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Praise for Last Resort


‘If Less by Andrew Sean Greer left a hole in your life, good news: Last Resort will fill it. Fast and funny, it feels like a backstage pass to the book world’


Meg Mason, author of Sorrow and Bliss


‘A brilliant take on what it means to be an artist in a world of endless compromises. Look out, Faust, there’s a new sheriff in town’


Gary Shteyngart, author of Our Country Friends


‘If there’s nothing new under the sun, can anyone be original without lying? Would truth still be stranger than fiction if people were honest in real life? This fast-paced simulacrum of a commercial novel is not out to please the critics. I finished it in a day’


Nell Zink, author of Doxology


‘Last Resort is a strange and beguiling book about the contrivances, connivances and mysteries of creation, with an especially visceral depiction of male anxiety and an absolutely blistering end. A terrific debut’


Joshua Ferris, author of Then We Came to the End


‘With its seductive, chilled intelligence and frictionless style, Last Resort plunged me summarily into a one-sitting read. I came up for air awed by this sophisticated, high-stakes moral drama’


Hermione Hoby, author of Neon in Daylight


‘A propulsive tale of American literary ambition, this novel exposes the status hunger that motivates plenty of writing – far more than writers like to admit. A keenly observed and sharp-witted debut that’s assured from first page to last’


Tom Rachman, author of The Imperfectionists


‘Lipstein asks the timely question: does one possess sole title to one’s own story? A sharply written, headlong romp’


Lionel Shriver, author of We Need to Talk About Kevin


‘Last Resort is witty, profound and blisteringly intelligent. Andrew Lipstein asks major questions about ambition and authenticity and artistic ethics, while keeping me frantically turning the pages to see what happens next. A fantastic, fast-paced and deeply funny novel’


Molly Antopol, author of The Unamericans


‘A delightfully nightmarish satirical chronicle of one young author’s reckoning with the consequences of his own blind ambition. Caleb’s journey had me cringing with pure pleasure’


Antoine Wilson, author of Mouth to Mouth


‘Last Resort is a witty, propulsive and often mesmerizing novel, a kind of creative-class thriller, full of wry social observation and subtle emotional textures, and it builds beautifully toward a bracing showdown between knowingness and self-knowledge. With its insular milieu and quality lit namechecks, not to mention its quasi-satirical anxiety of auto-fictional influence, Andrew Lipstein plays a risky game, and he plays it superbly, with feeling’


Sam Lipsyte, author of Hark


‘Authenticity and possession of stories are the surface themes of Last Resort, but it is really about ambition and emptiness, about a callow young man with nothing to say self-destructively looking for shortcuts in literature and life. But the great irony is that Andrew Lipstein’s impeccably written debut has quite a lot to say, and, as with the best comic novels, his semi-hero’s misadventures have an undertow of real sadness’


Teddy Wayne, author of Loner




To my mom,


Pamela Eve Brownstein
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October 2016






Caleb, it’s brilliant, he said, not listening. Brilliant. He was looking past my ear to the bar, where I assumed our server must be, or some other woman. That our waitress wasn’t conventionally attractive didn’t stop him from making a face at me after she’d introduced herself and walked away. I had mirrored it—raising my eyebrows and sucking in my lips—before taking a sip of water to break the moment.


His eyes came back to me. He clasped his hands, placed them on the table, and began talking. I could hardly listen, I couldn’t stop thinking of the affectations infecting his words—do get in touch, have a go, if I could be so daring, unearned pauses, overemphasized mhms—and how rampant it is in the book world, and elsewhere, like the café by my apartment stocked with people who dress like artists on weekends but spend their weekdays on Slack. He ended his brief soliloquy with something about Mavis Gallant, whom I’d never read and whose name I’d thought was pronounced differently. (I looked it up when I got home; he was right.) This was all in response to a new story idea, which was a response to him asking me if I had my next book in mind—next book, as if the one we were meeting to discuss were already in the past—which was supposed to be a segue from our aimless banter to real business talk. When I told him the new story idea—a party of thirty-somethings where everyone slowly realizes death is present, literally in the room, in disguise, and by the end of the night it will take one of them, so that the entire time they all have to prove how full of life they are—he said, a word or two before I finished, love it, which made me hate it and regret ever having dreamt it up.


Ah, Gallant, I said. He looked at his hand, rubbed his pointer and middle fingers together, then scanned the room. He said he wished we could smoke in restaurants, and then, Thanks, Giuliani, which I thought was an ironic riff on Thanks, Obama, which is already ironic—also the smoking ban was Bloomberg, not Giuliani—but he was apparently sincere. This tarnished some of my assumptions about him, mainly that he should be unflaggingly smooth. Ellis Buford was a quote unquote big-shot agent, a phrase I’d heard from too many people with too little irony. He was taller than I’d expected but less handsome in some inscrutable way. I disliked him the second we shook hands, when he apologized for being late—please forgive my truancy—but all of that didn’t matter, nothing mattered in the face of the fact that he was a big-shot agent who was going to change my life. Yes, the phrase is ridiculous but the concept transcends ridiculousness, the concept being power. Big shot. Those two words were the first my lips formed the second we hung up after he called me out of the blue on the Saturday morning four days before our lunch. I was lying on my couch, drinking coffee, listening to John Wizards at full blast (my roommate was out of town), and playing chess online with my computer on my stomach, a ritual I don’t normally interrupt before it fulfills its purpose, a bowel movement, when my eyes wandered to the window, catching sight of a building in the distance. I recognized it and was taken aback; the building was in Brooklyn Heights, meaning that my window didn’t look south but west. That I’d been mistaken about the cardinal orientation of my apartment for the three months I’d lived there was unbelievable; I was someone who could point north any time of day. I considered finishing the game but I was going to lose anyway, so I put on my slippers and walked downstairs and around the apartment until I found my fire escape. I turned around and found the building again. I was right, I realized; I’d been wrong that whole time, and that’s when my phone rang. Caleb? he said. Yes? I said. This is Ellis Buford. I’ve just finished your novel. Do you have time?


The waitress had seen him look around the room and, misinterpreting, came over with a pen and pad in hand—nothing more than accessories, surely, an ironic, kitsch addition to an atmosphere that seemed designed for readers of Maxim. Reclaimed wood clashed with metallic chandeliers clashed with the mid-century modern furniture and attire. It didn’t make any sense, but nothing made sense anymore, and also sometimes a nice SoHo address is all you need to charge $36 for a lunch lamb shank, which was what he ordered us both, along with a Heineken for him. When the waitress looked at me I forgot I could speak, to save me from embarrassment Ellis said the place had great Manhattans, and I said, That’s great, I’ll have that.


As soon as she walked away he jumped right in, as if we’d been discussing the book the whole time. He told me how he’d position it, and me, the story behind the story, which as far as I could tell mostly meant my age, twenty-seven, which I didn’t think was that young but he seemed to think it was, And didn’t you finish it when you were twenty-four? (I hadn’t, and demurred.) That’s “prodigy”-eligible. Then he spouted a laundry list of words and phrases describing the book and my style, my aesthetic, that he would try out with editors, some of which would end up on the back of the book and eventually in the mouths of critics and booksellers and, if all went well, Terry Gross—and who knows, Seth Meyers? During all this he elegantly wove in his own past successes and what they did or didn’t have in common with how my manuscript might be sold. Something in me disliked this kind of talk, made me feel I should cling to the purity of Art when confronted with the vulgarities of Commerce, but another instinct, a better instinct, made me exhale, sit forward in my chair, put my elbows on the table, and listen intently as this man considered my book in much the same way he considered our waitress as she laid down our drinks.


This is all assuming we can work together, he said, and for a brief moment I revisited a thought I’d spent the past three days convincing myself was irrational: that he’d asked me to lunch only to say the manuscript wasn’t for him, or that it would need considerable work. But he was staring at me. His face betrayed worry. Jesus Christ, I thought, he thinks I have other offers. The excitement passing through me felt like a vulnerability I should hide. I looked at him and smiled bashfully, and then I took a sip from my drink.


How is it? he asked.


Good, I said, as if I could tell, as if I cared. It had alcohol in it. The worry in his face was intensifying. I hadn’t answered his tacit question. I asked myself what exactly I was playing at. I didn’t know. Yes, I said, I want to work with you. He smiled and drank his beer, and then launched back into it. So there are five big publishing houses, umbrellas if you will, but within them are … I didn’t know if he was giving me the benefit of the doubt or if he truly believed I didn’t know all of this, given I’d already admitted to having a Publishers Marketplace account, given I’d asked on our call if he thought he could sell the book in time for the Frankfurt Book Fair. He must’ve known how obsessively I’d researched the landscape, the editors I wanted to work with, the art that would be perfect for the cover, the typefaces. I thought again of Caslon, and deckled edges, and clothbound covers of the most subdued greens, and my mind steadied again only when he said, Ed Pollack might like this.


It would be a dream to work with Ed Pollack, I said, and he nodded, thinking of other names that might impress.


Rebecca Wallace, he said. I don’t know if it’s for her, really, but she hasn’t bought anything substantial in half a year. I thought I hid my reaction to this but he picked up on it and passed a smile that was reassuring, or maybe playful, some mix of sentiments that combined for a flawless response. Perhaps I’d underestimated him, perhaps his sort of grace was more practical. He switched from editors to imprints, naming all the ones I expected and needed to hear and the one that I didn’t want to, PFK.


Hmm, I grunted, my attempt at expressing vague doubt.


No? he asked.


I don’t know, I said. They’ve never really struck me as all that serious.


He looked perplexed and mildly amused. He started balancing his beer bottle in the crook of his arm, the first mannerism of his I liked. He was taking his time to respond.


Are you sure? he finally asked, setting the bottle back on the table.


I haven’t liked some of their stuff, I said. Some of it’s been a bit—


Underedited? He gave an easy smile that said we didn’t have to talk about anything I didn’t want to, but I could tell he’d made a mental note of my exact words. I took another sip. I wished I hadn’t said anything. The air had become thick, and now he wasn’t going to continue naming imprints. Over his shoulder I saw our waitress trailed by a waiter, each holding a dish. They were flat and small, the food on it much smaller. Why she couldn’t carry both I didn’t know. As they laid down the dishes I smoothed the napkin on my lap and wiped my forehead. The food had been painstakingly arranged. I imagined tweezers. The meat was pink, with a layer of oily juice on top, a trail of bright red berries falling off one side onto roasted chard, all of it catching the room’s best light. I picked up my knife and fork. They felt like foreign objects. I almost couldn’t admit to myself that I’d lost my appetite.


By the time I got back to the office—a ten-minute walk I made in five—it was almost 3 p.m. On Ellis’s urging we’d each had four drinks. Another round, he said each time, which was a cool thing to do but it prevented me from changing my drink; I might’ve just saved the bartender some time and ordered a twenty-ounce Manhattan up front. I was at the stage of drunkenness when certain footsteps surprise you, a state that also allowed me to enjoy, possibly for the first time, the modern-day Muzak that pumped through our coworking space, Top 40–esque tracks seemingly gutted of choruses, bridges, and memorable hooks, played at a volume that might be described as enough. I stopped by the kitchen to get coffee and saw that a new pot was brewing, which was good news—those first few drops are basically espresso-strength—and I poured a mug and took it to my desk. I had only two emails, which was also good news, except that one was from my boss, Sneha, sent five minutes after I’d left, three hours ago. Also, Sneha’s face was four feet in front of mine, peering over her own laptop. She smiled and I smiled, and I said that I’d just had lunch with an old friend, that we’d lost track of time. This wasn’t convincing but she passed me a new, different smile that said, Don’t worry about it, man! In our untraditional office setup we don’t punch-in-punch-out. All that matters is that the work gets done. We’re building something here. What we were building was, I was beginning to understand, hard to understand. It made for a fine elevator pitch: We, Parachute, were disrupting the predatory markets of payday loans, overdrafts, and all the other ways Big Finance preys on the poor. It was a worthwhile mission, one which had made explaining my job to family and friends an exercise in pleasure. The trouble was, I’d yet to find an answer to the question that had plagued me since my first day, two months ago, which was how exactly we were planning to make money. Basically, we wired you funds when your account was low, and you paid it back within thirty days without a cent of interest. Dots might have connected if we were some nonprofit, but we’d been backed by some of the most prestigious venture capital firms in the country, meaning smart people had ventured that we’d make a fair amount of capital. Our logo depicted a teddy bear, parachuting.


I tried to read Sneha’s email but I was spending all my concentration on trying to look like I was reading it. Ellis Buford, I thought to myself. I hadn’t told anyone about the meeting beforehand, but suddenly I had the urge to. Louis, I thought. And then I thought: Geoff, Phea, Tim. It was more fun to think of what I’d say than how they’d react. No one would match my joy, surely, and even if they understood how big a deal it was, they wouldn’t be nearly as happy about it as I was. I realized I’d been holding the side of my screen with my hand, as if it needed to be held, and so I started pretending like I was testing it, the laptop’s structural integrity. Sneha looked up at me, I panicked and started typing. I’d last clicked on the URL field in the browser, and it was there that I wrote, hi hi here i am hi Ellsis Buford Ellsi Buford Ellis. I stared at it as if I were proofreading, like nothing could ever be good enough, and then I rubbed my face, and on the tarp of skin between my thumb and pointer I smelled my breath, which had fully absorbed the stench of four $18 Manhattans, $72 worth of Manhattan. It crossed my mind that, despite how chill a workplace we all purported Parachute to be, this would not be tolerated, that if I were caught, worse than being formally reprimanded in a traditional company structure, I’d probably have to suffer a series of stiflingly awkward meetings with a variety of my coworkers covering such topics as respect, communality, and mutual trust. I got up to use the restroom, where there would be mouthwash to gargle, cold water to splash on my face.


This had all started—and by this I mean the events leading up to my first meeting with Ellis—about five months before. Five months isn’t a lot of time, but it’s enough for a life to change in every conceivable way. Back then I was living with a girlfriend I loved, in Gainesville, Florida, a city I also loved, dedicating myself to doing what I loved, which was writing. One night—let’s say it was late May, I at least know it was a Tuesday—we’d just finished eating Mexican takeaway and were lying on our plush living room rug listening to music, and I told Julie, my girlfriend, that I was leaving her. It broke her heart and it broke mine too, maybe more than hers, because I was the one who did it. I wanted to tell her this, but it’s not something you tell someone whose heart you’ve just broken.


Actually, no, probably this all started way before that, two years before. I was living in New York, with a fine job in advertising, when I had an epiphany about my youth—literally, I understood that I was young, and that when you’re young you can do things you can’t do later, like leave your fine job and move to the South to write, insofar as you have savings, which I did, from working six consecutive years at fine jobs while living with three roommates in Crown Heights. Needless to say, this epiphany happened at the end of a late night. I was waiting for the Q train, actually. I don’t mean for any of this to sound flip or frivolous; at the time the decision had as much gravitas as any decision can for someone in his mid-twenties. It would be hard to express how much of a mandate I was ready to give myself to follow this dream, and I’m not someone to give myself any sort of mandate that might defy rationality. In the year leading up to my decision I’d begun to write stories, fiction, at first a few sentences on slow days at work, and then on Sunday mornings, or at night when I couldn’t sleep. Then I started writing on nights after work when I had time, and then I started making time, holing myself up in my apartment one night a week, then a few nights a week, then every weeknight and weekends too. Soon I began to resent every obligation that got in the way, from late nights at the office to dinners with friends to parties I felt I should go to, if only to feel like a social being. I can’t describe those lost hours—never did I not know the time as much as when I was writing—without invoking cringeworthy cliché. It made me feel free. It let me be honest in a way I couldn’t otherwise. It brought me closer to myself. I could write a thousand words an hour, but they wouldn’t be my best words, because I didn’t have my best hours; those came earlier in the day, when I was writing ad copy for Visa, JPMorgan Chase, or Dr. Scholl’s. I figured if I had those hours back not only would I have my best words, I wouldn’t have to squeeze out everything else, all those social obligations I said I couldn’t make, those runs I stopped taking, those empty nights of reading and Netflix—because it turned out that I needed them, that if they were necessary to feel I was living a happy and full life they were also necessary to write how I knew I could. And so leaving New York to write became a random, bad idea that eventually turned into one I thought I should entertain, and soon enough I decided I could either go through with it or resign myself to a lifetime of lingering regret.


The day I decided to do it I called in sick. I used a Craigslist aggregator to search for subleases under $450 in every town between South Carolina, Florida, and Louisiana—the South being a place I’d never experienced and thus could romanticize as my heart desired. I ended up emailing nineteen people and received four responses. I looked up the addresses on Google Street View and various police report databases and chose a place in Athens, Georgia, but the guy stopped emailing me back, so I took my next best option, in Gainesville, Florida. It was a two-bedroom and cost $425 including utilities. It was in a brick house constructed in the sixties on a beautiful block I’d later find out was in the middle of sorority row. Over email my roommate sounded lovely, and she was, and it wasn’t long after I moved in that we became best friends and fell in love. This isn’t the meat of the story but I understand some facts are in order: Julie was in architectural school. She had a wonderful sense of humor and an ability to make you feel like you didn’t need to speak. She had many wonderful qualities and it serves no purpose to dwell on them.


I was diligent, I kept as busy as she did, not a small feat given that she was in school all day and worked most nights until bedtime. In New York I was always cramming in writing time, rushing home from work, buying a sandwich on the way so I could have already eaten by the time I got to my place. But in Florida time didn’t move until you forgot about it, I swear I could’ve kept it 2 p.m. forever just by lying on the couch and watching the clock. Often I’d stare at a sentence until I understood why exactly I had put down those words in that order, until I knew the thought that had tried to express itself and failed, until I knew how exactly it could be done. It was then I got to know the impossibility of writing, of ever truly transcribing the song in my head. In New York I often felt I was succeeding while I wrote, but in Florida there was only failure. Eventually, it felt like I was tearing off a piece of myself but in a good way, like there was now a small skylight in my head, and while I’d never needed the sun before, now all I wanted to do was to find that lit patch of brain and lie in it. In other words, I became aware of the fact that I’d never really written before, that writing is the act of catching an impossibility. What I’d yet to realize is that you also have to find an impossibility worth catching, a subject. Otherwise you’re writing for yourself, and no one pays you to do that. This sucks to learn.


So back to that May night, or actually the months before. Around February I started sleeping poorly, so poorly I’d need ten hours of bedtime to get five hours of sleep. This could have meant only one thing: I was avoiding coming to terms with something, my life, everything. And so I forced myself to be honest, brutally so. I looked back on the past two years with a harsh eye: I had dedicated myself to writing—that is, I’d worked a full day six days a week—producing a manuscript that I’d shopped to every agent whose email address I could find. By the end of April I’d been handily rejected (or, better for all parties, ignored) by each one. There was no clear consensus as to what went wrong; it seemed only that there wasn’t enough that was right, that the book didn’t say enough. This, combined with the fact that I’d put everything I had into it, led me to the realization that I, in fact, didn’t have enough to say. This was something I probably knew deep down even before I left New York, I’d just thought all writers share such an absence, that I would learn to fill in the hole with work, with words. I put the manuscript in the same folder as all my other writing and vowed never to look at it again.


If I was going to justify my existence in Gainesville I knew I’d need a job, and this would mean I would no longer be someone taking a sabbatical from his life to pursue his dream. I would be a waiter, or a copywriter, or a personal trainer (which, it seemed, might be my most lucrative option). Julie was graduating in two years, at which point she’d take a job where she could get one, and I would go with her, and this life—the one that would unfold before me on still-sleepless nights—didn’t seem like it would move me closer to having something to say. No, that life was beginning to feel like an appendage of hers, mostly because hers was the one that felt like it deserved a whole body.


The night I broke up with her I wrote an email to my family—Mom, Dad, my brother Ben—telling them the news. I should have called but I didn’t want to hear their disappointment, or, what was more likely, their relief. (With a lack of words but an abundance of looks, each had communicated what they thought of me leaving a fine job in New York to move to Gainesville.) I didn’t want to see them, or for that matter anyone I knew back home, and even though I knew I’d return eventually, to go straight back would feel like a reversal, an undoing, so I used that email to ask for the family car for the next few months.


This vehicle, a Nissan Altima the color of a wet dog, was a source of contention. If it didn’t hurt so much I would one day like to laugh at all the email threads sewn around it—who got to use it and when and how and why and what legal precedent already existed in the House of Horowitz—but really it was just one long conversation about Justice, all three of them being lawyers, our family being what the Beastie Boys might call 3 JDs and 1 DJ. Anyway. It was only in the context of heartbreak that such a wish could be granted, and after Julie and I spent a week crying and hugging and forgiving each other and crying some more, I drove a U-Haul to New Jersey without stopping and the next morning I was driving west without a final destination.


Though spending every hour alone in an enclosed space after a heart-shattering decision without any idea of my future might sound like a recipe for breakdown, I had two secret weapons. The first was a distraction so immediate it would make kidney stones seem abstract. Two months before I left I developed specks in the vision of both of my eyes. Some resembled cobwebs, others flies smashed on the windshield, but they all moved when my pupils did, sliding gently across the world until inertia settled them, at which point they’d disappear. Floaters, my ophthalmologist said, holding a light up to my eye, nodding to himself like a CSI detective. They’re clumps of protein that harden in the globe’s vitreous and cast shadows onto your retina. Well, I can see them now, swishing around! he said, expressing more glee than I thought appropriate. He told me they normally happen to retirees, that I was just ahead of schedule. If I thought I’d been obsessing over them in Florida, I should have waited until they were spread over the canvas of the bright blue sky for twelve hours a day.


The second way of preventing a big breakdown is something anyone can do: allow yourself smaller, more manageable breakdowns throughout the course of a few days. This might sound like a hard thing to conjure, but when you’re eating a hot dog in a gas station parking lot in the middle of Indiana, watching a meth-ravaged man trying to purchase cigarettes with no money, it’s child’s play. Another option: couch-surf in Kansas with a stranger you found online who won’t look you in the eye as they escort you to your bedroom, which is in their basement and full of Japanese erotica. Also: St. George, Utah, when you are no longer willing to couch-surf, and so you spring for a motel that doesn’t have air-conditioning or Wi-Fi (and you don’t own a smartphone—for reasons of sanity and happiness—which means you are all but asking to be murdered), and it’s somehow hotter than it is outside, which is ninety-two degrees, and in the room next to yours you can hear an older man ostensibly making sweet pillow talk with his wife, and I say ostensibly because over the course of two hours she hasn’t spoken once.


It was at this point I knew that if I wanted to continue avoiding the Big Breakdown I needed to be back in civilization, and so the next morning, after eight hours of pretending I’d soon fall asleep, I drove to the closest Starbucks, ordered their largest, sweetest Frappuccino, and began scouring Facebook for friends in California.


There was a lot of talk of the work hard play hard atmosphere when I joined—it seemed to be the unofficial slogan of every startup in New York—but what we did at Parachute was work moderately and play very little. That was okay by me. For friends at other startups it seemed play hard translated to attend mandatory happy hours at Midtown bars or painfully hip places downtown, while work hard meant work hard.


It was barely 6 p.m. and most everyone was gone. I’d canceled my plans an hour earlier—I’d been too excited to be in the company of other people, too excited not to reveal what I was excited about, which I wasn’t ready to do, not in that group, not until things were more formed—but now there was still enough daylight to make me feel like I should have a night. On the subway, as the doors closed, I thought of uncanceling my plans. After all, my excusing text—late night at the office, sucks, have fun—was reversible. The train pulled into darkness and I lost service, and by the time we got to the next stop I realized the night I’d passed on would serve me no better than one spent alone. My friends Geoff and Orin had invited me to be the fifth wheel at a dinner with them and their WAGs, a term taken from the world of soccer which meant wives and girlfriends (they both only had girlfriends), which was vaguely sexist but they used it vaguely ironically, so it was okay, and anyway their relationships mirrored most of those I’d encountered in my slice of Brooklyn—allergic to traditional gender norms, friendly, progressive, organic, recyclable. We were supposed to eat at a stylized diner—meaning Instagram-ready and overpriced—that I’d been reading about everywhere. I was fine missing out.


When I got off the subway I decided to go to the bar closest to my apartment, a German place, and have a beer and a currywurst. It was a way to celebrate, but more than that it was a way to give this day another handle I could use months, years down the road to remember it by: who I was then, the state I was in before my life would change for good.


I sat there watching baseball, eating, drinking. Again I thought of texting someone about my lunch with Ellis, and for lack of imagination I began scrolling through my list of contacts. Fourth from the top I saw his name.


Avi Deitsch.


I closed my phone, finished my beer, and ordered another.


I woke with the same thought I’d had each morning for the past week: Why did New York birds chirp louder in the fall? This morning was no different, except the thought was now full of a more earnest wonder—I was happy for it, for them, to be woken up and reenter my life. I even postponed my morning routine for a few minutes just to lie there, remembering scenes from my lunch with Ellis.


I could still taste the Hefeweizen and, preempting a hangover, went to the kitchen and prepared the French press. I went back to bed, set my laptop on my stomach, turned on WNYC, and opened my Android emulator app. This was how someone who didn’t have a smartphone and didn’t want to use OkCupid could date online. As a rule I only “swiped” in the morning, before coffee. That way I would not be enthusiastic about anyone I shouldn’t be enthusiastic about, and would not end up on more dates with women who would tell me about their friends when I wasn’t telling them about my job. (That there was a lot of “telling” seemed to be the problem, or a symptom of it.) When I saw a girl who looked like Julie but prettier, conventionally, I swiped left and closed the emulator. I was about to close my laptop when I got a notification that I had an email from Ellis. Editors was the subject line, and the email was a list of nothing but—twenty-four of them from all of the imprints I wanted to send to and more, including PFK. I started to type but saw that he’d just sent another email: Sry I forgot about PFK. Ted Whistler has one of the best reputations out there, and I know he’d love this, but if you don’t want to send it’s up to you. My first thought was that this one-two punch was planned. I saw that the second email had a Sent from my iPhone and the first didn’t. I was being paranoid. Was I also being irrational? No, I agreed I was not. Let’s leave him off, I wrote, and then, I appreciate it. I read it three times and then added, Sent from my fingers, allowing the thrill to course through me before deleting it.


By the time I got to the office Ellis had written back: 23 it is. A minute later, another email: I should go out with the first half today, and the second half tomorrow. I’ll be calling about half the names here to gauge enthusiasm. Some substitutions may be required. Speaking of calling, do you want to talk anything out? Yes, of course I wanted to talk it out, talk everything out, I wanted to know what exactly he’d say to editors, what he’d guess the probability was that any given one would read it, would finish it, would respond, would like it, would offer, what those offers might look like and if he would tell me everything as it happened and how he saw my career, if I was just another manuscript to sell or if he thought I was really doing something new. But this was all still so unreal—that I was even emailing back and forth with Ellis Buford—that I was afraid of interfering in any way, as if I might sabotage myself by saying the wrong thing, by revealing my desire, wanting too much. I’m okay without a call, I wrote. Look forward to hearing how it goes.


I looked around the office, how static everyone was; maybe it was just in contrast to how kinetic I felt. My toes were dancing in my shoes. Editors might be reading my words this very day, words I was proud of, words that were the best I’d ever written, words I believed meant something. They’d be considering whether to buy the book, they’d be sending it to colleagues, thinking about money. This was an idea that had been living in my head, but at that moment it was like a trapdoor released it into the rest of me, and the idea became physical, infiltrating my bloodstream, whisking through every limb and around every organ. My fingers dragged back and forth across the keyboard. I heard the wind outside. Why hadn’t I ever listened to it before? It was pouring itself against the window. Wind, window. Was this a coincidence? Was I high? The feeling made me want to do something, interact with the world, except I was stuck in an office for the next eight hours. There was too much excitement, too much undirected energy inside of me, I couldn’t focus it on work, I needed to use it on something that would be distracting enough to make me not think about the manuscript, and so, preempting self-reproach, I downloaded the Android emulator on my work computer, something I’d previously forbidden myself from doing. I listened to James Brown while I waited. I installed it and opened Tinder. I had a new message from someone named Mel and someone named Sandra. Mel wrote, Howdy ho neighbor-ee-no. She looked hot but evil. Sandra wrote, Ginger boy. Nothing more, like a half thought she decided to write out. Her bio was short: Making it small in the big crabapple. I skimmed her photos. She seemed fun, earnest. I couldn’t really tell what she looked like. In fact, I didn’t remember swiping on her before. In her uncanny spirit I wrote exactly that, Don’t remember seeing you. I opened up the brand strategy document I was working on and stared at it for five minutes before a message alert came. Is this an exercise in radical honesty or self-destructive behavior? I wrote back, Depends on whether or not you’re my therapist. Five minutes later: Who’s your therapist? I wrote, JK don’t need one. Had a good childhood. After ten minutes of pretending I couldn’t care if I got a response, a period I spent browsing the strategy doc and rereading Ellis’s email, she wrote, Let’s get a drink tonight. I looked at her pictures again, triangulating the three best into someone I could imagine existing, walking through a room, picking up a glass. A warm buzz crawled up my chest and out to my shoulders. When it left I checked to see if Ellis had responded.


The Starbucks in St. George, Utah, it turns out, plays John Mayer just as incessantly as the one in Union Square. I pulled on my Frappuccino again, waiting for the caffeine and sugar to wash over a night of terrible sleep. Outside I couldn’t see the Altima, so I moved my things to a seat where I could. This had become a nervous tic throughout my journey, always checking in on it like it was my two-ton talisman.


I’d sent Avi a message at 8:11 a.m. and, at 8:17, got one back.


Caleb! Hello! Great to hear from you! So sayonara to the Sunshine State, huh? I’ve plans tonight, a glut of work actually. But if you’re still around tomorrow I’d be happy to put you up for a night. Got too much space here as it is.


The unnecessary contraction I’ve and his use of glut were enough to make me second-guess myself. He hadn’t changed. Also I hadn’t said I needed a place that night. He must have barely skimmed my message. Why didn’t I know anyone else in L.A.? Was that not a personal failing at my age and demographic? I started writing and stopped, becoming aware he could see I was typing. I copied my message into the URL field of my browser, which I used as a draft space. Ah, I think we’ll just miss each other. Let me get back to you. I went down to our chat box, but instead of pasting it I clicked on his name. He was getting a Ph.D. in English at UCLA. A quick browse of his photos indicated curation with extended family in mind, or maybe in his case professors and peers. He still had very white teeth. He looked less self-conscious than he’d been in college, but who wasn’t self-conscious in college? Who wasn’t insufferable in college? Would I want someone remembering me the way I was back then? Maybe the reason I didn’t have more friends in L.A. was because I too easily wrote people off—and who in L.A. wasn’t easy to write off? Rad, I wrote back, hitting enter before I could rethink it. That works.


Avi was never a friend per se, but calling him an acquaintance would be missing the point. When we knew each other such terms didn’t matter. We went to the same parties, knew the same people, probably shared a few cigarettes on nights neither of us would ever remember. We had the same relationship that many people in our corner of Haverford did; you knew very little about someone but made a lot of assumptions based on how they looked, how they acted, who their closest friends were. He dressed well, wore things I knew were cool but didn’t know how to acquire myself, or how to match other clothes with, or how to wear without looking like I was always thinking about my clothes. Most days I wore white New Balances and jeans. He played tennis, was an editor on the literary magazine, was generally considered quite attractive—he looked a bit like James Dean if James Dean was a bit inbred, if I’m being mean—and yet as far as I heard he didn’t sleep around. When I first saw him on campus I thought he was everything I wasn’t: stylish, graceful, probably Protestant. His cheeks were ruddy and his hair was dirty blond and his forehead made me think of the forming of the Thirteen Colonies. This all hardened into an image firm enough that when he introduced himself at a party, literally stuck his hand out at my chest and said, Avi, I thought he was beginning a sentence about another person. This guy in front of me—a cigarette tucked in his ear, a maneuver I could not pull off except physically—could not be Jewish. And yet.


We went on like that, orbiting each other without ever getting closer or further, the years granting us an otherwise unearned informality. I once submitted to the literary magazine and was rejected from the general email address, and then later that day got an email from him saying he liked it but there wasn’t enough room. In the years since college I occasionally heard his name. Each time the image that came into my head had been a bit more pruned, the small details shed but the trunk remaining—a too-easy concept of someone who didn’t really exist back then and even less now.


When I pulled up to the house I said Fuck, audibly, and then took a picture with my phone. It wasn’t like the L.A. mansions I’d driven by earlier that day, or even that big, really, but you could tell it was built from scratch, commissioned, an act of creativity. The driveway was set on a forty-five-degree slope, such that the front door was a story higher than the street. There wasn’t ten feet of space between the house and those on either side, but the thick messy trees and brambles creeping all around made it seem like an island. I sent the photo to Louis and wrote, hobnobbin with avi deitsch in tinseltown.


I left my things in the car and walked up the stone steps, of which there were so many that they took two landings. I rang the bell and waited. Music filled the house and seeped outside. Talking Heads, a deep cut, very African, pulsing. Avi opened the door, a smile widening his face. This had always been a talent of his, smiling. He was wearing a white bucket hat, a light floral shirt with a recherché pattern, linen pants, and no shoes.


Quite the look, I said. Very Hunter S.


He looked down. I guess I asked for that.


Just don’t go gonzo and kill yourself. It was a poor comment born out of buried nerves, but after a split second of shock his face forgave it.


Fuck you, man, he said, and smiled again. Come inside.


We were off to an okay start. Strained or not, I would have traded some busting of chops for informality. As much as he and I had changed—or as much as we wanted to tell ourselves we had—I couldn’t ignore the reversion to our former dynamic, which was suddenly as clear to me as it had never been, that I actually cared about being liked by him, impressing him even.


It was gorgeous inside, with a vaguely Semitic feel, at least as far as Chagall prints and some decorative menorahs can take you.


Oh, shoes off, he said. And by the way, how the hell you been? I hadn’t written to him why I was road-tripping, or even why I’d left Florida, hadn’t actually talked about it with anyone even over the phone, let alone in person, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to start with him. He was reading something on my face. I must’ve looked pained, or maybe I’d just waited too long to answer. He clapped. Hey man, let me show you your room. He smiled and turned and I followed him. As I said, I’ve got some work to do today, probably will be handcuffed to my desk until dinner, but feel free to wander around the neighborhood and I’ll just leave the door unlocked. We came into a square room with an off-white carpet and nothing covering it. Did he expect me to bring a sleeping bag? He asked if I had his number, and when I opened my phone to check I saw that Louis had texted, more like slobnobbin.


I do, yeah, I said, and called it. His phone buzzed and he held it up, smiling. On his screen I saw that he didn’t have mine.


They’ve got some great lit here too if you just want to stick around, he said, walking over to a bookshelf built into the wall. This is technically their meditation room, but they’ve allowed it to be compromised with some disreputable debris. He held up The Adventures of Augie March and smiled.


Real snuff, I said. Who’s they?


Ah, right, he said. I hope you didn’t think a comp lit master-to-be could afford such a place.


I thought you were in a Ph.D. program, I said, regretting it immediately, because it was an awkward thing to say and also it betrayed that I’d looked him up, that I knew anything about him.


He shook his head. Technically I’m on a Ph.D. path. They don’t take masters otherwise. But no, I’m going to dip out once this summer project closes. He walked to a bare wooden wall, and then looked back at me, apparently amused. You must have thought you were sleeping on the ground. He pulled on a discreet strap, bringing down a king-sized Murphy bed. Ta-da.


I sat on the side of it, pushing up and down with my hands and butt the way people do. It’s really great, I said. I can’t thank you enough.


Caleb. Don’t mention it, he said. Really. He tossed the book on the bed.


I picked it up and held it in my lap. You were saying, I said.


What was I saying?


About the owners of the house.


Ah, he said, his face showing what we’d both started to feel, a corrosion of the cordiality, the hollow it hid. This is owned by—well, I think he’d like to be called my benefactor, though a friend of the family might be more accurate. I don’t know. They’re away to Antibes until September. Then I return to my shack in Los Feliz. And speaking of returning.


Right right, I said, saluting. Godspeed.


The day felt like purgatory. I didn’t want to stay in the house, I feared running into Avi and having to create small talk before we could spend a more substantial time together. I wandered the neighborhood but soon felt the prelude to anxiety and returned. I killed the rest of the hours in the meditation room, I would have meditated if I’d known how. Instead I browsed the bookshelf and then the internet, I tried to nap, I listened to Avi typing, showering, living his day as if I weren’t there. Around 6 he finally popped in, sighed the day’s work away, and asked if I was hungry.


He ordered us pizza from a place that was supposed to be L.A.’s best, he said, adding an ironic raise of his eyebrows, lest he be caught handing out such a sincere superlative. He admitted to not going out that much because of the time requirements of his program and, more so, his financial constraints, which, in my chronic paranoia, I assumed to be a bid for money for the food and got out my wallet. I only have a fifty, I said, embarrassed, and he took it without offering change, which might have been weird but he did it fluently. And anyway, he was providing the beer and liquor, which maybe was just from the owner’s stash but could I really complain, staying gratis in the meditation room of what was probably some local architect’s passion project?


We set up on the back patio. It wasn’t dark yet, and it couldn’t have been cooler than sixty-five, but he insisted on using the outdoor heat lamps. They’d been custom-built for the space, all but invisible until faint orange lines materialized above us. He came outside holding two tumblers, each with one immense square ice cube. On the table were bottles of Campari, Beefeater, and vermouth, as well as the pizza and a bowl of oranges. He sat down and stared into the distance; it was starting to seem like we could be together without the compulsion to talk or move. Soon he made us Negronis, without measuring the ingredients, which I appreciated. He handed me my drink but then remembered the peeler in his pocket, which he used to shave off a long curl from an orange. We clinked glasses and he said we should eat before the food got cold. I thought to make some joke about the heat lamps, but in my head it sounded too harsh.


We ate and talked, each doing our part to poke up the beach ball of conversation. For the impending fear of having nothing to say we drank at a collegiate frequency. Was my social anxiety contagious? Was it all just me? The more I thought about it the more it became an issue, so I reallocated my energy into finding the next thing we could talk about, building a queue long enough to last a weekend. His classes, his neighbors, my family, Fernando Pessoa, Rachel Cusk, people we knew in college, even the stock market were all fair game under the assumption that any words were better than no words.


It wasn’t until our third drink that we found our way into real conversation, when he asked me about leaving Florida. I was caught off guard. I tried and failed to find the words. I thought I was stuttering, but realized I hadn’t said anything out loud when I finally did, my voice hanging in the air, It was hard. In retrospect I don’t know how I didn’t see it coming, that on the first night I was properly drunk, when I wasn’t going to wake up and drive, didn’t have the forward thrust of travel, I was going to break. I felt a wet film forming over my eyes, at that point one of the only parts of my face not glazed with sweat, the heat lamps now at full power, five oppressive streaks of warmth turning what should have been a nice late spring L.A. night into summer in Gainesville, and is there anything worse when you’ve lost emotional control than being too hot? He was looking straight at me but the grainy dusk air must’ve hidden those details, because when he squinted his whole face sank in horror, the horror of having to be emotionally earnest. I started crying, sobbing really, my mouth, throat, and diaphragm colluding against me to produce a truly abject noise I couldn’t believe he had to hear. When I looked up again he wasn’t there, I couldn’t find him until he was a few feet away, taking a seat next to me, touching my back with his hand. I rested my face in my palms and the sobs only got louder, and soon his palm moved up to my shoulders and he gave a fatherly squeeze, first as if he were going through the motions but then he let himself be vulnerable too, and passed real empathy through his skin to mine, and I was surprised, mystified really, at how unalone this made me feel. Can we turn off the fucking heat lamps? I asked, laughing through my tears. I thought you’d never ask, he said, and got up.


He sat back across from me and poured me a glass, this time pure gin. Without the lamps it was even darker than before, but I could see that his face was distorted too, perhaps even on the verge of tears, and, until he spoke, I was amazed by his empathetic capacity. I’m with you, man, he said. I’m there too. I mean, I know you were with her for a while, and it’s not the same, but I just had my own dose of heartbreak. I believed his pain—couldn’t not, now that he’d shed a tear of his own—but there was something contaminating his words, some sort of pleasure or pride. It was as if he were already seeing his pain in the third person. That stage of my own heartbreak seemed forever in the future. It probably was, actually. My pain from Julie wouldn’t recede, because it wasn’t just love lost but an experience that had carved a shape out of my heart. A few weeks ago I got back, or— He looked up, thinking. No, it’s been a week, or ten days actually. I took a vacation to this Greek island, Paros. Sort of a last-minute thing. I thought of his supposed financial constraints, and the $50 for the pizza, and then chided myself for being such a miser. I just needed to get away, really, hadn’t been on vacation in forever and I’ve been in overdrive for so long with this paper and I was, you know, burnt out. I found this cheap cottage on Airbnb and booked a flight for the next day. I didn’t even pack really, I just wanted to read and swim, not speak a word if I could. Well, as I get to the cottage it’s clear it’s not going to be that sort of vacation. He sat forward in his chair and flattened the cloth of his pants. He tried to look like he was thinking but I could tell he was waiting, savoring the moment. It was hard to believe his eyes had just been wet. This place, it was double-booked, or so says the girl that’s already there—like, already unpacked, living there. She’s very charming, you know, very charming and beautiful. I asked if she was Greek. Oh no, he said, somehow amused at the idea. American, she’s very American. Anyway, we can’t figure out who’s supposed to stay there, and, you know, of course it doesn’t really matter because there’s nowhere else to go, we know what the resolution is, and maybe I’m doing her a favor or maybe she’s doing me one, but we agree that we’ll just both stay. Well, there’s one bed, and I bet you can figure out where this is going, and I’ll say it went there the first night.
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