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For Kim Turner




All joy and all desire, for my being,


Are held in you as heat within flame.


—Tosca, Act 3
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Hey, love, don’t turn on me now


I was gonna fight for you.


—Eric Bachmann, “Dreaming”






Movement of dark things in darkness, looking for order.


Looking for some relief from total, all but total, chaos. Dark


things moving in darkness, trying to find some kind of


adjustment, some form of order. I look into the dark and see


darkness, no more light than at the half-imagined edges of these


dark objects. Darkness made up of objects slowly turning,


jostling and turning, slowly turning, trying to discover some


kind of accord.


—“21 Pages” by Robert Lax

















1: GO DODGERS



JUNIOR SAYS HE’S HAD ENOUGH OF JOE’S EXCUSES: IF HE DOESN’T come up with some cash by Friday, he’ll be out on his ass. Joe thinks this is unfair for a number of reasons.


First off, two hundred a week for what’s essentially a closet is bullshit.


Second, it’s not cool for Junior to be so money-hungry. It was only luck that he inherited his grandmother’s house, where he now gets off on playing Filipinotown slumlord, renting out rooms in the dump for way more than they’re worth.


Third, even with all the money he’s taking in, he still hits Joe up for ten bucks here or twenty bucks there with no intention of paying him back, and after six months of this, Joe feels he’s owed at least a bit of grace.


“And now this fucker Paulo, this Brazilian, moved into the room next to mine,” Joe tells Mexican Mike, the two of them hunched over the bar at the Lotus Lounge. “He’s always watching porn when I’m trying to sleep, and I have to pound on the wall to get him to turn it down. I complained to Junior, but he said he doesn’t get involved in tenant disputes.”


“Tenant disputes,” Mike says.


“In a fucking flophouse,” Joe says.


“Flophouse.”


Joe realizes that Mike’s not listening, just repeating words to make it seem like he is. The dude’s been drinking since noon and has more beer than blood in him at this point.


“Anybody want to sing?” the new karaoke guy, Felix, calls out.


The only other people in the joint are Nita the bartender, who’s staring at her phone, and Hoon, who’s even drunker than Mike, so Felix sings himself, belting out “Footloose” like he’s on a TV show.


Tacked to the wall behind the bar are a hundred or so faded and fading photos of customers drinking, singing, and goofing off. Joe spots two dead people without even trying, old Fred and a woman everyone called Mama. He’s only been coming here a few months, and already two regulars have kicked the bucket. There’s a picture of him, too, posing with a young couple from Norway who wandered in one night from their motel up Vermont. He looks like an old man next to them, older than forty-one, an old drunk slurring nonsense and waving a beer bottle. Maybe he’ll be dead soon too.


Mike’s asleep now, his forehead propped in his hand. A strand of drool stretches from his lips to the bar. Why wake him? Why bring him back to this? Joe shakes out a Marlboro and lights up instead.


“What you doing?” Nita screeches in her thick Thai accent. “Outside! Outside!”


“Fuck you,” Joe says. She doesn’t deserve it, but there you go.


He gets up and walks out the door.


Maybe he’s hungry. He heads for Jack in the Box. The sun’s going down, and the sky is blooming like a rose, turning every shade of pink and orange and purple. People take pictures, and an old woman on a bus bench yells, “Que maravillosa, que maravillosa!”


I should be soaking this up too, Joe thinks, and forces himself to stop and watch the show. Every sunset is the same, but each one is different, he thinks, and wonders if it’s something he heard in a song. Even if it is, at least his brain is still working, which is good to know. He’s been feeling stupid lately.


Waiting for his cheeseburger, he texts Matt, who, if he’s scheming to rack up enough trips to earn a bonus from Uber, sometimes lets Joe drive his car and use his account.


You been drinking? Matt texts back.


Not yet


K. You can drive till 3. 50%


75


Take it or leave it


I keep my tips


Night spreads over the city as Joe hoofs it to East Hollywood. Matt’s block is lined with apartment buildings from the 1930s that look like they belong in New York. A film crew has the street cordoned off. They’ve set up lights and cameras and piled fake snow on the sidewalk. Joe joins a crowd watching the filming from behind a barricade. A machine spews more snow, someone yells, “Action,” and two actors in suits and fedoras leap out of an old-timey car and run into one of the buildings.


“They’re paying me five hundred dollars to keep my windows shut,” an Armenian guy holding a baby says to Joe.


“You should ask for more in this heat,” Joe says.


It’s been over a hundred degrees for a week and doesn’t cool down at night. The air’s a greasy slop of carbon monoxide and festering garbage, and transformers keep blowing and blacking out whole neighborhoods. Everyone’s miserable, everyone’s pissed off, everyone’s desperate for relief.


“Maybe they’ll let the kids play in the snow,” the Armenian says.


“That’s not snow, that’s chemicals,” Joe tells him.


The production’s craft services tent fills the parking lot next to Matt’s building. While waiting to be buzzed in, Joe watches a pretty girl eat a bagel. He worked craft services for a while. It was long hours but good pay. He messed up, though, by screwing the boss’s wife, losing a sweet gig for a fuck he was too drunk to remember the next day.


Matt’s elevator is out of order, and Joe gets a sweat going climbing to his third-floor apartment. A bedroom, wood floors, big windows. He must be paying two grand a month at least.


Framed movie posters cover the walls. The Dark Knight, Pulp Fiction, John Wick. Matt’s twenty-eight years old. He came from Chicago to write screenplays but spends all his time driving in order to make enough money to survive. Joe met him at the Frolic Room on Hollywood Boulevard. After an hour of listening to him recount the plots of his favorite Breaking Bad episodes, Joe said, “You say you’re a writer, but all you’re telling me are TV shows. Tell me about your life.”


“My life’s boring,” Matt said.


“You should write about me then,” Joe said. “I was in the Marines, almost got killed in Iraq. I was in prison for a while. My dad shot his brother.”


Matt was intrigued. They smoked some crack and worked out a deal where Joe would tell him all the crazy stuff that had happened to him, and Matt would turn it into screenplays. If anything sold, they’d split the money. For a month or so they got together a couple times a week so Matt could record Joe’s stories. Nothing came of it, and now, a year later, they only see each other when Joe drives the guy’s car.


Matt hands him the fob for his Prius.


“Take it to a car wash first,” he says. “A bird shit all over it.”


His girlfriend—Mya, Myra—is watching TV on the couch. She hasn’t even acknowledged Joe. This pisses Joe off. She thinks shaking her ass in a G-string at Jumbo’s for tourists and slumming squares makes her something special.


“How’s it going?” Joe says to her.


She rolls her eyes, and Matt laughs.


“She thinks you’re creepy,” he says. “Old and creepy.”


“So you’re scared of me,” Joe says to the girl.


“You don’t even exist,” she says.


“Oh, I exist,” Joe says. “I exist way more than you exist.”


Matt laughs again. He reeks of weed. “She’s a fucking diva,” he says. “Forget it.”


“Divas are supposed to be good at something,” Joe says. “What are you good at besides being a bitch?”


“Get this fucking loser out of here,” the girl says. “He can’t talk to me that way.”


Matt steers Joe to the door. “Have the car back by three,” he says.


Joe sees himself snatching one of the movie posters off the wall and smashing it over Matt’s head, then smashing another over the girl’s. If it was ten years ago, there’d be blood and broken glass everywhere.


He drives a chick with green hair to Echo Park, two gay guys downtown, and a rich old hippie couple out to Venice. Two hours in he’s made forty bucks.


The dude he picks up next—Asian, thirtyish, drunk—has a cast on his left leg. Joe helps him into the back seat and stows his crutches in the trunk. He’s going to Koreatown. After asking Joe to put the Dodger game on the radio, he starts giving directions different from the route Waze plotted. Rule number one is never trust a passenger’s directions, especially if the passenger is drunk, but the guy’s adamant, so Joe gets off the 10 and takes Olympic.


The guy, Dave, alternates between texting furiously and yelling about the game. It’s the bottom of the ninth, and if the Dodgers win, he’ll hit a parlay for over a thousand dollars. “Come on, Kenley, strike this motherfucker out!” he screams.


One down, two down, three. Dave explodes, pounding on the back of Joe’s seat and yelling, “Go Dodgers!”


“Bro, bro, bro, I’m so happy right now,” he says.


“Winning’s cool,” Joe says.


“I never win.”


When they arrive at Dave’s destination, a two-story apartment building curled around a small pool, he asks Joe to help him up the stairs to the second floor. Joe is reluctant—the trip has already taken nine minutes longer than it would have if he’d followed Waze—but he doesn’t want to risk the dude giving him a low rating.


He retrieves Dave’s crutches and walks with him to the entrance of the complex. Dave yells through the gate to a guy sitting by the pool, “I’m Chloe in 208’s boyfriend. Can you let me in?”


The guy opens the gate. When they get to the stairs, Dave hands Joe the crutches and uses the banister to pull himself up, one awkward step at a time. Joe stays close, ready to catch him, but he makes it to the top without falling.


“I’m only gonna be here five minutes,” he says. “I’ll give you fifty dollars if you wait and drive me to the bar I’m going to next.”


Fifty bucks free and clear sounds good, so Joe follows him down the walkway to an apartment overlooking the pool. Dave feels along the top of the doorframe and checks under the mat. He finally finds a key buried in the soil of a potted palm.


“Come in and have a drink,” he says. “She’s a bartender, so everything’s top shelf.”


The apartment is spotless. It even smells clean. Nice furniture, nice lamps, nice magazines. The booze is on the kitchen counter. Jack Daniel’s, Patron, Grey Goose. Dave takes two glasses from a rack next to the sink. He pours a slug of Jack into one, downs it, and pours another.


“What your pleasure?” he asks Joe.


“Jack’s good,” Joe says. He tries to stop Dave when the glass is a quarter full, but the guy keeps pouring.


“I’ll finish what you don’t,” he says.


Dave looks through the cupboards and pulls out a box of Ritz crackers. He takes a bottle of ketchup from the refrigerator.


“Hang here,” he says, and leaves the kitchen.


Joe sips his whiskey. How many more trips can he clock before three? A giggle prompts him to step into the living room and peek down the hall. Dave’s in the bedroom. He’s pulled back the bed’s duvet and is crumbling crackers onto the sheets. He squirts ketchup over the crackers.


“What the fuck are you up to?” Joe says.


“It’s a joke on my girlfriend,” Dave replies.


He takes a picture of the mess and sends it to someone.


“I gotta go,” Joe says.


“Drink your drink.”


Dave’s phone rings. He puts the call on speaker.


“That’s right, bitch,” he says.


“I called the police,” a girl says. “They’re on their way.”


“I don’t give a fuck,” Dave says. He unzips his jeans and pisses on the bed.


Joe hurries out the door and sprints down the stairs. He’s pretty sure he could talk himself out of trouble with the cops, but he doesn’t need them running his license and finding something he’s forgotten about. He hops into the Prius and speeds away to the warble of approaching sirens. That’s what you get for helping people. All of a sudden you’re an accomplice.















July 12, 11:45 p.m.




Okay, I’m recording.


Ask me something.


Where were you born?


[Laughter] Seriously?


Just tell me a story.


I was born in Burbank. Hand me another beer. In Burbank. We lived in an apartment on Verdugo, then moved to a house on Parish. By Burroughs High.


That’s not a story. What kind of shenanigans did you get up to when you were a kid?


Shenanigans? [Laughter] You kids and your shenanigans.


What kind of shit? What kind of trouble?


I started drinking when I was twelve, started smoking weed, dropped a ton of acid. Me and my friends basically lived at this park on Olive. None of our parents gave a shit. This one time I was tripping my brains out there. It was midnight, and I was laying on a picnic table, looking for UFOs. I used to do that all the time, be like, “Come and get me. Take me with you.” Sending an SOS into space.


Did you ever see any?


What?


UFOs.


Fuck yeah. Tons.


Aliens?


You want to hear this or not? I was laying on the table, and I heard heavy breathing, like something big, some big animal, was right there. Did you ever stand next to a horse, or, like, an elephant?


I grew up in Chicago, man. Where do they have elephants in Chicago?


At the zoo. They let you pet them on field trips and shit. That’s what it sounded like, like an elephant breathing. Tons of air going in and tons of air whooshing out. I turned my head to look, and what I saw… Check out my arm—goose bumps, twenty-five years later. What I saw was—BOO! Ha! Got you! You fucking jumped.


Is this a stupid campfire story?


Nah, nah, I’m being serious. I turned my head and saw this thing. A black shadow, ten feet tall. It didn’t have eyes, but I could tell it was staring at me. I wanted to yell, but I couldn’t. I wanted to run, but my legs wouldn’t work.


Maybe you were dreaming. Maybe you fell asleep.


I wasn’t asleep.


But you were tripping.


I know what tripping is. This had nothing to do with tripping. This was something super freaky. This thing walked over and put its hand on my chest, and it was so cold, it burned. I passed out, and when I came to, whatever it was was gone.


How long were you out?


Not long. A few minutes. I got up and rode my bike home as fast as I could.


Maybe it was an alien. Maybe your message got through.


It wasn’t an alien.


A ghost then.


I told this goth chick about it, and she said it sounded like a demon, but I think it was Death himself. Death was coming for me, but something stopped him.


What? What stopped him?


I think I’ve got a light in me. I’ve come so close to getting killed so many times, done so much stupid shit and survived, I think I’ve got a light in me that’s stronger than death.


















2: RIDE THE LIGHTNING



JOE’S BEEN UP AND DOWN SO MANY TIMES, IT MAKES HIM seasick to think about it. Whenever he manages to save a few bucks and get a decent place to live or a reliable vehicle, something happens to send him to the bottom of the hill again. He crawled his way out of the gutter after being released from Chino, was working for a painting contractor, had an apartment in North Hollywood, a truck, some furniture. But then his boss got caught selling stolen goods, and there went that. Joe couldn’t find work anywhere else, lost the apartment and the furniture, and ended up sleeping in the truck until he lost that too.


A few years later he was back on track again, thanks to a steady bartending gig at McRed’s, a dive in Van Nuys. Same deal: apartment, truck, TV. Two years passed, and he was starting to save for a down payment on a condo. The owner of the bar made some bad investments, though—at the blackjack table, on the high-limit slots—and had to lay off most of the staff, Joe included. Joe blew through his unemployment, couldn’t get work that paid enough, and ended that slide bunking in a friend’s garage.


His most recent roller-coaster ride started when he scored a job tending bar at a place in Echo Park, the Short Stop. After working there a while he had his ducks in a row again but got into it with the manager over a car she sold him, a Volkswagen Bug that blew up the second time he drove it. The dispute turned ugly, and the bar’s owner took the manager’s side and fired Joe.


That was a year ago, and he’s been on the hustle ever since, taking whatever work he can get, moving from couch to couch, from shitty furnished room to shitty furnished room, no car, no stuff, no safety net. He usually manages to string together enough gigs to make his nut, but this month he got lazy. He just couldn’t deal with all the texting, all the phone calls, all the begging it takes to keep his head above water. All he wanted to do was drink, smoke weed, and sleep. And now here he is, close to flat broke and about to be evicted.


He goes into panic mode, hitting up everyone he knows for jobs. Keith gets right back to him, saying he’ll give him a hundred bucks to help him paint a house if he can be in Los Feliz in an hour. Keith has a good thing going: Rich people who don’t like dealing with Mexicans will pay a premium for a white painter, and he’s their man. He smiles down from his ladder when Joe arrives at the house almost two hours later.


“I know I’m late, but the bus broke down,” Joe says. “Check it out though: I’m gonna give you my phone to hold. That way I won’t be tempted to look at it, and I’ll be able to give you a thousand percent.”


“You don’t have to do that,” Keith says.


“No, man, I do. I want to.”


Keith locks the phone in his black F-150 and sets Joe up with a cordless sander, a mask, and a ladder. His job is to prep some siding on the back of the house, removing as much of the old paint as possible. It’s grunt work, hot, dirty, and boring. Sweat mixes with dust to muddy Joe’s sunglasses, and he tosses the mask because it makes him feel like he’s suffocating. If all the poison he’s run through his lungs thus far hasn’t killed him, a little lead paint surely won’t.


The house is a Tudor fantasia from the thirties with a pool and small guesthouse. Joe can see the Hollywood sign from atop his ladder. After a couple hours he begins to regret surrendering his phone. What if he misses a call about a real job?


Keith appears and asks if he brought water.


“I didn’t have time to stop,” Joe says.


“There’s a cooler in my truck,” Keith says. “Make sure you stay hydrated.”


As soon as he says this, Joe realizes he’s parched. He descends the ladder, cleans his sunglasses as best he can with his sweaty T-shirt, and walks out front to the F-150. The cooler’s in the bed. Joe guzzles one bottle of water and rolls another across his forehead. He can see his phone on the passenger seat. He tries the door, but it’s locked. The driver’s side too.


He returns to the backyard and sits on a chaise to drink the second bottle of water. He’s listening to bees buzz and watching the pool skimmer make its rounds when he feels eyes on him. A coyote is staring from an overgrown corner of the yard. Joe yells and waves his arms, but instead of fleeing the animal walks to the pool and laps at the water. You don’t usually see them in the middle of the day, which makes Joe worry this one might have rabies or something. He yells again.


The door to the guesthouse opens, and a woman steps out, curious about the hubbub.


“Careful,” Joe calls to her. “Coyote.”


“Holy shit,” the woman says, backing up.


Joe grabs a broom leaning against the wall of the house and cautiously makes his way around the pool. “Git!” he yells. The coyote stops drinking and stares at him again. Joe slaps the broom on the surface of the water. “Git!” The animal bolts for the rear of the property, and Joe follows.


“Don’t hurt him,” the woman says.


The coyote scrambles onto the brick ruins of an old fireplace, glances once more at Joe, then hops over the fence and disappears into a stand of bamboo in the neighbor’s yard.


“He comes around all the time,” the woman says.


“Better keep your cats inside,” Joe says.


“Too late.”


Joe gives the woman a look.


“Joking,” she says. “Sorry.”


She could be anywhere from thirty to forty. Not thin, not heavy, five-six, five-seven, curvaceous. Her dark, curly hair is cut short, which makes her big brown eyes look even bigger, and she’s got a bright smile and expressive lips. Her whole face is expressive. Joe feels like he could read her every thought there if she wasn’t careful. She’s barefoot and wearing cutoff jean shorts and a Metallica T-shirt that Joe’s sure is another joke.


“You could make the fence higher,” he says. “An extra foot would keep him out.”


“I’ll tell my sister,” the woman says. “It’s her house.”


“Lucky her.”


“She’s an attorney. She’s got all the money in the whole wide world.”


Joe gestures at the woman’s shirt. “Name one Metallica song.”


The woman pulls the shirt away from her body and looks at it like she’s never seen it before. “I didn’t bring enough clothes, so I pulled this out of a drawer,” she says. “Are they your favorite or something?”


“I liked them when I was a kid,” Joe says.


“But now you’re into classical, right? That’s why you’ve got all the tattoos?”


Feeling self-conscious, Joe glances at the junk ink that’s accumulated on his hands and arms over the years. “Beethoven might be in there somewhere,” he says. “You don’t have any?”


“Not yet,” the woman says.


Keith calls to him from the pool deck. “I need your help with something out front.”


“You’re gonna get me in trouble,” Joe whispers to the woman.


“Don’t blame me,” she says.


Joe joins Keith, spieling about the coyote as he goes. “It was fricking huge.” He’s sly about watching the woman go back inside the guesthouse. She’ll be the highlight of his day for sure. Everything’s been so goddamn ugly lately, he’d forgotten there were pretty things like her in the world.


When he and Keith finish unloading a bunch of five-gallon buckets of paint from the truck, Joe finally cracks and asks for his phone. There’s a text from Wahid wondering if he’s free to work at his family’s liquor store tonight. Absolutely, Joe replies.


He and Keith knock off at four. Keith asks if he’s free tomorrow, says he can use him the whole day.


“I appreciate it,” Joe says. “My landlord’s breathing down my neck.”


A silver Discovery pulls into the driveway and parks next to Keith’s truck. The woman who gets out resembles the woman from the guesthouse but older and grouchy. She nods at Joe and Keith. The teenagers with her, a boy and a girl, don’t look up from their phones.


“How’s it going?” the woman asks.


“We’re right on schedule,” Keith says.


“Awesome,” the woman says, already thinking about something else. She follows the kids up the steps to the front door of the house.


“Just so you know, there was a coyote in the backyard earlier,” Joe says.


“Yeah, they’re a problem around here,” the woman says.


“I showed your sister where it came over the fence. If you want, I can build it up there so it’ll be too high for them to jump.”


“How much would that cost?”


“I’ll do it for a hundred bucks plus the lumber.”


“Sure, go for it,” the woman says, and walks into the house.


Keith shakes his head. “Fucking Joe Hustle,” he says.


“Got my mind on my money and my money on my mind,” Joe replies.















July 22, 10:05 p.m.




I was chasing a pint a day with a twelve-pack and snorting all the coke I could afford. I wanted to clean up and figured the Corps would be a good place to do it, so I enlisted.


And they took you?


This was in 2001. They were taking anybody, getting ready for the shit that was about to go down. I sobered up enough to pass the piss test and was in.


Did it work?


What?


Did you clean up?


I did pretty good my first year, until we went over to Iraq. My regiment was one of the first across the border.


Awesome. Tell me a war story. A good one.


There’s no good war stories, bro.


















3: HOW TO GET TO HEAVEN



KEITH GIVES JOE A RIDE TO JUNIOR’S AND SAYS HE’LL BE BACK to pick him up in the morning. When it was built in 1910, the big two-story Craftsman was one of the nicest houses on the block. Now it’s a wreck, the foundation cracked, the frame made flimsy by termites and dry rot. The cheap apartment buildings that surround it went up in the sixties and seventies. They used to be full of Filipinos, but these days it’s Guatemalans, Salvadorians, and Hondurans. Late at night Joe hears the old house groan, ready to lay down its burden, ready to fall in on itself and get some rest.


Robert and Candy are smoking weed on the porch, lazing on a cracked vinyl couch. They rent a room on the first floor. One or the other might be on the run.


“You look like a working man,” Robert says. “God bless working men.” He offers Joe the joint.


“Nah, I’m gonna be in and out,” Joe says.


Candy strums a ukulele. “Working man,” she sings. “Working man. Kissing the ass of the ruling class.”


Stepping into the house is like stepping into an oven. Joe feels like he’s struggling to breathe through a rag tied over his nose and mouth. Junior is lying shirtless on the living room floor in front of a big industrial fan. He weighs three hundred pounds, and his tits sag like an old woman’s.


“Got my money?” he says.


Joe hands him sixty dollars and promises more tomorrow.


Junior sits up and holds out a machete. “Look at this.”


“I’ve got to grab a shower and get going,” Joe says.


“Come on, check it out.”


Joe takes the machete and swings it back and forth.


“That’s a barong,” Junior says. “Weapon of choice for Moro suicide fighters in the Philippines during the rebellion against the Americans.”


Junior’s family has been in the U.S. for a hundred years, but lately he’s been getting in touch with his heritage. A few months ago he took to wearing a pointy straw hat he bought at a Philippine cultural festival, said it was the traditional hat of his people, and now it’s this machete.


“Suicide fighters?” Joe says.


“Crazy fucking Muslims,” Junior says. “They charged the American riflemen carrying just these blades after wrapping rope around their arms and legs to slow the bleeding in case they got shot. Fucking badasses, bro. Fucking jihad.”


You don’t know shit about jihad, Joe thinks. He hands back the machete and asks Junior what he’s going to do with it.


“You can do a million things with a machete,” Junior says.


Joe’s room is on the second floor of the house, up a creaking staircase. He unlocks the padlock that secures the door. The room is eight feet by twelve. Big enough some days, nowhere near big enough others. The single tiny window looks out on the pink stucco of the apartment building next door. The bed, dresser, card table, and folding chair were here when he moved in. He’s proud of not needing anything more, proud that everything he owns fits into a backpack.


He turns on a fan to stir the hot air and gathers up his kit bag, towel, and a clean shirt and jeans. The door to the bathroom down the hall is locked, somebody in there, so he has to shower in the one downstairs. The tub, toilet, and floor are disgusting. Junior has a maid in once a month, but that’s not often enough with eight people living, cooking, and shitting in one place. The secret is not to focus on anything. You have to get in and get out without looking too closely at whatever the hell that is on the tile next to the toilet. The hot water runs out while he’s washing his hair.


Returning to the second floor, he hears a door open as he reaches the top step. He peeks around the corner to see Janey the Jesus Freak, who lives in the room at the end of the hall, come out of the bathroom. Janey watches fire-and-brimstone preachers on TV and slides tracts with titles like “How to Get to Heaven” and “Now the End Begins” under everyone’s doors. Any conversation with her turns into a sermon, so Joe waits until she’s in her room before going to his.


He opens a can of tuna. He keeps his food in his room, cold stuff in a foam cooler, because the house is full of thieves. The ice in the cooler has melted, but his Diet Cokes haven’t gotten too warm yet. He drinks one with his sandwich, Fritos, and banana.


After he finishes eating, he carries the cooler down to the kitchen, fills it with ice from the filthy refrigerator, and takes it back up to his room. Robert and Candy are with Junior in the living room when he heads out. They’re watching a show about people who live in the Alaskan wilderness, Robert idly waving the machete over his head.


“Later, Joe,” they all say like it’s some kind of shared joke.


Joe splurges on an Uber to Wahid’s liquor store. It’s on Sixth east of MacArthur Park, next to a steam-table Chinese restaurant with a health department rating of C. A steel grate plastered with ads for Tecate and Marlboro protects the front window.


Wahid’s behind the counter. His family came from Pakistan twenty years ago, when he was twelve. Joe met him when they were both doing phone sales, pushing solar setups out of a boiler room in Glendale. Wahid was also clerking at the family store and driving a taxi, and Joe was bartending at night. They bonded over the fact that they were both hustlers, and kept in touch after the boiler room shut down. Wahid eventually began giving Joe occasional shifts at the store.


Wahid is wearing a dress shirt and tie this evening and has his Pakistani music turned up loud. “My friend, good to see you,” he says to Joe.


“What’s happening?” Joe says. “You getting married?”


Four more Pakistanis, dressed up like Wahid, spill out of the stockroom, laughing and singing along to the song that’s playing.


“It’s my mother’s birthday,” Wahid says. “My nephew was supposed to work, but he’s sick. Thank you for coming in.”


“Anytime,” Joe says.


“Here are my cousins from San Diego. Guys, this is my buddy Joe.”


“Hey, Joe, where you going with that gun in your hand?” one of the cousins sings.


Wahid says he’ll be back around midnight. He follows his cousins out to a minivan parked in front of the store. They’re all still singing as the van drives away.


Joe turns off the music and settles in behind the register. A TV mounted on the wall above the beer cooler shows the views from four security cameras, three inside the store, one outside. A sign above it says SMILE.


A man comes in and buys a quart of Olde English. A girl pushing a stroller uses an EBT card to pay for half a gallon of milk and some Flaming Hot Cheetos and counts out nickels and dimes from a Ziploc bag for diapers.


Between customers Joe plays poker on his phone. He used to watch tournaments on TV and got to thinking it might be an easy way to make some money. He started going to Commerce and playing low-stakes hold ’em, but every time he sat down at a table, he got his ass handed to him. Playing there wasn’t like playing with friends. Everyone was so goddamn serious, telling him to shut up whenever he made a joke. And he discovered winning had little to do with luck. It was all about numbers, and he has no head for numbers. He also might have done better if he hadn’t drunk so much while playing.


He sells a pint of whiskey, a pint of tequila, two cans of beans, a dozen tortillas, and a jar of instant coffee. And lottery tickets. Lots of lottery tickets. Scratchers, Powerball, SuperLotto, Fantasy Five.


An old man in a Dodgers cap steps up to the counter and says, “Cuatro.”


“Cuatro what?” Joe says.


“Where’s Wahid?”


“It’s his mom’s birthday.”


“He knows what I want.”


“Well, he’s not here.”


The old man blinks his watery red eyes. The wrinkles on his face look like furrows left by a rake drawn through dust. “Four of them little vodkas,” he finally says. Joe grabs four Smirnoffs from a display of airplane bottles. “And one of the dollar scratchers.”


The old man methodically scrapes the ticket with the edge of a quarter. As each number is revealed, he brings the ticket close to his eyes and squints to see if it’s a match. Not tonight.


At ten Joe steps outside for a cigarette, smokes it standing in the doorway. Another hot summer night like this one comes back to him so clearly he flinches, another night when he stood smoking in a doorway, fluorescent light behind him, watching traffic roll past. He was young then, and happy about something, but that’s all he remembers. Couldn’t tell you what street, what year. These moments when the time line of his life doubles back and crosses itself always come out of nowhere, sucker punches.


A speed freak scuttles toward him, a little zombie girl looking over her shoulder and mumbling to herself, tugging at her oversize Minnie Mouse T-shirt and swiping at the black tears crawling down her cheeks.


“Can I use your bathroom?” she asks. She walks in a circle, stuck in fifth gear.


“It’s out of order,” Joe lies.


“Let me have a cigarette.”


“This is my last one.”


The girl scoffs at this and zooms off down the sidewalk, collides with a woman carrying a basket of laundry, screeches, whirls, and disappears around the corner.


Joe sells beer and a bag of chips; beer and Gatorade; beer, a bar of soap, and a pack of tube socks. A woman asks if he’ll break a hundred. No bills over twenty. He IDs a kid for cigarettes and gets told to fuck off. Around eleven he’s staring at the TV above the cooler and sees someone tagging the Tecate banner outside. He runs out and chases the asshole off.


Things slow down after that. He plays more poker. He spins a quarter on the counter, clocking how long he can get it to go before it falls. Wahid returns at twelve-fifteen with one of his cousins. They’re both drunk.


“Everything cool?” Wahid asks.


“Nothing too crazy,” Joe replies.


Wahid gives him a hundred in twenties and says to take a pint of whatever he wants. He walks back to Junior’s, cracks the Wild Turkey on the way. Everyone’s still out on the street, trying to cool down. Old folks gossiping, kids riding scooters, teenagers groping against cars. Tonight, Joe loves them all. Whiskey’s good that way sometimes.







OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
M

MULHOLLAND
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/9780316568494.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
JOE
HUSTLE

A NOVEL

RICHARD
LANGE

m

MULHOLLAND BOOKS
LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY

NEW YORK BOSTON LONDON





