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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
THE
THING
THAT
BOTHERED
ME about growing up in Festus wasn’t the unstated, working-man’s credo of making do, which my father always said like it was noble rather than sad, as if our Kentucky heritage was a system of proud roots deliberately planted. It wasn’t the way old timers sat on the porches under low overhangs in the summer, smoking home-rolled cigarettes while playing cribbage, watching us with warning glances as if they hadn’t known us all our lives and felt a twitch we meant to rob them blind, which of course some did. It wasn’t the people at all, really — or at least not who they were versus who they never aspired to be.
And it wasn’t the town itself: the utilitarian, no-bullshit way the buildings had been scattered along the tiered east-west roads or the sloping north-south ones — structures set there because it was the most straightforward and practical manner, without thought to aesthetic or comfort. It wasn’t the way the ramshackle homes looked like they were trying to escape by crawling away backward, or the monotone streets that made the town look deserted when it rained, filling it with echoes. It wasn’t the way Ben Callum’s roof had caved in on one side along our walk to school, collapsing at the front and yawning open at the back to expose the hole as if showing us a throat full of black boards the kids said were like teeth meant to gobble us whole. It wasn’t even the desolate way Festus looked in winter, when the foothills turned from lush green to brown bones, stark when the snow came and the streets went suddenly dead as everyone holed up and fended for themselves — and the air found the stale stench of waiting.
What bothered me about Festus wasn’t its look or feel or credo or place in life’s machine. What bugged me was that the town just accepted things. Everyone had taken their punches then sat back on splintered wooden benches under tar paper roofs, waiting for more.
I was a writer even back then, I suppose, in the way a writer can be one even before he really gets his pen on the paper. Much as I hated Festus and its inertia, the schools weren’t so awful, and even my most snaggletoothed classmates knew how to read and write. I was interested in the former but read little, and of the latter I always did plenty. Not all the kids wore patched overalls, though some did; we didn’t all come to school unwashed and filthy, though some did that, too. We sat in real desks in a sturdy if uninspiring brick building and learned all the things kids learn everywhere else, true to the time and a decade behind only in terms of teen fashion. 
About those things, I couldn’t have cared less. All that mattered to me was seeing the world. 
The difference between me and Solomon and everyone else in Festus was that we didn’t want to stay there forever. Or maybe more accurately, since nobody truly wanted to stay in Festus, like a goal: We refused to stay there. My father never understood. Solomon’s father either. I was shit poor; we had a literal dirt floor in the new part of the house my dad, Earl, built after Mom left. When I pointed out that he was only keeping busy so he wouldn’t have to admit she wasn’t coming home, he hit me hard enough to make me change my mind for a while. But Solomon’s family had it different. They were rich Jews. Or at least rich by Festus standards (which didn’t take much), and my father hated them for it. I tried to point that out, that his anti-semitism could be cured with a change of fortune and some self-esteem. That got me the belt. In my father’s world, Jews stole what they had. And that’s why the Bishops had so little. 
Solomon’s family was content to stay kings of the hill in our tiny town, and my father couldn’t imagine a world outside it. I had wanderlust that must have infected me in youth like a virus — bitten by a mosquito carrying that disease from a far-off land where people were unwilling to settle. Solomon was whore enough to go along with whatever grand and stupid plans I’d concoct if I ever grew balls enough to do it. I wanted to leave because I felt too large for Festus. Solomon wanted to go because he wanted me to, because he saw something in me and wanted a piece of it when I found whatever I was searching for. Even then, he thought I was worth more than I was, for reasons unknown.
One day, in the year we finally left to go west, Solomon found me sitting in a corner of Festus’s only park. It was late April; summer had shoved spring away for a while, and it was sultry at midday, cool air of the mountain morning long gone. I had my backpack beside me on a bench, tucked away out of sight. I was scribbling when Solomon came up, and I didn’t see him until he was blocking my light. 
“Coop.” 
I looked up. Solomon, even at seventeen, was doing nothing to prove my father wrong. He had a gold bracelet that was probably plated, maybe fake, but it glinted like it was real. His clothes, for Festus, were nice, and he had those dark eyes and hook nose. Earl would have said he looked ready to count his coins and collect his interest, riding behind on his own daddy’s coattails, the thief. 
“Decided to skip today?” he said.
“I could say the same about you.” 
Solomon shrugged. “I made a deal with Mrs. Macintyre. Told her I’d introduce her to this guy I know in Doylestown who has a car he’s looking to sell if she’d look the other way when I walked out. Her husband wants to buy a truck off the lot on Niles, but she doesn’t want nothing with oversized tires, and doesn’t otherwise know any proper cars they can afford.”
Solomon was always scheming about this or that. I’d have said he was a snake, but he never lied about any of it. It was all true, all his kind of true, and it somehow always got him what he wanted. He was a kid from the world’s armpit who somehow carried himself like the world’s broker, with the connections to back it up. 
I said, “How do you know about some random car for sale in Doylestown?”
Solomon half shrugged then ignored the question for one of his own. “So did you go in to school at all?”
“I went to Susan’s.” 
Solomon raised one of his thick, dark eyebrows. He was having sex with Chloe Burnett at the time, and whereas Chloe wasn’t worthy of raised eyebrows, Susan was. Chloe was plain. Susan had once been magnificent and now, in her late thirties, was still pretty as hell. Solomon was the only one who knew I was warming her bed whenever her husband was out, but he always gave me that look when it came up. I don’t think it was jealousy. I think he was afraid that Reggie Mills would find out before Solomon could find ways to make money off of me, to do all we were supposed to do together in the world. Reggie was a mean old redneck with a face like a leather wallet. The kind of man who buys a big gun rack to hold all his smaller ones. 
Solomon decided not to comment. The fact that my dick was safely concealed inside my pants while I sat on the bench meant it was no longer in Susan, and hence not a threat. He nodded at my notebook.
“So, what? You came here to write about it after you were done?”
“I’m working on my novel.” 
“What’s it about?” 
“Your mother.” 
Solomon sat beside me. He looked over. I closed the notebook, hiding the latest of my worthless scribblings. 
“We should get back,” Solomon said. 
I pulled a pack out of my bag, pinched out a cigarette, perched it between my lips, and lit it with the Zippo I’d stolen from my dad’s dresser one of the many times he was drunk. 
“Why?” 
“I told Mrs. Macintyre I was going out for a few hours. Said I’d be back by sixth period.” 
“Guess you should go, then.” 
“Come with me, Coop. I’ll be bored.”
He wasn’t convincing. Sitting in a room, being taught about an outside world I couldn’t visit felt like a cage. “Nah.”
Solomon seemed put out but nodded toward my closed notebook.
“I thought your dad burned that notebook.”
“He burned another one. Got home mad after he heard about Pigsy probably down at The Whistle, saw me writing at the table by the potbelly stove, yanked it away from me, and just tossed it in. Said I should knock that writing shit off and that I was a faggot and a troublemaker. But really. Tell me, Solomon — what kind of sense does that make? Tell me one faggot kid who puts fireworks in teachers’ mailboxes and feels up student teachers’ tits?”
“Which student teacher?” 
I gave a sideways smile — the one my father and tons of people later in life kept trying to punch off my face. “Oh, there have been so many.” I think there were three.   
I looked down at the notebook, recalling the one Earl had tossed into the stove, then turned back to Solomon. “Oh, like I wasn’t going to burn it myself. Breaks my heart that he did it first.” I faked wiping away a sarcastic tear.
Solomon didn’t think it was funny. “Why do you bother writing if you just throw it all away?” 
“It’s what you keep saying,” I told him. “If I don’t put it on paper, I’ll say it out loud.” 
Solomon didn’t bother to say more because he’d learned by then it was useless. He reached across me and flexed his fingers in a gimme motion. I handed him a smoke and the Zippo. He lit it, and we puffed.
We’d had this discussion over and over. I’ve always had a disease that makes my mouth say what my brain thinks. I figured it was normal for a long time, but at some point people must’ve stopped liking what I was saying because teachers and my dad (and mom, I seemed to remember, before she left) kept busting me for it. I sat in corners when I was small, then stopped being able to sit anywhere when I got mouthy enough to warrant the belt. Eventually, I figured out that if I put a pad between my impulses and my lips, I could say all that needed saying in a way no one would see unless I let them read it. Usually it was just catharsis, and I trashed what came out, but I kept what seemed funny and shared some of it, too. One time I wrote an essay called “Of Mice and Tiny Little Men” that obliterated my English teacher far more than talking about Steinbeck. But because it also outed his relationship with a sophomore named Rhonda Whitney, whom I was also having sex with at the time, Treger gave me an A to keep me quiet. 
Solomon kept telling me that he knew me better than I knew myself. From the few things I’d let him read, he said I was talented and that some day, if I’d let him, we’d make a fortune together. I asked him what the hell he knew; he was a kid from Shitburg, same as me. But Solomon read a lot, unlike me, and kept saying that real, bare-bones honesty was rare in a writer. I, on the contrary, was infected with honesty. I could lie to the Reggie Millses of the world all day about screwing their wives, but I couldn’t help telling the truth about myself and the world around me in ink. I didn’t think it was a big deal. I told Solomon to mind his own. 
So we finished our smokes, and I corrupted Solomon enough in the following minutes that he almost stuck with me for the rest of the school day. My father was at the mill, and although most of the people who’d see us cutting knew who we were, folks who tended to be around in the middle of the day knew we were mostly harmless. I was more trouble in school than out, so keeping me out was preferable, like burning trash in the open rather than indoors. When I was confined, I snapped like a caged animal and did stupid things everyone but me would later regret. When free, I stuck to myself, either chasing tail or writing. 
But Solomon was more responsible than I was. He pulled away with regret, saying a deal was a deal, and that you couldn’t break them once they were made. I didn’t see the point. It was only Mrs. Macintyre, and chances were she wouldn’t care if Solomon was back for sixth and seventh periods or not. It wasn’t like he’d promised to do a chore for a fee. But to Solomon, it was about expectations for the next time. Word gets around that you break your promises, and you’ll never make deals again. 
He skipped out, and I stayed on the bench for a while, writing a few hundred go-nowhere words longhand and wondering if I should go home and drag Grandma’s typewriter out from under the stairs to work faster. Writing always felt like the urge that drove me to sex: It was urgent; it came on me quickly; when it struck I just needed to get it out and over with no matter what. Usually my hands couldn’t keep up with my head when I scribbled in books, but on a typewriter I could go several times as fast even though my fingers were dumb and I could only use two of them on the keys. Grandma’s typewriter was an old thing but did the trick. Problem was it was loud like fire from a pillbox, and you could hear it from across the lawn. Every time I used it was taking a chance I’d be caught. I decided not to risk it. I’d gotten the bulk of it out in the notebook anyway, and what did it matter in the end? So I ripped half of the pages out of the book and tossed them into the park trash can on my way out. The rest would either be scrapped later or forgotten. 
Later that night, I met up with Solomon again, this time at The Dirty Spoon, this little diner that would have made the health inspector cringe if we’d had one, tucked into the corner of a string of sad little buildings with peeling paint, several shades faded from its natural hues. The diner was hung with art showing scenes of nature far less interesting or realistic than the scenes outside the fogged window. It served breakfast all day, and the eggs came floating in butter. The bacon was never less than fully burned, but whenever we went there, this kid who hung with us named Billy used to always order it anyway just so he could try to make Solomon, the Jew, eat it.
Billy came that night too, and Solomon’s girl, Chloe. It was Solomon and Chloe on one side of the booth, her hand usually in his lap and his interest frustratingly nonsexual (for Chloe, anyway), me and Billy on the other side. Earlier this girl named Katherine, who never wore a bra, had been. She sat with us for a while while I tried to sneak a peek. But then her dad came in and told her it was time to go, and she went, with a longing look back at us. We’d just got to talking, and she was a good enough girl (braless or no) to leave without a fight. The rest of us were delinquents (Billy), schemers (Solomon), or had drunk parents (me and Chloe) and might stay until the moon was high. Gil, who ran the Spoon, could have cared less and let us sit as long as we wanted. Watching us warily gave him something to do that wasn’t just yelling at the cook all night long.
I think it was Billy talking about his dad at the Exxon that got me moody that night. Because Billy was all excited. Thanks to his dad pulling some strings, Billy said he’d be able soon to start up doing oil changes rather than just sweeping floors, and that would bump his pay to seven bucks an hour. This was 1992, and Billy, like us, was seventeen. So in the town of Festus, that was hot shakes. 
But hearing Billy’s excitement made me feel lost for a reason I couldn’t figure, like I was tumbling slowly down a big, quiet pit that felt like outer space. Solomon could see it on my face, even as I pretended to be happy for Billy. We left the Spoon not long after that. Billy went on his way, and Solomon brushed Chloe off. We left her at her house, where we could see the TV’s bottled blue glow in the front room where her mom was probably asleep with the thing left on. Then we headed out to the monument, neither saying a word, both silently agreeing not to break a strange spell that had covered the night.
The moon was up as I sat on a bench. My eyes went to the place where the moon, like the missing sun, would later set. 
“Just because I came up here with you, don’t expect me to put out,” Solomon said from behind me.
I laughed a little, but in the dark with only the moon and the light from the parking lot behind us, it wasn’t actually funny. Melancholy was on me like a heavy wool blanket. I hadn’t felt so sad in ages, and I didn’t even know why. The lack of reason for my mood made me uneasy, like I’d been blindsided. 
Solomon sat beside me and waited for me to speak. 
“I need to get out of here,” I said. 
“Go home, then.” 
“You know what I mean.” 
Solomon shrugged at the edge of my vision. “Sure I do. But you’ve been talking about splitting Festus for years. Since we were in grade school, since your mom left.” 
“You saying you don’t think I’ll do it? You think I’m chicken?” I looked across the town, down on it. In the time it took me to say those two sentences, I’d gone from melancholy to mad. It felt like I was gaining momentum from my own words, as if Solomon had said more than a few himself and was just egging me on. I was the only one talking, but suddenly I felt assaulted and accused, like someone was blaming me. “Do you think I want to stay here forever? To be like them?” The last word felt like poison in my mouth. 
“Was it Billy? It was Billy, wasn’t it? Him talking ’bout his job at the station?”
“He sounded so happy. So happy that he gets to stay in his dad’s house and work at the gas station changing oil for the rest of his days.”
“So?” 
The sadness was back. My moment of anger had been like the first strike of a road flare: just a second’s blast of phosphorous that dulls to a small hot flame in the background, lighting just enough, keeping something visible so it’s not lost in the dark. Now the malaise was stronger again, but I knew it for the curious mix of deception and truth it was. I knew in the morning I’d feel better and dismiss all of this, but that was half the problem. The sadness, which only came out at night, was more real than the promise of all being well. 
“If he decides he wants to work a garage in Festus after looking around in the world a bit, fine. But he hasn’t looked. Nobody here looks, least not outside their own little view. Billy thinks what he’s seeing is all there is. Nobody’s told him there’s more, that there’s a whole world out there.”
Gently, because he saw my mood, Solomon said, “You don’t know it either, Cooper.” 
“Just ’cause I’ve never left doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s past Kentucky.” And I said “’cause,” not “because.” Back then, I clipped my words. Had an accent, too. We got TV, so I knew how the civilized world spoke, and that made me fight not to talk like the rest of them, especially not like my dad. But when I got weak I heard the hick in my voice, and it felt like concrete shoes, like Festus had gotten me even as much as I always tried to fight it. Solomon didn’t have the accent problem. I don’t know why. Maybe being a Jew kept your vowels sharp and your consonants flat, refined right down to your genes. 
“What do you know? What’s out there that’s so great?” Solomon wasn’t challenging me. If such a thing was possible, he actually wanted to fly more than I did. But for Solomon it was all inevitable. Asking questions didn’t feel dangerous to him, like it might pop the bubble of hope for getting out of this town. For me, doubt was poison. But for him, it was due diligence. 
“Everything.” 
“Where would you even go?” 
“We. You said you’d go too.” 
“Fine then. Where, Cooper?” 
“Dunno. Maybe California.” 
He laughed. “Because that’s the land of hopes and dreams. Just like dust bowl Oakies.” 
“Susan’s been talking about it.” 
That made Solomon turn. All of a sudden he stopped humoring me. He’d gone on trips a few times and fancied himself worldly even though we both knew he was full of it. But Susan had traveled. And if she’d said something about the wider world, Solomon wanted to hear. 
“Talking about California?” 
“There and Colorado, staying in the hills. But she’s got family in California. They went there a few months ago, right up over the Rocky Mountains and to the ocean on the other side.”
 Solomon got a knowing look that I could see even in the wan light. I wanted to smack it away because it was presumptuous. It said he knew what I was thinking, and what I was thinking was stupid and foolish. 
I rushed to forestall him. “She says it’s just like TV, Sol. Palm trees. Tons of people. But not just people; people doing things. Important things. What do people here do? Just get up, go to school, go to the Exxon, do glorious oil changes because that’s the height of living. Then go to bed tired and do it again. And they don’t know it’s nothing. It’s like everyone’s under a spell.” 
“California.” Solomon laughed a little, even though I know that under different circumstances (like, if it had been his idea) he’d have seen it as brilliant. It was my saying it that bugged him. I’d talked about leaving for years, like he kept reminding me. But I’d never left Festus despite all my talk, and all of Solomon’s goading. First Lexington, Cincinnati — somewhere close. Setting sights across the country in California probably made it sound to Solomon like I was making it all more impossible. Set the barrier so high, and we’d never actually go.
“Don’t act like I’m an idiot,” I said, knowing that protesting only made things worse, made me sound more like a naive, wide-eyed fool. Susan had me spellbound with her tale that afternoon for sure. I searched for that sense of certainty inside myself while talking to Solomon, but the feeling had left me. I’ve never been bad with words, but I couldn’t articulate the surety — the sense of only if I’d felt earlier — right then and there, on the spot. I could only remember feeling that California’s possibilities excited me enough to actually want to go in a way that closer places didn’t. And I felt a ghost of the desperation that went with it, because Solomon was right: it was too far, and we could never get there. 
But if we could … 
The conversation hung there. I didn’t know what else to say to make Solomon believe I felt the urge anew, and that with the right motivation maybe we really would make a change. I knew he was thinking practicalities and saw how impossible it all was from where we were standing. His family was well off, but they didn’t get along at all, and that made Solomon as ready to split town as I was. I would leave with nothing and burn the trail behind me. The problem wasn’t wanting to go. It was how to go. Solomon thought he could live by his wits enough for us both, but California was too far away. He was probably trying to decide how to get me to agree to something more possible, but I was set: California or nothing. I couldn’t remember all the reasons I’d been so sure that was the right choice; Susan’s sunny descriptions of wide streets and bustle had been enough in the daylight, but it was all gone when night fell like a pall.
We left the hill. We went our separate ways, back to our unwanted homes. I didn’t sleep well that night. I wrote more over the next few days and threw it all away. 
There were no right answers, and in those last days of April 1992, I felt more trapped than ever.




 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
OVER
THE
NEXT
WEEK
MY itch took a back seat, moving away from the spot in front of my face it had occupied that night by the monument overlooking the town. It irritated me when I realized I was becoming used to what had bothered me so much, but it’s not like I could solve my problems right then anyway; that ever present urgency was like staying on high alert for something yet months away. So I tried to get along while not becoming complacent, and every chance I got I tried to make Solomon understand that I still firmly believed California was the place to go — that I trusted what Susan said, was excited by it in a new way, and didn’t care if it was even possible so long as we left Festus and finally tried something new.
Solomon humored me but wasn’t buying any of it. He was sometimes kind and let me wax on; he was sometimes biting in that way he could be, explaining why I was being stupid and that we should set our oasis a whole lot closer, if he even believed I would go. Get us into a town, he said. Let him do his magic. Let him parlay nothing into something. That’s what Solomon did. Same as his family. And then later we could move on from that new place, if the urge still had me. 
Either way I was sold on leaving as soon as the school year was over, going all the way if we were going an inch. And to keep the idea sharp like a splinter, I kept reminding myself of Billy, and I thought of my father at the mill, and I thought of all the teachers at my school. I went to The Dirty Spoon and looked at the servers and even at Gil, who everyone knew was secretly rich from that little diner. But so what if Gil was rich? What did it change? What did he spend his money on? What could he spend his money on? Festus had cable, and you could truck into Doylestown or even Niles to get yourself a bigger screen to watch it on if you wanted to escape. But what else? If Gil got a better car, he could only drive it up and down Festus’s junky streets, parking it on the grass by his driveway, near the peeling shed. On TV, people were always making money one way so they could do what they truly wanted with their time. So if Gil got rich enough from the diner that occupied his every waking minute, would he paint pretty pictures? Would he take up chess or dancing or go on a vacation to someplace nice? It was all a joke. I could even picture Gil on that dream vacation he’d never take: his long, unshaven face beside his wife’s plump one, bags taken in a fancy hotel by a kid with a red uniform and box-shaped hat, white gloves, hands held out after taking Gil’s bags and waiting for a tip. What would they do in that fancy hotel in that fancy place? Would Gil and Gloria order martinis? Fuck on the balcony while the sun set behind them? It was impossible. Money and destinations meant nothing in Festus. No matter how much money you had (and few had any, let alone much), you couldn’t import anything, not really, because once inside Festus those imported items changed, became part of our little world rather than the objects or concepts they originally were. No matter where you went, Festus was still in your blood. You took it with you wherever you went unless you planned to never come back — something that due to a peculiar gravity of the mind, no one seemed to do.
So I wasted my time and waited.
With school’s end so close, I found no point in any of it. I could have formally dropped out, but then my father would have gotten involved, would have told me I needed to be prepared for the future even though the only tomorrows in his mind had him pushing mops and turning cranks. Would have told me education was important even though he barely had any, and what he did have was flavored by this place. He would’ve said I needed to straighten up and fly right, keep my feet on the ground, stop with the ditching and the hanging out with that scheming Jew and knock off the faggoty writing and daydreaming. I wasn’t much of a dreamer; I wrote the opposite of fantasy. But to my father, anything creative, even if it was just me recording life on the page, was the domain of faggots. And I knew how he felt about all that, how he taught me those lessons. And so time and time again, I was tempted to use my fists on him the way he used his on me. I was never big, but I was almost a man by anyone’s definition, and I was fast. I was strong enough. He was getting on; he was well into his forties and still got ladies’ attention, although more and more it was coming to men like me. I could have knocked my father down if I’d tried. But something stilled me, told me to wait because it wouldn’t be much longer and then it wouldn’t matter. Right then I was in a boat that was slowly drifting toward a shore where things would be better and egress would finally become possible. Painful as it was to take my father’s insults and abuse, doing so would at least keep my slow boat from rocking.
So I skipped school a lot, and even when I went I wasn’t really there. I sat in the back; I didn’t pay attention; sometimes I scribbled because it was a good middle ground between participating and causing problems. I had struck deals with most of my teachers that would’ve made Solomon proud. They all seemed to think I was smart but misguided: a problem in need of mitigating more than solving. So they all said to me, overtly or implied, “Cooper, the other kids look to you as a leader. You promise to keep your head down and not make waves; we’ll give you automatic Bs no matter what you do.” I took the deals and stayed quiet. Did my time, like a prisoner. 
In the evenings I drank and found company. On the weekends I drank more and found even easier friends. The less I cared, the easier scoring got. It was like the girls knew I wasn’t long for Festus and wanted to take their turn while they could. 
Anything to make time pass more quickly was welcome, and finding liquid distraction to lubricate the passing of my remaining months wasn’t hard. The only money I had was just over a hundred bucks I’d saved from mowing lawns, but my father had liquor — and was, ironically, too drunk most of the time to notice me stealing it. Solomon’s family had money; he stole from them as fluidly as I stole liquor. We’d drink what I could scavenge, and when we ran out we’d head to the grocery for beer and the state store for the harder stuff. We didn’t even bother to lie about our age. Clerks at both, if we knew when to visit, weren’t immune to bribery. Solomon brokered those deals too. 
Days passed slow, but summer weather didn’t wait. April was rainy; the start of May was hot and sticky like the inside of a car that’s been left in the sun. We found places to drink and screw girls like horny hobos, not caring a whit: under the Baker Street bridge, in corners of the park, in the bedrooms and beds of the girls we found when their daddies were away. And through it all I kept up with Susan, who knew it all, knew my reputation, had a way of hearing everything that none of us told anyone but each other. Susan didn’t mind that I dallied, that I found my pleasure elsewhere too. What I had with Susan wasn’t love. It wasn’t even close. Back then, I didn’t even know what love was. So we both cheated if there was such a thing. She was still with Reggie, and he had his way; I was with any girl interested in having me. Susan only cared that I made her feel better whenever I came around. Made her feel young and desired. We knew what it was. And that’s one of the things I admired about Susan: She knew who she was. She was practical enough to take it however it came, not judging or asking me to change how I spent the rest of my time. 
Still, I think she liked me as much as I liked her, and I tried to bike across town whenever Reggie was away — not just for sex, but because Susan’s presence was beautiful. I was drawn to the idea of her, to what she represented. I lived for her tales. And she knew it, too, knew my fascination with distant horizons. So she told me. Susan told me all about skiing in Utah. She told me all about driving through the badlands out west and the open splendor of the Grand Canyon. She told me about the Rocky Mountains and how they were different from the Appalachians — sharp like knives and forbidding to look at. Kentucky mountains were rolling and humble, but the mountains out west, Susan said, cast a mortal challenge on anyone who dared to cross them. She teased me with stories the way most women tease with their bodies. And after I was drooling with images from the states, Susan tickled me with something amazing like the final reveal in a peep show: She told me about France, where she’d been once between high school and college, on an exchange because her family would never have been able to afford it otherwise. Europe was unexpected; it was the cherry on top. Everything seemed so exotic. It made me desire Susan more, and jealous in a way, as if by screwing her I could slip beneath her skin and live the life of her past rather than my own. For a person to be in other places, to hear different voices that were accented in different ways, to see cars cast in various shapes and smelling every which way when they passed. To see landscaped roads bordered by trees that had been planted on purpose rather than the way it was in Festus, where boulevards bent to the seniority of whatever had grown there first.
But most of all, I begged Susan to tell me about California.
She told me how the state was so long and tall that it grew colder in the north and hotter in the south, though never too much of either. How there were beaches and blue water on the coast and vineyards in the middle. How the west kissed the water and the east, as mountains grew from foothills, tried kissing the sky. She told me about the way the ground shook when tremors came, because there was a place near Mexico where the earth itself was split. About how it grew arid in places when droughts came, how other areas were lush and green. How hills rose from nothing and towered above you as you drove by — all full of hearty and half-dead grass: perilous, untenable land shoved into cracks between islands of paradise. And Susan told me about the sun there. How it was like early autumn in Kentucky, though not as humid. How the people in California were all rich and happy … or so it always seemed. 
To me it sounded unreal. Like paradise. Even then I knew she had to be exaggerating or remembering too fondly, but I didn’t care. If California was a tenth of what Susan said, it would open horizons I couldn’t imagine from the east. There were movie stars. There were people like I wanted to be: creative folks with crazy ideas, many not even called faggots by their drunken fathers. There were fancy cars, kept nice because out there cars didn’t rust. The homes all had tile roofs, and they kept their furniture outside, under slat-roofed patios that invited the sun when it hovered overhead and left them in warm shade while away from its peak. As I lay on Susan’s bed, naked beneath her soft sheets, I could almost feel that western sun on my skin. I could see myself in that place. Even if I had no pennies, I could sleep on the beach and beg for food. It’s not like I had much more than that in Festus. 
So it was, one day in May, when Susan and I were in our afterglow, her sitting up with the sheets over her lower half with her tits out and me beside her, glancing at her and considering a second round. I was on my back with my hands under my head, staring mostly at the ceiling. I didn’t want to run away with Susan, but in that moment I let myself pretend we had, that we were already away, that she’d gone back to California in Reggie’s car, with me instead of him. The window was open and the curtains closed; I couldn’t see Festus beyond but could feel the warm breeze. Maybe, I pretended, the sound we heard was from crashing waves instead of wind-beaten trees. Maybe I’d made it. Maybe now that I’d gone west, I could be happy.
I turned to Susan, letting the feeling get the best of me, and was about to ask her for something — maybe money, maybe another roll, maybe her car for all I knew. It all felt so possible and I wanted to share. To step forward and see what might happen. 
“Hey, do you think — ?” 
That’s all I got out before the door opened. 
Reggie Mills stood in the doorway, his shoulders squared into the room, fists loosely clenched, posture set as if to fight. I could tell in one glance that he’d opened the bedroom door knowing what he’d find.
The smile left my face. One of my strengths has always been self-honesty, and in the second it took for the opening door to rebound off the dresser I accepted many things and deceived myself on none: I was in this man’s bed; I’d dragged my shorts on but was otherwise as naked as his wife beside me; he’d known she was cheating and, even worse, I could tell he knew it was me. There was no point in trying to lie. No point in anything other than facing the truth head on.
I opened my mouth not knowing what would come out. And said, “Hey, Mr. Mills. You’re home early. Come sit on my lap.” 
Susan pulled the sheets over her chest. I saw it from the corner of my eye as I caught her disbelieving, horrified look, and I almost laughed at the absurdity of Susan’s modesty. Reggie had seen her tits. He was the only one other than her who was supposed to see them. So was she covering up in the thought that doing so would fool him? That her boobs would vanish under the linen and Reggie might consider the possibility that the two of us had merely been playing checkers? 
“Get up,” Reggie said to me. He was too tan, and the skin of his face looked an inch thick. He had wrinkles too early, and his mean little eyes vanished inside them. He was wearing his work shirt, and I wondered if he’d told his boss where he’d gone, or if he was officially out to lunch. 
I stood. My body hadn’t gotten the alarm signals below the waist, though, so as the covers fell away part of me was pointing at Reggie, stupidly recalling and anticipating the touch of his wife.
“We were just playing checkers,” I said.
“Reggie … ” Susan said.
“Shut your mouth.” Reggie looked at me and said to Susan, “With a goddamned kid. A fucking kid from Festus.”
“Technically, this is still Festus,” I said. And it was, at least according to the post office. Susan’s slightly less horrible part of town liked to call itself Gregory Park, but what the hell, their hillbilly elitism was an embarrassment.
Reggie came at me. I don’t know if he meant to hit or grab me, but I hopped up on the bed and was behind it a second later, between Susan and the outside wall. I held my hands out as Reggie stopped on the bed’s other side, his breathing short, his color up, his chest clenched tight. 
“Okay, okay, fine. It’s Gregory Park.” I rolled my eyes. “If you insist.”
“Reggie, I didn’t — ” Susan began.
“You think you’re funny?” Reggie said, looking right at me, his eyes like pearls gripped in a catcher’s mitt. He was speaking evenly, radiating more certainty and less fury than either Susan or I would’ve guessed. “Tell you what, smart guy. I know who you are. I knew about this for a while now.” He looked at Susan. “You ain’t fooling me, Sue. I let this happen so I could fuck this loser up.” 
“Oh, so you watched,” I heard my yapping mouth blurt. “Any tips on my technique? I’m always open to constructive criticism.” 
Reggie lunged. His hands were filthy from something; when he failed to reach all the way across the queen bed he slipped and planted a hand on the sheets, leaving a smudge.
“Now, the finger-in-the-ass thing I figured out, but if you know anything else about what she likes that I could — ”
There was a lamp beside the bed. Reggie grabbed it and tried to throw it at me, but the plug was wedged and didn’t let go. The lamp struck the end table and cracked. The shade jarred loose and rolled right at my erection, which still hadn’t gotten the order to desist. 
“You think you’re pretty smart, don’t you? But you don’t know not to fuck with another man’s property.” 
That struck me as highly offensive to Susan, but my wit finally acknowledged my position, and I didn’t reply. I was temporarily beyond reach with nowhere to go. My back was against the wall, and Susan’s side of the bed was inches from my front. I was out of harm’s way only so long as Reggie refrained from climbing or circling around to the right. 
 I held up my hands. “We can work this out.” 
“Ain’t nothin’ to work out, ’cept me beating the shit out of you.” 
“You don’t want to do that.” 
Reggie gripped one fist with his other hand. I’d made an inaccurate statement. 
“Look. I know you’re on parole,” I said. 
Reggie’s eyes glinted. I’d temporarily made things worse. 
“You beat me up, you’re going to jail.” I held my hands higher, my earlier smarm all gone. “Not trying to be smart. That’s just a fact, and you know it.” 
“Maybe you won’t tell anyone what’s about to happen because if you do, I’ll come back and do it harder next time.” 
Susan was between us, watching us try to dodge each other from one side of the bed to the other. She looked like she wanted to speak but didn’t know what to say. Watching her, even under Reggie’s glare, I felt my heart break. Being in Susan’s skin courtesy of her stories let me see what life must have been like for her once upon a time. She’d been born here; I held no illusions that she’d ever had a chance to escape as I meant to. But she’d gotten away for a while. She’d taken trips and lived abroad, however briefly. During those times, the inevitable must have seemed so distant, and maybe for a while she’d thought life could be different. I hurt for her lost hopes. Her settling for this place, this house, this life, this angry and ugly man. 
“Mr. Mills … ” 
“Maybe hooking up with my whore of a woman don’t make you a criminal even though it should, Cooper Bishop.” I flinched when he said my name. It had the feel of something planned, something researched, and the coming unknown made my heart beat faster. “But stealing my money sure is.” 
Susan looked at me. Stared at me. I hadn’t stolen a thing. I blubbered protest, but Reggie was almost smiling. 
“You stole five hundred dollars from the dresser when she was in the bathroom. I know you did.”  
“Cooper?” Susan said. 
“I didn’t steal any — ”
“Maybe it’s your word against mine, then,” Reggie said, cutting me off. “Maybe because I play poker with Chief Rich, he’s gonna believe me more than you.” 
Reggie circled. I tried to counter but was trapped. The room was silent between words, save the rustling outside that had so recently sounded like waves. 
“Maybe I even already told Chief Rich about it.” And Reggie gave me a horrible smile. “The fact that you came back? Well, that ain’t gonna look good when you try and defend yourself, what with your word against mine. I figure they might even understand if I had to fuck you up a little. ’Cause I even looked it up, and it turns out five hundred dollars is a felony in Kentucky.” 
I tried to calm myself. I’m good with people, even when they’re angry — sometimes especially when they’re angry. But I also know when to cut my losses, and Reggie had me beat. Ours was a dirty, crooked little town, and what Reggie was trying to pin on me — what the law would believe mainly because it wanted to, because I’d screwed other important people’s wives and daughters — would almost for sure land me behind bars. It wouldn’t matter that I hadn’t done what I was being accused of. By the time I got a trial, if such trials had juries, my true peers would still be too young to serve. I had a reputation in Festus, and the folks who’d judge me wanted to see me gone, to see me burn. The young, devil-may-care wild child, finally shut up and taught his lesson, overdue as it was. I’d be guilty the minute I opened my mouth. 
I didn’t know what to say, so I said something dumb: “I should go.” 
I cut right, away from the corner, trying to dodge. Reggie wasn’t fast, but he was fast enough. He caught me by the arm and pounded me in the face. I don’t think anything broke, but I was instantly numb to my skull. 
I did all I could think to and kicked Reggie hard in the balls. I tried to clamber away but was stuck. Reggie, even bent and gasping, stood in my way. So I turned and struck the window’s screen with my elbow. It fell halfway out, anchored still at the top. 
It was enough. 
“Cooper!” Susan yelled after me. But I was out the window in seconds, cutting through yards in my boxers, sprinting to outrun the reaper. 




 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
I WASN’T
SURE
WHERE
TO go first: home, or to find Solomon. I needed to do both. Because my mind had been mostly made about skipping town even before going to Susan’s — made up so much that I’ve sometimes wondered if I got caught by Reggie on purpose, so my hand would be forced. I had all the desire in the world, built layer upon layer like a roof that’s been shingled a dozen times, but desire didn’t move my feet. Desire to get out of Festus didn’t pack my bags or give me the guts to cut ties and truly head off to do or die by my own devices. I was a kid, no matter how cavalier I acted. For me, home was never where the heart was for as long as home was Festus, but home was where my bed lay. Home was where someone else — even someone I hated — paid all the bills. The idea of leaving was a thrill and a terror. 
But now, either cursedly or blessedly, either fortunately or unfortunately, I no longer had any choice. If Reggie tried to pin something on me, I had no illusions about whether or not it would stick. I understood fairness and due process from my civics books, but I understood small-town fellowship better. Reggie really was poker buddies with Chief Rich, and there were plenty of rumors about the favors that little group of cornpone assholes owed each other. Rich Gleeson, called “Chief” but actually a sheriff, had his job because nobody else wanted it and he liked being able to tell other people what to do. Technically, he’d been elected. In reality, he just sort of took the helm. All it would take was a phone call: “Hey, Richie, Earl Bishop’s kid stole five hundred bucks from me. Arrest him.” And Chief Rich would say, “Good enough for me.” On paper, I’d have all sorts of rights: the right to an attorney, the right to appeal, the general right to not be stonewalled because Susan Mills liked me in her bed more than she liked her husband. But I’d see a tenth of those rights. And if I complained, no one would listen. Not even those who believed in the law. Because who was I, but a constant screw-up? Everyone knew I was no good. The few people who’d read my pages would say I was talented and smart and maybe even had potential, but most would see the truth: I was a rat, and the town would be better off without me.
It’s possible there was someone in town with a cellular phone (though in Festus, in 1992, I doubt it), but I sure wasn’t one of them. Reggie had unkindly implied I shouldn’t use his phone to call my best friend before running, and only after hoofing through five or six backyards did I realize I’d have a hard time without my bike. I couldn’t go back. I’d left the thing right near the front door, as if I’d wanted to announce my cuckolding of Reggie Mills to the world. I didn’t know many people on the Gregory Park side of town, so it’s not like I could duck in wearing only my underwear and ask for a phone.
Solomon’s fancy family lived more or less in Gregory Park, so my decision was easy. My buddy had a car, though he was supposed to share it with his brother. Maybe he’d be willing to run, and maybe he wouldn’t (talk was talk; running out on a dime was something else), but either way I knew he’d help. 
It was Saturday, so I found Solomon home. I tapped on his window, and he opened it, looking around, a satisfying look of What-the-hell on his face. You can’t usually shock Solomon. This did it. When he raised the sash, I was huffing and puffing, blowing breath and Eau de Susan into his big nose. 
“What’s wrong with you?” he asked, more wondering about my manners and state of mind than expressing concern. 
“Sol, run around, and let me in the side door. I don’t want your folks to see me.” 
“I don’t want them to see you either. I don’t want to see you. You look like shit.” He sounded inconvenienced. He was drinking what looked like coffee and had a copy of some magazine in his hand. I didn’t see the name. 
“I need pants,” I said. 
“I see that.” 
“Come on. Hurry up.” 
He let me in, annoyed. But his manner thawed once I told him the story. He threw clothes at me, his eyes sort of lighting up, the way they did when talking on one of his schemes — not my ideas for hell raising, but something he’d thought out and wanted my help to perpetrate. I tossed on a pair of his jeans, a bit too short, and donned a long-sleeve tee that was a little too warm. Didn’t Solomon own any warm weather clothes? But no, the guy was never good at casual. 
I was blunt: I wanted to go. Now. I needed to grab a few things from my father’s house, but the fact that I used those exact words — “my father’s house” — solidified what I meant to do. It wasn’t my place anymore, because now my place was the road. 
“You just gonna go? Leave without saying a thing?”
“Say it to whom?” And there I made a point to say “whom,” because that’s who I was going to be: a traveling writer who had to use words right, not just some hillbilly kid with more mouth than ambition. “To Earl? To the school? What do I have to say goodbye to, Sol? I want to vanish. I send up smoke anywhere right now, and all that does is show Reggie where to find me.” 
“He won’t chase you.” 
“Until I’m out of town, he will.” Reggie wasn’t the kind to hold grudges beyond our borders because he didn’t think outside the town more than anyone else, but he was like a nasty dog guarding his piece-of-shit doghouse. It didn’t matter that his home turf stank. He wanted it free of pests just the same. “Now are you gonna come, or were you full of shit when you said you wanted to get outta here as much as me?” With my question asked, I held my breath. Solomon was my ride. If it turned out he wasn’t coming, I’d have a hard time going at all. 
But Solomon wasn’t making as if to merely help me out. Instead, he was throwing things into a bag, reaching into hidey holes I hadn’t known were there, pulling out wads of cash. “Birthday,” he’d say, holding up a twenty. Or “Hanukkah,” holding up a fistful of bills. The biggest was a fat stack, surely filled with twenties. “Bar Mitzvah.” In no time at all Sol had his backpack over one shoulder and a handful of keys.
“You sure?” I asked. 
“Go. Out the way you came.” 
“You aren’t going to say goodbye either?” 
“Who am I gonna say it to, Coop? Or, to be fancy like you, ‘whom’?” 
Solomon’s house was a lot nicer than mine in that its walls were intact, it had a furnace instead of a potbelly stove, and every surface wasn’t littered with dishes, pots, and pans. He also didn’t have a mouse problem; he didn’t have to make all his own meals; his floors in half the place weren’t dirt or covered with his father’s small-minded horde of garbage. But beyond that, we were a lot the same. His family didn’t get on any better than my dad and I did; his brother was five years older and had established his position as alpha the second Solomon was born. Sol was the crazy one; he hung with the wrong people, and his family considered him a blight. They wouldn’t have forced him out, but they might as well have, at least the way Solomon told it. No love would be lost if he came with me, but I was still shocked he was so ready to run on a headline, my taunts notwithstanding.
“Go, go,” he said, shoving me toward the door.
Solomon’s car was a rusted-out shit box 1984 Corolla with 180,000 miles on it because they’d bought it used from a traveling salesman. It was a toss-up whether the cash was worth more than the car, but he shouldn’t have taken what was supposed to be shared. But we did anyway, and ten minutes later we stopped in front of my dad’s shack. I rushed out. Sol stood to follow, but I held up a hand, saying it’d be two minutes, no more. 
I was in my room, filling my backpack with the nothing I owned and cared to take with me, when I felt my father’s presence behind me. 
“Where you think you’re off to?” he growled. 
“Out of here,” I answered, still stuffing things into my bag. There wasn’t much. I had already grabbed my lawn-mowing money ($116; it would have to be enough), some clothes, and my notepads and pens. Before he’d come in, I’d considered taking Grandma’s typewriter, but now the only way I’d try for it with Earl behind me was if I meant to use it as a weapon against him. 
As if reading my mind, he crossed the room and grabbed me by the wrist, then took the pad in the corresponding hand. He threw it across the room — not with malice, more like flicking a booger with your finger. The gesture was simple, but in it I saw all his disdain — for what I made, and what I represented. To my father, I was the failure of his marriage to a woman more lost and drunk than him. I was a disappointment. A belonging that refused to stay where he put it and a shackle he’d be glad to see himself rid of. I looked up to see his beady little eyes, which in the room’s bare-bulbed light looked almost black, like a rodent’s. He’d once been a handsome man, but in that moment I saw all he’d become: wrinkled across the forehead, his mostly full head of hair gone white and trimmed short. He was wearing his uniform from the mill, probably having been summoned by Reggie Mills’s call. The fact that he was here now meant not just that he had to deal with his bad egg of a son, but that he would be docked his usual pay. He’d take the brunt of that out on my flesh if I let him. Because as much as my father hated me and wanted me gone, he wanted less to let me leave. If I left, it would mean he could have fled Festus but never did. If I escaped, it meant he’d failed into the wreck he’d become. To him, I was blame. I was accusation. I was hate that he’d always had for himself. 
He grabbed another of my notebooks from my bag, opened it, and flicked through the pages. He shook his head. He didn’t just hate me. He didn’t just hate what was in the notebooks. He hated that any of it existed. That anyone thought beyond their skull, for any reason. He threw the second book aside. I shoved him away when he went for a third.
“What’re you gonna do, Cooper? Go be a scribbler? Sit at a desk and write your faggoty shit and expect people to cheer?” 
I shoved him again and went back for the first of the notebooks. The second I stepped away he grabbed my bag like a child in a tantrum, tearing my stuff out of it, bending the notebooks, stepping on what came out as if a boot could trample ambition.
“What do you think the world is, Cooper?” he blurted, his voice carrying more remonstration than inquiry. “Some big party? Think you can just fuck and drink and write artsy shit all day long that nobody would ever want to read? I’ve tried to do right by you, and how have you ever thanked me?” 
I snatched the bag. It came out of his hands easily, probably because I’d never stood up to him before. I saw his surprise before the vitriol ate it. 
“Well then. Thanks, Dad,” I said.
“I paid for this place.” 
I’d felt coins sloshing around in the pocket of Solomon’s jeans. I reached in and pulled them out. Earl’s hand was extended in some pouty gesture, so I slapped the coins into his palm: two quarters and three dimes. “Have a payment on me.”
“I buy the food. I buy everything you have. When your mother left, I had to do it all on my own. I could have tossed you out a hundred times. Should have. You think I don’t know how you spend your days? I got a call at the mill, Reggie screaming at me to — ”
“Come on. A stud like you has to understand my need to dip the wick.” 
“Be serious. I’m still your father, Cooper. I’m trying to help you.” 
Something inside me snapped. “How have you ever tried to help me? What have you ever done past what the law required?” I was gathering my stuff with tick-tock in my head. I didn’t want to have this argument. I didn’t need to win this argument, either. I just needed to leave with enough to survive. I didn’t have any ailments and didn’t take medicine. I had clothes on my back and some cash in my pocket — atop Solomon’s stash and whatever work we’d find on the road. In the end, my notebooks were all that mattered. And push come to shove, the notebooks didn’t matter either because I’d always thrown my work away. Just more proof that this man had dug his hooks in me whether I liked to admit it or not. Maybe I’d have liked my words without his never-blinking scorn. Maybe I’d have believed in myself rather than feeling all of the hate, affecting a shell that showed the world I didn’t care when I did. But that right there made the notebooks worth taking: as proof that what Earl Bishop said was wrong and that what I felt, in wanting to run, was at least a little bit right.
“You’re seventeen. I could’ve cut you loose long ago.” 
I didn’t want to argue, though I was pretty sure that wasn’t right. 
“I always did right. Always took care of you. Always did the best I could. But all I ever got back was your fucking mouth. You’re too good for it all, aren’t you? Too good for me, too good for school, too good for this house that you don’t have to lift a finger to pay for or keep standing. Oh, you’re an artist, aren’t you. And anywhere’s better than here, right? Well go ahead and leave. You’ll see the truth of what I say, and you’ll come running home with your tail between your legs.” 
I shook my head. “I’d never come back here.” 
“I got news for you, Cooper: This is where you’re from, and this is where you belong. You can leave, but you’ll never shake who you are deep down. And listen to me: Everything you think of as shit? That’s life.”
“Thanks for your assessment.” I zipped the bag. I turned to go, but he grabbed my backpack’s other strap. I spun to see him smiling an angry little smile. 
“You really think you’re right, don’t you? You think your old man is out of touch and stupid. I’m just a hick, huh? I don’t know shit, but you know it all. I work for a living because I’m a sucker, is that what you think? Same as everyone round here. We’re all stupid rednecks, but you — you, the great Cooper Fucking Bishop — you’ve got it all figured out.” 
“Let me go.” 
“Explain it, and I’ll let you go,” he said, now giving me an evil little smile. “Just give me your plan. You don’t want to work like a sucker. Makes sense. Even stupid as I am, my tiny brain wants to try and understand. So enlighten me. When you walk out that door and leave this all behind, how does The Great Cooper make his living?” 
I yanked, but he held fast. His eyes were still on mine, but he’d softened them some. They weren’t as beady and now seemed almost reasonable. 
“Afraid, ain’t ‘cha?” he said.
“No.” 
“Sure you are. I can see it on your face. You fucked someone else’s wife because you’re a kid with a sack full of spunk, and that’s where you were doing your thinking. Now you’re in some shit and wanting to run, but that’s just the fire at your back. In spite of what your dumb ass is about to do, you got a brain in there, and it knows the truth. Knows this is stupid and that you haven’t thought it out. Knows I’m right. Ain’t that a fact?” 
I yanked again, but his hand on my backpack had become like iron. I’d have to leave the pack. Just go with nothing but $116 and my underwear, not even my own clothes. But for some reason I didn’t let go. He wasn’t holding me, just my bag. And that meant I was deciding to stay. 
“I know how you are, Cooper. Dumb for seconds. You do, then think. And you know I’m saying the truth.” 
“You’re not.” 
“Then tell me, genius. Tell me how, when you kick the dirt off your fancy heels, you plan to put a roof over your head.” His smirk widened. “You really think you’re gonna write the next big thing and someone’s gonna show up at your door with a sack full of cash? Because that ain’t how it works. Sooner or later, every man turns whore to the hopes and dreams he had as a kid. ’Cause it’s all smoke and dust. You sell out, Son. We all do. Only difference between you and me is I know who I am. I sold out for honest work. What you gonna whore yourself into once you leave this place?”
I thought about answering, but it was a trap. As I understood the game, writers sometimes sold out to write magazines, advertising bits, just about anything they didn’t dream to write. It was still good, semi-creative work, better than working in Festus. But the minute I said as much to defend myself, my father would laugh. He’d say I already knew the shape of my prostitution and was dumbshit enough to go anyway. 
“You don’t know,” Earl said.
“I know I don’t give up.” 
“That you don’t. But it don’t mean you’re gonna make anyone believe you’re worth shit, just ’cause you’re like a dog with a bone.” 
“Just because you gave up on … ” I trailed off because I didn’t know how to finish the sentence. What could my father possibly have ever dreamed of being as a kid? Sad, my not having any idea. 
“Right,” he said, practically sneering. “You’re just gonna spew the next Great American Novel, and the queers out there are just gonna eat it up.”  
I met his eyes. 
“Sure,” I said.
Disbelieving. Patronizing. “Sure?” 
I nodded, not feeling an ounce of faith as my father’s eyes bored into me.
“You’re gonna write the next big thing. You’re gonna be famous.” 
“Sure I am. Maybe I’ll write about you.” 
“Me?” 
“Write what you know; that’s what they say. So that’s people like my friends, right? Billy. Solomon. Solomon’s girl, Chloe.” And that almost made me laugh. Chloe would wake up Monday and go to school, and Sol wouldn’t even be there, and she’d probably never know why. Solomon would be seeing the world, finally gone for better or worse. Maybe into the pages of my notebooks, given new life as a writer’s inspiration. “And you, of course.” 
He shook his head. “You stupid kid. Never stop that fucking mouth of yours.” 
“You don’t think I can do it? You don’t think I can get you with my pen?” 
“Just go. You want to go, just get the fuck out of my house.” 
But now my mouth was getting the best of me. I could feel it coming, and knew I should quit while I was ahead, but I couldn’t.
“You’re an easy character. Not much more than a cutout. The trick is to know what drives you.” 
I made a show of looking him over. He’d let go of the pack in disgust; I wouldn’t have to leave everything behind after all. 
“Hmm,” I said, rubbing my chin. “I see a man who once thought he had the world by the balls then found out it was the other way around. He was good with women, but then he got old.” 
“Get out, Cooper.” 
“Old, yes … but more than that. Sad, too. Like you were this promising man, but then you turned out to be shitty inside. Bitter, angry, decayed. Probably because someone left you. Someone like Mom. You act like it’s nothing, but she took your self-esteem. You didn’t give a shit, but she gave a shit about you. Nobody was left to care about you after she left, and you were too pathetic by then to get anyone else. All your charisma gone.” 
“You think you’re so smart.” 
I leaned back against the kitchen counter. Most of the house was the kitchen. How was it fair that I’d had to grow up here and others ate their Cap’n Crunch in mansions? 
“But there’s more,” I went on. “I see it now.” I kept scratching my chin, a real epiphany dawning. “I have this recurring thought. Maybe you can shed some light. I always figured it was just a dream, but you’re too sad and broken for it to only be your shit job and a runaway wife that ruined you. So maybe you can tell me. The little girl I sometimes think I remember. She was real, wasn’t she?” 
My father looked slapped. I’d never said any of this to him. I hadn’t thought twice about it. But I did have that dream, and in it I was young, maybe three or four. I figured my dream was just a dream, but now I saw on my father’s face that it must be real. Not a dream, but a memory so old it had broken into tiny pieces. I only remembered parts: a little girl who felt like a sister, no more than a year or two old. My mother laughing, back when she’d been happy, before she’d been lost to drink. I’d been happy, too, in that time that felt like it never was. All four of us, happy together. Back when I’d had a sister. Back before the fruit of us had gone rotten.
I shook my head as I continued, feeling the horror of the buried secret beginning to unspool. 
“You don’t take pictures. Mom’s not around, and it’s not like I could ask you about any of it. But she was real. That girl I think I remember was real.” I swallowed. “And she died.” 
In an instant my father looked twenty years older. Twenty years sadder. I almost regretted what I’d said. I didn’t know how I felt, either; in the span of sixty seconds I’d recalled a sibling I’d never remembered, then lost her. She’d become a box my father kept buried. Something my parents made themselves forget until it broke them like vases dropped on the floor. Until it drove them both to drink and ruptured their marriage. There were no photos. And only my insidious repressed, years-gone memory had dragged that blade from hock to slit our throats. 
“Don’t leave, Cooper,” my father said. And now he was different. Slouched. Weak. Pathetic. Then, horribly: “You’re all I have left.” 
But his words were bitter wind. My own words were acid in my throat.
“Your character is so easy, you’re a cliché,” I said as I left. 
Solomon asked me what had happened when I sat back in the passenger seat of his rusty car. I barely heard him. My eyes were forward. A minute later he was driving away without my answer, and I didn’t look back. 
I never planned to see Festus again.
Maybe this was where I came from. Maybe it was where my father would die without me.
But my hometown was a shadow within minutes, and I had a whole world to see.




 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
BEST I COULD
TELL, THE trip from Festus to California was going to be somewhere around two thousand miles according to the road atlas Solomon bought at the second gas station we passed. There were no atlases at the first station, still deep in the hills. Too close to home. People there apparently didn’t see the point in knowing about places beyond Kentucky. But near Lexington we found this big book full of cities and states and highways and toll roads, the last of which made me feel lost and empty in a strange and unexpected way. Solomon, who’s always known me as well as I knew myself, somehow picked my mood up for what it was, but he was kind enough to answer as if my sole concern were our expenses — really only the issue’s tip.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ve got plenty of money.” 
But I had my doubts. In Festus, my hundred-plus dollars had felt like a fair amount of dough, and Solomon’s stash had seemed like an outright fortune. It had only taken an hour on the road before I realized it wasn’t. The car could crap out, and neither of us was good with machines, meaning we’d need to hire out any repairs. Even in the best case we’d need gas, food, and a place to sleep. I’d read books where travelers hitched and crashed with strangers, but the nineties were different from the times when those books had been written. In those days you could get robbed at best, murdered and raped at worst. Or maybe I was being chicken. Maybe I was just bold on leaving, then scared once I’d left. Thought I was smarter than I was, exactly like my old man had said. 
But no, I told myself. I was right, and he was wrong. I traced the lines in the atlas with my finger, trying to dream pleasant dreams. 
Solomon had driven up to that point, but he told me to take over as we left the station so he could use the big book to map our route. So I did. The roads weren’t easy, and I hadn’t driven much outside our old burg, and keeping the car between the lines on the winding foothill roads took more concentration than I would’ve thought. Which is why I didn’t notice Solomon digging through my papers until he’d been at it a while, loose pages and notebooks spread all over his lap atop the atlas. 
“What the hell are you doing?” I said. 
“Watch the road, asshole.” 
I reached for the pages. Crumpled them as I grabbed. The car swerved. 
“Jesus, Coop! Hold the wheel!”
I was seeing red everywhere. Red on the road. Red through the windshield. My hands on the wheel were shaking. “Who the fuck said you could go through my pack?” I demanded, angrier than made sense. 
In my peripheral vision, Solomon looked disbelieving. “Why do you care?” 
“Maybe I should go through your pack!” 
“Go ahead. I’ve got naked pictures of Mary Jo DeLuca in there. She’s got a better body than you’d think.” 
I stared at the road, gripping the wheel hard enough to turn my knuckles white. But silence has never silenced Solomon.
“You never let me read your stuff. I’m your best friend.” 
“It’s none of your business.”
“What, do you think I’ll make fun of it or something?” 
My lips formed a scowl. I knew he wouldn’t make fun of my writing because he’d sneaked peeks before. They were never invited, or sanctioned. Solomon was like a pervert at a window, and my work was the girl undressing on the other side of it. Somehow he thought that as long as he complimented what he saw, that made it all right. But even girls with great tits don’t usually welcome peeping toms.
“I know good writing when I see it. You don’t read as much as I do. So now that we’re out on our own together, will you just trust me for once?” 
“It’s not about trust. It’s about you looking at shit I don’t want you looking at.” 
“I meant, will you trust that I know how to make deals?” 
I almost laughed. His tone of voice was that of someone spurned, but still he was talking Hollywood. 
“‘Deals’?” 
“I could sell a book for you, you know. If you wrote one.” 
That was a laugh, too. If you’re just counting pages, I’d written dozens of books over the years. Trouble was, books are supposed to tell a coherent story, and that made the mess I wrote just pages. Semi-autobiographical, half real stuff and half fantasy. None of it went anywhere. The joy was in the simple act of telling. Only that was a lie, too. For me writing was necessary misery, like putting iodine on a cut.
“Oh, fuck you.” 
“I’m serious.” 
I shook my head, amusement slowly eclipsing my anger. 
“Listen to me,” Solomon said, his penitent tone giving way to his usual huckster’s rhythm. “You think there’s something special about the books that get sold and the movies that get made? Like there’s magic in them that makes them worth showcasing? The world’s trash cans have seen more great work than the big screen, my friend. You have to have good stuff to start with, but good stuff is only the base. It’s who knows who that matters.”
I said nothing at first, knowing that engaging in debate with Solomon was the first step toward losing. But when he didn’t stop staring at me, I said, “You don’t know anyone.”
“Not yet.” 
I wanted to scoff, but I was in over my head and would only dig a hole if I engaged further. Solomon wasn’t just a great fast-talker, a conniver one step above a con man; he had a way of assuming himself into whatever he wanted. Permission was never asked, and yet he never failed. Despite terrible grades and mediocre popularity, Solomon had been our high school class president at Cloverleaf High. He’d wanted the job because class presidents got a parking space right next to the principal. If you didn’t think too hard about how it all happened, it almost made sense. Except that before Solomon, Cloverleaf hadn’t had class presidents, and there’d been no privileged parking. You couldn’t say when those things had changed. One day, they simply were, without ever having been on their way. 
He made a show of putting my papers neatly back into my bag. His movements were those of a cornered gunman slowly lowering his weapon.
“What’s it about, Coop?”
“Just stay out of it.” 
“I’m out of it.” He set my backpack in the rear seat then turned front again with open hands. “Now I’m just asking you to tell me.” 
“Fuck off.”
“What’s the harm in you telling me?” 
“It’s none of your business.” 
“Let’s just say for a second that I’m right about being able to make money on something for you,” Solomon said, letting the end of the sentence hang. 
“Which way do I turn here?” I asked. But what the hell; I was on the expressway. There weren’t turns, only exits. 
“If I’m right, do you have some sort of a problem using writing — which you’re going to do anyway — to make your living?”
In the back of my mind, I heard my father call me a faggot. Heard him tell me that the only way to make it in the world was to sell yourself somehow, like a whore. 
“Just drop it,” I said. 
“Maybe you were running from Reggie Mills this morning, but the whole Festus exodus was a calculated thing for me. I’ve been thinking it out since you got so serious about skipping town. And the more I think about it, I know I can sell Cooper Bishop. So don’t shut down now that we’re both out on a limb. I’m banking on you, man.” 
What bullshit. “Don’t put this all on me,” I said.
But Solomon was shaking his head in the corner of my eye. Slowly. Thoughtfully. Full of implied responsibility. 
“I know exactly how I’d position you.” 
“Well, stop knowing it,” I said. 
“How many pages do you think you write a day?”
“Just let me drive.” 
“Oh come on. How can it hurt to tell me the number of pages you write? It’s just a number.” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“Then there’s no reason not to tell me.” 
The road hummed beneath the wheels. Solomon watched me, waiting. 
“Five-ten,” I answered.
“More toward five or more toward ten?” 
“I dunno.” 
“Every day? Like 365 a year?” 
I shrugged.
“Typed?” 
“Sometimes.” 
“What about?” 
“None of your business.” 
“Like novels? Or essays?” 
“Some of everything. Can you let it go?” 
“Fiction.” 
“There’s no such thing as fiction. All stories are just truth in disguise.” 
Solomon slapped my arm, smiled wide, and then clapped his hands. “See? That is exactly why I know I can sell you. Shit like that.” A breath. A seamless change in direction. “So. You can produce ten pages a day.” 
“Sol.” 
“But at least five.” 
Sometimes it was five. Often it was ten. Plenty of days it had neared twenty, even fifty. Even when typing, not writing by hand. 
“That’s like 1,800 pages a year or something. At a minimum. Shit. You’re going to need to write under a few pen names. That’s too much for one.” 
“Will you drop it?”
“Tell me one of your story lines. One.” 
“No.” 
“Just one.”
“No!”
“Just like a single-sentence description, and then I promise I’ll leave you alone. Give me the logline. Just the logline, and then I’ll drop it.” 
I didn’t know what a logline was.
Finally I said, “Boy meets girl. Boy loses girl.”
“Not very original.” 
“Like I said: Nothing to see here. So let’s move along.” 
“Mmm-hmm.” Solomon’s eyes went to my pack, where he’d caught his illicit peek. “And the boy’s name is Eddie.” 
“You said you were going to leave me alone if I gave you a sentence.” 
“How can it possibly hurt if you just confirm or deny that — ”
“Yes. Fine. His name is Eddie.” 
“Eddie what?” 
“Eddie Vale.” 
“Sounds like a rockstar.” 
“See, fucker, that’s exactly why I didn’t want to — ”
“How is that a bad comment? Tell me how that’s bad.” 
“Will you just — !”
“Who doesn’t want to be a rockstar? I’m a rockstar. Actually, I’m a rockstar’s representative. You’re the rockstar.” 
Pause. 
“So how does Eddie Vale lose the girl?” 
I so didn’t want to talk about this. Not with Solomon, not with anyone. I felt patronized. I felt like he was patting me on the head, playing my game, soon to tell me that I’d done as well as I could, God bless my retarded little heart.
“You’ve got, like, ten notebooks in that bag alone. You must have gotten to the place where he loses the girl. So how does it happen?” 
“Those notebooks aren’t all the same story.” 
“Oh?” 
But I wasn’t going to take his bait again. Not this time; not for a second. The truth was I wrote all sorts of stuff, but it all felt naked. I didn’t know if this was a unique problem, but it seemed like most of my characters were actually me. The supporting cast was actually people I knew and had known. I simply didn’t have a large enough toolbox to draw from to build characters from scratch, so I cheated, hiding what I knew and could write honestly under a layer of veneer. Peeking under the hood into my eclectic mix of story and reality trash was like watching me fuck, and doing it clumsily. I eviscerated myself every time I put pen to paper. What I’d told my father was a laugh. Of course I’d lampooned him already, time and time again. He’d been the framework of many characters, all of them loathsome and pathetic. But none were more loathsome and pathetic than the Eddie Vales — the guys who couldn’t help but reflect the worst of me. I was my own worst enemy on paper. I didn’t seem able to blink from telling the truth of me. The deep Cooper that came out once the shell was cracked. 
“How does Eddie lose the girl, Coop?” 
“He’s a fuckup.” 
“How?” 
“I’ve told you enough.” 
“Just tell me this one last thing.” 
How does he lose her? He smokes. He drinks. He cheats. He hides behind false confidence. He’s the kind of guy whose father might tell him he was spunk that should’ve been swallowed. The kind of guy who sold out every day, proving he wasn’t actually smarter than anyone else and hadn’t known better after all. The kind of guy who’d laugh off his real and feared failings, and then think on them endlessly once the lights were off. 
“Turn on the radio, Solomon,” I said. 
Solomon watched my face. His hands remained where they were, and the radio stayed off.
We rode for a while in silence, on the road to Louisville. I wanted to hear about the route after my temper settled, because after Solomon left me alone and found a pen, he set about marking up page after page of the atlas. There was a master map of the entire US toward the front or back (I couldn’t tell which), and he’d drawn a stark line, with heavy strokes, through it. Then he’d flipped back and forth to individual states’ pages, copying the line from the big map to the zoomed-in ones. The whole process happened in apologetic silence, but by then I was curious more than mad. But Solomon stayed penitent, letting me speak first. He’d done wrong and knew it. I let people read some of my stuff when I think it’s funny or cuts someone at the balls, but mostly it lives in closed notebooks until I throw those notebooks in the trash. Leafing through what I’d been scribbling was none of Solomon’s goddamned business. 
So finally, to make peace, I asked about his route. I barely knew the US map. I knew the countries of the world better than the states in my nation, seeing as the former were important if you meant not to be ignorant and the latter had, until that day, been knowledge I’d never actually need. I knew that Kentucky bordered Illinois and Indiana and Ohio to the north and knew we’d hit one of the first two on our drive, maybe both. California was on the ocean. But everything between was a hillbilly’s soup, full of ignorance. 
So Solomon, with a glance to make sure he was actually being forgiven, described it all to me. We’d already decided that if we wanted California, we’d go whole hog, hitting Los Angeles instead of something farther up. So for a little while it made sense to head west, probably to Saint Louis. But beyond that we’d need to make a decision: north or south. We could hit Oklahoma, New Mexico, and Arizona, or we could hit Kansas, Colorado, and Utah.
“Colorado,” I said. 
“Why?” 
“You wanna go the other way?” 
“No, but just … why?” 
“Susan told me about Colorado,” I said. 
But truth was she’d told me so much more. She’d driven to California as a single woman, before Reggie. She’d described the Rocky Mountains like living things: great beasts that rose, full of teeth and menace, from the earth. I’d seen pictures, but Susan told me that snapshots were nothing compared to being there — to being surrounded by such intimidating spectacles of nature. She told me how dwarfed she’d felt. How it had given her a sense of place, small and insignificant, in the universe. I already felt small and insignificant. I wanted to see what it was like to feel something like that for real. 
“Grand Canyon’s in Arizona,” Solomon said. 
But I didn’t answer. The winding roads took all my attention. 
Truth was, Colorado had infected my mind as thoroughly as California. I’d never seen either other than pictures, all trapping the splendor of such places in a few inches square. I wanted to see the panoramas wrapping around me. I wanted to see sunset among sawtooth peaks, watching a tangerine dusk bruise itself to bloody twilight as if the sharp mountains were ripping open the sun’s belly. Colorado was already a mystical place in my mind. A place I’d once naively pictured Susan taking me in escape, but now knew I’d see by myself. With Solomon, sure. But by myself, as a man. 
I heard scratching and peeked over to see Solomon taking his pen to the map’s lines, obliterating one dark mark to preserve the other. So we’d go north. We’d hit the winding Rocky Mountain roads — freeways that chilled me to think on. They’d make these foothills seem like nothing. Cliffs to the car’s one side, our deaths never more than a hard swing of the wheel away. 
“It really is good, you know,” Solomon said when we’d fallen silent.
“What is?” 
“You know what.” 
My writing. His illicit peek into things I wanted nobody to see.
I didn’t want to hear it. I still had my father’s voice in my head. I’d spent my whole life hearing how worthless I was, how stupid for daring to create. I knew better, but the conditioning was in my blood like disease. The last things he’d said were restatements of all I already knew, deep down. How was I going to survive? Did I really plan to scribble all day and hope my way into the Great American Novel? I couldn’t stomach the thought of Solomon reading my crap, so how was that supposed to work? Maybe Earl Bishop was right. Maybe I’d end up sweeping floors, working in a factory, like I could’ve done in Festus. And if I did, I’d be much worse off than living in Festus because Susan had told me how much everything in California cost. Maybe my father was right. Or maybe he was right about selling out. Maybe I could use my words to make money, but do it by writing jingles. Copy for ads that sold copy machine toner. 
If so, Earl could never know he was right. I’d win by leaving doubt in his head. He’d grow old never knowing — poor, pathetic, no longer wanted by the women who always used to come knocking even when he was still with my mother. He’d become a bitter old man without the son he’d hated and driven away. The son who, I swore, he’d never know had failed if that’s the way things were meant to be. 
“I don’t want you reading my stuff without me saying so, Sol. Don’t be a dick.” 
He looked at me for a long, contemplative moment, clearly fighting the urge to argue. If I let him, he’d take what I had and pitch it like it was his own. If I let him, he’d make this my journey, with him along only as my enabling companion. Because Sol was always sure he knew better. That we could be rich, if I’d get past my stupidity. 
It was idiotic. A dream, just like the ones in Festus. And I didn’t want anyone peeking into my dreams without permission. 
We drove on. Through Indiana, Illinois, Missouri. To Saint Louis, where we stopped to bunk in a rundown motel, drink, find a few locals for company, and finally fall asleep to the sounds of fighting in the room next door.




 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
I WAS
EAGER
TO
KEEP moving after our first night in the Saint Louis motel and positively itching to go after the third night, but Solomon made a point I couldn’t argue with: Strictly speaking, we had nowhere to go and no reason to hurry. The motel was dirt cheap — something between a roach trap and a hostel, the latter more generous if inaccurate. All that made it like a hostel was the abundance of twenty-somethings, older and more worldly than us, with dreadlocked hair. We got the feeling they didn’t pay for their rooms so much as keep the owner in drugs. So given our cheap room versus the cost of gas, driving on was only slightly less expensive than staying put. And Solomon added in that knowing way of his, Trust me. I can use the time we have in Saint Louis to do us some good.
I still argued to return to the westward road, feeling the pull of the coast I’d never seen. But it was Sol’s money we were spending and his car we were driving, so I let him have his way. He went out into the city to do unseen deeds, taking the bus and leaving me with the car. He didn’t tell me to stay at the motel, but he didn’t invite me along, either. I had no idea what he meant to do out there: deals he’d make with people who didn’t know we were coming, had no reason to see or meet us, and wouldn’t want the nothing we had to offer. But I’d learned to trust Solomon when he went out scheming. And by trust I mean that I knew he had his purposes — not that I agreed with those purposes in the short term, if ever. And by trust I also mean that even after all the shit Solomon had landed us in over the years, he always had my best interests at heart — even when his assumptions about what I wanted were dead wrong. 
I could have wandered. Taken the car rambling into the city. But the unknown urban landscape scared me, so I sat in the room and wrote. I don’t know how much time passed.
Our schedules had detonated the first night, after we’d checked in and gone exploring, more eager to see something new than we were exhausted. We’d picked up two girls who’d wanted very much to be picked up, aged somewhere between sixteen and twenty-six; I had no idea and didn’t care. At first the girls, even with their bright eyes, struck me as world weary and sad. But we struck up conversation, and after an hour I’d forgotten that spark of sadness and invited them back to our motel. Sol took one, and I took the other, and because our shithole room was so small, our only privacy was looking the other way. 
The next day we woke up, and the girls were gone. They’d only stolen a little from us: twenty bucks from Solomon’s wallet and a CD someone had given us in the bar before we’d met the girls: yet another deal Solomon seemed to have made, possibly to produce an album in a studio Sol didn’t have using production skills and contacts that didn’t exist. All in all the theft felt almost sweet. We sure didn’t care about the CD, and the twenty they’d pinched came from a wallet filled with other cash. Anyone who’d take some and leave the rest, I felt, needed the money as much as we did. 
So we’d slept in that second day until the light was blinding through the window, not knowing or caring what the clock would say if we’d had one. We may have slept early or late; I had no idea because I spent the day tired and culture-shocked. By the third day I found I could only obey the sun, clueless to outside time. And so when Solomon went into the city without me, I was too tired and lost to care, and I sat at the desk and scribbled longhand. I vanished into my unreal worlds … but that day, bleary-eyed and haunted, lost and alone in the middle of the big open world, I couldn’t help but see Eddie Vale’s failings as my own, as described by my not-quite-a-caricature father. I kept some of what he had predicted at bay, but so much of it came out whether I wanted to write its truth or not. It was as if I was looking through the years and writing my own sad future and my pen was unable to lie about what it saw. And from that vantage, there was little to tell beyond the pang of the inevitable. 
I threw pages away and tried anew. Gave up, switched tales, tried yet again. My wrist cramped, and I wished once more that I’d gone for the typewriter before leaving Festus. But I’d have to make do. We were piss poor; I couldn’t have bought a secondhand machine if I’d scrubbed toilets to get it, let alone one of those portable computers some of the other nomads carried as strange, otherworldly anachronisms. So my hand had to do, and in spite of the cramps the words themselves came easy, even and especially when I hated them. The garbage can filled to its top. What stayed in the notebook was horrible too, but none of it mattered. Writing was my way of purging, yes — but now, finally, there was more to it than catharsis. For once my words rang with veracity I’d never known. Before we’d hit the open road, anything I’d written that peered beyond our little town’s walls felt two-dimensional and fake, like a movie. But even with just a few days between me and Festus, all that was changing. Already what I wrote had new depth. I could feel more shape and color and texture. I could imagine people who didn’t live in little towns with fresh clarity, now that I’d seen, albeit briefly, a bigger town. My dreams (always far, always full of wisps that my father would say proved how unrealistic and stupid they were) felt slightly closer. I could see myself doing this. Not scribbling in a motel, but writing for real. I didn’t need to make it big; that’s what my father had wrong. I just needed to make it real. And like anything cooked up in life, I only needed ingredients. And writing’s ingredients were borne of experience. I needed a teaspoon of doing this and a pinch of glimpsing that, and as long as I could keep shopping life’s shelves I’d grow without meaning to. Someday, maybe, I’d even write a few pages worth keeping. If I could just believe, and keep going.
I was so immersed in my new feeling of expansion that I jumped when I caught a glimpse of Solomon reading over my shoulder. 
“What is that?” he asked. 
I closed the notebook red faced, as if he’d caught me beating off, and slipped it into my backpack — a vault that he knew better by now than to enter. 
“Nothing.” 
“Come on, Cooper. You don’t have to let me read it if you don’t want. But at least tell me what it is.” 
“Fuck off,” I said, standing because I didn’t know how long I’d been sitting. I felt stiff and had to piss so bad, it was hard to walk. 
“It’s about me, isn’t it?” he called as I ambled to the bathroom, a jackass’s laugh alight in his voice. 
I closed the door. Did my business. Flushed. When I came out I found him standing beside the bed, shoving his distributed belongings into his bag. I’d half expected to see him reading my notebooks despite knowing better. But Sol just looked up at me as I dried my hands, nowhere near my small pile of belongings.
“We’re leaving?” I said.
“Did you want to stay in Saint Louis forever?” 
“It just seemed like you needed to … ” 
But I didn’t know how to finish the sentence. I didn’t know what Solomon had done when dealing and swapping and bargaining and earning even when we’d still been in Festus. Saint Louis hadn’t changed that. 
“I’m done with what needed doing.” He shoved a final pair of pants into his bag and straightened, waiting patiently for me as if this had been understood and expected from the start, and I was now needlessly slowing him down.
So we left the motel, and we left Saint Louis. On the way out of town, we stopped at Goodwill and bought me a few changes of clothes because it had been three days, and we hadn’t done laundry, and Solomon said I was starting to stink. The road past the city limits felt like a breath of fresh air. I’d gotten a taste of the world outside Kentucky, and even that small sample was like a drug, expanding my consciousness. I wanted more. But what seemed to compel my addiction most was in the direction of the setting sun, and so we spent the rest of the day chasing it, taking our time as the car coughed along, as we gave it the breaks it seemed to require, making less progress in more time than my eager soul could stand.
Beyond Saint Louis we made our way through endless open space and a progression of small towns, through Missouri according to the atlas, on our way toward Kansas City and the great West beyond.
At every stop, I wrote, and at every opportunity, Solomon begged to read my work in progress.
I refused. 
And refused.
And refused some more.
But finally he wore me down, as Solomon always wears everyone down. And I let him read just a bit of Eddie’s story, just to shut him up. 





 
 

 
EYE
OF
THE STORM
 
 
THE
WOMAN
SITTING
AT
THE long bar was exactly Eddie’s type.
She kept looking across the two empty stools between them, head tilted slightly down, aquamarine eyes cast upward, glancing at him when she thought he wasn’t looking. Or exactly because she thought he was looking. She had long black eyelashes and big, soft rings of billowing blonde hair. Her moderate-length fingernails were painted blue, to match a very tight dress. Her shoes completed the ensemble, blue with pointed toes and a shine that caught the light, kicked back so the long, thin heels hooked over the barstool’s chrome foot rails. Her lips were a pale red, probably as much natural blush as lipstick. The lips parted slightly as Eddie watched her, as she turned to hide an embarrassed smile.
She looked out of place here, Eddie thought. The bar wasn’t precisely a dump, but it was close. It certainly wasn’t the kind of place for a girl dressed to the nines.
“I know it’s a cliché,” Eddie said, turning, “but I have to ask. What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?”
The woman’s long fingers rotated her drink as it sat on the bar, wrinkling the small napkin between. The drink was in an old-fashioned tumbler, short and heavy, a cherry inside. What was she drinking? The liquid was mostly gone.
“This is going to sound silly,” she said, tentative.
“You came to the armpit of Bumfuck, Colorado, because you heard rumors about its incredibly hip nightlife, didn’t you?” He wagged a finger, making his leather bracelet slip higher up his wrist. “Don’t believe everything you read in Esquire, young lady.”  
“Are you Eddie Vale?”
Eddie felt his lips crack into a hesitant smile, unsure if this was a good thing or prelude to a mistake. She’d asked like she was shy. It was the way Kay had been, forever and an age ago, back in her twenties and earlier. But life had changed them both, and from the start Kay had always been the mature one. The one who had it all together, who kept all ducks firmly in a row. The one girl in the world who might have been more impressed if he were reserved, not as outgoing, less fun and better at telling tales in private than on the public page. 
Eddie’s thumb went to his ring finger and brushed the tattoo where another man might place a band of metal. But what the hell — he was single, despite the tattoo’s permanence. Much ado had been made about that point exactly. 
“Who’s Eddie Vale?” he asked.
The woman reached for the stack of magazines at the bar’s end. She held up a copy of Rolling Stone with Eddie’s picture on the cover. It wasn’t there by coincidence. Eddie pulled it to the top of the pile whenever he came in, even though the issue was a few months old. 
“Well now,” Eddie said, “isn’t that a fetching young lad?”
He made a show of adjusting himself into the magazine’s face as if it were a mirror — the photo’s brown hair somewhat disheveled, the smile that always got him what he wanted, the lines around the eyes that whispered middle age while the impish expression tried to lie its way to youth. In the picture, Eddie’s chin was atop a fist, sarcastically pensive like The Thinker. On the wrist below he saw his own leather bracelet, the dark plastic band beneath it. A good photo, Eddie thought, but he was torn on whether he enjoyed his recent overexposure as woman bait or hated it as a ruiner of obscurity. He was used to being invisible: well known in the right circles without enough exposure to count as true fame. A year ago everyone in LA had known who Eddie Vale was, but no one stopped him on the street. The newest movie deal had changed that. Sometimes for the worse. And sometimes, like now, for the better.
Or at least it always feels better in the short term, something inside him corrected.
Eddie put his real-life chin atop his real-life fist and began thinking hard, staring wistfully into the distance as he matched his magazine doppelgänger. The woman gave a wonderful little giggle. Not exactly sexy, though she probably hoped it was. The giggle was almost girlish, filled with innocent delight. It was the way Eddie used to make Kay laugh. The way he still could, actually. Kay acted like she wanted him out of her life, but if she did why hadn’t she protested when he’d followed her here from Los Angeles? Why did she still light up for a split second every time she saw him, in the moment before she managed to hide her affection and pretend only to hate him?
“You wrote Cry of Night,” the girl said.
Eddie picked up his drink, closed the two empty stools between them, and sat beside her. 
“You’re doing this all wrong, you know,” he said. “Scriptwriters don’t get groupies.”
“How am I a groupie?” 
“Nobody knows or cares who writes scripts. It’s the actors and director you’re supposed to get all wet over.” 
The woman gave a slow smile. But she didn’t throw her drink in his face, so that was a good sign. “Not rushing to prove your reputation wrong, are you?” 
“You mean my reputation as a snazzy dresser? Or as the last white guy fighting to keep the robot alive?” As well as he could without leaving the stool, Eddie did a few mechanical robot dance motions.
“As a shameless womanizer. My friend bet me that if I ran into you out here, the first thing you’d do would be to hit on me.” 
“Who says I’m hitting on you?” 
“Aren’t you?” 
“Should I be? I mean, you did run into me. Accidentally, of course. And gift wrapped very nicely, I might add.” He allowed himself an appreciative if slightly over-the-top once-over, scanning the woman from blue shoes to matching eyes, nodding with approval.
“You’re awfully sure of yourself,” she said. 
“I was told that girls like confidence.” 
“Presumptuous, really,” she went on.
Eddie raised his hands in surrender. 
“Especially seeing as you haven’t even asked my name. That’s not a good way to make a girl feel like she’s not just another conquest.” 
“Conquest,” Eddie said. “Rowr.” 
She raised her eyebrows. 
“Okay. What’s your name?” 
“Allison.”
“What a coincidence. I’ve always had a thing for girls with names that begin with A.”
Allison ignored him, shifted on the stool, and sipped her nearly gone drink. “So is it true that you had to fight for the ending?”
Eddie blinked. The question had come out of nowhere. 
“Of Cry of Night. Is it really true that you had to fight for them to use your version of the ending?”
“You didn’t read that in Rolling Stone,” Eddie said.
It was true about Cry of Night, though how the woman knew it was anyone’s guess. That particular tale was Hollywood rumor mill, nothing official. In retrospect, the movie’s final-draft ending had seemed obviously right to everyone from top to bottom, but only Eddie had believed it before the box office proved him right. Even test audiences failed to convince the bigwigs, and Eddie had still needed to push and cajole. Only after Cry hit big had anyone reluctantly agreed that Eddie might’ve been right, and it was about that time that he’d started getting more calls and bigger offers. Although no one, he reflected, had ever apologized for nasty things said in the meantime. 
“I’m a film junkie,” Allison explained.
“And you were preparing for this moment? For meeting me in all my magazine-cover glory?” 
She gave him a teasing, challenging smile. Her lips pressed together; she looked at him in a way that seemed playfully irritated. And for the third time since seeing this woman, Eddie found himself thinking of Kay. You didn’t try to back Kay into a corner. She’d demur to be polite, but she didn’t like to be bested in anything. And hell, come to think of it, Allison even looked like Kay — like she used to look ten years ago, maybe fifteen.
“It’s not all about you, you know. Do you really want to challenge my movie IQ? Because I’ll bet I know more about cinema than you, Mr. Hollywood.” 
“Hey!” Eddie held out an accusing finger. “You take that back, you … you foul temptress!” He smiled then took a sip of his drink. “I’m not in Hollywood anymore.” The drink was his second. Patrón. If this went poorly, he’d order another and keep on going.
“So is it true?” 
“What do I get if I tell you the right answer?” 
Moving closer, touching his sleeve: “Is it?”
“Fine. Twist my arm. The studio wanted a different ending, but unlike every other whore in La-La Land, I won’t go down without a fight.” 
“Plus, you’d written the screenplays for Pleasant Stupor and Lone Wolves by then, and they wanted you to work with them again.”
Eddie pretended to recoil. “Are you stalking me, woman? Because I won’t stand for that nonsense.”
“Will you just tell me, already?” 
“Fine. But only because you dressed so tantalizingly to stalk me. And because Esquire duped you about the nightlife here in the Mountains Beyond Denver. And because I feel bad for your naiveté, of which some fool might try to take advantage.” 
She tipped her head. There was as much come-on in her expression as there was reproach. 
Eddie thought: Maybe I should stop this. Maybe I’m not beyond redemption just yet. Which was what he sometimes thought in his clearer moments the morning after. Something Kay didn’t believe, but Sophie sweetly still did. 
The woman put her hand on his leg and said, “Please.” 
“Oh all right.” Eddie sighed, artificially heavy. “I threw enough of a tantrum that the studio shot two endings and ran both with test audiences. Mine won.” 
“What was the alternate ending? The one the studio wanted before you threw your tantrum?” 
“They get together. They live happily ever after.” 
Allison rolled her eyes. Then she fixed him with those beautiful orbs and lightly bit her full pink lip. Her hand slid higher on his leg. “You’re kidding.” 
“Nope.” 
“Happily ever after is overrated,” she said. 
“Hmm.” 
“I’m a bigger fan of ‘happy right now.’”
Something stirred in Eddie’s pants as the hand continued to inch upward. His brain told him, Don’t be that guy. Think first for once, asswipe.
But the dissenting voice was overruled.
 
 
Eddie’s back struck the bureau. A lamp broke. It didn’t matter. The real estate agent had picked it out, or maybe that pretty little designer hired by the agent. The thing had probably cost hundreds of dollars that Eddie could easily afford, and it wasn’t like he’d see the agent or the designer again, considering that he’d slept with them both and those single nights seemed to have capped their relationships.
In front of him, Allison slipped her dress from her shoulders and shimmied out of it, stalking slowly backward. Soon she was wearing nothing but jewelry.
“Take off your pants.”
“I like a woman who’s direct.” 
“Up against the wall,” she said. Then she added, “Is that right?” 
“Is there a rulebook? Because if there are instructions for this, you should let me know now.” 
“No,” she said, now seemingly talking to herself. “The dresser is better. I get this feeling the dresser would be right.” 
“You’re weird. I dig that.”
Allison climbed onto the dresser and pulled Eddie forward. It seemed like she was very aware of her positioning, as if posing for a shot. When he slotted in, what followed was more like efficiently snapping Legos together than anything sexy, but Allison began to thrash and moan theatrically. Something brushed Eddie’s shoulder: her arm, whipping as rapidly about as her long blonde hair. What he’d felt was a string of wooden beads, which he now noticed on her right wrist. Something black was beneath it, almost hidden. 
“Are you wearing — ?” Eddie began.
She cut him off with fingernails digging into his back. 
“Ow, shit!” 
“She seems passionate. Let me be in the moment.”
“Who seems passionate?” 
“I get the feeling it’s rough sometimes.” 
“Yes. It definitely is.” It was supposed to come out sarcastic, but Allison’s gyrations were diverting blood flow away from his brain.
“Do it like the first time,” she told him. 
“Okay, sure.” 
She seemed annoyed by his patronizing tone. She stared him in the eyes and commanded, “Do it!” 
“What the hell are you talking about?” 
But Eddie wasn’t precisely in control. Not anymore. Allison had wrapped her legs around his torso and was rhythmically squeezing him like a horny boa. She was still wearing her heels. They kept poking his ass. He wanted to reach back to unbuckle them, but he needed both hands to hang on. 
They fell to the floor. Allison took full command, Eddie flat on his back with some garment or other beneath him. She bucked above him, back arched, face up toward the slowly rotating ceiling fan, long hair in a spill down her back. Her breasts bobbed above. His eyes strayed back to the strangely familiar dual adornments on her wrist, but then there was a new problem as Allison collapsed atop him and bit him on the collarbone as she climaxed. 
Eddie tried to shout out, but apparently the move was a turn-on. A few twitching seconds later he was finished too, and Allison kind of rolled away, both of them spent, her pert nipples pointed at the ceiling, heaving with heavy breath.
“What’s next?” Allison asked, looking over, her pretty face sweet despite their ten minutes of fury. “Should I make us something to eat?” 
“Um … ” 
She sat up. Her bare breasts bounced. 
“Yoga,” she said, as if reaching an answer to a question nobody asked. 
“What about it?”
She stood and sauntered off toward the big open room where they’d entered. The one with the bamboo floor that the enormous home’s previous owner had used as a yoga studio. But before entering the big room, apparently to do nude post-coital contortions, Allison detoured into the bathroom. There was a flush and running water, then she came out again, still naked. Her rear view was spectacular, but Eddie wasn’t watching Allison’s ass as she walked away. 
His eyes were drawn to the simple string of wooden prayer beads on her right wrist and the familiar tattoo across her back. 
That tattoo was exactly like the original. Exactly like the real one. 
Exactly.




 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
WE
MET
A
WOMAN
NEAR Kansas City whose name was Burdin, and at first I didn’t realize it was her last name and thought she was making a comment as to how people saw her. I almost opened my mouth to sympathize — my father may as well have named me Burdin, though if I’d arrived first, I’d have named him the same thing — but then someone in the house we’d found ourselves in called her Candace from across the room, and it clicked. Bur-in had been pasted on the mailbox outside in stick-on letters an inch high. It was her last name with the D gone missing. 
Burdin was a tall woman, lean and attractive with short hair and mahogany skin. She wore black-frame glasses but had wide, bright eyes behind them, so deep and alive I couldn’t help but feel uplifted watching her. She said she was a professor but only mentioned it hours after we’d been flopped on her couch, surrounded by a dozen other people ranging from slightly younger than us to perhaps ten years older. 
I had no idea how we’d ended up in this place. Solomon had come back after one of our road stops, while I’d been buying a cheap fast food lunch, and written an address on my notebook that he’d obviously been reciting in his head to keep from forgetting. He bought a local map at the gas station and had me drive while he navigated. I didn’t ask where we were going, why, or how Solomon had gotten the idea. This was Sol, after all. 
I’d figured the place was a flop house. The people around us, reclined in a living room with (I thought) too many couches, could have been a carbon copy of the crew from Saint Louis: kids on walkabout like us; kids my father would probably say were only wandering because they clearly had no clue where the fuck they were going. I didn’t know if this was a place for drugs or hooking up or even drying out, but everyone was so happy they struck me as aimless, probably homeless in the less-filthy sense. That made Candace Burdin the flophouse chief, if there was such a thing. She’d maybe sell the drugs. Broker the sex. And kick out the unruly. 
It wasn’t true. Turned out she was a college professor, and these were a few of her students. 
I reacted strongly when she said the word “professor,” because a professor was a teacher, and I’d never had a good experience with one of those. Teachers told you what to do, like abusive piece-of-shit fathers. But Burdin wasn’t like that. Because the place was kind of a flophouse, but only for nights that yawned too long and not in the seedy, non-literal sense that I’d learned from books and movies, that I’d already heard about but never lain in on our trip so far. Once I had the truth I could put the rest of the pieces around me together. The two girls in the corner were discussing something intellectual; I could see it in their movements and faces. If I stood to look, I could see that the methodical motions in an alcove a bit farther on were people playing chess. The smell of pot was in the air. But I could already see that college was different than school, especially in my hometown, and that the lines between professor to student and friend to friend blurred quite a lot. At least with Professor Burdin. 
She took an interest in us, possibly because we were new and on the move — whereas most of the others in her living room lounge session would appear in class the next morning. She wanted to know all about Kentucky. About the hills. About Appalachia, in which she seemed to hold a romantic interest that painted a picture distinctly different from mine — me of Earl Bishop’s loins, of the dirt floors and the shack that was more potbelly stove than room to walk around it without getting scalded. 
Solomon did most of the talking. I answered when asked but tried harder than normal to suppress my accent as an act of defiance. Burdin offered us some bud, and we both took it and felt relaxed. Then the conversation mellowed, and eventually some girls came over to join us. And so when Solomon asked what Burdin taught and she said literature — and then when Solomon told Burdin that I was a writer, omitting the fact that I wasn’t a writer at all — I saw how the girls’ eyes lit like a fireplace. But thanks maybe to the weed, where I’d usually defer and refuse to talk about my writing, I found myself confessing as the girl nearest to me put her hand on my arm.
“What do you write about?” Burdin wasn’t humoring me. I could see honest interest in her expression. And the girl, whose name seemed to be Melody, was blinking up at me, her full lips parted. 
“Oh, I don’t know. People. Travels.” 
“That’s what all literature is about,” Burdin said. 
“Sex,” I added, smiling down at Melody. 
“And that’s what all of life is about.”
Melody looked up, more lifting her eyes than her whole head. She said, “Where do you get your ideas?” but pressed a little up against me as she said it. Given the last little joke I’d made about the content of my stories, this seemed less like a genuine question and more like an offer. I was torn. I wanted to take her up to bed and leave Solomon to talk literature with the professor, but it seemed to be my artistic streak endearing Melody to me. Staying and talking was foreplay.
“Tell you the truth, all I have is ideas. Like this.” I gestured around the room. “I might get an idea to write about a place like this, and I’d write it. But what then? It’s connecting the ideas that’s hard.” I jerked my thumb at Solomon, who was checking out some girl across the room. “Ask Sol. He’s read some of it.”
Burdin looked at Solomon, who must have felt attention shift in his direction and looked up. Solomon turned to me and said, “What?”  
“Tell him what you told me. About that thing I let you read.” 
“It was great.” 
“You said it was all over the place.”
“I said it was ‘preoccupied.’” 
“Preoccupied with what?” Burdin asked.
“With itself,” Solomon said. I’d meant to make him sound stupid because his odd assessment sure had sounded stupid when he’d told me a day earlier. But in Burdin’s thoughtful living room the statement came out sounding sage.
“Which is another way of saying it’s unrealistic,” I elaborated.
“I didn’t say that. It read as very realistic.” 
“But it just jumps around.” 
“Because it’s preoccupied,” Solomon said. “Because it’s like you, as the writer, aren’t quite out of your own way. But that’s different from what you’re saying. Stop putting words into my mouth.” 
“You said it came out of nowhere. And that it went nowhere.” 
“Shit, Coop. I said I wanted to know what had happened before that scene and what would happen next. Of course it just starts and stops; you gave me a middle. But I wanted to know: What happens next? You hooked me the way it just stopped at the end, and I wanted more. That’s the definition of intriguing a reader.” 
“So what did ‘preoccupied’ mean?” 
“That I could tell a guy who’s preoccupied fucking wrote it, is all.” The eye roll that accompanied his words said he was just screwing with me, annoyed at my obliviousness, but that he’d make things worse for me with Melody if I pushed harder. 
“That’s just it, though,” I said, turning to Burdin. “Sol says what I gave him read like a middle. But it wasn’t a middle; that’s all there was. And the artful cliffhanger at the end? That was me not knowing what came next. Or what any of it meant, or where it could go. I can write scenes, but they always stop because I run out of stuff to say. Things just happen. None of it ties into a story.” 
Burdin smiled. “Just tell the reader — pretending you have readers — what happens next.” 
“What if I don’t know what would happen next?”
“Then write what you hate. Write what bothers you.” 
I laughed. 
“I’m serious. Good stories are about people struggling to fulfill their desires, not about people who already have what they want. If you don’t know what happens next, make it something terrible. Whatever the characters want, move it further away. Let the obstacles try and stop them. Then be honest about the characters, and see if they’ll fight to keep from drowning.” 
I thought about my pages. Those in my notebook. The ones I’d crumpled or burned. All the dead ends. All the times I heard my father’s voice in my head. I could write about shattered dreams and broken people. I was one, and Sol another. Same for my father. I knew the type. If the trick was struggling people tortured by impossible dreams, my life was a canvas. 
“You make it sound so easy.” 
“It is easy,” she said.
I laughed. 
“Be thankful for your pain and suffering, Cooper,” Burdin said. “Stay broken, and tell the truth. The stories will come.” 
If that’s all it was, then it really would be easy. Nobody in my stories ever got what they wanted, and now Burdin was telling me that the best practice was for me to stay wanting, too. My characters were always searching for something lost, that they’d never see again. 
I thought of something then. It made me feel alone, isolated and helpless like I was tumbling through a void: Maybe this was why I thought so much about a future in the West. Maybe it’s why I thought so much about being successful, of seeing the sights that Susan had described and shown me in old photos that were already fading. Maybe I thought about those things and people who had them so often because I was taking Burdin’s advice — and writing about things I knew I’d never, ever have. 
I was suddenly sad, like the night Billy told us about his promotion. Writing usually felt like an escape, but right then, after Burdin’s few words, it felt like a prison. And to think: This was what I’d set out to hang my hat upon. How had I been so stupid? I had no other skills. I was a crap student, so I’d never get any job that needed brains on the résumé. I couldn’t even change a car’s oil. I’d end up behind a broom or on my knees with a sponge. And if I ever made a cent with my words, it’d be for someone else. Maybe I could write for brochures, a few bucks each. The thought was hopeless. Probably worse. I felt punched, and struggled to keep my face from Melody’s even as she squeezed my arm harder.
I thought of asking Professor Burdin to tell me more. It seemed like she had a solution to the dark, solipsistic nature of fantasy she’d painted (with the aid of my neuroses, I supposed) stashed somewhere inside her mind, and her deep brown eyes held wisdom I couldn’t, at seventeen years old, hope to touch. It wasn’t an intimidating wisdom, either; earlier, before I’d realized she was a professor, I’d watched Burdin act like just another one of the crowd — cracking inappropriate jokes, being slightly cruel to the others, though always playful, smoking the weed we’d been passing around. She had a broad white smile when she let it show. If I wanted to bear my soul to anyone, I’d trust this woman with it — strangely, more than I’d trust Solomon. Sol was my best friend in the world, but his was a caustic breed of support. I guess we both had our walls, growing up how we had — me with my poor sack of shit father and him with his ghetto-rich asshole family. But I could talk to Burdin, if I was willing to admit that all of this — all of the soul tearing that came with the exploration of writing — bothered me, and opened myself to an answer. A solution to a problem I was self-aware enough to know went far deeper than stories on a page. 
I opened my mouth to speak, but then I filled it with a joint before brave words could escape. I smoked it down to a roach without sharing. The others passed round another. Someone brought a bottle of Jameson, and I drank from it. Melody did too. 
I didn’t feel better. I didn’t forget. All it had taken to unseat me were two short sentences from a man I’d barely met, in a city I’d never been.
But then Melody took me by the hand and led me upstairs the way I’d planned to lead her. And once we were done, it all seemed better, and I slept and felt nothing.




 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
I OPENED
MY
EYES
THE next morning and found two girls in my bed. I wondered if I’d had them both, but couldn’t remember. After the first round, we both woke in the wee hours, then Melody and I had kept on drinking. It didn’t seem right to smoke in another person’s guest room, but Melody had some pills I took because why not, and they made me unreasonably happy. Then the world had seemed hilarious. Almost in defiance of what had bothered me so much downstairs, my head turned to my writing — but now it was full of possibility instead of desperation. Maybe I was talented after all. But not just talented — commercial. I felt like I understood the zeitgeist the way some people trip and say they understand time and space. My high was impeccably practical, like maybe it could’ve been tax deductible. I understood how I could make art pay, and it all made sense. I believed I could do it. I had all sorts of ideas, only this time they seemed to make sense in order, like one leading to another. I saw story arcs as if they were made of steel and concrete like the arch we’d left in Saint Louis, and I could see how easy it would be to open an issue at one point then tell the story through to its conclusion at the end. I’d read enough; I’d seen lots of TV; I’d watched movies, and not just the blockbusters. I knew it was possible for stories to make sense — for the gun to be shown in the first scene and get used later in the end because the writer had it all planned. And for a while I understood how to do that, and knew I could. Maybe I could crack some high-paying markets. Sell books like I had kept on my shelf in Festus — the ones my dad didn’t throw out, that is. So in that euphoria Melody and I had fucked again, but beyond the first seconds of watching her below me I recalled only pleasant haze. I don’t know if I finished. Or how this second girl (a raven-haired Chinese or Japanese chick I’d love to remember bedding, and who on further inspection did appear to be naked) entered the mix. 
I got up, stretched, put on pants. My shirt seemed to have gotten a stain but the stain didn’t stink, so I turned it inside-out. I had a change of clothes in the car, for later. 
I ambled downstairs to the accompaniment of a baby headache. Solomon was up, talking to a kid with thick dreadlocks, maybe our age, with a complexion that looked half-black, half-white. His dreds were the color of coffee with not too much cream, his nose broad and eyes bright green.
“You ready to go?” I asked. 
“Already?”
Burdin had arrived at the rear, bearing coffee. The kid had looked back at her, so my next words were only for Sol.
“I don’t want to stay here,” I said. 
I was thinking of Saint Louis, where we’d stayed for days. And this place was more tempting, if indeed Professor Burdin used her house as a crash shack, because we wouldn’t have to pay if we wanted to stick around — or, thus far, for food or drugs or booze. I had a flash wherein I saw a new definition of success: a probably-modest salary as a professor, sufficient to keep her favorite students sheltered, fed, and loaded. I could do it. But everything Burdin had said last night felt more like a hangover than the one building between my temples. If I lived an academic life, I’d need to look in the mirror each day and pretend to be a writer. I’d need to see a fraud.
“Maybe we could sneak in on classes today. I don’t get the feeling they check,” he said. 
“So now you’re into school all of a sudden?” 
“Burdin teaches lit. Thought you might like to — ”
“Don’t tell me what I want.” 
Solomon looked like he might argue. Instead, he bit his lip and nodded. I lifted my head and said goodbyes — last of all to Professor Burdin. I thanked her. Burdin looked like she might say something, and I was positive it was exactly what I needed to hear but didn’t want to at all. But before she backed off entirely and simply said she was welcome to my thank you, she took a step forward, apparently meaning to meet me in the conversational middle. She pulled me aside. I looked at her and found myself surprised to see she had freckles. I didn’t think it was possible for someone with skin as dark as hers. 
“Solomon says you’re a writer more than you’re anything else,” she told me. 
“Okay.” 
“I don’t want to butt in.”
Then don’t, I thought but didn’t say.  
“But if that’s true — and I’m not saying it is, but if it is — I have a piece of advice: you can’t judge your own stuff.” 
“That’s not advice,” I said. 
“Either let someone read some of it here and there, or save it. Don’t throw it all away.” 
I wanted to ask what it was to her. The presumption made me angry. But I nodded politely, knowing I’d never take her suggestion. The pages were mine to destroy if I wished.
“I know,” Burden continued. “I tried to write my novel for years. And years. I kept it secret. Nobody even knew I was writing. Eventually, I got mad. I was angry, thinking it only existed to show me how awful I was at whatever I tried. So I threw it all away. Then ten years passed, and that brings us to now. I still tell myself how horrible that first novel was. But do you know why?” 
“Why?” 
“Because now I can’t get it back, and am convinced it was genius.”
I thought I’d have a reply, but nothing came. 
“Writer’s block isn’t about the story. It’s about you. The pages aren’t blocked, you are. I get that you’ll read something by an author you admire and think you could never connect your ideas the same way. The story Solomon told me about, the one you let him read — ”
“It wasn’t a story. It was just an idea, like you said, that ran out of gas.” 
“What was the main character’s name?” 
“Eddie.” 
“You want to put the gas back in the story, ask who Eddie is and what he wants. Then figure out how you can take that thing away from him and make his life hell.” She put a hand on my shoulder, speaking deliberately. “But make it personal, Cooper. You want Eddie’s story to be worth telling, give him a problem that bothers you. Give him your own fears. The ways you’re fucked up, because we all are — make Eddie fucked up in those same ways. Make it impossible for him to win, and give him what you’re afraid of. Then write to figure out how you can set him free.” 
“Figure it out how?” 
“By writing the story and telling the truth. You don’t need to know the answer in order to write. Instead, write in order to find the answer.”
 That didn’t make sense. It was circular. But I didn’t want to argue; I wanted to leave it all behind me. This was too true. I didn’t like myself much in that house; I’d seen exactly how I dealt when faced with something that hurt to think about. I didn’t deal, the way Burdin wanted me to force Eddie to deal. Instead, I drank. I took drugs. And I fucked the moment away. 
So I thanked her. I told her I’d try it, even though I had no intention. Then I shook her hand and followed Solomon to the car, piled in, and together we found the freeway to the west and the endless acres of corn.





 
 

 
EYE
OF
THE STORM
 
 
EDDIE’S
PHONE
RANG. HE
WAS supposed to take the phone off the hook before sitting to write, but it might not ring if he did that; that right there was the problem with the whole off-hook strategy. If there was no ring, there’d be no distraction — and if there was no distraction, he’d have no choice but to write. It’s not like Kay was going to pop in to tell him dinner was ready in Eddie’s dining room, or invite him over for dinner in hers. So as far as distractions went, it was the phone, trash can basketball, or nothing. 
He’d been kicked back with his feet on the desk. At the ring, he dropped the chair’s legs to the floor and almost overbalanced trying to reach. His hand struck the typewriter’s carriage return lever, which drew blood. The naysayers were wrong. This really was a dangerous profession. 
“Hello?” 
“What are you, fucking?” The voice was nasal, fast, no bullshit. 
“I was conducting research,” Eddie answered. 
“By fucking?” 
“Why are you calling me?”
“Did you meet with the Fable people or not?” 
“Wait. Wait.” Eddie switched the phone from one ear to the other. “You really want to get right down to business? Shouldn’t we have some small talk first? How are your balls? Still hairy? I’ll bet they’re hairier than Chewbacca’s back.”
“For once, I’d love to not have you inquire about my balls, my dick, or anything in that region.”
“Fine. Has LA gone up in a race riot now that I’m no longer there to keep the peace between my bruthas? All the girls still have big fake tits? And how’s the weather there?” 
“Sunny, 78 degrees. Did you meet with Tom?” 
“Who’s Tom?” 
“The casting director. From Fable. Jesus, you really are helpless.” 
“That’s why I have you,” Eddie said, again tipping back in his chair. Kay had always hated when he did that. He used to do it at the table in front of Sophie, and then she would do it too. Sophie was a clever girl, but mentally lazy like her father. Or mentally broken, perhaps. She remembered the things she deemed important and honestly dismissed everything else as extraneous. Like how her mother hated feet on the table, regardless of whether she (or Eddie) might fall. But really, it was about the feet, not the peril. Shoes were left at the front door, and feet stayed on the floor. You didn’t bring the outside world into your sanctuary, or put your sinking feet near your food. It was all obvious to Kay, but leaning back with his dogs where they didn’t belong was just one of the many ways Eddie had crapped all over Kay’s preferences. These days, other than the feet-up habit, Eddie was good: He took his shoes off at the door, didn’t bring fast food (or its smell) in with him, called Kay by her preferred name rather than any number of nicknames or faux pas when he saw her to exchange their daughter, said please and motherfucking thank you. But it was too little, too late, and even after all three members of their clan had moved several states away together, Eddie was free to do whatever he wanted in a house that was only his own. Story of his life. 
The phone laughed in Eddie’s ear. “Remember that the next time you’re bitching at me about Delirious Love. And speaking of Delirious Love … did you meet with Tom?” 
Eddie thought. His head was still a little wobbly. He’d had a respectable amount to drink before meeting the blonde in the bar last night (Allison?), then had woken in the middle of the night with a headache and had gone for some hair of the dog to make it go away before it became a proper hangover. Allison had woken and joined him, and they’d climbed beneath the sheets for round two. The second time, she’d felt and seemed even more eerily familiar to Eddie — and that was on top of the tattoo that looked so much like one he’d grown to love on another, the wooden prayer beads on her wrist. Allison was like a memory in physical form. Like a déjà vu you stuck your dick into. 
The phone was silent, waiting for a response.
Eddie seemed to remember receiving instructions. He was supposed to meet with some guy named Tom — who was, yes, a casting director for the stupid fucking movie that was dragging Eddie’s face and name through the mud. But Eddie also seemed to remember looking at movie poster mock-ups for Delirious Love earlier in the day, and those mock-ups showed a happy couple in a convertible, laughing like happy like idiots. The man was not drunk, philandering, or strung out, and the woman was conspicuously not punching the man in the balls and throwing him out of her life. The mock-ups had made Eddie feel sick. He’d had several drinks, followed by several more. Then Allison had popped into the bar in Kittredge for another type of distraction, all blending to help Eddie forget his earlier instructions. It was fine — most unpleasant things went away if you ignored them long enough. 
“No,” Eddie said. “I didn’t meet with Tom.” 
Sigh. “Am I your agent?” 
“Apparently.” 
“Then do what I fucking say, okay? I’m the baller in this relationship. You’re just the shitheel who makes the art.” 
“Ha.” 
“And I respect that you like to stay on the Hemingway Highway, where you produce nothing and drink and eventually die early, but I’d take it as a personal favor if you could wait to kick off until the movie’s finished so I can get my full check.”
“The book the movie is based on isn’t finished,” Eddie said. But he’d said that a hundred times before, and it hadn’t made a difference. The book was only as far along as it was (and had only been sold in any form — first as a book, then as a film adaptation) because the agent, not the client and writer, had done a lot of quick work and fast talking.
“Yeah, yeah. So can you meet Tom today?” 
“No.” 
Eddie heard the scratch of a pen on paper. “Three o’clock your time. I’m setting you up. Tom’s coming to your house, so either clear out your harem before then, or at least have someone for him to fuck, too. Although I’m pretty sure it’ll need to be a dude. Tom seems very fancy.” 
“You’re not listening to me,” Eddie said. “I’m busy today.” 
“At least answer Tom’s questions, and look at who he has in mind for the leads. We don’t finish getting this movie cast, it’ll never be filmed.”
“Good.” 
“And they’re already building sets. All stops pulled out on this one, thanks to the unique buzz that can only be cooked up over a rockstar screenwriter’s first original movie — ” 
“The novel is mine. The unfinished novel, as I never tire of pointing out and you never tire of ignoring. Let’s be super-clear that the screen adaptation, bloody tampon that it is, belongs to Ray.” 
“They wanted you to adapt it, let me remind you. It was your choice to have Ray write the screenplay.” 
“I believe my exact words were, ‘Stop climbing up my ass, and I’ll write the screenplay myself when I’m done with the book version first, you bloodsucking — ’” 
“Exactly. And since the screenplay couldn’t wait, we all agreed that Ray was best for the job while you kept busy on the book. You couldn’t stop work on the original in order to do the adaptation, so it was smartest, in the interest of saving time, for someone else to adapt what you don’t have completed yet. I don’t see why you’re so pissy about it.” 
Eddie paused. Then: “Do you even understand how fucked up your logic is?” 
“As I was saying, this movie is already a hit. You’ve got your whole Eddie Vale image going, like a tortured recluse who’s so much better than all of this Hollywood garbage, and now with your novel coming out and a movie based on that novel already underway? Well, I don’t like to pat myself on the back, but — ” 
“Yes you do.” 
“ — but I really greased some anuses on this one. The academy is already ready to lie down under your balls and start licking. You’re about to be a very rich man, my friend.” 
Eddie raised his head. The wall across from his desk was all windows, looking out in Denver’s general direction, a proper skyline vista obscured by hills and trees. He was Denver-adjacent, but far enough out that it was easy to feel isolated. There was an indoor/outdoor infinity pool around the corner with a hot tub beside it — or rather two hot tubs, because sometimes a guy wants to stretch out, and sometimes a guy wants concentrated jets, just like sometimes a guy enjoys using his Bertazzoni to warm a tortilla or his Mercedes for temporary storage. Eddie didn’t need to be “a very rich man” off of the abortion that was Delirious Love. He was already rich enough. Because if you were willing to take high-paying gigs without giving a shit if they were good for your soul, money came easy. Any whore could tell you that.
“Oh shit,” Eddie said, recollection dawning. “I can’t meet him today. I’m serious this time.”
“The fact that you’d bother to say you’re ‘serious this time’ just reminds me that you were bullshitting earlier.” 
“No. Really. This is different. Kay is bringing Sophie over today. Sometime early afternoon.”
“Have her bring Sophie earlier.” 
“I can’t. Kay has a thing.” 
“Later, then.” 
“I can’t. Just … just move Tom. I’ll do it tomorrow, okay? Promise.” 
“Tom is heading back to LA. We’re doing this today, all right? I’m putting my foot down. No more fucking delays and no more dodging my calls and pretending to forget.” Eddie heard the tap of something — finger or pen — on wood. “This time, I’m serious.”
“Look, I — ” 
“Tom is great with kids. And he wants to bring one of the actors with him, to get your opinion, so maybe they’ll be great with kids, too.” 
“You don’t understand. I haven’t told Kay that production moved to Denver yet. You know I haven’t told her, you asshole, or that you shanghaied me into having anything to do with Delirious at all. I’m supposed to be in Colorado for a fresh start, away from the coke and sluts and hedonism, and … ugh, you know how she’ll react! It’s going to look like I brought LA here with me!”  
“How’s that working out for you? Getting away from coke and hedonism while you pretend you’re just a big, happy family and lie to your ex about what you do for work and where you lay your log?”
Eddie let the chair thump forward. What a dick thing to say. 
“I haven’t done coke in months,” Eddie answered lamely.
“Three o’clock, then.”




 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
BETWEEN KANSAS CITY
AND
THE Rockies lay a string of towns, some big and some small, some that I’d heard of and plenty that seemed to have been hidden in the quilt of American farmlands until the moment Solomon’s Toyota crossed their borders. Many of these were like Festus in that they were small, and some seemed old and beaten by the weather — maybe by the tornados I’d heard preferred Kansas, like they chose Dorothy and Toto in The Wizard of Oz. But in my mind all looked distinctly different from Festus in other ways. They didn’t feel like sink wells of hope. They were isolated but not inescapable. My opinions might have been biased; I might have been dragging a youth full of resentment into Kansas to make visual comparisons that meant nothing, that had no basis in reality as anyone saw it. But I saw it anyway. The little heartland towns were flat and open. You could always see the sky, almost entirely from horizon to horizon in a wide circle. Festus, it always seemed to me, had settled into the mountains like decay into the deep crevice of a tooth. Escape required climbing, turning, weaving and dodging trees and rocks. But if anyone wanted to leave these places (though I couldn’t imagine why; they seemed quaint where Festus seemed infected), they’d need only walk in one direction to leave the town behind. 
Topeka. Junction City. Smaller towns called Salina, Hays. Between and beyond lay spots that were barely a widening of the road — places, sometimes, where we banked on to refuel and discovered only on arrival that there were no gas stations, no restaurants, not even a tiny central park for people to gather. I lost the names of these places as quickly as they came. Even when they appeared on the map, they were forgettable, but usually they weren’t even on the map at all. Solomon would look down and notice gas was low or one of our stomachs would rumble, and we’d resolve to stop in Harrison once road signs promised it in another five miles. Only once we were past did we realize we’d likely already flown right by the town without realizing, and that neither our tank nor our bellies were satisfied. 
There was a sort of hypnosis that settled in as we rolled through: a feeling of crops passing our windows as if they were moving instead of us, as if they were a pendulum swung in one direction only by a creative hypnotist. In those hours nothing changed save the passing of a road or a string of transmission power lines held up by what looked like a line of titanic metal soldiers. There was little to see — and yet, when we felt fresh and fed, we had everything to look at. I asked Solomon how far you could see if you stared out at the horizon in spots where roads cut through corn like reaped rows because he was the intellectual between us, but he didn’t know. So I looked to the north and wondered if I was seeing Nebraska, and I looked south and tried to spy Oklahoma. But mostly I just kept my head straight, watching the horizon, even when I wasn’t the one driving. I wanted to see Colorado. I wanted to see the mountains, and wondered how long it would be. When we were in America’s middle, I felt like I was at the bottom of a pan. Behind us was Kentucky; we’d needed only to slide down the sunset side of the Appalachians to enter its flat middle. Ahead was the other side, which we’d crest by climbing literal mountains. I wanted to see Colorado for sure; Susan had entranced me with tales of crossing them that made me think of adventures undertaken by centuries-gone explorers. But mostly I wanted to see the mountains to cross them — leave the trap with my past behind on the distant hillside while we descended into another place, a spot beyond the wall caused by the Earth’s plates colliding. Solomon’s car was old and wheezing, and we refused to speak of what might happen if it coughed its final breath in the middle of nowhere. But there would come a time, I fantasized, where we could kill the engine and roll down the Rockies’ far side into the fertile state beyond. 
I barely wanted to think of it. To do so felt like popping a bubble. Not long ago, the idea of digging ourselves out of Festus had seemed like an idle dream, but we’d managed it all the same. Now our future was a few horizons over the next, over peaks and through tunnels before finally meeting the ocean. The thought was a pearl that had to stay hidden. A dream I expected someone to steal. 
We stopped thirty or forty miles from the Colorado border to let our wheezing beast rest. We were dog tired, without any reason. We’d dawdled like hell the day we left Burdin in Kansas City — due in part to the car’s temperament; it kept trying to overheat no matter how much antifreeze we fed it — and only made it about halfway through the state before crashing. Near nightfall, we’d found a tiny town seemingly populated only by old folks, and after buying a few more jugs of diluted antifreeze decided in deference to their odd stares to skip a bit farther out of town, find a quiet place, and sleep in the car. 
That’s what we told ourselves, anyway: that it was the locals’ skeptical glances that made us skip the nearest motel. They’d raised eyebrows at these two kids traveling alone, as if they expected us to cause trouble just for being boys. They seemed to smell the hick on our skin despite it being so very pot-and-kettle. They were all in jeans with giant belt buckles; they had old tan skin, rough like rawhide; they had the particular bend that came from enough labor to humble the backbone. They had Midwestern accents that rang odd on my ear. The men, more often than not, wore wide hats like a cowboy’s. Those who didn’t wore ball caps stitched with a tractor brand’s logo. But to them, we were the oddities, and so let ourselves believe it was that consideration that made us lower the seats and sleep in a factory’s shadow. 
Really it was the car. I was scared, and so was Solomon. Neither would say it, but whenever it belched or lurched, we always shared a glance. My money was already gone, and Solomon’s was dwindling fast. Car repairs could cost hundred or even thousands of dollars, and buying even a shit box to replace it, should it prove unrepairable, was worse.
The next day took us nearly as long to go almost as far, only this time we were exhausted from the prior night’s lack of sleep. We stopped in a town called Brewster, found it more hospitable and friendly. There were young and old alike in the little city’s center — not more than a main drag bordered by low, flat buildings — and nobody looked at us odd despite our age and obvious difference. But after another day dragging Solomon’s Toyota, we felt like the optimism had been beaten from our bones. This time we didn’t pretend; we found a spot beyond the town to park then slept despite the early hour because we had no energy left.
In the morning, it was as if the car had heard our previous days’ doubts. It wouldn’t start. So we waited by the road with our thumbs out, and soon a pickup filled with Mexicans stopped to let us pile in. Either none spoke English or none cared to, and we rode in smiling silence while they chattered in Spanish above the howling wind.
Towing the car back into Brewster cost us a chunk of cash, and a new alternator claimed most of the rest. I asked Solomon how much we had left, but he wouldn’t tell me. He played it like a joke, but it wasn’t. My best friend was nervous. He came off as arrogant and pushy, but that’s only because he was usually in control. Now he wasn’t. We had money for food; I knew that much because I saw a few twenties for sure left in his pocket later that day when he paid for dinner. But beyond that, I had no clue. 
I waited in a dingy room beside a coffeemaker boiling its bounty to tar while the Toyota underwent surgery. Solomon left without elaboration, said he’d be back but not when. Eventually, the mechanic-owner came from the garage to the small glass-walled room where I’d been sitting with my notebooks, scribbling. He rubbed grease from his hands with a half-black towel while eyeing me grimly. I took this as a summons to rise and did. He seemed old, maybe seventies, mostly sinew and tendon, with white hair under a beat-up blue cap and a chin that jutted just enough to form an underbite. He was still wiping his hands when I reached the counter, using the thumb of his right hand to rub grit from the hollow behind his left. He looked at me with big eyes that were mostly whites and said, “Alternator’s tip of the iceberg.” 
I looked up, confused. 
“Y’understand. Y’car wouldn’t start ’cause the alternator crapped out. But it’s leakin’. Lots. And all old cars leak. But like it ain’t got much left.” 
“Should we fix it?” I asked, fearing the answer. If he said yes, I was sure we couldn’t afford it. Not if we ever wanted to leave Brewster and cross the mountains, and eat along the way. 
“Y’could. But it’s easier to buy a new ’un.” 
“A new alternator.” 
“A new car. Know a guy who’s got one for sale. Wants a grand but can go lower.” 
“How much lower?” 
“I’d have to ask ’im. But he’s me. So take eight hundred.” 
He was staring right at me. I think he expected me to agree right then and there with money I didn’t have, and take his mysterious car sight-unseen.
“We only have to get to California.” 
“Yuh. Well, maybe you will.” 
That seemed to be it: business concluded on my end and his. He pushed a form toward me and tapped it. I saw an X by a line and decided I was supposed to sign near the total bill — which, true to the man’s word, was exactly what he’d quoted. Good thing, too, because Solomon had left me just enough money to cover it. 
I paid the bill in cash and waited for my change, expecting further predictions — about our car, about us, about whether or not getting the Toyota to start would, in any way, improve its general likelihood of surviving our trip. But I got nothing other than my change and a copy of the bill. Not even a thanks for visiting or a best of luck.
I left with the keys, but Solomon was already outside surrounded by two kids our age but decidedly fresher-faced: a boy and a girl in jeans and loose shirts who might as well have sported bright freckles and pigtails. They walked away holding something as Solomon turned to watch me approach. He looked back at the couple and slipped something into his pocket. I thought he might explain, but I hardly cared. My stomach was dragging in the dirt. I had nothing left. 
“Fixed?” 
I nodded. Then we left Brewster and drove into Colorado.




 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
WE
BARELY
LASTED
INTO COLORADO. The mountains were finally in sight; to me they looked like the guardians of far-off gates at the end of an impossible journey. But the sky had been darkening for most of the day, and we’d stopped more often than was sensible, wordlessly pausing off the road, never acknowledging our hourly triage on a patient that should best be allowed to die. Each time, we took oil from the trunk and topped off the reservoir — usually a full quart just to bring it up from one hour earlier. And each time, we filled the antifreeze, just in the clear plastic tank and not in the radiator because the engine was hot and the cap would blow our faces off if we loosened it. Everything felt dangerous, but we didn’t have a choice. There were few towns and endless fields, nothing in between. And by that time, even if we’d wanted to retire at the next real stop, we’d still have to reach it. 
The final time, we stopped as a black thunderhead was gathering breath from the west. Wind streamed as if from a leaking balloon. We pulled over, and it started to sprinkle. Rain struck our overheated engine and sizzled like bacon in butter.
By the time we were done, the rain had come in earnest. It happened fast — much, much faster than I’d ever seen weather arrive in Kentucky. On those wide-open plains — still more Kansas than mountainous Colorado, not yet into foothills — the storm found no resistance. It whooped and came hard, with nothing to stand in its way. We were drenched by the time we got back in the cab, and the sky had turned to instant dusk. Even with the interior lights on we felt like survivors of an air raid.
The wind blew. The car rocked. 
“Jesus,” I said. Forks of lightning were lancing down ahead. The dark cloud had become like an enormous broad pillar, stark on one edge against the relatively lighter sky it progressively devoured. “We need to get back. Even that last town would do.” 
Solomon’s jaw was set. Thinking. 
“It’s fifteen miles back.”
“So?”  
“Look how fast that storm is coming.” To make his point, something blew by my window like a bullet. Maybe a clutch of leaves broken from a branch. “We try to outrun it, we’ll break down. Or at least have to oil up as the storm comes on. Then what?”
I wanted to urge a try anyway, but Sol was right and I knew it. We’d been kidding ourselves since Brewster, since we’d flushed all our money trying to save something that could barely be salvaged. We were on flat pan and unable to go faster than forty miles per hour without slowing to give the engine a break. Did we really think we could make it over the mountains?
“So we just wait it out?” 
Solomon gave a grim exhale. “We need to find an overpass or something.” 
The storm was already closer. I could feel the pressure change. I could hear the strange way all the sounds became different. Alien. I watched, thinking, as the bottom of the big cloud slowly formed a stalactite, dipping down like a tiny arrow. Then it grew, stirring dirt below without touching it. 
“Sol … ” 
He followed my finger. “Shit. Shit.” 
Then there was a sound beside us. The bray of a big truck, bigger than the one we’d ridden in with the Mexicans. It had come from behind, drawing parallel. In it were two good old boys of maybe twenty-two or twenty-five, rolling down their window and gesturing. 
“You shit outta your head, man?” The passenger shouted at Solomon and pointed. “You know what a tornado is?” 
Solomon looked, even though we’d already seen it. 
“You know that when one comes, you don’t park your fucking car and watch it?” 
“Our car. It’s … ” 
“You broke down?” 
“As good as.” 
I waited for some sort of response — parting words of “Well, good luck, then” perhaps. Instead, the passenger opened the door and leaned forward in his seat. The big truck’s cab had a second row. The men waved for us to get in.
“But the car … ” Solomon said. I was already climbing out, and getting drenched.
“Friend, if it’s still here after, we’ll bring you back to get it. If it ain’t, then believe me, you’d rather not be in it. Get in here, but hurry before I piss my pants and drive off without you.” He eyed the elongating cloud, now closer. He pointed. “We live just down that way.”
Solomon blinked. He grabbed his bag like I’d grabbed mine, apparently accepting one variety of inevitable or another. No matter what happened next, I didn’t think we’d come back for the car. Maybe we’d call the cops, tell them its registered owner hadn’t been snatched and murdered. But whether it got tossed by the storm or not, the car was gone. Used up. Dead.
The boys — John and Luke, maybe intentionally biblical, I never asked — drove us to a big gray barn beside a modest farmhouse. As the wind picked up and threw the rain sideways, we sprinted for the front door, which was being held open by a middle-aged woman and three girls. The youngest might have been ten. The oldest was just right. 
We ran to the basement. The storm came on. The floor above rattled and screamed, seemed as if the air itself was being siphoned upward, through the door leading into the kitchen and out to the hungry monster outside. For a while, there was a sound like the world ending, like the hacking cough from a great and horrible engine. Then it faded and the ill feeling subsided along with the wind. Some time later, I couldn’t hear rain.
The boys who’d picked us up went upstairs first then called down to let us know it was safe. The woman and the girls went next, and we took the rear. The eldest girl had been watching me during the storm, and despite the fact that she was the plains veteran and I was frightened out of my mind, I held my cavalier smile. If I’d crossed to the other side of the room, I was sure she’d have taken my arm, and never mind her brothers’ watchful eyes. The brothers — who’d saved our lives, I chided myself as I watched the girl’s ass sway up the stairs — might be all this family had. Big country boys who I imagined we’d be sharing a roof with, who I was sure could drink as well as Solomon and me, who’d eventually fall asleep and leave me awake to betray the family’s trust. 
But the half-tempting, half-self-loathing thought evaporated as we reached the second floor. Sunlight streamed through the windows, bright enough to make us squint. The door had blown open — possibly failure on the part of the last person through the door (Solomon) to properly latch it — and we could see the light smearing the lawn, turning drops of rain into sparkling diamonds. The world felt crisp and grateful, sighing as danger fled into the distance.
I walked to the open door then peeked out and saw that the clouds had parted to blue sky, as the storm now raged east. It was strange to stand in the warm light, feeling so safe while watching the funnel cloud march forward with destruction at its tip.
There was someone beside me. I thought it was the woman until she spoke, then I realized it was the girl. She had light brown hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. Her nose was delicate; a spray of light freckles brushed her sun-kissed cheeks. Her lips were small and semi-puckered. Watching her from across the basement, I’d noticed that her front teeth showed much of the time when she was still. Not in a homely, bucktoothed way. Quite the opposite. 
“Where you coming up from?” she asked me. 
“Kentucky.” I wanted to take it back before I said it, but she’d surprised the honesty right out of me. So I followed with more, since nobody had been introduced in the rush. “My name is Cooper Bishop, and my friend is Solomon Rye.” 
“Well now, Cooper Bishop,” she said, watching the departing twister. “Now you’ve been somewhere brand new.” 
Her hand brushed mine. I frowned to ask what she meant.
“It missed us,” she said. “You’ve been through the eye of a storm.”
Tornados don’t have eyes, I wanted to say. But I knew she knew that, that she was being figurative, that this family of all people knew what tornados had and didn’t have. But Alyssa had eyes. Big, soft ones, and already I found myself tumbling into them.




 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
WE
STAYED
WITH
THE
FAMILY — named Stotes, we found out — for a week before a decision was made to stay or go. It was inevitable. After the storm was through, Luke took Solomon back to the place they’d picked us up and found the car just as we’d left it, unflipped and untouched. In a way, it was a letdown. Solomon wasn’t sure of the details (strange for him, but we’d left Festus in a rush), but he seemed to think the car was sufficiently insured that if it had been destroyed by the storm, we’d have been able to file a claim for its replacement value — ideal replacement value, Solomon pointed out, because nobody would know it leaked and was terminal. The idea was interesting, but even as Solomon swore over the car’s status, I thought this way was easier. We didn’t have paperwork or an address. How would we get that money even if we had it coming? 
Luke and John were both mechanically inclined, so the next day they towed on a chain it to the farm and tried to tinker the thing back to life. They didn’t stick with it long before declaring the Toyota dead on arrival. A wrecker was called. We watched it go, Solomon pocketing the small junk fee, now officially stranded. 
We’d spent one night. So we spent another. 
This went on for seven days. It was strange only in retrospect that nobody bothered to wonder whether we should stay or go. It was just accepted and normal. Like they took in strangers all the time, fed and housed them, even gave them some clothing that we assumed (but didn’t ask) came from a father who was either dead or had run off. And for our part, we understood without needing to be told that our payment for the room and board came at the cost of chores, so when the family stirred we stirred too, and came downstairs for a country breakfast that might have come out of a brochure for life on the Great Plains: pancakes, bacon, sausage, eggs, milk, coffee that was bitter and that Mrs. Stotes served without an offer of cream or sugar. All three girls went to school at seven; one of the boys needed to drive them to the bus stop. Then the boys came back, and we all did what needed doing and that Luke and John hadn’t already done before breakfast. We mucked out horse and cow stalls. We fed chickens. We helped when machinery was being repaired, knowing nothing of machines ourselves but able to hold what they told us to, turn what needed turning, and shine lamps into blackness. 
As the sun dipped to the three-quarter mark, someone ran out to pick up the girls. The youngest, Carla, usually busied herself in the yard. The middle girl — who I gathered was maybe fourteen, named Win, which I assumed must be short for something like Winnie or Wendy — usually ran up to her room as her mother yelled at her not to hole up until dinner, which she then proceeded to do. And the eldest, age eighteen, was named Alyssa. She always changed into shorts and a plain-looking T-shirt through which I could make out her bra straps and helped us like one of the boys. Gender equality where it mattered, even down on the farm. 
At some point Solomon decided to act as wingman, and while we were raking horse shit out of the gray barn’s stalls he asked Alyssa about school. He asked her about her subjects and what she liked best, and of course he more or less knew because she was always reading in the evenings, as attached to books as Win was to MTV. 
She liked literature. English. 
I was close enough to Solomon to stab him in the boot with my rake. I glared when he looked over. I’d already resolved that we’d find a way to leave in the morning even if it meant hitching. Luke and John had been good friends, and I was already seeing Mrs. Stotes as the doting mom I’d never had. Alyssa was always casting blue-eyed gazes my way, and it was hard not to feel heartsick looking at her, wanting her, knowing I could have her. But I couldn’t do that to this family. They’d take it personal — possibly not when it happened, but definitely when, later, we inevitably skipped town. Because that would seal it. Not only did I want to keep moving simply to hit California or at least the mountains; I also knew myself. For me, love had the half-life of lust. Part of me thought it might be possible to stay with a girl — to make a home and a family. But I didn’t know how to do it. I couldn’t now, and maybe never would. I was a man without marriage in my near-future, maybe ever. Or if I did try to settle, I’d break that woman’s heart, and my own in the doing. 
Not that I was thinking any of this at the time — about settling down or love or breaking hearts. But I did know I couldn’t fuck and run. Not here. Not with these people. And Solomon, doing what he was, would only make things harder. 
“Cooper is a writer, you know.”
I tried to look away, but I saw the flicker through Alyssa’s deep blue eyes. I saw the way she looked at me. If there was doubt, this sealed it. She thought of writers the way many people seemed to: mythical figures doing mental magic, spinning desperate and meaningful art out of nothing. It’s not true, even of the real writers in the world. They’re a sad, lonely, or painfully normal group, no magic to be had. And I certainly wasn’t among them either way. 
But Alyssa was looking at me with wonder. She was already infatuated, though I’d tried to turn away. I was decent looking enough I suppose, and I’ve never had to chase tail to get it, but this was a case where I was working against myself. I didn’t want her affection or lust. I wanted to repel her. And I was failing. 
I dodged all her glances and curiosities, but through dinner and after she kept near me. I could sense her wanting to ask questions. To find out about this magic that wasn’t quite voodoo. To hear me talk about the tales I couldn’t even figure out how to finish. I was embarrassed to consider any of it, to reflect on what I sometimes had the audacity to think others might want to pay me for even though I hated it all. I loved crafting characters, but when I looked back with perspective they were all so transparent. They were all me, in the thinnest disguises. 
Every time Alyssa tried talking to me, I interrupted her. When she came into the room, I left, or pretended to read, or to be fascinated by something not interesting at all.
Night fell. The boys went into the other room to play two-handed euchre because I was the only other one willing to play and three-hand euchre is either impossible or stupid, I wasn’t sure which. The younger girls were shuffled off to bed, and Mrs. Stotes retired behind them. So it was just me and Solomon. And of course Alyssa stayed up, too, beside me on the couch because Solomon took the chair. Until, shortly after Luke and John finally shuffled off, Solomon abruptly stood and said, “I’m going to bed.” Then to Alyssa, lower, more conspiratorial: “Ask him about Eddie Vale.”
I made to stand, but Alyssa reached across me. For the bowl of popcorn on the coffee table. But then she didn’t pull back after she’d grabbed her handful, and snacked across my lap. 
“Who is Eddie Vale?” she asked, rolling that pretty face and big, bright eyes up to look at me. 
The Stotes family weren’t vacant farm dwellers from Depression days, living cut off from tales of distant big cities, but the Internet wasn’t a big thing yet, and rumors of the outside world played out mostly on their tiny little TV. Just like in Festus. And that made Alyssa seem wide-eyed to me now that I was out on the road: a farmer’s daughter from a nowhere town, wondering about the lights of a Broadway I’d never seen, where fancy men in top hats strolled the sidewalks, linking arms with jewel-draped women in gowns. Or about Hollywood and its razzmatazz, where maybe I’d be going if I could ever find a way to get there. 
I gave a laugh that said to ignore Solomon, to not ask more because he meant nothing. But Alyssa sat up against me, the swell of her small, soft breasts pressed against my arm. 
“Why are you like this?” 
“Like what?”
“You don’t talk about anything.” 
It wasn’t true. I’d been accused of never shutting up. “I talk plenty.”
“About nothing. About the sky out here or how the pigs smell bad or how you’ve never had pie as good as my mom makes or how if you had hair like Win’s you’d wear it in pigtails.” 
I snickered. 
“Nothing honest, though.” 
And that definitely wasn’t true. I was so honest, I’d gotten myself in constant trouble back in Kentucky. There was the essay that could’ve seen my English teacher fired. There was the way I called my father a drunk shit to his face more times than I could count, even if it meant the belt. And there was the way I talked about myself as the pathetic thing I was, with all my naive hopes and dreams buried under the surface and how my way of being always sabotaged those things out of the gate. I said it all the time …  
But not out loud, I was realizing.
“I let Solomon read something of mine once. Bad idea, since he’s always scheming. Hasn’t left me alone since. Eddie Vale was a character. Nothing more. What else ‘honest’ do you want me to say?” 
I said it almost accusingly, daring Alyssa to ask further. I felt annoyed and angry in a way that didn’t make sense. Whatever attraction had tempted me, it was mercifully gone. This girl was nosy. A busybody. I’d address her stupid accusations then go to bed. And in the morning I’d find a way out of here, and finally head west. 
But instead of rising to my taunt, Alyssa said, “How do you know what to write? I’ve tried. I can’t write anything that didn’t really happen.” 
“Dunno.” 
“Is Eddie based on anyone?” 
Me. He was based on me. “No,” I said. 
“How do you figure out what he’ll say?” 
“I don’t know. You’re acting like I have a clue.” 
“Solomon said you’re a writer.” 
“I’m a writer in the way Solomon is a nose picker. It’s something I do, so what?” 
“Are your stories true?” 
“My stories are unfinished. Just pieces. Nothing, seriously. Can we talk about something else?” 
“Do you think someday, I’d be a character in one of your stories?” 
“I don’t — ”
“Or Solomon. He’d make a great character.” 
I’d already written about Solomon. That was one of the things I hated most about what I did. Before leaving Festus, I’d had a limited canvas. Something Alyssa was innocently implying was true; I seemed only able to imagine what I’d actually seen. My most important tools weren’t pencils or pens or notebooks or even Grandma’s old typewriter. They were experiences. But now, even though we’d been on the road for weeks, I was still stuck where I’d always been — with the same brainless, limited palette to work from. Sol was one of the things I knew best. He kept coming back, again and again. Sometimes I didn’t even try to hide him. Why would I? Nobody read my shit anyway. Even what I kept wasn’t worth sharing, and showing it once to my best friend had been a mistake. Now he was like a dog with a bone. Like a stray I’d made the mistake of feeding. 
“I guess,” I said. 
“Could I read something you wrote?” 
“No.” Then, realizing it sounded surely blunt and probably cruel I added, “Sorry.”
She put her hand on the back of mine. “Are you ready for bed?”
I sighed. “Yeah. Maybe.” 
“I want to come with you.” 
I looked down at Alyssa. I stood, and she stayed sitting, looking up at me with fathoms-deep innocence. I wondered if it would be her first time. Probably not, but the doe-eyed way she looked at me, it wasn’t hard to believe. 
I wanted to say yes. But if I did that, in this house that had kept and fed me, I’d be everything I knew I actually was. And what would that mean for that bright, naive future? If I could know what was best and still do what I shouldn’t, what did that say about me? 
“I’m real tired,” I said. “Goodnight, Alyssa.” 
I left her alone in the living room, a yearning strong and screaming inside us both.





 
 

 
EYE
OF
THE STORM
 
 
EDDIE
WALKED
DOWN
THE
PATH leading between the big fir trees, then up the hill, glancing at the black band on his wrist beneath his leather bracelet, recalling the wooden beads on the woman’s wrist. The henna on her back he’d thought at first was a tattoo — too familiar for coincidence, just like the beads. And the mannerisms, too subtle to figure out until afterward. Like the way she’d been dressed coming in, then dressed going out. She’d had a bag in her trunk. Who had a bag in her trunk? Allison had said she was on a trip, that she’d flown into Denver the night before. But why wasn’t the bag at her hotel? 
Subtle, understatedly beautiful clothing. A style Eddie recognized, because he’d mocked it so often. How much had those simple garments cost? But that didn’t matter as how familiar the mockery felt, if he’d had the energy last night to ridicule Allison before she left, off into the miasma of one-night stands, giggling on her way out the door.
Up to the top of the hill. Eddie looked out at the view, seeing pieces of Denver. He didn’t want the walk, but things Kay had said stuck in his head more than others. Eddie sat all day while writing, and the body craved movement. Of course, he wasn’t sitting or writing much these days. 
Did it even matter? Delirious Love was already in production. The book was already a bestseller with nine months left on preorder. If he didn’t finish it soon, the Hollywood movie machine would finish it by default on the big screen. That preorder could be pushed back forever. He’d be the man who managed to succeed without doing anything. And the Colorado home was proof. This spread would cost $10 million or more in LA. But he’d left California to behave himself. Saving a few bucks was a nice side effect. 
He walked back to the house. Circled it once, just because. Went inside, brewed more coffee, drank it, rearranged shit on the coffee table, then messed it up again. There were condom wrappers in the bedroom trash, so that had to go, and the office was covered in discarded pages, so those had to go, too. Sophie would be over for two nights, and she was as curious as her mother. 
Eddie sat behind his typewriter. Without paper, he could type the next great thing and nobody would ever know. So he hit the F key a bunch of times, ran the carriage return, and then did it some more. Finally, he typed FUCK YOUR MOM, laughed at his cleverness, then went back into the kitchen. 
“Goddammit.” 
Back to the office. Fed a piece of paper into the typewriter. Typed a few lines. Typed more lines, fingers moving faster and faster. But it was puerile, so he tugged the sheet out, crumpled it, and tossed it into the garbage. Kicked back, hands behind his head. Why were they all doing this to him? An artist can’t perform under pressure. It was like trying to piss with someone watching. Knocking out scripts was easy. Doctoring them was easier. But the idea of sitting down to finish the book that — let’s face it — never should have been pitched in the first place? It was like being asked to do stand-up at gunpoint.
A new sheet of paper. More words. This time, he actually tried, going so far as to take the clock from the wall and set it beside him as a reminder, closing the door, repeating mentally that he sure as hell wouldn’t get any writing done once Sophie was here.
But — nothing.
Everything he tried to write was circular. Everything had already been done. He rewrote a chapter from the book’s middle that already existed then spun it off in a direction that contradicted the pared-down pages that had already been approved and first-pass edited. It was a waste of energy and effort. The goddamned thing might as well be mostly printed, bound in hardback except for the last ten thousand words. He just needed to put a cap on the thing, and Ray, the scriptwriter, had so many suggestions on exactly how to do it. Just add a happily ever after. Literally: “And they lived happily ever after.” Something insulting to conclude the thing so readers would be as numbly, placidly pleased as moviegoers. But that wasn’t how the story ended. Cry of Night had done so well because the ending was more art house, darker, more of a Hollywood anomaly that no one could understand. But Ray wouldn’t do that. And so fuck Ray, and fuck their deadline, and fuck Tom and his actor coming over to Eddie’s house, where he slept, where he was trying to be a good boy here in the Rocky Mountain State, save visits by hot women who sometimes broke lamps, because hey, if Kay didn’t want him back, then at least he could try to pretend that having cake and eating it too wasn’t a paradox big enough to punch God in the face. 
Two hours later the wastebasket was full, and his inbox for finished pages was empty. 
The doorbell rang, cavernous in the massive home. 
Eddie opened the door, and in an instant his bottomless feeling from earlier evaporated. An ebullient, still mostly preadolescent girl wrapped her arms around him and screeched. Then Eddie put his hands on her shoulders and held her back enough to look her over. She had wavy light brown hair, nearly blonde, and a spray of freckles. She was getting tall. 
“Hey there, gorgeous,” he said. “Where have you been all my life?”
“Do you really live here?” the girl said, moving past him, spellbound. How had she not seen this place yet? He’d been here plenty long enough, and they’d had several visits. But in those visits they’d always gone somewhere else: little trips that felt like fun at the time, but now Eddie wondered if he’d subconsciously been trying to keep this new space pure for conquests rather than letting it become anything domestic.
“Actually, this is all pomp and subterfuge. I staged a home invasion to impress you. Are you impressed? But hey, listen. We need to get out pretty quick, before the owner wakes up. Because charges will surely be pressed.” 
Rolled eyes. “Daddy … ” 
“I mean, we do have some time, but let’s not dawdle. I used chloroform, but I couldn’t find any of the name brands.” Eddie realized he’d crouched to speak after her as she explored deeper into the home, his body remembering a smaller version of this particular visitor — one who no longer existed. He straightened, a smile having clawed its way onto his previously toneless face. When he turned he found Kay in the doorway, a backpack dangling by its strap in her hand. 
“Oh. Hey,” Eddie said. In the face of Kay’s neutral expression, Eddie felt his stupid smile was too big. It retreated, but not all the way.
“Well. This is modest,” Kay said, peeking after Sophie.
“It’s a fixer-upper. I get a break on rent because there’s a tile missing in one of the six showers with multiple shower heads that spray water at your ass from multiple directions. You know — the kind of showers that are big enough to have sex in?” 
“Vivid.” 
“You wanna? A tour, I mean.” 
“No thanks.” 
“I insist. You haven’t even seen mi casa yet, and now you’re going to leave the only fertilized egg you’ve got inside it overnight. I want you to feel confident that there’s no bottomless pits, caches of knives and guns, or pools of acid left lying around.”
“You’re such an idiot.” But she said it with a roll of the eyes that was so like Sophie’s.
“M’lady,” Eddie said theatrically. Having wedged his foot into Kay’s metaphorical door, he stepped back with a sarcastic bow. Then he took her hand. But she let him, smiling in spite of herself. She’d always been beautiful, and all the more when she smiled. She had soft blue eyes like their daughter’s. These days, small lines bracketed her mouth and made her self-conscious, but Eddie loved it as much if not more than the mouth he’d known before Sophie. In his mind her smile was most gorgeous when reluctant — perfect for Eddie, who’d always been able to charm it right out of her. This despite all their baggage, or how much she tried to hate and resent him. He’d come to Colorado, and she’d encouraged him even though the two of them were througher than through as a couple. To Eddie, it was more proof that you should never say never. He’d always lived life moment to moment because any one of them could change on a dime. 
“No, really. I should get going.”
“Just a quick look around. I have a grotto.” 
“You have a grotto?” 
“No, that was a lie. I do have cheese, though.” 
“Well, that’s the same.” 
“Come in. Come on; it’ll do Sophie good to see her parents loving each other. I think I read that in Dr. Spock or something.”
“She’s twelve.” 
“Then it’ll shape her model for future relationships. Help her get a good boyfriend.” 
“She’s already got Casey. And you’d know better than me if he’s a good boyfriend.” 
“No reason not to reinforce it for her.” He looked back, raising his eyebrows. “You could stay, too. I’ll make up the guest bed. It’s a real space-saver; it’s bundled into my bed, as if it were just one giant bed with shared sheets.” 
“I think we’ve been down that road.” 
“Exactly. So I know where all the landmarks are.” 
Kay sighed as if totally exasperated, which she probably was. It was her default emotion in Eddie’s presence and had been for most of the time they’d known each other. She ignored his words but did finally step inside, pacing slowly and looking around the large, luxurious space and through the window wall to the mountains beyond. Eddie wondered if he was trying to impress someone after all, but Kay had plenty of her own money — and her house, not a terribly far drive away, was no less fine than this one.  
“They’re really paying you this much?” 
“Nah. They just bought me dinner. Not anywhere good, either. Like, Brown Derby.” 
“So just selling movie rights pays better than writing scripts. And you don’t even have to do anything.” 
Eddie thought of her wording and gauged his response. Technically, he could answer that no, he didn’t have to do much of anything on the movie, but the spirit of his answer could be seen as a lie of omission. Still, have to was different from the question of whether he would do something for the movie, like meet the casting director who’d be here in a half hour. Or the question of whether he’d be around the movie and its production in general — part of the machine he told her he’d left LA to get away from but that had doggedly followed him here like toilet paper stuck to his shoe.
“It depends on the deal for the rights.” 
“And you got a good deal,” Kay said, still looking around.
“You got a good deal too,” Eddie said, a little defensive. The studio didn’t have to give Kay anything, but Eddie had leverage enough to insist. The fact that book and movie were both his life story made them also, in part, Kay’s story. There were a million ways around that, but these days everyone wanted to keep the phenom that was Eddie Vale happy and on board.
“Don’t make this about me.” 
Eddie held up his hands. This had taken a turn that was too serious. He could hear Sophie clattering around downstairs, still exploring the large home’s many rooms. The last thing he wanted was an argument.
So Eddie flopped onto the couch, his head propped up on one hand, the elbow wedged into a cushion. He affected another of his trademark sly smiles. 
“I got a pretty good deal for doing dick. I’m told I’m quite the pimp. Everyone wants a piece of me, so lucky you.” 
“Mmm-hmm. Lucky me.”
“I think you should stay for dinner so we all can talk about it.” Then he stopped to correct himself, remembering his next set of visitors. He and Sophie had always kept each other’s secrets — most of them, harmless enough, from Kay. With a bit of twisting he might even be able to enlist Sophie’s help to break the news about the Colorado filming to Kay, to help her see that it was no big deal and that he hadn’t even wanted it this way but the studio had a mind of its own. “I mean, do whatever you’ve gotta do,” he added, “and then come back for dinner. Shall we say sixish?”
Kay was browsing through knickknacks that Eddie hadn’t picked out and barely recognized. Stuff the pretty little interior decorator with the navel ring had chosen. 
“I suppose I’m glad you’re finishing something, even if this is how it’s happening.” 
Eddie swallowed, not liking that sentence at all — both ancient and out of the blue. “Right,” was all he could think to say. 
“‘Right’?” Kay repeated.
“Right.”
She shook her head, eyes half closing. “So it’s not finished. Jesus. This movie is about you — ”
“Me and you.” 
“And you haven’t even finished writing the book it’s based on, have you?” 
“You’re assuming a lot there.” 
“But correctly assuming. Right?” 
“Define correct.” 
This time, Kay laughed. “You’re unbelievable.” 
“You should see the script pages so far. It’s unrecognizable. It’s barely the same story as the book anyway.” 
“And this is your justification for not finishing the project?” 
“Ray has his own ‘artistic vision.’” Eddie made large, exaggerated air quotes then tugged an invisible rope upward beside his neck, hanging himself in pantomime. “He’s already bastardized the story so much, the ending hardly matters.” 
Kay held up a hand. “Just … not my business. Not anymore. Do what you want.” 
“We can talk about it over dinner.” Recollection hit again. “After you run home and change.” 
“I don’t think so.” 
“Not that I think you need to change. You look positively gorgeous right now. I even have a shower I’d like to show you.” He took her hand. She pulled it away.
“Okay. This has been fun, but I’m going to get going.”
“At least stay and have a drink.” There wasn’t a ton of time before three o’clock and Tom the Casting Director’s arrival, but a drink would only take a few minutes and pave the way for … for next time, he supposed.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” The words came with another smile and an unconscious chuckle. It was an oh-no-you-don’t sort of laugh, but playful. Eddie wasn’t the only one who got himself into situations he knew were bad for him. 
“Come on. I moved to Colorado for you. Most guys won’t even buy flowers.” 
“I thought you moved to Colorado for you?” 
It was a fine line. He’d moved away from LA because the city was toxic. But above that, he’d done it because “taking steps to improve Eddie” was something Kay wanted. Moving for him was still really moving for her. But it’s not like that was something he could admit. 
“Stay. Just stay for a while.” 
“And ‘have a drink.’” She said it like a loaded statement, like she was accusing him of partying.
“Hey, I’ve been good. I don’t think I’ve been wasted since we left Cali.” 
“Since we left, or since you left?” 
“Since I left. I practically set up camp in a gutter after you and Sophie left, before coming here.” 
“Just drugs, then.” 
“No, ma’am. I’m clean as a whistle. A pretty lady told me that a certain kind of unthinking lifestyle was bad for me.” 
“Uh-huh. And how many female visitors have you had here so far?” 
“Hmm. That sounds like something a woman who still loves me might want to know.” 
“So … a lot?” 
Eddie paused. “Not a lot. What’s a lot, really?”
Kay patted Eddie on the chest. “I think I’ll pass. You two have fun without me.” 
“Oh come on. We’ll order pizza. We’d have to go pick it up at that place up the road with the antlers on the sign, but it comes with seven kinds of meat.” 
“Sounds like fun. Sophie has a paper due next week. Make sure she works on it. I hear you know a thing or two about writing.” 
“Says my agent.” 
Kay made a face. “You know what else is good about Colorado? Getting away from him.” She turned and made her way toward the foyer. 
“I’ll tell him you send your love,” Eddie called. 
Kay gave a parting wave but then turned and almost ran into a tall, balding man in a dark suit with a John Waters mustache. 
“I’m sorry,” the man said, his voice tinged by an effeminate manner and a slight lisp. “The drive up took less time than I thought. And the door was open.” 
Beside the man — who had to be Tom the Unfortunately Early Casting Director — was a blonde of about Kay’s height. A woman who was smiling at Eddie the way she’d smiled at him in the bar in Kittredge. 
Eddie’s eyes moved between them: between Kay and Allison, between the woman who’d almost been his wife and the woman who had the same tattoo as Kay, the same wooden prayer beads as Kay, and had, in retrospect, seemed to be trying awfully hard to mimic Kay’s mannerisms and learn Kay’s history.
And Eddie thought, Oh shit. 
The casting director was bringing an actor with him. Eddie had assumed it would be a man, maybe even the man slated to play Eddie in the film. But now, seeing how much Allison looked like a younger version of Kay as they stood across from each other, the implications of all he’d seen and heard began to assemble into a disturbing puzzle.
Seeing that Eddie was too gobsmacked to make introductions, Kay extended her hand. 
“Hi,” she said, “I’m Kay.” 
As Tom shook her hand, his face lit up. “Why, it’s so nice to finally meet you, Kay! I’m so glad you’re here, too. I’m Tom Ryder. Casting director for Delirious Love.” 
“Casting director,” Kay said, turning her eyes toward Eddie. The look was unsurprised and accepting — as if to say she should have known better than to expect anything but half truths from Eddie, and that she was a fool to think he wouldn’t bring Los Angeles to Colorado with him. “Of course you are.” 
Eddie watched the exchange, even less sure how to introduce Allison. But then the stalemate broke, and Allison reached for Kay, her obvious glee barely held in check. 
“I’m Allison,” she gushed. “It’s so nice to meet you.” 
“Kay,” Kay said, nodding politely.
“Oh, I know exactly who you are,” she said. “I’ll be playing you in the movie!”




 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
I WOKE
UP
BESIDE ALYSSA feeling awful. She was still asleep, the sheets askew, her good body mostly exposed. Mrs. Stotes had a bedroom on the first floor, but the boys shared a room two down from this one. Between us was Alyssa’s younger sister, who I hoped slept soundly. I’d put myself in the middle of a bull’s eye, and a part of me was already stiffening right at the target. 
Feeling bad didn’t stop me from wanting to wake her. Do it again, quietly. I wanted to touch her all over. That would solve the problem for a spell.
But that solution made me feel like the devil I was. 
I’d felt so strong while going to bed. Almost in control. Like I wasn’t a fuck-up. Like I’d done the right thing even though it was hard. And that made me think it would be okay in the end: I’d left all I knew behind when we’d ditched Festus, operating on faith that there was something more out there. But now it seemed I couldn’t run away from my past after all. No matter where I went, I’d always take me along.
I got dressed. I didn’t try hard to be quiet. I told myself that if she woke up, I’d let her get dressed too, and I’d turn my back to give her privacy. Or if she really wanted, we could talk about it. Eastern Colorado wasn’t such a bad place; maybe she’d talk me into staying a while. Or maybe she’d come with. The family liked me; Alyssa clearly was enamored of my stories (not just me; I wasn’t that conceited) and seemed to want to travel as I had, like I was doing. She was old enough to go, if she really wanted. So if she did — if she wanted to be my girlfriend, if that was a thing — I’d try. I could, if I made up my mind to. 
I shook out my jeans before putting them on, but the noise didn’t rouse her. My shoes were in the room; I dropped one not quite by accident. But still, Alyssa didn’t wake. She just lay on the sheets with that angelic face, quiescent, at peace. Maybe betrayed. And then I walked across the squeaky floor. I opened the door that had hinges in need of oiling. Solomon was there, holding his bag, already packed. He’d driven me to this, and I wanted to punch him — didn’t he know I wasn’t in control of my actions, and that circumstances pulled my strings? But nonetheless he seemed to know, without being asked or told, what felt to me like a stink in the air. 
“It’s time to go, isn’t it?” he said. 
I looked back at Alyssa. She was exposed. I was aroused looking, and that made me even more disgusted with myself. So I slipped through and closed the door so Sol at least wouldn’t see her, knowing that I wouldn’t either, ever again. 
The house was too quiet. It was early, but the Stotes were up with the cows. One stirring sound, and we would have stopped. I wouldn’t lie to these people’s faces, even the youngest and most innocent among them. I wanted it to happen. It should have happened. There was no way we should have been able to leave unseen, and that was the only way I’d let us go. But fate granted us cowardice, and gave me a loophole.
I was weak enough to take it. 
“Let’s go,” I said. 




 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
WE
BARELY
HAD
TO
EXTEND our thumbs at the end of the family’s roadlike driveway before a car picked us up. It shouldn’t have been so easy. This was the nineties, not the fifties, and everyone knew not to give hitchers a ride. But that news hadn’t filtered down to the cross-country youth, and it seemed that people like us were willing to ride with others like us, and not long after we were tooling down the long road with a pair of kids, maybe twenty, unshaven and laughing a lot, out for a good time no matter the sensible risk. 
Melancholy dogged me for the first few miles. I’d almost wanted to get caught. It wasn’t too late; if any one of the family had seen us by the road, we could’ve explained it away — not by I fucked your sister or daughter and am running, but by some excuse that sounded polite, like we hadn’t wanted to disturb them so early, needed to meet a bogus appointment, and would call from our next stop. I could pull that off. That was our magic: I charmed, and Sol made the deals. I felt sure he’d made dozens on the road already — homes, perhaps, that would stand open for us once we made our final destination, or businesses waiting to be birthed in our seaside land of opportunity. 
But nobody came. The house stayed dark and quiet. So we left. I imagined Alyssa waking alone. Feeling used. Hating me. Or maybe even missing me, which was so much worse. Would she say anything to the others? Or would she push it down and bury her shameful little secret — a kernel of grit in her way of seeing the world that would shape her life forever? 
As the sun rose more fully, my mood lifted and I felt better. We’d stayed in one place too long. Stranded through circumstances we couldn’t control. And then instead of staying in a motel, which we couldn’t afford, we’d been taken in by a family like neither of us had ever had. And we’d made mistakes of perception. We weren’t third and fourth sons; we were temporary visitors. It was right that we leave. And if warm company had come to me last night, why was that wrong? She’d wanted it, too.
The road into Colorado’s heart quickly matured from flat into hills, especially now that we were in a vehicle that could handle fair speeds without breaking down. The sky stayed sapphire blue until it grew mottled at the western edge, blotted more and more by the swell of land. I saw mountain peaks in the distance, craggy and gray, tipped with white, obscured by the haze between us and them. We passed Denver without notice; my eyes were fixed on the wilderness beyond. And when we climbed into those peaks it was so much more electric than Susan had told me. I’d never seen anything like it. When we stopped to rest partway through, the air was chill and I missed my jacket. Guardrails along the drop sides of mountains were seemingly made of granite, valleys far below at the bottom of a death drop. I stood by one rail at a scenic overlook, staring down, morbidly certain I’d soon succumb to an impulse to jump. I could feel my hands tense on the rail. I could sense my thigh muscles testing my weight. It would only take a second. I didn’t want to die, not at all. But I could almost feel it happening. And the longer I stood there, the more I wondered if I’d do it, just to see. 
One perilous curve followed another, the encroachment of fearless semis scaring me silly on the downslopes. We passed them on the ascents with a feeling of borrowed time, knowing that once the rise passed, the same trucks would come from behind to rattle us like strangers in the dark. Through a green area on the map marked as Arapaho National Forest — breathtaking as it was terrifying — we saw nothing but trees, valley lakes, and horizons broken by unforgiving rock. Only once we were halfway through did I realize we hadn’t asked our guides where they were headed; it had barely mattered with all the new sights and the constant accompaniment of bootlegs they’d been playing since before Denver: Nirvana, Soundgarden, endless other acts I’d heard on the radio in Kentucky but never had money to buy for myself. 
I finally asked where we were headed, but it was barely necessary. Just a half hour later we stopped in a town called Glenwood Springs and they said, “End of the line, dudes.” We shook hands and thanked them. Only after parting ways did Solomon laugh and point out that we’d never even gotten their names. 
We stopped in a burger joint that smelled of barbecue and fries for lunch, and Solomon said, “Five bucks each. No more.” 
“Why?” I asked. 
“Because I’d like to eat tomorrow.” 
A chill ran through me. I’d gotten used to being provided for; we’d eaten three square meals a day for over a week and had just crossed half a state without paying for gas. But Solomon’s Toyota had robbed us before dying, and all we had left was the junk fee.
“How much do we have left?”
“We’re out in the big-boy world now, Coop, so it’s time I let you in on the secret to success.”
“What’s that?” 
“Never ask how much you have. Ask how you can get what you need.” 
“Okay.” I had no idea what that meant. 
He pulled the atlas from his bag and opened it on the table. He touched the dot marking Glenwood Springs and trailed downward along a red line. 
“Aspen,” he said. 
“So what?” 
“Don’t you know Aspen?” 
“No.” 
“Fancy ski resort town. Jesus, Coop.” 
“How silly of me, forgetting,” I said. “I left my skis and my Ferrari at home.” 
“You know what else Aspen means?”
I shrugged. 
“Rich people.” 
I didn’t see why that mattered, other than for contrast to show how poor we were. “You want to rob people?”
“There are other ways to get money.” 
I exhaled in a way I hoped sounded exasperated. I’d done the calculations and knew that as much money as we’d had leaving Festus, it didn’t add up to all we’d spent. Gas was pricier than I’d planned; food wasn’t always cheap; the alternator wasn’t the only repair our car had needed; we hadn’t been judicious enough about rooming at the start, and the languishing pace meant we’d spent weeks’ worth of nights in a journey that could have taken two or three days. And that didn’t include the beer. Or the drugs. Somehow, Solomon had managed to get more money along the way; I was sure of it. He was always running off here or there, talking to people about things I didn’t hear or see, wheeling and dealing, surely, in that way he had. It was nice to merely go along for the ride, but I was tired of being in the dark.
“How? You want to get a job?” 
“No. You’re going to do a reading.” 
“What, like reading someone’s palm and telling them they’re destined to give us money?” 
Solomon rolled his eyes as if this should all be perfectly obvious. He pointed toward the restaurant’s outer wall, to something beyond. 
“That little building I went into while you were pissing at the gas station. You remember that?” 
“Yeah.” 
“It’s a fancy-pants cultural society place. They do all sorts of art stuff. Fancy shit for rich people who like to think of themselves as cultured. I went over because there were two Corvettes and, as it turned out, four Benzes in the parking lot. And two BMWs. Good new ones, not shitty, broken-down ones.” 
“So?” 
“So I told them that I represent the famous writer Cooper Bishop.” 
I laughed. But Sol was serious. “After they kicked you out, what did they do?” 
“You have so little faith. You’re booked for tonight.” 
“But nobody knows who I am!” 
Sol sat back and ate a french fry, clearly enjoying my reaction. “I can be very convincing.” 
“I don’t have any books — ” 
Solomon cut me off, sounding almost annoyed. “Oh, like you can’t charm your way across some snooty crowd stupid enough to pile in for something I made up. Don’t be a pussy. The woman running the place is, like, ninety years old, and by the time I was done she was convinced you’re the next Faulkner and she’s just conveniently missed all the news about you. And besides, it’s not about being real. It’s about putting on a show. That lady will tell her group of people who want to feel important and like they know shit too exclusive for everyone else to know, and if they sit down, that means they’re already sold on whoever you are. Already expecting great things. You just need to be competent.” 
“And then what?” 
“Then we turn on more charm once they’re impressed. Trust me, Coop. Not the first time I’ve sold someone something that didn’t technically exist.” 
I thought back to our trip. To all the times we’d kept going when by all rights we should have hit dead ends. All the times our money should have run dry. All the times Solomon had vanished, right before something perfect had happened. And all the years I’d known him, wherein he — not just his family, but Solomon personally — had risen to king of his own little plinth. Within the limits of our shitburg town, Sol had clawed his way toward the top. 
“What am I supposed to read?” I said, convinced of Solomon’s part, but thoroughly uncertain of mine.
“I don’t know. Something literary. Just use lots of big words and describe things too much. The more confusing the better, probably.” 
“‘Literary,’” I repeated. 
“Yeah. I told Old Lady Alice that Cooper Bishop was ‘literary as fuck.’” More fries entered his maw. Sol chewed, looking pleased. Eyeing me like someone thinking about not playing ball, on the cusp of being a dick and maybe wimping out. 
I’d never read anything I’d written aloud. I wasn’t thrilled about starting now but didn’t want to be an anchor. So far, I’d just been a passenger. Solomon had contributed the car, the lion’s share of our initial funds, and apparently all of the guile to keep us afloat. I owed him. 
“Fine,” I said. 
We passed the time between then and later wandering the town, me scribbling, determined to make something from nothing.
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“YOU
KNOW
WHAT I LIKE about your book, Eddie?” Allison asked. She was fluffing the arrangement of acacias Eddie had put in the middle of the table as a joke. A moment ago she’d been baking kale in the oven, and she’d overdone it, and now the whole house smelled like burned salad. Eddie didn’t like any of it, but there were two things that kept him from suggesting (strongly) that Allison leave. The first was Tom’s point about Allison’s role, about how it wouldn’t hurt to help her research, and about how this was his way to influence the movie adaptation of his book if he was so damn worried about it — Allison playing an accurate Kay would help what’s-his-face play a more competent Eddie opposite her. But the second was the way she kept touching his dick whenever she walked by, and Sophie wasn’t looking. 
“What?” 
“You think it’s just this simple love story — ”
“That’s not what it is.” 
“But really, it’s literary as fuck.”
Eddie looked at his twelve-year-old daughter. Then at Allison. He wanted to be angry but couldn’t manage it. The depth of Allison’s character research felt like a slap across Eddie’s face: the same style and jewelry as Kay, a mock-up of the same tattoo, which didn’t even make sense since it’s not like Allison could even see the thing, the details gleaned by taking a ride on Kay’s old rocket. But it’s not like Eddie hadn’t sworn around Sophie, even though he knew better and tried hard not to. 
“It’s okay, Dad,” Sophie said. “It is literary as — ” 
“Sophie.” 
“Oh I’m sorry,” Allison said, crossing to Sophie. Eddie thought she might do something motherly, and if she did, he might have to step in where enough was enough. But she merely smiled condescendingly at the girl. 
“You haven’t even read it, Soap. Nobody has.” 
“You call her ‘Soap’?” Then to Sophie. “Honey, does your mom call you that?” 
“No. Just dad. It’s not even short for Sophie.” 
“What does it mean, then?” 
“Sophie … ” 
“It means something, but nobody remembers what,” Sophie told Allison. 
“What does your mom call you?” 
“This is for your role in the movie?” Sophie said it like a simpleton, but Eddie caught a glance from his daughter and knew she found this all as ridiculous as he did. To her it was funny. As was good-naturedly torturing her father.
“Yes.” 
“She calls me Sophie.”
“Any other nicknames?” 
“Sometimes she calls me ‘Groucho.’” 
“No she doesn’t,” said Eddie. 
“And what do you mean, I haven’t read it, Dad? Mom got a copy of the rough script.”
“The script isn’t the book.” 
“Close enough.” 
Eddie came around the table and met Sophie’s eyes. “I don’t want you reading that. It’s weird.”
“As weird as Allison being here, playing Mom?” 
Sophie gave Allison a smile to soften what might have sounded like an insult or judgment. It wasn’t. This was only bothering Eddie. The girls thought it was a gas. Well, except for Kay. She might never talk to him again.
Eddie exhaled and walked back around the kitchen island, where dishes were stacked for the Kay-style dinner Allison was trying and failing to make. When they were away from Sophie, Eddie said, “What are you doing?” 
“What do you mean?” she asked. 
“I mean why are you here?” 
“Research.” 
“And last night? Was that research?” 
A devilish smile. “Sort of. But it was fun, too.” Her hand took him by the belt and brought him closer. Eddie was annoyed. But damn, did her lips look soft. Damn, did she smell fantastic. Damn, did she look sexy in the little getup she’d worn, doing her best to play Kay back when Eddie had met her. 
“You should have said something.” 
“Like what?” 
“Like that you were stalking me. And Kay.” He touched her wrist with its dual bracelets — a Kay signature item. 
“Not stalking. Research.” 
“You still should have told me.” 
“Then I wouldn’t have gotten a genuine reaction. Is it too soon to ask how I did?” 
“Did?” She couldn’t possibly be asking what he thought she was. “You mean … how you did fucking like Kay?” 
“Sex helps define who we are as people. Kay even says that in her book.”
“It’s creepy. You have to know it’s creepy.” 
“It’s not! So I didn’t tell you, fine. But the only ‘stalking’ I did was to read her book and watch some news stuff of the two of you together. I got the henna tattoo for fun. You’re the crazy one if that didn’t make you wonder right away.” 
“It did.” 
“But not enough to stop, right?” She laughed. “Typical Eddie Vale.” 
“Now you know who I am, too?” 
“I know that if I do this, you’ll calm down.” And her hand slid over his jeans, cupping his erection — which was, of course, already at attention instead of limp and angry. Stupid boner, giving him away. 
She removed the hand and leaned against the counter, near the burned kale chips that Kay would have crisped to a turn. “Look, Eddie. I really do love the movies you wrote. I really am a film buff. I’ve been kicking around in LA trying to land a decent part for what feels like forever, and when I heard that you’d written a novel — ”
“Am writing a novel.”   
“Well, I pre-preordered it, meaning I made my local bookstore call me the minute they heard about a preorder, even though it wasn’t up yet. And when I heard you were making it into a movie — ”
“Let’s be clear that I am not behind this movie. If anything, I disavow myself of the movie.” 
“But that’s why it’s perfect that I’m playing her! That’s why I’m here: to get it right! I didn’t even fly in to meet Tom. I wanted to meet you, but when I heard that they’d be shooting in Colorado — which of course makes poetic sense, really — I figured it’d be easy enough to drive in and — ”
“Drive in?” 
“I live here. It’s fate, right?” 
“In Kittredge? Or Denver?” 
“Glenwood Springs. It’s not that far. And Tom asked me to come, okay? It wasn’t even my idea.” She put her hand on his chest and rubbed. Eddie craned to see where Sophie had gone, but dishes were clanking, meaning she was still around the corner, setting the table. “Are you really blaming me? How could I resist, given a chance to meet my favorite screenwriter?” 
The other hand moved south again. Eddie found himself relenting. 
“Screenwriters are invisible. We don’t get girls who chase after us for empty sex.” But as he said it, he caught his face on the cover of Rolling Stone — arranged on the coffee table, like the magazines in the Denver bar, specifically to net him the kind of attention he was getting right now. 
“First time for everything,” Allison purred in his ear. 
Before Eddie could reach for the lower edge of Allison’s dress, which he was about to do, the oven buzzed, and Sophie’s voice knocked him back to reality. 
“Dad!” she called. “Dinner’s apparently ready!”
“Let’s talk later,” she said in the same sultry voice. 
“Dad!” Then, dripping with sarcasm: “And ‘Mom’!”
Allison slipped past Eddie, leaving him dazed. “Coming, Soap!” she said. 




 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
I DON’T
REMEMBER
AT
ALL how I came up with what I read at my author event, and I definitely didn’t run it past Sol before taking to the lectern. I do know I pulled it totally out of my ass. Reached all the way up there. Filled it with prose that didn’t make sense but sounded dramatic. It was nothing like what I’d shown Solomon back before all of this started. That was too crass, too mainstream, too identifiable as something that might have been part of any one of the attendees’ own lives. I needed something obtuse. Something like an M.C. Escher with words. The kind of passage that’s probably laying judgments on those who hear it, and they don’t even realize it. 
Mostly I just tried to get out of my own way. After we left that little burger spot, I took my notebook and pen and found a little park with a bench and the scent of oncoming summer greenery. I told Solomon I needed time. Then I worked, ignoring every stroke of my pen once it had been made, really only holding recollection of my sentences until I reached the ending punctuation. It was like walking through fog. I could see one step ahead and another behind, but that was all. It would be terrible and pretentious for sure. I didn’t want to read it and definitely didn’t want to associate with it. The latter somehow frightened me even more than doing as Solomon asked. These people were going to hear me read whatever crap I’d put down, then pin it to my sleeve. If we stayed in town at all afterward — which we would of course; this was only part one of a multi-layer Solomon scheme — people would see me and think of what they’d heard. They’d think it mattered to me. They’d think it had come from my soul instead of my ass. And maybe I’d have to talk to some of them about it. They’d tell me it was awful or dumb, which it definitely was. Or worse: They’d tell me it was brilliant. They’d ask me what it meant. I didn’t like that. It would be like an actor playing a repugnant person and everyone forever thinking the actor was repellent, too.
So I didn’t let Solomon read it. But when he found me later, after I was done, I had to hit a public restroom beside the park and of course he dug it out while I was inside, and when I tried to complain that he wasn’t to touch my stuff, ever, he waved me off as a bullshitter. “This is different, and you know it,” he said. 
Sol finished the few pages I’d scrawled. I watched, feeling uncomfortable. Then he said, “Perfect.” I didn’t have the guts to check it over to see if I agreed. Whatever I’d written, I supposed I’d find out when I read it in front of a room of people my buddy suggested would be as pretentious as the prose. 
Between then and the reading, Solomon insisted I buy a scarf from our rapidly dwindling funds. Because proper writers wore scarves, and because I looked too young without it. Without something to set me off. But as to the rest — the way I hadn’t shaved in a while and my clothes were wrinkled and a mess; the way I felt weeks overdue for a shower, even though I apparently didn’t stink — Solomon said that was all ideal. I looked like an artist. 
So the time came. And true to his word, Solomon, acting as my agent whether I liked it or not, had managed to fast-talk this little old lady into believing I was more than a hick, and the little old lady sent word — somehow, but how I had no idea. The room was small but full. A front table was stacked with books. Not mine, of course, but as I approached from the back I thought it looked convincing. Someone worth hearing was speaking tonight. I just had to keep them from seeing the emperor naked. 
I read. And the pages were forgettable. I turned them slowly, trying to hide the fact that I was reading from a spiral-bound notebook, like all kids used in school. I didn’t look up; I kept the scarf prominent to prove my age and writerly pedigree; I managed to prevent my voice from cracking into nervous laughter. The room stayed silent. And when I was done, there was a pause in the small stone-and-wood building filled with portraits and books. Then they applauded. 
Solomon took me away. Into the tiny crowd, but into a corner, where he could isolate me. 
“Now what?” I asked. 
“Now we go fishing.” 
At first, I thought Sol was being literal because after making a few well-bred nods and waves, we left the building and my new admirers behind. No, Solomon had told them, Mr. Bishop didn’t have a book for sale yet that you can purchase. No, he requests no subscription or support. He spoke tonight because he’s an artist who loves sharing his art with the world. 
Then we were outside. Alone. It was late spring or early summer, right on the cusp, I’m not sure which. The day had been warm but not at all humid, and without moisture to hold the heat the temperature fell to a chill after the sun fell. We crossed the street in the crisp dark illuminated only by street lights then stepped into what seemed to be an upscale bar. I knew they wouldn’t serve us without ID, not here. But Solomon told me to trust him. To be patient. 
We sat. I was about to ask why we’d bothered with all of that, with the reading, just to come over here and sit, no richer, no farther along, no leads to get us across the Rockies. What was the point? Just to play a joke? To have a laugh at someone’s expense — either mine or the townspeople’s? I opened my mouth, but Solomon’s face lit. My back was to the door. I heard it open, and footsteps enter. 
The newcomers were a group of six, mostly middle-aged. They were right by when the first perked up and said hello. I raised my head and saw that they’d been at the reading. And now they’d found us here. Coincidentally.
Solomon invited them to sit. So they sat, pulling up more chairs to fit our group of eight. They asked about my work. I demurred, and Solomon laughed, saying something about the temperament of artists. And then I understood. The same look was in our new fellows’ eyes that had been in Alyssa’s. I’d performed; I’d channeled some magic. Simple sleight of hand. I’d rattled off bullshit, but that was still something they couldn’t do, something that moved them despite my lack of attention or effort. And now they were hypnotized. From where I sat, I could already see Solomon’s conniving hand reaching, mentally, for their wallets. I was the freak show, and he was the carnival barker, fleecing the rubes in exchange for a good show. 
Hours dragged. The middle-aged literature lovers with their too-fine clothes and obvious jewelry bought us drinks. We all drank. Tongues and inhibitions loosened. But as things turned out, Solomon wasn’t the one who manufactured the turn in our fortune that night.
I didn’t like the atmosphere. It was too tight, too constricting. The bar had filled after our group had formed, and although most of the patrons were just locals and tourists looking for a drink, a few others had been at the reading, and I could feel their eyes on me. The place filled to cloying with the yeasty tang of beer and the pressing feel of sardine-packed humanity. So I ducked out, avoiding questions about my process, my inspiration, and whether writing so soulfully taxed my emotions. I went out back, where there was one overhead light and no one to talk to. I lit a smoke, dragging slowly, and making it last. Bar sounds telegraphed through the wall behind me, but it was mostly quiet out in the chilling air. There were a few cars on the small side street and a handful of pedestrians, but everyone seemed to be keeping voices low in deference to the moonlit peaks in the distance, the sprawling valley between here and there. 
“That was some show,” said a voice. 
I looked over. A girl had rounded the corner. There was no question she was talking to me, though I had no idea why or about what. She had shoulder-length raven hair and brown eyes that seemed fathoms deep. She was thin and petite. The kind of girl you tugged off her feet when you hugged her. 
I took another drag. I’d already pocketed the stupid scarf despite the cool air but was too tired to don my tortured artist mask. I probably looked like a hillbilly kid a few months shy of his eighteenth birthday. But whatever. That’s what I was.
“Sure was.” I had no idea what she was talking about. 
“I guess you really fooled them.” 
I turned, still leaning, so that my side was against the building rather than my back. I felt the corners of my mouth tick up. She was absolutely beautiful. Probably late teens herself. But most enticing of all was the smile on her own blushed lips. A trickster’s grin, no stranger to mischief.  
“I did, huh?” 
“Sure you did. Where did you even get that thing you read?”
“You were there?” I must have been absorbed. I’d have wanted to notice someone like her.
“Where did you get it?” she repeated.
I took another puff. “I wrote it.” 
“Liar.” 
I really, really didn’t want to argue the point. Just as I didn’t know what I was writing when I wrote it, I’d forgotten line by line as I’d read. Despite the crowd’s pleased reactions and the praise of the literature lovers in the bar, I knew it was puerile. But the girl’s manner was playful, and I wanted to play. Her disbelief was just the right kind. The kind that didn’t think me a fool for writing what I had, but instead thought I’d stolen it. There was a difference. 
“Fine. I’m lying.” 
She took a step closer. She wasn’t wearing a scent, but I could smell her anyway. Probably something in that black hair of hers, like vanilla-infused shampoo. 
“You’re not lying?” 
“I just said I was lying.” 
“You really wrote that?” 
“Was it good?” 
She shrugged, noncommittal. “Who are you, really?” 
I extended a hand, businesslike, for shaking. “Cooper Bishop. And you are … ?” 
“You aren’t from around here.” 
“I’m not?” 
“And you’re not an author.” 
“Okay.” 
“Even if you wrote that. What you read. You’re still not an author — not really.” 
“You attend a lot of snooty lit readings, do you?” 
“My father does. It’s his business. Sometimes when I’m bored, I go too.” 
“What business?” 
“He’s in movies.” 
“An actor?” 
“A producer.” 
I took my final puff then dropped the butt and ground it out. Exhaled. “I’d like to write movies,” I said. 
“Dad says it sucks. He’s always fighting with writers. Or with people who are fighting with the writers. He says he understands, though. They want to do something one way just because, but a movie isn’t a book. It’s a little business, with lots of employees. Or a big business. So the movie has to serve the business. It’s all profit and loss. But try telling that to a writer when the script doesn’t test well and needs to change so the business can make money.” 
“So you’re saying I shouldn’t come back to your house and talk to your dad about making my notebooks full of bullshit into films? That he’ll blunt my artistic integrity?”
The girl bit her lip. Eyes flicked away — the first sign of demurring she’d displayed since starting with her show of dominance. “I’m not saying you shouldn’t come back to my house.” Then she was beside me, back to the wall, lips slightly parted, chin tipped down, and eyeing me sideways.
“I’m just kidding,” I said, coming away from the wall to face her. 
“You are?” 
“I don’t have any artistic integrity.” 
She laughed. 
“What’s your name?” I asked. 
“Scarlet.” 
The word seemed to hang on the air then vanished on the breeze as I pressed Scarlet to the wall and kissed her. 




 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
SUMMER PASSED. 
I SEEMED
TO have learned something from how I left Alyssa — learned in the way a kid learns only after touching a hot stove. The lesson wasn’t conscious at the time, but I found myself eager to waste my hours with Scarlet, to hang around, to stay even when some primal tug inside kept telling me to go. Scarlet lived in Aspen: Solomon’s arrow firmly striking the target’s center. But whereas Sol had originally meant to maneuver some money out of a rich sucker — willingly given, of course, and they’d thank him for the favor — he was more than happy to stay at Scarlet’s invitation. In one way, the jig was up. Scarlet saw through Solomon as easily as she saw through me. No long cons there; we wouldn’t be convincing her we were anything we weren’t. Within twenty-four hours she’d somehow dragged our entire histories from us: Festus, my father and Solomon’s distant family, the trip, the car, even the storm. The only thing I couldn’t bring myself to tell her about was that last morning with Alyssa. It wasn’t that it felt too personal. It felt more like a jinx on the present, and something that festered all rotten inside me.
But once Scarlet knew us for our real selves, she seemed to like us fine. I wasn’t a famous writer or even a promising up-and-coming one, but did my own sort of writing, if that’s what you call it, and the way I dismissed it seemed to enamor her more than if I’d been proud. She asked me to read what I wrote and of course I said no, but still she liked me and wanted my touch. Maybe she liked the way I seemed to care about nothing, though I felt sure she could see through it all, to whatever I was hiding inside. She even liked Solomon. In a way, she was the perfect mix between us. She wasn’t particularly creative but was a great admirer of creativity; she knew the names and histories of all her father’s fancy paintings and sculptures. And yet she was shrewd. Her father’s daughter, surely, though I never met him. He made deals for a living, trading large sums like playing cards. And Scarlet was the same, or had a similar mind. She and Solomon would discuss her father’s deals. Sol wanted to know all about the business of movies, said he might like to agent once we made it to LA. And so they talked. And talked. And talked. 
When they finished talking and Sol struck out into the town for God knew what — making deals, greasing palms, lining our future like dominoes, perhaps — Scarlet and I fucked. And fucked. And fucked. Her father, a widower, was gone on some production or other. Help ran the house, with an aunt down the road who was supposed to check in but never did. The maids and servers didn’t ask questions when we pushed past them, into a room they were supposed to dust or vacuum or set to order. We fucked in her room. We fucked in her father’s bed. At night when the help was gone we fucked in the kitchen and in front of a fireplace it was too warm to light. Solomon told us to knock it off. But it was Scarlet’s house, not his, and so we made a game of making him a prisoner, fucking outside his room while he slept, laughing.
There was no need to move on. We all three knew it would end sometime (Scarlet’s father would come back someday, and I still had dreams of the coast), but for the summer of 1992 we were happy to stay and drink and smoke pot and screw on million-dollar balconies spilling out onto the lushest of vistas. We had our routine. Scarlet was out of school and was too rich for a job, so we played an odd kind of house while passing the time. Scarlet became my temporary wife, and Solomon our conniving, deal-making son. We woke well after the sun rose, made coffee ourselves, then let the cook make us breakfast when he arrived for the day. We usually got high with the cook after breakfast — a kid named Jason, cool, age twenty. I got the impression that Scarlet got high with Jason all the time, but never took him to bed because he seemed to be gay. Then Sol left the place like an executive heading off to work. Scarlet and I killed the day in a dozen ways, not all of them hedonistic. We had civilized lunches on the patio. We took hikes. We reclined in the soft plum-colored couch in the two-floor living room with its surround sound, watching movies on an enormous projection TV. We listened to bootlegs of Seattle bands, of which Scarlet had plenty. Sometimes we went into Aspen proper and sometimes trekked up to Glenwood Springs. Once, just to fuck with me, Scarlet arranged another reading: the return of the famous Cooper Bishop. It was a joke, but this one was arranged a week in advance and by the time the day came there was no backing out because the seats had all sold out — or run out, maybe, because admission was free. Word had spread about me and my pretentious bullshit, so the crowd had doubled to watch me shovel more. 
Time passed in a fantastic blur. Whereas we’d previously only been away from Kentucky for weeks and it had felt like forever, our three months in Colorado passed in a blink. I didn’t want it to end, even though I knew it would … and should, because more lay ahead. It was July before we knew it, then August. The weather grew hot but always cooled at night. And one evening, toward the end, as all three of us sat looking out on the valley, dreaming and feeling the presence of a grave ending hanging above us ignored, I felt a wave of sadness. This was the last of it. We couldn’t stay forever, even as much as Colorado had captivated me and would forever stay a treasure in my mind. For me, this would always be a sanctuary. The place where I’d been reborn into my new life. The place I’d always feel safe, and return to again and again in my dreams. 
“If you don’t have a car, you can’t leave.” Scarlet said it playfully, but like she totally meant it. We were side by side in one of the big, plush lounge chairs, in long sleeves in the dark, the house empty, Solomon drinking something brown in a tumbler as he sat beside us. Scarlet hugged her body against me as she spoke, and the tone of her voice was a punch to my gut.  
“I bought a car yesterday. I’ll just need a ride in to pick it up.” Solomon turned and smiled. “Or, if you won’t take us, I guess we can hike.” 
“How did you afford a car?” I knew he’d been hustling in town, but how much could he have possibly accumulated?
“It’s a piece of shit Taurus with almost 200,000 miles,” Solomon explained. “But it’ll get us the rest of the way.” 
“And we’ll have enough money left to … you know … eat?”
Scarlet fidgeted beside me. She didn’t like this talk. It felt like wrapping up, tying loose ends before hitting the road. We still had a few days, and I intended to take them, but the tidying threatened those final hours with woe.
“Have I failed you yet, Coop?”
Scarlet hugged tighter to me. “Why don’t you just stay?” 
I chuckled. 
“Seriously. Stay here. Leave the house, of course, but when my dad comes back I’ll introduce you. He’d love you guys.” 
“Except for all the dirty stuff I’ve done with his daughter.”
“Solomon, he’d love your mind. He might even want to work with you. Or he’d introduce you to people. Or you could just find things on your own. You probably already have. Probably already know everyone worth knowing in town. Half with connections to LA anyway, up here, and it’ll be even more so if you stick around until ski season.” 
Solomon nodded, almost thoughtful. 
“Scarlet … ” I said. 
“And you. Write something. Show him.” 
“I can’t write. You’re giving me too much credit.” 
“I know what I heard.” 
“I pulled something out of my ass.” I sipped from my Coke. “Twice.” 
“You could do it, Cooper.” 
“Do what?” 
“Write a movie. Write for a living.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” 
She was staring right at me, apparently serious. Scarlet was as hard-edged as me; it was strange to see this pleading look in her dark brown eyes. I couldn’t laugh this off. I thought we’d all agreed on what had to happen next, but apparently the wrinkles hadn’t been ironed out after all. 
I didn’t know what to tell her. She’d shown me scripts her father had produced, including a few under wraps, highly confidential for the time being. The art fascinated me, and for a few days I’d imagined that life, wondering if I could live it. But I kept coming back to what she’d said about the writers, producers, and business. Mixed in with it for me was an echo of my father before leaving Festus. I didn’t know what I wanted for my writing, if anything, but couldn’t stomach what Scarlet described. She painted the writers as well-paid whores. And that was the word she used, same as my father: whores. The worst thing about Scarlet’s proposal wasn’t the intimidation of trying to write for her father. It was a sneaking suspicion that if I kept at it, I’d pull it off. Not brilliantly, but competently. And I’d be paid well. As a whore. Then I’d be trapped, just like my old man had said. Snared by a honeytrap I didn’t have the strength to pull myself from. The idea had been circling inside my mind for weeks, and had even bled into the pitiful bit of writing I’d managed to put down on paper, using her father’s electric typewriter because his computer intimidated me.
“Stay here. We can date like normal kids, like we just met. Keep being my boyfriend.” 
“Is that what I am?” The word both pleased and frightened me. 
“You won’t like Los Angeles. It’s pretty and warm, but under the surface it’s rotten. The people aren’t like you. They’ll eat you alive.” 
I laughed. Who, me? I was tough. I had skin as thick as a wallet. I was young up-and-comer Cooper Fucking Bishop, according to the Glenwood Springs Cultural Society.
Solomon stood and went inside. Maybe to refresh his drink or possibly because this had become personal and he wanted to give us time alone. Once he was gone, Scarlet shook her head at me. It was hard, seeing this strong girl so pleading. 
“Stay, Cooper. Make your life here.” 
“How?”
“I told you how.” 
“And what, we get married later on?” 
“Maybe.” 
I sighed. 
“What?” 
“I’m not good at that. At being with someone.” 
“You’re with me.” 
“Only because I know it’ll end.” 
She looked away. 
“Scarlet.” 
She looked back. 
“I know who I am. I’m not the kind of person who can lie to myself. You’d know it if you read my writing.” 
“So let me read it.” 
I shook my head. “I’m broken. My dad fucked me up. And my mom, when she left. The person I’ve been, here with you? That’s not really Cooper Bishop. Cooper’s a shit. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I don’t want you counting on me.” Alyssa flashed into my mind, just one of too many images I’d like to forget. “Because I always leave. I always ruin things. I always hurt the people who are stupid enough to love me.”
“I didn’t say I love you.” Now Scarlet was pouting. She looked at me hard, waiting for my words. Then she looked away, hurt.
“Scarlet.” 
She shook her head. Tears brimming. 
“Scarlet.” 
She looked up again. She was close. Her body was warm, a welcome comfort in the cool night. But seeing those tears was painful. I wanted to wipe their precursors away before they spilled. 
My voice soft, I said, “I’ve thought about it. Believe me.” 
“Thought about what?” 
“Staying. And it’s like you said. I could keep working scripts until I figured it out. It would feel more like work than whatever it is I do now, but I could make it happen, probably. I even thought of asking you to talk to your dad, like you said. I’ve imagined a fantasy. Me and you. Here in Colorado. Forever. I’d write shit I didn’t like, and your dad would beat me up over it — ”
“It’s not really like that. I was exaggerating.” 
“And Solomon would do whatever; it doesn’t matter; I don’t know. In the fantasy he’s my agent, maybe.” I sighed. “And it all sounds great — some kind of delirious love story. Except that I know me. It would end badly.” 
“I know you, too.” 
“You don’t. Right now you like me. Right now, I could see us together. And right now, with you, I feel … well, I’ll just say this is the best it’s ever been. But that’s why I have to go. Because it’ll go bad if I stay. And I like liking you. I like that you like me. I want to remember this as it is. The happy ending.” 
“Except that it’s not a happy ending if you leave,” Scarlet said. 
“It’s as happy as it can be. I can’t sit still. I’ll fuck around; I know I will. I’ve never had a girlfriend I haven’t cheated on. Repeatedly. And I have these … these fugues. When my writing goes dark. I’ve learned to see it coming. And I know it’s coming now, based on what’s showing up when I sit at your dad’s old electric. I get depressed. Bad. I drink a ton. I take drugs to make it all go away. Not like we’ve been doing, but bad. You’ll hate me.” 
Scarlet shook her head. “I won’t hate you.” 
“That’s even worse,” I said.
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DOWN the mountain, maybe twenty slow miles on winding roads. It was a big brown structure that was as understatedly beautiful inside as it was outside, like Kay herself. She was thirty-five — five years younger than Eddie and nowhere near showing signs of age as far as he could see. But Eddie had to admit that his perception was probably biased; the shine of Kay’s soul was strong enough that he usually saw her as frozen in time: the eighteen-year old girl with the features that shouldn’t work together but somehow did. Her lips were a little too big; her eyes were a little too far apart; her nose was, by traditional standards of beauty, just a little too broad. But the whole was so much more than the sum of its parts. Everyone agreed Kay was too pretty for Eddie. Too good for him in so many ways. 
“Knock knock,” he said, opening the door. He looked back at Sophie. “I’m not reading the clock wrong again, am I?” 
“She’s probably in her studio.” 
“What, painting?” 
“Doing yoga.” 
“Oh. A yoga
studio. I figured it was just called a ‘room.’” 
Sophie dropped her bag onto the couch as Eddie took two tentative steps into the foyer. The place wasn’t nearly as big or nice as his own, even though Kay made just as much money. But that was one of the many differences between them: Eddie spent, on everyone. Kay saved. Not because she needed the nest egg (she had plenty), but because she was at least tangentially Buddhist, and possessions had a way of owning you. Although, he thought with a small measure of vindication, that didn’t stop her from having a dedicated yoga studio.
“She’s been calling it that for years,” Sophie said. “Even in California.” 
“To be fair, I was an absentee for most of those years.” 
“Not something most people would brag about, Dad.” She didn’t roll her eyes, but it was close. Teenager to the bone, even though she was still on the cusp at twelve.
“That wasn’t my fault.” 
Sophie gave him a look that said this wasn’t her argument then pressed buttons on her mother’s stereo until music filled the room. Nirvana. Cobain was dead, but his spirit lived on.
“You know, you’re supposed to slam your door before playing music when your parents are stupid and don’t understand you,” Eddie said. 
This time he did get an eye roll. And Sophie went through a door, probably to find her mother. 
Eddie walked forward, into the living room. The wall, like the one in his new place, was all windows. The view was similar, albeit farther down the hill. It wasn’t as grand, but might be better. He couldn’t see the haze above Denver. And at night, from here, you probably couldn’t see its glow. 
He went to a side table. Below it was a pair of five-pound weights. Sophie’s or Kay’s, he didn’t know. There were photos in small frames on the top. He picked one up and looked at it. A typical family scene, taken at the top of a ski hill, with everyone’s gear on, except that another man was playing the fatherly role to the little girl of maybe four or five. Didn’t the photographer know better? This photo never should have been taken. Anyone could come in here, pick up the photo, and assume this imposter was Sophie’s father. 
“I see you’ve made yourself at home.” 
Eddie turned. Kay was walking across the room in tight-fitting yoga clothes, her feet bare. Her dirty blonde hair was in a ponytail. It was the most casual of looks, but she struck Eddie as stunning. 
“Who is this? Is this Bob?” 
“And I see you’ve left your shoes on. That’s great.” 
Eddie looked down. Then he made an apologetic noise and shuffled backward, using his opposite foot to tug the shoes off and leave them by the door. “Sorry. I meant to do that.” 
“That sounds familiar, coming from you.” 
Eddie watched Kay cross to the open kitchen, where she filled a bottle with water. He held up the picture again. “So. Bob?”
“You didn’t even know Bob. I stopped dating him a year before you reentered our lives.” 
“Yes, but I’ve heard so many stories. I feel like I know Bob. Because you do such great retellings of The Bob Years.” Kay sat on one end of the couch. Eddie tried to plop beside her, but she rearranged the pillows where he was going to sit at that exact moment, so he sat in the big chair opposite instead. 
“You know The Bob Years,” Eddie went on. “Why, I remember what I was doing in Bob-aught-seven, when — ” 
“So you’re sticking around, then?” Kay interrupted, looking pointedly at the door.
“I wanted to swap Bob tales.” 
“So this is funny to you?” 
He set the photo on the coffee table, careful to prop it up on its little easel. “Is there something going on here?” 
“How’s your fresh start in Colorado coming along?” 
“You asked me this yesterday.” 
“Yesterday, I didn’t know you’d invited Los Angeles to Kittredge.” 
“What, the movie?” 
“Yes, the movie!” 
“What about it?” 
Kay tipped her head to the side — a condescending gesture he remembered from back when they were together. “Last I heard, you were trying to get away from that lifestyle.” 
“Which lifestyle?” 
“Your badass rockstar lifestyle. In which Eddie Fucking Vale is everyone’s darling, and standing in line for a piece.” She gave a cynical little smile. “Or at least, wants to offer him one.” 
“I didn’t know about the casting guy until a few days ago — like, that he’d be coming to my house. Come on now. I’m not asking to be involved with the movie at all. You know that. I hate it. I have artistic differences with the producers.” He held up his fingers and thumb, straight, pressed together in a little teepee to indicate artsiness. But when Kay’s arms didn’t uncross, he lowered his hand. “Oh, what, you’re not seriously blaming me for anything having to do with the abortion masquerading as an adaptation of my book. Like I have any control over that. Like I even want any.” 
Kay stood. “No. No. It’s my fault. It was dumb of me to think you could change. You always want to change, and I think you actually think you are at least some of the time. But then things conveniently happen, like a casting director bringing a pretty young actress to your house.” 
“Is this about the movie, or about Allison?” 
“I’m not sure yet.” Her eyebrows raised. “So did you have sex with her?” 
Eddie’s eyes ticked toward where Sophie had vanished. Sophie, who might give her mom a report about who had slept where last night.
Kay laughed. 
“It’s not like that.” 
“It’s fine. Screw who you want to. It’s none of my business. I just thought you were trying to help yourself.” 
“I am!” 
She held up a hand, palm out. “This isn’t about me. It’s about you. Before we left, I thought you agreed that LA was killing you. But I guess that was just more of your bullshit. Again, my fault. I should know better by now.” 
“Kay … ” 
She laughed harder. “Eddie.” 
“Look. You don’t have to do anything I say. You’re a big boy. You don’t have to give me a report. Go ahead. Drink and get high. Fuck whoever. Then sit down in front of your goddamned typewriter and don’t write a thing, so you can be a goddamned media darling instead of an author. That’s your business.” 
“I left LA! For you and Sophie!” 
Kay’s eyes flicked around. He’d spoken too loud, and now Sophie would hear.
Quieter, he said, “They just wanted my thoughts on casting. That’s all. I didn’t want to meet the guy. Or Allison. But they wanted my opinion.” 
“I’ll bet you didn’t have to meet the male lead, though. Not the guy who’s playing you. No. Just the piece of ass who’s playing young me.” 
“She just wanted to know more about you.”
“I saw how she’s being like me, right down to the tattoo.” Hands went to hips. “So tell me. Is she like me all the way? How is she in the sack?” 
Eddie didn’t want to answer. They’d had sex twice last night. Sophie was a few rooms away — a good girl, pretending she was naive enough to think they were having a sleepover. But who was he fooling? 
Kay came forward. He thought she might yell in his face, or maybe slap him — something she’d never done, even when he’d deserved it. Instead, Kay did something so much worse. She touched his face. Gently. Ran her slender fingers across his stubble, making it rasp. 
“Go home.”
“What are you doing for lunch? Let’s have lunch.” A sarcastic smile tipped the corners of his mouth. The expression, inappropriate, was automatic, like kicking when a doctor strikes the patellar tendon with a hammer. 
“Go home,” Kay repeated. “You look like shit.” 
“I’m going for disheveled. You don’t approve?”
“I’m glad you look like shit. You look your age.” 
“Now that’s something a guy likes to hear.”
“It means you’re not drinking. Or using. Not too much, anyway.”
“If clean living is making me look old and ugly, maybe I should go back.”
This time, Kay smiled. And not cynical at all. This one was compassionate. But the kind of compassion a doctor has for a patient who can’t help himself, or a mother for a kid who’s too dumb and pathetic to know any better. He thought she might repeat one of her standard refrains, maybe telling him that hydration and proper nutrition would, of course, bring this corpse back to vibrant life without need of mind-altering substances. But she spared him. He’d heard it all again and again, on a loop. 
“I was serious about lunch,” he said. 
“I know you were.” 
“So?” 
“I don’t think so.” 
“Dinner. Any night. Pick a day.” 
The hand was still on his cheek. He’d smiled into her touch, but now the expression felt like an absurdity. His facial muscles should take the hint and stop embarrassing themselves. 
“I’m glad you moved away from LA,” she said. 
“Me too.” 
“And I hope you’re telling me the truth about the movie. That it’s just a coincidence. That you won’t suddenly be consulted all the time. That your old buddies won’t be hanging around, now that they’re here, too.” 
“They’re not here, too,” Eddie said. But that was a technicality. Almost a lie. Because of course the movie would be shot largely in Colorado. They were location scouting in the mountain towns now, and Denver would be masquerading for Los Angeles. The people would come. And bring the old vices. 
“I’m glad you’ll be able to see your daughter.” 
“Like a big, happy family.” 
“But honey. Sweetheart. You have to know.” The opposite hand went to Eddie’s other cheek. Still soft. Still caressing his salt-and-pepper stubble.
“There are so many things I don’t know.” 
“You have to know that you and me? We’re over. Everything has its day, and we had ours. That’s behind us now.” 
Her eyes flicked to the band tattoo circling my ring finger. Her big eyes softened further, almost in pity. Why had he had the thing inked? Kay had never gotten one in kind, and they’d been broken up by the time he’d done it. Then he practically hid it from her, as if he intended to marry the woman without her knowledge or permission.
“Things change. People change.” Eddie tried another cavalier smile, but this one felt several sizes too small. He spread his arms as Kay straightened. “I mean, just look at me.” 
“You can’t change,” she said. 
“Ouch.” 
“I don’t blame you. Not even a little. Even when I get mad, I don’t actually blame you. You are who you are. It’s who you’ve always been. I knew that when I met you. It’s not even bad. It’s just not compatible with who I am and what I need. I told you all of this when we met. You were just too adorably stubborn to listen.”
“Kay … ” 
“Don’t.” She raised a hand to stop him. “You know I’m telling the truth. You do, if you’re honest. And I know you can be honest. I’ve read your writing. You’re honest there, even if you were never good at opening enough to tell me stories of you in real life.” She smiled, sincerely this time, to show she only meant to remind him of their constant argument rather than to reopen a wound now that it had finally begun to scab over.
Eddie sighed. Looked away. 
“You’re good on your own. When we were together, you were … ” She seemed to search for a word.
“Happy?” 
“Restricted. Confined. Restless.” 
“Oh come on.” 
“Not everyone needs someone,” she said. “It’s okay.” 
“You do.” 
“But you don’t.”
“I’ll fake it.” Another smile. But this one hurt; it felt like an acid brand, scalding as he held it in place. 
But Kay didn’t answer that one. She just watched him, almost lovingly, until Eddie crossed to the foyer and put on his shoes without a word. He could argue, but they’d had this fight too many times. Besides, what ground could he stand on? She was right. The part of Eddie that wanted Kay was some sort of a parasite. It wasn’t native to his mind, his psyche, his very being. When he’d been with Kay, back before she’d really been the Kay she was today, the usually frenetic world had seemed to freeze. And it had been nice for a while. But then the itch came, and the stillness felt stagnant. Everything that broke was his fault. The argument that ended things between them all those long years ago had been like the roiling of a storm that had always been around them, even at the start. They’d never really been in clear skies, only in the thing’s deceptively calm eye. Sometimes he told himself that the schism had come out of the blue, that it had been avoidable if he’d only been paying attention. But it was another lie. You can’t run from fire when you’re always carrying a lit match. 
Eddie forced another smile onto his face. To blanch the sting. To make it clear that this was no big deal, that he’d be back, that nothing deterred a truly determined man. Not a man like Eddie. But this smile felt phoniest of all. 
“So I guess I’ll see you around,” he said, his hand on the doorknob. 
“Take care.” 
“Not even a parting kiss?” 
She put her tented fingers on his side and playfully nudged Eddie out the door. He puckered his lips back, and she laughed, seeing them, as the door closed. But once he was standing alone outside the house, the five small places her fingers had pushed him away stayed visible as indentations in his shirt, like permanent reminders.




 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
WE
HIT
THE
ROAD
THE next morning in as businesslike a way as we could manage. The previous night’s mood was heavy upon me, and I wanted to rip off the bandage. But as our final hours passed in relative civility, even my desire to depart with minimal fuss felt like evidence of all I’d said. Maybe I didn’t want to move on so we could rush past the uncomfortable part. Maybe I wanted to move on because I was increasingly aware of how uncomfortable I actually was. 
I tried to tell myself — and Scarlet — that the faster we got it over with, the better we’d all feel. But I wondered if maybe it was more about me than her: the faster we got it over with, the sooner my restless inner self would be free to roam, indulge, and pillage. 
Scarlet and I didn’t know what we were to each other; we were too young, I imagine, to make honest sense of our feelings. We might have pretended it was love, but teen love isn’t like real love; it’s white hot and urgent, churning in the gut like an animal in a cage. We hadn’t voiced it before and didn’t want to say it in the end, so we did what we knew. We sat close. We had sex, more often than should’ve been possible. By the time Solomon and I hit the road, I was bone tired and empty. Scarlet cried a little, clearly holding back. I had to fake it. I’d hurt later, I was sure. But right then, I didn’t have the energy. 
Our parting was profitable. Over my strenuous objections, Scarlet sent us on our way with two things that turned California into a sure shot. The first was clothing. Solomon and I were both close enough to her father’s size that his clothes fit us fairly well. I took two plain shirts and a couple pairs of jeans, astonished when I put them on that such simple garments could feel so elegant, like they’d cost many times what they appeared. Solomon wasn’t as restrained. He raided the closets like a fat man at a buffet, going so far as to check blazers and trousers to be sure there was sufficient fabric under the seams so a tailor could turn them semi-bespoke — once he could afford a tailor and his business required such suits. To me, this was ludicrous, but Sol packed new suitcases with all the world’s gravity. “Clothes make the man,” he’d say or “Clothing tells the world who you are.” This was particularly important for shoes, which also happened to fit Solomon well. I stuck to my Sketchers. We’d make quite the pair: me in old threads; Solomon dressed to the nines. I didn’t question him, though. My buddy always had a plan. 
The second thing Scarlet gave us was ten thousand dollars. In cash. 
I didn’t want to take it. And Solomon, to his credit, didn’t want to either — ironic, seeing as his plan once we’d hit Glenwood Springs had been to gain the confidence of rich Aspen folks and get them to “invest” in us. That’s the word he’d used because we weren’t con men. And so it was funny to see him turn Scarlet down at first, seeing as we hadn’t conned her, and because she actually used the word “invest.” She also used the term “meaningless.” It was only ten grand, she said, waving the stack of twenties, giving me a breeze like the cash was a fan, refusing to accept no for an answer. I got a mental image, hearing this: her father’s bedroom or study with a door open like a walk-in closet. Only instead of racks of clothing, this closet holds only money. Stacks upon stacks of wealthy man’s pocket change. 
It’s meaningless to him,
but it’ll make all the difference to you. 
I still refused. On principle. But in the end I took the cash and clothes for one reason: It was important to Scarlet. The send-off was breaking her heart. Helping us — even with her father’s possessions — was her way of going a bit farther on our journey. 
The day we left was cool for August, but I still opened the windows to feel the breeze. I didn’t feel right, and the worst part was that I couldn’t track down exactly what was wrong. Was I tired? Physically spent? Sad? Maybe guilty? As much as I bled onto paper when I wrote, I wasn’t good at feeling emotion without a pen. I didn’t know the signals well enough to understand them; bad simply felt bad, without further specifics. Usually annoyed felt like nostalgic felt like forlorn felt like hopeless. I’d felt bad leaving Festus, bad leaving the Stotes home, bad watching hopes sour in Kentucky and distant, unreachable dreams seeming to beckon from ahead. But this was worse. This was vacant, somehow, like I’d left something vital behind. But there was a bottle of bourbon in the back seat, so I cracked it open and poured it down my throat. In time I felt better. 
It took a long while to weave through the mountains, but because Solomon was behind the wheel I just let the scenery pass. I was impressed with the vistas, but after three months in the mountains’ bosom they’d become familiar, or interesting in a way I didn’t care to explore; one valley between two peaks reminded me of the view from Scarlet’s east-facing balcony, and the way the sun threw us into alternating dark and light over knife’s edges reminded me of Glenwood Springs in the evening, when shadows yawned across the street, into the town’s nooks and crannies. 
The uneven, broken terrain seemed to last forever. We left the biggest peaks past midday then continued out of Colorado through Grand Junction into Utah, south of Salt Lake City, through the downward-facing arrow of Nevada. We’d ballparked a long day to reach the coast, but we’d left late enough and taken enough time that evening was dawning only around the time we approached Vegas. We saw the lights as a blur along the horizon before seeing it proper, and the dusk was deep enough by the time we came closer that the Strip called loud like sirens at sea. 
I looked at Solomon. He looked at me. We had a car. We had clothes. We’d stopped for food once, spending sixteen bucks of Solomon’s cash without denting our ten grand. We’d need money to set us up once we reached LA, but fortune had finally smiled in our direction. Of course we’d do Vegas, flush as we were. There was never a question. 
The city, bright and loud as it was, didn’t elate me like I thought it might. We got a room in the big black glass pyramid, which was cheap but not as impressive as I’d’ve thought, and afterward we found a buffet that was insultingly inexpensive. Solomon thought it a sublime opportunity to put on his high-roller threads and did, while I showered and put on the opposite. We went to the casino. Solomon played some games he barely understood, lost a hundred bucks, then told me he’d meet me back at the room. I was on my own. Surrounded by activity and noise and not alone at all, but alone nonetheless. 
I got a drink. I bought some cigarettes. I met some girls from Minneapolis. They might’ve been in college, traveling with friends or maybe their parents. Two came back to my room, and around the time the three of us were finishing up, Solomon arrived with a girl of his own. Nobody stopped what they were doing or avoided starting something new. Sol had found weed and some coke. It cleared my head before making it hurt. In the morning I woke with a nosebleed, and the girls were all gone. We left Vegas barely after dawn, exhausted and still a bit high but unable to sleep. Driving west, I couldn’t help looking behind us, toward the sunrise, so different than it had seemed when staring out from Scarlet’s bedroom. 
Solomon had driven most of the previous day so I drove all of this one, through desert, through terrain that was somehow perfectly balanced between brilliant and boring. It wasn’t the bland nothing of Kansas, but there were long stretches where it seemed that there was nothing but cactus, dead, wiry-looking grass, and red rocks in the world. The beauty became banal. The sun rose from behind, baking us, then slid past its peak as the landscape grew less desolate and finally found people.
Strip malls. Houses. Freeways with more lanes, turns, and overpasses stacked too high like the erector set of a daring giant. Traffic stopped us; the air conditioning felt like a precious commodity that might fail at any minute, but never did. The road was a shimmering river of white-hot glass and metal. When traffic moved, the road’s purr beneath tires was the soporific undertone of brown noise, broken by concrete seams into a metronomic pulse. 
The road finally seemed to climb, and we cornered into a sight that nearly stole my breath. 
I pulled off the road, in what seemed to be a designated stopping point flanked by scaly barked palm trees. Probably one placed there specifically by the state of California, meant to give poor country boys like us a chance to calm ourselves lest we drive over the cliff in slack jawed wonder. 
We crossed to the railing. Cars full of jaded Californians buzzed behind us. 
I stood. I leaned forward then spit down to the rocks below. To the crashing waves. To the white water breaking on stone at the cliff’s foot. I looked up across the vast blue expanse. At the limits of my vision, the horizon bent just slightly, reminding me that we weren’t actually on a flat earth, but on a ball. That on the other side of this blue was Japan, inconceivably distant. Seeing the ocean made me feel tiny. I felt dizzy. I wanted to cry and couldn’t say why.
“Welcome to our new life, I guess,” said Solomon, coming up beside me.
The easy part was over. 
The rest, for better or worse, had just begun. 




 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
IT
WAS
STRANGE
AT
FIRST, not having Solomon constantly around me. But by the time we finally got separate apartments, I’d had enough paid gigs that I was earning a living and we’d long stopped dipping into Scarlet’s cash. At the same time, Sol was making money from somewhere, though I never understood how. I asked and he explained, but it had to do with representing this and making that connection and this arbitrage or that exploiting of an opportunity, and so I just zoned out and waved a hand and told him to fuck off and I was sorry I’d asked. I didn’t ask how much money he was making, doing what I could only call wheeling and dealing in my head. I didn’t have to; it was obvious. One day Solomon told me to keep the Taurus. His new ride was black and shiny with a leather interior. Then he showed up with a new watch and expensive-looking sunglasses. When we got together for lunch like we did a few times a month, he was wearing a brand-new suit. Custom like one of Scarlet’s father’s. You could tell just looking at it that it was worth a whole lot of something. 
Living as roommates didn’t make sense, and by the time we were getting together for lunches it seemed about right since we’d stopped seeing each other every day over the dinky coffee machine in our kitchen/rest-of-the-apartment. The shitty flat we’d shared became mine, and Solomon moved into a building with a doorman.
It was odd having him gone, but the strangeness was only temporary because even after he stopped rooming with me, he came around all the time. Always throwing projects at me. “Punch this up,” he’d say, and when I told him that I didn’t know what that meant, he showed me. I did it wrong, got yelled at with Solomon as the filter between me and whoever had sent the work, and tried again. Then he brought me money. For a short time it was cash; then it was personal checks; then the money for these jobs I never precisely agreed to came in the form of company checks that read SOLOMON RYE PRODUCTIONS, with a Venice address. Then they came from RYE AGENCY, LLC, and Solomon explained, even though I hadn’t asked, that of course productions was wrong; he didn’t produce; why the hell hadn’t I pointed that out? But before I could respond he was handing me another script to punch up, and by then I knew how to do it and was hearing all sorts of good things back. Through Solomon. About how I had a natural ear for dialogue, how my wry wit gave the work just the tweak it needed. 
I was working for Solomon for six months or so before I realized it, but the first time I tried dissecting what had happened, Solomon said a bunch of things too fast, and besides he’d come to invite me to a wrap party for something I’d apparently been involved with. That party had vodka, smoothest I ever drank, and the world’s most beautiful women. Solomon introduced me around as the writer who’d done this or that, and people reacted with great surprise and appreciation, applauding me for things I by then barely remembered doing: some joke I’d made funnier, some scene of a film where I’d added a few lines to make it more realistic. Apparently, I’d done it right, and men with many rings shook my hand and told me that they’d love to work with me again. Solomon said of course, if I could find the time. I didn’t know how to respond, so I nodded and smiled. They offered me drinks as if they were buying, even though it was all free, although I suppose that was because they were buying it all. So I accepted, along with a line or two of coke, and the small tabs of ecstasy offered by a pair of almost identical brunettes with tits as fake as their smiles. Then we were in a back room, naked, everything having happened so fast. But it was good. So I stayed. And the next time there was a party, I went to that, too. 
I turned nineteen. I turned twenty. 
Solomon was always at my place, riffling through my papers as if searching for something. I yelled at him the way I’d once yelled at him years ago, in western Kentucky or Illinois or somewhere else, but by then Solomon was immune to my yelling — called it “artistic pride” in the way most people say “infected mucus.” And his hands were on all my shit, my stacks of work, my half-finished short stories that ended on unintentional cliffhangers, my opus that was more like thousands of mini-opuses, related to each other only in that all were disconnected dead ends. And from the stacks (all paper, none electronic; I used the computer he’d bought me as a paperweight and monitor as a place to hang shirts) he’d pull out a script I’d been assigned and yell back at me. Then I’d call him an asshole, and we’d end up drinking, and the script would get delivered to whichever faceless person I seemed to have doctored it for.
I turned twenty-one. 
Solomon told me I was in demand. He informed me that my asking rates had gone up. Since I hadn’t done any actual asking, this was confusing, but then Sol showed me a piece of paper I’d signed where I must have done some bargaining, and it was the last page of a Xeroxed contract. For a movie. Which had hit big. My footprint on it was small, but I was in the credits, and later that week Solomon took me to a theater in an armpit of a neighborhood, my neighborhood, and showed me my name. On the big screen. Then he clapped me on the back as if I was supposed to take great joy or pride in all of this. We went to a bar. The barmaid had bright red hair tied back in a ponytail — not my type, or my preferred hair color, not at all a come-hither way of wearing her hair at all. But still she was beautiful, and when her break came she asked me to tell her what the big-nosed agent guy had been saying about the popular movie I’d worked on, and because I didn’t know what to say about that, I took her into the storeroom and showed her something else. 
I turned twenty-two, and Solomon told me I wasn’t a kid. More and more screenwriters were requesting that I doctor their work. Studios and directors knew my name. I’d even ghostwritten two scripts that did very well, practically in full, for a big shit named Roger Donnelly who slapped his name on my work and took it as his own. That was all fine; prostituting was all part of the game. But now was the time to parlay this into something else. Something better. He reminded me of all my father had said, about how I was a faggot with all of this and how I’d never make it. Well, Solomon said, fuck him; I was making lots of money — plenty of money, he added, to get out of my little shithole apartment. But in another way my father was right. I was selling out. 
“I’m just doing what you tell me to do,” I said. 
“Exactly,” Solomon replied. “Sellout.” 
Then he stalked my apartment, pulling manuscript boxes out of closets, from cabinets, from under my desk. I had no idea anymore which pages had gone where, but Solomon seemed to have filed it all somewhere inside, and as he opened boxes he called off names of places and dates as if the boxes were filled with maps rather than fiction. 
“Kansas City, May of 1992.” He held up a page from the box. “Look. There’s even a tall black woman with short hair in this part of the story. Sound like anyone you know?” 
“I know lots of tall black women with short hair.”
“Reads like Professor Burdin. You remember her?” 
“Put it back, Sol.” 
But he was opening another box. “Eastern Kansas. I remember when you wrote this one.” 
“Were you snooping?” 
“I just remember you talking about it, Coop. You talked about it nonstop. Whatever you were working on, complaining about. But it’s all so transparent.” He glanced at the top sheet. “This bit’s about a writer.” 
They were all about writers. Just like the last one had included Professor Burdin. Just like, if he kept looking, Sol would find himself in countless scenes in my stories. Solomon’s stock character, often without his name even changed, was the trickster. The schemer. The best friend. I wasn’t original. I took what was in front of me, twisted it around and disguised it slightly, then wrote a few thousand words that went nowhere. So what?
“Glenwood Springs, Colorado,” he said. 
“Okay. Fun is fun. Put it away.” 
Solomon opened the box. Instead of pulling out the top sheet, he put the box down on my end table and looked deep, scanning, reading.
“Shall I read from it?” he asked. 
I moved forward. Reached. Solomon held the pages farther away. 
“I remember when you wrote this, too. You told me that you wrote it, even if nobody was allowed to read it.” 
“Sol … ” 
“And you told Scarlet about it, too. Her, I know you remember.” 
For a split second, the comment burned. I wanted to take it as an accusation so I’d feel justified in punching Sol in the face. We’d talked a lot about Scarlet — and by we, I mean that I’d talked and Solomon had listened. She’d given me her phone number, made me promise to call when I had a phone. But what was I supposed to do? Just ring her up to say hello? What would be the point? She wasn’t in California, and I wasn’t in Colorado. That wasn’t going to change, and thank God. We’d had our time. Me calling would only have made the sweet thing we’d once had turn rotten. 
“If I were to read this, Coop,” Solomon said, still holding the pages away from my grabbing hand, “would I find that it’s about a guy who’s wrong for the girl who loves him?” 
“Oh, fuck you.” 
“I’m saying this as a friend, Coop.” 
“How, exactly?” And I meant it as a real question. Not only was I unsure whether I’d loved Scarlet; she was also almost four years ago now. Solomon knew me better than anyone, and knew what would have happened if we’d tried staying together like idiots. What was he trying to goad me into? Calling her up? Why now?
“You’re pissing it all away,” he said. 
“You’re one to talk. How many women have you settled down with and married?” Solomon was probably worse than me. In terms of strict numbers, I got a lot more action than he did, but for Solomon, women were entirely disposable. I felt the departure of each one — even and sometimes especially the one-nighters — like an ache. Him slapping me across the face with my philandering destructiveness for my own good was insulting. Hypocritical. Hell, it was even — 
“I’m talking about the book, you asshole,” Solomon said, breaking my thoughts.
“What book?” 
He shook the pages in his hand. 
“That’s not a book.” 
“You know what I mean. Look, you’ve got cachet now.” 
“Really. Cachet.” 
“You should try and publish. Just to get it out of you.” 
“So you can sell it?” 
“Maybe. I don’t know if you have that much cachet.” He laughed. “No, man. Just for you. I see how you are. You’re a fucking wreck.” 
This time, I laughed. 
“You think I’m kidding? You make good money, Coop. So why do you still live in fucking Echo Park? In this little rattrap apartment?” 
“I’m grounded. Unlike you.” I’d seen Solomon’s latest place, his latest car. I could do that, but fuck it. I’ve never been a show-off. I’ve never been arrogant.
He sighed. Put the pages back. Even closed the box and returned it to where it had been. Then he sat on my couch, clearing papers to make a seat. And he looked earnestly at me as I sat in my writing chair, where I wrote and sold things for other people. 
“You’re punishing yourself,” he said. 
“Get my whip.” 
“I’m serious. I know what you make because I write your checks. I know you have at least some idea of your reputation. And okay, maybe I’m overstating your cachet, but people in the business know who you are. They know you do good work. I’m your friend, Cooper. So I’m telling you, you’re on the rise. California agrees with you. Hollywood likes you. You don’t have to be stupid; I might be a little stupid about it.” And his eyes found his expensive watch. “But for fuck’s sake, have a little faith in yourself.” 
“I have faith,” I said. 
He shook his head. He looked around, dark eyes picking out my many boxes of incomplete, abandoned manuscripts. Around my little apartment. If there was a way for him to see my unwillingness to call Scarlet — not because I didn’t want to, but out of some idea that I was protecting her by refraining — then he’d have looked at that, too. 
“You’re going to die here. In this apartment.” 
“That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?”
Solomon shook his head. Looked like he might speak. Then left. 
I turned twenty-three.
And everything changed. 





 
 

 
EYE
OF
THE STORM
 
 
THE
PHONE
BESIDE
THE
TYPEWRITER rang. Eddie picked it up and heard the hectoring voice yammering at him before word one. Eddie didn’t even have to say hello. The other party seemed to have already started the discussion some time before, and only recently thought to call Eddie and invite him into it.
“ — some kind of asshole. It’s done, right? Tell me it’s done. Because I just got a call from Random House, and they’re threatening to pull the plug if the movie beats them to market. So tell me you decided out of the blue to write this morning. And you actually got something written. Tell me that.” 
“Today’s words have been slow-coming,” Eddie said. In truth, they’d come just as fast as usual. He hadn’t been able to sleep because Allison snored, and had for many of the nights she’d stayed over in the past weeks. He woke her up once trying to make it stop; she’d taken it as a come-on; she’d asked if Kay would take it as a come-on when they’d been together; Eddie had given an advantageous (if not technically accurate) response; head had been given. But after that Allison had fallen asleep despite all the exertion with her fist and neck, or maybe because of it, and had gone back to snoring. So Eddie had risen before the sun. Written somewhere between seven and ten thousand words at a furious pace. Then he’d thrown it away because it was shit. Ironically, it was exactly the kind of shit the Delirious Love people (or even the Random House people, so long as it finished the manuscript) wanted. But that’s what made it so shitty. It wasn’t real or honest. It was sap. Trash. 
“Bullshit.” 
“Where are you? Are you … are you calling from your car?” Eddie could hear a purring white noise in the background. Words on the other end came out clipped and brisk. It was all very Hollywood, not nearly Colorado enough. 
“Where the shit is your house? These streets all look alike.” 
“You’re here?” 
“It’s been forever since I finally got you to talk to Tom, and still nothing has shaken loose on the book. What the hell am I supposed to do, just sit and keep pinching my dick? You understand the basics here, don’t you? Progress on the movie is only a good thing if there’s progress on the book, too.” 
Eddie was listening to the sound of a car coming down his usually quiet road. “Don’t come here. Why are you here?”
“Ah, there it is. Time to mow your fucking lawn.”
Eddie sighed. On the other end of the line there was a grunt of disconnected acknowledgement, and then he heard other noises. Outside, beyond the phone, were the same noises.
“By the way, I hate when you call me from your car. It makes me culpable in making you a posturing prick. The thing you’ve never figured out about those phones is that my rule isn’t just about me not having one. You aren’t allowed to call me from one, either.” 
The car engine stopped. “You haven’t gotten a big dog since I was here last, have you?”
“Yes. But it’s okay. The only thing that sets him off is Jewish testicles.”
The line went dead. There was another volley of noises from outside. Eddie looked at the clock — almost noon. The view was distracting, so he’d moved his office into the middle of the house, to a room without windows, so he could feel like a prisoner shackled in a dungeon and forced to make before the torturer’s whip. It didn’t work, but at least he lost track of time. He’d thought it was still dark, maybe seven or so. Allison was still sleeping, or at least wasn’t stirring. If she wanted to method act her way to approximating Kay, she needed better notes. Kay was always up with the sun and would have gone on two walks by now, with yoga and a green drink between them. 
Ten seconds later there was a knock on the door. Before Eddie could emerge from his dungeon, the door opened across the too-bright room. A suit walked in, filled with his agent. 
“Cujo, come!” Eddie shouted into the house. 
Solomon walked forward. His manner was short, clipped, no bullshit. He was wearing sunglasses — the too-big, round-bottomed kind pilots wore when embracing clichés. Under the glasses, Solomon’s nose was like a vulture’s beak. 
“I guess he’s full,” Eddie said, pretending to be disappointed by the non-appearance of his nonexistent dog. “He ate your mom earlier. Set off by her testicles.”
“Were you beating off in there?” Solomon asked, nodding toward the office. 
“Where are my pleasantries? Aren’t you supposed to tell me how brilliant I am before we get down to business?”
The agent pushed past him into the office. His sunglasses didn’t come off. Eddie wanted to make another joke about how you could never really take the LA out of the boy even if you took the boy out of LA, but before he could gather breath to speak, Solomon was above his typewriter, turning the roller to read all the way down the paper, leafing through the stack on the nightstand. Going through the mess in his garbage can like an addict’s spouse after she’s had enough, searching for evidence of use. Which, ironically, also filled the wastebasket in abundance. So much for what he’d told Kay. It had been true before they’d had that discussion, but how far had clean living gotten him?
Solomon held up a raft of discarded pages. “Is this it? This is it, isn’t it? This is what will get Random House off my taint. It’s just in the trash by mistake.”
“What you’re looking for is in the shredder,” Eddie said. It wasn’t really, but Solomon reading the trash wouldn’t do anyone any good. 
“You’re being a dick,” Solomon said.
“Let’s not compare dicks. Again.”
“But now it’s worse because you’re an elitist dick. Nothing is good enough. Do you know what’s going on right now, Hopalong? They’re finishing it up without you. The movie version, I mean. The screenplay adapted from the novel you won’t finish. And if they do that — if you can’t spend a few fucking hours to put an end on the book or at least get in there and discuss things with Ray like I keep telling you to — then the movie will be made with Ray’s ending — and I mean only Ray’s ending, with Ray throwing shit at the screen like a chimp and you sitting back here just catching the shit and eating it — ”
“Some people say that Freud was wrong about the whole preoccupation-with-poo thing in childhood. But then you came along to prove him right.”
“And if that happens, you won’t even get a say.”
“I believe I’ve signed away my ability to have a say at all. And by I’ve signed it away I mean you signed it for me.” 
“You know what I mean.” 
Eddie didn’t. Or rather: He did, but knew it for the clusterfuck, bizarro situation it was. Ray and the others might listen to what Eddie had to say about the screenplay’s direction and apparently phantom ending, but the contracts said nobody had to obey him. Buzz on Eddie Vale’s first novel was off the charts given his new cult celebrity, but the machine had cannibalized reality. Preorders for the book were already in the hundreds of thousands. Everyone knew the plot’s wireframe because of the preorder teaser and the fact that nobody on the movie could keep a secret, and Eddie had read all sorts of guesses as to how his and Kay’s story, such as it was in semi-fictionalized form, would turn out. All of this while the actual ending remained unwritten. All of this while rumor and supposition hung above Eddie while he worked, shoving his fingers around on the keys, trying to pervert literary reality into the shape of the onscreen obscenity. 
“At this rate, people will be watching it in theaters before they can even read the book. All opportunity for all those early, co-merchandized sales will be gone. We need to do run-up sales. Everyone is already slobbering all over you to read this thing because right now — and I mean for like a month, tops — everyone has big Eddie Vale boners. Now is the time they should be reading your debut novel. NOW, but I’ve got nothing. It’s one day’s work, man. Maybe two. A week if you crawl. Then it’ll be done. Hand it off; I’ll pass it to Brendan for the edit. He just needs one more go on the whole thing, and we can fast track a lot of the distribution. But you know how slow publishing is. So do you want the damned book out or not?” 
“Not,” said Eddie. 
“Do you want it out before the movie adaptation you seem to have a big fucking problem with, then?”
“I no longer have a shit to give,” Eddie lied.
“Well, too late. Shouldn’t have signed.” 
Eddie watched the agent circulate, hands in pants pockets, blazer flapping like low-down pigeon wings. Finally Solomon pulled off his glasses and stuffed them in his pocket. 
“What’s the problem? Tell me the problem. Maybe I can help.” 
“Sure you can.” 
Solomon’s temper slipped a visible notch. “Listen, asshole. Right now I could sit down in front of that thing and write a better ending than you can. Because you’ve got nothing. Nine months for you to write, like, thirty pages, which I’ve seen you do in a day, and there’s not a goddamned thing. So … what is it?” 
“Writer’s block.” 
“Pussy’s block, maybe. I don’t get agent’s block. Never got contract block either. Sometimes my toilet plugs up. I don’t get shit block even when the toilet has shit block. I just get out the plunger and do the damned job.” 
“This is different.” 
“Bullshit. You wrote 90 percent of a book. Those pages made every single one of the acquisitions people crap their pants a little. Now you can’t finish it? You know what happens next. Hell, you do it all day, writing scripts. A movie is a business. Producers won’t just wait for inspiration to strike. If you can’t finish the story, they’ll have someone else do it, and by ‘someone’ I mean Ray. The movie gets made. And then the book becomes derivative to the movie after everyone in the world has seen it, and after that nobody will care about what you may or may not come up with.” 
Eddie sighed. Other people’s projects were easy. His own was hard. And it wasn’t true that he’d written 90 percent of a book. He’d written something like 10,000 percent of a book, and the 90 percent it got pared down to wouldn’t have ever become nine-tenths of a manuscript if Solomon hadn’t spent an illicit day rummaging through thousands of Eddie’s discarded pages, cobbling something together from the messy fragments of his mind. Eddie was a production device. Solomon and the editors were the curators, separating wheat from chaff. “Just write an ending” was apples and oranges from what it had taken to create the work that Random House had seen so far.
“I keep trying, Sol. I’m not kidding; I do try. It just doesn’t … ” He trailed off.  
Solomon’s shoulders lowered as a reluctant sigh wafted through his nostrils. “Look, talk to me. Pretend I understand art, and tell me what the problem is with just finishing what’s already there.” 
That was easy. It just wasn’t what Solomon wanted to hear. Considering that the book was semi-autobiographical and starred himself and Kay in a twist on real life, the ending went like this: boy follows girl to remote location in attempt to falsify amends; boy tries to re-ingratiate himself to girl and their daughter; girl sees right through boy’s bullshit as old vices resurface; boy hooks up with a hot actress to stave off reality for the duration of an orgasm. 
Writing the story that far would just be narration of what had actually occurred. The rest was prediction of the future, but that wasn’t exactly hard, either; Eddie could see the writing on the wall. The problem wasn’t actually telling the story as Eddie saw it. The problem was that as Eddie saw it, the unspooling would simply go on as time marched forward. The boy would fuck the hot actress until he got either bored or too comfortable, because it’s not like he loved her or ever would. The girl would go on with her life while the boy continued to try, increasingly pathetically, to chase her. Boy pines; girl retreats; daughter of boy and girl realizes her father is a mess and either disavows boy or becomes a mess herself. Things go on that way until everyone dies. Life, such as it is, remains pointless. 
That ending was the truth, and he’d told Solomon about it before. The only problem with it was that it would never fly; he’d be sent back to the drawing board to try again. For some reason nobody thought such a realistic ending would be pleasing to readers. 
“Maybe we could do a meta-on-top-of-meta thing,” Eddie said. “In the movie, have a movie being made, and then my character has a happily never after with the lead actress.”
Right on cue, there was a noise from the home’s other end. Perhaps a pot dropping in the kitchen. Allison liked coffee, Eddie knew, but she’d been drinking herbal tea in the morning because that’s what Kay would do. The lack of caffeine made her stupid and clumsy. 
Solomon looked up. 
“What. Really? Allison Graham? She’s here?” 
“Don’t act so surprised. You sent her like bait.” 
Solomon closed the office door, resumed in a whisper. “What’s wrong with you? I know you don’t care about any of this, but this is a substantially budgeted movie. The kind of thing that makes or breaks people. The kind of thing with investors who get angry when things go wrong, then ruin careers.” 
“Oh no,” Eddie said laconically. 
“This isn’t just you. This is me, too. I put my balls on the line for you. Is this how you thank me?” 
“What’s the big deal, Sol?” 
“You fucking the female lead in your movie. That’s the big deal.” 
“It’s not my movie.” 
But Solomon was going on, worked up, balancing his voice between an irritated hiss and a harsh whisper. 
“Look. Be an artiste all you want. But this is my business. And it’s yours, even though you don’t care. You do something stupid to make this fall apart, and we’re both fucked. And I know you’re running out of money. People and Rolling Stone might make it sound like you’re on top of the world, but Cry of Night and the others were always meant to be parlays. Meant to pump you up before a bigger win. I could have played to get us both a bigger cut on Cry, but this was always meant to be the big score. It’s like a chess game. Cry was putting the king in check. But if you fuck up your chance to move into checkmate … ” 
“Is this your pickup line now? Chess metaphors?”
“Goddammit, if you think — ”
Solomon’s face was growing red. Eddie had to say something. So he said the first thing that popped into his mind.
“Sol, it’s fine. I like Allison. I’m not just fucking her. Really.” 
Eddie heard the words repeat in his head, as if time had doubled back: I like Allison. I’m not just fucking her. Really.
Solomon’s mouth paused and then closed, his expression assessing. And as Sol watched him, Eddie wondered, in a moment of vertigo, if he, Eddie, might actually be telling the truth about him and Allison — something that would have seemed bizarre just thirty seconds ago but that now rang with all the evidence of potential reality. He’d known Allison for over a month now. Was it possible they were more than cohabiting? From the outside, they probably looked like a couple, albeit an eerily familiar couple to anyone who’d known him and Kay when they’d been younger. But even on her own, when she wasn’t being Kay, Allison was cool. And Eddie, for his part, was being almost respectable. He hadn’t dashed just yet. He’d told Solomon what he had to shut him up, but maybe this was actually somehow okay. Out with the old and in with the new. No movies were harmed in the telling of this twisted modern-day love story. 
“You like her.” Solomon said it as if trying to understand foreign speech. 
Eddie thought before responding. Then: “Yes. I like her.” 
“Because she’s hot. And has great tits. I saw them in that piece of shit horror movie she did.” 
“For your information, she has many other fine qualities.” 
And again, Eddie wondered if that were true.
“Look,” Eddie said, taking a stack of papers from beside the typewriter and holding them up. “I’ve been writing. Not what you’re looking for, but I’ve been doing it. We’re decent together. Allison reads what I keep every day.” 
Like Kay used to do, Eddie thought. So maybe they actually were a couple — a decent one — and he just hadn’t stopped to realize it before now.
Solomon took the papers and skimmed them. 
“What are these? Short stories?” 
Eddie nodded. 
“And you let Allison read them. The way the love of your life used to read your pages.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Nothing. Look. Just … ” Solomon sighed. “Just don’t fuck this up. When you break it off, do it without burning bridges. And I need that ending. Do you know what your contract stipulates? Practically speaking, Random House can’t take back the advance you’ve been paid, but legally speaking, they have every right to sue you for it. They paid you for a product. You haven’t delivered. The book they have such great expectations for gets less and less valuable the closer this movie gets to being made.” 
“I can’t give you a happy ending, Sol. That’s not how I’m wired, and you know it.” 
The agent sighed. “Then just give me something.”
Something.
And maybe, now that Eddie thought about it, that was possible after all. Maybe the situation wasn’t entirely hopeless — perverse and art house-bleak as it was shaping up to be. Maybe, in a way, his story with Kay had found a conclusion already. It had whizzed by while he’d been sleeping. 
There was another clang from the kitchen, where the recent-woman-occasionally-of-the-house was stumbling through her decaffeinated morning.
“I can do that,” Eddie said. “I promise.”




 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
I RAN
INTO
THE
BATHROOM to take a leak and wash my hands after Solomon arrived. I hadn’t replaced the typewriter I’d bought when we’d first arrived in LA, and it had a strange way of leaking ink that shouldn’t have been possible. It was at least an electric; I’d splurged that far. But given the way the stupid thing kept jamming, part of me yearned for the old manual I used back in Festus. Grandma Bishop’s ancient word machine. It at least kept ink on the page, whereas this one always left me with black fingers. The effect was subtle but noticeable, as if I’d spent my day dragging my fingertips across horizontal surfaces in a mansion, checking for dust the maid had failed to clean. 
When I came back out, Solomon was leafing through my papers again. I threw the hand towel at his face. 
“Hey!” he said. 
“Hey yourself. Put my shit down, Sol, or I’ll stop letting you come up here at all. I’ll meet you at the door. Or at that McDonald’s down the street. You get Darth Maul collectibles with every Happy Meal right now.”
“Don’t be stupid,” Solomon said, throwing the towel back at me. I caught it, crossed to Solomon, and snatched the pages from his hands with their finely buffed fingernails. 
“You’re right. It’s not all of the Happy Meals. Just the ones for boys. We’ll lie and tell them you are one.” 
Solomon nodded toward the snatched papers. “I saw my name in that one.” 
“So?” 
“So what are you writing about me?” 
“I write about you all the time. It’s the only way I can fight back.” 
“I’m not sure if I like you writing about me.” 
“I’m not sure I like you rummaging through my private shit,” I snapped back. “Besides, it’s not you. It’s a character who just so happens to be exactly like you, right down to the way you pick your nose when you think nobody’s looking.” 
“I don’t do that.” 
I waved dismissively. “It’s fine. To pick that thing, you need scaffolding and a crew anyway.” 
Solomon’s jaw shifted back and forth minutely. He wanted to ask more about the pages he’d been reading, but I was hot and cold on people looking at or having an opinion on my writing. Mostly cold. The lines blurred for Solomon, since half or more of what I wrote these days was for hire, assigned by my buddy himself. Apparently, I was doing well in my career. Except that I was writing bland crap that nobody cared about — except that they did care because they kept hiring me to choke it out. I never should have let Sol talk me into giving those readings in Colorado. It was the start of something obscene, when he’d first glimpsed the way average people loved the shit I was embarrassed to write. 
“So are you ready?” he said instead. 
“I don’t know. Do I have to go?” 
“If you want to write full scripts, you need to do your research.”
That wasn’t an answer. First of all, I didn’t want to write scripts. They were alien to me — unsatisfying, distant, cold ways to tell stories that needed pages upon pages to properly breathe. And second, I’d inquired whether I needed to go on this errand, not what was necessary for a person (not me) who wanted to write scripts, full or otherwise. Solomon had answered a question I hadn’t asked. And as a kicker, the answer was about research. That was a word to me like assessment and Bible. I had negative triggers tied to all three.
“Walt has this boner for alternative health; you know that. So he wants a character in this next script to be a movement specialist.” 
“I don’t even know what that is.” 
“Someone who specializes in movement.” 
Since we’d been in Los Angeles, I’d met more than one college student majoring in dance. This felt the same to me, but far more boring. At least dance majors were strong and flexible. Plenty had daddy issues for some reason. 
“I thought the whole idea was to write stories that spoke to your soul.” 
“Yeah. If you want to eat Ramen. Writers with brains know what the market is buying before they start. Right now ‘the market’ is Walt. And Joyce. You make Walt and Joyce love you, all sorts of doors open. I hear Walt’s brother is the VP of something or other at Columbia Tristar.” 
I considered protesting, then let it go. Much of the chip had fallen from my shoulder since our arrival on the coast, and most of my wide-eyed naiveté had gone with it. Festus was only five years behind me, but it felt like several lifetimes expired. It was hard, looking back, to believe I was the same kid who’d lain in Susan Mills’s bed, eyes closed, listening to the rustle of trees while pretending it was the ocean. I figured everyone who came to California’s Glory Land stayed by the ocean forever. But reality was different; I hadn’t seen the open water in nearly a year, even during drives. Waves sounded nothing like Kentucky trees. And creative freedom happened within market constraints, if you wanted to grease the right hands and have enough for food and rent. 
So we went to the damned sashimi bar, to meet the damned movement specialist, for Walt’s damned research. So that I could be creative and live my dreams out here in the land of milk and honey.
Solomon had talked to Walt, and Walt had talked to his friend Lois, and Lois was a networking type who knew everyone. The world’s concierge, able to get anything for anyone with enough notice and motivation. And so fifteen minutes later we were sitting across from a huge woman in a man’s suit who introduced herself as Chris. It was such a unisex name, I wondered if my gender assessment was wrong after all. Chris sat across from us at a little open-air patio under a slatted roof, a toothpick fighting for survival between her voluminous lips. She’d already explained that she wanted to smoke a cigarette instead of a match but couldn’t, even out here on the patio. The world kept right on changing, and smokers were just one class of people caught in the big machine’s gears.
I was bored and restless within minutes. Seconds. I didn’t want to be there and didn’t remotely belong. Solomon was dressed like an upscale pimp, and Chris was as fine as fabrics could make her linebacker’s frame. I was in jeans and a T-shirt that bore an album cover across the front, for a small band called The Goops. On the back was an illustration pulled from the liner comic book. I’d had the shirt made myself, violating many copyright laws. It had taken a long time to get the DIY design just right, but I’d needed something to postpone writing. I’d glanced at myself in the mirror before heading out and had purposely mussed my dark brown hair. I probably looked like someone’s kid who’d been dragged along on adult business, which wasn’t far from true. 
The movement specialist I was supposed to be meeting and learning from, for Walt’s script, wasn’t even there. It was so stupid, like someone with a made-up specialty could afford these days to be a prima donna who only sent representatives. Chris, as it turned out, was the specialist’s friend. I was sorry I’d come, as I’d known I would be.
But then the air seemed to change. I felt it before I saw it. Looking back, there’s no way I could sense her coming, but in my memory I’m sure I did. With the drop in pressure, I heard the sounds around our table become bass-flavored and muted, like someone had stuffed cotton in my ears. And I blinked up. Slowly. And saw the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. 
She was in a long, flowing blue dress. Her skin was almost alabaster pale, but to me she seemed pure rather than colorless. Her mouth was very wide, and it tipped into a bow. Her fingernails were short rather than LA-showy; I saw every detail as she gripped the wrought-iron back of the chair beside me and pulled it out to sit. She slid into the seat, angelically fluid, using one hand to sweep the dress up beneath her, sitting without the jerky, chair-grating movements made by mortals. She didn’t seem to be wearing any makeup beyond her natural colors — lips, cheeks, pale blue eyes — all of which reminded me for some reason of a meadow breeze. But most of all, the word that came to me as I watched her was innocence or maybe purity. Not sexually speaking, but as an integral, whole-spirit reflection of who she was. Maybe who she’d always be. 
This all flashed through my head in seconds that felt like hours, and then I was blinking as she leaned forward before sitting to halfway embrace Chris across a corner of the table. Then Chris introduced her to Solomon. There was an awkward moment where I realized Chris had tuned me out so completely that she’d forgotten my name, but then the girl saved Chris by introducing herself. I barely heard her speaking. I just dumbly accepted an offered hand and said hello. Fortunately, Solomon had already told me her name, so I kept myself present by repeating the ritual inside my foggy head. 
Cooper, meet Acacia. 
Acacia, meet Cooper. 
I felt like an idiot. I had no idea why I was here, and was embarrassed by how I must look. I didn’t only look shabby; I looked disrespectful. Acacia’s dress wasn’t formal like Solomon and Chris’s, but it was clean and refined and elegant and understated. I was sloppy and three days unshaven. When she looked away, I ran my fingers through my hair to tame it. No comfort, thinking back to the girls in my past who’d told me that disheveled looked good on me — that, honestly, it was my devil-may-care, I-don’t-give-a-shit way of being that seemed to be my courting hallmark. This was different. For the first time in a long time, I cared. I cared what this woman thought of me. 
But as self-conscious as I suddenly felt, the rest of the table didn’t seem to notice, with the possible exception of Solomon, who kept throwing me glances that amounted to requests that I not embarrass myself. I felt too young, too immature, too much an impostor. Would anyone here honestly believe I was a professional worth knowing? I was only a scribbler. The movies I worked on, they’d believe I was a PA or a grip. Not a writer. And certainly not a lead writer, with a lead credit, as Solomon kept pitching me. 
I calmed myself and looked over at Acacia. That’s when I realized that if anyone at this table was too young, it was her, not me. She was younger than me and Solomon. I wanted to ask, but Sol saved me by asking first. Acacia smiled and said, “I’m eighteen.”
Eighteen. And a specialist in something worthy of this interview? It was such bullshit. The cynical part of me wanted to laugh, but another part of me held the first in check. I kept quiet, happy to let the others speak while I stayed mute — and, after realization struck me and Solomon kicked me under the table, I pulled out a notebook to begin writing down things I’d need to write the character we’d come here, supposedly, to research. Acacia gave us her credentials, giggling like the kid she was, her wide lips pulling back in an airy, honest smile, playing down her so-called expertise just enough to be modest without falsity. She told us that her mother was a nutritionist and her father was a stunt coordinator. A fascination with health and bodily ability — a curious marriage of her twin influences — had been born early. All of her reports in high school had been researched treatises on biomechanics, on natural human movement patterns. In college, which she’d entered a full year ahead of schedule, she’d taken biology and physiology majors and psychology and sociology minors. It was the best colleges could come to what she really cared about: a build your own educational buffet that seemed on the verge of growing into something almost entirely new. 
The first time Solomon used the word “specialist,” she almost fell out of her chair. It was the most unafraid, un-self-conscious laugh I’d ever heard. “I’ve just read a lot,” she answered. She made a point to say that Chris was a friend, not a representative. And they’d need to finish up in short order because she had an afternoon class, and then a date. 
It was so ridiculous for me to have any reaction at all to anything she’d said. But I didn’t like that last part. About her having a date. 
Who was this other guy? 
Acacia Monroe was mine, and no one else’s.




 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
OF
COURSE I ASKED
HER out. Not really on a date, because that didn’t make sense, but for a future research session that just so happened to take place at a restaurant. I didn’t do it then and there, that first day. I was too ill presented. I wanted to stay small in her eyes, almost invisible, and leave Acacia only with a vaguely positive impression of me. Then I wanted to go home. Shave. Put on better clothes — not fancy threads because I hated them, but something stylish, less I-don’t-give-a-shit. Then I wanted to find her again. Not on the phone, but in person, so she could see me for who I should have been all along. And Solomon, knowing I had plenty for my character research for Walt and Joyce’s script, set it up like a proper (if eye-rolling) wingman. But Acacia told him that she had no more to say — we were giving her too much credit, and she was just a nerd whose use was merely in saving us time by regurgitating facts we could find ourselves by poring through the right books. Solomon pressed. Acacia agreed but said she was busy. I had to go to her. And so I went to campus. She added that she was sorry — she’d only have fifteen minutes to give the messy slacker who already knew more than enough to do his job. 
Coming through Solomon, it all felt like a rebuke. I couldn’t hear her tone, see her self-effacing smile, hear the music of the laugh that had so captivated me in person. So I ended up at my appointed spot far too early, then fretted in a way that wasn’t at all characteristic. Rushing once to the bathroom after deciding I still had time, just to check my clothes and hair. Then I waited longer, sure she wouldn’t come. Not because she was blowing off a professional appointment, but because she knew what this was and wanted nothing to do with me. 
She came. 
We talked. 
I took notes. Stuck to business. Repeated all sorts of questions she’d already answered. I felt like a fool. She was wearing a flower-print sundress, and when she arrived, I found myself fascinated by the way it moved around her like a ghost spinning out from her soul. She turned once, quickly, when she thought someone had called her name. The dress stood a bit away from her in a hoop of swishing fabric, and I was entranced by her long, pale legs. Not in a sexual way. Same for the straps of her bra, visible beneath the spaghetti straps of her sundress. The garment’s usually hidden nature pricked at my middle, but mostly I just wanted to touch her. Her hand, not her body. Her smooth arms, her elegant shoulders. To sit close enough to feel the warmth of her body — a body she talked a lot about because it was her prime instrument of research. So I disguised my personal inquiries as script-related questions, and in that way found out much more about Acacia Monroe: She was a walker, but not a runner; she went barefoot whenever she could, and wore dead-flat, strapped-to-the-foot sandals (never flip-flops) when she couldn’t with skirts and dresses, or dead-flat sneakers with pants, like old school Converse. She loved yoga, sometimes Pilates, sometimes ballet as long as she kept it at a distance because ballet did wretched things to the human foot. She wore a small digital pedometer like old people sometimes wore, to count her steps. She didn’t wear sunscreen and preferred to cover up when the sun was too strong; she ate mainly vegetables and protein; she sat only to rest and preferred to work standing or even walking if the work was conversational. And that last was all I needed. I asked her to take a walk with me — in the interest of proper human movement, of course. But our time was up, and so I asked her to have dinner instead. She knew the ask for what it was and politely declined. But when we parted and I extended my hand, she surprised me with a hug. And that was another thing I learned about Acacia: She was a hugger. With just about everyone. 
I asked for her card in case I had questions while writing. She laughed it off and I insisted, but then she laughed at herself instead, at my assumption that she’d have a card. So I asked for her phone number. We had no paper, not even napkins. So she took my hand in hers, then used the other to write her number on my hand in pen. I sat after she was gone, staring at the feminine script, feeling her grip as if my hand was still in hers. 
I called her once. She was busy and had to go. She didn’t ask me to call back later. 
I called later, and left a message. 
Two days later, I called again, and this time I got her, and she apologized for not returning my earlier call. But then her voice got softer, more couched, and I could practically picture her saying the words. She’d have her head slightly lowered, her wide lips somehow hesitant, as if they didn’t want to say what the other person didn’t want to hear. 
And she told me, “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I talk straight. So if I’m wrong, I’m sorry. But I get the feeling you’re trying to ask me out, not just making an appointment for your research.” 
“Oh,” I said, tongue-tied for the first time in my life. 
“And I don’t think we’d be a good fit.” 
That goddamned first impression. My sloppy appearance that first day. I’d said almost nothing, and Solomon had done most of my speaking. She must’ve thought I was an idiot. Or, thanks to my stubble at the time, too old. Too advanced. Too far up the corporate chain from where she stood, still in college. But I could be in college. If I’d finished high school, I might have been a senior where she was a freshman. 
“I’m only twenty-three,” I said, addressing the most superficial of her possible arguments. 
“It’s not that. I actually like older guys.” 
This thrilled a stupid, vacant part of me. In the middle of my rejection, she was pointing to more years as more benefits, and that piece of my brain was too clueless to see the turn-down through it.
“What, then?”
She hesitated. Clearly having decided something about me, not wanting to say it despite what she’d said about always shooting straight.
“Tell me,” I said. I realized I was begging. It wasn’t attractive. 
“What do you have in mind? Not dinner and a movie. Tell me you’re not that unoriginal, for a writer.”
I thought. Here was my opening. There was something that struck her as wrong about me, as if she could see through our shallow encounters to the philandering, drinking, drugging, sellout, and generally biomechanically unfit miscreant beneath. But she’d held it back for some reason. She wouldn’t necessarily say yes, but I was being allowed a pitch where previously I hadn’t had a shot. 
But what would intrigue her? What would distract her from the person I was, and train her attention on the person that our few, scant, fleeting encounters somehow made me want to be?
I knew the answer. I’d even proposed it before, when there hadn’t been time.
“Let’s take a walk,” I said.




 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
BY
THE
TIME ACACIA
AND I finally went on our walking date, three weeks had passed. They’d been the most fitful, restless, creatively confusing weeks of my life. I have no idea why she affected me as she did. Acacia wasn’t really my type. Same for our situation. We’d met on unequal footing, with me highly disadvantaged. She was five years younger than me, but her bearing and confidence were those of someone five years older or more. She could have been thirty — composed, professional, brisk, and at that stage where people seem to accept who they truly are and stop pretending they’re whatever they once believed. And I, on the other hand, felt seventeen exactly: the backwoods kid I was when we’d fled my father with his judgment still clinging to my back like a remora to the belly of a shark.
It had been almost six years since that day, but from the moment I’d met Acacia I’d slipped effortlessly back with part of myself, the remainder pithed in the present with all my insecurities exposed. I’d worked hard to eradicate the last shreds of my Kentucky accent, studying Mid-Atlantic then Californian English like I’d study a foreign language. There were days, after we arrived, when I sat in a threadbare yellow lounger I’d rescued from the street, staring into a mirror, watching my tongue, forcing my vowels to harden. I’d updated my wardrobe, moving from Appalachian Slacker to Western Slacker. I didn’t spend much, but I had enough. And I knew my neighborhoods, my local haunts. I was the right amount of jaded, no longer impressed with the world outside small mountain towns, no longer impressed by rubbing elbows with show business phonies. And I’d thought that made me as bulletproof as I needed to be, but I was wrong. I didn’t come across as casual and charming to Acacia, at least not the way I saw it. She was the older woman who had it all together, and I was chattel. Even though our ages were flipped, I was sure that was how she saw me. 
It made me desperate. Pathetic. Lost. I’d never begged for a girl’s attention. I took my rejections in stride, because when you swung as many times as I did and cared so little about striking out, rejections were part of the game. But with Acacia, I couldn’t take the rebuffs. She was too tall, too thin, too naturally beautiful with her odd but enchanting features. We were in an upside-down negotiation. I was showing my cards. She had and I wanted. It was a ridiculous start — and certainly not one well known to the young scoundrel Cooper Bishop. 
I asked around about her. Solomon asked around on my behalf. And of course, we found the expected: Officially, she was nobody. A friend had known a friend had known a friend, and when we’d gone looking for someone who understood body and movement, exactly one college kid came up. And yet I was intimidated, knowing somehow that the world had only seen the tip of Acacia Monroe’s iceberg — and yet I was somehow seeing it all. 
I wrote more. I threw it all away. Usually I saved something just to fool myself into feeling my time spent writing wasn’t wasted. But during those three weeks I was highly, highly prolific and yet the least productive I’d ever been. It was the opposite of writer’s block. It was writer’s cancer, growing and metastasizing, worthless but unable to stop. 
When the day finally came, I saw the polite hesitation on Acacia’s face when I met her in the park. The same polite hesitation I’d seen on campus, or dawn as wariness that first day in the outdoor sashimi place. To her, I was a a stray animal that wouldn’t go away. One of those sad people who won’t take a hint. I felt all of those impressions as if she were speaking them aloud, and they made me cringe, but I couldn’t back away. I’d go on this walk. It was okay, if I had to be sad in her eyes. I’d endure good-natured pity, if that’s all I could get.
“Is that what you’re wearing?” she asked, looking me over from head to foot.
At first I didn’t know how to take the question. Was it rhetorical? She could see me just fine, and it’s not like I planned a wardrobe change. I looked down at myself. I was wearing brown distressed leather shoes. I’d traded my usual sloppy jeans for better jeans, my usual sloppy T-shirt for something with a label that had impressed Solomon enough for him to force me to buy it. Other than that I had my sunglasses and a few leather bracelets. 
“I guess. Why?” 
Acacia shrugged, apparently unwilling to malign something I didn’t know might require insulting. It couldn’t have been my fashion. I wasn’t dressed to the nines, but neither was she. Acacia was in yoga pants that clung to her slight curves, a loose top like a dancer might wear, and thin, beat-up sneakers. 
And so we walked. To the water, then along it. As much as I’d been fascinated by the idea of the wide blue ocean when we’d come here, I’d all but forgotten it. I watched Acacia, who was between me and the water, while pretending to take in the waves. She barely noticed. She eyed the horizon with a wonder it was hard to believe I once felt myself. I reminded myself that she’d grown up here. That she’d told me she walked here often. And yet she hadn’t yet grown used to the ocean’s splendor after all that time. I found myself somehow ashamed, in all I was taking for granted. So in time her gaze drew mine to the ocean as well, and I tried to remember how much I’d yearned for such openness both in Festus and on the road — how the promise of reaching the end of the world had once pulled me forward on a relentless leash. Slowly, I found it. And settled into the dual rhythm of our in-time steps on the packed-dirt path counterpointed by the ocean’s uneven churn.
By the time she broke the silence, I was practically hypnotized. We’d walked far from where we’d parked, now facing a long, shallow ascent away from the water’s edge. 
“How are you doing?”  
I thought it was a long-overdue greeting. “Fine,” I told her. 
“I meant your feet.” 
I looked down. It made me realize that I’d been slowly getting used to rubbing across the outside of my pinky toes, a blister possibly in the making at the back of my heel.
“What about my feet?”
“You wore those stupid shoes.” 
I looked up, sure she was being playful. But she was serious, like a diagnosis from a doctor. 
“These were expensive,” I said, knowing it was what Solomon would have said — and not what Acacia meant.
“We can go back.” 
Back? That was unacceptable. I wasn’t wearing a watch and had no idea how much time had passed, but to me it felt like five minutes, maybe ten. It was surely more, but it wasn’t enough. Not by a long shot. 
“Why would we go back?” 
“Because you’re not doing yourself any favors, hiking in those.” 
I looked again at the path in front of us. I supposed it had become a hike, even though I’d pitched a more pedestrian walk. 
“I feel great. These are good hiking shoes.” 
“I should get back anyway,” she said. But watching her, I could see what her face was really saying: I’ve put in my time. I’ve been nice. Now it’s time to part ways and get back to not knowing each other. Seeing it made me panic inside. This was my single shot, and I’d barely uttered a word beyond talking about my goddamned shoes. It was confusing, feeling so hamstrung around a girl. Normally, I’d have thought nothing of dragging a girl behind the wood-paneled restroom, or fucking her against the back of the handball court farther down. Consent was never in question. Desire, meant for me, had always been obvious and easy. Usually, with the right silent signals passed, girls came on to me. I didn’t have to ask, or imply. It just happened. And yet I couldn’t even speak to Acacia, and was diabolically nervous about even attempting to take her hand.
This couldn’t be over. I hadn’t even turned it on yet. I hadn’t tried. I could do it.
“No way. The thing you said about how writers sit too much? I’ve taken it to heart. I’m a walker now.” 
Bullshit. Such thick bullshit, I wondered if she’d be able to see right through it. I sat all day long; I smoked; I’d snorted coke from between a girl’s tits more than once. 
“Come on,” I said, trying to find my normal smile. “You can’t leave me like this. We’ve barely walked. We cut this short now, I’m just begging for an embolism. Or whatever.” And the smile returned, for sure making me look like an irredeemable idiot.
Acacia sighed. “At least take those off, then.” 
I’d heard that before. Usually about my pants, though. Some deep part of my brain had trouble realizing what she was meant.
“You want me to walk barefoot?” I laughed. But she wasn’t kidding, and I knew it for sure when she pulled off her own shoes and socks, apparently as a show of solidarity. Socks stuffed into shoes, shoes dangling by the heel in one hand. Her toenails were painted red. They didn’t match her fingernails, which weren’t painted at all. In that moment, I wanted more than anything to ask why, to know more. 
“Better than those foot shackles. The human foot is a biomechanical marvel. We’re meant to walk barefoot.”
“But there’s snakes and stuff.” 
Acacia laughed, then made come-on gestures. She gave me her shoulder to hold onto so I could balance on one leg, because there wasn’t anything to sit on.
Duly unshod, we continued on. The path widened, brush retreating from the edges. I was still scanning everywhere for things that might bite me, but whenever Acacia saw my scanning glances, she laughed. I forced the feeling down. I finally came up alongside her. Soon we were looking out across the ocean again, farther up, nothing but parched land and brush grass within shouting distance.
“Acacia,” I said, rolling the word across my tongue. It was a beautiful marriage of distinct sounds, the first C spoken hard and the second soft, like an S. It was a name both delicate and tough, like the girl herself. “It’s a beautiful name.” 
“Beautiful,” she said, like she didn’t believe it.
“A lot better than Cooper.” 
She laughed. It was a small laugh, barely more than an exhalation. But it was something. The first chink in her armor. 
“I hate it,” she said. 
“Well, you’d better get used to it, because it’s the name my father gave me.” 
This time she actually turned and smiled. The smile was closed lips and twinkling eyes. 
“I meant mine. I’ve always hated it.” 
“Why?” 
“Do you know what an acacia is?” 
I shook my head. 
“It’s a flower.” 
For some reason, that broke my heart in a wondrous way. Acacia was like nobody I’d ever met. She radiated innocence without being naive. She was wise in her youth, without even knowing it. She was flawless despite features that were charmingly imperfect. To me, her whole being seemed to catch the sunlight, which clung to her dark blonde hair like spun sugar. The idea that she’d been named after a flower? Perfect. 
But she shattered my reverie by shaking her head in disgust. “My mom was a hippie. The kind who’d have protested war by sliding daisies into the barrels of occupying tanks. She’s always been wide-eyed. Doesn’t understand the world at all, and I say this as her daughter.” 
“She sounds sweet,” I said. 
“My dad was always on some set or another, doing stunts for movies. He learned something really fast, and that’s that girls love a stuntman. Even when he stopped doing stunts himself and moved into coordinating, they still loved him. He couldn’t resist the temptation. When he came home, once I was old enough to pay attention, I could see all the signs of his cheating. They were obvious like a slap. His suitcase stank of perfume. Sometimes there would be bras or panties in with his clothes — either oversights or slutty keepsakes slipped there by his groupies. Mom just turned her head. It wasn’t about free love or anything, either. It was blindness. Her letting him make her into a sucker.” 
I looked over at Acacia’s profile, unsure why she was telling me this. 
“That’s the woman who named me after a flower. That’s the woman who wanted me to see myself as a bloom, merely there to look pretty and make other people happy.” 
“Maybe she didn’t mean it that way.” 
I got a single glance. Whether Acacia’s mother meant it that way or not, it wasn’t something she wanted my opinion on. And in that glance I saw something else — something that explained her reticence to accept my advances, at least in part. Acacia’s father had taught her that men couldn’t be trusted. The same dismissive charm that usually drew women to me must have repelled her. She could sense it coming off me like a reek. The fact that we were here at all — and on a quiet section of trail together, no less — said one of two things. Either she was more interested in me, despite it, than she wanted to admit — or she didn’t see me as a threat, and felt she could take me if I did something wrong.
“Let’s talk about you.” 
“Me?” That wasn’t my favorite topic.
“I just told you my dirty laundry. So what’s yours? What’s your story?” 
My usually adept verbal muscles went limp. I became a slack-jawed fool. “Dunno,” I said. 
“Where are you from?” 
“East.”
“How did you get here, then?” 
“We drove,” I said. 
Acacia gave me a glance. It was half-amused, half-annoyed by what she might have taken as obstinance. “I thought you told stories for a living.” 
“I do.” Sort of.
“So tell me your story.”
I shrugged. My usual bravado had left me. The trip was perfect story fodder, but I realized I’d never told anyone much about it. I’d told the page. It felt safer that way. 
“I don’t really have a story.” 
“Your agent makes it sound like you’ve lived a lot of adventure. Unlike me, who’s never left California. Don’t you want to regale me with stories of the great wide open?” 
That was a laugh. After the way things had started, was I the worldly one now? Compared to someone like Acacia, who’d grown up here, a yawn from the ocean? But there was more to my reticence. Our trip from Kentucky to California had held trials and excitement, plenty of daring and intrigue. But there was also my uncomfortable revelation at Professor Burdin’s place, where I’d decided that what made me able to write might render me broken. There was Alyssa: trust and innocence betrayed. And of course there was Scarlet, whom I didn’t want to share with anyone, for all she meant. For all it said that I’d never called her, not in all the years after. 
I tried on a smile that couldn’t have been convincing. “Maybe I’ll write a book someday. You can read my story in there.”
“You seriously aren’t going to tell me?”
“We saw a tornado once,” I said.
Acacia paused on the trail, watching me for a moment to see if more would come without prying. Finally she sighed and resumed walking. 
“Have you started writing the thing we talked about?” she asked, detouring back to the present. “The character based on me?” 
“She’s not based on you,” I said. But of course she was. Of course, now that I thought about it, my subconscious had twisted things that way. It’s what always happened, just like how I tended to write characters who were like me, characters who flat-out were Solomon and others I knew. Originally, the movement person in the script I was writing for Walt was going to be a man. It had become a woman without the top of my mind even being aware, and pieces of Acacia Monroe had spread beyond the script into other writings too, like an airborne disease that couldn’t be contained. “I just needed to know some of what you told us, to inform the character’s background.”
“Just the background?”
“So far, yes.” 
“Do they talk about it? About movement and stuff?”
“No, not really.”
Acacia glanced over. “If it’s only in the background and nobody talks about it, why do you need to research it?”
“Background shapes who people are, even if it doesn’t show on the surface right away. Or at all.” 
“Hmm.”
“What?” 
“I’m just curious. I’d love to write. I can’t quite get the hang of it.” 
“You just write,” I said, as if I were a sage. As if I found writing easy. As if I didn’t write to feed my trash can, which might starve without trite prose in its belly. 
“But what do you write?” 
“Whatever.” 
“No, I mean you specifically. What does Cooper Bishop write?”
I paused, unsure if I was missing something. She knew the answer; it’s why we’d met. “Scripts,” I said.
“But what else?” 
“What do you mean, ‘what else’? Why does there have to be anything else?” I kept my voice light, but I was glad she was watching the path instead of my face. I didn’t like talking about my writing. I didn’t see why any of it was anyone’s business but mine. Writers write. There’s nothing in the code about sharing or explaining or justifying or publishing. It was something I did, like taking a piss first thing in the morning. 
“You just strike me as creative. Obsessively creative. I don’t see you following rules.” 
Now that she’d picked at my psychic scab, I felt myself wanting to become defensive. She barely knew me, unless Solomon had blabbed the public version of who Cooper Bishop was. If he had, I would have to yell at him. Maybe laying groundwork made him a wingman most of the time, but not for girls like Acacia. She didn’t want a rebel. She didn’t want a tortured artist. She wanted a long-term, honest sort of a guy who’d always be true. I was honest. But only when admitting how seldom I played fair.
“So?” 
“So if all you do is write scripts for other people … ” 
“This script is all me.” 
“But Solomon said you were writing it to spec. Because you had a client who wanted this exact story.” 
“And?” I could feel my walls going up. I willed them down, but they wouldn’t fall, and Acacia kept right on pushing. 
“So you’re a ghostwriter. I asked Chris about what you’d done. But it was all work under other names, or tinkering work you’d done on other projects. Then this script that’s on assignment. So I figure you must have something else. Something private that’s just for you.” 
My anger had bubbled slowly through most of what she’d said, but the last two sentences disarmed me. She said them compassionately, like she was looking out for me. And worse, she’d hit the issue in the gut, and I hadn’t even known it was there.
“I’ve tried. But it’s like you said. I can’t quite get the hang of it.” 
“Someone once told me that the solution is to ‘just write,’” she said, handing my own words right back.
I wanted to say something intelligent, but no words came. We were passing a bench, so I sat. My feet were holding up because the path was mostly dirt without rocks, but from the ankles down I was filthy. Acacia turned then came back to sit beside me. Quite close. I usually felt a thrill when girls came this close to me, but this was different. My heart beat faster. I felt somehow cut down, minimized. 
She looked at me with those soft blue eyes. So young. So sweet. And yet so much wiser than me. I thought she’d say more — some platitude about writing and creativity that she had no business saying, as someone who simply didn’t know. But Acacia said nothing. She let her last statement hang in the air — my statement, come back around.
“What’s she like?” Acacia said instead. “The character you’re basing on me?” 
I didn’t bother to contradict her. Of course the character was based on her. And of course, more and more lately, in the extracurricular pages bound for the trash can, new characters were becoming like her. Just as all of my most fucked-up characters were based on me. I’d never let this girl read my work. It laid me bare. Nothing good ever happened to my characters, and if it did, the anti-hero always screwed it up. If she read my pages, she wouldn’t have much to believe in as far as I was concerned. Because that’s one thing I’d learned about the process of creation: Everything is derivative. Nothing is new. Art always imitates life, no exceptions. When a creator aspires to a higher station, he’s not breaking that rule. He’s just kidding himself, choosing for a short time to believe that things might be different. But art always eventually tells the truth, and to know the future all anyone needs to do is read through to the bleak end.
“She’s sweet,” I answered. “And she believes in things that can’t exist.” 
“Like dragons?” She shifted on the bench. Smiled. I don’t know why I felt so terrible all of a sudden, but mood swings were nothing new to me. Just another thing my flight across the country hadn’t allowed me to flee. 
“Like happy endings,” I said.
But answering that way was too bleak. Too goddamn goth. She should have rolled her eyes. But she kissed me instead. 
I was too surprised to kiss back. 
“Why did you do that?” I asked. 
“To inspire you,” she said.
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THE
NEXT
DAY, IT
WAS like Eddie’s world had changed, from farm to Oz. From out-of-focus shapes to a panoramic world in sharp relief. The night following Solomon’s visit to bully the book’s ending from Eddie was dark, full of doubts. He couldn’t sleep. Agitation and pressure had combined the way flour and water will mix to form paste, and for hours he’d tossed and turned, staring at the wall clock in the moonlight, looking at his watch on the end table, gifted by some nameless producer or other who’d wanted to kiss Eddie’s in-demand ass. Minutes had crept by with malicious slowness, and in each one Eddie had watched it all fall apart. 
He’d had a string of hit scripts, culminating with Cry of Night. He was this month’s golden boy, kept afloat by a PR balloon that refused to descend. To see Eddie’s face on all the magazine covers and hear his yammering, irreverent mouth on all the talk shows, you’d think he was flush — but as Solomon had said, the money was already halfway gone. Much of the films’ residuals had been deliberately kept modest to tee Eddie up for the coup de grâce to come. His debut novel — solo, personal, written without the fingers of others upon it — was supposed to be Eddie Vale’s breakout triumph, and the movie that was supposedly based on it was, in predictive terms and buzz, already a blockbuster. But he couldn’t finish the damned thing because truth warred with what he knew the editors would accept. He’d barely written the book in the first place. He’d put the words down, sure — but it had been Solomon who’d laid the pages in order, cut and pruned, and called the resulting Frankenstein a novel. If Solomon hadn’t stolen Eddie’s pages and pitched them, nobody would even know the book existed, because strictly speaking it hadn’t existed until loose scenes had been stitched together like the arms and legs of distinct cadavers. Something from nothing. Parts combined to make a bastardized whole.
So how could he possibly finish the thing? He had no momentum. No direction. Nothing, in the usual sense, to build on.
The previous night, in the dark, Eddie had thought he knew the answer: He couldn’t finish the thing, no matter what he’d said. The agent’s parlay would abort in the middle, collapsing like a flimsy house of cards. Welching on the book deal would earn Eddie an industry black eye. Maybe Hollywood would stop calling him to retouch or ghostwrite their scripts. Or worse: Maybe they’d decide Eddie Vale was forever a whore and never his own writer, and they’d call him more than ever. Ray would finish the script because no matter how hard Eddie dragged in writing the novel version, the movie’s momentum wouldn’t stop. Ray’s ending, to the film, would be an insult. And after that, even if Eddie managed to finish the book with a better ending, it would be too late. The zeitgeist would have absorbed the film. Ray’s ending would become the story’s ending, no matter which finale happened to be true.
Eddie woke the next morning with grit in his eyes, the funk of sleep. He had to blindly reach for eyedrops to lubricate them lest he scratch his corneas.
But then there was someone kissing him with soft, tender lips as he blinked to see. Eddie’s first thought, stupidly, was that the kisser was Kay, but that was absurd. Kay had moved on. Kay knew Old Eddie, and would never see how hard he’d tried to change. How he really had slowed the drinking, stopped the drugs. How he’d come to Kittredge to be near his daughter, having been absent from her life for the first five years. Kay might once have been the love of his life, but she was in the past. She’d made her choice, and he didn’t need to grovel back. Not when he had someone new, right here, right now, who accepted him for who he was, what he aspired to be. 
He wrapped his arms around Allison, pulled her down. She collapsed and rolled beside him, laughing. 
“I snuck in,” she said. 
“Meaning you used your key.” 
Because of course he’d given her a key. They’d been together long enough. She’d been going back and forth, and the drive was over an hour. More of the movie machine had arrived in Denver, and Allison always seemed to be on call. It was silly to make her drive. She could stay here. He trusted her. He liked her. He could commit to her, and to hell with what Kay thought about it all. 
A manila envelope appeared, flapping in front of Eddie’s face. He took it from Allison’s fingers and turned it over, flat on his back, chin tucked down to see. 
“It was on your doorstep,” she explained. 
Eddie looked at the handwriting. “It’s from Solomon.” 
“Your agent?” 
Eddie didn’t answer. He ripped the envelope open. Inside were two documents that Solomon must have been given by the front desk when he got back to his Denver hotel last night. The first was a residual check that seemed to have been forwarded from his LA office, for Cry of Night. The second was a contract for a new script they’d discussed. Not writing, but doctoring. There was a Post-It Note stuck to it that read, Just in case. Meaning that just in case the book crashed and burned because Eddie couldn’t write his ending, the work they’d discussed Eddie accepting instead could keep him afloat after the first check was squandered. Solomon probably wasn’t trying to guilt Eddie into keeping his promise, but the effect was the same. The envelope held a reminder of his rising past, which had led to this moment. And it also held a prediction of the future he faced if he blew the chance he’d been given: heading back to selling out if he couldn’t pen his novel ahead of the movie’s production, doing work for others that didn’t matter and he didn’t care about. 
He rolled, with Allison, into a lancing morning sunbeam. And it was like inspiration blown into his head by some benevolent outside force. 
Clarity descended.
Life was good. Eddie was dragging baggage, but nobody was forcing him to do it. He was respected; he was famous in just the right way; he was and could remain rich if he didn’t blow his big chance. He was in a brand-new relationship with a sweet, beautiful young woman. It was the best part of any relationship: the beginning, where everything was fresh and blooming like a field of opening flowers. 
The truth was that nobody was pissing on Eddie Vale. Nobody but Eddie himself. 
He laughed. It was all so stupid. How he’d felt yesterday, how he’d felt all last night, sure that the world was crashing in upon him. The world was neutral. All Eddie needed to do, if an anchor was pulling him down, was to let go of it. 
The room was warming and bright. He’d left a window open, and he could smell the crisp mountain air. The scent invited nostalgia. A surge of energy struck him, and he found he wanted to spring from bed rather than crawl. He wanted to make coffee. He wanted to whistle. He wanted to drink the coffee outside once it was brewed. And then he wanted to write. Because of course the book’s end could be written. It wasn’t even difficult. The story was his, and that meant he could decide its way. Fable’s casting people had chosen actors to portray Eddie and Kay, and scouting had chosen to shoot in Denver and the hills beyond. But once upon a time, Eddie had made those choices in real life. So if there was to be an ending, he could choose that, too. 
Allison sat on the bed’s edge. Eddie wrapped his arms around her from behind, pulled her back down, then laughed.
“What’s with you this morning?” she asked, laughing back.
“I know how to finish my book.” 
“Really? Did you talk to Ray?” 
“Fuck Ray. Fuck his ending. This is my story.” 
“So how does it end?”
“I’ve been stuck because I keep thinking I need to fix the past, but that doesn’t make any sense. You can’t fix the past. You have to let it go. So what the story’s hero needs, to make it work, is a fresh start.”
“‘Hero,’ huh?” 
Eddie kissed her. “Fresh start,” he explained, nodding at Allison. At the new woman in his bed.
“Who are you?” she laughed as he kissed her neck.
“Maybe I’m Ebenezer Scrooge on Christmas morning.”
“When he tells that kid to buy the big turkey. Because he’s seen the light.” 
“That’s the loser version of the story. If I’d written it, Scrooge would have celebrated his epiphany in a different way.” 
Eddie held the firm weight of Allison’s breast through her thin sweater.
And a new dawn broke.




 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
I DIDN’T
REALIZE
UNTIL
AFTER Acacia and I were together for six months that I hadn’t just beaten the record of my longest relationship, but that I’d doubled it. Mostly it just felt normal: a normal person’s definition, which for me was strange enough to shock me once I realized the truth. I was still in my crappy little apartment while Solomon was busy moving into a swanky pad in an elite building called The Catalyst. I was still writing scripts and doing the odd Hollywood job. But now there was Acacia. Now she came by when she could, and I visited her place off campus — which, thanks to her parents’ apparently substantial money, was much nicer. We slotted into a rhythm. And only after one strange afternoon, on the day Acacia casually mentioned we were celebrating a half year, did the old, familiar sadness tug at me like a reminder of my nearly evaded past. I realized that I’d been holding onto memories of Scarlet even all this time later, and that my blustering to Solomon about how she no longer mattered was just that: blustering. Before Scarlet, the longest I’d been with a woman without cheating might have been two weeks. She was a landmark. She held a special place in me — a place I’d been hiding and refusing to see. But Acacia’s reminder of our six months jostled the old feelings loose, and I felt a strange need to go sit on Acacia’s tiny deck. She sensed I wanted to be alone and gave me time. When I came back in, she asked if I felt better, never bothering with the unnecessary waypoint of asking if I’d felt bad. I told her I did. No words about Scarlet, but I told her the rest. About how only now, that things were slowly becoming better for me, was I closing the door to my past. I’d been wedging it open. Letting my father’s voice dog me. Letting Festus keep its tendrils in my skin: the Reggie Millses of the world, the jobs at sad little gas stations, the practical towns laid out in rows with sagging roofs, where nobody knew better. It felt like a narrow escape. Between there and here I’d had that one honeymoon that had changed everything. The girl who started the change that Acacia was helping me finish. The girl who took me in, believed in me, gave me what I needed, then let me go, though until now I’d never really done the same for her. 
Acacia wrapped her arm around me. We watched a TV show my mind couldn’t even see. Inside, something shook like an Etch A Sketch, and over the next few weeks it all seemed to be gone. Six months was the longest I’d ever counted on someone else or allowed another person to count on me. And yet it felt brand new. Like a fresh start that I was learning to accept because you can’t heal the past. 
It was like a door had been opened. My eyes saw things they’d previously missed. I wondered why I’d failed to notice the condition of my apartment, so I cleaned it up. I put all of the messy manuscripts Solomon kept nudging me about into better boxes, then stacked the boxes in the corner of my single closet, in my best guess as to the order in which they were written. Once that was done I suddenly realized that no matter how clean the place was, it was still a hole. So I took some of the money I’d saved and did what Solomon had been telling me to do for years: got something better, if only because I deserved it. The latter was hard to accept, but that was okay because art required at least some pain. Some hardship. But increasingly, once I’d taken up with Acacia, hardship seemed much harder to find. My work became better and simultaneously worse: I produced more, threw more away. But there was brightness, too, and suddenly Acacia was every character. Suddenly my scattered plots looked less bleak, maybe even brighter. Suddenly I swung in the other direction — away from eye-rolling pessimism and into insulting optimism. It was all still shit, and I shooed Solomon away every time he raised the idea of trying to publish something of mine. But I delivered my punch-up work on time. I wrote full sections of scripts — under others’ names, but still wholly my own. My reputation grew, but this time instead of playing it down, I listened when Sol suggested playing it up. I acquired a slim variety of behind-the-scenes fame. So Acacia made me upgrade my wardrobe to step into it, and increasingly, I found myself able. I learned to sleep a normal schedule, to eat reasonably well. And then, to assist my art in a way that was uniquely her, for our first Christmas Acacia bought me the oddest thing I’d ever seen: a desk that you used standing up. And she repeated that my chair habit was killing me. 
Solomon sent feelers deeper into LA’s mover and shaker community, and those feelers took like a tree finding roots — or perhaps a parasite attaching itself to a host. I went to parties I didn’t want to attend. There were drugs, which I found I had no problem avoiding. There was booze, of which I partook, sometimes still in excess. And there were women who wanted to know me, who could smell rising momentum and wanted to imbibe their share. All were LA ladies in the strictest definition. They paraded by on heels that made their butts ride high and firm. Pilates-toned legs that crossed and uncrossed as they sat like sexual metronomes. Breasts that were perfect, either natural or excellent forgeries, held high like offerings, like dual scoops of ice cream meant for tasting. Full lips, painted red, painted pink, sometimes painted blue or green or black to convey mood as if I might select my night’s company from a game prize wheel. Lips parted. Lips were moistened, subtly, with hungry tongues. They sat around me on couches; they touched my legs and arms; they told me they’d read what I’d written and found it brilliant. Sometimes they whispered in my ears, hot breath making the small hairs on my neck stand at attention. Hands moved lower, finding me responsive, unable to stop being human. But I declined all offers. Even when a hot tub party broke out and suits came off and tall, lithe forms came to me nude and invited me into the warm water, I declined. 
I was not myself. I was not what I used to be.
I found the change welcome, as a new aura of domesticity fell upon me like a blanket. I’d been in a cocoon for my Los Angeles years thus far, and only in retrospect did I see how completely I’d isolated myself. I was a strange variety of hermit; I hit the bars and clubs that were within walking distance, but I only did it the way an introvert heads out shopping. The sounds and smells and flashing lights were too loud for the Los Angeles me, but in those places I found fortitude for my hermitage. I drank quickly, overlapping the chore of finding mind-altering substances (be they liquid, pill, rolled, or powder) with the task of finding company. And it always came, even before anyone knew who I was. I’d bring my charges home like groceries, consume them, and in the morning no one asked questions. Then I was alone, and I stayed that way, save visits from Solomon. 
But those first months with Acacia were different. They were the dawn of an emerged me. I’d been a wild child hungry for a wide world of adventure when I’d left home, then settled into a nest within four self-constructed walls after seeing the ocean. It wasn’t the life I’d pictured — that Susan had described, that my father had heckled as delusion. It was, rather, the life at which Scarlet had hinted. This was just another place with a dirty underbelly. I worked. I hated myself — sometimes a little, sometimes a lot. When I felt bad, I partook of questionable ways to feel better. That was the phase of my chrysalis. But once I met Acacia, I emerged. Older, certainly. Wiser, perhaps. Still young and stupid and broken, but no longer wide-eyed and on a aimless train to nowhere. Now I had a destination. Now I could imagine myself as a man, maybe, who’d make a woman proud. 
Acacia asked me about my past — about the part of me I was increasingly determined to leave behind. Whenever she did, I always gave her only the surface version: we left Kentucky; we came here. 
“What, that’s it?” she’d say. 
“It was just a car ride.” 
“There’s more.” She pointed at the pile of paper surrounding my typewriter. “There’s enough ‘car ride’ to fill all those pages.” 
“What do you want to know?” The question was almost rhetorical. I felt myself closing up. 
“I just want to know the truth, Cooper.”
“I haven’t told you anything but truth. That’s what Solomon says: that I can’t do anything but blab on and on about the truth.” 
“In your writing. But I want you to tell me. With your voice, like a real conversation. Let me into that part of you.” 
I scoffed. But as much as I resisted showing people my writing, I liked even the idea of letting Acacia read my stuff more than spinning yarns of the road with my lips. On paper, I was someone different. A bolder, stupider version of who I was becoming more each day and every passing year. 
“Tell me. Tell me what it was like, when you went on all your adventures.”
But I laughed it away. Because she couldn’t be serious. Adventures? She lived in California. Even younger than me, she had it all together in ways I could only dream of. She was all I wasn’t. Orderly. Responsible. She was making fun of me, is what this was. Back then, I was a total mess. Just reckless abandon. She wouldn’t have liked the me I was in those days. Leave the stories for the written word, in the past. I was better now.
So she let me be, not actually disappointed. Surely, she’d had enough adventures of her own, without needing me to blab on and on.
I was pleased at the old habits I began to eschew. Self-control gave me confidence. And Acacia, though she was only one woman with a single body, offered my questing attention enough variety. She was all I needed. I knew how strange it was, for me to settle so quickly and completely. But looking back, I could see the writing on the wall: first the change I felt leaving Alyssa at her family’s farm, then Scarlet. Maybe I could do this. Maybe she was my missing half. The glue to hold me together, for at least as long as it’d take for those old wounds to heal. 
Thinking in those terms bothered me. I wasn’t so clueless as to think that one person truly solved another like a puzzle with a long lost piece. And for that reason I turned introspective more than normal, turning the camera inward. I wrote to find answers. I threw it all away. None of it mattered. The pages were for me. I wrote horrid protagonists who shared my faults. I examined them with an coroner’s precision. I looked at my innards, asked if I was holding myself upright through the force of will like a fat man determined to refuse a cookie’s temptation. Or could a person really change? Should a person really change? Solomon dogged me more than normal, seeing how tightly I stuck to my self-imposed work schedule. He knew how fast I wrote, and the volume of commissioned work I was delivering. Simple math pointed to something big brewing. In those missing hours, he knew I must be penning tens of thousands of words on something else. Hundreds of thousands. In time, millions. But I refused to show him. This, out of everything, was not for Solomon’s eyes. Or anyone’s eyes other than mine, and even then for only the time it took to bleed the poison a line at a time.
Acacia knew. She was intuitive — probably the reason she believed there was something in me from the start. But I know she looked on the reams in my trash with disappointment, hoping with another part of herself that I’d eventually stop throwing it away. She encouraged me to tell a story worth keeping. She urged me — prodded and nagged me for my own good, even. Here and there, after months of silent wanting, I finally began to surrender and let her read some of my writing. She didn’t comment unless I asked, afraid to cloud whatever was stirring creatively within me. And I never asked. 
Until I did. 
“Keep it, Cooper. Keep this one.” 
She was holding up a stack of my latest. We’d been together for almost a year by then, and I’d almost forgotten that she was reading, by this point, pretty much everything I put down. We weren’t living together, but we might as well have been; a night seldom passed when one of us wasn’t staying over. I had my better apartment; Acacia had upgraded and no longer had roommates. She was strange about money. She didn’t want to take it from anyone, and yet she let her parents pay the rent. I imagine there was justification in there somewhere, but this tiny bit of hypocrisy was something I held tight when I felt like I was failing despite my paychecks, which was plenty. It helped to know I wasn’t the only one with conflicts. And that Acacia, as much as she held herself together and helped me to cope, had cracks in her armor, pristine as it was. 
“I thought I’d rewrite it tomorrow,” I said, shrugging. It was an oversight that I hadn’t tossed already. But she’d made a routine of reading my prior day’s work when she woke at dawn. She’d sip her first tea, and pull from the trash can if she had to. 
“Just keep it. What will it hurt?” 
I gestured to my shelf, which was already full of boxes. 
“If you’d write on a computer, you wouldn’t have all this paper. What if there’s a fire? You’ll lose it all.” 
I laughed. If we’d lived somewhere colder, I’d have burned it in the fireplace already.  
“‘Just keep it,’” I echoed. “I know a dead end when I see it. There’s plenty more where that came from. The trick to writing is in knowing what to cut. I just know it in advance.”
“When you ghostwrite, you don’t cut anything.” 
That wasn’t true. But the statement made me stop nonetheless, because it was close to true, all things considered. I’d ghostwritten many dozens of works published under other people’s names, including a handful of novels. One was a hit thriller, called The Dying Game. One was a western romance. Another was a two-fer: a monster story that was optioned and adapted to film, and I was tapped for the adaptation just as I’d been tapped to write the book. I had big sales in print and big receipts at the box office, but someone else stood in the spotlight every time. It was probably telling, how none of that bothered me, and I kept going back for seconds and thirds. And Acacia was right: On those works, I edited on a second pass but didn’t cut in the bloody way I did for my many personal works. Maybe 10 percent was excised. It didn’t occur to me that the process was the same, and that it was strange to write the two almost identical things so differently. 
“That’s different.” 
“How?”
“Simpler projects,” I said. “Simpler stories.” 
“So tell a simpler story for yourself. Just finish something.” 
“I’ve finished a ton.” This was one topic that always got under my skin, even coming from Acacia. I knew her intent was pure of heart, but I resented anyone telling me how to create. I resented any implication that I was competent, that I could do it if I truly wanted. 
“Finish something under your own name,” Acacia insisted, coming closer, sitting beside me on the couch. She must’ve just showered; her skin and hair smelled of mint and rosemary. I felt myself wanting to touch her, but knew she’d see it as changing topics, because it was. “As Cooper Bishop. Cooper is brilliant; he just doesn’t know it.” 
I laughed. 
“How is it different? You write all day on Solomon’s jobs. But that’s like rowing someone else’s boat while yours flounders. Why won’t you invest in yourself the way you spend for your clients?” 
“Those projects are for clients.” 
“But it’s still you. Same writer. Same words.” 
“Different words,” I insisted. “Totally different way of working.”
“Different how?” Her voice had a pleading edge. I could feel her trying to understand, finding herself unable.
I stood. I didn’t want to talk about it. Worse: I didn’t know how to talk about it. There was a part of me that heard her words and saw in them unassailable logic. But that part was distinct from the man who did the work. All it took was knowing I was writing a personal project and a switch was flipped. I couldn’t understand it myself, but it was true. I’d even considered, through all of my recent introspection, ways to fool myself. Could I write a book as if for a client, then steal it for myself at the last minute? The answer was no. And what bothered me most was a distinction I was afraid to admit might be key. Clients always had their fingers in the pie while it was being baked. They told me exactly what needed to happen and which twists they’d like to see. What sold and what I was not permitted to do. I was following a blueprint, not really creating. And if that was true — that I could write to spec but not without micromanagement — it would mean I wasn’t creative at all. 
The debate stepped backward as if deferring to let the two of us pass. Through unspoken agreement, I never answered her final question, and she didn’t repeat it. The next day she read what I’d written as usual. And the next. And the next. I’ve always been distractible, so I flitted from project to project. One week, three jobs, plus pages meant only for the trash. One month, four different jobs. The months passed that way, and ever more often the ghostwritten work found its audience. I saw people reading my books in airports. I heard people discussing my movies in coffee shops. I went to see movies myself, or with Acacia, or with Solomon, and out of the blue I’d hear a line I knew I’d written, but that I’d forgotten. Too many words passed across my desk. I’d punched up copy without context. Once I heard a line I thought I’d penned for a dating service’s brochure. It turned out to have been a bit in a romantic comedy movie instead. 
Acacia read it all. Every day. Increasingly, I found myself anticipating her reactions as I worked, and so I kept pretty much everything just so we wouldn’t have to repeat our perennial argument. She must have taken this for compromise because although she sometimes peered up at me with her blue eyes while reading, as if wanting to speak, she seldom did. I was keeping the work — stacking it up in hard copy in boxes and messy piles that often fell in spontaneous shuffle. Somehow that was better than tossing it, and I imagine this felt like a step in the right direction to her, as if one day I might comb through it all and draw the gems that weren’t there. 
Acacia left college at twenty-one. She’d made it three years, said it was enough. I joked that she didn’t party like a college kid, anyway. I’d corrupted her into occasional nights with Stolichnaya vodka, which sort of became our thing, but before then it was only tea in the mornings and sometimes red wine at night, which she said was good for the heart. She didn’t do debauchery. I joked that she was a prude, but it was really her careful nature at work. And she was so smart, so unconventional in her way. School wasn’t teaching Acacia anything that she couldn’t learn on her own, at least as far as her chosen field was concerned. Problem was, her chosen field, such as it was, didn’t exist. There were people talking about human movement and decrying the rise of a sitting society, but they were outliers, and no one was interested. Acacia might have been one of them, except that she kept wanting to combine New Age with science in a way the others weren’t. College was the empirical part of this equation, but more and more she picked only pieces from her schooling that supported what she wanted to know. But even after the writing was on the wall, Acacia was reluctant to leave. And at that point, finally, I was able to return the favors she’d done for me. 
I told her to color outside the lines. Colleges didn’t care about motion, biomechanics, and ergonomics beyond lip service and misperceptions? Then she didn’t need them. 
Nobody was writing about what bothered her? Nobody was concerned about a world that was crippling itself, growing overweight and sluggish, festering with preventable disease — all of which I’d heard endlessly from Acacia? Then she should start writing about it. Get concerned, and make others just as bothered. 
And (frighteningly, as she decided to close the education-only phase of her life in favor of application) there were no jobs? Nobody wanted to hire a movement specialist? Nobody even knew what a movement specialist was? Then she didn’t need the job sector, either. She should carve her own niche. Make her own job. Be a first mover. The idea was terrifying to Acacia, but I could only laugh — something that infuriated her. She was a smart girl. She’d known what she was doing; she just hadn’t been willing to open her eyes and see it. Of course there was nobody doing what she wanted to do. Sooner or later, she’d have to cut the cords of convention. 
So I helped Acacia, and she helped me. She told me I was competent, and I told her the same. Disparity blurred; I loved the frailty within her just as much as I loved the strength. During her twenty-first year, all of what she’d kept so hidden was forced to the surface. She hated her mother’s hippie, optimistic, overly accepting way of seeing the world, but some of the things she’d taken from her mom (her love of yoga and tea and natural remedies; her belief that the body had intelligence and that medicine and surgery weren’t always the answer) were essential to her growing specialty. She hated the way her father had made her mother a fool by playing alpha in their little family, but as we stepped out of her comfort zone and nearer to mine, she had to trust me and admit to being vulnerable. We’d been together for almost three years by then, and I’d never been unfaithful, but as Acacia’s latent insecurities bubbled to the surface, sometimes I know she suspected me of cheating, as a defense mechanism, an attempt to displace control. We argued. She brought up my past, about which Solomon was too forthcoming when the three of us were together. Solomon became a source of contention, too. A symbol of the old Cooper and a bearer of temptation — not in women, but in opportunities for artistic prostitution. Because although Acacia nagged me to publish under my own name, he was content if I kept producing work, regardless. To Acacia, every time Solomon brought me the next script to ghostwrite or doctor, it was like a delinquent bringing heroin to a recovering junkie. 
I told Acacia that if she wanted the world to know her and hear her message, she had to speak that message first. I got her a simple weblog site and started her writing posts. Writing with Acacia — for her at first, then weaning her to write for herself — was ironically simple. The words came easy. When she lost confidence and complained, I chided her. Then she bit back: Who was I to question her when all I could accumulate for myself were balls of crumpled paper?
Over the next year, the process became easier. Slowly but surely, Acacia found a loyal audience on her little website. She struck a perfect balance between New-Age body awareness and scientific discourse. Her message began to resonate and make ripples I could already sense growing. She did the exercises herself, went on long walks, stood more than sat, and practiced what she preached. She urged me to do the same, and when I was too sedentary for too long she’d tell me that my hip flexors were shortening, that my anterior pelvic tilt was giving me lordosis and kyphosis, rounding my shoulders, giving me military-neck and forcing my spinal erectors to carry too much weight, to support my forward-jutted head. She said that if there was an alarm that would yell at me if I sat too long, she’d buy it. She wished there was a device that could tell when I moved, when I was stagnant, what my vital signs said about what I did day to day. She stole my shoes, swapped them for flatter ones. She stole my chair and made me stand. I did yoga with her, even though I thought it was dumb and it hurt. It didn’t matter. It was enough just being together. To feel the pain as one. To argue because we were different, to share our struggles and know she was there to force me forward. I’m sure she was frustrated with me as often as I pleased her. But Acacia loved me all the same. 
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PRODUCTION. Eddie ignored it and kept his nose firmly to the grindstone. The deadline was looming. As more and more Hollywood blocks fell into place around Denver, the publicity machine began to churn. Soon, they would cobble daily footage into teasers and trailers. Moviegoers would anticipate the film without any clue that it was based on a book. The book was the story; the movie was supposed to be derivative. But the more time passed without a finished manuscript, the greater the threat grew that the tables would turn, and the book’s original voice would instead become the echo.
Eddie found himself conflicted. On one hand, the movie’s forward march made Allison happy — and because things were going so well he wanted to support her. The movie was, in a twisted way, his creation. Allison was a huge part of it: one of the two leads. Delirious Love was a career-making movie; she’d only been in small productions previously, and this one, no matter what Eddie wanted or thought, was destined to be big. Oscars were being discussed before shooting started. Then the latent threat became a tangible thing. They’d shoot out of order, to give Eddie time to finish writing. They’d only shoot scenes that an unanticipated ending couldn’t alter. But to Eddie, it smelled like bullshit. The producers had an ace in the hole, sure as anything. They’d pay lip service to the idea of honoring his ending if he could finally write it, but without question they had another in mind. 
The more time passed, the less Eddie mattered. The film was its own thing. The chicken had become the egg. Once upon a time Eddie might have been shaping the movie’s ending by writing the book’s. But now he could only write an ending that agreed with or fishtailed from the movie’s independent, non-Eddie ending — which, though no one would come out and say it, was increasingly what it was, with his corroboration or not. 
But Allison was delighted. She stepped increasingly into character, even more once her first scenes were shot. She wanted to see Eddie’s photo albums, to hear stories of how he and Kay met. She practically became Kay, wanting to capture her spirit to portray it. She did more yoga. She drank more tea. She got better at baking kale. Sophie came and went on alternate weekends, amused by it all, doing nothing to soften Eddie’s dual moods: deliriously in love (no pun intended) on one end and artistically stymied on the other. Trying to write amid Allison’s optimistic chatter was impossible. 
Did Allison know how the script ended? he asked. No, of course not. The script didn’t have an official end. Because Eddie still needed to write it, and Ray had to adapt. But then she’d tell him about a scene, and about some nuance of performance she’d done that day. To Eddie, it all stank of foreshadowing. Of positioning. They’d discussed the scene where the couple met, and the huge blowout scene. The pregnancy, the secrets, the descent. It was a classic character arc. The Eddie character, unlike Eddie himself, was learning and growing. Becoming a better man. Ironically not learning the lesson that Eddie-of-the-flesh had learned, about letting go and starting over. And that scared him: that the writers and producers on Delirious Love might miss the story’s point. To them, it was a tale of two people whose trajectory was a seesaw: apart, together, apart, together. In Hollywood, mere oscillations weren’t permitted. Movies begged for happy reconciliation, where the two who’d been apart were finally one in the end. But that wasn’t the point. The story was about acceptance — not of the flaws in another, but of flaws within oneself. The real Eddie had learned his lesson and moved on. But somehow he doubted that Movie Eddie would end up in the present-accepted situation that was, in the real world, the only realistic way things could end: alienated from Movie Kay, fucking an actress who was almost twenty years his junior.
Ahem. In love with an actress who was almost twenty years his junior. 
He stuffed down his doubts when Allison asked him to help her rehearse. Who was better to run lines with than the man who’d spoken them in life? Eddie couldn’t bring himself to correct her — to point out that movie lines were stylized and far from reality — because it was so obvious. She was intelligent. She knew the difference between fantasy and reality. But still Eddie leaped that line almost nightly, holding a script without an ending and reading words he’d neither spoken nor precisely written, pretending to be a strange doppelgänger of himself. But this was supporting Allison, so he did it. It was making her happy, even if it bothered him. And each night they made love, and she made him feel better, and in the morning she’d grown a new ritual, reading whatever pages he’d managed to write the day before. She never commented on them unless he asked, and he never did. He knew what he was writing without Allison there to tell him. Garbage. Or more ghostwriting work: rowing someone else’s boat while his own floundered. 
Eddie saw Kay twice every other week, when he picked Sophie up and dropped her off. Each time, he steeled himself because working on the book after so long was like dating her again from a distance — delving deep into their history in an attempt to fabricate an ending that made sense. The chore felt pointless; their relationship was never supposed to close. Real-life stories never had endings, unless you counted death. And that, Eddie felt grimly certain, was the largest of all the signs pointing to Delirious Love’s perversion. Hollywood wouldn’t accept his ending even when he finally wrote it, if he finally wrote it. Because the only honest endings came at the end. With the spoiled promise of mortality. With the day the reaper came to collect the ticket you were given at birth. Until then, all stories were a work in progress. Until that day, even the most complete stories ended on a cliffhanger. 
Each time he saw Kay, Eddie braced himself, sniffing around the edges of their relationship for a way to tack an ending onto his book without betraying all he’d penned thus far. And each time, his preparations failed. 
Kay’s mere presence stirred a soup of emotion. Letting go was difficult, if not impossible. But he was with Allison now. Kay was his past. So much of his past. And Sophie was a living reminder. A tether that bound them. He couldn’t truly let go. Sophie had her mother’s eyes, and each time Eddie saw them, he saw Kay. She had her mother’s dirty blonde hair. Yet she had Eddie’s nose, his chin, and most tellingly the devil-may-care smile that had gotten him into so much trouble. And true to the cavalier promise of that smile, Sophie seemed to see nothing bad in any of what was happening. She seemed to think it was all according to plan. She looked at Eddie as if saying something unspoken. She looked at Allison — and then again at Eddie — the same way. Smiling, as if sharing a joke. But weren’t kids supposed to rebel? Weren’t they supposed to become moody and run off in search of boyfriends, like Casey could and maybe should have been, to complain about Dad trying to replace Mom or Mom trying to replace Dad? But to Sophie, it was all a comedy.
And then one day while Eddie was working, Sophie said, “Dad, you’re missing the point.” 
She was suddenly at his side, having come through the open office door while he clacked away on his typewriter, somehow managing to remain unseen. He jumped as if she’d caught him masturbating. She’d caught him doing the literary equivalent: fiddling with the go-nowhere parts of a massive manuscript Solomon had curated into a book, searching for scenes in the middle because the end was so elusive. Reading a deleted scene about him and Kay, about their early days, before it all fell apart. Rewriting, as if typing might change the past. 
“Hey, fair lady,” Eddie said, ripping the in-progress page from behind his roller. “You surprised me.” He looked toward the door then to Sophie. “What point am I missing?” 
Sophie didn’t seem to hear his question. She was touching the stack of semi-completed pages piled at the desk’s corner — semi-completed in that they were garbage that hadn’t yet made it to the bin. The pages were facedown. Watching his daughter, Eddie felt the sense of having been caught in a compromised position returning. He wouldn’t tell her not to look; it felt too unnecessarily prohibitive: a wall placed between a creative father and a daughter whose own creativity seemed likely, at age twelve, to bend in the same direction. But he wasn’t writing the pages that Solomon so desperately needed. Nor was it honest. Just a pretty little lie. 
When Sophie spoke again, it was as if she’d forgotten what she’d said, a new topic born from the blue. 
“Is Allison staying over again tonight?”  
“She stays over whenever she’s in town, short stuff. Saves her from having to pass those highway truck stops — where the browns are always hashed and the Blues, on the CD racks, are forever Moody.” He gave a shiver. 
Sophie kept trailing her fingers across the pages. “She’s nice. I like her.” 
“I’m glad to hear that,” Eddie said.
A glance at the typewriter. “So you’re finishing your book? For Uncle Sol?” 
Eddie flashed his magazine-cover smile. “That’s what pays the bills.” It wasn’t true; writing other people’s stuff and letting them take the credit paid the bills. So did tweaking work to make other writers appear funnier, more profound, or more interesting than they were. Scripts with formula appeal. A book and a movie sold well before the manuscript truly existed. While the final pages were still logjammed somewhere along Eddie’s spine, trapped between brain and fingers.
“It’s your story, right? About you and Mom?”
“That’s right.”
“And it’s all true?”
“All of it.” 
“So how do you write an ending to something that’s still going on? Like, in real life?” 
“I guess you predict.” Or you lie, he thought but didn’t add.
“So, based on how things are going.” 
“That’s right.” 
“It’s easy, then,” Sophie said.
“What is?” 
“Writing the ending.” 
Eddie laughed. “If you say so. Do you want to finish it off for me?” 
He stood, satirically, hands and arms gesturing toward his vacated seat. But Sophie wasn’t paying attention, still twiddling through his stacks of pages. His wasted effort loosely stacked: indecision and lack of commitment cast in paper. Sophie had always seemed older than she was, even back when he’d first learned she existed, at age five. Steeped in life, as if by a mother who put on few airs. Wiser, in many ways, than Eddie had become even at forty. 
“You just write down what happened, don’t you?” Her eyes met Eddie’s. So like Kay’s — not merely in color, but in gaze.
“It’s a little more complicated than that.”
“It’s not. You have a happy ending.” 
“I do?” 
“With Allison.” 
“Oh. Of course.” 
“You know. Like, you started over.” 
“Right. Yes.”
Eddie waited for some sort of underhanded blow, but Sophie smiled and walked back to the open office door. From beyond, the smells of Allison making dinner caught the inbound draft. Apparently, her lines weren’t loaded. The sarcastic father lived another day in the face of his progeny.
Sophie stopped. She looked back. 
“I heard Allison say something about her birthday coming up. When is it?” 
“I’m not sure.” 
“If I make her a card … what’s her favorite color?”
“I don’t know.” 
“And she likes lilies, right? Because she put out that bouquet of lilies.” 
“Your mom brought those over.” 
“What are you getting her for her birthday?” 
“I hadn’t given it much thought,” Eddie said.
“Well, what does she like? What’s she into?”
Pilates. Yoga. Making kelp chips. And she wore those beads on her wrist, with the band beneath it. Taking walks. All things Eddie liked about her. Which was convenient because he’d learned to like them in Kay a long time ago. 
“Lots of stuff,” Eddie told her, suddenly feeling unsure.
“Dinner is ready,” Sophie said.




 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
I TOLD ACACIA
SHE
SHOULD write a book. The world was hungry for her message. Our generation was soft and spoiled. Most of us had never been in a war; we’d never been drafted or threatened with a draft like our parents; we’d never been consumed by the mortal need to band together and support the boys overseas like our grandparents. As a whole, people our age hadn’t been forced to grow up — to stare the world’s ugly truths in the eye on a massive, society-shaping scale. We were perpetually immature, with arrested development. Anyone born after Vietnam was as blind as we were. We’d carved a safe world for ourselves in the West, and all the Earth’s problems and violence seemed too far off to matter. Sometimes our favorite TV shows were cancelled too young; sometimes the drive-through line at Jack in the Box took too long. These were the tragedies of our days.
We’d lost what it was to be human, I told her. The ideas of fear and risk had been twisted into unreal problems: fear of rejection, risk of losing one’s house. They were petty fears, I said, on the long evenings when we drank too much and I became thoughtful. They were unreal fears, brewed by minds that knew they needed joy’s opposite if they were to feel joy — that knew they needed to feel safety’s opposite to feel safe. You couldn’t know good without evil, up without down. And so we’d become a neurotic people, I told her. A people who’d lost touch with who they were truly supposed to be. 
I read Acacia’s website; of course I did. She read what I wrote, and I returned the rarely wanted favor. She sometimes lost her patience and told me, unasked, that I was wasting my talent by never taking credit, or believing in my own art enough to keep it from the trash. And in turn I often butted into her business. I knew Acacia better than she knew herself, same as she knew me.
She didn’t want to write a book. She didn’t know how, didn’t see the point, didn’t want to spend all that time for no good reason. She had her site, and that was enough for now. 
And so one day I said, “What you don’t understand is that you’re not writing about health. You’re writing about being human. It’s not about improving the body. It’s about improving the soul.” 
Sometimes I’m a philosopher when I drink, and that night I’d had more than she had of the Stoli we kept in my freezer. Acacia knew this, and waited a long moment to see if I’d take the statement back, finding it suddenly pretentious or absurd. But I didn’t. I merely sat back, my drink arm cocked and resting atop the couch. My body was canted toward her conversationally, but she’d become somewhat locked: upright, more rigid than wine should allow, breathing shallow. Her hair was back in an untidy tie, full with its natural wavy curl, billowing loose at the edges.
“The soul.” 
“That’s what I think you’re missing. Sure, people talk about ergonomics and sitting in one position for too long and how clots form and how we get fat, on and on and on. Not a lot, but some. And so you’ve got an advantage of being one of those people, but you’re more than that. With the right positioning, you can turn this from education into a movement.”
Still she said nothing. Her jaw worked. Giving Acacia advice was always a fine line. Sometimes, presented correctly as an enhancement on what she was doing (or if she asked), my advice was welcomed. Other times she saw it as a correction. As me telling her that whatever she was doing was wrong. 
“I don’t see the difference,” she said. 
I shifted. “Look. Your website is great. People love it. They love the things you tell them and show them, and how you have evidence to back up what you say. But they love you, too. Not just what you write about, but who you are. It’s because you don’t just offer dry facts. You live the lifestyle, and tell them all about it. And it’s more than just time spent in motion as percentages, or written-out exercise prescriptions. There’s spirit there. Things that have nothing to do with movement, but that speak to the same spiritual source within you. Like the way I have to take my shoes off when I come inside. Why do I do that? Is it because you don’t want dirt on the rug?”
It was a rhetorical question, but she answered it anyway: “It’s because I don’t want you bringing troubles from the outside world into our sanctuary.” 
“You should play that up. Don’t just talk about stretches and exercises and diet and research, but on the whys behind it. Not the scientific whys. The airier ones.” 
She bit her lip. It was a small tick and something I found unexplainably beautiful. But it was a double-edged sword, because she only did it when she was angry with me, or about to be. 
“‘Airy.’ I see. So you’re saying I should be soft and spongy about it all. Like a hippie. Like my mother.” 
“Not like that. I just meant the … the spiritual side of what you do.” 
I shouldn’t have paused. I saw the lip bite deepen. 
“All I’m saying is that you don’t just study this stuff,” I said, rushing to diffuse the bomb. She didn’t like being challenged, and I already knew the idea of writing publicly — more publicly even than her little site — scared the hell out of her. And Acacia didn’t curl up when frightened. She’d been hurt before by things she’d feared, and running only made them worse. Now she was more apt to strike out, like a cornered animal. “You live it. It’s not just your occupation. Or preoccupation. Or area of study. It’s who you are.” 
That last bit seemed to relax her a little. But not all the way. 
I was in the clear. Except that I wasn’t. 
“I’ll make you a deal,” she said. “I’ll write a book if you’ll write a book.”
“I write books all the time.” 
“By you. The stuff you come up with when you’re between gigs.” 
“That’s just filling time,” I said, taking my arm from the top of the couch. “It’s like scribbling. You’ve read it. It’s not a story. It’s fragments.” 
“I know you can do it, Cooper. You just have to believe.” 
“Like Dumbo. With the feather.” I smiled.
“I’m not joking. Why do you always think this is a joke?” 
“Because it is a joke. I don’t write for publication. Why do you and Solomon think that’s something I want? Sol at least has an excuse. I don’t let him read anything unless he sneaks it. But you read it all. You know it’s just me clearing my throat.” 
“Oh, bullshit. You’re just afraid.” 
“I’m not afraid.” I smiled bigger. “I’m a hack.”
“Will you be serious for a change?” 
“Oh, what. Serious like Roger Donnelly is serious? Motherfucker acts like it’s his finger up the world’s butt when we both know the outline for his first off-screen gig wasn’t dick until I wrote the book for him.” 
“So you aren’t a hack? Well, then. I guess you really are scared.” 
“Why do you care so much about this?” 
“Why don’t you care about it?”
“I thought we were talking about your book, not mine. I’m a working writer, baby.” 
It almost sounded defensive, so I set my Stoli down and recrossed my legs in a way that hopefully seemed playful and off-the-cuff. 
“Hmm. So if I want to become a working writer, I guess I’d better get used to self-pity.”
“Ouch.” 
“Maybe I’ll get lots of girls.” 
I wanted to make a threesome joke, but she wasn’t laughing. “What’s this about?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Oh well, when a woman says ‘nothing’ is wrong, clearly everything is peachy. Is this about that thing I went to on Friday? You were invited, you know.” 
Acacia’s teeth were gritted beneath her closed lips. I knew this wasn’t about me. I’d never, ever cheated on her. Never would. Parties got out of hand, sure, but I was good. I’d been kissed, but never did the kissing. I’d even been touched, but never did the touching. She never went with me, but friends of friends did, and news always made it back to Acacia. She didn’t like it, but I never crossed any lines. This right now was defensive offense. Sniping me to change the topic.
“Hey,” I said, reaching for her hand. 
Acacia let me take it, then she looked at me. Neither of us spoke. She didn’t apologize for what she’d insinuated, and I didn’t apologize for my nights spent toeing the line. I knew she still thought I drank too much; I knew she thought I got too much female attention and was tempted by it; I knew it bothered her in some gut-deep way that I never tried to make inroads on what she saw as my epic masterpiece in the making. But we’d made it this far. And she’d already changed me in so many ways she couldn’t see, wouldn’t give herself credit for.
“Just think about it. Consider writing a book. I’ll help you.” I chanced yet another sly smile. “I know a great ghostwriter.” 
“I’ll think about it if you think about it.” She ran her hand across my stubble-pocked cheek. “I know a great writer, too.” 
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RETRIEVED SOPHIE, THEN EDDIE sat for Allison’s dinner. The daughter exchange had an aftertaste — a strange something Eddie couldn’t identify. Something unsaid. They stood beneath its cloud, in Eddie’s doorway, sensing but not speaking. Then Sophie and Kay were gone, and Eddie was standing on the patio flagstones in the coming dusk, a premature sun setting behind peaks to the west. Eddie, all alone, with his happy ending lying in wait. 
He found Allison in the dining room. Setting the table. Since she’d more or less moved in, she’d been cooking, cleaning, acting more like a parody of domesticity. Like she was repaying her tenancy with labor, or becoming something else, always playing a role. 
“When’s your birthday?” Eddie asked. 
“August 17.”
“Hmm. Interesting.” 
“Interesting that my birthday is August 17?” 
“Sure.” 
A plate of steamed vegetables was placed in front of him. Salt and pepper shakers were rearranged. There were cloth napkins beside the twin plates, and Eddie didn’t know he owned cloth napkins. Maybe he didn’t. Maybe she’d bought them. But if so, why? Was it just how she was? Or was this all a performance?
“Why is that interesting?” 
Eddie looked up at her. She was stunning. Blonde hair immaculately styled but casually so, fluffed and slightly curly. Broad, full lips, painted pink, not red. Bright eyes, lined in black with eyelashes brushed up, for playful batting. Full chest, cleavage visible. Clothing casual but in no way indifferent, clinging in all the places Eddie just so happened to like a little clinging. Yoga clothes worn outside the studio. His eyes traveled her body, arousal growing, conflicted, like sabotage. But it all struck Eddie as contrived. She wasn’t truly casually alluring, like someone who’s just tossed on whatever and managed to be something amazing. This struck Eddie like the dressing of a set. 
“I just want to know more about you.” 
“You know plenty.”
“I’d like to know more.”
“Like what?”
“Well … ” Eddie thought. Watching her. Remembering how much he loved her. Reminding himself how lucky he was to have moved on. “When you were young, what did you want to be?” 
“An actress.” 
The word struck Eddie as strange. It took him a moment to realize why. Kay always said Allison was an actor, not an actress. It had felt like splitting hairs at first, but he must have grown used to it because now the feminine version of the word struck him as odd. 
“Oh come on. What did you go to school for?” 
“Acting.” 
“You must have had a fallback.” 
“Not really.” 
Eddie’s tongue was exploring his back teeth. He watched her. Noting the small, precise way she moved. The wooden beads were still on Allison’s wrist, the henna tattoo back on her shoulder. 
Eddie took Allison’s wrist. Touched the beads. “Why do you wear this?”
“I’m keeping her close. So I can do my job easier.” 
“Like a What Would Jesus Do? bracelet.” 
“Ha-ha.” Each “ha” emphasized, with a half stop. 
“Maybe I could get you a WWKD bracelet.” 
Allison rolled her eyes. Served him potatoes. Kay wasn’t really into potatoes. And never once had she served Eddie like this, like a butler. 
“So you’re still researching. Still trying to learn what you can about Kay.” 
“It helps me play her more convincingly.” 
“She wanted to be a doctor.” 
“What?”
“If I’d asked her the question I just asked you. About what she wanted to do when she grew up. She’d have said that she wanted to be a doctor.” 
“Really?” Allison stopped, assimilating. 
“But then she took her first anatomy class. They dissected a cow heart. That was okay. But then they watched video of a surgery. That was not okay. She passed out.” 
“Hmm.” 
“But because she’s Kay, she tried again. Figured she could desensitize herself. It never took, though. Always grossed her out.” 
Allison was cringing. Perhaps in sympathy. Maybe imagining the same videos, the same circumstances. Eddie found himself wondering what would have happened if Kay had eked through it, had earned her MD. Would Allison stomach those same videos? To learn Kay’s character, to get inside her head?
“But it wasn’t the grossing out that clinched it for her. She was most bothered by how aware those videos and lessons made her of her own fragile nature. She said that life seems so permanent when we’re in it, even though we know we’ll die one day. But taking those classes was ruining it for her because when we’re cut open, we’re all just meat.” 
Allison was cringing. She sat across from Eddie, pushing a lock of tousled dirty blonde hair behind her ear. It refused to stay and dangled back. Disobedient. Like Kay’s rebellious mane. 
“Let’s talk about something else,” Allison said. 
“What was your fallback? If you couldn’t be an actor, what would you have been?” 
“I don’t know. I just took whatever the normal classes were.” 
“Nothing grabbed you?” 
“I was in plays. I played volleyball.” 
“You played volleyball?” The idea was suddenly interesting. Eddie imagined her jumping. Bouncing. Sweating. Then peeling those sweaty clothes off and lathering up in the soapy shower. But he pushed the thought away. He wanted to take her hand, lead her away from the table, and take her into the bedroom. But when they returned, what would have changed? Maybe it was time to grow up. To know the woman who was his fresh start as more than — well, as more than meat. Ironic that sex and death carried identical metaphors. 
“Something I always wondered about actors,” Eddie said. “You’re always playing someone else, right?” 
“That’s what keeps it interesting.” 
“So when are you just … you?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Like right now. Who are you?” 
She stopped moving: an automation with the power cut. Eyebrows raised. 
“What does that mean?” 
“Nothing. I’m just curious.” 
“Curious about what?” 
“I just want to know more about you,” he said. 
“You know about me.” 
“What’s your favorite color?” 
“Blue. I guess.” 
“What’s your favorite movie?”
“I don’t know. The Nutty Professor?” 
Eddie made an involuntary face. 
“What?” 
“Really? The Nutty Professor?” 
“What’s yours, then?”
“I’d have to think about it.” 
“You know, just because — ”
“Not The Nutty Professor,” Eddie said, cutting her off.
“What’s your point, Eddie?”
“See, that’s something you’re getting wrong. Kay never calls me Eddie.” 
“What’s your point, Edward?” 
“Nothing. Never mind. Forget I asked.” 
“Does she get pissed when you get superior and judgmental?” 
“Whoa, hey. I’m just eating dinner.”
Allison crossed her arms. Then she uncrossed them and stood, moving into the kitchen, fussing with something in the sink. 
“These potatoes are good, though,” Eddie said, still sitting down, chewing. “What’s on here, Mrs. Dash?”
“Now you’re knocking my cooking?” 
“No. I’m saying that other than salt, the only spice in my cupboard is Mrs. Dash. Relax, Allison.”
But she was standing in front of the sink, looking out the window at the darkening dusk. Her palms were flat on the sink’s edge, her arms straight. Facing away. Silent. 
Eddie stood. A playful smile touched his lips as he spoke.
“What’s eating you, my lady fair?” Slouched against the counter like a teenager. My came out like mah. 
“You’re an asshole.” 
“You knew that when you met me.” 
Allison turned. Her eyes were wet. Why? He hadn’t really said anything. But for the first time, Eddie felt sure he was seeing the real woman beneath her method-acting shell. The real girl, with all she usually kept so well hidden.
“Look,” Eddie said. “I’m so — ”
But he didn’t finish. Mid-sentence, Allison grabbed his face by the sides, mashing her lips into his. Suddenly rushing. Panting. Moving hands lower, to his hips, spinning Eddie so his back was to the sink. Her hands were at his jeans, unbuttoning them, reaching inside. 
“Wait,” he said. “Hang on just a second. Let’s — ”
“Forget dinner.”
“I was enjoying dinner.”
She spun them again, now gripping his manhood like a handle. Eddie’s rear collided with the table. Dishes rattled. Allison’s wine glass tottered hard but didn’t tip. Then she slid him along the table, still furiously mashing her face against his, tugging violently, dragging the tablecloth Eddie hadn’t known he owned to the side, bringing the plates with it. One slipped from the edge, tipped, fell. Food ran rampant on the carpet.
“The potatoes,” Eddie called, yanking his head away. “The Mrs. Dash!”
“Let’s fuck on the table.” 
“Allison … ” 
“Come on. Right now.” She unzipped him. Began to kneel. 
“Al — ” 
“I can’t wait. I want you.” 
He pulled her up, tried to make her stand. She slipped and almost fell. 
“Get up.” 
A sly smile: “You get it up.” 
“Very funny.” 
“What, you don’t want me to suck you off?” 
“Jesus, I mean it!” Eddie yanked Allison to her feet, and they stood facing each other for a long moment. He opened his mouth to say the next thing — to apologize, maybe, or start fresh, or say something very out of character about wanting to avoid the bedroom and talk, not as actor- (or actress-) in-character-to-subject but as man to woman — but before the first syllable was out Allison slapped him hard across the face. 
“What the fuck was that for?” 
But she was already to the door. 
Grabbing her purse. 
Starting her car.
And driving away.




 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
I REMEMBER
THE
WAY
THE air seemed to feel, the day it happened. 
There was something electric around me. At first I thought it was the disembodied malaise that sometimes came upon me: a feeling without an origin that spoke of something not quite right. It made sense; Acacia and I had been arguing more than usual, simmering with unvoiced arguments plenty of times in between. My wakened mind had been spinning down unwanted corridors, but my subconscious, which knew something it wasn’t saying, had been telling a more bothersome story. There was something I was feeling that I could only find through writing, and the first day I hid what I’d written, I knew it meant trouble. I buried those pages like an alcoholic buries booze, the way a compulsive shopper hides the credit card bill from his spouse. I knew Acacia would want to read what I’d written in the morning, so I pulled pages out of mothball that I was fairly sure she hadn’t ever seen. I suspect she knew, because I got a look when she finished. But the next day was the same, and the day after that was the same, and each day when I went for my walk I stuffed the pages in between the skin of my back and my shirt, and tossed them into a trash can a half block up on the corner. And that old narrative — one written by a younger me, before I’d met her — unspooled in its disorderly way for Acacia’s reading eyes.
But I could see the signs, though I tried to deny them. For five years I’d stayed ahead of those old tendencies, those old symptoms of decay. It was a far sight from the three months I’d managed with Scarlet, but the restlessness was back. Still, it was okay. I could handle this. I could fight it. I could outrun it again. I just needed to buy myself time. 
I took longer walks, to think. Acacia pretended this was a good thing, but I also noticed that she never asked to walk with me. And on those walks I pondered. I tried to deconstruct the old pattern. I decided it was the current state of tumult: Acacia was finally writing the book I’d urged, with the working title of eMotion, and that was a good thing — but it was also stressful for her, and was by definition stress I’d caused by encouraging her to take her website’s success and turn it into something average people could hold in their hands. And I could deconstruct further: Her triggers were all being hit each day she wrote, having to do with her father’s betrayal, the embracing of her frail mother’s philosophies, the terrifying way any book was a naked display for the author’s soul. So she was snapping. Suddenly pointing out flaws in me she’d otherwise long ago forgiven, just so we’d be on equal footing. And because she knew my triggers, those barbs hurt, even if she didn’t truly mean them. I really was fulfilling my father’s prophecy, even if I was doing it with a fair degree of financial success. I really did self-sabotage like the whoring he’d predicted; you could see it in the way I could churn out work for others but couldn’t finish a single publishable page for myself. We’d had a few bitter arguments about that exactly — what a hypocrite I was to keep my words secret at the same time I was pushing her to make hers public. 
I thought all of this as I walked. It wasn’t her fault, nor mine. We were happy together. And that wasn’t a lie; we really were. But we were both out on limbs, right up against the razor’s edge of what most reliably made us hurt and afraid. In each other, we found comfort and solace. But then we went to work, and when we did, we found each other there as well. Every word I wrote, I knew Acacia would read it unless I hid it from her — and every word I wrote, I did knowing she was practically tapping her foot with crossed arms, judging me for my cowardice in doing what I was built to do. Acacia only wrote because I pushed her. 
Her seams were showing. So were mine. When the day’s work was done we held each other and read books of no consequence, ventured out into the city with held hands. We went to movies and ate at restaurants that balanced Acacia’s healthy sensibilities with my sloppier ones. We sat close; we kissed; we’d walk past packs of young nubile girls, and I’d feel no temptation to turn and look. Acacia was enough for me. She was my rock, and I was hers. We were each a port in the other’s storm, and the whipping wind.
Of course I was feeling restless, I told myself, and of course that restlessness was coming out in my writing as it had before I’d known it was time to ditch Colorado, leave Scarlet before things got bad. Before my descent. Before I forced the issue by spiraling down and making her hate what I’d become, the blighted center of a promising bud. Of course that was happening, because things had gotten rough. Because rather than being unfailingly supportive, Acacia was sometimes weak, sometimes in need of my support in turn. It was unreasonable to expect her to be otherwise, and I should hang in until the wave passed. She didn’t exist to cheer me on, wanting nothing for herself. She wasn’t my mama. My mother was as gone as my father, or maybe as dead as the baby sister I barely remembered, or who may never had existed. 
This was what being an adult was about. I needed to be mature. I wasn’t a kid. I was twenty-eight fucking years old. In two years I’d be thirty, and that was the age where you were supposed to acknowledge the big difference between a two and a three, acknowledge that no matter how much you pretended you were a kid, you simply weren’t. 
I could do that. I could stuff it down. We’d squabble, but I could make a point to see this for what it was. I didn’t want this to end. And Acacia surely felt the same way. We were perfect for each other. I wouldn’t flush it away. So I grabbed the only handle I knew and focused on my writing. Not everything needed to be so bleak. There was honesty … and honesty. I’d been looking at life’s most brutal edges. Seeing the way nothing turned out — how, with enough passed time, even the best of things decayed to dust. But there was something to be said for the moment. With regards to a future that no one could know, I could lie a little. I was a storyteller, not a documentarian. And if I wanted things to work out well, I didn’t always have to sit in my boat as the dark clouds gathered, wondering if sunlight would ever return. 
I could take the damned oars, and row myself to shore. 





 
 

 
EYE
OF
THE STORM
 
 
IT
HAD
BEGUN
TO
RAIN by the time Eddie stepped outside. Intellectually, he knew that very little time could have passed — thirty seconds, perhaps, since Allison’s tires had squealed away. But deeper down, in his bones, it was as if hours had been spent. The changes in the room had happened like electric shocks, and it was all Eddie’s brain could do to keep up. Delirium seemed to follow. 
They’d been peaceful, cordial, polite and will-you-please-pass-the-butter like a ’50s sitcom broadcast in black and white. Then he’d said something wrong, and she’d soured. Then passion. Then pain. 
Eddie’s nervous system flooded with indecision, unsure whether to be on edge, guilty, or aroused. When he finally moved from the table’s edge, cheek burning, erection at half mast, he more ambled than precisely walked. The air itself was full of latent warning, like a dawning drop in pressure. He could hear the lights’ low buzzing. The minute ticking of a rooms-distant clock.
Keys.
Wallet. 
He crossed to the Mercedes with no idea why, holding a scientific calculator that Sophie had left behind. He noted the rain, and slipped it into his pocket. Once in the vehicle, he tried to extricate the device, found his position to have wedged it in place, and lifted himself from the seat to try and pull it out. When it didn’t come quickly he dug more fervently into his pocket. When the calculator finally slipped free, Eddie’s temper was up, out of nowhere, and he threw it hard onto the seat beside him. The upholstery bounced it harmlessly to the floor, and Eddie stared, panting, unsure of what had gone wrong. Why he was so furious at that little piece of plastic and circuitry. 
Pick it up. 
So he heeded the voice. Retrieved the calculator. Put it gently back in the bucket seat. Reverently, almost. If the calculator broke, there would be no reason to return it. He set aside the obvious truth that there was no real point in returning it regardless, gripping the wheel, eyes forward, the spit of rain intermittently striking the glass. The car smelled like Kay. Why did it smell like Kay? She hadn’t ridden in it in forever. 
Brake. Clutch. Reverse. Clutch; first gear; release clutch; add gas. The radio was off. The mistuned engine made itself audible in the stillness. The dust of neglect on the fine automobile’s dashboard. But he had to drive carefully. If he got into a wreck, no one could save him. Kay wasn’t a doctor. Anatomy class had grossed her out too much for that.
The drive passed in a hypnotic instant. It seemed to take less time to reach Kay’s driveway than it took for Eddie to walk outside after Allison had left in a huff. Thirty seconds. An hour. It was impossible to tell. 
The door opened. Eddie found himself facing his daughter. 
“Dad?” 
“You forgot your calculator.” He held it up. Rain spattered its case, and mussed his hair. It was coming more steadily now. The rain was warm. The kind you didn’t run inside when you felt, but made yourself comfortable in, letting it wrap you in liquid arms, take you away. 
“You didn’t have to drive all the way over,” Sophie said. “I don’t really need it that bad.” 
“You were right. I see it now: I was missing the point.” 
“Dad?” 
“Is your mother home?” 
Sophie stepped aside, the door held open. Eddie entered, not wet enough to be dripping, and stood on the mat. Then he took off his shoes, one by one. Not even kicking them off, toe to heel. Stooping. Untying them. Setting them beside Kay’s sandals like the footprints of two invisible people. 
“What are you doing here?” 
Eddie looked up at the voice. 
“Sophie forgot her calculator.” 
Sophie held it up. There was a question in the air, but Sophie didn’t ask it. Kay looked at her, and Eddie looked at her, then Sophie lowered the calculator and walked off, downstairs, out of sight. 
“Thanks for bringing it back, I guess,” Kay said. 
Eddie straightened. 
“Are you staying?” Kay asked. 
“Would you like to have a drink?” 
“Usually, the host offers you a drink. Not the other way around.”
“Just one drink. Just give me five minutes before I turn back around.” 
Kay watched him for a second. Her shoulders went up, then down: Whatever. Then she turned away, tacit approval granted, seeming to take his shoeless feet as a sign of at least temporary futility.
“Jameson?” she asked, the question half sigh.
“Maybe I’ll try red wine. I hear it’s good for my heart.”
“You don’t like wine.” 
“I don’t think I ever gave it a real shot.” 
Kay gave him another glance. Went into the kitchen. There was the small pop of a cork, and she emerged with two identical glasses. She handed him one. 
“What is this?” he asked, the clouds finally departing. 
“What you asked for.” 
Eddie sipped, and tried to repress his cringing. 
“Not a fan?” Kay asked.
“Bitter.” 
“Dry. And don’t be an asshole. It’s a good cabernet. You made me open a bottle. So drink it.” 
Eddie watched Kay circle the couch and sit. At least she wasn’t going to posture further, now clearly inviting him inside. You don’t give someone a glass of wine then make them down it in the doorway like a marathon runner at a pit stop. So Eddie took off his jacket, which had taken most of the still-scant rain, and hung it on a hook. Then he chose a nearby chair, not right next to her, and sat. 
“How’s Allison?” 
Eddie scanned the question for sharp edges. “Temperamental.”
“Maybe she’s on her period. We women get like that when we’re on our periods, you know.” Eddie looked up. Kay was sitting with her legs crossed, hands atop them. She sipped, watching him like an animal. 
“Are you trying to bait me, young lady?” Eddie said. 
“Just making conversation.”
“Maybe we should try being friendly.” 
“We’re sharing a drink.” 
“Allison is gone, Kay. Okay? She’s gone.” 
“So now I’m Kay.” 
“Allison was never Kay,” Eddie answered. “I’m not an idiot.” 
Kay sipped her wine. 
“What do you want me to say?”
“Nothing. There’s nothing I want you to say.” She sipped. “How’s the movie coming along?” 
Eddie considered putting his glass down and declaring that this had been an awful idea. When he’d left, without thinking, it had been a great idea. It still felt like his best option, but he wasn’t used to being at such a disadvantage. Still, he wouldn’t go. Not this time. Not this quickly. Not again. 
“Are we really going to do this?” he asked. 
“I don’t know. What do you want to do?” 
“I guess sex is out of the question?” 
Kay laughed in spite of herself. It was a bitter little laugh, with some other ingredient mixed in.
“Start again?” he said. 
“Why?” 
“Because we’re having this drink.” 
“Just the one.” 
Eddie raised his glass. “I think you’re underestimating how long I can make this last.” 
Kay laughed again.
“Why didn’t we work out, you and me?” he asked her. 
“You know why.” 
“But that was the old me.” 
“Was it? Seems to me you’ve hooked up with — ”
“With the same person for a few months, showing commitment right out the old butthole?”  
“Months, huh? Do you want a cookie?” 
“I never cheated on you. Never.” 
“It was never about cheating.” 
“Wasn’t it? Because the first thing you said when I sat down was about Allison.” 
“You’re not cheating with Allison because we’re not together.” 
“True. But if we were, I wouldn’t be with her.” 
Kay shook her head. “You’re such an asshole. What would you say if I wanted to start up again? Just drop her, just like that?”
“I think she may have dropped me,” Eddie said. 
“‘May have’?” 
“There was slapping. And not the good kind. I even said the safe word.” 
“So you came here.” 
Eddie spread his arms out on the back of the chair, taking up maximal space. “It worked. You invited me to stay.” 
“You can have exactly one glass of wine. That’s it.” 
Eddie took a sip. Then spit it back into the glass. 
“You’re disgusting.” 
“But this way, I get to stay forever.”
She rolled her eyes but said nothing else. 
“I’m serious, you know.” 
Kay recrossed her legs. The new posture was less confrontational. More open. “I know you’re serious. That’s what makes it so sad.” 
“Sad like a lost puppy?” 
“Sad like a man with talent who pissed it all away.” 
“Oh I see. And how’s your movie deal coming along?”
“Solomon called me, you know. He told me to bug you about writing an ending. Said it’s like a day’s work, but that you won’t do it.” 
Eddie slouched back. “It’s not that simple.” 
“Do you really want to know why we didn’t work? It wasn’t the other women. Or the drinking. Or anything like that. Not really. It’s this. This right here.” 
“What?” 
“You don’t commit.” 
“I never, ever cheated on — ” 
“Oh, get your head out of your ass. You know exactly what I’m talking about. You wouldn’t have a book deal if Sol hadn’t Frankensteined a manuscript from your mess then pitched it. You’d never have done it.”
“There’s a reason. The book isn’t done.” 
“That’s not the reason. You don’t commit. You’re afraid of finishing anything because then you’ll have to put it out there to be judged.” 
“Look who’s talking.” 
“At least I finished. You didn’t.”
Eddie rolled sideways. “I will.”
“Sol says that if you don’t finish the book, they’ll tack an ending on the script without you.” 
“They’re already doing it,” Eddie said. “I can tell from things Allison said.” 
“You don’t sound very happy about it.” 
“It’s a happy ending. A Hollywood ending.”
“And that’s bad?” 
Eddie sat up, spread his arms wide, indicating the whole of the current situation, which wasn’t happy at all.
“It’s just a story,” Kay said. 
“It’s our story.” 
“So?” 
“Well? Did we have a happy ending?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“It matters.”
“Why?” 
“Because it’s bullshit!” 
That had come out too loud. When Eddie sat back up, he saw Kay watching him.
“You loved my integrity,” Eddie said. “You always thought it was honorable that I told the truth, no matter how bad it made me look.”
“You told the truth plenty — as long as you could do it on paper and not have to look in someone’s eye to tell the story.” 
“Are you accusing me of being a tease as a storyteller? Of not spinning a good enough yarn? Because them’s fightin’ words.” 
“You know what I mean.”
He did. He’d have to be an idiot not to, after the number of times this had been a bone of (Eddie thought) baffling contention.
“Come on. You know you love it when I’m squirrelly.” 
“Yeah, well. There were a lot of things I’d have loved, if things had been different.”
Eddie moved to the couch, beside her. She watched him do it, wary, but didn’t move away. 
“Why did you invite me in?”
“You were already taking off your shoes.” 
“Is that all I needed to do to win you back? Are doffed shoes the way to a lady’s heart?” 
“I said you could stay for one drink. Just one.” 
Eddie held up his wine. Swigged. Finished it like doing a shot. Then he set the glass down, like a challenge. 
“Let’s play a game,” he said.
Outside, the air grumbled with distant thunder.




 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
WHEN I WAS
OUTSIDE
THE apartment, in air that was fine and warm, I could still feel the alien prickle of something in the atmosphere. Like static. Like something wrong just below the surface. More than once, I did double takes as I walked, sure that something had been amiss in the corner of my eye but had leaped back just before I’d turned my head to properly look. Something was foul, and trying to fool me. Something had rotted, and although I could smell it, the world had put on a maddening mask to make me believe it hadn’t. 
I took the stairs of my walk-up. Something was wrong with the wallpaper’s pattern. Something was wrong with one of the light fixtures: oddly canted, the light too dim, a strange object in the housing that altered the shadow. Something was wrong with the hallway’s all-weather carpet. With my door. With the way little noises sounded. The window at the end of the hall — had it always looked out on a blue wall? Hadn’t the wall once been white, or purple, or even red? I didn’t know what was amiss, but something was, and the knowing made the hairs on my neck stand on end as if a current were crackling. 
When I put my hand on the doorknob, I jumped preemptively, somehow certain that it might shock me. But it was just the same doorknob as it had always been. I unlocked the door, stepped inside, and found Acacia just where I’d left her. Except not where I’d left her. She was still in the kitchen, but she was no longer poring over her notes on my little table. Now she was washing dishes, her back to me, notes abandoned. I could see the papers from where I stood. They were sloppier than usual. Normally Acacia wrote in orderly, tight lines. But this handwriting was loose. Looping. Scattered. Her pencil was off to the side, pressed dull. The pages were out of true, as if dropped into place rather than curated by her careful hand.
“Acacia?” I said. 
“Don’t call me that. You know how much I hate my name.”
“What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing.” 
But something was. I could see it in the set of her shoulders. In the out-of-kilter edges of her work. In the sloppy, rushed look of her handwriting. I don’t know how, but I felt sure, watching her back as she stood at the sink, that Acacia was crying. Or about to. Or maybe just finished. And yet I had no idea what was wrong. No idea what had happened. Yes, we’d had our spats lately. Yes, we had rough spots to iron out like any couple. But she was mine and I was hers. We were a fit; we were good for each other. I helped her. She helped me. Together we were complete. Nothing had been on our emotional burner when I’d left, other than the same quiet simmering we’d been having. I knew I’d had my doubts — but they were about me, not her. I’d kept them hidden. I’d done my work, kept my face straight. Did she have the same doubts? Was I kidding myself all along?
“Acacia, what’s … ”
“Don’t call me that!” 
She had a plate in her hand, wet with suds. As her calm broke, she brought it down hard on the sink’s edge, turning it to shards. One must have sliced her hand because it started to bleed where ring finger met palm. I took two quick steps forward but stopped when I saw her face. 
“What’s going on?” 
“Where were you?” she demanded. 
“I went on a walk.” 
“For two hours?” 
“I needed to think.” 
“Think,” she parroted, disbelieving. And now she was crying. I felt helpless. No idea what to do. My gut commanded me to wrap her in my arms, and tend to her bleeding hand. But my feet stopped me. She was the same pretty girl as always, but looking at her empty palms I felt as if she were holding a weapon against me. 
“I take walks all the time. You started me doing it!” 
“But you go alone. Always alone.” 
“I thought … ” But even though we’d seemed to agree that I should walk alone lately, no words to that effect had ever been said. 
“Where do you go?” 
“Just around.” 
Her face twisted, unreadable. She came a single step closer. “I can smell them on you. Do you think I’m stupid?” 
“Smell who?”
She was shaking her head, waving my tentative forward steps away, pushing the air at me with her bleeding hand. 
“I have to go.” 
“Don’t go. Why would you go?” I didn’t add Where would you
go? or How will you get there? I’d picked her up, and her place wasn’t close. It was near dark. And yet she was gathering her belongings. Wrapping her hand in a towel. Refusing to meet my eye. Her purse rustled as she tossed items inside it: a tiny tin of mints, her zip-up pink wallet, a tube of lipstick, a small crumpled bag from the corner drug store. Keys to her house.
“This was a mistake.”
“What was a mistake? Talk to me!” I put my hand on her arm, and she spun on me with murderous eyes. Like this was a woman I’d never loved, who’d never loved me. A stranger in my apartment, an enemy, replaced while I was away. 
“All of it. All of it was a mistake.” 
For the first time in my life, I was at a total loss for words. I wasn’t just unsure what to say; I didn’t even know where to begin. There were layers of sour assumption, like an onion. 
She couldn’t mean all of it. All of it was everything. All of it meant the last several years. All of it meant me, and her, and that first awkward meeting and my pursuit and her turning me down and our date, when she took pity on me and told me to walk barefoot. All of it meant our first months filled with a different me and a different her, each of us raising defenses that only later, once we’d settled, did we allow to crumble as we became ourselves again. All of it meant she regretted the hump we’d surmounted in getting to where we were — the honeymoon period in which we became different enough to believe we were compatible.
“Tell me what’s wrong. Not ‘all of it.’ Don’t bullshit me. Don’t do that thing you do, where you shut down instead of fight.” 
She looked at me like I’d cut her. “I’m fighting just fine.” 
“You won’t answer my question. This isn’t a discussion.” 
“It’s not supposed to be a discussion.” She tried to push past me. I blocked her way, and for a moment I thought this strange encounter might devolve to brute force. That she’d shove until I let her pass, that she’d retrieve a plate shard to use against me. We’d argued before. But this was different, something poison. I feared it as much as it hurt me. Like facing a rabid dog, gone from friend to sudden foe. 
“Do you think I’m cheating?” 
“Just being yourself,” she spat. 
“I’m not. I never have. I never would.” 
“You don’t think I hear what happens? I know about the girls in the hot tub. I know about the coke!”
“They didn’t have Sprite.” 
She pushed at me, eyes now watering, fury bubbling from somewhere inside. Acacia was thin but not small, nearly my height. I grabbed her, hoping to halt the building fury. 
Instead, it erupted. 
“It’s all just a joke to you! You know how much I hate drugs!” 
“Just a line or two. That’s all it was.” 
“And how much did you tell me you were doing?” 
“Are you my mother?” 
“You lied! You can’t tell the truth! Not even to yourself, Cooper! You think you’re so goddamn honest, but only when it’s convenient, in pages you never publish.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
She drew a small breath, settled into the crux of something. Those deep blue eyes met mine, but this time they chilled rather than comforted me. The reversal hurt, like my imagined betrayal. A face that usually loved me, twisted to something perverse. 
“It’s always the same, isn’t it? You have advice for everyone, except for yourself. We’ve been together for five years, and for five fucking years you’ve been telling me you’ll publish that book of yours. But where is it?” 
“Why the hell does my book matter right now?” 
“All day, you’ll break your back working for other people. Because that’s safe. What does it matter if you make someone else look good or bad? What does it matter if Roger Donnelly fails? Or worse: What does it matter if Roger succeeds, and everyone sees what’s in his heart? But it’s not really his heart, is it? It’s yours. And you won’t tell anyone, or let them see what’s in there.” 
“This is ridiculous. Sit down. Where is this coming from?” 
But Acacia was ramping up, not settling down. 
“Five years! Five years we’ve been together, and you never open up. You’re too scared.” 
“What have I ever held back from you?” 
“Everything! It’s all sarcasm and jokes. When do you ever talk seriously about the things that matter? ‘I’ll put it in a book,’ you keep saying, but who are you in real life? When have we ever talked about you and your past, eye to eye, person to person? I barely know you, Cooper! And where is that book, anyway? The writing stays hidden from everyone but me, so what good is all the honesty in it? And whenever I try to get you to share what you’re writing, to put it out there, all I get is more sarcasm, more jokes. What does it say that I’m going to publish a book before you?” 
The corner of my mouth twitched up. “That I’m a great teacher? And also a handsome and sexy one?” 
“Even now, you won’t stop making jokes! Why won’t you face it?”
That straightened my smile. A pall descended, turning me instantly serious. “Okay, your highness. What do you want me to face? Your wish is my command.” 
“Sure. Make me the bad guy.” 
“I’m just trying to follow your instructions. So I can stop doing everything wrong. Inform me. Please, help me out. I need you.” 
“It’s my fault. Thinking you could change.” 
“I’ve changed!” But even saying it, part of me resented my conciliatory tone. Of course I’d changed for her. But why? The implication that I was a broken toy in need of fixing rankled me. I was fixed just fine, but for my reasons, on my terms. Resentment gurgled within me. Didn’t she know the temptation I’d conquered for her? Didn’t she know how hard it had been to let her read my daily pages? Nobody read them before Acacia.I nearly knocked Solomon out whenever he tried. 
“You are who you are,” she said. Again grabbing for her purse. For her keys, which would be useless, except as a weapon when she tried to walk or take the bus, putting this tantrum ahead of common sense. 
“You’re not leaving. Not until you talk to me.” 
“I’m talking! You’re the one who won’t say a goddamned thing, who won’t — ”
“Look at my lips!” I pointed. “See this thing I’m doing now?” I moved my mouth in an exaggerated, patronizing manner. “What the fuck do you call all of this, with the words, the sentences, the … shit, I don’t know … the logic?” 
“‘Logic.’” She gave a derisive laugh. 
“Beats this voodoo bullshit!” Loudly, deliberately: “I DON’T KNOW WHAT THE HELL HAS CRAWLED UP YOUR VAGINA.” 
“Because I’m a woman. I can’t have a valid point because I’m a woman?”
“Oh no. That’s not the reason. I don’t know why you can’t make a valid fucking point.” 
Her lips made a cynical, spiteful little snicker. “You really do only hear what you want to.” 
“Where is this coming from? Why don’t you start over and actually tell me why you’re all pissed off?” 
Her face became disbelieving. Baffled. The expression of someone who’s suddenly realized, all at once, that she’s dealing with a lunatic — a person for whom the usual rules of sense don’t apply. 
“It’s not just one thing, Cooper! It’s everything! It’s the way you can’t be serious about anything that matters. You’re dead honest in your work, almost to a fault, but never in life. You pretend you’re cocky and confident, but really you’re afraid. And you won’t push past it, no matter what I do, and I’ve tried all sorts of approaches, patiently, one after the other. Always working with you, trying to be considerate and respect your sensitive artist’s soul. But what happens? You do the outside work fast and easy because it’s safe. Never your own stuff. Never anything that matters to you.”
“To me! Why does it matter to you?”
“It matters to me because it matters to you! How can I build a future with someone so selfish?”
“You just said I was a coward. Which is it, huh?” Something inside me was furious, clawing, wanting to lash out. I was holding it back, but failing. All the doubts that had been troubling me over the past weeks were red hot and threatening to scald. All my resentments, duly rationalized, were rearing their heads. I was right all along, said a voice inside me. I should have trusted my gut. 
“I didn’t say you were a coward,” Acacia said. 
“Don’t backpedal! Just say it! I’m a coward. Never mind that I’m putting some stuff out now that’s all me, that’s not for someone else — ”
“Under a pen name! Carefully hidden! Do you really not see what that says about you?” 
“That I’ve completely changed how I live for you, that I moved out of my old apartment for you, that even though, yes, I’ve slipped because I’m a motherfucking human being a time or two, I barely take anything at all anymore, don’t drink nearly as much, and do you know how many women come on to me? I always remember who I’m committed to.” 
“That must be terrible for you.” 
“Judge me. Go on, keep judging.”
“This was never about judging you. I’ve always accepted you.”
“Except where I needed changing. Like my writing. Which you know better.” 
“I’m just looking out for you.” 
“Let me look out for me!” 
Acacia shook her head, looking away, her negating gesture convincing herself of something. “It was never going to work. You’re in your own little world. You’re always going to be you. You can’t be there for someone else. This is right. I knew it was right.” 
“What’s right?” 
“We’re over.” 
Now she was crying. Trying to hide it. Wiping at her eyes with the bloody towel. Hearing those words broke something inside me, but already I could feel my defenses. 
Good. Good that we’re over. She’s right; this was a mistake; I was stifled; she was stifling me. She wants me to be something else? Then good fucking riddance. Think of all the pussy I’ve been waving away. 
And the images came, traitorously, trying in the same breath to convince me of the upside, to brush all of this off as a bargain gone wrong. 
She wants to break it off? Fuck her. 
But I couldn’t feel it. Not really. Not through the wound that was bleeding inside me. 
“You don’t mean that.” I reached for her. She let my grip linger on her arm for a moment, almost thoughtful, then snatched herself away. 
“It’s for the best,” she said, sniffing, turning her head.
In a second, all of my anger was gone. All of my protesting. Every effort I’d made to defend myself. She was right. In that instant I saw it. I was shit. I was a coward. I was dismissive. I was a leech, a drunk, a user, any one of a thousand horrible things. For five years, she’d endured me. She was an angel. I was the devil. I didn’t care. She could change me all she wanted. It was right, because I was broken. I’d stop all that I was. I’d become all she wanted. Anything to stop this, to end the disintegration. 
“I’ll publish. Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll go through everything I have and give something to Solomon. He’s dying for it. You’re right. I’m just afraid. But I won’t be anymore.” 
Her expression was pitiful. Sad, but not for the right reasons. Sad like I was hopeless. Like I was a dying soldier and she was the sergeant watching me try to hold my intestines inside with bare hands, about to tell me that it would all be okay, that the medic would patch me up and I’d be just fine. 
“Whatever it takes. Okay? Let’s rewind. Pretend I just came through the door. Or back further than that. Whatever you spent my walk thinking, let’s talk about it. Together.” 
She shook her head slowly. Tears spilling unheeded. 
“This has been coming for a while.”
“We can stop it. Everything can be fixed.” 
“Not this.” 
“What did I do? What changed? Just tell me!” 
“Nothing changed, Cooper. That’s the problem.” 
“Then it’ll change now. Okay?” 
I took her hand, tried to force her to sit with me, both of us across the small kitchen table like old times, like any day over the past five years, any time before we reached this fork in the road. It was fixable. Of course it was. That day was just one more straw atop the camel’s back. Another twenty-four hours, nothing more. I hadn’t slept with someone else. I hadn’t hit her. I hadn’t said anything that couldn’t be taken back. I hadn’t blown our money or pissed someone off or turned down the right business deal or accepted the wrong one. Nothing had happened. It was just another day. Just another day. Of course she’d listen, if I insisted. We could rewind. We could step backward, inch by inch. She was the center of my world, and it wouldn’t hold without her. Even in those few seconds, I could feel it all slipping away. I could feel what was coming, the next day and the day after that, if this wasn’t fixed. And I was convinced. I didn’t care what it took; this had to be healed. I’d reinvent everything if I had to. I’d beg. I’d plead. Anything. 
“It’s too late,” Acacia said. 
“Why is it too late?” 
“It just is.” 
She wouldn’t look at me. Wouldn’t face me. I was practically kneeling, as spineless and pathetic as she’d accused me of being, my grip now at her wrist, clinging to her bracelet like a ladder’s bottom rung. If I snatched the beads, she couldn’t leave. I’d hold them hostage. Make her take it all back. 
“Don’t do this, Acacia.” 
Her lips pressed into a thin white line, as if I’d put the final nail in my own coffin. 
“I hate it when you call me that.” 
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OF
THE STORM
 
 
KAY
WASN’T
PRECISELY
DRUNK. SHE was just happy. Happy enough to know that this was a terrible idea; happy enough to keep going anyway. Happy enough to give lip service to the idea of protest, knowing these were dangerous waters. Happy enough to not actually care.
She’d moved to the chair, at least giving herself distance from the couch. She looked across the coffee table at Eddie. Eddie Fucking Vale. As if she hadn’t learned her lesson with that particular gentleman, and the other who’d been so much like him. 
There was motion at the stairs, coming up from the lower level. It was Sophie. She’d come up when they’d been one drink closer to stone sober, looked at them and asked what exactly was going on. This time she didn’t bother. Kay had never played coy with her daughter. Her father was a good man of questionable character, and before that he’d been someone Sophie would probably never meet. Adults didn’t always make decisions like the stolid authorities they pretended to be. Good policy was to eat well, exercise, avoid drugs, and drink in moderation. Sex was healthy, but something for Sophie to figure out later. Few punches were pulled, and it was Sophie’s good and mature judgment that ultimately kept her well and safe. Not Kay’s ironclad motherly commands, because she didn’t issue many. And not, at times like now, Kay’s less-than-sensible example.
“So is Dad staying?” Sophie asked. 
Kay looked at the man across from her. Handsome. Strong jaw, disheveled brown hair, a shadow of stubble. He was forty now, actually better looking today, she thought, than when they’d met. Part of that was confidence — strong and shallow enough to have become swagger. It wasn’t what Kay would have chosen for him. But there was no denying the way his manner still, against her good intentions, continued to draw her back again and again. 
“We’re just talking.” 
Sophie’s eyes went to the vodka bottle on the table. It was Stolichnaya. Less by far than either of them could afford, but with a nostalgic twist that better brands didn’t have. Kay shouldn’t be playing drinking games at her age. Not with this man, of all men. But the fact that she even had Stoli in the freezer had been enough to give her opponent leverage — a man who knew full well why she still drank it on occasion, who knew Stoli in the house meant she’d never quite surrendered memories of the kids they’d once been, no matter how many airs she tried to put on in the name of good sense. 
Sophie’s eyes moved from the bottle to her father. Watching, Kay still felt very lucid. Still nowhere near drunk. One glass of wine and one shot each. She’d handled much more. Years and years and years ago, with the same man. 
He spoke first: “What’s up, Soap?” 
“So can I go over to Kylie’s? She called again.” 
“Ask your mother.” 
“I’ll think about it, Sophie,” Kay said. 
Sophie looked at the wall clock as if she thought Kay might not know the time. “It’s getting late.” 
“I said I’ll think about it.”
Sophie huffed, her manner that of a teenager a full year in advance. Then she slumped down the stairs, making more noise than was strictly necessary.
Kay watched Sophie’s head vanish then looked at her father, who said, “Do you remember being that age?”
Kay shook her head. “No.” 
“I do.” 
“You had to. You wrote about it.” 
“I didn’t write about being twelve. There was no point. Twelve just stands out because it was so shitty.” 
“Oh yeah?” Kay leaned forward in the chair. Was this his penance? Was he about to volunteer something about his past here, now, out of the blue, as a gesture of contrition? He’d never really done that before.
“Yeah,” he said. “Because it was before I met you.” 
Kay rolled her eyes, concealing disappointment. But still, she felt a flush. It was embarrassing, the way he could push her buttons. What he’d said was a throwaway non-compliment — something that would be deemed too stupid for a Valentine’s Day card. And yet it felt good to hear him say it. Now that it was safe for him to voice such things, now that lines were drawn, now that they both agreed that this relationship had ended. Despite that, he’d moved to Colorado for their little almost-family. No matter what else, he was a good father. Shitty role model, sure. But Sophie was grounded enough to see it for what it was, to let it bounce off her.
“Truth,” he said, raising the little half shot of vodka and indicating hers. Only two drinks in, and she was getting a buzz. The half shots were his compromise between continuing on and stopping entirely.
“No more.” 
“You only had one Stoli. And it was a little one.” 
“I don’t want our daughter seeing us up here, taking shots like we’re college kids.” 
“Then do it while she’s downstairs.” 
Kay giggled. Giggled. Like a fucking airheaded sorority girl. 
“Truth,” he repeated, again raising the shot glass. “What did you see in your steady feller, Bob?” 
“I don’t understand the rules of this game,” Kay said. 
“Just answer the question.” 
“Bob was a good guy. He took good care of us.”
“Like a dog. Bob served the purpose of a dog.” 
“Oh, bullshit.” 
“You said he took good care of you. You didn’t say you actually liked him.” 
“I liked him.” 
“As much as me?” 
“Oh,” Kay said, widening her eyes in mock surprise. “You liked Bob, too?” 
“You know what I mean.” 
“Unfair. I won’t answer that.” 
“Then you have to drink.” 
“Fine. I liked him as much as I liked you.” 
He pointed an accusing finger at her. “Liar. Drink.” 
So she drank the half shot. No big deal. She wasn’t a kid anymore; doing literal shots was stupid. But half shots were okay. She’d only lost twice, sufficient that she understood the game, which she didn’t, really. One and a half shots of Stoli and one glass of red wine. She was still merely pleased. Nowhere near compromised.
“Now you,” she said. 
“I can outlast you in this game. You know that, right?” 
“Maybe I’m more clever than you think.” 
“It’s not a matter of being clever. Do you remember Raiders of the Lost Ark? I’m Karen Allen. You’re that Mongolian guy I drink under the table.” 
She laughed. “You’re Karen Allen in this scenario?” 
“Except that I’m hotter.” 
“Truth,” Kay said. 
He shrugged in an if-you-insist sort of way, running a hand through his hair. HIs leather bracelet slid up, then down. “Okay, go ahead. Try to outdrink Karen Fucking Allen.” 
“Will you ever finish your book?” she asked.
“I’m working on it.” 
“I’ve heard that before.” 
“Drink. You lose.” 
He looked at the shot glass, still half-full on the table. “I answered your question truthfully.” 
“You’re not ‘working on it.’ Not in any reasonable way, by a normal person’s definition.” 
“I am. Sol has been all over me to finish it. If I don’t, the movie will scoop me. And I already told you I’m retching over the ending they’ll tack on our story.” 
“You don’t know you’ll hate the ending.” 
“Truth?” 
Kay was intrigued. “Truth,” she answered. 
“I’ve seen it. I’m not guessing anymore. Now I’ve actually seen the ending they’re planning to use.” 
“When?” 
“Earlier today. Sol sent me a draft. Like a threat. Actors get scripts so they can learn lines, but Sol sent it to me the way Don Corleone used the horse head in that guy’s bed.” 
“Did you scream when you read it, like with the horse head?” 
He nodded. “I did. Like this.” He mimicked the cry. Activity stirred on the stairs. Sophie’s head poked up. 
“Hi, Soap.” 
“Mom, Carrie is already there.” 
“Where?” Kay asked. 
A teenage eye roll. “Where do you think? At Kylie’s house.” 
“You have homework to do, Sophie. And it’s Sunday. Why would I let you sleep over on a Sunday?” 
“You said ‘maybe’ earlier. Didn’t she say ‘maybe,’ Dad?” 
“Witness,” he said. 
“You have school tomorrow.” 
“We’ll ride to school with Kylie’s mom. And you know how anal she is about school.” 
“You’ll stay up too late.” 
“Only if you don’t let me go soon, and we have to stay up late to have any time before bed.”
“Soph, I’m already sort of in for the night.” 
“Dad can take me when he goes home,” Sophie said. “If he’s not staying, I mean.” 
“Soap, I’m already in for the night with your mother,” he said. 
“No, you’re not,” Kay countered. 
“Then take me, Dad. Kylie’s house is practically on the way to your place.” 
But Kay held up a hand and said, “In a bit.” Only after speaking did she realize she should have let him answer for himself. He gave her a smile that was entirely too presumptuous. 
“Mom … ” 
“Sophie … ” Kay mimicked her daughter’s tone. 
“I’ll just walk. Can I walk to Kylie’s?”
“That’s too far to walk in the dark.”
“I’ll take a flashlight.” 
“I don’t want you out alone, Sophie.” 
“I’ll take pepper spray.” 
Thunder rolled outside. The rain was still spare, but it was now pelting the windows with heavy drops. 
“There’s a storm coming,” Kay said, with an air of finality. 
Sophie huffed again and disappeared.
“I can’t take her. I’m staying over.” 
“You’re not staying over,” Kay said.
“It’s dark, and I have no pepper spray,” he added.
“Fuck you.” But she laughed. 
He shifted on the couch. “So do you want to hear? About the movie ending to our story?” 
It took her a moment to find their earlier discussion. “Okay.” 
“Then drink,” he said. 
“I haven’t withheld the truth.”
He nodded pointedly toward the staircase. Toward where Sophie had been: the daughter he hadn’t known existed until she was five years old. 
“On the whole disclosure-versus-nondisclosure issue, I’d argue that you owe me one,” he said. 
Kay made noises of protest. 
Then she drank.




 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
THE
NEXT
YEAR
OF
MY life took forever.
Acacia stopped returning my calls, so I went to visit her. When I got her face to face, she cried. At the time, this felt like a good thing. Our big argument had been worse than stupid. I knew she was keeping something from me that had suddenly made our simmering situation hit a boil, something she kept refusing to tell. If I kept at it, I figured I could pick the scab off of whatever it was. Because nothing had changed between us. I was prolific for others, and a worthless writer when it came to what she saw as my important work. I knew that important work was crap, but I’d always known that, and told her so. She was frustrated with me, same as always. I didn’t cheat, did drink, and rarely took anything in those days that was worse than weed, again same as always. Mostly good and some bad, but none of it new. So what was different? What made me so irredeemable now? 
I asked, and she gave me tearful half answers. “Too much for too long,” she said. We’d spent five years together — and no, nothing had changed. But that, right there, was the problem. She wasn’t eighteen anymore, and I was no longer twenty-three. It was time for us both to grow up, but I just hadn’t. My arrested development, so she said, was a non-starter. She wanted to build a life. And the writing (on the wall, definitely not in a coherent stack beside my typewriter) was clear: this man-child wasn’t a person she could build a life with. 
But the tears, face to face, gave me hope. If Acacia cried, it meant she still cared. So I leveraged the emotional torture: If I could make her hurt badly enough, maybe she’d return to staunch the bleeding. When I could step outside myself, I admired her. It wasn’t that she didn’t love me. She cried because she loved me and knew I was trouble in the long term. The will it was taking, to keep rebuffing me, pained me on the rebound: Not only did I ache on my own; I ached because I knew how much I had to be hurting her. It was a sublime downward spiral. Misery loves company, so I tethered her torment to mine. I’d be a son of a bitch if not her lover. If we couldn’t be happy together, we’d feel terrible in tandem. 
She stopped answering when I came around. She was always away, almost as if she could see me coming and ducked out the back door. When I stayed too long — banging on the door, circling the home to rap on windows — I earned angry stares from her neighbors. Then one day, for no reason, I didn’t go back. I stopped driving across town hoping to see her. No more seeking her haunts, or the friends we’d divvied like furniture in the breakup. She’d only come to me once to retrieve items she’d left at my place and couldn’t do without. I’d held them close, hugging her box like a child in a tantrum. In the end she’d said I could keep it all. Then I’d shoved the box toward her, crying, begging, saying I’d do anything. But after that, she disappeared from my sphere entirely. It all stopped. I didn’t exist to her. She didn’t exist to me. 
One night, I considered killing myself. I didn’t consider it in the way most people do, checking the lethal dose of various pills, testing rope to see if it’d support my weight, or turning a gun over in my hands, painting my fingertips with its subtle oil. I didn’t consider as in contemplate. Rather, I considered it as a concept. Should I kill myself? Would it solve my problems? I thought these things while flat on my back, hands under my head, pensive. But ultimately suicide seemed too much trouble. Not enough bang (pardon the expression) for the buck. 
But there was another reason my contemplations ended there, though I didn’t like to think about it. I became increasingly sure, after the night of considered suicide had passed, that I’d chosen to keep on living because life was more painful than death. I wondered if I’d chosen living as a way of punishing myself. Proper payment for a man who deserved it. 
Solomon tried to help me during that trying time. God bless him, he honestly did. But he only made things worse. Sol was still living in The Catalyst, now several floors higher in a building where tenants paid extravagantly by the foot-above-ground. Women didn’t come to him as they came to me, but he’d compensated with cash, attracting exactly the kind of girls who were drawn by dollar signs. So to make me feel better, he told me about all the pussy I’d been missing. Like it had changed in the wild, as if I’d simply missed the vast vagina proliferation during my time off market. I imagined him like Willy Wonka, painting grand visions with words, explaining all the newest varieties. The sense of wonder was palpable. My breakup and release from solitary vaginal confinement, he promised, was a great thing. Now I could head to the buffet. Now I could get back in the game, where the getting had gotten good. 
He brought expensive liquor, which made me feel worse. He brought me weed, which made me paranoid about my own actions — made me sure, in melancholy moments, that not only had it all been my fault, but that I’d missed some crucial juncture where it all might have been reversed. He brought me an attractive entourage and ecstasy, but all I found in the haze of sweat and skin to follow were comparisons to Acacia. Minutes of pleasure followed by hours of regret. Each time I got drunk or high or had meaningless sex, I was sure in the coming down that I was proving her right. And in those moments I had strange epiphanies. Acacia had told me that she cared what I did not for herself, but for me. She cared that I failed because failing mattered to me. She wanted me to soar not because it was her version of fixing me but because I’d honestly be happier if I could be fixed. 
Which I couldn’t.
I woke up still drunk. I wrote. When I realized I missed knowing that someone had read the shit I’d spewed each day, I started letting Solomon read it. Penitence came out as desperate, pathetic pleading. I told him that I wanted to publish. Somehow. I begged him to help me because God knew I couldn’t help myself. Solomon took pages to be polite, and shuffled my many boxes. I was afraid to ask him for feedback, but sometimes I was weak and asked anyway, pathetically, what he thought. He said it was good. Of course. Because nobody tells a piece of shit that his work is horrible when he’s so clearly distraught. 
It’s great, Cooper. You should publish it, for sure. 
But I knew condescension when I heard it. Same for pity and pandering. So I cut him off. Yelled at him to get out, to never touch my work again. I threw things: bottles, a paperweight, once my typewriter, which broke on impact and needed repair. The bottles broke as well. I never bothered to gather the glass and left it glinting in the corners. Once I stepped on a piece, but only realized later, on retracing my steps, seeing my own bloody footprints. Because of course I always walked barefoot. Of course I used my standing desk whenever I could. Of course I took walks, plodding though they became. And when I saw an advertisement for a wrist-worn movement tracker, proving right Acacia’s predictions of such things, I bought one and began wearing it at all times, just to feel close to her in some way.
Admit it, Solomon. My writing is trite. It’s redundant. 
And he’d tell me that my stories were genius. 
They’re unimaginative. I can’t make anything up. Just stories of things that happened. People who really exist. I challenged him the way he’d once challenged me, our positions reversed. I couldn’t even change your name. My Solomon character is called Solomon. 
Because you’re telling the truth, he said. 
I told him to get the fuck out. That I didn’t need his pity. Sometimes I cried, right in front of my oldest friend. That just made me angrier. And I was most mad at Acacia, though I’d never have said it to her face — if I could find her, months later, by which time I’d driven past her house and realized she’d moved. Because before Acacia, I’d been strong. I was a universe unto myself. Maybe I’d been unhealthy and deluding myself back then; it hardly mattered. Maybe I’d been unhappy, but at least I hadn’t known it. What she did during our five years together, it was like domestication. I was an injured tiger cub raised in a zoo, nursed to health. How was I supposed to fare after she tossed me back into the wild? I’d become dependent. I was used to being emotionally fed, used to never having to fend for myself. I’d lost my claws. I was a turtle who’d been stripped of his shell. 
Three months. 
Four months. 
Seven months. 
The hurt receded. It didn’t go away; I sucked it in and stowed it deep. I pretended, for weeks at a time, that I was the man I’d always been and that my old scars were merely tough tissue. But then I’d run across a photo in a drawer. I’d meet an old mutual friend who’d ask me about her. I’d find a hair tie in my dresser. A long, dirty blonde hair forgotten in a corner of my bathroom. And then that old pain would come back fresh, impaling me from inside. I’d drink to make it go away. I’d take walks, but those walks were different. I made them with my radar up. I went to bars. I went to clubs, though I already felt too old for their doors. I attended every event with Solomon. I found respite in torrid encounters, and they came readily, like bullets from a gun. I regrew my shell, made it tougher. The cockier and more distant I became, the easier it was to find girls I didn’t care to be with, but did anyway. Each time was beautiful in its way. I loved them all, for moments. And in those moments I tried to believe that things were fine, that they’d be this way forever. But in the morning, even if they wanted me to stay, I left. Because they weren’t her. And whoever I’d almost been to them, I wasn’t that man either. So we left each other, each with our itches scratched. 
Ten months. 
Twelve months. 
Money continued to roll in. I socked it away; Solomon spent his like it was water. I was Solomon’s only client, and he squeezed me like a sponge. The more I worked, the less I dwelled. “And besides,” he said, “pain makes for great art.” I wrote; I walked; I drank and swallowed and snorted; I had congress with questionable people; I slept. I repeated. Solomon continued to fish through my pages, always without permission. And whenever he did, he told me to shit or get off the pot, just like Acacia always had. With a script, if not the novel I claimed to want to write. 
But I had a block that kept progress at bay. Something I couldn’t get past. Solomon told me to resurrect my pen name — the one Acacia had, for some stupid reason (Solomon’s words) “had some stupid motherfucking problem with.” Wasn’t I myself? Wasn’t I the writer, no matter how much I hid? 
One script published. Another. More work came. I did it. Life went on. 
But I wondered if I was doing just what Acacia had said. If I was proving her right. Was I shipping my work and taking her positive advice? Or was I doing the opposite and digging my hole ever deeper? I wanted to ask her, if I could find her. But I came up blank whenever I tried. She’d vanished. She wasn’t at the beach, the campus, the trails, her old neighborhood. She certainly wasn’t in mine. And when I called her friends, they hung up on me just like she used to, back when I’d had her working number. 
Where did we go wrong? 
I told myself tales. If I had another chance, I’d take it all back. Whatever it was. We’d make it work. And maybe, in time, we still could. I’d meet her again one day, out of the blue. And when we met, the spark would come back. I didn’t want anyone else; after our first two years apart, dealing only single-serving romances, I came to believe that as certain. I only wanted her. And she’d see it, and I’d see it, and we’d get our second chance. And this time we’d talk straight. We’d play straight. And it would all be okay, now that we’d rinsed the idiocy of youth from our systems. 
Twenty months. 
Twenty-four. 
Twenty-six.
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NINE O’CLOCK. 
TEN. 
KAY
DOWNED another half shot, knowing it was one or two or even three half shots too many. She knew it because she wanted to keep going. Because she was feeling pretty good. And because she’d moved to the couch a while back, and nearly two hours had passed, and though their pace had been moderate they’d still outstripped her body’s ability to metabolize the liquor in her system. And because as her hands and legs brushed against those of her unwelcome, unwise visitor, she found she only wanted him to stay. To brush more than lips. To share her bed again. The idea was endless miles beyond unwise. But as the storm hung outside, now raining in earnest but never quite cresting, the couch just felt so cozy. As did the man. 
“You should go,” she said. 
“I told you I was Karen Allen.” 
“You were right. I’m a little drunk. So you need to go.” 
She smiled. Feeling the smile. Seeing him close. Smelling him. Sensing him. Remembering all of him. Why hadn’t they worked out? She’d been younger then. So had he. They could make it this time. For a night, anyway. 
He leaned in. An inch. Another inch. She could feel the heat coming off of his skin. But then Sophie’s voice interrupted them, again. 
“Mom!” 
Kay blinked. “What?” 
“You said you’d take me a half hour ago!” 
Mommy’s too drunk to drive, she thought. Daddy wasn’t, because Daddy had better tolerance. Or rather, he was right on the edge of too drunk, she thought. He could leave. Needed to leave, actually. But he was a bit past the line where she’d let him drive their daughter anywhere. 
“We’re … ” Kay began. 
“A little shitfaced, short stuff.” 
Kay looked over. Slapped him on the arm. Then laughed. 
“You’re drunk?” 
“Just a little,” he said, over Kay’s protests. 
“No. No, we’re not.” 
“Your mother is. Which was my plan from the start. I have wooed her.” 
“Shh!” And more laughter. Wow, this had really gone too far. 
“Dad … ” 
“No, no, this is good. This is how most great couples get together. I read it in the movie ending Solomon sent me.” 
That really made Kay laugh. Because they’d already played that part of the game. He was overstating things a bit, but what he’d said really was more or less the ending that Ray had in store: The hero and heroine fight, have a sloppy night not unlike this one, then realize they’re happier together than apart. It flew in the face of everything in the story before that point and was totally inconsistent with the characters, but what did Hollywood care? They just wanted their happily ever after — to put the delirious in Delirious Love. The book’s ending, if it ever got written, would be different. A lot less crowd pleasing. He’d joked that he’d just have them ride off into the sunset — apart, in different directions. Then they’d die alone, The End. It’s a much more realistic ending for us, he’d said. But that hadn’t stopped the influx of alcohol as he’d tried to force Hollywood’s ending after all. And, Kay thought, maybe it really would happen. Or maybe this was the worst idea anyone had ever had, because deus ex machina never worked in decent fiction — and the bleak ending seemed far more likely than the happy one.
“Do you care if I stay over at Kylie’s or not?” Sophie said, pouting heavy in her voice.
“She doesn’t care if you go. But she’s too wasted to take you.” 
Sophie gave them both a look. It wasn’t sad, or angry. It was an adult expression, seeming to point out the obvious fact that both of them were hopeless assholes. 
“Come on! Now Kylie says that Avery is going, too.”
“It’s ten o’clock,” Kay told her. “On a Sunday.” 
“And we’re starting late tomorrow because of the field trip!” 
“Sophie … ” 
“Mom, seriously! I’m twelve!” 
“Yes. You’re twelve.” 
“And all of my friends are going!” 
Kay felt an elbow in her side. “Ask her if she’d jump off a bridge if all of her friends did it, too.” 
Sophie put one hand on her slim hip. “Just to be clear, it’s not my going that you don’t like. It’s the fact that you’ve got this … whatever … going on that’s causing a problem.” And she waved her hands toward the whole of the sofa’s inappropriate action. 
“Sophie, listen to me … ” 
“Just walk me, then. If you can’t drive and don’t want me to walk alone, walk with me.” She gave them another look. “You can make out on the way back if you want.” 
“Sophie!”
“Will you take me or not?” 
Kay sighed. It was time to end this anyway. They’d been putting Sophie off for a while now, and she was right; the request was perfectly reasonable. Sophie didn’t lie; she was going where she said. And Kylie’s mother was a paragon of parental virtue — enough so to be annoying. 
“Just a minute,” Kay told her. 
Sophie, who’d been put off by “just a minute” a few times already, huffed and turned back toward the steps.
“And I’ll make out with your mother in plain sight, young lady!” 
Then there were arms on her, and lips. Kay pushed herself free, but Sophie was already gone. 
“Fantastic,” Kay said. Then, turning: “Really?”
He smiled. “So our ‘just a minute,’ how should we spend it?” 
“You’re not going with me,” she said. “I’ll walk her alone.” 
“I’ll stay here and get the bed warm for us.” 
“You’re going home.” 
“Baby. I’m too drunk to drive.” 
Kay shook her head. 
His hand found hers. 
Outside, the wind began to whip, and the rain came in sheets.




 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
SOLOMON
BROUGHT
ME
MORE
SCRIPTS. Clients made fewer and fewer comments on my notes. More often than not, my suggestions were simply accepted. I didn’t like the work; something self-destructive inside me seemed bound and determined to crush this thing I’d become. Because there were dark times when I sat alone in my new apartment, recalling those early days, of fleeing Susan’s bed and the threat of Reggie’s fists. Of my father, and what he’d said. Who he’d told me I’d become. 
I’d think back to him, to his predictions. And when I did, it struck me that I had no idea what became of him. The proliferation of computers and the Web threatened renewed communication, but I wanted none. I didn’t even want to look around and snoop. Because if I found my father, maybe he’d find me. Maybe he’d see my success, and call it failure. And I’d agree.
Ironic, the way that Acacia and Earl Bishop had ended up more or less on the same team. 
So I tried to push all of that whore work away, and I tried to do the simplest thing possible: to live alone, to drink, to find company, to walk the streets of Los Angeles as if looking to get mugged or shot. But Solomon was always there, always trying to help, always somehow making things worse even though I told him thanks. I’d try to turn down work, and Solomon would tell me I couldn’t. I was in demand. I was an intuitive script doctor, an intuitive punch-up artist — even an intuitive writer, when I could pretend that the work wasn’t my own. When it was too much to spec, or too much under another name. When the words were all on the page, and I hated every one. 
Solomon invited me to movies he claimed jokingly were my own, or at least contained fragments of me in their lines and works. Whenever I refused, he brought me videotapes, laser discs, and eventually DVDs. We watched on my big screen, and I hated myself a little more with every minute passed. Because it was just like old times: the way Sol and I, younger then, had sat with Scarlet in Colorado, watching her father’s movies on his giant TV. Fucking under the bedroom chandelier. I thought of Scarlet often, of how she’d let me go, given us money and a vehicle, made all of this possible. Would she be proud? Or would she recoil, feeling she’d helped to make something awful? 
I should have stayed. 
If not with Acacia in LA, then with Scarlet in Colorado. 
I thought of those days the way some of my acquaintances (they weren’t precisely friends; of those, I had few) thought of their college years: as a time of adult innocence, old enough to appreciate freedom, young and dumb enough to not yet suffer the affliction of obligations. It made me think of the mountains. And when I walked, if I walked in the right places, I could see the hills. 
Far enough east, there were mountains. 
And beyond them, far enough, was a land of rock and trees, a mile high. 
But Sol saw none of it, and would have laughed at the mention. Those days, when we’d been seventeen, he’d been many rungs lower on a ladder the man never stopped climbing. Why would anyone lament the past? Solomon seemed to feel. It had served its purpose. When we’d arrived in Los Angeles, Solomon had sold the Taurus, telling the dealer it was his famous client’s, and somehow managing to upgrade himself into something nicer. I didn’t want a car in LA. He didn’t either, but it was another necessary parlay: Show one card as proof of membership in a club of status, then pry and leverage to your advantage. He’d done the same with his clothes, and then everything else. 
“We’re rolling,” he said. “How fucking cool is that?” 
“Pretty cool.” It was easier to agree. 
“The idea that you’d even think of turning anything down is punk shit. You hear me? Punk shit.” 
“Yeah.” 
“Don’t get me wrong. A year from now, we’ll be taking the same deals and telling studio heads to shove it right up their dick holes. But for now, it’s punk to turn it down. Nothing wrong with sucking some cocks as long as you have an exit strategy.” 
“What’s the exit strategy for sucking cocks?”
“Dodge at the last minute.” He said this straight-faced, as if it were literal. Maybe it was. There was no way to tell. 
“You’re not turning down Mercy. You won’t get a lead credit, but it’s a portfolio piece. I know you can nail it. Then we’ll take that and slap Jackie around with it. Then the cool shit happens. Am I right?” 
I grunted. 
“Damn straight.” 
That’s how it went for years. Solomon steered. I didn’t exactly row my oars in the same direction as he did, but I didn’t row backward, either. I just sort of sat there while he attached a motor that he’d connived some hapless boater out of, perhaps as a trade for invisible gold. Or stock in a venture that had seemed exciting at the time, yet left every investor scratching her head, unsure why she’d been so enthralled. 
I wanted to turn something down because it was wrong — exactly the kind of thing that made me hate myself, and made Acacia hate what was at my core. Fuck that, said Solomon. So thinking I’d found a way to outsmart him, I raised my rates. Not just a little, either. I doubled what I was charging. Then doubled again. But the offers didn’t stop. Everyone paid. So I doubled one last time, now asking for fees eight times higher than I’d charged when Sol had said we were rolling, now insulted that my buddy had let me work at wages with so much room for improvement. I entered negotiations perfectly suited because I clearly wanted fewer deals. Take it or leave it, I’d say or imply. But they always took it, even though the point was making them leave it. 
“Great, great,” Solomon said, suit and sunglasses on, holding a drink that reeked of juniper at some party. “You’re more savvy at this than I thought. You’re a genius. Love you, Bro. Super work. Now knock it off; you’ll get me blacklisted.” Then he dragged me through the crowd and introduced me to someone with an accent and a soul patch. A short-skirted waitress served us drinks then dragged me into a corner so she could lift that skirt in private. I wasn’t interested, except for the five minutes when I was. Then I was interested again a few minutes later, before I drank myself stupid and woke up with cotton mouth. 
I tried to find Acacia. Acacia Monroe. How hard could it be to find a girl with a name like hers? But I was shit with computers; I refused to type on anything but a typewriter. Solomon called me a Luddite. But he indulged me, finally, years later, when we were high and I asked him to help me find her using one of those infuriating boxes. Five years separated from Acacia had spit in my eye. So what could it possibly hurt? I was over her. Of course I was. I was Cooper Fucking Bishop, even though nobody really knew that name anymore, and I didn’t need one specific woman out of the many available to me. Of course I didn’t. And Sol must have believed me — the student finally outnegotiating the master — because he helped, and still we couldn’t find her. The Internet revealed no Acacia Monroe. She was nowhere to be found. 
But then one day it hit me. Of course she wouldn’t be so easy to find. Not if she was starting new, and still meant to run from her roots. 
I told Solomon to try something else. And almost instantly he found her, in the suburbs. 
There were even some photos. And sure enough, she was still just as beautiful as I remembered.
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HE
WAS
PRACTICALLY
ON
TOP of her, his stubble close enough to grate against her skin, when Kay suddenly sat upright with a trailing, runaway giggle. “Okay. I should take Sophie.”
“Oh come on. She hasn’t even come back upstairs.” 
“She finally listened,” Kay said. “And I told her ‘just a minute.’”
She busied herself with the unnecessary task of screwing the lid back on the empty bottle of Stoli, its glass sides now so long from the freezer that the whole thing felt room temperature. She made much work of tiny tasks that didn’t need doing: making sure the cap was tight, gathering the two glasses, making sure they lined up nicely, one beside the other. 
Dangerous seconds passed, but she didn’t want to stand. Something in her had lilted to the side in her chest, as if drawn to the man beside her. An organic magnet pushing them together, just as he’d always wanted, just as she’d (come on, admit it) always wanted, too. But it was a terrible idea, and always had been. Being together had always borne the kiss of euphoria. Love was never the problem. They were the problem, and years had done nothing to change that. The Hollywood machine, here in Colorado, was evidence. Allison Graham, the actor, was evidence. Even this little game, meant to manipulate (though she’d of course let herself be steered), was evidence. 
It would be wise to stay apart. But right now Kay didn’t feel especially wise. Not with his hands on her. Not with the single, on-a-dare kiss just they’d shared, with a laugh, still on her lips. 
Her heart felt fast and heavy. Her breath was short. She was even, inappropriately, aroused. They just needed to help Sophie along. Kylie’s house was a few blocks away. Then they’d have the place to themselves, the whole night long, if she really decided to make this mistake.
She stood, businesslike, brushing aside conflicted emotion. 
“This has been fun,” she said. 
“Has been?” 
“I’ve enjoyed our little trip down juvenile lane.” 
“Don’t you use the present-perfect tense with me.” He reached for her hand. She dodged, pretending not to notice his reaching. Small movements took intense effort. Her feet were anchored in concrete, and the only easy direction was toward comfortable, disastrous temptation. 
“Time to break it up. I’ve gotta take Sophie to her friend’s house.” 
“Oh. I’ll go with you.” 
“No.” 
He stopped. Made a face that was almost impish — more amused than annoyed, as if it was hilarious that she’d say such a thing. 
“‘No’?” 
“I have to get up early tomorrow.” 
“Do you have a speech to the AMA or something?” 
She laughed, avoiding his eyes. “I wish.” 
“OSHA, then.” 
“I just have some things I need to do.” 
“What could you possibly have to do that’s pressing enough to preclude a pleasant walk in the rain?” 
“I’m taking the walk. You’re the one who’s not.” 
“Oh. Now I understand the confusion: You’re trying to respect my time. But it’s okay. I don’t have any speeches tomorrow. Thanks for looking out for me, though.” 
Kay sighed. 
“Oh, what? Are you really not going to let me take a walk? That’s supposed to be your thing. I’m a writer. I need to move. I sit all day.” He seemed to think. “Well, not all day. Sometimes I use my standing desk.” 
Kay ignored him.
“I even got one of these to match yours.” He jiggled his wrist, showing her the movement tracker beneath his leather bracelet. She’d noticed that, too. It had struck her as a bit sad — pandering, even. But maybe he really did want to change. Sure, he’d brought his problems from California, but he was also better in so many ways. 
No. No, don’t fall for that trap, she told herself. And it wasn’t his trap, either. This was one she’d reset for herself time and time and time again because it had always been easier for her to seek the familiar than try something truly new. And truly risky.
She turned to face him. “You need to go.” Then, to soften the rebuke, she put her hand on his chest. A light pat. A smile. A strong magnetic desire, in which comfort seemed as close as it was far. 
“But I don’t want to go. Sophie is sleeping over. I want to sleep over, too.” 
He returned her smile. A boyish expression. One that melted so many parts. She wasn’t prepared to resist. The enemy army had made inroads against her usually careful defenses. Glasnost had come in a bottle, and the bonds of friendship were blooming like blighted buds. 
“That’s not a good idea.” 
He took a step forward. Put hands around her waist. “I think it’s a fantastic idea.” 
“No. No, it’s not.” 
His face came closer. She could feel his warmth. He was still smiling. Looking into her eyes with those soft brown orbs. How could this man possibly hurt her? Except that he’d done it so many times before, and vice-versa. She turned her head. Avoided his gaze. His imminent kiss. 
“You have to go,” she said, barely getting the words past her lips. “If you stay, this will go too far. We’ll do something … regrettable.” 
Subtly, his smile widened. That had been exactly the wrong thing to say. The house was silent; it would be easy to believe they were alone. Thank God they weren’t. Thank God Sophie was still downstairs. Because Kay felt herself responding. All of her. Sophie’s presence was the only defense — the thin line that kept her a hair’s breadth from leaning in. From letting him lead her back to the couch. To the bedroom. To the cool floor with its warm rug. The rain’s white noise was a lullaby. It was coming harder and harder. Her eyes were half-lidded. Sluggish and slow, but not with coming sleep. 
Lips met. 
A flash of lightning snapped her awake. A second’s clarity, and in that instant it all became clear. She’d worked too hard to extricate herself from this man, from this delightful but doomed relationship. She’d worked too hard to be her own person, to strike the balance of managing to love him without being in love. To create, here and away from LA, as much of a family as the three of them could ever have. Right now, things were good. They were close to each other but not too close. Friendly but not intimate. Cordial but not inextricably connected. They’d always been codependent, yin and yang blending like acid and base. They’d tried. Many times. Down this path, past a few hours of temporary pleasure, lay inevitable pain. 
She pushed him away. 
“You have to go.” 
“Oh come on.”
She swiped the back of her hand across her lips. She blinked. She shook her head, tenting her fingers on his chest, keeping him at a distance. The touch was like nitroglycerine. 
Caution. Slow and gentle, or something might blow. 
“No. You have to leave. Now.” 
Another flash of lighting. A crackle of thunder. 
“But I’m drunk,” he said. “I can’t drive drunk.” 
“You’re fine. You’ll make it.” 
“What if I drive off the road? What if I end up going right through the guard rail?” 
“Stop. I know you’re okay.” Now stepping backward. Now looking away. Still shaking her head. Knowing that her resolve was whisper thin, that if he kept coming toward her, he’d break it. 
He raised his arms. Reached for her.
“No. Don’t do this. For both of our sakes. And for Sophie.” 
“I’m not doing anything.” 
That smile. That infuriating, innocent, sexy fucking smile. 
Another flash outside. Another crackle, this one closer, and closing with a boom. The sound of a pressure hose set loose, lashing the windows with force. How could she walk Sophie over in this? She’d have to stay home, and hate her mother.
“Kay … ” 
“Don’t. Goddammit, don’t you ‘Kay’ me.” But hearing the soft pleading in his voice, her eyes prickled. She resisted the urge to wipe them.
“Kay, I love you. I’ve always loved you.” 
Arms at her sides. Resolve breaking. 
“No!” With her last ounce of resistance, again she pushed him away. “No, do you hear me? You have to go! Now! Get the fuck out of my house!” 
He stopped. Blinked. The shock on his face broke her heart. 
Outside, there was a flash like a grenade. A nearly simultaneous boom shook the windows in their frames. The rain continued to lash the view, striking the glass like a bullwhip. The wind was a live thing. Then a stone cascade and rattle as the hail began. 
“I don’t think I can get the fuck out of your house, Kay,” he said.




 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
THE
HOUSE
WAS
A
LITTLE bungalow, not far from the beach. Not terribly far, honestly, from the house I’d known when Acacia and I had been together. The house number was 2097, and it had been written on the mailbox in pink paint, a rudimentary vine done in green that appeared to wrap the entire oblong box. It wasn’t something Acacia would do at all. There were flower buds on the vine, or the stem, or whatever it was. Not something a woman who resented being named after a flower would do, either. 
It had to be the wrong place. Solomon must have made a mistake. This place wasn’t far enough away for a woman on the run. It was almost a reasonable distance to move, to capitalize on a better neighborhood or cheaper rent. Almost as if she hadn’t been as preoccupied with getting away from me as I’d been with her. Almost as if her life had simply gone on. But the mailbox was still a mystery, and I was standing on the flagstones trying to solve it when the door opened. I’d somehow forgotten that I’d pressed the bell. 
There was a little girl standing in front of me, maybe kindergarten age, watching me with interest. She’d opened the door fully, instead of part way. She wasn’t inviting me in or keeping me out. And yet I got the feeling that if I were to push past her, she’d know just what to do. 
“Um, hi,” I said. 
“Hi.” 
“I must have the wrong place.” 
“Maybe.” The girl shifted from foot to foot. It was a somehow adult movement, as if she were a much older soul trapped in the body of a rail-thin, all-bones little girl. She didn’t seem perturbed that I was there. We were two people waiting for a bus, amiable if somewhat awkward in our silence. 
I opened my mouth to ask for Acacia Monroe, but instead I found myself gesturing toward the mailbox. 
“Did you paint this?” 
“Yep.” 
“You like flowers?”
She shrugged. I didn’t know if it was a yes or no. “They’re lilies.”
“Lilies, huh?” 
The girl watched me. Not carefully. Just with interest. Her expression was slowly changing. Becoming a bit devious, as if she was up to something. Her mouth lifted at one side only — a cavalier look years too old for her. 
I opened my mouth, this time to ask the girl’s name. But there were pedestrians behind me and surely an adult somewhere inside, and I was suddenly aware of how this must look. How it’d continue to look if we held a conversation: the stubble-faced, somewhat writerly looking man in reluctantly hip clothes, sunglasses on in the overcast day, speaking to the little girl ripe for abduction. 
I caught myself. And, feeling stupid but speaking conspiratorially, I said, “Look, Champ. Level with me. Does a lady named Acacia live here?”
“Yeah, but don’t call her that. Only grandma calls her Acacia.” 
I laughed. “I guess I knew that.” 
“Who are you?” the girl asked, more sarcastic than challenging.
“Who are you?” I countered. 
The girl rolled her eyes and turned back into the house. “Mom!” 
Acacia’s mouth opened involuntarily when she saw me. She looked, to my eye, stunning. She was in a jog top and tight sweatpants, probably exercising or about to. Her hair was in a ponytail. Her face was flushed. She’d aged, but not much. Not that I could see. Not that I was probably capable of seeing. 
“Cooper?” 
I didn’t know what to say, so an idiot urge seized me. I made jazz hands and said, “Surprise!” 
“What are you doing here?” 
That caught me off guard. I tried not to let it show. Because what was I doing here? I’d always lived by my wits, even after the cash had come in. I was the same kid who’d run away from home — run all the way across the country. My failure to plan ahead — my instinct to always take my chances — was integral to who I was. It was something that wouldn’t surprise Acacia after all the time we’d spent together. But it dawned on me how this must look — or to tell the truth, what this was. She hadn’t asked for my presence. Judging by what I was seeing, she’d actively avoided it. Or been neutral to it, not thinking of me until this moment. I hadn’t called. Hadn’t emailed, if I’d had the patience for such things. I’d just shown up. It was very Cooper. The impulsive, driven-by-instinct man Acacia had left because he refused to grow up. 
“I’m sorry. I just kind of … ” 
She came forward. Wrapped her arms around me. “It’s good to see you,” she said.
I looked down at the girl, who was watching us without surprise. The little girl with the bigger-than-life attitude, hair, eyes, and complexion like her mother’s. Five years old. Devil-may-care smile like her father’s.
“Cooper Bishop,” Acacia said, giving an awkward, now-I’m-caught sort of smile, “meet Sophie.”
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HE
COULDN’T
KNOW
HOW
THIS looked from her point of view. There was just no way. There never had been any way. Kay had made her mistakes; of course she had. But together, they’d made tons. And they’d never been good at seeing inside each other’s heads. Even after all this time.
“Some storm,” Kay said, watching the wall of windows.
“Yes. Let’s talk about the weather.” 
“We don’t have to talk at all.” 
That sounded too harsh. Minutes ago they’d been a breath from all over each other. The attraction was still strong, though chained now and dampened like banked coals. Following the onset of hail they’d lapsed into a strange sort of detente. A strange sort of mutual-assured destruction. She didn’t want to fight, but it would be unwise to engage in its opposite. 
“Sophie is going to hate me,” Kay said. “I could have taken her if we’d gone earlier instead of putting her off a hundred times.”
“No worries. She’ll hate me, too.” 
Kay laughed. Like everything else, the laugh was uncomfortable. 
“Just so you know, I’m still a little drunk,” he said. 
“Me too.” A little smile. Maybe a kind smile. Maybe a seductive one. They were sitting again, on opposite seats. The bottle of vodka was gone, erased like a foolish memory. Only Kay’s slowly spinning thoughts counterpointed the wind, the rain, the hail, the occasional boom of thunder.
“This is a nice place,” she said, realizing she’d always rushed him out, never given him a tour, let alone invited him for a family meal. “It’s three stories.” 
“Plus the basement?” He indicated the stairs where Sophie seemed to be hiding. 
“It’s a split level. The lower floor is at ground level in the back.” 
“So three floors plus the walk-out basement? Or including it?” 
“Including it.”
“Oh.” 
“One floor above this one.” 
“I see.” 
“And there’s an attic. But, like, a half attic. I don’t even know what’s up there. Landlord stuff.” 
“You rent?” 
Kay nodded.
“Hmm. I thought you’d bought.” 
“No. Rent.” 
Thunder rumbled through their quiet moment. The outside world was a car wash of falling ice. 
“Stuff up there.” 
Kay looked up. She’d missed that. 
“Sorry?” 
“I said, I’ll bet there’s some Goonies stuff up there.” 
“Goony stuff?”
“Goonies. Like in the movie.” 
“Oh.” 
“Like a pirate map.” And then he did a little “Arrr” thing, squinting one eye down to connote a pirate’s eye patch, turning the index finger of one hand into a hook. But it wasn’t funny or even cute, so he let it drop. In the following pause, a gust of wind drove a wall of water against the windows. They rattled and shook. She wondered about the glass’s strength. She’d heard summer storms in the mountains could be intense, but this was her first. What would it take to blow one of those floor-to-ceiling windows into shards? Were they somehow reinforced? And what about branches, or hail? Were they in danger, just sitting here? 
At exactly the same time, they both said, “Well … ”
Then they both laughed. But once the single word had passed, neither seemed to recall what they’d been about to say. What “Well” had been meant to begin. So they fell silent again. Kay sat with her knees together, not precisely leaning back. 
Thunder rolled. Hail struck, larger and larger, shattering on the ground like crystal bombs. But it was hard to hear them, and the hail appeared to break without sound. The wind made up the difference with deadly insistence.
“So do you want to fuck, then?” 
Kay stood, ignoring him, unable to keep sitting. Something was bothering her. Something under the skin. Something she couldn’t place. 
“I guess that’s a no.”
“I suppose I should make up the guest room.”
“So I get to stay?” He held up both fists, halfway, and made a little Yay! sound. To Kay’s ears, it was barely an exhale, like a hiss. The wind was too loud. The thunder too intense. Thunder followed every strike of lightning, almost instantly, right on top of them. And with each bass clap, it was as if the sound itself gripped Kay by the middle and shook her. Her heart had been beating too fast since things had almost become amorous, but it took until now before she realized her rhythms were born, at least in part, from fear. And some of the fear came without reason — a phantom thing she couldn’t quite place but felt to her bones. A thing that was wrong. 
“Maybe I should turn on the TV. Or music,” she said.
The power died and plunged them into darkness. Kay leaped, startled, a small noise of shock jumping from her lungs. A few seconds later, emergency lights came on, ticking awake like tiny clocks. The harsh, utilitarian LEDs in the corners threw the room into shadow, while the greater light show continued outside, behind a half inch of glass. 
“Or we could get out an Ouija board and start chanting.”
Her hand was over her mouth, as if to bar a scream that had already left. 
The only scream. The only noise, save their words and the bedlam outside. 
For maybe a half hour now, there had been no other sounds in the house at all. 
“What?”
But Kay was already rushing toward the stairs, toward her far-too-quiet daughter. 




 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
I HAD A DAUGHTER. 
FOR five years, I’d had a daughter and never even known.
Once the dots were all connected (and truthfully, a quiet part of me was connecting them from the moment she’d opened the door), the truth of her heritage was obvious. Sophie was only five, but Acacia said the girl told long, elaborate stories to anyone who’d listen, starring her various stuffed animals and toys. And for a kid, the plot lines were always just wry enough to seem jaded: A teddy bear would be set to go on a trip with a trio of blonde dolls, but then one of the dolls would snub him. So in retribution, the teddy would steal their entire Dream Cottage wardrobe, and the hapless dolls would have to vacation naked. It made sense to me. She was my little girl, all right.
Acacia introduced me to Sophie as an old friend. Sophie lifted a skeptical eyebrow. Acacia told her to go play, but instead she went to the kitchen, where she emptied the cabinets of pots and pans to make a pyramid. Acacia and I were deep in discussion when the cookware finally collapsed in a cacophonous riot. And when I commented, hearing the noise and distraction, that the girl seemed so industrious, Acacia corrected me. “She’s being an asshole,” she explained. 
Nobody expected me to be part of this girl’s life. 
Which was fine, because I’d snooped Acacia’s location for reasons unknown. Deep down, I suppose I meant to reconcile. But it was a childish dream, and certainly one I couldn’t broach as plainly as asking for a glass of water. The reasons for our breakup had magnified. The things that had bothered her about me back then hadn’t healed over time. They’d all gotten worse. 
“Are you … okay?” And in the pause I heard pity. Well-intentioned disrespect: the kind that’s simply a fact, not a judgment. Or maybe that was my imagination, beating myself without another’s mandate to do so. I heard a thousand assumptions regardless: that based on the bloodshot eyes behind the sunglasses she had to tell me three times to remove, I looked tired, hung over, strung out, just plain old. That she could see hard living in the lines on my face. That in my usual smile, she saw effort. The work of keeping an all-clear flag flying even in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. 
“I’m doing good. How about you?” 
“Also good.”
The small talk was so tiny, I had trouble seeing it. The conversation so surface level, I barely knew it was up top from my spot fathoms deep. A thousand unasked questions ran between us, conveyed like psychic whispers. But I knew all I needed to know, and the same went for her. I knew she’d kept a human life from me. And we both knew why. 
Aware of little ears listening, I asked questions that sniffed the edges: Was Sophie a healthy child? A happy child? I asked about the circumstances of her birth at the most superficial level, about their life together, about the dawning school year. But I dared not ask what I actually wanted to know: How? What? And Why? Not just because the girl was listening but because I knew these were answers Acacia had chosen to keep from me for a half decade already, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear them now.
We sat in deep plum-colored chairs made of a faux leather that was much more comfortable than it looked, and less Acacia than I’d have guessed her owning. She sipped tea, and I accepted only water. On the table by her right hand was a bouquet of lilies in a tall glass vase, like the ones painted on the mailbox. 
Are you writing?
But I wasn’t writing. Not in the way she meant, the way that mattered. So I told her yes. Of course. 
And I learned that she was writing too. She handed me a bound galley with a plain cover, looking embarrassed. The cover, she explained, was coming soon. The book’s title was eMotion. Rights sold last year, working its way through the Big Publishing monster, already creating a buzz while still in its guts. She’d changed her website name, but it was still the same; hadn’t I seen it? This came with raised eyebrows, because of course she wasn’t hiding. Acacia was easy to find even without Sol’s connections. She would have been easy to find If I’d wanted to track her down before now. 
I leafed through the galley, seeing the mature version of pages I’d helped her rough out five years ago. It had taken her that long to finish, to polish, to get over herself and make the submission. But she was doing speaking gigs now, on the dangers of sedentary living and the benefits of simple human motion. Her website, or “blog” as she now called it, was popular. A touchstone in the industry. I could blame my technophobia for having no clue, but the truth was I hadn’t tried. Not in any real way. Maybe because I didn’t want to know. 
I leafed through the galley. Five years it had taken her to finally publish the contents of her soul. And still she’d beaten me to the finish line. 
Did I ever publish? We’d made a deal. She’d publish, and I’d publish. It was our contract. 
We broke up first. 
She asked me what that had to do with it. At all. 
Rather than answering, I held up the galley. 
“You’re not using your proper name?” 
“I hate my name. You know that as well as anyone.” 
I looked at the cover. Laughed in a way that was hopefully not dismissive. 
“I could never get used to calling you anything else,” I said, shaking my head. 
But when I looked back up, I saw that her smile was as sad and pointed as spoken words. The smile said that of course I couldn’t change for her, even in the smallest of ways. It wasn’t in my nature to think of others, not really. I’d always been generous and still was. But I had a strange sort of arrogance; I couldn’t think outside my bubble or do what was best for myself. It was like there were two Coopers. One wanted to write and publish and be the man she deserved. But the other was forever curled into a ball, feral, defending against any possible intrusion, exposure, vulnerability. Any changed way of seeing the world. Anything that threatened who I’d decided I was. Anything that exposed the sensitive underbelly. 
“Well … ” she said, trailing off into a verbal unknown. A sign we were finished. I’d made my pilgrimage; I’d found my lost love; I’d discovered more than I’d meant to. But we’d reached the same old place, and now it was our duty to say goodbyes with the effort duly made and the open loop closed. We were two acquaintances about to part after a chance meeting, each promising to stay in touch and get together sometime soon, both knowing they never would. I couldn’t unlearn what I knew. But I could turn my head and pretend. She expected me to. She wanted me to. 
I was a father. 
But good God, I of all people wasn’t a father. 
“I should go,” I said, saving her the discomfort of gently tossing me out. “But if you give me your number, I’ll call you soon.”
She handed me a card from a stack on the kitchen countertop. In raised type it said, Kay Monroe. Movement Specialist.
“Kay,” I read. 
“Like I’ve told you to call me for years, though you never quite got it.” 
I looked up, stung.
“I’m sorry.” She gave a little shake of her head. “It was good to see you.” 
Was. 
“It was good to see you, too.” 
“Take care of yourself,” she said.
But don’t worry about us. Don’t feel the need to visit, to pay child support, to send photos, to ask for photos, to ask any more questions, to attend events or request visitation because I’ll never grant it; I’ll fight it; I’ll play dirty if you make me prove you unfit. You selfish shit. You poor, pathetic man, hiding your selfishness in a mask of benevolence. You coward. You spineless, weak, sad excuse for nothing, calling yourself a writer, drowning in your sea of fermented grains and meaningless sex. 
“I’ll call.” 
No you won’t.
“Okay.” 
“We’ll get together.” 
“Sure.”
But don’t try. Don’t you dare.
Walking toward the door. Not pushed, not even escorted. Going willingly. Both of us understanding what we had, what was gone, what this was, what it would never be. 
“She seems like a good kid,” I said. 
“She is.” 
And now you know, and can get back to forgetting. Go ahead. I give you all the permission in the world. 
“Well … ” I said. 
“Yeah.” 
“It was good to see you.” 
I’d already said it. I was out of words. 
And Acacia smiled sadly.
Sophie, suddenly beside us, next to my leg, one of the pots from the kitchen landslide now perched on her small head like Johnny Appleseed’s cap. 
“Keep guarding the fort,” I told her, knocking on the pot’s copper bottom.
And Sophie said, “I know you’re my daddy.”





 
 

 
EYE
OF
THE STORM
 
 
“SHE’S NOT DOWN THERE.”
“I saw her go down there.” 
“Well,” Kay said, “she’s not.” 
“Is there another staircase?” 
Kay rushed past him and through the living room, somehow managing a moment of conflicted impatience despite her mounting fear. He’d always been like this, more like a friend to Sophie than a father. They were buddies when together, and he always deferred the most important issues as if everything Sophie encountered was like the onset of her period. All kid stuff was the same. Meant for a mother, because he wasn’t equipped. 
You buy pads.
You listen as a father rather than making jokes about friends, crushes, and things that hurt. 
The solutions were obvious, yet he’d always brushed them aside as if he were a preteen himself. 
Kay left his question dangling. Why would they debate the floor plan? All that mattered was scratching the itch that Kay, now, recognized as a nagging bout of mother’s intuition. 
Thunder boomed, too close. Even the emergency lights flickered. Every glass in the home rattled in the shockwave. 
“I’m sure she’s just upstairs or something.” 
Pacification. Platitudes. Who was he convincing? Kay knew what she’d seen. There was a door off the walk-out lower floor. To the patio. She wasn’t upstairs; she wasn’t “or something.” Sophie was gone. She’d asked them, mostly patiently, for over an hour and a half. And what had they told her? Not “no.” They hadn’t denied her request to go. They’d simply ignored it. Neglect instead of refusal.  
He gripped her arm. “Hey. Calm down.” 
She shook him away, glaring, his puppy dog eyes infuriating in the sharp, scant light. “Shut up and look,” she snapped. 
The wind whipped. Rain struck the windows, obscuring visibility. Kylie’s house was a fifteen-minute walk, maybe twenty. In the dark. In the rain. In the storm. 
They searched. The house was large, too many places to look. They shouted, voices smothered in nature’s violent opera. It seemed to Kay, as she entered the west rooms, that the entire home was bending, shaking, unseating from its foundation. As if the storm might soon pick them up and carry them away. 
She fought panic. Fought one intrusive image: Sophie trapped when the hail began, golf balls from Heaven raining with the force of a thousand ball-peen hammers. She’d seen the things breaking on the deck before the rain had become too intense to see; some, her mind swore, had been the size of baseballs. It would take only one to send a little girl down. Nobody would be on the streets. Sophie would lie where she’d fallen until it was over. 
“Look, I’m sure — ” 
“Her room. Did you check her room yet?” 
“We’ve been yelling. I’m sure if she was in her room she’d — ”
A flash. A terrible crack of thunder, like the world breaking in half. It was getting hard to hear, like losing a shouting match with a deity.
“Did you check it?”
“I don’t even know where her room is!” 
Kay shoved past him. Of course he didn’t know. Never mind the fact that the house was new, that she was new to the place, that he was new to the state, that she’d limited his incursions to the foyer and living room. A father should know his daughter’s room.
But her room was empty. Not empty; filled with shit. The rest of the house was neat as a pin except for this eighteen-by-twenty square on the blueprint; a suburban Bermuda Triangle, an alternate dimension where chaos reined, a spot borrowed from a slob’s house here on a room-exchange program. 
“Holy shit. Don’t you clean in here?” 
Behind her shoulder. Liquor on his breath. Making jokes, now of all times. There was no light in the room; the hallway LED didn’t project that far. Only when lightning flashed was the hoard visible. 
“Get out of my way.” 
“Hell, she might still be in there. Did you check all the piles? You might have an infestation of hobos living in a shanty town over by the closet.” 
Kay’s shoulder struck the wall as she squeezed by. Into the starkly lit hallway. Taking the hit to her deltoid, noticing it, feeling it, beyond caring. Her fists clenched, unclenched. She wasn’t sure if she was more afraid or angry. And the other half of the parental team was still cracking wise. 
Kay reached the end of the hallway. Turned. Pulse in her throat. Breathing hard. 
“She’s not here.” 
“She probably went to her friend’s house.” 
“No shit she went to her friend’s house!” 
Storming past. Stalking. Fists clenched. She’d hit him if he said the wrong thing now. The last half-hour’s jumble of emotions had crossed all her wires. Everything in her had been excited, enervated, roused into fight or flight or run or fuck. She could almost smell the adrenaline. 
“Jesus, calm down!” 
Lightning. Thunder. A cracking outside that had to be wood nearby, a tree, a casualty of wind or deadly skybound electricity. The wind screamed, reducing Kay’s rejoinder to a pale echo.
“Calm down? Do you see what’s happening outside? Or are you too fucking blind?” 
“I see it. So we just — ”
“Just another day in the park to you, right? No big deal? The Lord will provide because he always has? Because nothing bad ever happens as long as you keep grinning and making your little bullshit jokes like some sort of a — ”  
“Hey, she’s a smart kid. She wouldn’t go out in this.” 
“Then where is she? Tell me that!” 
He patted the air, trying for a modicum of peace. “I mean she wouldn’t have gone out when it was this bad. She probably left when it was raining. How far is her friend’s house? How long of a walk?” 
She wanted to keep screaming. To have this fight. It felt more important to win, to punish him, to say so many things. But then sense intervened, and she blinked. No. This was about Sophie. Right or wrong, finding Sophie was all that mattered. 
“Fifteen-twenty minutes.” 
“So she could be there by now.” 
“She … ” But he didn’t interrupt her. He didn’t have to. She just stopped. 
“Call her friend’s house.” 
“I’m sure the phone is out.” 
“Use your cell.” 
Kay blinked, still finding her bearings. If he’d had a cell, he’d have called already. It was the truth, and she knew it. Maybe she wasn’t the logical one, and he wasn’t so careless. Maybe she was hysterical, and he was levelheaded, stupid jokes aside. He might have handled this already, left to his own devices. It was his refusal to carry a digital leash that made Kay’s involvement necessary. 
She returned trancelike to the kitchen and unplugged the phone where it had been charging. Either lightning hadn’t struck the grid or the phone had some sort of a surge protector. It was live and undamaged. She dialed. And the phone rang. She spoke, listened, hung up. 
“Well?” 
“She’s not there,” Kay reported.
Silence hovered between them. Silence that, thanks to the storm, was anything but silent. 
Sophie wasn’t in the house. 
Sophie wasn’t at Kylie’s. She’d never arrived; the girls assumed she wasn’t coming. 
She’d left. Into the storm. Alone. Because her parents had been playing a drinking game like a couple of stupid kids, rekindling something that ought not be revived. Because they’d been too busy for their daughter, who’d been patient though she’d needed them. 
There was nowhere else for Sophie to go. Nowhere other than out. 
They watched each other in the flashing darkness. 
Then an idea: salvation, in the form of a secret whose expiration date had come. Kay felt a helpless, pointless relaxation of her features. A last straw to desperately grab.
“What? What’s that look for?” 
“Casey,” she answered.




 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
SOPHIE MONROE’S
FIRST
LOOKS
BROKE my heart. I knew I was ill equipped to be a father for about a thousand reasons (I’d failed so far by skipping five of the hardest years), but still the notion tugged at me. I wanted to know her in the way I’d enjoy petting a puppy. It wasn’t thought out. Emotional. If the girl had been an item for sale in a store, I’d have bought her on impulse based only on that first look — then suffered buyer’s remorse later, when the true cost dawned on me. 
But I stuffed it all down. The impulse, the instant, thoughtless affection, the instinct-level attachment I felt in the way blood calls to its own. I was with a girl, once, who told me that genetics are stronger than will — that life wants to perpetuate much more than any of us do at a conscious level. Sperm of different men will war inside a fertile woman. They lay traps. They exploit gambits. In some populations where resources are scarce, parents will die so their lineage can live on in progeny. The perpetuation of genes has its own intelligence, and we’re all puppets in its service. 
That was how I felt, thinking about Sophie. Her existence changed everything. Even if I ignored them both, my DNA seemed to reach out in an invisible psychic bond. It didn’t matter if I was excused from fatherhood — if I’d been excused for half a decade with no ill consequences. Now I knew about my child. That half of my genetic code had joined half of Acacia’s and blended into something new. Despite the threat of responsibility, I wanted to know her. I wanted to guide her, to help her. Perhaps — if my biologically educated fuck was correct — to simply ensure that my genes, in their Sophie-shaped container, had the best odds of survival.
But I wouldn’t intrude. Or force myself on them. They were clear water, and I was pollution. They were blank pages, and I was dirty, filthy ink, destined to smudge them. Something in me screamed to know the daughter I never knew I had, but Acacia had kept it all from me. And she’d been right. So I’d trust her judgment. If she wanted me to stay away, I would. 
I drank to still the demons. 
Solomon slapped me awake more than once. Sometimes I’d puked in the night. This, for some reason, didn’t bother my oldest friend, who simply shook the pages off and showed them to me one by one, asking if this was something he should dry off, photocopy, and save. Most of the pages went into the trash. They didn’t matter. 
“I have responsibilities, Sol.” 
I told him this while fucking some woman from behind, while he sat in a chair across the room with a naked black girl writhing on his lap.
In the mornings I wondered if I should aspire to spiral upward, or if this was me approaching an inevitable rock bottom. The choice was a coin flip. I could make an argument for either. I might have learned something that would inspire me, or I might have learned something else, yet again, that I couldn’t have. Something a juvenile, not-as-young-anymore wild dog like me shouldn’t want to have, because family cramps style. Hooking up was easier than ever. I’d always been a charmer, but now I’d become a charmer with a painful past, a painful present — some other species of tortured artist. I found ways to alter my states, and in those moments, I felt better. Female company always improved my mood, but it never lasted. In the morning, the truth was back to reality. I looked up at my ceiling. I looked at my typewriter. I looked at my manuscript boxes, filled with go-nowhere pages.
One day I woke up to find Solomon in my living room, reading my shit. Again. But before I could shout at him he held up a hand. 
“Acacia called,” he said, pointing at my phone. 
“And you answered?” 
“I’m sorry. I thought it might be my office, looking for me. I forgot to bring my cell.” 
“Well, what did she have to say?” 
“To me? Oh, she’s always loved me.” 
“I mean, why did she call? Did she tell you?”
“She said … ” He paused. I could sense the onset of something I wouldn’t want to hear, that I’d take badly. Or something I would want to hear. And then take that badly, too. “She said Sophie keeps asking for you. And that she wants to find a time to get together.”
I brightened. Then dimmed. I could smell my own breath, and the apartment’s condition spoke for itself. Seeing them was an awful idea. For all of us. 
Solomon watched my face, knowing me as well as anyone. 
“Hear me out,” he said. 
My attention snapped toward him. 
“About what?” 
“I sold something for you.” 
Sold? It wasn’t a word we used. I was given assignments. Even the scripts — my sole wholly authored efforts — were done on spec. Sold implied something created, negotiated, assessed, and finally purchased. It was a concept I’d seen over and over in our Hollywood circles, but hearing it applied to me was like a foreign language. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Your reputation precedes you, my friend. Everyone knows your name. I’ve always said that we’d need to eat shit for a while, to do the for-hire jobs and the script doctoring, but that at some point we’d level up and play a bigger game. Now’s the time, Coop. You’re in demand whether you want to be or not.” 
“It’s not my name. What’s in demand isn’t even me.” 
“We can’t raise your rates. They’re as high as they can go. As they should go. You can’t be an employee anymore, at any salary. It’s time to grasp the brass ring. To sell your own project. Something that is really, truly, honestly by the man himself. Something that finally gives Cooper Bishop his due.” 
There was still a piece missing. “What did you sell?” 
Sol seemed to take a second to gather courage then spread his arms to indicate the whole of the room. The mess. The boxes. The pages. The millions of words I’d used to recount the same tale in a thousand different ways. 
“This,” he said. 
“But it’s not a story.” 
“You had a curator. Someone who took the best of what’s in these rambling boxes and stitched it together.” 
“Who?” 
He shrugged. 
“You?” I was confused, angry, maybe afraid. I had no idea which. I only knew that I’d been betrayed. We’d talked about this. We’d yelled about this. My work was my business, not his. It was for me to experience, not him. It was for me to never sell, not for him to hang in the window like a Chinatown duck.
Solomon raised his hands and waved down my fury. “This is a good thing, Coop. You need a center. You’re killing yourself, a page at a time. Think of Acacia. What was she always bugging you about? What was her one big problem with you? The fact that you never had faith in yourself enough to call it finished. She shipped. She’s got a book, and from what I hear it’s going to be really big. You made a deal, and she got over herself enough to deliver, but even five years later you didn’t keep your half of the bargain.” 
Furious, knowing I was saying something I didn’t mean: “I don’t give a shit what Acacia thinks.” 
“Then think of Sophie.” 
That was all it took. I was switched off in an instant, like the power going out. The furious, swirling energy that had been balling my fists was gone like a hurricane’s eye, and I stood in the doorway between my bedroom and my living room, mouth open for words that wouldn’t come, ire up over something already forgotten. 
I didn’t know what to say. Which emotion to indulge. Which stimulus, of the many inside me, to obey. So I voiced the thinnest, most insubstantial objection I could. The argument with the least consequence. 
“It doesn’t have a title.” 
“It does now,” he said. “I pitched it as Devil May Care.”
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“CASEY?” 
KAY
NODDED, A
LIGHT dawning despite the fury outside, which seemed to be rising, whipping up rather than down. “Her boyfriend.” 
“Oh.” 
“She’s with him. She’s with Casey. Of course.” 
“Well, maybe. But you don’t know.” 
Kay’s anger and panic had broken like a wave. She shook away the mental image of herself as a drowning woman, grasping at anything possible to stay afloat. It made sense. Of course Sophie was with Casey. Where else did girls run off to when exasperated with their parents? Where else did kids go when they felt misunderstood, but into the arms of childish lovers? 
“Of course I don’t know. That’s why I’m going to call.” But she did know; of course she knew; of course Sophie was smart enough to find a port in a storm like this even if she refused to stay at home and be ignored. Kay began making gimme gestures, flapping her hand open and shut. 
“Am I supposed to give you a high-five?” 
“Give me his number.” 
“Why would I have his number?”
The cell phone trilled in her hand. She answered, sure it must be Sophie calling to report her safe arrival. Instead, she heard the least expected and most unhelpful voice that could possibly intrude at this vital moment.
She listened. She protested. But the caller wasn’t a person used to hearing no, and had a way of always persuading a yes. He’d done it to her before. He’d done it to them both. Maybe, in a small way, Kay at least owed him that. 
She held out the phone. 
“For me?” 
“Solomon.” 
“Now?” 
“He says it’s life or death.” 
Kay sighed. She turned as he turned, giving him a farce of privacy. But Sol said he only needed a minute: literally one minute. And at least she had her answer. Sophie was with Casey. Of course she was. 
Down the hall: “Sol, you’re not listening to me.” Then projecting to Kay, as if this was all just a big joke: “Listen to this dick.” 
He put the phone on speaker and an irritated-sounding Solomon Rye fought for attention over the wind.  
“Knew you’d be there. Listen to me, asshole. This isn’t just about your pride anymore. Do you realize how long this has been in the works? Do you know how hard it’s been to keep these fish on the line? Leveraging the movie deal made sense, but if you don’t finish the book soon, this contract is going to be null and void. You’re up against the wall of their faith, man, and when we go to renegotiate I’m going to lose hundreds of thousands of dollars, or we’re going to lose hundreds of thousands of dollars, or millions, and I know this is just you with your dick tucked between your legs feeling like an artist but goddammit, I’ve been patient, and Random House has been patient, and the goddamned movie people have been patient, but now we’re at the point where if you don’t do something soon, we’ll lose the contract, you’ll lose your precious book, and then forget about Devil May Care; Delirious Love is the only thing anyone will ever know. You got that, my artiste friend? The movie beats the book to market, and all this shit you’re so self-important about just becomes derivative to Ray’s fucking popcorn romance. So if you think — ”
A roll of eyes. Enough was enough.
“Solomon! Didn’t you hear Kay? My daughter is missing.” 
A pause. The rare human affect that kept Kay from killing Solomon on sight. For all the horrid things he’d ushered into their lives, he’d saved just enough cats to keep him to the positive side of center. Ever so slightly. 
“Oh, she’s probably at a friend’s house.” But he sounded a bit worried. Solomon, in their circles, was sometimes “Uncle Sol.” 
“Are you in LA?” 
“Yes.” 
“There’s a fucking tempest going on right now in Denver.” 
“Oh.” 
“Sophie’s out in it.”
A longer pause. Kay felt her certainty slip. Surely not. Surely not. 
Again, to the phone: “I told you, I have it finished. It’s back at my place.” Which was a lie; he’d already told the truth during their little game. “You’ll have it in a few days.” 
“FedEx it. Overnight.” 
“Sure, Sol. You got it.” 
Kay was back to staring daggers. Wanting to pace. Hating Solomon more and more by the second. Until she knew about Sophie for sure, there’d be that pit in her stomach. Of course she was with Casey. She just needed to hear it for herself, but once she did she could leave Sophie where she was and get back to avoiding old wounds here. Sophie and Casey could spend the night testing preteen boundaries for all she cared at this point. As long as the single worst-case-scenario option could be crossed off her possibilities list, all would be well. 
She took the phone back. Pocketed it. Then she opened her mouth to resume their interrupted conversation, but Kay found herself alone in the hallway instead.
“Where are you going?” she called, speed walking toward receding footsteps while the thunder rolled. “We know where she is!” 
To the attic. To the attic, wasting precious time. 




 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
 
I CELEBRATED SOPHIE’S
SEVENTH
BIRTHDAY with Solomon yelling at me in his big, expensive car. We’d both been invited — Solomon more because he came attached to me, like luggage. Acacia kept me at arm’s distance, refusing to be my handler. Sol had mostly propped me up like a wax dummy. 
And so before the candles were lit and “Happy Birthday” was sung, I found myself out in the Escalade receiving a verbal beating. It had been eighteen months. Eighteen goddamned months. What he’d sold as pages and a pitch was mostly finished; all I needed to do was to tell the rest of the story. And so far, despite Solomon’s protests, I’d been winning. Life kept happening, necessitating ever more pages: The ending of this particular life story, it turned out, was a work in progress. And what was more, I seemed to be getting more famous in spite of myself. I wrote a script for Cry of Night. And so the promise of this up-and-coming writer’s debut actually increased in value, and each time the contract expired Solomon somehow managed to renegotiate for more rather than losing it all. This hampered his arguments against me; I was simply, I sarcastically argued, increasing the value of our asset before sending it to market. But to Sol it felt like shaky ground. Any time now, my rising arc would fall, and then nobody would care about the book without a full manuscript because the writer was no longer a promising up-and-comer. But he was wrong. And well past Sophie’s seventh birthday party, when I got my earful in the luxury SUV instead of watching my daughter blow out her candles, I only became better known. One day, people said, this kid (who was no longer a kid) was going to finally release his masterpiece. And if he could do amazing things with scripts, the novel was the kind of thing that would break records. 
But I still got jawed at that day, and I reentered Acacia’s house with my head hung lower than normal, trying to strike the line between duly chastised and yet still a man who wasn’t a deadbeat designed to abandon his promises. 
Acacia was in blue, her hair up and party face on. She barely noticed me. But walking by her, past relatives I didn’t know and Sophie’s pint-sized friends, I felt the weight of responsibility. Changing my ways was no longer something I should be beaten into by Solomon or shamed into, even accidentally, by Acacia. Now it was my burden alone. 
And I was doing well. I’d mostly stopped drinking. I’d mostly stopped drugs, though I was sometimes tempted at parties Sol really should have known better than to take me to. I tried a relationship here and there, and some lasted weeks, even months. All were halfhearted, all hollow. I knew why, though it was hard to admit it to myself. It wasn’t because I needed variety and longed to cheat and explore strange new physical places. It was the opposite. Acacia was in my life again, even if at a distance. Every other women paled by comparison. 
Professionally, I was on the rise even though my personal life suffered from arrested development. Acacia was as well. Her book had taken off; she’d done the talk show circuit; she’d leaned heavily on the angles I’d suggested all those years ago. She often traveled to speak, and when Sophie couldn’t go with her, she stayed with her grandparents. This hurt more than I admitted to anyone, though I knew she was right. 
But slowly, time stitched a few wounds. Sophie turned eight, and Acacia granted me alternate weekends. I, who could probably have insisted on them all along, was allowing myself to accept them. I moved apartments, now in a swanky pad in the hills that I barely had any idea how I could afford. Famous neighbors occasionally came to visit, and I made sure that Sophie always saw them when appropriate, when they were kid-friendly actors that might impress her. Much to Acacia’s frustration, I’m sure, Sophie told stories at school and in turn told me tales about her days, her mother, and all sorts of things that she probably shouldn’t have. Like Bob — a pseudo-male role model she had for a while, whom Mom seemed to like plenty — but eventually dumped. In Sophie’s words. 
Things got better. Acacia demanded that I fly right when Sophie was around, which I did dutifully. She demanded that we go to therapy together, which I thought was stupid. In a way she was right; Sophie had taken some damage from being fatherless for so long, and she’d definitely begun to develop a slightly jaded Los Angeles edge thanks to my less-than-perfect influence. She was messy like me rather than clean like her mother (not my fault) and seemed to view adult relationships as disposable and temporary rather than anything that could or ever would endure (which, okay, probably was my fault). But therapy wasn’t the answer, and the few shrinks we went to at Acacia’s insistence were insulting in their pandering. These trial sessions actually made for terrific bonding between Sophie and me — far better therapy, interestingly, than therapy itself would have been. We laughed for hours over the intimate investigations of Doctor This or That. We posed fake interviews, wherein the one of us playing the psychiatrist would put a thoughtful finger to their lips and ask questions such as, “So, Ms. Monroe. How many times do you poop each day?” 
Eventually it became easier to tell Acacia that we were attending therapy together twice per month than to actually go — and far more fun. Ironically, therapy acted as a glue that helped heal the gulf between father and daughter. I didn’t like being overly adult or serious, and Sophie, truly a child of my loins, didn’t like being treated like a kid. We met in the middle, possibly at a mental age for both of us that was somewhere around thirteen, and together we kept our secret. Each supposed appointment day Sophie would tell her mother how well things had gone, then smile behind her hand at me. And each time I would make up stories. I’d found the doctor. I paid the bills. The fact that none of it was happening served both masters. It gave Acacia proof that I was honoring my responsibility to my daughter, with the ethical out for us that we were becoming closer, I was honoring my responsibility. And at the same time it gave us two extra days together per month — days we spent getting ice cream or rollerskating, concocting stories about good old Doctor Gilman and whichever invented neurosis we were gamely struggling through at the time. 
The years leading up to and past my thirty-fifth birthday were therefore happy — as happy, I thought, as the years I’d spent with Acacia. I even got a tattoo around the ring finger of my left hand, near the base, in homage to the wedding rings we’d never exchanged. It was probably telling that whenever I saw Kay, I tried to hide the tattoo from her, since we weren’t together and, from her point of view, never would be again. But I got it just the same, and when I was alone I looked at it, running my thumb across its ornate band, my mind awake and dreaming.
For months at a time I was able to pretend that I’d solved it all. I’d managed a happy relationship with a healthy and well-adjusted daughter, giving myself a family while my career kept steadily climbing. All that stopped me were the nights. When I’d turn down some girl or another who’d’ve taken me away, and instead spent the night alone, looking at the empty space on the bed beside me, wondering if I was a fool to keep it so deliberately available, so I’d be ready if at any point the right one returned. 
Years passed like liquid. We stayed apart. On and off, the flirtation went. But she kept her distance. I busied myself with convenience. Acacia did, too — but as with my acquaintances, hers never seemed to stick.
But I didn’t finish the book. I couldn’t. I tried again and again, but nothing came. 
One day, when Sophie was twelve, Acacia came and told me that she’d decided to move out of LA. Sophie was a good kid, but the city and culture I raised from its underbelly (whether I meant to or not) was bad for her. She wanted to move somewhere far from the Hollywood machine. From the environment she’d grown up around — that I’d been immersed in when she met me. An environment she’d never known me separate from. 
“Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe it’s the city. Maybe California wasn’t as good for you as you hoped it would be.” 
I didn’t know what to say. I’d only experienced two worlds: Kentucky, where I’d left my father and all I’d once known, and LA. The two poles were all I had. 
With one small exception. And as my eyes shifted around her questions, pausing, considering, Acacia seemed to read my mind. 
“We’re moving to Colorado,” she said. “And I think that if you ever want to rinse the poison from your soul, then some day you’ll leave this place, too.”





 
 

 
EYE
OF
THE STORM
 
 
THE
ATTIC
WAS
AN
UNUSED place, a walk-up rather than a cliché ladder in the ceiling, half-finished as part of a strange residential identity crisis. The stairs seemed too narrow for a relatively new house, and to Kay the stairway itself seemed to make the same declaration: stow your crap here; come up only if truly necessary. 
But at the top of the stairs was a small, low hallway, two adjoining rooms roughly shoved beneath a slanting roof. The drywall was painted an overly cheery yellow, trimmed in tall white molding. Kay had needed to duck the one time she’d come up. It seemed like a playhouse more than a bedroom. And as long as children fearful of the dark ignored the door to the storage part of the attic, they might be happy up here with a world in miniature.
Kay reached the top, ran face-first into a wall of denim and cotton that grunted back at her, having stopped once he saw — or didn’t see — what was up here. There were no security lights. The only illumination came from the electric light show raging outside, accompanied by the howling wind.
“Sophie? Soap, you up here?” 
“She’s not up here.” 
But he ignored her. Searching half by feel, advancing with peristaltic rhythm only as the intermittent light allowed, pausing after each flash to wait for the next. She could hear his breathing. The space seemed too small, too low, like a box with the top closed. She didn’t want to move all the way up and leave even the sparse glow of the second-floor hallway too far behind. 
“Soap?” 
“She’s not up here,” Kay repeated. 
“Sophie! This isn’t funny, little lady.” 
Kay caught him by the arm. He slipped away, and in a momentary shadow she lost him almost entirely. When the lightning flashed again he appeared much farther away than she’d thought he was, clear at the end of the narrow hallway. The sense of he-was-here-but-now-he’s-there felt to Kay like frames in a stop-motion horror movie sequence. A jump-cut in the film of life, from which a sloppy editor had removed the continuous middle. 
Kay slipped the cell phone from her pocket. Fumbled on the tiny backlit screen until she found the flashlight app. By the time she turned it on, he was barely a foot from her again. Another strange cut, making her jump. 
“What are you doing?” she asked, hiding a foreign lump of what felt like fear. 
Again he acted as if he hadn’t heard her. The directional light washed out his features, illuminating the valleys of the fine lines on his face, turning back the clock, making him seem ten years younger. His eyes were empty saucers, his face a blank full moon. 
There was nothing to see up here. A useless space; Sophie had a proper bedroom and was too old to play princess in the tower. There was no furniture. Just walls and ceiling and floor and echo. But there was more that caught his interest; he moved to the door on the hallway’s left side. Where she’d only looked once since moving in, and another during the tour. The landlord could have locked it because that space was none of the tenant’s business, but there was nothing personal, nothing Goonies about it. Just storm windows, ironically stacked as a storm raged outside. Screens, too, and a few sticks of patio furniture, maybe a deck umbrella, construction leftovers and scrap carpet, cans of paint, maybe some cleaning supplies, mouse traps, several bikes that seemed too nice for storage, parts of a ceiling fan, a bed frame of unknown origin. And yet the door was opening. 
“Jesus, why would she go in there?” 
“She’s a kid!” An edge to his voice that didn’t make sense. That iced her insides, for a reason she didn’t understand. He was losing his carefully protected cool. Unraveling his usually unassailable facade.
Shining the phone light around, Kay caught the reflection off his corneas and for a second, as he peeked back from the tomb-black storage space, he looked like a raccoon caught raiding trash cans. A strange premonition assailed her: that he’d recognize her phone as his oft-berated technological enemy, and come swinging like an animal for it. But then he blinked, and she lowered the phone. He spoke. Thunder swallowed his words without a thought. 
“What?”
“She’s not here.” 
“Fucking hell, I know she’s not here!” He moved down the hallway, and she had to chase him. “Will you slow down and listen to me?” 
“Kay. We have to get the car.” 
“What?” 
“We have to get out there and drive around.” 
There was a boom, too close. Something cracked. Something fell. The noise made her jump. Kay dropped the phone light, then had to fumble in the dark to find it. 
“She has to be with her boyfriend! If you’ll just tell me his goddamned last name … !” 
Reopening the door. Going in and vanishing from view until she raised the beam and found his back in the gloom. There was a small window, not much more than an architectural accent from the outside. A flash of light. Gnarled shadows and empty space. His movements seemed wrong. Different somehow. Like he was slowly sliding into a frenzy, beating his head against the same old wall, refusing to see what was right in front of him. 
He looked back, shaking his head slightly, looking paralyzed. Terrified. 
Another boom. Another crash outside. She pictured a mighty tree being stripped of its heaviest limbs one by one: a medieval torture victim being drawn and quartered. 
“It’s fine,” he said. “I’m sure it’s fine. This isn’t how it ends.”
“What the fuck is wrong with you?”
She gripped his wrists. Made him pay attention to her, find her again. Slowly he did. Breath by breath. And yet his head was ticking around, as if he needed to search here again and again and again, missing the most obvious things.
“Casey,” she said, pacing her voice, pacing his inhalation and exhalation. “Just tell me his last name, we’ll look him up, and then we can have another glass of wine.” She forced herself to smile. “You can even stay over, and I’ll spend the night trying to fend you off.” 
Focus returned.
His eyes flicked. 
He opened his mouth.




 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
I DIDN’T
WANT
TO
LEAVE LA, but as Acacia and Sophie made their arrangements and booked their moving van, talked to their real estate agent and de-cluttered then packed up their little house, it was as if a light came on in an attic space in my mind and showed me what I’d assumed was a featureless nothing. 
I saw that my apartment, which I’d pictured as cleaned up well for Sophie’s visits, was sad and dour despite the California sunshine and the rent; perhaps because of the rent. It had the sterility of a vacant rich man: the perfection and hard lines comfortable for a bachelor whose apartment’s primary purpose was to impress women. I lived a sparse life despite all my money; I tended to spend lavishly only on consumables, events, and other people. But once the door opened to their move and new possibilities dawned, the incompatible nature of the place reared like an unseen second head. I had entire rooms that were empty save a few pieces of expensive art. I had a theater room I never used; Sophie and I preferred to watch programs that were technically too young for her (but that held nostalgia) on the much less impressive screen in the study. I had a guitar room despite not playing guitar, and in that room I had an electric signed by Hendrix and an acoustic signed by Clapton. Looking at the room with fresh eyes, its only other features were obvious: the small stain where a hooker, who I hadn’t even known was a hooker until after, had spilled wine. And the small dent in the plaster where, not long ago, Solomon had stumbled into the wall while high, while drinking, after we’d gone to that party I hadn’t wanted to attend, where there’d been too much coke and I’d had sex with two redheads at once, unable to think from opening bell to final round about anything other than hiding it all from Acacia. I wasn’t cheating; we weren’t together because she wouldn’t have me. But she’d spoiled me. For seventeen years — our five together plus Sophie’s twelve — she’d ruined me for all outside pleasures. 
And on the heels of that thought — that I had a seventeen-year history with anyone, it struck me that I was no longer a young man, and acting like one didn’t make it so. The parties stayed with me too long these days, dragging into the next morning, midday, and afternoon. Regret was a swerving car catching the edge of a fence and dragging its evidence for untold miles. 
Maybe Acacia was right. Maybe LA was bad for my soul. 
I’d rewritten Devil May Care twice. Almost entirely. I showed the pages to Solomon, but he didn’t want to see them past the first few. It was what I’d already done, in repeated form. New stories that weren’t told in the version he’d submitted with the initial pitch: debut novel on the way, years and years delinquent, from the movie writer of the year. And it was my year now, and I had Canvas, Bright Lies Big City, and The Fountain of Truth all going at once, and suddenly I was being invited to more lunches and dinners and parties than ever, and ironically I didn’t want to attend any of them, and I was profiled in this magazine and that magazine, and new women found me, now knowing my face, and I didn’t want them either. Solomon reveled in it; he said money was flowing like water and that we were facing a tsunami of pussy. But day by day it became apparent just how little, despite our shared past, I’d stayed like my oldest friend. We’d both changed since Festus. Drastically, and in different directions. 
“I don’t think you’re actually happy, Dad.” 
Sophie, over ice cream, while Acacia thought we were having one of our sessions with the nonexistent Dr. Gilman. 
“I’m super-happy, squirt.” 
Sophie rolled her eyes. It was my gesture. I’d never practiced in the mirror, but I’d seen it on video. Recently I’d seen it on TV: my face on Entertainment Tonight, Golden Boy of the Miracle Script. Another weapon in my fornication arsenal, one a strong part of me wanted increasingly to disarm. 
“You’re not happy.” 
“Oh? Did Dr. Gilman tell you that?” 
Sophie laughed. Keeping the secret of our therapy-that-never-was had become its own species of awesome. Over the years of non-sessions, we’d built it into an elaborate inside joke. Sometimes it dawned on me that it was the best thing we had. Half the time that made me sad. 
“You know,” she said, looking down, swirling fudge atop her peanut butter swirl, “Mom still loves you.” 
“She does, huh?” 
“She’s got a journal. She writes about you all the time.” 
I could only laugh. “Seriously? Reading your mom’s diary?” 
“She’s got your book, too.” 
“I don’t have a book.”
“The one Uncle Sol put together for you. From all your mess. I know it’s not finished.” 
A spear of ice ran through my back, through my chest, through my brain. 
“Devil May Care,” she elaborated. “I’ve seen her cry reading it. She knows how you feel about her from it, too.” She shrugged, still watching the fudge. “I mean, it’s kinda obvious.”  
The humor left me. “Sophie. I don’t want you reading that.” 
“Okay.” 
Meaning: she already had. 
Of course she had. 
“I don’t want to leave California.”
Meaning: She wanted to go. Of course she did. But she didn’t want us apart. She didn’t want me without her or her without me — but even more, she didn’t want me without her mother. Her mother without me. 
Solomon leveraged my lame duck book contract one final time with the warning: “If you don’t finish this now, it’ll be worthless. You don’t finish it ASA Fucking P, I kill you.” He’d leveraged the impotent book deal into a movie, rolling it right back to the same people I wrote for. I thought he was a son of a bitch. I hadn’t been able to end my book in years of spun-out contracts; I didn’t want anyone reading my work; I didn’t work well under pressure. And yet, now, I had a movie deal. Fame was fleeting, but Sol struck while the iron was hot. Film rights: sold. Foreign rights: sold. Translation rights: sold. And when I tried to hold it all back, Solomon swept the rug out from under me and announced that I wouldn’t be adapting my own novel to the big screen despite my being hot shit. How could I? I had enough on my plate with the book. I started getting updates and pages for notes. Or really for FYI, since nobody was obligated to listen. I hated what they did — the angle for the adaptation, and the name they chose. And I hated Solomon for backing me into a corner. But it’s the only way you’ll finish, Coop. There was a gun to my head. And for that, I wanted to strangle him. 
But I didn’t. Because of what Sophie had said. Despite it all, I knew, deep down, that Sol was only doing what was best for me. Not what he thought was best for me, but what actually was. What I wouldn’t do on my own. What I’d sworn to Acacia I’d do twelve years ago now. What, if I did it now, might prove to her that I could be the man I was supposed to be. And Solomon, for all his assholery, for all his flash, for all his presumption and fast talking and drugs and booze and single-serving sex, for all his bad influence and downward drag in so many ways — for all that, Solomon was still on my side. I knew it when he insisted on the book’s byline. I knew it when, after he took Devil to his people for purchase and subsequent adaptation, they balked, saying that nobody had any idea who Cooper Bishop was. But a Cooper book it stayed. 
“You should come with us.” 
Sophie, on my couch, flicking the red pointer on a Twister spinner left over from the previous night. Three girls had come home with me. One had a big bag and in the bag, she had Twister. We played naked. And in the morning, nothing had been solved. 
“Casey is already going with you.”
Sophie’s fictional boyfriend. The latest and most elaborate evolution of our complex inside joke. Casey’s legend was born right around the time Acacia started her plans to leave California behind her. She’d been nervous that Sophie was sad or edgy or otherwise uneasy about the transition, but she’d stayed mum. So Acacia asked me what, if anything, she’d said about it in our sessions with Dr. Gilman. Sophie told her there was a boy at school who was moving too, and that made everything better. They’d bonded, and now he was coming to Denver. It was a huge coincidence. But good. 
My daughter the storyteller. 
Me the storyteller. 
In the narratives we spun, Casey had a birthday. A favorite color. He liked to play Skee Ball, which was hard because few places still had it. Recently, he’d run into a lamppost with his bike. When Sophie had seen it happen, because he’d been riding-no hands across the street to impress her, she’d laughed hard enough to squirt Pepsi from her nose. Acacia’s objection, on hearing this, was the drinking of Pepsi. 
My daughter the trickster. 
My daughter the mischievous scamp. 
My daughter telling fun lies with a devil-may-care smile, just like her old man, like the kid in the book she should never have been reading. That her mother sometimes cried over. 
Lost years. Lost potential. 
I buckled down. I wrote one ending. Then another. I even submitted them to my editor, to the screenwriting team, who told me it was all too bleak. It wouldn’t sell. Never, ever. Try again. You’re doing it wrong. And production began. Gears turned. 
I told my landlord I’d be breaking my lease. 
I phoned Denver, looking for a real estate agent. 
Denver metro, sir? 
But no. I was getting away from Los Angeles, so obviously I wanted to get away from Denver, too. Someone in Solomon’s office, a girl named Quincy, which I thought was a boy’s name, regaled me with tales of a book she was reading, set in Denver. Porn and threesomes and thick, muscular men picking up lost women from the streets and fucking them up the ass while they begged for more. That sort of thing could happen anywhere. But I still said, No, no, not in the city. Away from the action, away from the threesomes in the dark. And the agent said maybe Kittredge. And I told Acacia. It wasn’t far from where they were moving, where they were already shipping off too. And I said, What a coincidence. 
“You’re not fooling anyone, Dad.” 
Sophie, accepting my hug as the moving truck pulled away, as Acacia stood near their little hybrid, waiting. 
“Just myself,” I said. 
“It’s okay.” She lowered her voice. “Mom doesn’t really need to be tricked.” 
Me standing alone as they drove off. Knowing I’d be following them soon. Feeling the emptiness of the second-largest city in the US. Knowing I was all alone, save Solomon Rye. 
The machine churned. They wouldn’t wait on production. Delirious Love was shooting with or without me, so I could either get the fuck on board, said Sol, or stand by and watch as they turned my and Acacia’s story into something I’d hate forever. 
“Just write the goddamned ending, Cooper.” 
Solomon, in my apartment amid all of my half-packed boxes. 
To me, that day, he looked like a tainted savior — a brave friend who’s accepted the world’s filth and sins and hedonistic horrors so that another can escape clean. I loved him more than I’ve ever loved anyone other than Acacia and Sophie. And yet I needed to flee, and get about knowing him only from a distance. He was unclean. Like the whole fucking city.
“I’ve given you endings.” That day more than any other, I knew it to be true — a shining epiphany that had previously been obscured. Later it would be shrouded again, but then I knew it for fact: I’d finished my story over and over and over and over. The problem was that neither Solomon nor my editor nor the movie producers agreed that my ending was an ending. To them, it was just another chapter. 
“A real ending,” Solomon clarified.
“Life doesn’t always conclude in a climactic event followed by a happily ever after,” I told him. “Life isn’t a story. Life goes on, until it doesn’t.” 
“Finish it,” he told me. As if he hadn’t heard a word.
I left the city. I moved into my new house. Of course the machine was like dog shit on my shoe; production predictably followed me in the weeks and months after. When I yelled at Sol, he acted surprised. “You know this is how the story goes, driving right through the middle of Colorado. We lived it, after all.” 
“Hell.” 
Me, to my reflection, once in Denver. 
Same old face. Same old man. Same writer who both could and couldn’t finish anything, depending on how you saw such things. Same old ways. Unable to get away. A casting agent started to call me, wanting my opinions. Who should play me? Who should play Acacia? But of course he already had ideas, and of course I knew it. So I found the bars. It all started again. I met a woman, a fan. I took her back home, and she scared me a little. Later that week I realized why she seemed so familiar. 
“Cooper, meet Allison Graham.” 
The casting agent, informing me of a decision he’d already made. Rewriting my life without me. 
But it was okay. Because life doesn’t end in a climax. It goes on, one chapter to follow another. 
I saw Acacia. I saw Sophie. They were close enough to visit, yet too far for me to easily infect them. 
I got along. The next chapters were written.
And that’s how it was.
Until the storm came.
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“WHAT?” 
HIS
MOUTH
WORKED. TO Kay, it was like a fish out of water struggling to breathe. 
“I don’t have — ” slight pause, “Casey’s last name.” 
“How could you not have his last name?” 
“I don’t know how I don’t have it. I just don’t.” He blinked. The wind whooped. “Come on. We’ll get in the car.” 
“And drive around aimlessly?”
“No, we can … ” But he didn’t seem to know how to finish. 
“Where does he live?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“You don’t know his last name, you don’t know where he lives … ” 
It was hard not to blame. Impossible to forget the storm, or ignore his shortcomings. This father who didn’t know anything about his daughter’s boyfriend. Why had she trusted him to handle it? But Sophie was so private. So determined to keep that as something she shared with her father. The crush that became an infatuation and then an obsession. But Sophie told her nothing, a secret protected by patient-client confidentiality. Chaperoned and duly vetted, supposedly, by a father who didn’t know better. 
“Where’s your phone?” 
“In my house.” 
Kay exhaled. Of course. He’d never carried a cell. Hated the things. Didn’t do email other than through Solomon, didn’t even own a computer. Right now, it seemed an inexcusable crime. 
“And I don’t suppose you know Gilman’s phone number.” 
“No.” Pause. “Give me your keys.” 
“It’s stupid to just rush out.” She took out her phone. Dialed. 
“Who are you calling?” 
“Directory assistance.”
“We need to go. This is stupid.” 
“Going out is stupid! We know where she is!”  
He watched her. Swallowed. 
And into the phone she said, “Los Angeles.” 
“Kay,” he said. 
She held up a finger. And into the phone she said, “Dr. Louis Gilman.” 
“Kay.”
Minute clicks on the far end of the phone. Computers processing. Preparing to respond. 
“Just … just hang up.” 
The computerized operator answered. Gave the listing. The lack of a listing. 
Kay looked up. But even in the scant light she could see everything — guilt, fear, the particular tremor that came with getting caught — written as if in ink across his face. 
“I can explain,” he said.




 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
 
ALLISON
AND I WERE
TOGETHER for a while before I saw things for the farce they were. Sophie was only there on the weekends, and of course she saw it immediately. I didn’t get any sage insights about my happiness or lack thereof; instead I got mute compliance. Humoring, really. Sophie played along, even going so far as to call Allison “Mom” here and there to make her happy, to make the woman feel she was sufficiently doing her job. 
But little by little Sophie’s pry-bar job did its work, and I saw the playacting for the perversion it was. Allison kept her henna tattoo; she kept the prayer beads on her wrist with the same black Fitbit underneath. She mimicked what she could of Acacia; she called Sophie “Soap” even though that was something I’d called her that Acacia never had. Solomon came and went, and so did the movie folks. I didn’t even have a chance to hide Tinsel Town’s follow-along from Acacia before it shoved itself in her face. So she went along with it. The way she accepted it all was, in its way, worse than fighting. It reeked of resignation. Why had she thought I’d changed? Of course I hadn’t. I still needed my walls, my ego gratification, my mind-altering substances, the warmth of a lithe body to help me cope. And worse, she wasn’t wrong. Allison failed my intellect as surely as she intrigued my instincts. I knew it wasn’t right. But I had no control. 
And so I kept on writing endings. 
I wrote one where I went to a club and saw Acacia, and our eyes met, and we didn’t speak, and then I got drunk and went home, in that order. 
I wrote one where we shared a night of last-gasp passion, then she gently turned me away, and I continued growing old alone. That ending was one of my favorites. 
I wrote one where I finished the book, and the book was made into a movie. That one was supremely meta. 
And to answer that ending, I wrote another where the book and the movie clashed. In that one, I was so sick watching the film version that I moved back to LA and kept doctoring scripts.
But each time Solomon told me I needed to just finish it, and to get both of us over the hump, and beat Ray to the punch. “The whole point of this is to get you past your own stubborn-ass self,” he said. “I’ve been watching you try to tell this story for over twenty years now.” 
“And look what a wise decision that was,” I replied, a little drunk. “Because if you’d stolen my manuscript back in Kansas or something, look how much shorter it would have been!” 
He said more. I waved him away. At some point I fell asleep, and when I woke up he was gone. The light was too harsh, now filtered through trees instead of the concrete jungle I was used to. So I took a walk to clear my head, but the fog stuck around, and I hiked until I found a bluff and looked across it, trying to remember the feeling I’d had all those years ago on Scarlet’s deck. With her behind me. When I’d been a lot younger and just as stupid. History come full circle, me back in the same state if not the same city. Boy goes to Colorado; boy meets girl; girl lets boy go so boy can find his path. Boy returns to Colorado, still a mess. Boy doesn’t have a chance to lose girl because girl sees him coming and knows he’s a dead end. 
One day, in Denver, out of the blue and unwanted, a kid, like my age when I first came through Colorado, came up to me in a bar and said, “Are you Eddie Vale?” 
I was Cooper Bishop. 
He waved it away, as if the distinction was unimportant. 
“Your work in Cry of Night. Brilliant. Brilliant.” 
And I said, “Kid, you’re thinking of someone else.” 
He told me he was working on the movie. On Delirious Love. Then he told me that he’d read that, too, and thought it was equally brilliant.
And again I told him: I didn’t write that script. 
“The book, man. The book.” 
But the book wasn’t finished. And if some asshole, like Solomon or someone in his office, had Xeroxed the incomplete manuscript and was passing it around on-set right down to the PAs and grips, I might have to buy a gun. But that sounded just like Solomon, like how he’d had the unforgivable wisdom to give my manuscript to the unrequited love of my life, for my thirteen-year-old daughter to predictably sneak off and read. He’d distribute it quietly, for “inspiration.” And he’d probably tell me, if I confronted him, that he was doing it to help. A bit of Cooper’s story to offset the tyranny of Ray’s 119-page abortion. 
I grunted.
“Why aren’t you adapting the screenplay?” the kid asked. 
“I lived the life. That’s enough.”
The kid was watching me. Slowly shaking his head with the ghost of a smile. Not blind adoration, I thought. Not hero worship. Something a hair better. 
“Buy you a drink?” I asked. 
“I’m only seventeen.” 
“Buy you a drink?” I repeated. And before he could reply, I signaled the bartender. So what if I was providing alcohol to a minor? I was blessed. I’d lived a life free of consequences. I’d gotten away with everything. Every transgression. Every insult committed. I was cursed to never pay dues for all my wrongdoings. I lived a life above reproach, and loathed it. Sometimes I thought back to Susan Mills, to Reggie chasing me out his bedroom window. What if he’d caught me? What if he’d managed to frame me for the crime I didn’t commit? So many things might have been different. So much might have been better, if I’d learned early to separate right from wrong.
“You know,” the kid said conspiratorially, “I write.”
“Good for you.” 
“But I don’t know how to do what you do. How to tell a story.” 
I leaned closer. Parodying his body language, his tone of voice. And quietly, I said, “Tell you the truth about writing. And about life, too.” 
“What’s that?” he whispered. 
“Both are just a bunch of stuff that happens.” 
I meant it as a joke. Or possibly a jaded rejoinder. Or maybe a very specific way of telling him to fuck off, give up, or leave me alone. But the kid tapped his chin. Nodded. And drank his illegal drink. 
I went home. Found a package on my doorstep, and Allison already inside. Cooking. Being the wife I’d never had.
“Dinner is in a half hour!”
Said Acacia never. 
I grunted like I had at the kid. Still a little drunk, though it was wearing off; the air between the bar and my car and my car and the front door had been snapping fingers in front of my face. I was cradling the package in the crook of my left arm, and I peeled back the corner. It was from Solomon: Ray’s script for Delirious Love — final draft, unless I wanted to sit the hell down and write something that might compete against it, in the producers’ eyes. 
Allison watched me as I slouched by on my way to the office. “You look like something the cat dragged in!” 
Said Acacia never. 
“Mmm.” 
“Dinner’s in a half hour.” 
“Mmm.” 
And I went into my study. 
I read the ending. The close to my and Acacia’s story that would see the light of day if I didn’t find a better way to finish the tale. Solomon was right. If the movie came out first, that version would become the truth. Even if Devil May Care was published later, even to great acclaim, its ending would be a footnote to the film’s. Those who saw the movie would know how things had really happened. Reality would be an aberration. 
And we had dinner. But suddenly, everything was wrong. Everything was unreal. I couldn’t focus; I couldn’t see the situation for what I’d once thought it was. We fought. I think we broke up, and I declined a blowjob in the process. 
It started to rain. 
I drove to Acacia’s. 
The hero, returning home. To claim his lost love. 
I was charming. We drank. Inhibitions lowered, and the clock seemed to wind backward, to a simpler, better time. Sophie kept interrupting, breaking the narrative I was trying to build. But clarity returned, even as we plunged deeper. As the rain increased and wind came calling. As the storm, only at the horizon earlier, started in earnest.
We were tipsy by the time I told her about the script. And I joked, “This is how most great couples get together.” 
Two people. Alone. Sophie was there, but she also sort of wasn’t. 
And later Acacia asked me, “How would you have ended our story? In your book?”
But I’d been serious: like this. Drinking. Deceiving. It was all I had. All I knew. 
I never cheated. I cheated all the time.
I never lied. I lied all the time. 
And Acacia said to me, putting a hand on my cheek, “You really have changed. You’ve really tried. I know you have.” 
I nodded. 
Liar. Traitor.
“I know it’s been hard for you. I really do.” 
I smiled. A different smile than usual. 
“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for putting up with everything I’ve asked you to do. All those therapy appointments. I appreciate you doing that. For me. For Sophie. I know you don’t believe in self-help. I know you think we’re all fine just how we are.” 
I kept my smile. 
Sneak. Devil.
“It was worth it,” I told her, “because it was what you wanted.”
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“YOU
DIDN’T
GO. YOU
DIDN’T do any of it.”
His mouth was still open. Trying to make noise. Looking stupid, like a fish. 
“Is there even a Dr. Gilman?” 
No words. Nothing at all. He might as well have been the voice of the storm, of the wind. 
Kay shook her head. She wasn’t precisely angry. This was something different. Something she’d never experienced. Something foreign, like it belonged to someone else. The sensation was like an inversion — the last years of her life turning inside-out, showing a blighted middle she didn’t even know was there, below the surface all the time. 
“You son of a bitch.” 
“Acacia … ” 
“Jesus fucking Christ! What’s the matter with you? How could you lie to me? For years!” Something seemed to dawn. Something horrible, like a vicious species of bone-deep infidelity. “And Sophie. You got Sophie in on this against me? Just the two of you, having a fucking laugh?” 
He seemed to be indicating something past her, toward the emergency-lit hallway, toward the rest of the house, toward the outside world, toward some imminent problem in desperate need of solving. But had there ever been anything other than this? Had there ever been anything other than plasma-hot rage?
“Acacia, listen to me … ” 
“Don’t call me that! Don’t you ever fucking call me that!”  
“But — ”
“Have you ever been honest to me? What else is a lie?” 
Reality was unspooling. She blinked, looking up, desperate for balance. The world wasn’t as she’d thought. Everything was in question. How much had she balanced atop precarious assumptions? Had this move been based on his bullshit? His had, but hers? She’d known he’d be a mistake from the moment they met. She’d ignored her gut, won by his charm. And he was no different now. 
“Nothing else!” 
“Just years of therapy appointments. Just that?” 
He started to speak, stopped. Started to gesture somehow with his hands. 
Her thoughts returned to the present. 
Focus, Kay.
“Give me the kid’s fucking name. Just give me Casey’s last name, and I swear to God, if you tell me again that you don’t know it, I’ll knock you down the stairs.” 
“I … I … ” 
“Anything at all. Anything at all that helps me find my daughter so I can keep her the fuck away from you!” The last words left in a screech.
“I … ” 
His hands went up. A stupid, childish gesture of contrition. Of aw shucks. Of oops, you caught me.
Because of course Casey was also a lie. 




 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
 
OUR
FIGHT
THAT
NIGHT
MADE our first one, years ago, look like nothing. 
At first, things were fine. Or better. It wasn’t the first time I’d seduced Acacia — not into bed, but into conversation, into five or ten minutes of complacency. Getting her to talk to me, for the parts of our history in which I knew how to find her, was simple. By the time I turned forty, I was a master. I didn’t need therapy. I didn’t need the opinions of some psychiatrist. Human psychiatry was where I lived and breathed already; it was how I met people, how I spoke in my easy way when I had my wits and interest about me. Psychology let me capitalize on Solomon’s deals. It got me laid, and was responsible for my most believable characters. All you have to do is tell the truth.
We talked. We’d always liked talking. I reminded her of the things she’d liked about me. I showed her the things she hadn’t liked too, so she could see how they’d changed. I’d done it all on my own. I didn’t drink except when I drank. I didn’t take any drugs except for the ones I sometimes took. I didn’t sleep around except for the times I fucked other women, and was totally over Acacia. I’d proved it by starting a stable relationship with the woman who’d researched extensively to play her on-screen. 
“I … I … ” 
Out of my element. Off the script. The therapist lie had collapsed seconds before the one about Casey. Half of me wanted to find a way to prop it up while the other wanted to defend my authorial predilections. I’d created characters — I shouldn’t be blamed for being who I was, or for doing what I did. This wasn’t something she’d told me to fix. Ironically, my ability to think creatively and tell coherent stories was what she’d been badgering me to do for years. I shouldn’t have to defend this. It was a game between me and Sophie, my daughter and me. It wasn’t my fault that the storm had shoved Acacia into its churning middle. 
Her head was shaking. No longer playful. No longer my ally. Now my enemy, whether I wanted one or not. “Anything at all. Anything at all that helps me find my daughter so I can keep her the fuck away from you!” 
“I … ” And because this was all so absurd, I laughed a little.
“So this is funny?“
Her phone, now again in her pocket, chirped. Like a bird. Her custom ringtone for people she barely knew. People like the mother of this friend. Kylie. 
“Are you going to check that?”
“I don’t believe you.” She shook her head. “You haven’t changed at all. Still just a kid. It’s all a game to you, isn’t it?” Her eyes rolled; she seemed to be running backward through time, recalling years behind the revelation. Deciding how badly she’d been slighted. Calibrating exactly how offended to be. An azure flash of lightning illuminated her profile. And in that second she was young. The eighteen-year-old girl I’d met. The twenty-three-year-old girl who’d broken my heart out of the blue. Then we were in the dark, now raising our voices just to be heard. 
The phone chirped. Again she ignored it. Or maybe the wind had swallowed the tiny noise.
“Jesus Christ, Cooper. You don’t take anything seriously.” 
“Look, I’m sorr — ”
She cut me off. “Don’t be. I’m not mad.” 
She was furious. 
“This is exactly what I’d expect. Exactly what you’d have done back when we were in Los Angeles.” 
“Hey, I said I’m — ”
“Selfish. Just a selfish little boy. Everything is a goddamned game. Everything is a joke. Nobody else matters, do they? Not if it conflicts with what you want.” 
“Therapy wasn’t for me. I didn’t think you’d understand, but I’ve — ”
“You’ve what? You’ve changed? You’re a better man? Bullshit! Bullshit, Cooper! This is just more of the same!” 
A flash of light. A roar of thunder, like the grumbling of a giant’s gut. At the same moment there was a crash, below, very near. Something breaking. Armageddon on its way. 
Acacia had her hands on her hips. Lecturing me. 
Who was selfish here? 
Who was ignoring what was important, just to get in a few more of her high-handed, superior digs? 
“We’ll talk about this later,” she said. 
Not because there was anything more important we should be doing. She wasn’t even hearing the dings — not like normal people hear and acknowledge things, anyway. I wanted to excuse her, but couldn’t. Sophie had, I was willing to bet, made it to her friend’s house after all. I wanted to read those texts. The need to follow our most important task was like a lead cloak. But Acacia wasn’t going for her phone. She was going to march right by me. To storm out without letting me reply. To turn from what was important in favor of what made her right. Righteous, even. Of course she’d cut this short, before I could respond. That’s what master manipulators do: they fight one-sided, then leave the inescapable conclusion by default, that their way is correct, that they have nothing to defend. 
But if I’d “always been” the way I was, then that’s the way she’d always been. Curled up in her arguments. Always ready to run. Any strategy to protect her fragile, assailable belly. 
I grabbed Acacia by the arm. It had taken me over a decade, but I was finally ready to call her on a betrayal that was long overdue. 
“We’ll talk about it now.”
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“I KNOW ABOUT THE PREGNANCY,” he said. 
“I’m not pregnant!” The words left her mouth too quickly, too harsh, too defensive. The feeling was that of catching him in an error: of shouting, Ha ha, you screwed up, and you’re stupid! A childish response. A response she’d expect, that she was accusing him of. But before Kay could qualify her simple, petulant outburst, he was already shaking his head. 
“I meant with Sophie.” 
“Really? Is it showing?” She put both hands on her flat belly, realizing that sarcasm had never become her, feeling stupid and livid and annoyed and attacked and now, suddenly, wanting only to lash out, for reasons largely unknown, uncalled for. “I thought I’d hidden it so well, despite being in my fortieth fucking trimester!” 
And all she could think, seconds later, was that her math was off. 
“You were pregnant that day, weren’t you?” 
“I was pregnant for a lot of days.” Another spiteful, senseless jab of a remark left her lips before she could stop it: “That’s how it works.” But Kay could hear her own voice. Knew something was wrong. Knew he was getting to her — and that if he could get to her, it meant she had something to hide. That only made her angrier. Made her want to do something base and physical, like hit him. But it was a downward spiral. A loss of control. 
“The day we fought.” 
How dare he say it in so flat and reasonable a voice. Like a dick in a noir flick. She wanted to slap the deductive expression off his smug face. He’d never had his due in life. He should have been arrested more than his one lone occasion, and that for mere rowdiness. He should have failed in his career, given all his flaws. But no. Like a kid forever tipping back in his chair without ever falling, Cooper had never suffered his consequences. Kids like that never learned. They grew into grown men who thought the world revolved around them, that life did not deal retribution or reward or good or bad. Life, to him, was just a bunch of stuff that happened. There was no cause and effect. Although right now, his expression said that he was the righteous one. She was in the wrong. She wanted to scream. 
“Let me past.” Again she tried to shove by him in the hallway.
“Like you stormed past me then? Ready to run again?” 
“What does that mean?” 
“Didn’t you think I deserved to know?”
She could have denied it. Instead, she met his eyes. His soft, doe-like, I’ve-never-wronged-anyone eyes. 
“No.” 
He blinked, shocked by the audacity of her one-word reply. 
“Well. That’s nice.” 
“Not everyone owes you something! You don’t give; you don’t get to take! I don’t owe you anything.” 
“That baby inside you was half-mine.” 
“I know how fucking works, thanks.” 
“Why did we break up, Acacia?”
The simple use of her name made something break inside. She forgot the issues of the moment, along with the ones from their past. Now it was her and Cooper. Her and Eddie Fucking Vale, maybe. They’d always been like two gunslingers, circling one another, hands to pistols, and sometimes with their hands on each others’ hearts. They’d never fully let each other in, and yet they’d never drawn their guns. They’d met, they’d loved, they’d broken up. But all of it with fingers crossed.  
Thunder crashed. Kay startled. And the last of those dams inside finally broke. 
She shoved him in the chest.
“Stop calling me that! You know I hate it!” 
He staggered back. Half tripped on something that had rolled out of Sophie’s sty of a room. She watched him almost fall, was disappointed when he didn’t. She moved forward, seeing herself as if from outside, unsure where this was coming from, and shoved him again. Angry tears pricked her eyes. 
“How many times have I told you? I told you the day I met you! That’s how I introduced myself! ‘Hi, I’m Kay.’ KAY! How did you even know my full name?” 
“I … Solomon told me. Look, it’s — ” 
“Fuck you, Cooper! You never think of anyone but yourself! It’s always the Cooper show, isn’t it? Doesn’t matter what other people want, does it? Everyone’s got a goddamned nickname! However YOU want someone to be is all that matters!”
He stumbled again. His side clipped the wall. He half fell, caught himself, Kay’s finger practically bent backward as she poked him. 
She hit his chest. Hit it again. Knowing how it must look. Far beyond caring. 
Then he said, “That was why we broke up, wasn’t it? You didn’t just hide Sophie from me. She was the reason.” 
Rain kept lashing the windows, its meaning forgotten. 




 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
 
I WATCHED ACACIA, SEEING
HER face in shadow, her usually blue eyes now pits of darkness. I could hear her breathing heavy over the storm. Watched her swipe at her face, angrily, wiping a tear. 
“That’s why we broke up, wasn’t it?”
She said nothing. 
“You knew you were pregnant. But you … ” 
I didn’t know how to finish. She what? I didn’t know the correct emotion to summon. Was I about to lay on the guilt, or attempt to? Was it right to be passive-aggressive, to make this about poor me? Was I mostly angry? Did I want to shout? For once, even if it was temporary, I had the moral upper hand. It didn’t matter what I’d done. I’d assumed we’d broken up and then she’d realized she was pregnant. Or maybe she’d known, and our breakup had slammed the lid on the idea that she’d ever tell me. But this was worse. I wanted to dip into self-pity, but my anger was so much stronger. I’d been fine while as a supporter, a reluctant companion, a better than decent lay. But I was so repugnant as a potential father that the mere thought of having my child had sent her running. She had to get away the minute she was sure. To hide my own child from me. 
“I didn’t know what else to do,” she said. 
“What to do? Talk to me. That’s what you fucking do.” 
Thunder. Lightning. Wind. 
“If I hadn’t tracked you down,” I said, “would you ever have told me?” 
“Cooper … ” 
A thousand emotions. 
“I wanted to tell you, later.” 
“But I was just that revolting, wasn’t I? No, I don’t blame you. Don’t tell me. Don’t ask me. Don’t run it by me. Because of course I was a shit man and a shit human being, and I’d be a shit daddy. Never mind that I never, ever cheated on you. Never even thought about it. I didn’t drink much. Barely smoked. Never mind that I encouraged you to — I don’t know — do the goddamned thing your whole career is based on.” 
“Oh, so now my life is all thanks to you?” 
“Well, I didn’t curse it!” 
Her head came up. “Of course. Poor you. I feel so terrible.” 
“She has fun with me, you know. I’m not so terrible for her as you think.” 
“Of course not. Not with all the sluts and depravity.” 
“She doesn’t need to be yelled at all the time, for being a kid. That’s why we have fun. Because life with me isn’t always a fucking lecture.” 
“Oh, that’s such bullshit.” 
“Is it? That’s not what our therapist said.” The words came spilling out. Years of frustration, of suppression, of wearing the good guy face when I damn well didn’t want to. Resentment I didn’t even know I had, frothing in black, wanting only to hurt her as she’d hurt me. “‘Dr. Gilman, Mom has some sort of a stick up her ass. What can I do about that?’” 
“Stop it.”
And in my best Dr. Gilman impression, I said, “I prescribe lots of time spent with someone who actually knows how to have a good time.” 
“‘Good time.’ Is that what it is? Is that what you teach her? How to be one of these fucking whores you bring over three at a time and stay out all night, getting wasted, having no center, no compass, just — ”
“Better than never being human!” 
“Acting like a kid forever, never taking responsibility, acting like life is a game and that the only point to any of it is hedonism and drugs and booze and just getting by, and throwing away your talent and selling out and — ”
“‘Dr. Gilman, someone in my life keeps being a total bitch and never gives me credit for anything I try to do. What’s the solution?’” 
“What? What have you ever ‘tried to do’?”
I raised a hand. Ticked off points. “Moved to Colorado for you.” 
“And brought your old life!” 
“I’ve been writing. Putting in the time. And I haven’t been fucking around, not at all. I’ve been with Allison for … ” I trailed off, realizing Allison and I weren’t, in all likelihood, probably together anymore. 
“Oh yes,” she scoffed. “Allison.” 
“I guess Allison doesn’t meet your high standards. I’m sorry; does she have improper posture?” 
“Do you want to have a serious discussion? Or do you want to make jokes like always?” 
“I was under the impression we were having a serious discussion.” 
“Maybe if you’d — ”
“You’re the one who lied to me this time. Or, actually, lied years ago. For years.” 
“Oh, that’s such — !”
“This is such bullshit … Kay. It’s only ‘a serious discussion’ when it’s about me. But what about you?” 
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“WHAT ABOUT ME?”
“YOU’RE
NEVER wrong, are you? Or when you are, it’s about whether you forgot to turn the TV off. If TVs are allowed in this house. Are they? Or are they too unhealthy?” 
“You know damn well there’s one in — !”
“How’s your mom, Aca … Kay? How is she these days?” 
“What does that have to do with anything?” 
“Did you think about me at all, during those five years you spent keeping Sophie from me? Did you ever doubt yourself? Did you ever look inside and wonder if maybe you — not me, you — were making me into the bad guy so you wouldn’t need to look the situation in the eye?” 
“What situation?” 
“Our situation! We’re not your parents!”  
Kay’s jaw firmed. “Oh, so now you’re Freud? You’ve got me all figured out? I’m just fucked up, am I? And that makes you the one who’s right here.” 
“I don’t have to be Freud. I’ve spent years being Dr. Gilman.”
Kay felt something snap inside as a branch, twisted by the wind, whipped the window. It was a low blow. She didn’t respond. Not at first, not about Gilman, not about his betrayal. For a moment another need seemed to press in upon her, something to do with Sophie, with some text message chirps, and there was the meaning of something cobbling together in her mind, but it was all lost right now, with Cooper in front of her, and all the unsaid things being said. 
Fight. Win. 
She felt assaulted. Attacked. Crumbling. Filled with rage and rancor. 
“Analyze yourself,” she said.
“We’ll talk about this later.” He shook his head. Angry. Looking for something else, something that wasn’t here.
“I thought you wanted to talk about it now?” 
“We have to figure out where — ”
“No, you wanted to have this discussion now. Let’s have it.” 
“I’ve said enough.” 
“I haven’t.” 
“Then maybe tell me why you just took my daughter without giving me an ounce of respect and — ”
“You want respect?”   
“Yes, I goddamn want respect!” 
“Okay, you want the truth?” 
He made himself faux-studious. “I am dying for the truth.” 




 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
“I’D NEVER TRUST HER WITH you.”
I felt my face twist. “Don’t hold back.” 
“Never. I never would. Never did.” I heard the rote way the words came out: spiteful, meant only to hurt. “And do you want to know the biggest reason? It’s not the shitty way you treat women or the shitty way you treat yourself or the fact that every goddamned time you run into a problem, you self-medicate with whatever happens to be within reach. It’s not your fucking friend, Solomon, or the way you are around him, or your worthless producer friends or the writers who write even less, somehow, than you do. It’s not the way you can’t even admit to yourself that you’ve gotten addicted to the attention everyone gives you, the way everyone licks your balls and tells you how great you are. And it’s not the way you carry yourself, like you’re fucking cock of the walk, or the terrible example you set, or the fact that you lie to everyone, most of all yourself. No. So do you want to know what it really is? The main reason I never wanted you to know Sophie and probably never should have?” 
My tongue was a strap of leather. Blood slogged through my veins like sap. “Why stop now?” I spat.
“It’s because you don’t have one ounce of respect for yourself. And my biggest fear is that because you really do get along, that one day she’ll end up just like you.” 
Teeth, grinding in my mouth. A branch broken halfway, slapping the third floor’s single window. I willed it to break in. To shatter the window. To destroy something. To annihilate us both. 
“Like me.” 
“You always acted like I was a nag. About your writing.” 
I laughed. 
“But it says everything about you. Everything that anyone would ever need to know. And I could tell, from the first day I met you, how you were. I knew it then and knew I shouldn’t go with you. I knew it when we started dating and shoved it away. I knew it the entire time we were together.” Her voice moistening, her throat somehow liquid. Tears coming, unavoidable. She fought through it with increased volume, shoving away any thoughts of sadness or regret, replacing them all with fury. “And when I got pregnant, I knew I couldn’t let my child be around someone like you.” 
“Like me how?” I barely heard the words. I tasted them instead. 
“Faithless.” 
“Faith,” I repeated, disbelieving. 
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“FAITH,” COOPER SAID, ALMOST MOCKINGLY.
Kay felt hot tears, her voice still high, still more furious than distraught. 
“And the worst thing is, you don’t even see it! You don’t know how you’re killing yourself. For shit’s sake, Cooper! You can’t even write under your own goddamned name! Do you know how many people come up to me on a weekly basis and ask me about Eddie Vale? What he’s like? I don’t even know Eddie! I don’t want to know Eddie! It’s like Cooper doesn’t even exist. Or like he’s not worth existence. You’re suffocating yourself! Not physically. It’s your soul that’s dying.”
“Are you kidding me?” 
“You don’t even care! You don’t care what kind of example you’re setting! You don’t care how you’re poisoning yourself! You don’t care how hard it is to watch you do it, or that you drag everyone who loves you right down with you!” 
“Well,” he said, his voice like ice in the dark, “then let me go get my typewriter. Let me sit down and work for a bit, and fix every problem we ever had.” 
A window, not near us but close by, possibly in the attic. Shattering. Muted just enough, like a firecracker wrapped in cotton. 
Someone screamed in surprise. 
Not Cooper. 
And not Acacia.




 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
 
THE
DOOR
OPENED
BEHIND
ME, outward, probably built that way to allow for the sloping roof inside the storage space. I felt wood strike my back, like being reminded of something, someone calling for my attention.
“H — hi.” 
Sophie, standing behind me. 
And I said, “Soap.” 
And Acacia said, “Sophie … ” 
Sophie. Safe, but not saved.
Done hiding, for whatever reason she’d come up here, maybe to get a bike out of storage, as a humid wind howled through the door from the broken window at the room’s rear.
Her head filled with every word her mother and I just said.
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COOPER
BLINKED
BETWEEN SOPHIE
AND Acacia. The trio, in the dark attic, was a schoolkid’s diorama: a frozen moment at the apex of a story. 
Only this diorama, this story, was real. 
Finally, for once and for all, Cooper found himself forced to confront not what he spent his days sowing, but what all his life’s pages had doomed him to reap. 
Sophie, her face alight in the flashes of lightning. 
Acacia, her features turned not toward hatred of Cooper, of Eddie, of whoever he was — but inward as well, toward hatred of herself. They’d been dueling with verbal swords, swinging to kill. But neither had meant for an innocent to step into the volley.
“Mom … ” Sophie said, her voice unsteady. 
And just like that, Cooper — Eddie, whoever — saw it all begin to crumble. It didn’t matter who was right or wrong. Sophie didn’t know who she should speak to, because both her parents were foes. She’d be torn between them, ripped arm from arm like a doll. 
“Honey, it’s not — ” Acacia began.
There was a tremendous crash from downstairs. Something far worse than the last sounds, which by comparison had been mere taps and ticks. A noise that dwarfed even the shattering of the attic window. This was something world-ending. Something intrusive that broke reality with brute force. 
Sophie looked at Cooper, and in her eyes he saw a daughter’s simple need: for her father’s protection. But Cooper, unseated, saw something else. 
Instead of Savior, he saw Betrayer.  
Instead of Friend, he saw Enemy. 
Instead of Father, he saw nothing at all.
The wind began to swirl up from below, catching them in a tempest. It wasn’t fair. Their shell’s walls were supposed to be impenetrable. Their fortress was supposed to be unassailable. But no. The storm had a mind of its own, and the sense that they’d be able to stay out of its reach had, it seemed, always been an illusion. 
He was wrong here. In all of this. In everything that had happened.
He’d soured it all. Ruined everything with his arrested development and jocularity. 
Acacia looked him in the eyes and in that glance Cooper saw his final failure. He was frozen and numb. He wouldn’t even say the simple words to end this standoff and get them to where they’d be safe, concerned more with the fractured argument than the pressing danger. Tending to his wounded pride more than the threat of physical injuries. 
When he said nothing, Acacia pushed past him.
“Let’s go,” she said, barely glancing in his direction. 
Acacia took Sophie by the arm. Cooper could only follow, and as the stairwell opened to a view of the living room they had to stop, captivated by the sight of the huge brown alien hand that had broken from one of the trees and smashed through the window, filling Acacia’s orderly living room with leaves and broken glass. The branch had flattened the sofa and scattered their chairs. If they hadn’t gone searching, they might be dead. 
Around the bend. Down the hall, away from the windows. To the back stairway Cooper had asked about earlier, where Sophie must have sneaked past. Down into the walkout basement, huddled against the back wall. In his mind he saw a cinderblock cellar lined with shelves of preserves, two stout boys watching the door, the womenfolk shaking at the rear as the twister came, a farmer’s daughter between, ripe for dishevelment.
There was another flash. In the flash, Cooper saw his family, all eyes averted. 
A pause between lightning and thunder. Between one flash and the next, again illuminating the bonds that had been so thoroughly broken between them. 
Another brief pause, then thunder. 
Maybe the storm was moving away. 
Another flash. Sophie’s face. Acacia’s face. All the pain he’d caused.
Or maybe it had only begun. 
Cooper slouched halfway down, supported now mostly by the wall. Still holding onto Sophie, but all the strength gone from his legs.
So this is how the story ends. 
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BUT
IT’S
NOT
OVER. IT can’t be. 
Not like this. Not with the wind at its apex and the wet air still licking us from the shattered glass wall above, not with hailstones now battering the living room carpet like an enemy assault. Not with the flashes and booms, the swaying of branches outside, or the cracking of wood threatening to strike us anew. Not with Sophie shivering in my arms, in her mother’s arms, the places where Acacia and I necessarily touch now turned to poison. 
And I think, I won’t let it end this way. Not with someone other than me driving my own story. 
Reality isn’t a story told from a distance. I’m in it, right now, here and now, looking out through my own eyes.
Looking at Sophie, who we’ve accidentally told such terrible things. 
Sophie, you weren’t wanted. 
Sophie, you’re the reason your parents aren’t together. And in fact, we got along fine. But then you came, and the jig was up. 
And not with Acacia avoiding my eyes, hating me, looking down in shame and anger, as roiling as the storm, persistent like a grudge, flat without an eye. 
But then, ten minutes later, as the pauses between flash and bang finally yawn long enough to hope, as the storm starts to move on, as the lights flicker back to life, I realize that this must be what they say when they talk about a turning point. About an epiphany that changes things forever. 
I hug Sophie one last time and then nudge her away, my mind already shifting. Making decisions.
I walk toward the stairs without being told to leave, after I’m sure they’re okay. I tell Kay that I’ll call the glass company, and Acacia, I mean Kay, cuts me off and snaps that she’ll do it, because of course I’m too damn incompetent to, and besides I don’t even have her insurance information anyfuckingway.
I drive home. The storm’s damage turns out to be highly specific, like a tornado’s, even though we don’t get them here in the mountains. There’s melting hail on the streets. The trees look whipped and bedraggled, but I don’t see any downed power lines or broken branches. No obvious chaos beyond the house we were in, and inside my mind.
I hear Acacia’s voice, shouting me down. Shouting about Eddie Vale. The pen name I borrowed from a character in my early stories, life finally imitating art after so much time spent echoing in the opposite direction.
It’s like Cooper doesn’t even exist. Or like he’s not worth existence.
My hands on the wheel. The mist of lingering rain still in the air, fogging the view with my wipers still off. My head hurts. A car passes in the other direction, toward the mess I’ve left behind.
You don’t care what kind of example you’re setting! You don’t care how you’re poisoning yourself! You don’t care how hard it is to watch you do it, or that you drag everyone who loves you right down with you!
When I get inside my empty home, it strikes me that I’ve never been more alone. My family might never want to see me again. Allison is gone, stormed out hours ago. Another thing burned to ashes in the drive-by life of Cooper Bishop.
But now I hear my inner voice, answering Acacia’s. 
Well, then let me go get my typewriter. Let me sit down and work for a bit, and fix every problem we ever had.
I was being ironic when I said that, but I don’t know what else to do, so I sit at my typewriter and wonder if there’s truth in any of it. Maybe this is as good a place to start as any. Maybe I can fix things inch by inch — beginning here, at this desk. 
I can’t control much about what’s happening around me these days, but at least this manuscript, this tale, is the one thing that’s still entirely mine. I can’t change the past or the present. But at least I can give my own damned story an ending. And as Cooper Bishop, not Eddie Vale. At least Solomon sold it under my own name; at least he got that much right.
It’s the strangest certainty to have right now, but the longer I sit, the greater the surety grows: I can at least do this much. I can finish Devil May Care as myself, proving I’m worth more than nothing. 
Starting right now, I can turn things around. 
I sit behind my typewriter and type three pound signs on a fresh sheet of paper — a throat-clearing, compulsive tick I’ve always had. Before the editor had his way with the fragments Solomon stole and smuggled his way, Devil May Care must have been littered with them.
I pause. And I breathe a long, sighing breath.
I’ve never had any luck with what I’m about to do. I’ve failed and failed and failed, stacking false starts with garbage, half of which is me doubting myself, hating myself, the devil on my shoulder, always talking me out of the job I must do. There’s no reason to think I can make this work, as a way of starting to make everything right. No reason at all, given my past. 
But I put my fingers on the keys anyway. Fighting the despair that wants to chase me from behind, from all that’s gone wrong tonight. Wondering if I’m doing this to escape. If something in me has finally snapped, and in attempting to fix things, I’m running away all over again. 
I tap the keys without pressing enough to make a mark. Telling myself I can do this. That I have to do this.
And I resolve to try until I’m finished, working through what I must to reach the ending I know will make us all happy.




 
 
 
 

 
 
###
 
The next day fucking Solomon came to me, I guess, and he looked through what I had written and said, “Okay, this is brilliant. I’ll ship it off, and you’ll get a million dollars.” 
 
###
 
The next day I talked to Solomon, and he said, “Okay, I talked to her for you. Her and Sophie. She’s mad, but it’s fine. She says the argument was no big deal.” And when I asked Solomon how that was possible or even remotely realistic, and also just how stupid he thought I was, he shook his head and said, “It doesn’t have to make sense, because, you know.” 
 
###
 
The next day Solomon wasn’t around, and I was alone, and there was some girl with me because why not, but it wasn’t Allison because seriously, what was I thinking there, her with her henna tattoo and the Fitbit under the prayer beads and the way she did her hair to look just like Acacia’s but it was all so transparent and I felt stupid for how long we were together. But there was this other girl in my apartment, or my house I suppose, and she was just my type, with tits that weren’t too big and a belly button piercing, and she was maybe twenty-five, and technically, technically I supposed I could be her father, if I’d knocked some girl up when I was fifteen, which I guess maybe I did. 
 
And then I decided to call my father, Earl, because I’d forgotten all about him. And when he was on the line I said, “Hey, Dad, you were wrong. I didn’t have to sell out. I just wrote my happy ending today and sent it off. And Acacia forgave me.”
 
Even though I woke up with a naked girl in my place? 
 
What the fuck. 
 
###
 
So instead, I woke up alone. Sad. And the phone rang. And it was Acacia, and she said, “I’m sorry.” 
 
“Sorry for what?” 
 
“For lying to you about Sophie.” 
 
And I thought for a few minutes, for dramatic effect, and maybe because I was procrastinating I added some filler lines that I figured could be edited out later. Maybe by Solomon if I feel too lazy to do it myself. Like when I say, FUCKING HELL, THIS IS SO STUPID, and I realize I left a sandwich on the table yesterday, and this is from even before Allison left, so now I’m wondering how it got there because I don’t remember making that sandwich, and I’ve never seen Allison eat sausage (except mine, ha-ha), and I honestly think that’s sausage on that sandwich from where I’m sitting, like summer sausage cut into flat discs like poker chips, but it’s not like I’m going to get up and walk over there now because I’ve got pages to write, until I do, and I throw it out the window. Then I figure that maybe for just a few more words I’ll pretend that any of this counts, that it’ll be accepted, that it will make a damned bit of difference. 
 
“I don’t know how to do this, Acacia,” I said.
 
But she didn’t yell at me for using her name because she felt different about me now. And she knew I couldn’t change, and I wouldn’t change, and that was fine because that’s what happens in fucking Hollywood formula happy endings: everyone accepts everyone else for who they truly are, even if who they are is a colossal fuckup.
 
“You’re right,” Acacia said. 
 
“I’m really just wasting my time.”
 
“Just give him any old bullshit,” she told me. “Because that’s what the people want.” 
 
###
 
The next day I woke up, and it was all meta, and Solomon was there, and he said, “Let’s talk about Scarlet again.” We hadn’t talked about Scarlet in years. So we did. Then I looked her up. And she was still totally hot. And I realized that it was her father, who I never met but somehow imagined as looking like Alec Baldwin, who somehow was the financier behind Delirious Love. But then I talked to him, and he was cool, and he spoke just like Alec Baldwin, too. He said, “I know you took a bunch of my clothes and money a long time ago, and you had sex with my little girl in every room of my big mansion. But man, I love your book. Not the movie, but the book.” 
 
And I said to him, “What did you think of the ending?” 
 
And he told me, “What, like I know how it ends? Did you really think that was going to work?” 
 
So I thought more of Scarlet, and I beat off twice, and I thought about calling her up for real, but readers would hate that. 
 
###
 
The next day I woke up, and Solomon was there, but maybe wasn’t around, so I called Acacia instead. And I told her how sorry I was about the therapy thing. We talked it through. And she told me, “Cooper, it’s not that I wanted you to go to therapy because I wanted you to change. I wanted you to go because I wanted you to want to change.” 
 
I considered making a joke about that, possibly about the Cheap Trick song about wanting you to want me. But then I saw what she meant, and it wasn’t actually even a little bit funny, and that was when something snapped, and I wished I really had gone, had done what Acacia wanted me to do. So I asked her, is it too late? Too late to change? 
 
At first, I thought she’d say yes. And she even did for a while. But then I just couldn’t buy it and knew she was lying because she wasn’t that stupid, and I wasn’t that stupid, and Sophie, who we must have forcibly aged ten or twenty years on the night of the storm with all our baggage, wasn’t stupid enough to let us forget. She’d never say anything, of course. But I only needed to look into her eyes to know that she’d always remember it, and that even if I could forgive and Acacia could forgive and we tried to move toward some sort of happily ever after, the mark of our delirium was already indelibly marked on a daughter who knew the truth.
 
###
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OF
COURSE I COULDN’T
GET anything decent out. I threw it all away. Even when I suspected it might be decent, I threw it away. There was a fireplace in my living room, and I’d never used it, but I lit it with the aborted pages as a final insult, given that trashing what I’d written was too good for the shit I was spewing. And fuck that. 
Hours passed. I wrote more, burned more. My dedication to soldier through come hell or high water began to wane as the clock marked off too much time and old tendencies prickled my scalp. You can feel better faster, the whispers said.
I resisted for a long time, but finally I pulled out my stash and swallowed a whole lot of pills and snorted a whole lot of powder. The powder made my mouth dry, so I drank a bunch of Jameson to wet it.
I was very high when someone knocked on my door. I didn’t want to answer. I needed to buckle down, now that I’d taken so much chemical inspiration. There was no way out of the weird vertigo I’d felt while writing other than to finish the goddamned book. I didn’t want to do it but wanted to admit that Solomon was right even less. Not about most things, but about the need to be done with Devil May Care. It almost didn’t matter how I ended the thing, because the book wasn’t something I’d ever wanted published. But the contracts were signed. Foreign rights were sold; a movie was already halfway made. A movie with its own ending, different from what I was failing to create. But no matter how much I tried to tell my own story, I found the movie’s sap intruding on all I tried to do. I was a sellout. I’d never, ever been able to produce for myself and had only been able to ship under someone else’s gun. So I could keep fighting, as I had for years and years, trying to finish the thing my way, or I could take the easy way out and ape Ray’s ending, which I’d already read and knew. To do Ray’s crap, but at least on my terms. 
But the way things were unfolding, I couldn’t even properly sell out anymore. 
Allison smiled at me when I opened the door. I was surprised to see that it was morning. Had I slept at all? Maybe. I was too high to know the difference. 
“I thought you broke up with me,” I said. 
She shifted foot to foot, the mannerism of someone embarrassed. Maybe ashamed. Driven by twin compulsions: one to maintain her dignity as an angry woman in a relationship and the other to stay in character. The joke was on her; getting back together with me was exactly the wrong thing to do. Acacia would never come to my door this way. I’d tried to make it happen a hundred times, and it never stuck. Then I got high or drunk or fucked to forget. 
“We just had a fight,” she said.
“But you stormed out.” 
Allison’s eyebrows bunched. She leaned in. Her nostrils flared, sniffing at what must have been the putrid stench of alcohol. Her eyes met mine, and my brain slipped into panic, somehow certain in my haze that the black holes of her pupils were pits I might fall into. That she was someone else, and I was too. That none of this was precisely real, that I was living a dream. But that was a joke. Fantasy had come earlier. This was the truth. Self-lies had pocked every day of my past like a minefield. This was uncharted territory. An ending I couldn’t imagine, a scene I couldn’t quite picture. 
“I … I didn’t know if you were mad at me,” she said. 
“I was.”
“Oh.” 
“Come in.” 
I stepped aside. She entered, watching me. I realized I hadn’t faced a mirror for a while, or taken a shower. Or maybe I had; I couldn’t remember. Either way, Allison was looking at me as if I had something on my face. Or as if I’d broken my face. I might be covered in blood. My skin, as I was increasingly sure, might have been crawling with insects.
“Are you all right, Eddie?” 
“Don’t call me Eddie.” 
The couch was right there, but Allison didn’t sit. Something was wrong; she could feel it. But her obedient streak triggered, and she merely stood in front of me, awaiting her cue. 
“What do you want me to call you?” 
“Cooper.” 
I waited for recognition. Got none. Nobody knew who Cooper Bishop was, nobody. Eddie Vale was the man of the hour. My pen name had taken me over. 
“Okay,” she said. 
We stood there. I felt myself swaying, unable to stand still. The room seemed too bright. Too dark. There was something hilarious I’d forgotten, but I didn’t want to laugh about it. Instead, I wanted to find it and beat it until my fists bled.
“What else do you want to do?” 
She meant sexually. It was all so strange. We’d had a big fight, and she’d hit me. And yet here she was, asking for my command. But the worst part was, I could do it. I could command her. And in fact, I kind of wanted to. Getting laid would take the edge off. I looked her over from top to bottom, from her pretty if somewhat uneasy apple-cheeked smile to her good legs beneath a modest skirt. Or actually, a dress. A blue dress. Like Acacia might wear, both then and today. I considered telling her to grip the table. To bend forward. To raise the dress and lower her panties. I actually opened my lips to say so but stopped when I realized I’d be doing it not because I wanted to get off but because I wanted to see if she’d follow orders. And it’s not like my dick was going to obey at that particular moment anyway.
“I won’t lie to you,” I said. “I’m really fucked up right now.” 
“What are you on?” 
“I don’t remember.” It didn’t matter.
“I heard you typing. How’s your writing going?” 
An innocuous change of topic. A deflection. Next she’d tell me how nice the weather had been lately, ask if I came here often. 
“Terrible.” 
“Oh.” 
“Did you make a sandwich?” I asked.
“You want a sandwich?” 
“Did you make one before you left yesterday, I meant.” 
“I … ” 
“I threw it away,” I said. 
“Oh. Okay.” 
“It’s probably still in the yard.” 
She didn’t know what to make of that. “Can I get you a glass of water?”  
“Do you know that thing where someone says, ‘Don’t think of a pink elephant,’ and it’s supposed to prove that you can’t not think of something, once you’ve thought of it?” 
“No.” 
“It’s like that with my writing today. I can’t force myself to type something my brain is subconsciously trying to avoid. Although I haven’t had any pink elephants show up in my writing yet. Although fuck me for saying that, because now I probably will. Maybe it’s that way with all creative disciplines. Hey, Allison, don’t act in your next scene as if there’s a pink elephant behind the camera giving you the evil eye.” 
“Um … ” 
“Sit down.” 
Allison sat. I rubbed my cheek and discovered that I’d practically grown a beard. Had it just been the one day? Or had I been working and not showering for two days, three, a week? 
“When you were a little girl, did you ever dream of being a princess, rescued by a white knight?” 
“I don’t honestly recall.” 
“Did you dream of a future with Mr. Right, in a small house behind a white picket fence? Two-point-five children, a golden retriever, you on the PTA, driving a minivan?” 
“Maybe?” 
“And in those dreams, did Mr. Right ever win you back? Did he have to, after a big fight?” 
“I don’t understand, Eddie. Is this about the fight we had? Because really, I’m sorry, if that helps.” 
“Mr. Right,” I said, still standing, now holding my arms out and revolving slowly like a model displaying an outfit. “Could he look like me?” 
“You’re very handsome.” Allison hadn’t relaxed on the couch. She was upright, knees pressed together, hands atop them. She had big beautiful eyes like Acacia. I tried to fool my mind, to be the method actor she kept trying to be. 
“But if we had to have a happy ending. What would that look like?” 
“I — ” 
“Would I need to propose to you? Would it happen like some ridiculous romantic comedy?” I put a finger on my stubbled chin, thoughtful. “Name a romantic comedy movie. A modern classic.”
“Um … ” 
“Say Anything,” I ventured.
“Okay. Um … waffle.” 
“No, I mean that’s the movie: Say Anything.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“How fucking old are you, anyway?” 
“I’m — ”
“Never mind. But in the ending of your perfect happily ever after,” I said, regrouping because I seemed to have gone off on a tangent, “would I get down on one knee and propose, or what?”  
“Are you saying you want me to marry you?” Her eyes grew wider, seeming to scan the wall for an exit behind me, weighing her odds of escape.
I knelt. On one knee. Took Allison’s hands in both of mine. 
“Eddie … ” 
“Cooper.” 
“Cooper … ” 
And then I poked her in the chest with one finger, encountering the soft, yielding flesh of her breast. 
“Exactly,” I said, as if reaching the QED at the end of a mathematical proof. “That’s the right reaction. That right there.” 
Her mouth was slightly open. No words came out. 
“Nobody proposes to fix unfixable problems. Nobody comes to the hooker’s window in a limo with a bouquet of roses. Nobody stands outside the girl’s house, holding a boom box over their heads to win her back. And you know why?” 
“What’s a boom box?” 
Looking at Allison, suddenly aware that I was at least fifteen years older than her, I said, “Jesus Fucking Christ.”
Allison shrugged.
“Nobody wants anything original. That’s the fucking problem,” I tell Allison. “They all want the same shit in their stories. Over and over again. Doesn’t matter if someone comes up with something truly new, or different. People are sheep. They want the same recycled, saccharine-sweet romantic comedy trash ending, on repeat.”
“Maybe I should go,” Allison finally says.
“Trash,” I repeat, giving the word some serious emphasis.
“Look. Can we just — maybe we should go somewhere and get some coffee?” 
“Where? Where would you propose?” 
“There’s a place I like downtown, near the convention center where the trolley — ”
“No way. I’m not going into Denver. Not with all the porn moguls and threesomes and butt sex.”
Allison looked back. Down. Sort of toward her butt. Maybe wondering if this was a request. 
“I need a shower,” I told her.
And left the room, eventually hearing the front door close as Allison made her exit.




 
 
 
 

 
 
###
 
The day after the storm, Acacia came to my place and told me she’d been thinking. 
 
###
 
The day after the storm, Kay came to my place and told me she’d been thinking. About us. About what’s happened in our past. And she told me she’d decided that maybe we were both wrong, that 
 
###
 
The day after the storm, I went to Kay’s place. And I got down on one knee. I wasn’t sure why until I did it. But I’d never been able to commit; never once, other than as a joke, had I proposed marriage. But at that moment it seemed right. Our laundry was aired, and the chaos between us had passed. 
 
Kay put her hand over her mouth, and her eyes began to tear up.
 
“This is so unexpected,” she said. 
 
“That’s because it’s utterly unrealistic,” I told her. 
 
###
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SOMETHING
SLAPPED
ME
ACROSS
THE head. I woke like a thin character from a terrible movie, another page of dead-end manuscript stuck to my face, blinking past the last of my stupor. I wasn’t hung over. You have to finish being drunk before you can be hung over, and I was still far from done. 
I looked up. Saw Solomon above me in his dark suit, sunglasses on. 
“Wake up, buttercup.” 
I threw the first thing I could find. Turned out to be a shoe. It struck a sandwich, on the table, that I could’ve sworn I’d thrown outside earlier. Had Allison made another before leaving? What was she, the sandwich bandit, striking again?
“Thought you were in LA?” 
“I came when Acacia called.” 
I wanted to roll my eyes, but knew I’d give myself an aneurysm. At least that’s how my eyes felt in their sockets. 
“She could have come.” 
“She doesn’t want to see you.” 
“Oh. But she cares so much. Maybe she should just let me die in peace.” 
Solomon kicked at my feet. Pushed my shoulder hard enough to roll my head against my Underwood’s return lever.
“Ouch, fucker!” 
“Stop pitying yourself,” Solomon said. 
“I’m just relaxing.” 
He shoved me off the chair, and I landed in several thousand words of shit. The chair went with me, clattering onto its side. The chair was either something antique that Allison had picked out or the stick job with dry rot that I’d pulled from the dumpster downstairs. I don’t remember which, and Allison’s taste in expensive furniture allowed for either. 
“You said you were going to FedEx me some pages.” 
“I will.” 
“A week ago.” 
My lips curled. Had it been a week since the storm? Shit, maybe. Day and night didn’t mean much these days. It was so much simpler this way.
“I’m going to sit on your couch, and I’m going to watch you write. You aren’t allowed to consume any illicit substances until you give me something worth publishing. And no pussy.”
I laughed. 
“This is my form of tough love.” 
“You just want your payday.” 
He hit me again. I hadn’t realized what he was slapping me with until, after this latest assault, he opened it on my couch and started reading. It was a copy of Entertainment Weekly. And guess who was on the cover again?
I stood. Went to the new phantom sandwich. It was by an open window, so I threw it into the yard beside the last one. 
“Come on, Cooper.” Not looking up. Leafing through pages. “This is apparently the only way you get things finished.”
“Fuck you, Sol.” 
He looked up. Shrugged. Went back to reading. 
“Did you hear me?” 
“Yes. Acknowledged.” 
I picked up an indiscriminate fist of crumpled pages. “I didn’t ask for you to sell the goddamned book in the first place, you know. This was for me, not you.” 
Solomon lowered the magazine and fixed me with a disbelieving glare. 
“But you couldn’t keep your big fucking nose out of my business,” I went on. “Had to keep butting in. I don’t know what’s good for me, do I?” 
“No. You don’t.” 
His simple, just-screwing-around response made me want to sock him. We clearly had a difference of attitudes. He thought we were engaging in playful banter (God knew we’d had this exact argument a hundred times before), but this time it felt different. The pages he’d stolen then and then stitched together into something resembling a book told my story, then our story — still mine, but also now mine and Solomon’s, mine and Acacia’s, mine and Acacia’s and Sophie’s. My story wasn’t over, and neither were any of theirs. He thought laziness kept me from telling the end, but the truth was simpler, and I’d thought it many times before: I wasn’t having any luck ending the thing now or ever because the story wasn’t over. What he’d been pestering me to do for years amounted to fortune-telling.
“I never asked you to sell it! I never asked you to interfere!” 
I threw the crumpled pages and finally got his attention. Solomon raised his hands, stood. 
“Take it easy, champ. You want to go get some breakfast? Clear the pipes?” 
“No! I! Don’t! Want! Breakfast!” I shouted, punctuating each word with another fistful of papers. Finding ammunition was easy; at some point during the past few days I seemed to have kicked most of my manuscript boxes, and now my whole floor was one big, long story, told out of order. It didn’t matter how much I threw, how much I crumpled and destroyed, how much I knocked the narrative out of kilter. It was just life, and there was more where it had come from.
“Jesus, Coop! Calm the fuck down!” 
Shouting was starting to hurt my head. But it was clearing it, too. Anger felt good. At least anger was active. For the past few days, ever since the storm, I’d had nothing but helpless emotions. Emotions that wanted to curl up and be left alone, sure that whatever ill effects they were experiencing, they’d earned through word and thought and deed.
“I didn’t want to write scripts! I didn’t want to punch up dialogue! And I sure as fuck didn’t want you publishing my novel without me!” 
“Hey, you could have declined the offer. I’m only your — ”
 “I didn’t ask for you to be my agent!” 
Solomon froze. He’d backed up a step, his calves kissing the front of my couch. I’d won whatever this was; he wouldn’t try to defend himself further. But as the seconds of our standoff ticked away, I found myself firmly in the driver’s seat of a vehicle I was no longer sure I wanted to drive. His conceding expression promised that whatever I said next, he wouldn’t argue. But I had no clue where to go. No idea what I wanted, had wanted, or what might come next.
When it became apparent that I wasn’t going to speak first, Solomon’s lips moved slightly, tentatively, trying to make careful words. “Just try to get some pages down. Real pages, Cooper. Not for me. For you.” 
For me. As if any of this was for me. As if Solomon ever did anything for me, or Acacia ever really did anything for me, or as if I ever really did anything for me. Somehow I’ve always been in the middle. Acted upon, not acting. Experiencing, not building. Accepting, not creating. Along for the ride on a long, rambling journey that could have taken me anywhere.
“I’m not kidding, Coop. You need this. You’re self-destructing, my friend. Just finish it, even if you have to burn it afterward. I’d rather you send it to me, but honestly it’d be great if you — just you, if it has to be that way — could get it out of your system no matter what happens next. To have completion on something, just this once.” 
“I’m doing just fine,” I lied. 
“Finish it. Somehow. Make it up, whatever it is. Just get to THE END, one way or another. Any way at all.” 
I grumbled. 
“Promise me, Cooper. Promise me you’ll do something to stop all of this. Give it an ending, okay?”
I grumbled again. 
“Do you promise?”
“Just get out,” I said.
Shuffling sideways, glancing back at me the whole way, Solomon did. 
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THE
DAY
AFTER
THE
STORM, I somehow managed to cobble an ending onto my book. I told Solomon, who didn’t believe me. But it didn’t matter if he believed me; he’d believe in the morning when the FedEx arrived in his office. 
I was far too tired and beaten to celebrate. I tried to anyway, but there was no fun in it. No joy. 
I looked to the kitchen table. To the empty chair where Acacia, in our old place, used to sit and read what I’d written. Knowing that right then, in my moment of triumph (finishing, even if not finishing well), I was totally alone.
It was dark, but I didn’t care. I ran to Acacia’s. Literally ran, feeling the tick of a countdown at my heels.
But when I arrived, right away, something seemed off. There were a bunch of cars in the driveway, spilling out onto the street. I’d waited too late in the day and was suddenly sure my opportunity had passed, and that all this activity could only mean that Acacia had marshaled her network of friends and ardent supporters against me. There were multicolored Christmas lights around the window, and inside I could see her. By the window with her friends. Without me.
I paused, wondering if I should go inside at all. If I should try to talk with her. 
I sucked up my courage, and I walked through the front door, not bothering to knock. My eyes were surely bleary. My hair was a mess, skin droopy, my manner that of a beaten man. A man who’d learned his lesson. 
But when I opened the door, I saw a half-dozen faces turn to look at me. They were all women. One of them, near Acacia across a collection of couches where visitors perched with glasses of wine, was Acacia’s wisecracking sister who I realized I’d never met. The one who’d surely heard of me, and wouldn’t trust me. Because she was protective of her little sister, assuming I was a good-looking rogue who was using her, and would inevitably break her heart.
And the others were her sister’s friends. I’d heard about this group, too. Divorced, all of them. And they got together regularly, ostensibly to support one another but really to bitch about their ex-husbands. Their presence here, at Acacia’s, didn’t bode well for me. 
They were all chattering when I entered. So I said, “Hello,” and they all looked over, their expressions like ice.
A clock ticked. All eyes were on me, standing there with the door open. Acacia just stared at me. Mouth halfway open, disbelieving that I’d come here like this. That I’d be so clueless. That I refused to stay away when I so clearly wasn’t wanted. 
The others were all watching me as I circled the couches. But I kept my eyes on Acacia. Ignoring our audience. It was just her and me. And this time I was determined. This time, things would be different. This time, I was playing for keeps.
“I’m not letting you get rid of me,” I said. “How about that?”
She was mute. Speechless. Hating me. I went on anyway. 
“Tonight, that little project you’ve been encouraging me on — it had a very big night.” 
She gave an uncertain, pitying smile. And all around me, I felt judgment. 
“But it wasn’t complete,” I went on. “It wasn’t nearly close to being in the same vicinity of complete, because I couldn’t share it with you.” 
Her lip quavered. The ring of angry women around me seemed to soften, and the very air of the room changed. I could barely hold my voice. The emotion was too strong. 
“I love you,” I told her. “You … complete me.” 
The room was starting to revolve like a merry-go-round. I blinked back tears, but I felt dizzy. Like this reality wasn’t quite right. Like it was about to fall down. 
“I — ” I went on, but Acacia interrupted me.  
“Shut up,” she said, her face crumbling as the walls sagged around me. Air left the room. Colors bled. Lines sagged and bent. Faces twisted and poured from their skulls to the floor. Sounds became too loud and too strange.
And Acacia said, “You had me at hello.”
I tried to walk to her. To embrace her as we both cried. And we found each other, but suddenly the ground was like tar, holding me back, dragging me down. The walls were gone; the women were gone. In their place were huge pink elephants.
I looked around, complete, held, vacant. And I thought, This is how it ends. How it all comes together, in the end. 
The light seemed to fade. To go to black. To roll our credits. But before it happened, I saw Sophie run up, here for the happy ending. She was wearing glasses I’ve never seen before: little round ones, accenting a too-wide smile.
“Did you know the human head weighs eight pounds?” she said, laughing.
I snapped around, knowing this couldn’t possibly be real, that it was never real, obviously, and — 
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— AND
CLEARLY
MY
HEAD
WEIGHED a lot more than eight fucking pounds because when my neck muscles tried to hoist the thing, it was like a wrecking ball. Three hundred pounds if it was an ounce, and throbbing with every beat of my staccato heart — my shitty fantasy ending’s thoughts on the matter notwithstanding.
“Are you okay?” 
Acacia. Finally, she’d come.
I was still high as fuck. I could barely see or hold onto the world. I felt like I was dying. I must have smelled terrible. There was a horrid taste in my mouth, and I realized it was puke, that I’d coated the notes and false starts atop my desk and spattered the keys of my Underwood. I felt embarrassed, with Acacia here to witness it all. She hadn’t seen me in a week, ever since that night. It turns out that no amount of fantasy would change the storm, though, and what we did and said. No amount of twisting fiction’s tit would improve the truth. The end was the end in that there was no end, and I’d been a fool to even listen to Solomon, to Ray, to Acacia, to any of them.
“Come on. Head up.” 
And yes, it definitely weighed much more than eight pounds. My eyes hurt. Everything ached. There were several spears running through my brain, twisting, churning my gray matter like taffy on a stretcher. I could barely see, and what I did see still had the hangover of the drugs. I could smell the puke in front of me. On my work. On my desk. On my shirt and pants, surely dried on my face. The room had to reek. I could barely sit up. 
“You came back,” I said. 
“Of course I did.” 
“I finished my book.” I considered telling her that finishing wasn’t complete without her, that I required her presence to be complete. But for some reason I thought she’d imagine I was trying to be funny, which I wasn’t, and would take it wrong. Done was done. I’d finally taken the advice I’d been given. Who gave a shit if Devil May Care had a good ending? At least it had one, and now I could publish, even if I suspected copyright laws may have been violated along the way. At least now, for better or worse, I could move on.
“Aren’t you proud of me?” I asked. 
Reprehensible. 
Disgusting. 
Pitiable. 
She’d come back for me, and now we were together. I figured she might even stay, and we might remain together. Because without her, I might die. Might kill myself without ever meaning to, going out with a bang and a blip of bioelectricity, then nothing before the big sleep. Life goes on. Until it doesn’t. 
Not as a couple. 
As a nurse and her pathetic ward. 
“Very proud.”
“You need to read it.” 
But I found I was being urged upright, and shockingly I managed to stand. I was unsteady as hell. The fugue — fiction or dream, I couldn’t say — was still very much with me. I couldn’t make my feet do exactly what I wanted. It was as if my brain was giving directions and they were ad-libbing like actors. I know you said to put it here, but I feel a real foot would step this way instead. I shambled and almost tripped. I was practically leaning on Acacia, half canting away to strike the door frame as we passed through.
“I don’t know what to do with you,” Acacia said. 
I watched her face. Her beautiful face. So sweet. So young and pure and sweet. 
“I yam who I yam,” I said in a Popeye voice. 
“I mean literally what to do. Are you OD’ing? Should I call an ambulance?” 
Her voice was too reasonable. Only not precisely. More like she was scared but too paralyzed to do more than keep putting one foot in front of the other — something I was proving increasingly terrible at. Like she was still just a kid, doing her best, out of her league. Naive in the ways of dealing with a world-class fuckup like Cooper Bishop.
“I love you,” I told her. 
Her face set. Lips pursed. We were in the bathroom. She was turning on the shower, and from the overspray I could tell it was cold. Her long fingers unbuttoned my shirt and pulled it away. Then my pants. I was barely compliant, making this difficult. It had to be like undressing meat. I asked her to strip down and join me. I looked at her chest, seeing cleavage and even bra as she leaned over. I tried to smile. To turn this into something better. But I couldn’t even get hard. 
“Did you hear me?” 
“Get in the tub.” 
“No way. It’s too cold.” 
She turned the knobs slightly. And I could only wonder if this was really happening. If it had really come to this.
“Now get in.” 
“That’s boring.” Behind her, the mosaic of tiny tiles seemed to shift, dancing like late-night static. I could barely focus. I thought of the Appalachian Mountains. The Great Plains. The Rockies. I thought of Alyssa. Of Scarlet. Acacia. My hand cupped her wrist. 
“I want to be with you,” I told her. “Whatever it takes. I don’t need to do any of … of this anymore.” And I tried to wave my left arm around the bathroom to indicate what I meant by “this,” but my arm barely obeyed. I thought of Scarlet. Of her father’s big bed. Of nights on the porch, wishing that lost summer would never end. Of speaking in that little building to those snobby people, making up prose, building my career as a bullshitter who couldn’t be bullshitted. Of Festus. Of Acacia. Of Festus. Of Acacia. And my right hand was still on her wrist. She was here now, and I’d never let her go. 
“Get in the tub.” 
“No.” 
“Get in, or I’ll call an ambulance.” 
“No.” 
“Get in, or I’ll leave.” And there was a small break in her voice like she might have been close to crying. I could barely see her face; everything was changing. I saw it but couldn’t interpret her expression. I saw it perfectly. I saw my hand on her wrist. 
My hand slipped. Rolled across her bracelet. My fingers trailed along the hand I never put a ring on, though I did get myself a nifty ring finger tattoo that proved nothing to her. I never even asked for reciprocation, or offered for real. Never even tried. 
I found myself in the tub. The water was cold as it sprayed down on me, but not so cold that I cringed. Acacia was over me with a washcloth, cleaning my face, cleaning my chest. After a while my focus seemed to clear a bit, and my breathing and heart seemed to retreat from some unknown precipice. Then I just felt sort of drunk. Felt the moment for the travesty it was. 
“I love you, Acacia.” 
Another firming of the lips. She worked, ignoring me.
“Acacia, I love you.” 
“You keep calling me that.”
“That’s what you’ll always be to me. It’s how I remember you. How I’ll see you forever.” 
She turned the shower spray into a rush from the faucet. Warmed the water. Plugged the bottom and let the level rise. Apparently, she had decided I wouldn’t die. She’d saved me, maybe. And that, according to tradition, made me her responsibility. 
“Acacia … ” 
“Don’t call me that.” 
“Acacia, I’m so sorry.” 
“Stop calling me that. Stop calling me that!” And at the last she slapped the edge of the tub. Water spattered, dotting the front of her dress. I couldn’t see from where I was, but she had to be kneeling. Sacrificing her pretty clothes for a loser like me.
“I’m sorry.” 
“You’re sorry.” 
“But to me, you’ll always, always be Acacia.” 
“Stop calling me that! Never call me that! Goddammit, don’t you ever listen?”
The water shut off. 
She rose, then stormed out. 
And I was left sitting in an inch of lukewarm water fully naked, not dead but feeling plenty like it.
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I BLINKED. 
THE
FIRST
THING I felt was the cold. It took me another few seconds to realize why. After I focused. Then I remembered the shower, the tub, Acacia dragging me in here and washing the puke and shame from my body. Judging by smell and the feel of my face, the first must have come off fine. The second, I doubted. 
What had once been lukewarm water beneath me was now cold. There wasn’t much, and I’d apparently passed out wet, cooling me in the room air. Gooseflesh covered my every inch. There was a long second, and then the chills hit all at once, and I tried to curl up, but the tub’s walls were in the way. My house in Kittredge was stupid expensive, with four large bathrooms, two deep whirlpool tubs, and all sorts of showers with multiple heads. And yet she’d dragged me into the little add-on bathroom by my office. Logic said we’d come here because it was the closest to where I sat, wrote, took more drugs, and nearly choked to death on my vomit while having several simultaneous heart attacks, or so it felt. But I suspected Acacia picked this place to keep me humble. My clothes were somehow soaked despite their spot atop the toilet beside me. Had I thrashed in my sleep — in whatever kind of unconsciousness had claimed me? Had I had a seizure, throwing water everywhere? 
“Acacia?” 
No answer. 
I could barely move. Everything hurt, and I was cold to the marrow. Every joint felt filled with poison. Cramps made me feel like a cripple. I’d freeze without a towel. 
“Acacia!”
Nothing. 
Maybe I was still being punished. For being selfish, obtuse, obstinate. For skipping promised therapy, inventing boyfriends, and still refusing to call Acacia by her preferred name.
“Kay?” I tried.
Still nothing. 
I lolled back, deciding I must be alone. She’d left me there. Hard to imagine her just ditching me in my poor state, but she did get me that far before I offended her all over again. Besides, my head was up so I couldn’t choke, and the water wasn’t near deep enough to drown in. I might still die of whatever she’d feared was killing me, but she must’ve decided that was okay. I’d gotten myself into the problem, and it was just dumb luck that she’d shown up in the first place. If I died now, at least she’d given me another fifteen minutes of life. Another half hour. Another ten pages of nothing. 
It took three tries to stand. Two to sit on the toilet without falling on my ass. I crawled to my room with a towel atop me like a horse’s blanket, unable to laugh through my pain, and knowing how I must look. But it got easier after that, and my muscles seemed to decide they might as well cooperate if I was going to force them into use regardless. 
By the time I was dried and dressed, I felt no worse than any drunken morning. So I took three Excedrin, filled the sink in my near-death chamber with hot water, and shaved. Once done, I looked myself over in the mirror. I was still hell on two legs, but no worse than normal. 
I rubbed my cheeks, then my neck. There’s one spot, on the right side above my collar, that’s always rough. Not as smooth as it once was, or should be for someone my age. The toll of hard living that sure as hell felt easy. Or fun.
Susan Mills. 
Alyssa Stotes. 
Scarlet Plumb.
Acacia Monroe. 
Allison Graham.
And countless, countless others. 
And then there are the other people in my life who fucked me. Or, if I’m honest, who I fucked. 
My father. 
Solomon. 
And most of all, myself. 
I looked in the mirror and wondered if this was as bad as it got. Maybe. Because as bad as it had been, I honestly, until that moment, hadn’t thought it was awful. I remember Joe Pantoliano, in Risky Business, saying to Tom Cruise, “Time of your life, huh, kid?” But I wasn’t a kid anymore. And maybe this wasn’t the time of my life. Not in the way I’d always figured. Maybe being my own character, in my own life story, on page and on-screen, had given me a standard to meet. A thing to be, other than myself. A vibrant, snarky man made of words, who always needed rollicking adventures to keep him alive. But maybe Acacia was right all along. Maybe, in trying to put the best Cooper on the page, I’d neglected the Cooper I’d become. Or should have become, if I hadn’t done it all so wrong. 
Maybe this wasn’t the time of my life. 
Huh, kid? 
Maybe this was rock bottom. All at once. If so, I’d probably been falling forever, unaware. I fell through bliss and euphoria and the comforting warmth of female flesh until I struck the bottom of a porcelain tub, naked and alone, having spent my last dollar. Not in cash; I had plenty of bread. But my last dollar’s worth of dignity. Of trust. Of respect in the eyes of … 
Shit. 
I wondered if this was what people meant when they talked about having a come-to-Jesus moment. 
And to the man in the mirror, I said, “Come to Jesus.” 
Then I combed my hair, but it was mostly dry, so I just fluffed it out. I put on a better shirt. Not formal, but true to who I was when at my best. Good jeans. Nice shoes. I was sure to wear my Fitbit. I knew it would look pandering and maybe pathetic, but if I was going to do this, I could use every bit of evidence. Every piece of proof that just as I’d tipped in one direction, I could tip in the other. That part of me still wanted to be who I maybe could have been all along.
On the way out of the house, I passed a large, rolled up sheet of glossy stock, bound with a rubber band. I didn’t have to unroll it to know it was the movie poster for Delirious Love. The story made from my story, bastardized, capped with a phony ending where everything turns out just fine. Delirious, even. 
But the Cooper, the Eddie, in that movie, he wasn’t me. 
Even the Cooper in the pages on my desk, in the pages Solomon took from me years ago and sold to Random House, that man wasn’t me anymore, either.
This was new ground. 
As I walked out the door and grabbed my keys, I felt strangely clearheaded and solid for a man who’d almost died. 
This was unwritten.
This would be my unique version of a happily ever after.
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I WAS
RINGING ACACIA’S
DOORBELL not a half hour later. She had a small brass plate beside the door, possibly for decoration, maybe a placeholder for an intercom that never got installed, as if such a thing was remotely necessary. But then again, her attic space wasn’t necessary, either. Its only use was hiding children. They go in to find bikes they can use to ill-advisedly ride to their friends’ houses during storms, then stay put when they get caught, ducking down to hear their parents losing their shit and saying all the things a child never should hear. The plaque was like that. 
But for me, it was a decent mirror. My eyes looked tired, but I was otherwise more or less my usual self. Respectable, even. A changed man from the neck up. Ready to apologize for what had happened — earlier that day and forever — and to thank Acacia for what she’d done. She’d saved my life more than once. This last time was just the most overt.
I was uncharacteristically nervous — the opposite of cool beneath the surface. But I had an ace in the hole. Because she wouldn’t have been there if she didn’t care. If she hadn’t come for me, then found … well … me.
I could do this. 
I rang the bell again, shifting from foot to foot. I should have brought flowers. There’s a reason for the cliché. Resenting her name, Acacia was mostly the exception to that rule. But still, she’d always loved lilies. 
I should have brought lilies. 
I felt distinctly empty-handed, and considered running back to the car for something to hold. Maybe that would keep my fingers from shaking. I had a travel mug, still half-full. 
A rapid heartbeat that, in my recently wounded memory, made me think of cardiac arrest on its way. A fluttering of my hands, fingers, and chest. 
Maybe I should kneel. Maybe, when she opened the door, I should tell Acacia that she completed me like in Jerry Maguire, like in some tripe my addled brain seemed to have written in the same twisted vein. And she did complete me; it just sounded so disingenuous. But we were always yin and yang. I was the better creator; she was better at following through on creation. I invented stories; she read and appreciated them, angry only when I refused to share them with the world. I was carefree. She was responsible. I was like a storm that blew the wrong direction, from east to west, laying waste in its wake. Acacia was its eye, its small center of calm. She was neat. Organized. Feet on the ground — a perfect counterpoint to my head in the clouds. 
She completed me. 
But holy hell, I wasn’t going to be Tom Fucking Cruise. Let Movie Cooper do that. Let Eddie Vale try pulling that shit. 
My mouth was halfway open before the door was, but my gaze was too high, and I found myself looking at the top of a head instead of a face. 
“Oh no. You need to go.” 
Sophie. Moving forward, out onto the small flagstone patio. Her small hand against my chest, her head looking around as if she might be caught smoking. Or making out with her nonexistent boyfriend.
“Hey, short stuff. I’m here to see your mother.” 
“Dad. Really. You’ve got to go.” 
I put on my best smile. “But I just got here.” 
Her hand, pressing the place where I was strangely sore. Maybe due to cramps from barfing, maybe the place where Acacia, in one of my hazy dreams, pounded me on the chest to restart my heart. 
Sophie wasn’t smiling. I felt mine melting. Something was missing. 
“Oh my God, Dad. You reek.” 
I sniffed at my armpits.
“I mean your breath.” 
I made a show of sniffing that, too, but for some reason you can never really smell your own breath. I might have forgotten to brush my teeth. I might have smelled like stomach acid. Or maybe booze. I might have still been drunk. 
“Got a mint?” 
She pushed me back. Toward the car.  
“You really need to go. Mom’s downstairs in her studio. But trust me, she doesn’t want to see you right now.”
Understandable. What with the bottom-dwelling and all. 
“Look. I don’t know what she told you when she got back here, but I’ve been thinking a lot, and I — ”
Sophie’s face wrinkled up. She had a curious way of looking at people when confused. It looked patronizing, maybe insulted. 
“Got back from where?” 
My eye strayed to the east-facing deck visible in part from the home’s front. No matter where we lived, it was Acacia’s morning ritual to greet the sun. I saw the landscaping, freshly disturbed, where she sometimes liked to putter when in search of distraction. There was a light trail of soil between the shed and flower bed, in front of the garage, as if she’d carried a leaking bag. I didn’t think she’d have come home and gardened immediately, so that trail was left before my rescue. 
But the line of spilled soil was undisturbed. No tire tracks through it.
I tried anyway. Because I knew what I knew. 
“From my house.” 
Again with the face.  
“Dad … ” Sophie didn’t have to say the rest, because it was written all over her face: Dad, why would she ever, in a million years, go to your house? 
But the office. The bathtub. The shower. The hands washing my face this morning. The puke down the drain. The familiar hands. Familiar hair, familiar skin, familiar smell. The familiar anger when I … 
When I used the wrong name. 
 “Allison,” I said. 
“What about Allison?” 
But I didn’t respond. I gave Sophie a half hug then a kiss on the top of her head. I promised that I’d be back, which she told me emphatically not to do, not yet, not unless I wanted “Mom to have a cow.” So I told her I’d call. And she wrote down a number for me that I’d never seen. Sophie’s cell. 
I didn’t even know she had one. 
Like I didn’t even know how horrible I was. How dismissive. Like I didn’t know how badly my being carefree didn’t just conflict with Acacia’s need to keep things in order, but actively snubbed my nose at it. Like I’d found out after the fact that Acacia was pregnant during our time apart, but never knitted two and two to see the pregnancy as the cause of our breakup. 
Who would want me to be a father to their child? I couldn’t even tell two women apart.
“She has to let me visit you, right, Dad? Legally, I mean?” 
I couldn’t answer. The baggage behind the question broke my heart.
I was wrong about rock bottom. I hadn’t hit it at all. 
That came next.
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SIX MONTHS PASSED. 
THE
FIRST few days were the hardest. The first month, as a whole, wasn’t a picnic. I spiraled down, down, down. I lay in my bed, stone sober, clean, alone. I stared at the ceiling. Seconds were hours. I couldn’t write, but it was fine. I didn’t want to, and as little as I felt capable of producing good words before, I knew anything then would be septic. 
It took me three days to call Allison. The decision rested atop an apothecary’s scale, twin motivations in each dish. On one side, my shame and inability to face her. On the other, my sense of responsibility and decency, which had atrophied like a dead limb. But in time the shame at not making an attempt overwhelmed the indignity of our last encounter. It was better to offer myself to her as a son of a bitch than to be a son of a bitch in silence. 
And on the phone, Allison forgave me. She said that of course she’d come when I’d seemed so dark, after our last parting. And of course she’d helped me; what was she going to do, let me die? And I asked if it had been that dire. And she said she didn’t know. But that she’d done what she could, and she was sorry for leaving, which was hard to hear — her apologizing to me. I wanted to tell her, to clear my conscience, that I hadn’t even known it was her. That she’d played her role perfectly, and become the young Acacia that had long ago moved into my memory when I’d needed an angel most. But I couldn’t do it. So I said thank you. And I let my hatred for myself stay where it meant to, inside me, hidden and toxic, spreading like cancer. 
I lay on my bed. Sober. Clean. Alone. 
I don’t know why I didn’t drink or use or pick up my phone to find company, other than that something kept whispering in my ear that I’d better not. I wasn’t doing it for Allison, or for Acacia. I wasn’t even doing it for myself. I just knew this was a fight I needed to win. That denial, then and there, mattered. For once, I needed to stop being the man I’d been when I’d crossed the country with Solomon — the man I kept alive each day at my typewriter, telling his rambling tales in endless ribbons of ink. The tales of a kid, discovering himself, discovering America, finding love, losing love. A kid I should have, by now, outgrown. A kid I had outgrown. And the voice told me to be a man. To be the man I’d silently been, beneath the kid’s skin. The man I’d never let Acacia see, that she’d never even met despite her protests. 
I just want to know the truth, Cooper. 
Acacia, forever ago. The Acacia I kept inside my mind and heart and soul. She was older now, too. And just as I wouldn’t let myself grow up, I’d never let her age a day, either. 
Tell me. Tell me what it was like, when you went on all your adventures.
Acacia, who’d never been outside of California before she moved to get away from me. 
But instead of telling her my stories, I’d let her read the adventures of the character I’d been. Only now did it hit me: I’d known Acacia for half her life and nearly half of mine, and I’d never once truly talked to her. I’d never told her about myself, though it was obvious now that she’d asked again and again and again. I always needed the filter that came from writing life down. The written page was a demon between us. 
I went to see Allison. Because I caught her by surprise, she hadn’t had time to get into character. She looked the same as always — perfectly striking, with loose ringlets of spun-gold hair. Full cheeks that sat high, that gave her a charm I’d never seen in anyone else. Deep blue eyes. But different, still, from Acacia. Her eyes were too even, not slightly off-kilter. Her nose was too bourgeoise, not the somewhat rounded one I’d fallen in love with. And she was too young. If she was ever Acacia, she was one from my past. One from my book. 
She wasn’t wearing her activity tracker or the wooden beads she wore when playing Acacia. Her hair was natural, not styled the subtly different way Acacia used to wear hers in our old photos. A week of neglect and apparently off shooting, and her replica of Acacia’s tattoo had faded. She was Allison. Allison Graham. A girl I’d never really met. 
“Eddie,” she said, at her door. 
“Do you … Do you want to get a cup of coffee?” 
So we had coffee. And I got to know her again. I asked about her. She told me about her past, in a suburb of Los Angeles just like Acacia, and about the movie production that had come through when she’d been younger. One of the actors, who played a surfer with six-pack abs, found her. He was twenty-four. She was fifteen. They’d spent the summer having sex, and at the end she’d decided to become an actor. Because then she could always be someone different. She said it like a joyous epiphany, but it struck me, in my time of weakness, as so awfully sad. 
I told her I was ready to settle. To clean up my act. And I told her, I told Allison, that I wanted her back. 
But she put a soft hand on mine. And she told me that no, of course I didn’t. 
The movie, now that it had Ray’s ending, rolled forward in earnest. Solomon, Ray, and the producers who loved my reputation so much kept inviting me to the set, but I wouldn’t go. Like alcohol, drugs, and sex, the movie felt like a taboo best avoided. I didn’t see Allison again, though she sent me a few nice notes as the movie wrapped. She invited me to coffee, just as friends, because — and this part was unspoken — that was obviously all we’d ever be. I declined, equally nice. 
I lay on my bed. I thought of Allison. I thought, many times, of going back to her. Begging. Turning on the charm. I could do it; of course I could. I’d conquered taller feminine mountains, no pun intended, ha-ha. I even thought I might love her. But I was, I felt increasingly sure, merely in love with her character. 
In the third month, after long weeks of estrangement from the page, I sat down one day in front of my typewriter. The words came out in a flood — as fast as always, but far more coherent. I didn’t look back to the first page once onto the second. Pages piled high and it was 2 a.m. before I’d eaten. Much had made the wastebasket, but most of it stayed. I wouldn’t revise. That would jinx it. And before I could think twice, I put the pages in an envelope and hauled into Denver, to a UPS store, and sent it to Sol overnight. I even opened the laptop he’d given me and sent him several emails, unsure I was even getting the loathed process right. I promised him pages, and told him I hoped it wasn’t too late. 
It was, of course. But this was Solomon. 
And three months after that, rushed and among much bitching, swapping specs in a print run at the final minute, a small package arrived on my doorstep. And I opened it to see a book inside, hardback, glossy cover, the design showing a rained-out windshield, a passing car on the left, a windshield wiper at the bottom, the title Devil May Care seemingly written by finger in the fog.
I didn’t open the book. I put it on my shelf. It felt like a closed chapter, seeing it up there. Cooper Bishop, first-time author, proof of his autobiographical fun. But I wasn’t that Cooper anymore. I wasn’t Eddie Vale, either; Eddie was a fading household name with a reputation for being a quick wit and a womanizer. I was something new, and had been for half a year. 
Sophie came and went. I picked her up, always conveniently when Acacia was away and her newly hired house manager, Gloria, was in charge. I dropped her off, again with Gloria. We talked about everything but her mother. Everything but our recent past. It felt like denial at first, as I refused to face what Sophie had heard in our epic fight. But in time it simply became how things were, and we were like a father and daughter starting over. 
How is school, Sophie?
Want to go to the movies tonight, Sophie?
And sometimes it felt like she was holding back, and I felt like a shit turning away with her every attempt to change the topic. I sensed Acacia below the surface, but there was nothing there for us to discuss. We were on fine terms. We just knew we couldn’t see each other. Two magnets that had to be kept apart. Two explosive chemicals that couldn’t mix. 
I hadn’t had a drink in six months. I hadn’t had any mood-altering substances. I’d had sex, but only in weeks-long relationships that aborted once they started. I didn’t know what was wrong. It didn’t matter. I was getting used to being a bachelor.
“What was it like, the first time you came through Colorado?” Sophie asked me. 
Right. My book. The one Solomon had shown her without permission. The book he’d sent a copy of to their house, like he’d done for me, now that it was finished with my slightly less terrible ending. The book no teenage girl should ever read about her father. But the book that was, in the end, at least honest. And as much as it hurt to know Sophie knew all my secrets, at least she’d heard them from my literary lips. At least she’d know the book before the movie. At least for Sophie, the right ending would be the ending, that the voice would at least outlast the echo.
“Your mother asked me that a thousand times,” I told her. 
But I’d never answered at all. The first time she’d asked, I’d shown her six versions of what I’d written, all different but with the same beats. And when she’d asked later I’d been confused, because I thought I’d already told her. But she’d been asking for the version from my lips. The version that required me to live it again, rather than hide behind rows of orderly sentences. 
I didn’t answer Sophie. I changed the subject, like a coward. Just like I changed the topic each time the subject of her mother threatened to rise. I couldn’t take it. Even after six months, feeling better than I had before, feeling new, that spot inside was still too raw. 
I knew Acacia’s schedule. We always used to shop at the same places. I was spoiled; I wanted to keep getting the best meat, the best produce. I was a walker these days. Half the time, I stood to write. I wore an activity tracker to make sure I was moving enough. And I ate organic, without hormones, locally raised and grown. But it was easy to avoid Acacia, even sticking to my own growing rut. She was like a clock. Predictable, always orderly. I knew when she went, and so I went other times. And in that way, we managed to last six months apart. Half a year in non-acrimonious alienation, never facing our post-breakup breakup, but never precisely running from it, either. 
And then one day while shopping I rounded an aisle, and there she was again. Sophie. Like she’d been that first day, guarding her mother’s honor at the door. 
“Dad, crap, you have to go.” 
I opened my mouth to a smart remark — something, through all my abstinences, I hadn’t lost the trick of. 
But then Acacia came up behind her. A bottle of Stolichnaya in her hand.
She watched me for a long second. Hating me, I was sure. 
But that bottle of Stoli. Our drink. Our thing, back when we were young. 
“Kay, I’m — ” 
But she held up a hand to stop me. A tiny smile creased her lips. She blinked slowly to clear new moisture from her eyes and said, too gently,  “After all this time, it’ll be strange if you don’t just call me Acacia.” 
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DINNER. 
ACACIA’S HOUSE. 
I’D
NEVER had dinner there. I’d never even been invited. That had never struck me as strange; Acacia and I weren’t a couple and hadn’t been one, despite our on-again, off-again trials that never worked out and always left us hurting. We shared Sophie, and that made our relationship necessarily transactional, cordial, sometimes friendly for bonus points. There were times, back in LA, when we slept over and went too far. But never dinner. Never like this. 
It was her idea. 
“We’re raising a daughter together,” she told me. “The least we can do is to … ” 
I waited. I was afraid to speak. I always fuck things like this up. 
“Be a team,” she finished. 
A glance at Sophie. A glance from Sophie to me. And I knew then that they’d had discussions that we hadn’t, my daughter and me. Maybe Acacia never changed the subject. They’d probably discussed the fight. The ugly things said. 
Acacia, being the parent I could never be. 
I was good. I ate my food. I asked to pass the salt and pepper and butter. We talked about nothing in particular, and after a while Sophie went to work on homework and eventually to bed. It seemed to me she was trying too hard to give us space. But that was a bad idea. Because afterward, Acacia offered me wine, and I declined. She offered me Stoli, as a joke, and I refused that too, with a straight face. Her eyebrow raised, curious, and I was afraid she’d ask why. I didn’t want to tell her I’d quit drinking. That I’d quit everything. I was afraid, if she made me tell her, that it’d come off like bragging. I was afraid she’d think I’d done it for her, to win her back. Yet another lame attempt by Cooper the chameleon, to become what The One Who Got Away desired most. So I kept my mouth shut, and she didn’t ask. 
We moved to the couch. 
“I should be going.” 
Me. Rejecting her. 
“I wish you wouldn’t.”
“Kay … ” 
“I was serious. It’s weird hearing you call me Kay.” 
“But you always insisted. You always — ”
(yelled at me) 
“ — hated when I called you by your full name.” 
She shrugged. Sat on the couch, even though I was still standing, awkward like a kid at his first prom. “I guess I didn’t know how I really felt until it was gone.”
“You can’t stand your name.” 
“I like it when you say it. Or at least I’m used to it.” She gave me a kinder, softer smile. “Whether I like it or not, you’ve been calling me Acacia for half my life, Cooper.”
“Acacia.” 
She sighed. It was put-on, but something inside me snapped like a twig.
“Sit down,” she said. 
“I shouldn’t.” 
“Please.” 
I sat. She watched me with her soft blue, slightly off-kilter eyes. An odd look, somehow spellbinding. The small lines around her eyes and mouth. The few silver strands in her hair that she hadn’t bothered to color. The way her manner of dress had changed. The hottest of her temperament cooled, her roughest edges smoothed. I’d never noticed so much before. 
And she kept watching me. Her glass of cabernet, sipping slowly. Me with my water. Waiting for something. For me to apologize, probably. To confess to all I’d done wrong. I never let her in. I never thought of her, not really. I could see it now. Now that Devil was finished and published and the movie would enter its first round of showings soon, so much was obvious. I wanted to say it all. To tell her she was right. That I was a fool. That I didn’t think of her true desires and only thought of what I presumed she should care about. It didn’t matter that she thought therapy, between me and my five-years-estranged daughter, would be a good idea. I figured we were good enough, and there was no point in raking over old coals. But that wasn’t the core of things, and now I knew it. What mattered, whether I found sense in it or not, was that she saw a point. We wouldn’t have been doing it — if we had done it, if I hadn’t blown the whole thing off and went about conspiring with Sophie to mock it all and make up stories — for ourselves. The therapy, in truth, was for Acacia. For me, for her. Two meanings intertwined. Symbolism I wrote into my daily page yet couldn’t see when it was staring my life in its eyes. 
“I was wrong,” she said. 
I was sure I’d heard incorrectly. 
“I shouldn’t have kept it from you, when I found out I was pregnant. I should have trusted you. I should have told you and let you make a decision. It was terrible of me to cut you out like that. But at the time, I was so sure you’d … ” She stopped, probably because the next part implicated me through the eyes of her years-gone self. She seemed to be searching for a way to say I was sure you’d make the wrong decision without implying that today’s Acacia felt the same way. 
“It’s okay.” 
“It’s not.” 
“I would have made an awful father.” 
“You haven’t. You’re a good father.” 
That struck me as overly kind. Sophie and I got along well, always had, from that very first day she’d taken credit for painting the mailbox. But was I a good father? Or just a good playmate? 
“I’m not a great role model.” 
A smirk. “No, you’re not.” 
But there was no judgment. It was a joke from the past. Right or wrong, things had worked out. Sophie was thirteen, and had somehow survived me. She’d had her most formative years without me, then her second-most-formative years with Acacia standing guard between us. Both of Sophie’s parents were wealthy, ironically due in part to each’s influence on the other. She could have ended up spoiled, entitled, jaded, a brat. But she hadn’t. And as every father of a teenager has ever learned, there’s no bending a kid’s will once she’s old enough, even if you try your hardest. We’d banged her up that night in the storm. But Sophie was strong enough, it seemed, to endure. 
“She already knew it,” Acacia told me, reading my mind.
“Knew what?” 
“Everything we argued about.” 
“She did, huh?” 
“She read your book. And I filled in the blanks.” 
“You told her … ?” I let the question hang. 
Acacia nodded. “She asks a lot of questions. We’ve always been honest with each other.”
I let that settle. 
“I don’t like how it’s been,” Acacia said. 
She couldn’t be saying what I thought she was. It was something Ray might write, so that test audiences could gobble it up and beg for more. 
“You and me … ” I trailed off.
“Not that. We’re not meant to be.” 
And that hurt a little. I thought I’d gotten used to the idea that we’d never be together. We were like oil and water. Or a warm body and poison. But there was that old wound, scratched open. 
“Of course not.”
“Just … ” 
“Sure. Of course. I’d like that.” 
Finally, I sat. 
“Solomon sent me your book.” 
“Did you like it?” 
“It’s sad.” 
“You think so?” I hadn’t thought about it. Maybe, in a way, it was. 
“And it’s so raw. The whole world will know everything about you.” 
I shook my head. “Not everything. They don’t know how it really was.” 
“Between us.” 
“Any of it,” I said. 
The room was quiet enough to hear the clock ticking. I looked to the window, which had been immaculately repaired so that you’d never know it was ever broken. Rooms didn’t bear scars like people. 
“You always said I didn’t open up. You always asked me to tell you about myself, and I never did.”
“You did.” 
I shook my head. “Not really.” 
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Of course it does.”
She sat forward. “Then tell me. Tell me about Cooper Bishop, Cooper Bishop.”
So I told her. Every story I could think of. I asked for prompts, and then told her my tales. I told her about Scarlet and how I’d been sure I loved her. I told her about Susan and how she’d opened my eyes. I told her about Festus, and my father. I told her what he’d said when I’d left, and how I’d replied. I told her about Professor Burdin and her advice. I told her about the girls I’d left that morning. And I told her about the road. And the road. 
And the road. 
When she finally ran dry and I was all hollow, the clock read well after midnight. Sophie must have gone to bed; tomorrow was a school day. But she hadn’t come up to say goodnight. She’d somehow sneaked by, maybe using a stairway I didn’t know about. Or maybe I’d been too lost in … whatever this was. Not the rekindling of a spoiled, doomed relationship. Not love. Certainly not lust. But I’d been lost in something. Maybe the past. Years gone by, old and faded like a journal from another life. Whatever it was, Sophie had avoided it. Afraid to break the spell. To let heal what could be healed … and to leave us, finally, to acknowledge what would forever stay broken. 
The night had no climax. No resolution. We didn’t kiss. We didn’t even touch. We didn’t move closer, but in a deep way we sort of did. Nothing would change in the morning, but still everything was different. Eventually, our words sort of stopped and we sat there facing each other like two tanks run empty. 
“I guess that’s it,” I said. 
The perfect ending. The perfect conclusion to a lifetime without an arc. Because it wasn’t the end, or a conclusion. That’s what Solomon could never understand. It’s probably why Acacia thought my book was sad. But it wasn’t. That was how things went. There were no neat packages, or tidy little bows. And as a woman who always took her precautions and honored her responsibilities, it would have of course unsettled her. But real days were seldom as tidy as stories.
Life goes on. Until it doesn’t. 
“I wish I’d been there,” she said. 
“You were.” 
“I could never do what you did.” And shockingly, what I heard in her voice wasn’t reproach. It wasn’t judgment. It wasn’t scathing recrimination for a life irresponsibly lived.
I waited for her to continue. The smile was sad on her lips. And I realized, finally, what realization must have been stewing within her while my realizations had been stewing in me.
Why my story struck her as sad. 
Why, suddenly, I was somehow forgiven. 
Why, instead of feeling righteous for sending me away over and over while hiding her child, she felt guilty. Guilty for making me worse. Guilty for deepening my downward spiral. Guilty for creating the monster she used to resent, but now seemed to miss. 
When she looked up, a tear fell from one of her eyes. 
“Why?” I said. 
She shook her head. Smiled a bitter smile. 
“I wouldn’t have anything I have without you. Not my published book. Not my career. Not my money. Not my house. Not Sophie.” 
“Hey.” I reached out, but didn’t get too far from my lap. 
“And you wouldn’t have what you have without me.” 
That much, at least, was true.
“You’ve changed, Cooper. What happened to you since that night?” 
I stopped. Everything. 
“I just did a lot of thinking.”
“I told you that you couldn’t open up. That you were lying to yourself, pretending you were honest. I kept telling you that you were pouring yourself into your book, then flushing it all away. It wasn’t just your not finishing that bothered me. It was the way you couldn’t be yourself. From what I read, you were so alive before I met you. Traveling the country. Living by your wits. Until you met me.” 
Because I didn’t talk. Because I was so self-absorbed, and kept my fool mouth shut. She wouldn’t say it, and I was sure she didn’t even think of it. She’d analyzed too far while I’d been doing the same. Her right actions had turned guilty. Suddenly I wasn’t the bad guy. Suddenly, in her mind, it was all her fault. For not helping me. For not changing me. For making me worse. 
“You grounded me.” 
“I grounded me. When I used to read what you wrote, I resented that you had this other side I couldn’t see. So we couldn’t be together, not really. But now that I’ve read the whole thing … ” 
“Thank the editors,” I said. “It wasn’t all roses, believe me.” 
She was shaking her head. Thoughts of being young and foolish. I could tell she felt the opposite. 
Old. 
Stodgy. 
It was too late. Our tales were told. The covers were closed. 
“Sometimes,” she said, “I wish I’d stopped trying to ground you so much, and simply gone along for the ride.” 
“That’s nostalgia talking. You don’t wish that.” 
She sighed. 
After a long, impassive moment, I stood. I didn’t know what else to do but leave.
Then I stopped. I turned. I could be the responsible one. I could, for once, not walk away. 
I held out my hand. 
“No, Cooper. We’re a bad fit. A terrible idea.” 
“I agree. We’re terrible. And if you try to touch me in the car, I’ll slap you.” 
She blinked up at me. “The car?” 
“Get Sophie. Wake her up. Tell her she has five minutes.” 
“But … ” A tiny, what’s-happening-here smile ticked the corner of her mouth. “It’s nighttime.”
“I know what time it is, woman!” 
She was looking around, juggling a thousand loose ends. “But … where are we going?” 
“If I tell you,” I said, flicking my hand at her, finding a familiar irresponsible smile, “it’ll ruin all the fun.”
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LOOKING
BACK, I SUSPECT ACACIA thought we might be going to some hotspot in Denver. Maybe to a scenic overlook where, after staying up all night in the chilly air, we could watch the sun rise together. Surely no more than that. Eschewing sleep was rowdy enough. Acacia kept a firm schedule, full of an ideal mix of work and exercise, of introspection and extroversion. And Sophie? She had school. We’d have to haul ass to make it back before the first bell. 
Instead of going west, farther into the mountains, we went east. 
Acacia said, “I’m not running away with you.” And she laughed a nervous, out-of-her-element little laugh. The farthest east Acacia had ever been in her life was the Denver airport. We passed it, the road ahead a blank slate in midnight’s black. 
I patted her hand as it rested on the center console. Platonically. Because I had no illusions; there were no storybook endings for us, for anyone. That was something I of all people knew uniquely well, along with maybe Solomon. As young men, we’d left everything we’d ever known behind. I’d only had a small bag. A hundred bucks. And my writing. Everything else was unknown. But that didn’t matter when I was seventeen. On a clear hilltop, we could see a few miles into the distance, and when Sol and I drove at night we could only see as far as the end of our headlights. Beyond that was moot. It was never the destination that mattered. Only the journey. 
Acacia and I had tried, and tried, and tried. We were oil and water. Two poles of a magnet. I was yang. She was yin. I was devil may care and she was the eye of a storm. And yet at the end of one phase and moving into the next, we’d come back together. Not all the way. But enough. 
Past the Denver lights. Sticking to 70, straight arrow through the city because it was too late for traffic. Even Denver seemed asleep; the whole world had its head turned from this willing abduction. Sophie, too intrigued for slumber, pointed out the turnoff on Peña, for the airport. Beyond that the road went dark. And I felt Acacia’s ease slip its final notch. She’d never gone this far. Never in this life.
“Where are we going, Cooper?” 
I pointed to a road sign. “Route 70.” 
“Why?” 
“You wanted to hear the story.” 
She was visibly uncomfortable, some sort of truth dawning. She said, “I heard the story. You told me the story an hour ago.” 
I shook my head. I could barely see her in the dashboard’s sparse light, but I could see her eyes. On me. Asking unasked questions. 
“What I gave you was my novel, read aloud. But you always said you wanted to know what it was really like. Who I really was, all those years ago, outside the pages of my book.” 
A glance. “Where are we going, Cooper?”
I looked back at Sophie, who was alive, perched too far forward in the backseat, thrill of the air through the slit window ruffling her hair. Then at Acacia, who was bolt upright. Testing her own limits. But, in deference to my opening up, whatever it was and whatever it meant, she said nothing. I’d driven this road once before. But this was virgin territory for me, too. 
“East,” I told her.
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FLAGLER, COLORADO. 
SIEBERT. 
IN BURLINGTON I pulled off at a Motel 6 simply because it was the only place that still looked like it had a manned office. There was a black-haired woman drinking coffee and reading a romance novel with a fireman on the cover. I told her I’d like a room. By the time we were settling in it was nearly dawn. Acacia was pacing, looking out the window, trying to be okay with all of this. She bit her nails. She gave me an unconvincing smile, but said nothing. She planned everything. She knew that this — whatever it was, and she was beginning to fear her suspicions were true, I could tell — was a test of her limits. But Acacia is stubborn, and refused to ask. Refused to lose this standoff. 
Sometimes, I wish I’d stopped trying to ground you so much, and simply gone along for the ride.
Careful what you wish for, baby.
So I told her to sit. I insisted. She was so cool — so clearly okay with all of this and not at all nervous and out of sorts — that she had to chill the fuck out or I was going to lose it, I said. And she did. And then, after a while, speaking like no big deal and glancing at Sophie as she’d crashed in front of an infomercial and was somehow sleeping with one leg off the bed and one on, Acacia said, “So. I guess I should call Kylie’s mother and tell Kylie to get her homework.” 
No sweat. 
Cool as a cucumber. 
As in: Acacia Monroe has no problem with this. 
But I couldn’t keep a straight face. I laughed. And I told her, Sophie is homeschooled, now.
Can we do that? Don’t we have to notify someone? Won’t we get in trouble if she just doesn’t show up? With the truant officer, or something? 
And I said, “Only if they can catch us.”
We slept. I woke to Acacia doing yoga in front of the curtained window. I’d barely let them pack, not wanting to give too much away. “Pretend you’re going on a sleepover.” It wasn’t really a lie. I’d told them to pretend. Not my fault if they got the wrong impression. 
Brewster, Kansas. 
Oakley. Hays, Salina, Junction City. An off-branch to a town called Manhattan, which we both, sleep-deprived, thought was funny. Sophie was asleep in the back seat. She heard us and looked up, but soon the engine’s drone sent her back to sleep. 
I have to work. 
You don’t have to do anything. You’re rich. 
I have to water the plants. Check the mail. 
You have a house manager. 
Sophie has school. She’ll fall behind. I have email to answer. Outside of Topeka we stopped by a tiny lake to stretch our legs, and I may have lost Acacia’s cell phone in the water. It wasn’t my fault. The long road wasn’t meant to have phones. Not all those years ago. 
Kansas City, where Professor Burdin made her home. 
Odessa. 
Columbia.
Warrenton. 
By the time we reached Saint Louis the sky was teasing darkness. I found us another hotel. And in the morning, I got us lost. Without Acacia’s phone, and with Sophie’s back on her dresser at home, all we could do was stop at a station for gas and a map. I was given excellent directions by a black man with massive arms, a cowboy hat, and a Minnesota accent — a combination I didn’t think existed. He told me exactly how to find the highway. Somehow I got lost on purpose. Somehow we lost a day. We stopped at a Walmart and Acacia bought a temporary cell phone, which somehow got lost under the car’s wheels in a parking lot one hour later. But I had time to call back, to check my own voicemail. I got Solomon, asking if I was still alive, that he had shit we needed to discuss, pronto, and that if he didn’t hear from me soon, he was going to call Acacia. 
To nobody, I said, “Fuck you, old friend.”
But if he’d been here, he’d understand. He’d been here before. But that was then, and this was now. Twenty-three years ago I’d taken this trip with the most important person in my life. Now, a man too old for such things, I was doing exactly the same thing.  
Mount Vernon, Illinois. 
Hoosier National Forest. 
The Ohio River. 
And on.
And on.
Louisville. Louisville, Kentucky. 
We pulled off at a gas station. The tank was almost full. I was hungry even though we’d recently eaten. I booked us a hotel room even though the day was barely half-over. 
“Dad?” Sophie said. 
Looking back toward the Ohio River. Toward Indiana.
“Hey, Speed Racer,” I said, overly bright. 
She put her hand on my back, like I’d do for her. And she said, “It’s okay to be scared.” 
Breakfast. 
Eastward. 
And at the border of Festus I stopped. Just stopped, with the town sign in sight. I hadn’t been back in nearly a quarter of a century. I swore I’d never return. I told the world, both in print and in person, that this place was a footnote in America. A nothing where the people couldn’t be blamed, because they knew no better. I swore I’d seen the last of it. Of what it held. But only then, only there with the engine still running and every nerve within me screaming to turn around lest it suck me back in, could I admit the truth. I didn’t hate this place. I couldn’t. It was part of me. It had made me. And at its feet, I was broken. 
A hand slipped over mine. 
“I’ll drive,” Acacia said.
Minutes passed in hours. 
Seconds passed in days. 
And an unknown time later we were standing in front of an all-wood shack with a tin roof, a spigot rusted open and dry in the yard. The grass was overgrown, and yet I swore I could still see Solomon’s tire tracks by the front door.
“Will you talk to him?” Acacia asked. 
Taking my hand. 
Grateful, I thought, in spite of it not making sense. In spite of my taking Acacia from her responsibilities and comfort zone. In spite of my absconding with our daughter, and turning her delinquent. In spite of proving myself a horrible role model. A new role model of something real. 
“You don’t have to,” she told me. 
And the hand squeezed. 
“You don’t have to, if you don’t want to.”
But no. I wanted to talk to him. 
A grave, two miles farther on. The marker laid flat, the grass around it neatly trimmed. I’d never talked to him. That bullying, asshole son of a bitch. He’d died here, and I’d made it out. And on his stone was his name and a span of dates: Earl Bishop. 1941-2013. And a lie: We will miss you.
I wanted to tell him that I’d made it. That he was wrong about me. That I was better than this place. That I hated him. That I’d washed him clean away, like an unforgiving stain. I wanted to pound the ground and spit. I wanted to piss on the dirt. Instead, I just sat there, and Acacia and Sophie wandered away, believing I wanted time alone when I very much didn’t. And when they returned, Acacia gave me a tissue. I was surprised to find my face wet, a half hour in the sun gone by.
“Thank you,” Acacia told me. 
“For what?” 
But she didn’t tell me. And I didn’t ask again. 
We got in the car. 
The engine started. 
I asked, Where are we going? I hadn’t known, when I’d taken them away, that we’d come here. But the road had unspooled, and in the end it hadn’t been up to me. We don’t know our future. We don’t know our ending. All any of us know is what comes next. 
Acacia drove. We left Festus the way we’d come, without speaking to anyone save a man six feet under. But instead of making our way back down the hills toward Lexington, we turned to the right and headed out with the setting sun on our left, its color orange, our shadows long. 
“Where are we going?” I asked again. 
I figured she’d answer me like I’d answered her. I thought she’d say, North, but instead she told me the truth. 
“Somewhere,” she said.
And we drove away from my past and into a temporary future — away from ramshackle homes that looked like they were trying to escape by crawling away backward, away from the hill towns that would go dark in the winter, when the foothills turned from lush green to brown bones, stark when the snow came, where the streets went suddenly dead as everyone holed up and fended for themselves, and the air found the stale stench of waiting.
We went down the road, unknowing. Unsure and uncaring. And together.
Life went on. 
One mile at a time.
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Desperate to forget the sudden death and illuminated betrayal of his new wife and longtime girlfriend, Ebon Shale flees to the quiet seaside town of Aaron, a place that’s been calling him back since he was a child.
 
But once there, Ebon feels lost. The small town’s citizens are as odd as its energy, and seem to shift the reality before him. A new house becomes old. The streets change and rearrange themselves like labyrinths. And none of the people are quite who — or what — they appear to be.
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SHIT FROM BRAINS
 
Sean and I start each project with a goal. Sometimes that goal is to sell X number of copies, or reach some rank on a bestseller list. Sometimes those goals are about the stories themselves; we wrote Unicorn Western because our third partner Dave said we couldn’t write a western without doing research (and we replied that we could do whatever we wanted if there was a unicorn in our story). Sometimes we want to flesh out a universe (Plugged, which is fiction-as-nonfiction, was written to explain the sci-fi world of The Beam to us as the writers), and sometimes we’re simply in it for the thrill — like when we dared ourselves to start without an idea and have a polished book 30 days later, which we did for The Dream Engine. 
But for Devil May Care, the goal was simple. 
We knew it wouldn’t be a bestseller. It was too literary for that. 
It was a standalone, so it wouldn’t bolster any other stories or act as a lead-in or follow-up. 
No. With Devil May Care, we only cared that we (Sean and I, not anyone else) felt that it was better than the previous year’s Axis of Aaron. 
If you enjoyed Devil, you’ll probably enjoy Axis, too. There’s a little teaser for it before this author’s note, but basically it’s a mindfuck story — a psychological thriller, maybe, that we wrote with the intention of finally crafting something “literary as fuck.” We also knew Axis wouldn’t be a bestseller from the start. As with Devil, Axis was a passion project. We wrote it for the art, if that’s not an incredibly pompous thing to say (which I’m sure it is). It was a project that took us a lot of time and effort and returned very little income, relatively speaking. It exists because we wanted to create it. Because the story called out to us, pleading for birth. 
And accordingly, I loved Axis of Aaron. It was my favorite out of everything with my name on it. It’s a total mindfuck and I loved the twists and turns our hero, Ebon, explores as his reality bends and distorts, as his childhood friend Aimee’s house seems new, then old, then pristine, then a shack — as he follows people who vanish, as he heads east and ends up west, finally unsure what’s real and what isn’t. And I loved the story beneath it, too. I loved finding truth alongside Ebon. My heart broke each time I entered its world, then found itself whole again. 
So when Sean announced that the goal of Devil May Care was to be “better than Axis” in our minds, I thought:
1) No fucking way that’s going to happen, and
2) That’s a stupid goal: spending months and months on a book just to feel slightly better about our “best” work, knowing it won’t make much money at all — and us as full-time writers with families to feed, and
3) I’m lucky to have a partner like Sean, because I’d never give myself permission to do something so ridiculous, from a business point of view on my own. But Sean and I are co-dependent, like a pair of drug users. We enable each other to do stupid shit like that. 
But because it was Sean’s goal first rather than mine, he kept bugging me about it. Through the draft, I kept hearing, “Is it better? Do you like it better yet? Are you kicking Axis’s ass today?” 
And the answer was, No, no, no.
Truth was, Devil was the hardest writing job I’d had to date, and at the time I only liked it in the way mothers are required to like even their ugliest babies. The Festus chapters that begin the book had a foreign voice that were hard to find, then felt like a mockery once I did. I listened to Bob Dylan while writing. I tried to put myself in the shoes of a 17-year-old kid from a ramshackle part of Kentucky without being insulting or overly yokel. And then by design, the chapters drew out sloooooowly. I’m used to action and twists in a book, and I had none. We went out of our way to make this book “take its time,” but the lack of THRILLING EVENTS (all caps because that’s how THRILLING EVENTS roll) made it hard to feel like I was getting anywhere. We knew this was a book about the journey, not the destination. So the narrative, especially once Cooper and Solomon hit the long road, needed a sprawling feel. Lots of description. Long sentences that readers would get lost in. That part of the book had to be about the poetry of words as much as what was happening. 
And I slogged. And I slogged. 
And then when I hit the first “Eye of the Storm” chapter, it got weirder and harder. Because (and maybe this is where I should remind you that author’s notes usually contain spoilers and this one is no exception, so read the book first) that meant writing a later part of the story and somehow making it mesh with the rolling, folksy “young Cooper” narrative. Those “Eye” chapters needed to look like they told an entirely different tale at first … but still work beside the road chapters. I knew those chapters took place more than 20 years in the future, but I had to disguise that fact without being obvious about it … and instead make it look like something that Young Cooper was in the progress of writing. Young Cooper (who you’re supposed to believe is writing “Eddie’s” story at first) wouldn’t know a ton about ubiquitous Internet or cell phones, so the first “Eye” chapters couldn’t include those things … and yet it needed to be believable, in retrospect, that they still existed in that world. 
We had meetings to sort these complicated things out. Then we had more meetings. And more. And more. 
At the start of the book, we actually planned for one of the narratives to be real and for one of them to be fiction. We figured readers would start the book believing Cooper’s story was real and Eddie’s was fiction, then later realize that they had it backward. When we decided on the split timeline — that both stories would be true but that “Eddie” would be a 40-year-old Cooper who goes by his pen name (something I know a bit about: Johnny B. Truant sitting here only two days from my own 40th birthday) — it only got more complicated. We had to show you things while concealing them at the same time. Eddie had to obviously be Cooper, but not right away. Same for Kay and Acacia. You had to feel that Solomon was in both stories because he was real in one and a character in the other, but you couldn’t feel that way because we’d lied to you. We had to imply a lot, then snatch the rug out from under you later and say, “Oh, you were assuming Young Cooper simply wrote Solomon into his in-progress book and that wasn’t actually the real Solomon 23 years later? Well, we never said that, and you know what happens when you assume things.”
But this balancing act was cake compared to deciding how to mesh the storylines toward the end. 
The idea to accelerate the “Devil” (Young Cooper) timeline so it could catch up to the “Storm” (Present-Day Cooper / Eddie) came very late in production. We figured we’d try and do some sort of a flip-flop, and that seemed impossible. Then we had to decide how to make the reveals. How to send Cooper on his downward spiral toward rock bottom. The first draft of this part was a lot like Axis of Aaron, actually; Cooper spins away into an alternate state of mind and you can’t tell what’s real. But it was too confusing, too weird. 
So we massaged the draft. We talked it out. We changed things. We re-wrote. Sean took a pass through it, then I took another very comprehensive pass. Then Sean again. Then our editor, twice. Then me again. Then back to Sean. 
The writing was so hard and confusing — and I changed so much each time I saw the draft, which is unusual for us — that even as Sean continued pestering me about whether Devil May Care was better than Axis of Aaron, I couldn’t answer him. I honestly didn’t know. 
I knew it was harder than Axis, and Axis was (and here comes a term we writers use) being an absolute bitch. I knew I had far less faith in the story, the voice, and the general interestingness for the reader than I’d had with Axis, too. I figured people would start reading, not care, then stop. Once things started to happen and the “Storm” narrative began, I thought it might be confusing for the reader. “Why the hell is this here?” they’d say. They wouldn’t know about the split timeline, and there weren’t enough suggestions to make them believe it was something Cooper had written at first. And I knew the moment where the narratives collide was confusing. I pretty much re-wrote that from zero on one of my later passes through the draft. 
I told Sean I wanted a final read-through. I’d catch some final typos and I’d be able to at least assure myself that the narrative sort of made sense. 
But I was shocked at how much I loved this book, that final time through. 
Now, there’s all the chance in the world that you didn’t like this book. Maybe you don’t love us as writers, or even if you do, maybe you don’t think this is the best thing we’ve ever written (so far, anyway). 
But that wasn’t the goal. 
The goal was that we — Johnny and Sean — felt this book was better than Axis of Aaron. 
And we do. Now. After all the time and frustration and dead ends. 
Mission accomplished. 
 
Thanks for reading,
Johnny (and, in absentia, Sean)
 
P.S: This particular “Shit From Brains” author’s note ended up being about process, not the story’s easter eggs and suppositions. If you want that and more behind-the-scenes info about this book, we put all that discussion in the Devil May Care episode of Backstory, which you’ll find on the next page.



LEARN THE STORY BEHIND DEVIL MAY CARE
 

 
Want to know how this book was written? Back Story is our podcast where we talk about the creation and writing of all our books. Follow the link below to hear how we took Devil May Care from concept to completed work. It’s like DVD extras, but for books.
 
Go here to get the Back Story:
 
http://sterlingandstone.net/go/devil-backstory/
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