. Cheryl had already lost two previous freelance fine art facsimilists in the past year, so she paid me handsomelyup to twenty-five bucks an hour, depending on the level of difficulty. The jobs were mostly the lesser-known works of the Impressionists (just unfamous enough for the clients friends to think they might be genuine), but I copied everything from El Greco to Jasper Johns. Moving out of my parents house and into this apartment, I managed to work more or less full-time at it, and streamlined the process until I was pumping out one or two masterpieces a month. It really wasnt so bad, except for the nagging voice in the back of my head telling me to blow out the pilot light and jam my head in the oven.


It took almost five years, but my lucky break finally arrived in the form of a gay couple who, obsessed with Dan Browns novel The Da Vinci Code, hired Cheryl to turn their Studio City faux Southern Plantation nightmare into a Tuscan villa. When she suggested the obvious choice of a Mona Lisa reproduction for the living room, the couple countered with the novel idea of a Mona Lisa with the face switched to Chers. At first I was a little apprehensive, but a Google image search online brought up a suitable headshot, and the substitution turned out to be a piece of cake. Because of construction delays on the Tuscan villa, Mona Lisa/Cher was hanging in my apartment for three months before they finally picked it up, and the more I looked at it, the more I liked it. The initial campiness quickly wore off, and the surgical blankness of Chers face obscuring da Vincis Renaissance masterpiece seemed to say something truly disturbing about the modern world.




Between the shower and searching for my keys, it takes me almost an hour before Im ready to leave for my meeting with Dahlman at Mussos.


When I finally step out of my apartment and into the second-floor hallway, the stench seems to skip my nose altogether and seep right through my skull. Something primitive in my brain locks my lungs and shuts off my breath as if Id just plunged underwater. Without any conscious will, I find myself sprinting down the stairs, past the blue blur of Chriss jumpsuit, and out of the building. Im halfway across the street before my lungs finally start up again and begin gasping for fresh (or at least pleasantly smoggy) air. A second later, the front door to the San Maximn Arms slams shut behind me and cuts off Chriss laughter.


South Orange Grove Avenue is a standard strip of asphalt with two-story white stucco apartment buildings lining either side. Even though most of the buildings are old by LA standards, its still more familiar for its similarity to all the adjoining streets than for any distinctive landmarks. The main reason I decided to move into this south-of-Wilshire-one-block-east-of-La-Brea neighborhood (which Im sure has an actual name, although Ive never heard anyone use it) is because its just far enough from where my parents live in Hollywood to keep my mother from popping over while Im trying to paint. With the money supposedly about to flood in from my meteoric rise to fame, everyone (that being Dahlman, Javier, and my mother) keeps suggesting I move somewhere more artistically fashionable, but I kind of like living in the middle of nowhereeven if that nowhere happens to be right smack in the center of a city pushing fifteen million people. When my breath finally slows and I blink away the tears in my eyes, I wave to the Trinidadian guy who always walks his Shetland sheepdog at this time, and notice an odd pinkish-brown glow overhead, as if the smog-enhanced LA sunset has come a few hours early.


Even after fourteen days of inactivity, my primer black 73 Nova starts immediately. In the two years since I bought it for five hundred dollars off the stripper who used to live in the apartment across the hall, it has never once had a problem (despite the fact that I havent even raised the hood, much less changed the oil). With an odometer thats already flipped over at least twice, the car is downright miraculous.


While giving the engine a chance to warm, I punch through the preset buttons on the radio (the tuning knob fell off six months ago, and you need a pair of pliers to get anything else). Irritatingly enough, all five stations are now playing a prerecorded evacuation message for people fleeing a wildfire in Silverlake caused by one of the aftershocks, and Im forced to grope under the passenger seat for my one flea market eight-track tape. Like just about everyone else in Southern California, Ive come to
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