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For Michael Jensen

And for all those people crazy enough to chase
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CHAPTER ONE
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I was floating facedown in a swimming pool, completely motionless, dead to the world. 

Down below me, along the bottom of the pool, something brown and frond-like hung in the water. Old leaves, probably. They were absolutely still, just like I was. It was like they were suspended in plastic acrylic. The water in the pool around me was completely still too. We were all frozen in time.

My name is Russel Middlebrook, I was twenty-four years old, and my life was over. I'd just moved from Seattle to Los Angeles. This was the pool in the courtyard of my new apartment building, but I was dead now, so I'd never get a chance to enjoy it.

The water moved around me. Down on the bottom of the pool, the dead leaves jerked and swirled.

Someone had climbed into the water with me, someone with hairy, muscular legs that lead up to a pair of well-packed navy trunks.

My boyfriend Kevin. 

I lifted my head.

"Hey there," he said, with a grin that gave me a reason to live again.

Okay, okay, so I wasn't literally "dead." But I really had felt that way. Moving from Seattle to Los Angeles had been exhausting. First, we'd flown down to Los Angeles to rent the apartment, then back to Seattle again to pack our whole lives into boxes. Then we loaded those boxes into the moving truck and drove our car a thousand miles down to California to meet the truck. And then we did the whole damn thing in reverse, unloading and unpacking, destroying my back with all the lifting and somehow cutting my fingers to shreds on the cardboard. We'd spent the last two days unpacking, and it seemed like we'd barely started, like all we'd really done is move the boxes into the right rooms. 

But being with Kevin, the guy I loved, none of that mattered. Now, for the first time in our relationship, we finally had the chance to live together. So as bad as it had been getting here, it hadn't been that bad. And in spite of being completely exhausted, I couldn't have been happier.

Here's where I'm also supposed to say: "It's not like our relationship was perfect." And, "We had our problems just like anyone else. It drove me crazy the way he squeezed the toothpaste, and I could already tell we were going to fight over how to load the dishwasher." That way, those of you who are in bad or so-so relationships will still be able to relate. And those of you who aren't in relationships at all won't be jealous.

Problem is, our relationship was perfect, or pretty darn near. Basically, Kevin was my hot best friend who I also got to have sex with. 

In our defense, we'd had our share of problems in the past. Basically, we'd been on-again, off-again for seven years, ever since we first started dating in high school. But we'd gotten together for good the November of the previous year, and it was early September now, and things had been incredible ever since. Maybe the stress of this move to Los Angeles, or the high expectations of our finally living together after all these years, would be our undoing. Or maybe this was all just some sort of honeymoon period that would inevitably end in a flurry of broken dishes and violently squeezed toothpaste tubes.

I doubted it. Kevin was the Ennis Del Mar to my Jack Twist, but without all the self-hatred, and fewer canned beans. (These are Brokeback Mountain references. If you've never seen the movie, you should. Oh, and you're dead to me.)

Even so, I did feel a certain amount of guilt. I was the reason why Kevin and I decided to move to Los Angeles in the first place. He'd been happy in Seattle (more or less). But the year before, I'd met this really great old lady named Vernie Rose who had once been sort of a famous screenwriter. She'd inspired me to become a screenwriter myself. At one point, Vernie had told me that if I was really serious about it, I needed to move to Los Angeles. Kevin and I had talked it over, and we'd decided: Why not go now when we were young, before we had commitments and obligations? Besides, we were ready for a change. 

Kevin sank deeper into the pool. "Why is this so damn refreshing? Back home, swimming pools are never this refreshing."

"Oh!" I said. "I just read something about that. It's the interaction between the temperature of the air and the temperature of the water. Or, wait, maybe it has to do with the lack of humidity. The heat is drier, so the water feels different."

Kevin smiled. "So basically, it feels better here. Thanks, I didn't know that."

I splashed him. Being in a perfect relationship didn't preclude our teasing each other. A lot. In fact, it was part of what made the relationship so perfect. 

A woman walked into the courtyard of our new building — the Escala Apartments. The courtyard was actually pretty dumpy: leaves in the pool, cracks in the concrete, and, yes, faded plastic plants and Astroturf in place of most of the landscaping (oy!).

"Hey, there," Kevin said to the woman.

She looked over at us, perplexed, taken aback a bit. I guess she wasn't used to people being friendly in this building, or maybe even in this city.

She was tall and bony with lots of angles — a praying mantis of a woman, except that makes her sound dangerous, and I actually liked the way she looked, that she had a bit of an edge. She had dark red hair, definitely dyed, in sort of a tight shag haircut. Her clothes had a crunchy vibe — some embroidery, a tassel or two — but I had a feeling it was misleading, like whiskers on a mountain lion. This was a woman who was clearly ready to rumble.

"We're new," Kevin said. "From Seattle? I'm Kevin." He nodded at me. "This is my boyfriend Russel."

She smiled a knowing little smile. "Gina," she said. She drifted closer to the pool. "You guys actors?"

"Editor," Kevin said, meaning himself. He was more an editor/journalist — non-fiction only. "Russel's a screenwriter."

She gave me another knowing nod, but secretly I was sort of flattered she thought I was handsome enough to be an actor. Then again, maybe she was mostly looking at Kevin who, incidentally, really is handsome enough to be an actor. Or maybe it was as simple as the fact that so many people in Los Angeles are actors, or trying to be. I'd lived in Los Angeles for less than three days, but even I knew that. 

"What are you?" I asked Gina, meaning, what do you do? 

"Stand-up comedian," she said.

She didn't say anything else, and Kevin and I just stared at her.

"You're waiting for me to say something funny, aren't you?" she said drolly. 

Busted. Kevin and I smiled. 

"We're in 2-B," I said.

"Yeah?" Gina said, raising an eyebrow.

"Why 'yeah?'" I said. "Did someone kill themselves in our unit or something?"

"Actually, yeah," Gina said. "There's even supposed to be a ghost." 

"Shut up!" Kevin said, in a way that was sort of a cross between "Yikes!" and "Cool!"

I looked at Kevin. "The manager didn't say anything about anyone killing themselves."

"Well, it was, like, fifty years ago," Gina said.

"So is it like that season of American Horror Story where they don't need to tell anyone about a death in the house if it happened more than three years before?" I said.

"It's more like he's a shitty Los Angeles landlord who doesn't give a crap what he tells you," Gina said, "because he knows there'll always be someone else to come along and rent it if you don't."

"Why'd he kill himself?" Kevin asked. "'He'?"

She nodded. "Think so. And why does anyone ever kill themselves in Hollywood? Failed actor or failed writer — can't remember which. Which is funny. You never hear about the ghost of someone who moves to Hollywood to become a key grip, but doesn't get the job and ends up killing himself."

Kevin and I laughed.

"You did say something funny," I said. "Just not right away."

"Performance anxiety."

"So about this ghost..." Kevin said, in a tone that was only half-serious. "Is that why the previous tenant left?"

"Sort of. The ghost murdered her. That actually was like that season of American Horror Story." But Gina was smiling when she said this, so I knew she was joking. "The truth is, I don't think there's a single hotel or apartment in all of Los Angeles that isn't supposedly haunted by the ghost of someone who killed themselves after their dreams were crushed. Trust me on this, I've lived in a lot of old buildings."

I smiled again. At the same time, I looked at Gina, trying to guess her age. Mid-forties, maybe?

"Anyway," she said, turning to go. "Nice to meet you guys."

*  *  *
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ONCE WE'D SHOWERED and dressed, it was late afternoon, so we decided to walk some place for dinner. We'd been in town two full days, but we'd been inside almost the whole time. We'd barely even seen our own neighborhood. 

We stepped out onto the sidewalk, into the city, all fresh-faced and naive. 

Our apartment was halfway up a hill. Behind us, a half block away, was the Hollywood Freeway, which I would soon learn is also called the 101, but never on the same sign. In other words, the freeway has two different names, but the city doesn't bother to tell you — you're somehow just expected to know. Likewise, I'd eventually learn that the Arroyo Seco Parkway is also called the 110, and sometimes the Pasadena Freeway, but no one ever tells you that either. 

Meanwhile, in front of us, Los Angeles stretched out forever. That's the way it looked anyway: this endless expanse of city that rolled on and on, eventually disappearing into the smoggy brown smear of eternity. Closer in, down below us, you could make out the buildings and streets and palm trees, but farther on, all the concrete started to sort of blur together, making the city look like this vast plane of jagged gravel. Los Angeles actually has a pretty impressive downtown to the southeast of where we were, with skyscrapers and everything, and there are these other clusters of skyscrapers on the horizon too, but none of them looked all that impressive from here, because everything was so spread out, and even the tall buildings got lost in the expanse and the smog.

We headed down the hill, toward the main drag. We passed more apartment buildings like our own, some nicer than ours, but most even dumpier. Los Angeles smelled totally different from Seattle: a weird mix of rubber, asphalt, and car exhaust that would be completely unbearable without the hint of salt from the sea, and the honeysuckle and jasmine from the Hollywood Hills behind us.

One street over, a tall, cylindrical building rose up over the rooftops. 

"Oh!" I said. "The Capitol Records Tower! You know, from the opening scene in Hancock, when Will Smith impales the robbers' car on the spire on top?"

Kevin smiled, totally humoring me.

I should get this out of the way right now: I love movies. I've loved them for as long as I can remember. (Full disclosure: I'm done with the superhero thing. It was fun for a while, but now they all seem the same. And besides, sequels, reboots, and remakes are basically the death of originality, as any writer will tell you.) Anyway, I know my insane love for movies pretty much makes me a Big Gay Cliché, but sometimes the stereotypes are right, and there's something to be said for just owning it. In fact, as stressful as our move to Los Angeles had been, I'd been really excited to become part of the filmmaking capital of the world, and also to see the locations of all my favorite movies. (Which isn't to say that Hancock is one of them. Let's just say I may have boned up on trivia about all the movie locations in our neighborhood on the roadtrip down.)

Right before we reached Hollywood Avenue, we passed one of the buildings for the Church of Scientology — that screwed up Hollywood religion that Tom Cruise is a member of? Supposedly, it's like a cult, and they lure you in and prey on your insecurities, brainwashing you into giving them all your money, and they blackmail you with details about your private life if you don't pay up.

There was a big red banner on the wall of the building that said, "All are welcome!"

"What do you think?" I said to Kevin. "Should we go in?" 

"Um, yeah," Kevin said. "No, thanks."

"Seriously, though, don't you want to know how they do it? Don't you feel like, whatever they do, it couldn't possibly work on you? That you're too smart to be brainwashed?"

"Okay," Kevin said, starting toward the door. "Let's go in."

I laughed, stopping him. "I don't want to know that much! It's like how they claim if you say 'Bloody Mary' three times in a row into a mirror, the ghost of Bloody Mary will appear. No one really thinks that, but no one ever wants to test it either."

Finally, we came to Hollywood Boulevard. 

"I can't believe it!" I said. "Our apartment is six blocks from Hollywood and Vine."

"What?" Kevin said.

I pointed. "One block down. That's Hollywood and Vine."

"Okay," Kevin said, humoring me again. "What do you have to tell me about Hollywood and Vine?"

"Nothing," I said, but I was almost quivering I was so excited. "Nothing at all."

"Really?"

"No, not really!" I said, bursting open like the dam in Dante's Peak. "Hollywood and Vine was the very first intersection in Hollywood, before Hollywood even existed, when the first orchard owner subdivided her land! A couple of decades later, it had become the center of the whole industry, with all the farms and orchards turned into movie lots, and all the movie studios having their headquarters right along this road!"

Kevin glanced around the block we were on. I had to admit it wasn't much to look at now: a tattoo parlor, a payday loan place, a couple of boarded up storefronts, and an actual strip club.

"The movie studios aren't here anymore," I said. "They're spread out all over the city. Now this is the tourist-y part of the town. Look, here's the Hollywood Walk of Fame." I pointed to the sidewalk along Hollywood Boulevard where pink marble stars had been set into black marble squares, each one with a name and little symbol indicating whether the "star" was a star of movies or TV or whatever. There was dried gum and bird crap all over the place, but still.

"The Chinese Theatre is only a few blocks that way," I went on, pointing away from Hollywood and Vine, "along with the Egyptian, and the El Capitan, and Madame Tussaud's Wax Museum, and that weird sculpture of the four silver women. What's that called anyway? Does it even have a name?"

"The Gateway to Hollywood," Kevin said.

I frowned. Kevin liked movies too (including — groan — superhero movies), but only as a casual fan. Earlier that year, he hadn't known who Jimmy Stewart was (how is that even possible?). So how in the world did he know something I didn't?

"I'm not a complete idiot," he said.

"Name three celebrities who have left some kind of imprint in the concrete in front of the Chinese Theatre."

He looked at me blankly.

And the cosmic scales are righted! I thought.

Feeling way too smug, I led Kevin down Hollywood Boulevard, in the direction of the Chinese Theatre. Technically, we were looking for a place to eat, but I was mostly taking in all the sights. From the street, I could see the famous white "Hollywood" sign up in the hills to our right. I was also reading the names on the different stars in the sidewalk. (Fun fact: there are actually two Harrison Fords on the Walk of Fame. There's the guy everyone knows, and also a silent film star who everyone's now forgotten.)

Kevin and I hadn't intended to get an apartment so close to Old Hollywood — not even me, lover of all things Hollywood. In fact, we'd originally tried to find a place in West Hollywood (and not just because it's so gay, also because it's really nice). 

Incidentally, if you don't already know this, West Hollywood is an entirely different town from Hollywood, which actually isn't a "town" at all (it merged with the city of Los Angeles in 1910). So to clarify: West Hollywood is an actual incorporated city, but Hollywood is just one vague geographic part of Los Angeles, and also sort of a catch-all term for the movie industry in general. 

Unlike the crazy business with the different freeway names, I actually think the difference between Hollywood and West Hollywood is pretty interesting, but let me know if I'm boring you.

So anyway, there Kevin and I were, exhausted from moving and starving because we'd been too lazy to even pop something into the microwave.

I looked down at the names on the stars on the Walk of Fame again. 

Anne Bancroft!

Richard Pryor!

Graham McNamee!

Who the hell is Graham McNamee? I thought. But I wasn't about to ask Kevin for fear that he might possibly know something else I didn't know.

This is also a total cliché, but I couldn't help thinking: Will my name be engraved on a star on this sidewalk one day?

Still taking it all in, overwhelmed by everything around me, I stopped. It was like history was a river, and I'd stepped right into it, and now it was flowing all around me. I had spent the last couple of years of my life completely adrift, with no purpose, no direction. But now I had an anchor, something to cling to: I was determined to make it as a screenwriter. 

That was the whole point of this move to Los Angeles. Would I achieve my dreams? Would I ever actually become part of the river of Hollywood history? Would I somehow change the course of this town, even a little bit? Or would the river flow right through me, ignoring me, as if I'd never even been there at all? I knew I couldn't go back to my old life of no direction — that was just too pathetic for words. For me, it was Hollywood or bust. (But what exactly did it mean when someone went bust in Hollywood? Were they broken?)

I thought about all the movies I'd seen about Hollywood: The Bodyguard, Barton Fink, Singin' in the Rain, The Player, Adaptation, A Star is Born, and on and on. In those films, the main character always comes to town, wide-eyed and innocent, and before they know it, they're forced to choose between Massive Hollywood Success or Their Soul. I know I literally just said a few paragraphs ago that I was fresh-faced and naive, but I knew that wouldn't ever happen to me. After all, I'd already seen all those movies. I knew how things worked. I'd never give up my soul. (On the other hand, it was a little like that Scientology Building: I was certain I'd never fall for their brainwashing, but I also wasn't entirely sure I wanted to be tested.) 

"What is it?" Kevin asked me.

"Nothing," I said, starting forward again. I'm trying not to bore you here, and I didn't want to bore Kevin then either. 

"Russel?" Kevin said, stopping me. "It's all good. I think this stuff is interesting." 

I looked at him. "It's just that we're really here. We live here. In Hollywood." Technically, Los Angeles. 

Living in L.A. wasn't new for Kevin. He'd gone to college at UC Irvine, and even if he hadn't spent a lot of time in "Hollywood" per se, he'd been here. He knew the city, even the right names for all the freeways. But I didn't. He looked at me, then he looked around, a really good look, at the buildings, at the stars on the Walk of Fame, as if seeing it all through my eyes. 

That made me smile. 

"Thanks," I said.

He looked back at me. "For what?"

"For doing this for me." 

"I'm not doing it for you. I'm doing it with you. We're a team now."

I was bursting again, even more than before — like the Hoover dam in the original Superman (very cheesy-looking, but a much bigger flood than Dante's Peak). This time I was bursting with emotion. 

I leaned forward and kissed Kevin right there on the sidewalk. Somehow I knew intuitively that no one in Los Angeles would look twice at two guys kissing. But we were in the tourist-y part now, full of people from North Dakota and Arkansas, so we did draw a couple of double-takes. 

Kevin didn't just kiss me back. He pulled me into him, a long, passionate embrace, exactly like, well, two characters kissing in a movie (but probably not two men, because honestly, even now, how often do you see two men kiss in the movies?).

The point is, it was incredibly romantic. A couple of teenage girls actually clapped. When we finally pulled apart again, I was a little surprised that Los Angeles was still standing. It seemed like everything should have collapsed around us in an earthquake.

I'd like to say the evening went on like that, totally romantic, still like in some movie — that we had a candlelight dinner on the sidewalk table of some charming little bistro, then we held hands as we meandered through cobblestone alleys strung with fairy lights, finally ending up back in our apartment where we had perfectly-lit sex, alternately gentle and a little rough, just enough to shock and titillate Middle American movie audiences.

The truth is, we had dinner at Popeye's (oy!), and then got lost. I'd heard it said that no one ever walks in L.A., and I was quickly learning why. Everything was too spread out, and the cars were openly hostile to pedestrians — and I mean openly hostile in the sense that they actively try to run you down if you inconvenience them, and sometimes even if you look at them the wrong way. Finally, we asked for directions from the bouncer at another strip club (he had terrible breath). 

But all this makes sense, right? This isn't the plot to some movie.

Even then, Kevin and I never got impatient with each other. Every time something went wrong, we just laughed it off. And we did end up having pretty hot sex that night.

So I take back what I said before: even with the scary drivers, and the equally scary breath of that strip club bouncer, the whole night was still totally romantic.

*  *  *
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ORDINARILY, I FALL asleep after sex (like most guys). But I was too keyed up that night. So after Kevin dropped off to sleep (like most guys), I found myself awake in the dark, staring at the shadows on the ceiling and listening to the sounds of the city at night outside our open window: the hiss of the freeway, the grind of an automatic garage door opener, the swoosh of a car on the street just outside followed by the clatter of dried leaves.

Before too long, I decided to get up. I've always been a night owl — when the sun goes down is when I feel most alive. I didn't turn on the lights in the main room. I couldn't bear to see all that we still had left to do, the boxes yet to be opened. I sank down into the couch in my t-shirt and underwear. 

There was something about my senses then, how alive I felt. First, walking down Hollywood Boulevard with Kevin, feeling the history of the city, now being alone in our new apartment in the dark — I wanted to drink it all in, feel it seeping into me, becoming a part of me. It was scary, living in a city where I didn't know a single person other than Kevin, but it was exciting too, like jumping off a cliff and not knowing what was at the bottom: rocks, or water, or maybe nothing at all, just air and clouds for all eternity.

That, of course, is when I remembered the ghost that supposedly haunted our apartment, the one Gina had told us about earlier. I wasn't truly scared, even sitting in the dark like that. I don't believe in ghosts. Or UFOs. Or ESP. Interestingly, I do kinda sorta believe in Bigfoot, but that's a whole other story.

Anyway, I was sitting in the dark of that apartment, looking around the room. Ghosts may not be real and — let's face it — the story behind the ghost, the guy who supposedly killed himself in our apartment fifty years earlier, that might not have been real either.

But that apartment was more than fifty years old (and so was the plumbing, trust me). In all those years, lots of people must have lived in the room where I was sitting. Given that this was Hollywood — so close to the actual Old Hollywood — that meant that over the years, plenty of those occupants probably had been actors and writers (and maybe even a few key grips).

I couldn't help but think about all those people. Had any of them gone on to become stars? Had any great screenplays been written here? Part of me thought that if Chris Hemsworth or Mila Kunis had ever lived in this apartment building, or if Casablanca or Up in the Air had been written here, Kevin and I would know. The landlord would have bragged about it, or Gina would have said something. Hell, there'd probably even be a plaque like there was on one of the neighboring buildings that said Fatty Arbuckle, Claudette Colbert, and George Cukor once lived there.

So what did it mean that no one had said anything? That in all these years, with all these thousands of people moving in and out of the Escala Apartments, no one ever had become a star? No writers had ever been inspired to write any great movies?

That was impossible. Wasn't it?

As I sat there in the dark, my mind began to wander.

A woman paces, script in hand, memorizing lines for an audition, even as she knows she'll also have to rehearse what she'll tell the landlord if she doesn't get this part and isn't able to pay the rent again.

A screenwriter, a cigarette dangling from his lips, sits at his typewriter, keys clacking, determined to ignore the ever-rising stack of unsold screenplays on the bureau behind him.

A man in his late twenties stares at himself in the mirror by the door, knowing that he should probably pick a different tie, but starting to think it won't make any difference — that the mailroom isn't just the place where he started, it's also the place where he'll end up.

Talk about ghosts from the past! 

Had any of the people who lived in this apartment been gay couples like Kevin and me? Since I was sitting there in the dark in my underwear, I couldn't help but wonder if they were hot, if maybe they'd ever had hot sex right in the area in front of me. Maybe it had even been discreet, clandestine gay sex, which is terrible, because it would have been the result of all the prejudice and discrimination of the era, but at that particular moment, even thirty minutes after just having sex with Kevin, it was undeniably hot.

A handsome young actor, returning from his audition in a dark suit and narrow tie, enters the apartment, exhaling in relief, finally able to take off the mask of his daily charade. His "roommate," a strapping stuntman in a lumberjack shirt, meets him at the door with a passionate embrace, his hands quickly slipping under a tightly-notched buckle and binding elastic. The actor's trousers fall down around his ankles in a satisfying whoosh, and the stuntman is on his knees in front of him, taking the actor's straining cock into his mouth.

All these people — the actress, the screenwriter, the mailroom guy, the horny gay couple — they were surprisingly vivid, at least in my mind. I could almost see them. I thought of myself as a pretty good writer, but creating characters, the people in my screenplays, had never come this easily to me before.

Maybe this isn't my imagination, I thought. Maybe these were real people, the people who had actually lived in this apartment over the years. Maybe I was somehow peering through the veils of time and seeing things as they really were in the years and decades before.

I kept watching them, these ghosts in my mind, and other ghosts appeared around me too.

A weary man returns from yet another rejection, hungry, wishing they'd at least invited him into the commissary for one good meal of the day. 

A screenwriter punches a wall, certain his idea has been stolen, knowing that somehow someone at that studio had read his script, but also knowing there was no way he could ever prove it.

A matronly woman pleads with the young woman with the tear-stained face to pack her bags, give up her foolish dreams, and come home with her. 

(I admit I also kept seeing the handsome actor and the stunt man, who had moved on from cock-sucking to, um, more. And don't get me started on the married studio executive in the pin-striped suit who had finally come to see the apartment of his fresh-faced personal assistant!)

My mind swam, overwhelmed by all the emotion surrounding me — the struggle, the pain, the passion.

But after ten minutes or so, the ghosts of the past started to fade, and the wash of sleep finally arrived.

I stood up and went back into the bedroom and climbed onto our futon. Maybe it was the romantic night we'd had, or maybe it was the lingering memory of all those hot 1950s ghosts fucking in the front room (or maybe it was a little of both), but I cuddled up next to Kevin, who, even barely awake, immediately noticed I had a boner. We started kissing and soon we were having sex again — hot, middle-of-the-night sex.

There had been ghosts back in that living room, real or imagined, but I had left them behind. I didn't feel dead or even exhausted anymore, the way I'd felt floating out in the pool earlier. In fact, I felt totally alive, the opposite of the ghosts of our apartment, sexy or not. Our move to Los Angeles had been a drag (the actual move, I mean). But now that we were here, I couldn't wait for the adventure to begin. I knew there was absolutely nothing Los Angeles could throw at me that I couldn't throw right back.

As I was lying there in the dark, a question occurred to me: What if I don't have the slightest idea what I'm talking about? But I'd just had more great sex, and this time I did fall right asleep (like most guys), so I didn't get a chance to finish the thought.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I take back what I said before, that I didn't know anyone in Los Angeles. I actually did have one friend, Otto Digmore, and I was meeting him for lunch the very next day.

Otto and I had met at summer camp back when I was sixteen. He and I actually ended up boyfriends. Yes, yes, cue all the share-a-sleeping-bag and circle jerk summer camp jokes, but it wasn't like that. Well, okay, it sort of was, but that's not the point. We'd actually been in love, and we stayed boyfriends after camp too. But he lived in California, and I was back in Washington State, and the long-distance thing didn't really work out for us, so we eventually broke up.

Otto and I tried hard to stay friends, chatting online, buying birthday gifts from each other's wish lists. But since we'd broken up, I'd only seen him twice in person: once when I went to Disneyland with my family, and once when I visited Kevin at school. We were still in touch, liking each other's posts, but we didn't really "talk." I couldn't remember the last time we'd even chatted. 

In other words, by this point, Otto and I were mostly just Facebook friends. 

So did I have a friend in Los Angeles? I mean, Otto probably had his own circle of friends now, a whole Los Angeles life that was all set up and running, like one of those elaborate train models you see at Christmas, everything glued into place. Would there be room for me in his perfect Bavarian village? Or, hey, maybe he'd changed since summer camp. Maybe he'd gone off some crazy deep end, getting into Scientology, or meth, or Call of Duty. Would I even want to spend time with him?

I guess this was what this lunch was all about: to find out if we were just Facebook friends; if we were lunch-twice-a-year friends; or if we were — maybe, just maybe — actual friend-friends. 

But in order to meet him, I had to get to the restaurant. Otto lived in Fairfax, so we agreed to meet at a place halfway between us: Big Mama's and Papa's Pizzeria on Sunset. 

Stupidly, I drove. I'd been in Los Angeles less than a week, so I still wasn't used to the traffic — or, more specifically, the asshole drivers. People tailgated, ran lights, cut me off, didn't let me merge, texted and talked on their phones, and — of course — honked at me or flipped me off, like whatever asshole thing they'd just done was somehow my fault. 

I'm sure it has something to do with all those people being crammed into one city, but it somehow turns drivers into sociopaths. And here I was, tooling around in our little Mazda, totally unprepared for all this, like a fragile fawn on its wobbly legs about to be attacked by a snarling grizzly.

Meanwhile, the day was stinking hot. Even in early September, Los Angeles had this scorching heat, so hot it almost stung, like the sharp jab of a needle at the doctor's office. I wasn't used to this either. 

Remember how the night before I'd been all, Wow, isn't it magical, being in the river of Hollywood history, surrounded by all those hot gay ghosts? By the time I got to the restaurant and found parking, those feelings were almost entirely gone.

The pizzeria was a hole in the wall, more take-out than actual sit-down, though they had a few tables. Otto was sitting at one of them, lost in his smartphone. 

He looked different from the last time I'd seen him, three years earlier. He was a bit thicker, more of a man, but still lean. He was better-dressed than I expected: casual yet somehow expensive. Basically, he looked like almost every other twentysomething guy in this town.

Except for his face.

Otto is a burn-survivor. When he was seven years old, he got into some gasoline with some matches, and it left a scar on his shoulder, neck, and half his face (and also the top of his head where he wears a hair weave, but you'd never in a million years know it). The scar itself is sort of a vague swirl pattern, the gathering of a hurricane, and the eye of the storm is his actual eye.

I'm probably making his scars sound more shocking than they are. If you met him, you'd notice them, and it would probably be the first thing you'd notice. But Otto's face had changed as he'd grown up — the scar had healed more, I guess — and I knew he'd had more plastic surgery too. So now while you'd never not notice the scar, it's not like he's the Elephant Man (not that it would make him a bad person if he was). Basically, he looks no worse than the villain in a James Bond movie.

When Otto and I had been boyfriends, the scar had eventually become sort of invisible to me. He'd just been "Otto," you know? I was sort of embarrassed that I was noticing it again, even if it was actually less obvious than at any time I'd ever known him. 

I was worried he'd catch me staring, so I hurried forward and said, "Otto! Sorry I'm late." 

He looked up. "Russel! Whoa, I can't believe it. You're really here! It's, like, cognitive dissonance."

There was an instant of hesitation, but then he stood up and we hugged. He smelled good, also like every other guy in Los Angeles. But the hug was nice.

"I know," I said, pulling away and sitting. "I can't believe it either. I actually live here! I'm still not used to the heat. Towels that actually dry out between showers, what a concept? But the traffic...that's why I'm late."

"Yeah, you'll end up planning your whole day around the traffic. And wherever you are, the place you need to be is always two hours away."

We didn't say anything for a second. Then I noticed a photo on the wall. 

"Oh, hey!" I said, pointing. "Did you know this was the place that Ellen ordered pizza from during the Oscars two years ago? You know, when she took that selfie with Brad Pitt and Julia Roberts?"

"Yeah," Otto said. "Sorry about that. But the pizza's really good."

Why are you sorry? I wanted to say. I think it's great! Then I realized that things that seemed new and different to me — the Walk of Fame! The place where Ellen ordered pizza for the Oscars! — were probably hackneyed and tourist-y to someone who lived in Los Angeles, someone like Otto.

"How's Kevin?" Otto asked, and this was awkward too. I'd dated Kevin before Otto, and then Kevin and I had ended up together, so my relationship was sort of weird to talk about with Otto.

"He's fine," I said. "We're good."

"I'm glad."

"What about you? Are you seeing anyone?"

He shook it off. "Nah."
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