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      For my mother


   

      I LOOK BACK AND FEEL TERROR — COMPREHENSIVE, ABSOLUTE— like I was living through one of those familiar bytes of live violence on the news. But at the time, at that instant, I

         stood on the cool of the kitchen tiles in my charcoal-colored bathrobe, sipping my usual fusion of coffee and psychopharmaceuticals.

         I had pulled the miniblinds up, uncharacteristically, because I was searching for that cat. She had been mewling out there

         all night, crying like a human baby, and now, of course, the moment I decided to look for her, she was gone. It was probably

         the medication, but I found myself mesmerized by the unfamiliar six-in-the-morning brilliance, entranced by the sunlight glinting

         off the crappy sedans and SUVs in the parking lot below. The whole scene seemed so oddly calculated. Soft beams weaving over

         the blue and white hyacinths of the old man’s overgrown garden next door, hard gleams shimmering off the waxy leaves of his

         laurel tree — it was all almost too thought-out, as though devised by some cinematographic genius. In the quiet rustle of

         overhanging branches, I even thought I heard a director whisper, “Action!”


      Then, shattering my reverie, the phone rang.


      I had been expecting a call, actually, from my father’s lawyer’s office because there had been a problem with one of my credit

         cards at the Vons the other day, and I had left a message with one of the assistants to sort it out. My only thought when

         I picked up was, why would they call so early?

      


      “Hello?” I answered.


      She said my name.


      Then, click.


      It was her, it was Angela, there was no doubt about it.


      Unlike that cat, Angela had been absent all night. I had stayed awake long past the hour she usually came over, then grown

         bored of waiting and had used the free time to rewrite a few pages of my screenplay before taking a couple of Restorils and

         crawling off to bed.

      


      Right now I replaced the phone in its cradle, thinking she would call back any second. She probably wanted to explain where

         she had been last night, I told myself, and had been cut off, that’s all.

      


      I looked out the window again. A man I had never seen before walked from my building to his car. He removed his gray suit

         jacket and laid it neatly over the passenger seat before starting his old Honda and driving away. I tried to imagine the office

         he worked in — a desk, a computer, a coffee mug filled with pencils, maybe even a potted plant, its tendrils curling.

      


      Then too much time passed, too many blue minutes on the blue digital clock of the coffeemaker. This wasn’t right, I kept thinking.

         She should have called back by now. I picked up again, punched star-69 and listened to the smooth electronic voice of, the

         computerized operator tell me the number of the last call that had come through. I was instructing myself not to freak out.

         The whole time I was thinking, Stay calm, stay focused. I wrote Angela’s cell number down on an old unfilled prescription

         slip and dialed it immediately, listening to those five impersonal rings before her own recorded message said, “Hi, it’s me.”

         She was too cheerful, too sincere. It was an answering-machine answer and didn’t capture her personality at all. “Leave a

         message, I’ll call you back.”

      


      This made no sense. If Angela had just called from her cell, why wasn’t she answering it now?


      I replaced the cordless in its cradle once again and picked up my coffee mug, taking that final, gritty sip.


      I lowered the miniblinds.


      I pressed my ear to the wall between our apartments.


      I walked out into the hallway and knocked on her door, even though I knew there would be no answer.


      I considered the way she had said my name, that tone in her voice, and waited a fraction less calmly.


      With every passing second I became a fraction less calm.


      I dialed her number again, this time leaving my own message. “It’s me,” I said, trying to make my voice sound unconcerned.

         “What did you want, anyway?” But since I hadn’t spoken to anyone all morning, it came out broken.

      


      I let ten more minutes pass, then called again.


      “Is everything all right?” I asked the telephone, much more clearly this time. “Angela, what the fuck is going on?”


      I hung up.


      “A woman,” I said less than a minute later, “my neighbor.” This time I had dialed 911. I knew it was alarmist, but I was starting

         to panic.

      


      “What about her, sir?”


      “Something’s happened. She’s afraid.”


      “Can you be more specific?”


      I gave the emergency operator Angela’s address; except for her apartment number, it was the same as mine.


      “What is she afraid of?”


      “I don’t know,” I blurted. “She called… she called from the dark. It was in the tone of her voice. It was unmistakably the

         voice of a person calling from the dark.”

      


      “From the dark?”


      I stepped out of the kitchen. “From the dark.” I had an image of Angela. She was inside a closet, under a bed, deep inside

         a thicket of bushes. She was hiding, terrified, in danger.

      


      I was agitated, I admit, becoming increasingly irrational.


      “Did she say something was wrong?”


      “Not in so many words.”


      There was a pause, then the sound of hard fingernails typing on a computer keyboard.


      I thought I detected the sound of disbelief, too, that telltale sigh of skepticism.


      “Can you send someone over?”


      The light, if you’ve ever noticed, does things to the human voice. In bright light, people tend to speak through their teeth,

         unless their eyes are closed, which causes them to speak softly. In midafternoon light, people speak normally, their voices

         originating from inside their throats. As the light fades into evening, the human voice fades with it. Alcohol, I’ve noticed,

         can keep a voice bright and strong as the light disappears. In evening darkness, as the eyes become accustomed to moonlight

         or artificial incandescence, the voice grows quieter, steadier, more intimate; in total darkness, in complete black, the voice

         is often just a whisper.

      


      Try it. Close your eyes and speak:


      A loud voice in the dark is as unnatural as a scream.


      When Angela called and said my name, her voice was barely a voice at all, but it contained everything — confusion, panic,

         fear. Inside it was everything I needed to hear.

      


      ______


      Weeks before, a couple of months before, I’m still not clear on what day this was, obviously, but at some uncertain point

         in time, there was a soft, uncertain knock. It was early evening, dinnertime for most people, morning for me. I looked through

         the peephole and saw a blurred, convex image of a pretty young woman holding a bright orange casserole dish, her hands inside

         two floral pot holders. I had the idea that she was on some sort of evangelical mission, so when I opened the door, I gave

         her my iciest smile.

      


      I expected a reaction. I expected, at least, a look of mild apprehension.


      But she just stood there, paralyzed.


      The light in the hallway was blue fluorescent, a grim, impoverished glow containing only the cold end of the spectrum, and

         far too bright for these pale irises. I squinted automatically, raising a hand to my forehead, and waited impatiently for

         her to say something.

      


      A black girl in her late twenties, relatively tall, with long straightened hair colored an unnatural reddish blond, she wore

         jeans, a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt. Her feet were bare, her toenails painted a glittery green metallic. Oddly, her eyes were cobalt,

         azure, robin’s egg — a shade of blue I didn’t know human eyes came in.

      


      A good five seconds passed.


      “I’m so sorry,” she said finally. And something peculiar was developing in those eyes, too, something I didn’t expect. “I

         didn’t mean…”

      


      My own eyes, I should mention, are the color of Caucasian infant flesh. My skin is marble-veined, ivory, translucent. My hair

         is snowy white, aluminum, a shock of fiber optics. I am white, white, all white, even my eyelashes are white, and what isn’t

         white is stark pink. I am, if you haven’t guessed already, an albino. “It’s all right,” I said. “I know you didn’t mean anything.”

         I had to clear my throat because I hadn’t spoken to anyone in days. “It surprises people sometimes, that’s all.” I forced

         what I hoped was a warmer smile onto my lips. “My appearance.”

      


      There was something else about this woman, something genuinely… not contrite, exactly, or even apologetic — her expression

         had gone from stunned to understanding almost instantly, like water pouring into a glass — kind, I guess is the word.

      


      “I’m Angela?” she said as if it were a question. “I just moved in down the hall?”


      A scent of spices rose from the casserole dish, something mouthwatering I didn’t recognize.


      Covertly I inhaled, straining to identify it.


      “I heard you,” I said. “I mean, yesterday I heard the truck outside.” There had been the wheezing of air brakes, a couple

         of moving men shouting to one another in the stairwell.

      


      “I hope the noise didn’t bother you.”


      I shrugged. “I sleep during the day.”


      “Me, too!” she exclaimed. “I sleep during the day, too!” It was as though we had something so incredibly uncommon in common,

         as though we were the only two human beings in West Hollywood who stay awake all night. Then her face filled with realization,

         with that look of kindness again. “I’m really sorry.” Her voice was slightly raspy, permanently damaged. As if a low volume

         now would prevent her from disturbing me then, she let it drop to just above a whisper. “Did I wake you?”

      


      I suddenly became aware of my frayed bathrobe, the chalky skin beneath it. I pulled it closer across my chest, tightening

         the belt. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not going anywhere.” I wasn’t adequately medicated at the moment, having just gotten out

         of bed, and was becoming more and more self-conscious, wary of a strange emotion I hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      


      She inched forward, those intense blue eyes growing wider, and somehow bluer. “I always think it’s nice, you know, when I

         move somewhere new, to make something special for my neighbors, especially my next-door neighbor.” She laughed, maybe a little

         too cheerfully. “You know what I mean? It’s sort of like an apology in advance. But maybe, maybe I already owe you one for

         the noise. Anyway,” she added, “I made lamb stew. If you’re —”

      


      I didn’t bother to hide my amazement. “Holy shit.”


      “— a vegetarian, I can always —”


      “No,” I said. “No, no.”


      “Well…” She held out the casserole, eyebrows lifted. “I hope you like it.”


      I took the bright dish and floral mitts into my hands, an awkward exchange because we had to do it — because we were strangers

         — without touching.

      


      “My mother used to make lamb stew,” I confessed.


      “Really?”


      There was another lull in the action, as though a piece of dialogue had been cut from the script. We stood there silently,

         regarding one another, waiting, awkwardly smiling. Finally, I offered her one of those I-have-to-go-now head jerks, as if

         something desperately important awaited me inside my apartment.

      


      “Um…” She bit her lip. “Aren’t you going to tell me your name?”

      


      Now it was my turn to hesitate.


      My name.


      This is always embarrassing, but around the time I was born, my father worked on various films as a kind of associate producer,

         procuring actors, securing locations, setting up meetings. It was, it continues to be, his greatest talent. In the movie Barbarella, on which he worked for Dino De Laurentiis in this capacity, there is an absurd character with white hair and white-feathered

         wings whose name is Pygar the Angel. And my parents, under the psychedelic influence of the era, so the story goes, named

         me after him.

      


      I should be thankful; I could be named Pygar.


      I had to force myself to tell her, but when I did, her whole body seemed to brighten. “What are the chances?” she asked.


      “The chances of what?”


      “I’m Angela, and you’re Angel.”


      I hadn’t noticed the similarity at all, to tell the truth. Besides, I imagined the chances were relatively high — they’re

         just names.

      


      But it didn’t matter anymore, because at that moment, the woman who had told me her name was Angela turned around and vanished

         into her own apartment, her swiftly closing door forcing an artificial breeze down the corridor.

      


      ______


      Back in my living room, Blade Runner, Ridley Scott’s great noir science fiction thriller, played on my large-screen TV. In those days, I just let the disk rotate

         endlessly in the DVD player, the volume set to inaudible, as a kind of low-level light source and most of the time the only

         well of illumination in my whole apartment. I didn’t need to hear it because I had memorized all the scenes anyway. The one

         that was on at the moment was from early in the movie, where Tyrell, the scientist who created the replicants, clasps his

         hands behind his back and says, “Commerce is our goal here at Tyrell. More human than human is our motto.”

      


      “More human than human,” I murmured in unison.


      In case you don’t know, it’s a movie about a bunch of renegade androids, or replicants, who are searching for their creator.

         Harrison Ford plays Rick Deckard, the police detective whose job is to hunt the replicants down and kill them. Mostly, I liked

         the way the film looked, the futuristic brights and shadows, the glossy blacks and vivid neons.

      


      Right now, I stepped into my minuscule kitchen and pushed the array of psychiatric medication bottles out of the way — the

         Valium, Librium, and Centrax, the Ativan and Xanax, the Inderol, Prolixin, and Navane, the Adapin, Vivactil, and Ludiomil,

         as well as the Ambien and Restoril — all the drugs I had been prescribed for anxiety, depression, and social phobia, as well

         as the other meds designed to counteract the side effects of the first set. Standing a little higher than the rest of the

         bottles was the container of the drug I simply called Reality. This was the maintenance drug, the one that never seemed to

         have an effect, except to make my mouth dry and my imagination disappear.

      


      I set the casserole on the counter and removed the lid with one of Angela’s flowery pot holders, inhaling the scents of rosemary,

         sage, and pepper. I noticed the chunks of brown, flaky meat in there, the white potatoes, and orange carrots. There were bright

         green peas, too, which meant she had probably cooked them separately and placed them in at the last minute, since otherwise

         they would have gone mushy and gray. I closed my eyes and lived an entire lifetime inside that aroma, and when I took the

         first bite straight out of the dish, standing there on the cool kitchen tiles, I imagined my vibrantly blue-eyed, glittery-green-toed

         neighbor driving over to the Vons market on Sunset to buy these ingredients — rosemary, thyme, pepper, carrots, peas, potatoes,

         lamb. I pictured her gorgeous face in the severe commercial lighting, illuminated like a portrait of a medieval saint, and

         wondered achingly when I would see her again.

      


      Simultaneously, the weirdest noise was emanating from the parking lot below my kitchen window, an indefinable high-pitched

         shriek that for the past several minutes I had been forcing myself to ignore.

      


      What the hell was it? Whining, moaning, crying.


      I lifted the miniblinds to see.


      It was that fucking cat, a female in heat, by the way she was screaming. Somewhere between brown and gray, between calico

         and tiger-stripe, she stretched on her forepaws and stood on the rusted hood of a battered white Celica, her tail curving

         like a question mark.

      


      ______


      My full name, just to get it all out of the way right now, is Angel Jean-Pierre Veronchek. My father is Milos Veronchek, and

         unless you’ve been living on the dark side of the moon for the past twenty-five years, you’ve seen at least ten of his films.

         Big, splashy productions crowded with flamboyant explosions, spectacular car chases, preposterous love scenes, they usually

         generate the longest lines at the multiplex, not to mention the greatest profits for Universal. Dad was a director himself

         until the late seventies, when he gave up any remaining pretense of artistry and began focusing entirely on the business end

         of moviemaking. My earliest memories, therefore, are of on-set trailers, of sleeping on cots next to makeup tables, of countless

         assistants, hairstylists, and actresses taking me into their warm, perfumed laps. They always commented on my skin, my hair,

         my eyes, these girls, saying, “He’s so white,” saying, “I never knew a person could be so white.” And so I believed, no, I

         was told, that I was special, that my oddness, my very pink-and-whiteness, was somehow exceptional.

      


      At some point, however, when Dad started sleeping with other women — he was screwing those very same assistants, hairstylists,

         and actresses, not coincidentally — my mother and I didn’t visit him on set anymore. For a long time we lived in luxury hotels.

         I remember gray marble lobbies, white-carpeted suites, underlit blue pools where I was allowed to swim at night by special

         permission of the management, places where even the most insignificant meal was a production. Imagine macaroni and cheese

         wheeled in by a white-jacketed waiter and presented on a silver tray. Picture Kool-Aid in a wine decanter.

      


      Later, as Dad rose through the studio ranks, Mom and I settled into our house in Beverly Hills, a colonnaded villa on North

         Rexford Drive with adobe walls and terra-cotta-tiled floors. My mother took up a life of shopping and cosmetic self-destruction,

         visiting her plastic surgeon every couple of years until she was a bizarre impersonation of Hollywood youth. I spent semesters

         in freezing Montreal, at the inappropriately named Vancouver School, and summers in the cool darkness of my parents’ basement.

         Still believing I was special, still regarding myself as oddly, even preternaturally exceptional, I was a junior scientist,

         an adolescent microscope visionary, a chemistry set prodigy. Those summer mornings, after consuming an anemic breakfast of

         grapefruit and black coffee prepared by my anemic French-Swiss mom, I allowed myself to become psychologically consumed, enraptured

         by a kind of ersatz intellectual reverie; I had developed a full-scale preoccupation with the costume of science, if not the

         character.

      


      Anyway, when my parents divorced, as all Hollywood couples are scripted to do, I was almost finished with high school. My

         cosmetically altered mom kept the house and a generous, ongoing settlement. My ever more successful father continued screwing

         those assistants, hairstylists, and actresses. Eventually, though I’m getting ahead of my story by about five years, Dad married

         Melanie, a doe-eyed young producer belonging more to my generation than to his. A year or so after that, they adopted a baby,

         an African American boy they named Gabriel, and built a Deconstructivist abortion of glass and steel overlooking the glassy,

         steely Pacific. I graduated from the Vancouver School and enrolled at UCLA. I had wanted to go to college back east but because

         of Mom had felt obligated to stay here. My intention was to study physics and, ultimately, if things went well, to specialize

         in the science of light.

      


      My physical condition, as you can probably guess, has been the cause of a greater-than-average sensitivity to brightness,

         and has for this very same reason inspired a kind of perverse fascination. Believe me, there is no one with a greater instinct

         for the behavior and properties of light than Angel Jean-Pierre Veronchek. It is written into my genetic code; it is inextricably

         braided into the threads of my DNA and lasered across my overly sensitive, blood-red retinas. I have become obsessed over

         the years with the poetry of Los Angeles light, how it glimmers off the morning traffic and glows through the smog, how it

         ignites the fires that periodically burn entire sections of our city to their asphalt foundations. And in those days, I also

         yearned to understand its scientific underpinnings, to comprehend polarization, reflection, refraction, diffraction, electromagnetic

         radiation, and, deeper still, to grasp its theoretical roots, Einstein’s universal constant, Schrödinger’s thought experiments,

         the fundamental basis of Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, the very building blocks of our universe, of reality itself.

         I was intellectually impassioned, as consumed as ever by the ambitious dream of science, if not entirely prepared to face

         its philosophical implications.

      


      But things didn’t go so well at UCLA. It turned out, not surprisingly, that I am not exceptional, preternaturally or otherwise.

         Even though I studied the concepts I was expected to study, even though I read the textbooks I was supposed to read, I failed

         my exams, I choked on essays, I couldn’t speak up in class. I was fascinated by the material, even obsessed with it, yet when

         it came time to express myself, I froze, paralyzed, rigid with fear. I had always been timid, but in college, my pathological

         shyness developed into a full-scale social phobia.

      


      I was no longer oddly special, it turned out —


      I was just odd.


      Then, one afternoon during the second semester of my sophomore year, I found myself squinting up into the fluorescent ceiling

         fixtures of the UCLA hospital psychiatric ward, where it was concluded that things might go better for all concerned if I

         left the university, at least for a while, that perhaps this was all a hair too stressful for someone so delicate, so physically

         unusual, as me. I was remanded to the care of my lifelong psychiatrist, the distinguished Dr. Nathan Silowicz, then brought

         to a precarious mental balance with the assistance of his strict regimen of Freudian analysis and psychoactive meds.

      


      I have never been cured; it goes without saying that a person is never cured of these things, but after a subsequent period

         of readjustment, Dr. Silowicz and I decided I might be better off living on my own, that my mother’s influence was psychologically

         … what’s the word he used?

      


      Stultifying.


      Which is when I relocated to my lightless cave on San Raphael Crescent, a one-bedroom in a small building on an unpopular

         cul-de-sac off Hollywood Boulevard — a building peopled with the castoffs of the movie industry, the might-have-beens and

         the almost-weres, screenwriters who work in bookstores, actors who tend bar, directors who manage all-night pharmacies. I

         moved in thinking I would use my newfound independence to do something important, something artistic. I’ve always had a gift

         for description, so I planned to write the ultimate screenplay of Los Angeles, the definitive insider’s story of glitter-town

         disillusionment. If I had to be alone, I imagined romantically, I’d become a reclusive writer, an enigmatic genius, a seeker

         of ten-foot-tall, all-caps, neon-lit TRUTH.

      


      But as anyone who has tried it knows, writing is hard, and the truth is elusive.


      ______


      Was it that look on her face, the flash of kindness? Or that low, slurry voice that always seemed to imply she was sharing

         some breathtaking secret? Could it have been those eyes, so blue when I first met her, that later on changed colors? It’s

         hard to say what caused my initial fascination, and I think it’s safe to conclude that, in large part, and in view of the

         fact that the simplest explanation is usually the right one, it was because she was beautiful, friendly, available…

      


      And it was because I was lonely.


      Whatever caused it, from the moment I saw that first transformation in her face, that fluid expression of apprehension-to-understanding

         — she had looked past the colorlessness of my skin instantly, I had seen it happen, had watched it in the clear water of her

         emotionally transparent face — I was obsessed, distracted with thoughts of her, and could think of nothing, of no one, else.

      


      Therefore, three days after the lamb stew introduction, I followed two tabs of Inderol antisocial phobia medication with an

         even more courage-enhancing mug full of Jack Daniel’s, slipped out of the old charcoal robe and into some normal clothes,

         grabbed Angela’s now empty and well-scrubbed casserole dish, and stepped into the fluorescent hallway. I had heard her coming

         home every night around three-thirty, the clack-clack-clack of her strappy heels on the polished concrete steps outside my door.

      


      I let a few minutes pass, plenty of time for her to settle in, I thought, then approached her door and knocked, using three

         carefully rehearsed taps.

      


      “Angel?” After a few moments, Angela peered around the threshold, the door open just a crack.


      I tried a warm smile, always an awkward expression for me, always an aberration on my face. “It was just the way I remember

         it,” I said.

      


      There was a note of surprise in her whispery voice. “The way you remember what?”


      “The way my mother used to make it.” This was only partially true: Monique’s attempts at cooking were almost always failures,

         and her lamb stew, as I recalled, lacked a certain… well, it was terrible.

      


      But Angela didn’t react. It occurred to me that she was on something. Those eyes, which in this bright hallway light I couldn’t

         quite get the color of, were deeply dilated, a pair of empty holes. She just stood there, reluctant, for some reason, to take

         the dish out of my hands.

      


      “Do you want me to bring it back later?” I asked after a moment.


      “Bring what?”


      I held it forward. “The dish?”


      “No, no,” she said, coming to. “Thank you, Angel. Thank you.” She looked away now, suddenly bashful. “You really liked it?

         The stew?”

      


      I nodded. “It was fantastic.”


      Her face filled with generosity again, that look of understanding. “Sorry, I —,” she started. Even from here I could smell

         the combination of too-sweet perfume and the night of sweat beneath it. “I’m just tired, you know, and kind of —” She had

         something sparkly on her skin. She was flushed, luminous, a source of light herself.

      


      “You don’t have to explain,” I said.


      She took the casserole dish, finally, and when Angela and I exchanged the pot holders this time, our fingers touched.


      My heart was crashing around inside my chest like a predator in its cage.


      She moved away from the door to place the dish somewhere inside her apartment.


      “I’m sorry to be bothering you so late, and I’d make you something in return,” I offered, speaking up, “but all I really know

         how to make are Stouffer’s microwave dinner entrées. I mean, I’m not much of a —”

      


      “I’d love one.” She came back to the threshold, eyes wide.

      


      “Are you serious?”


      “I don’t have anything in the kitchen,” she answered, “and I haven’t eaten in forever.”


      “Spaghetti and meatballs,” I blurted, “or chicken with mushroom gravy and wild rice?” These were the meals that I ate in those

         days, mostly, although I had been known to get on a French bread pizza kick that could last weeks.

      


      She followed me down the hall. “Chicken” — she inhaled dramatically — “with mushroom gravy and wild rice.”


      I hurried into my kitchen, opened the freezer, and grabbed a box of Stouffer’s. “You’re seven minutes from heaven,” I said,

         activating the microwave.

      


      She was looking around the living room, and despite the meds I had taken, I became instantly self-conscious.


      My apartment was not exactly designed for company. The walls were lined with paperbacks; and since I didn’t have any shelves,

         I had stacked them in precarious columns, some of which had fallen over and lay in broken piles on the floor. In the middle

         of the space, I had an old, creaking swivel chair and a gray metal conference table on which my computers nestled amid piles

         of junk mail and scraps of note paper. There was nowhere for anyone else to sit, really, other than the floor, which was covered

         by a soft, black, fuzzy rug called a flokati — something my mother had bought me as a housewarming gift years before, when

         I moved in. Even more embarrassing were the stacks of colored paper all around my desk, each color representing a draft of

         the movie I had supposedly been writing and arranged according to the hues of the electromagnetic spectrum.

      


      “This is so… weird,” Angela said finally.


      “Yeah, well,” I said from the kitchen, “I don’t really have people over very often.”


      “You’re a writer?”


      “I edit technical manuals, professionally.” This was a lie, of course. I only said that because I was embarrassed to explain

         that I accepted money from my father and that I had never had an actual job. “But I’m writing a screenplay, you know, which

         is my real work.”

      


      I heard the sound of her fingernails tapping on a stack of paper. “Is that what this is?”


      “Yeah.” I stepped back into the living room. “An early draft.”


      “What’s it called?”


      I told her the truth because I didn’t have time to think of a better answer. “Los Angeles. But that’s just a working title. I have a number of other —”

      


      “Wow, I like that.”


      “Really?”


      “Sounds important.”


      No one had ever expressed any interest in my writing before, not even my psychiatrist, and I have to admit, I didn’t know

         how to react. “Important?” I said. “Do you really —”

      


      “Why is this on?”


      Angela had turned around to stare at my television, the colors muted, the sound impossibly faint. At the moment, it was the

         scene where Deckard is attacked by Pris, the most beautiful of the replicants. A pleasure model, Pris leaps up and wraps her

         legs around Deckard’s neck, then pulls his head around by his nostrils, then punches him.

      


      “Are you watching this?” Angela asked, touching a finger to the screen.


      I experienced a wave of panic. “Don’t touch that.”


      ______


      Frozen dinner entrées followed, chicken with wild rice on the flokati, a shared exchange that gravitated imperceptibly toward

         talking and drinking, me sipping Jack Daniel’s and coffee, Angela bringing over her bottle of Stoli and a carton of orange

         juice. Then, over the course of the next few weeks, there developed between us an even more indistinct transition from talking

         and drinking to kissing and sampling the prescriptions that cluttered my kitchen countertop. I fell into a delirium, a waking

         dream fueled by all those meds but also by a fathomless infatuation. Amazingly, Angela’s eyes, which I had first thought were

         so blue, changed mysteriously — from blue to brown to green, even violet, virtually every color of the spectrum. Some people’s

         eyes appear to change slightly depending on what they’re wearing or the ambient light, but Angela’s morphed completely, dependent,

         it seemed, on her state of mind, like a pair of mood rings. Her heels would clack noisily on the steps outside my door, and

         minutes later she would appear, smiling, eyes transformed.

      


      We would lie on the flokati and listen to the messages on the answering machine: Dr. Silowicz calling to reschedule sessions,

         so deeply concerned about my psychological well-being; Melanie, my father’s young wife, inviting me, no, begging me, to visit little Gabriel and my dad; my father’s lawyer calling, too, the satanic Frank Heile, Esquire, ostensibly to

         relay some practical detail, to question a cash advance on one of my credit cards, but really to remind me I was a drain on

         the system, a character who was dragging the whole production down and was better off cut from the story line. Angela and

         I — we ate, drank, fed each other’s appetites. We slept, we kissed, we stared — there’s no better word for it than longingly, I swear — into one another’s eyes. It was every night like this, and I have to admit I was starting to think of her as more

         than just a neighbor. I was still too reticent to use the word girlfriend in a sentence, but I was envisioning scenarios, projecting more than one day into the future, for the first time in recollection.

      


      And throughout — and this is not insignificant — there was that cat. That fucking cat. Mewling, crying, caterwauling, shrieking

         like a disturbed inhuman spirit from a gothic novel, she leapt from car to car, crying insanely up at my kitchen window, baying

         pathetically at the Hollywood moon.

      


      ______


      “I want you to come see me,” Angela said. This was a week, maybe two, after the lamb stew introduction. She sat up and stabbed

         out a burning Ultra Light in a dish. “I want you to see me at work.”

      


      I wasn’t sure what she meant. I looked into her eyes and saw that they were brown tonight, flecked with miniature spots of

         yellow. “Come where?”

      


      “I want you to see what it’s like,” she whispered. “I’ll give you a free lap dance.”


      I had known it, actually, had guessed from her clothes, the glitter she wore on her skin, the ridiculously high heels, the

         strange hours.

      


      “I appreciate the offer.” I shook my head.


      Angela hit me, a bejeweled fist on my upper arm that was a little too hard to be playful. “What’s wrong with you? Everyone wants a free lap dance.”

      


      What was wrong with me was that I was terrified. A public place was frightening enough, and over the past several years, I

         had developed the courage, with psychotropic help, of course, to visit the supermarket, the pharmacy, Supercuts, and even

         the Gap. But a topless club…

      


      “I have a problem with new places.”


      “Then let’s go somewhere familiar.” Angela dragged me into my bedroom and pushed me down on the mattress. She pulled my shirt

         over my head. She undid my pants, pulling the zipper, sliding them off my legs, slipping them off my feet. She reached for

         my boxers.

      


      “What are you doing?” I grabbed her hands.


      “Shhhh.” She tugged on the elastic waistband.

      


      “Angela, please.” I had an erection. My penis was ready for this, all too conspicuously, but I wasn’t.


      “Okay.” She shrugged. “So leave them on.”


      I tried to keep my eyelids open but couldn’t. An hour or so earlier, I had taken several tabs of Ambien. I felt the warmth

         of her body, skin as smooth as cotton sheets. I felt her warm breath in my ear. “What are you doing to me?” I was too self-conscious

         to have sex, and it had been too long.

      


      And I was so tired. So incredibly tired.


      And afraid.


      She reached over to the side table and turned on my electronic wave machine, then nestled in next to me, wiggling her hips.

         “What do you like?”

      


      We had slept together, kissed, held one another, nuzzled, spooned, sighed into one another’s eyes, done everything, anything

         but sex. “I like orange sherbet,” I answered childishly. “I like green Jell-O.”

      


      “I mean sexually.” Then she laughed. “Or is that what you mean?”


      An electronic surf washed over the room, a placid ocean of synthetic noise enshrouding the too-loud televisions blaring in

         the upstairs apartments, the car engines igniting in the parking lot outside. The wave machine was something Dr. Silowicz

         had recommended, years ago, to help me sleep, and right now it was working all too well.

      


      Angela reached over to the side table for another cigarette. “I’m serious, Angel. Don’t you like sex?” She lit it and exhaled.


      I felt the warm smoke against my face. “I don’t really —,” I began. “I don’t really think about that kind of thing very much.”


      This was a lie, of course. I thought about it constantly. Sex was all I ever thought about.


      She brushed her lips against my cheek. “Don’t you trust me?”


      “I trust you.”


      “Then tell me.”


      “Tell you what?”


      “Something perverted.”


      “You want me to be a pervert?”

      


      “I wouldn’t mind.”


      I turned onto my side, facing her.


      She dropped her cigarette into a glass by the bed and slid down, pressing her entire self against me. Angela crushed her face

         into my neck and squeezed her legs around mine, her surprisingly strong arms tight around my torso.

      


      “You’re not really white, Angel, do you know that?”


      “I’m not?”


      “Your aura, your true colors.”


      “My aura?” This erection would not go away. “What color am I, then?”


      “Red. Orange. Bright yellow.” She laughed. “Burning.”


      I thought for a moment about what this could mean. “What color are you?” I asked.


      “Blue,” she whispered. “Blue, blue, electric blue.”


      “Like your eyes?”


      She reached inside my boxers and placed her hand over my penis. Her fingers were cool. It must have been around six in the

         morning because a blade of incandescence appeared on my bedroom wall, a thin band of yellow-white that was growing exponentially

         brighter.

      


      Red. Orange. Bright yellow. Burning.


      It was cast there by a fissure in the miniblinds, like a crack in the shell of the universe itself.


      “Sure,” she answered, “like my eyes.”


      “Your eyes are brown,” I said, as though exposing a terrible secret.


      “Tell me something,” Angela insisted another night. “Tell me anything.” Her lips touched the back of my neck, and I could

         feel the dampness of her mouth, and I thought I could hear the liquid insides of her body.

      


      “There isn’t anything.”


      “Do you like this?” She touched her tongue to my skin, just below my ear. She tucked her knees under my knees, burrowing into

         me.

      


      I didn’t answer.


      “This?” She bit the edge of my earlobe. Her teeth felt huge.


      I was quiet.


      “This?” She nuzzled into my neck, pushing her wet lips over my skin.


      Mornings, after she left, I would slip downstairs and look around the parking lot for that cat. She was so desperate for contact,

         it seemed, screaming for attention, and I wanted to find out if I could quiet her, soothe her screaming even for a moment,

         by scratching that patch of sensitive skin behind her ears. But as soon as I stepped into the lot, she would vanish, hiding

         under a car or running into the old man’s garden next door. It had become a kind of game, actually, though I didn’t know why

         I was playing. I wasn’t sure what I was planning to do if I found her, either. I certainly wasn’t prepared to take an alley

         cat into my apartment. Can you imagine the fleas? I just wanted to touch her, I guess, to see if she would stop wailing, if

         only for a few moments.

      


      And sometimes I would get stuck, caught by the impossible gorgeousness of the Los Angeles morning, catatonic in the apprehension

         of a phenomenon too beautiful, too cinematic to be real.

      


   

      IT WAS BECAUSE HER EYES KEPT CHANGING COLORS. IT WAS BEcause her breasts were fake. It was because she came home at half past three in the morning but acted like it was three in

         the afternoon. It was because she said she was a vegetarian and made me lamb stew. It was because she was older than me but

         wouldn’t admit it. It was because she constantly contradicted herself, denying entire conversations. It was because she was

         a liar and so was I. It was because she wore way too much perfume and way too much makeup and way too high high heels. It

         was because when she slept, she rested the back of her hand on her forehead like Scarlett O’Hara. It was because of her laugh,

         soft and low and wicked. It was because sometimes she bit me. It was because of the way she pressed herself into me, as though

         she were literally trying to crawl under my skin. It was because she had those tiny cracks at the corners of her eyes. It

         was because she never asked me why I lived alone, staying awake through the Hollywood night, writing my senseless, pointless

         scenes. It was because she understood every crazy thing I said, or pretended to, anyway.

      


      It was because when I saw her, when she came into my apartment, she would smile, smiling at me, only me, because of me.


      It was because of all these things that a few days later, I parked the Cadillac in the rear lot of the strip mall strip club,

         walked around to the front through the yellow illumination of the Sunset Boulevard street lamps, and approached the door.

         The bouncer who guarded it wore prison denim and sunglasses even darker than mine. I gave him my ten-dollar entrance fee and

         flinched as he tried to stamp my hand.

      


      “I won’t be needing that,” I said. I shook my head, backing away. I didn’t like the idea of that infrared ink touching my

         skin.

      


      The bouncer shrugged. “You’ll need it when you want to get back in.”


      “If I leave,” I told him, “I won’t want to get back in.”


      He didn’t bother to look at me, just hunched over like Rodin’s Thinker on a bar stool and said, “Everybody wants to get back in.”

      


      The Velvet Mask was a strip club I’d been driving by for years. Only tourists went in there, I’d always thought, or Japanese

         businessmen, or ad guys from New York. Only assholes.

      


      I walked down a narrow corridor, the snarling music inside the club growing exponentially louder, and emerged through a pair

         of swinging saloon-style shutters into the main room.

      


      Which was exactly as I had pictured it, exactly as Angela had described it: the flashing laser lights, tubes of red, yellow,

         and blue neon curling around the edges of the stage in wildly oscillating stripes. The music couldn’t have been worse. You’d

         think they would have played something upbeat, something lighthearted and sexy, but instead, it was industrial dirge music,

         disco for psychos. There were girls dancing on two separate platforms, each in her own metamorphosing pool of luminescence,

         and around each of the dancers sat a ring of gawking imbeciles. In one, Japanese businessmen in dark suits and bright ties,

         wearing their crisp white shirts and precise, salaryman haircuts, smiled serenely up into the hairless genitalia of a blonde

         so thin she could have blended in at Buchenwald. In the other was a bunch of drugstore clerks on their night off. They had

         overly gelled hair and underdeveloped mustaches; they wore heavy gold chains and T-shirts emblazoned with indecipherable,

         but still somehow profane, slogans. The girl in their circle of light was darkly beautiful, with undulating hips, small, high

         breasts, and eyes like Egyptian hieroglyphs. Her hair was so shiny that it flashed, reflecting shades and hues of light in

         the laser beams like sheets of glistening rain.

      


      In the back, under the exit sign, I noticed a colossal man in a formal suit, an even larger example of homo erectus than the

         gorilla who guarded the door. He had one of those wide ties, silvery gray, the kind butlers wear in old movies. A cravat, I think it’s called. His shoulders were much narrower than his belly, and he was completely bald, which made him look like

         a Buddha on his way to a funeral. He dangled his arms, eyes narrowed to inscrutable slits, and sat on his stool, criminally

         huge, menacingly inert.

      


      I took a seat on the banquette along the wall and looked around, hoping to see Angela right away, to get this the hell over

         with.

      


      “There’s a two-drink minimum,” a voice said, “and we don’t serve alcohol.” Its owner was a waitress, probably a former dancer.

         She was a few years out-of-date but still sexy enough to command the leers of the nearby table of conventioneers.

      


      I took a chance. “Do you have water?”


      She had dark Bettie Page hair and a soft, round face. She wore a purple minidress and a small black velvet mask, the kind

         a person would have worn to a costume ball decades ago. Looking around, I noticed that all the waitresses here wore black

         masks. She pushed hers up onto her forehead so she could flutter her heavily eye-shadowed lids. “Pellegrino,” she recited,

         “Evian, Mountain Spring, Vittel, or tap. But if you get tap, we still have to charge you eight bucks. So I’d get the Pellegrino.”

         The waitress winked. “It’s the best value.”

      


      “Pellegrino,” I said, adding, “I’m all about value.” I had taken so many Inderols before I left the apartment that I had enough

         confidence to make small talk with a stranger. This had a two-sided effect, unfortunately — I had acquired the confidence

         to kid around but had sacrificed the clarity to be funny.

      


      “Two Pellegrino’s coming right up.”


      “Oh —” I reached out a hand and almost touched her hip, but a glance over at the angry Buddha under the exit sign made me

         think better of it. “Sorry,” I said, “but do you know… do you know Angela? I was supposed to meet her here.”

      


      “You mean Cassandra? She’s in the back, probably changing.” The waitress gave me a discreet smirk. “And that makes you Angel.”


      Funny. She hadn’t mentioned this other name. “Cassandra?”


      “We all have different names in here, sweetie.” The waitress winked. “Are you really an angel?”


      I think I may have blushed. “It’s just my name.”


      “That’s not what Cassandra says.”


      It felt weird to hear Angela referred to by another name; weirder to imagine her telling people about me. “What did she say?”


      “Just that you were coming.” The waitress wrinkled her nose. “And to be nice.”


      “Really?”


      “I should have guessed when I saw you.” She raised an eyebrow so it disappeared beneath her mask. “We get all kinds, you know,

         but not many”— she paused here, considering what in the world to call me —“angels.”

      


      ______


      “Don’t move,” I said. This was another morning, whether before or after the night at the Mask, I’m still not sure.


      “Why?” Angela froze. “Is there a bug on me?”

      


      “It’s the light.” A hard beam of sunlight had ruptured through the miniblinds of my living room window, and Angela’s face

         had become starkly illuminated, chiaroscuro, like a Rembrandt. I ran into the bedroom to get my camera. I’d had it for years,

         since college, a high-end Leica my father bought me in a futile hope that I would develop an interest in something he understood.

         Recently, I had found it in an old shoe box, deep in the back of my closet, with a roll of film still inside it, amazingly

         enough.

      


      I took it back into the living room. “Ready?”


      Angela turned toward me, shadowed, romantic, as I adjusted the focus. “Ready.” Then, just as I depressed the shutter release

         and the automatic flash went off, she sneered and flipped me the bird.

      


      “What did you do that for?”


      She shrugged. “So take another one.”


      I looked at the little read-out that displayed how many pictures remained. “That was the only one left.”


      She lit another cigarette. She was smoking Salem’s today, the menthol vapors polluting the air. “So maybe sometimes I don’t

         like to have my picture taken.” Sometimes Angela smoked constantly, crushing her cigarettes into little dishes all over the

         apartment. When she was gone, I had to go around cleaning, vacuuming, dusting. Sometimes she didn’t smoke at all.

      


      I sighed and sank down next to her on the rug. I had gotten into the habit of slipping out at night to gather more supplies,

         another bottle of Stoli for Angela, Jack for me, to refill my prescriptions, and to load up on Stouffer’s entrées. I would

         drop the roll of film off at the one-hour photo booth, I told myself, and pick the pictures up in a few days.

      


      “Do you trust me?” Angela asked out of nowhere. Her arms, I remember, snaked around my waist.


      But this was weeks later, weeks during which we had graduated from acquaintances to friends to something else entirely, though

         I was still trying to work out exactly what that something else was. “Trust you?” I let a sigh leave my body. It contained

         suspicion, doubt, misgivings. I looked into her eyes and saw that they were blue again. So recently they had been green. “What

         are you going to do?” I asked her blue eyes.

      


      “Where are your car keys?”


      The keys were on a stack of books by the door. I indicated their direction with a slight nod of my head.


      Angela turned and saw them, then got up, jumping quickly. “Get your clothes on,” she said, “and do it fast, before this passes.”


      “Before what passes?” I got up, too, though less athletically, and stepped into the bedroom. I pulled on a pair of cargo pants

         and buttoned a shirt.

      


      When I turned around, I saw her holding my robe and slipping the belt out of its loops.


      “What are you doing?”


      “You said you trusted me.”


      I didn’t sigh this time; this time, I lowered my eyes. “Are you planning to tie me up?”


      She laughed, pulling my hand. She took the belt with her and led me through the living room, into the hallway, down the stairs,

         through the lobby door of the apartment building, past the twin midget palms that guarded the entrance, around the side to

         the parking lot. It had been a couple of days since I had taken out the Cadillac, and it was covered with waxy brown leaves

         that had fallen from the old man’s laurel tree next door.

      


      I seized the opportunity to look around for that cat. I still wanted to find her.


      “She’s not out here, Angel,” Angela said now. “Leave it alone.”


      “But I just heard her, just this morning.”
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