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Pornography was making Elliot sad.


When he’d first taken a job as associate editor at Raunchy magazine, he’d expected a certain underworld glamour, at least, a little noirish romance perhaps, and for sure, a lot more money. After all, despite being strictly legal, he was dwelling in the realm of what the cops on TV still sometimes called vice, and if vice didn’t pay, then what hope was there? So far, he’d barely left the office. Soon enough, adventure and desire would come knocking, followed swiftly by danger and fear, but for now they were nowhere on his morning to-do list. Today there was only one unsolved mystery open on his desk: What was there left to say about a naked woman?


He lifted his eye from the loupe and sat back from the light box, where the sleeve of colored slides glowed like a stained glass window illuminating the stations of the pornographic passion play: clothed, half clothed, naked; touching herself here and there; standing, sitting, splitting. He picked up the smudged photocopies of the model’s ID and signed release: Leontynka Smejkol, citizen of the Czech Republic. She looked pale and glum in her passport photo, bundled in a scarf, a depressed sister to the prancing, eager fawn in the slides, sprawled and squeezed into a dozen contorted forms on the cheap bedroom furniture Elliot recognized from other sets by the same photographer, slathered with makeup, hair piled and permed, dressed in black plastic hip boots and gloves, and smiling like Miss America.


But no all-American gal would give so much for so little. According to the model release, she had received two hundred dollars, which a top stripper could earn dancing on a single lap. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, it was mostly Eastern Europe and Russia that fed porn’s insatiable hunger for new bodies. Was poor Leontynka being exploited? Of course. But this was also no doubt the most money she’d ever made, probably for the easiest, least degrading work.


So what was Elliot’s excuse? He was a highly educated, twenty-five-year-old American pissing away his prime for $6.9230 an hour after taxes if you figured on a ten-hour day. Unlike his employer, he didn’t deduct for lunch. He reasoned anytime his job required him to be where he wouldn’t otherwise choose, it was work. He also, therefore, included his driving time to and from the office, as well as the five-block walk he made twice daily to the closest free, legal street parking.


For Elliot, work was war. Or rather, since it was all too obvious who’d won this class war, work was a kind of POW camp. You did what you had to do to survive, jumped and saluted, laughed at the commandant’s jokes and pledged allegiance, but in your heart you remained an enemy and you kept up the struggle with what few weapons remained at your disposal: complaining, loafing, petty theft. Every illicitly licked stamp or pilfered pen was a tiny raise, each afternoon crossword session in the men’s room stall a triumph of the human spirit.


That said, his piss-poor attitude had an upside, efficiency-wise. It made him a demon for deadlines: he’d rather slit his wrists than spend his off-hours worrying about the unwritten copy sitting on his desk. He reserved that personal time for thinking about how he wasn’t getting paid enough. He’d become a kind of porn magician, glancing at each photo just long enough to improvise a backstory for the inane action, pulling aliases out of a name-your-baby book, and churning out the copy as fast as his fingers could type, often in a single draft:




“I have always fantasized about feeling two dudes in my butt at one time,” big dreamer Donna declares. “Everyone laughed and said it was impossible. But I wasn’t going to let negative thinking hold me back and ruin my Christmas!”


“I’m a romantic at heart,” lovesick Leslie sighs. “That’s why I shave my quim. Every morning I think, this could be the day I meet my prince.”





Elliot sat back with a sigh and flexed his tired wrists. Could he get workman’s comp for porn-related carpal tunnel? The saddest part was that this was by far the best-paying job that he had ever held and the one that made the best use of the master’s in English and Comp. Lit. that he’d ruined his credit struggling to pay for. It was, frankly, the only time he’d been published anywhere or that anyone had ever paid him to write. If he’d sold his soul, then what was truly obscene was the price. The wages of sin were, as it turned out, disappointingly low. Such was the labor of lust.


His duties at Raunchy were several, and included editing, journalism, and fiction writing, often all at the same time. Under an assortment of pseudonyms, he would write an article on, say, “How to Spot a Nympho,” fill it with expert medical quotes and statistics drawn from his own aching head (“A nympho will sleep with anyone, a slut will sleep with anyone but you”), write the cover lines hyping it, then edit and respond to the letters attacking it, in one case promising an irate reader that he would fire himself. He also wrote his own letters, scorching confessions of debauchery attributed to some Suzanne or Collie or Jill, then answered the mail the girls received from eager suitors, mostly men in uniform—soldiers, sailors, convicts, and the occasional janitor. But the heart of his work, the lifeblood of the magazine, was the girl copy. These little soliloquies that accompanied the photos, the fake names and ridiculous personalities he invented each month, were, he was told, why men bought the magazine. Elliot found it hard to believe. Text seemed entirely superfluous, and he was sure you could reprint the phone book next to an open crotch shot and sell just as many copies, but the mail proved him wrong. If Elliot said that a moonfaced blonde diddling herself in a VW Microbus was a “flower child” who adored Jerry Garcia and longed to spread “free love,” some old freak wrote in claiming to be a dead ringer for the bearded fat man. If he had a single mom with three kids and fake pointy nails call herself a hungry cougar, a whole frat house volunteered to be her prey. It seemed that they weren’t buying sex after all; they were buying desire, the chance to fantasize, and Elliot’s overheated brain was the sweatshop that provided the dreams.


There was something oddly poignant about these letters. They were protestations of faith, gestures of hope that, against all evidence to the contrary, there existed some enchanted valley somewhere full of women whose highest aspiration was to get down and dirty with them. After all, utopia is where the desires of others somehow exactly match your own, and in this way porn, like the romance novels these men’s wives and sisters and moms might be reading (when they weren’t peeking at Raunchy too), was a species of fantasy. Or perhaps sci-fi. They seemed happy just to know the promised land existed and that he, their surrogate, was reigning in it as a prince of the realm. “You have the best job in the world,” a typical fan letter ran. “I wish I could be a Raunchy editer.”


Even more astounding to Elliot than the men slathering over the make-believe women, were the scores of eager, real-life women begging for a chance to become make-believe. Each issue contained amateur photos sent in by ordinary women in polyester lingerie with framed portraits of the kids visible on the wall in the background, posed on waterbeds with whiskey bottle collections on the shelves or proudly displayed atop a bright red Camaro. Elliot spent many hours with his nose inches from these Polaroids and blurry snapshots, reading the questionnaires the contestants filled out and spotting, through his magnifying glass, the objects in their homes and trailers, the Jesus posters and World’s Best Mom mugs, the self-help books and Marilyn Manson CDs. Many were strippers from Lubbock or Cincinnati or Myrtle Beach, hoping for an “as-seen-in-Raunchy” boost to their résumés, and some were hopelessly reckless party girls headed straight for rehab or prison—like Deenie, an eighteen-year-old dropout captured butt naked on the kitchen table with a homemade tattoo on her leg that read Beer in a first-grader’s slanted scrawl—but most were regular folks: secretaries, dental hygienists, waitresses, and warehouse workers with husbands and kids. Maybe, if you spent all day separating chicken parts or answering 411 calls, spreading your legs for the world felt like freedom and empowerment. The most popular fantasies were lesbianism, being the star of a gang bang, or having sex in the rain, and the number one hobby was writing poetry. That had once been Elliot’s hobby too.


Of course, these were Elliot’s relatively normal readers. Every morning’s mail delivered smeared, scrawled, misspelled pleas and provocations from the insane, the perverse, and the moronic.




Dear Raunchy, I am a virgin (45 y.o.) who loves to masturbate outdoors. I am very excited that there are girls like Brittany in your June issue who like to have sex in cars, buses, elevators, and playgrounds. I would definitely subscribe to your fine magazine but my mother wouldn’t allow it.


Dear Raunchy, as a natural, pure Aryan racialist I was disgusted by that race-traitor Chrissy (Chrissy, Buck, and Leroy: 2 Black, 2 Strong, 2 Long). That slut deserves to die of AIDS. And so do you for printing it you Jew bastard.


Dear Raunchy, Thank you for the hot, hot three-way with Chrissy. She’s almost as hot as my wife. Do you know if those two studs could do her? She and me would both really appreciate it.


To the Editor, Jesus tries to break into my house every night. He can make himself small to crawl in the drain or huge to crush me in his giant hand. Insane Catholic cannibal eat the flesh and drink the blood of God. My doctor said if I wrote you any more letters he would put me away. Can you help protect my rights to free speech and religion?


Dear Editor Sir, I am wrongly incarcerated for a crime I did not commit. Can you help me get a new lawyer and send some free magazines?


Dear Raunchy Editor, Why don’t you show more Dutch girls with very large bottoms and blond bobs?





Elliot slouched forward, face in his hands. There was no end to this parade of human folly. Like Miss Lonelyhearts, driven mad by his desperate readers’ ceaseless pleas for answers where there were none, Elliot had nothing but lies with which to comfort his yearning flock. Weird as they were, at times their desires seemed no more ridiculous than his own: a job he liked and someone who liked him.


The door popped open, catching Elliot in this slump of despair, spiritually naked in his shirt and tie. It was the mail room clerk, a slightly younger soul in a slightly worse tie and mismatched shirt, his face still bursting with acne, his sweaty fingers staining the mail in his cart.


“Hey …” he mumbled, dumping yet another stack on his desk along with a copy of the new issue, hot off the press. “Cool issue.”


“Thanks.”


Elliot picked it up. November 1994. The cover lines blabbed about a feast all Americans will be thankful for, breast and leg lovers both, along with extra gravy and plenty of stuffing, but the real treat was stills from a scandalous home video featuring Eddie Hex, a washed-up metal drummer who’d built a career around hard partying, light Satanism, and heavy Brit schlock rock, and his wife, Sindy Lou, a bikini model who starred in a show about cops patrolling LA’s beaches disguised as bikini models. Apparently there were no bikinis or cops on their yacht, just lots of drugs and champagne.


Ahoy, Mateys! Elliot’s copy blared. It’s yacht rock around the cock with buoyant beach babe Sindy and drummer hubby Hex, who shows off his stick work on this cooze and booze cruise!


The response from the lower regions of the media world had been uproarious, with the tabloid press, afternoon trash chat shows, and late night comics gleefully jumping into the warm water. Flipping through, even Elliot had to grin. His phone rang and he picked up.


“Gross,” he said.


“You’re dead, mate,” a smoky British throat gargled. The accent was extra-thick working-class English, the scratchy, boozy timbre pure scotch. “I’ll rip your bollocks off and feed ’em to me bulldog, you fookin’ tosser.”


Alarmed, Elliot asked, “Who’s speaking please?” his voice cracking, which alarmed him even more. The voice cackled and hung up. Great. The first death threat of the day. At least it woke him up, adrenaline coursing through him like no espresso ever could. His hands shook. He sat down and used his tie to dry the sweat that beaded on his forehead, despite the frigid AC. You’d think you’d get used to it, but he never did. All he’d really done was answer an anonymous email offering the tape, then exchange a copy for a first payment with some messenger on a motorbike who never even removed his helmet.


Breathing deep, Elliot checked his watch: 11:31. One more photo set before lunch. Sipping lukewarm coffee, he reached for the next folder on his pile, the immediate, urgent, right-now pile, that is. The bodies were stacked everywhere in his small office. The teetering towers of folders reached past his head, organized into Girl, Girl/Girl, Girl/Boy, and Other. He’d tried, at first, to create substacks based on hair color, costume, and so forth, but it quickly became clear that was impossible, like trying to sort snowflakes in a blizzard.


This folder, however, was special. It contained next month’s cover girl, a spot still personally chosen by the boss and founder each month, in this case January. (Not that January was really next month. Since newsstand shoppers tended to buy whatever seemed newest, porn magazines had started competing to be earlier. By this point, the January issue would come out in early December, which meant it had to be in production well before that.)


Elliot could see what his boss had seen in Miss January. Yes, she was lithe and lovely with auburn hair tumbling over narrow shoulders to a snowy bosom, a lucky combination of youth and genes. But that was true of thousands of LA women—everyone here had been the cutest girl or boy in high school. One thing about Hollywood: even a nebbish like Elliot could go to dinner and be waited on by the King and Queen of the Prom. What was extraordinary about this model was her ordinariness. With her wide grin and sparkly blue eyes, she looked … nice. This was the sad truth at the heart of Elliot’s business: research showed, over and over, that whatever Raunchy’s readers thought they wanted—bigger, harder, softer, wetter, weirder, badder—what they instinctively responded to, what made them stop and hand over money, was a sweet smile and kind gaze that seemed to be just for you. It was rarer than it seemed. After all, how many of us really live next to the girl next door?


And this girl—what was her name again? Egad. Crystal Waters!—Crystal had that homemade goodness coming out of her ears. Or eyes. Or something. Honestly, it troubled Elliot a little. He realized, as he crouched over his light box again, staring into the loupe, that he was pressing down hard enough to leave a ring on his cheek, as if instead of staring at a two-inch colored slide, he’d been peering into a microscope, studying some exotic life-form, or better yet, into a telescope, gazing up at the heavens. In other words, he was daydreaming, which was something he could only afford to do at night. Yet, he found himself feeling—not turned on or amused, shocked or tickled—but touched. She seemed real, even familiar somehow. Was it possible they’d used her before? He flipped through the sheets of slides, searching for the paperwork that accompanied each set, which would give him her real name and location. But there was nothing. He checked his desk, the floor. Nope.


This was unheard of. Existing as they did one small step inside the law, perpetually prepped for a raid or a lawsuit, they were absolutely scrupulous about such matters. Elliot was trying to decide what to do about this, and trying to think of a way not to have to do anything, when right on cue, his phone buzzed. This time Elliot jumped, as if his fight-or-flight response had been triggered, but since neither was possible he just sort of ejected from his desk chair for a second, then cleared his throat and lowered his voice to a laconic baritone:


“Hello?”


“Hey, it’s me.” It was Margie, the art director and his real-life girl next door, calling from her own office down the hall. “You sound weird. Do you have strep again? It’s from the AC. I told you to bring a scarf to work.”


“No.” He breathed a sigh of relief and sat back into his seat. “Just deep in creative thought.”


“Well then, you better wake up,” she said. “The Ear Guy is here.”













2





Margery Chow, dimpled and bespectacled, with an Alice band on her long black hair and an angora sweater protecting her shoulders from the AC, was a recent art school graduate who got up early to paint and play with her cat, dressed in vintage clothes she hunted in the thrift shops of Venice, and was a fan of B (and B minus) movies, underground comics, and the bad, old Hollywood.


“Hey, Margie,” Elliot said, and then, as he came around the corner of her desk and saw her screen: “Good Lord.”


Her high-end monitor was filled with a high-rez blowup of a delicate pink orifice, elegantly curved and coiled like the inside of a seashell, bristling with fine gray-black hairs. This was one opening into the human body that no Raunchy reader had ever drooled over. Yet. In the chair beside her, where Elliot usually sat on his visits, a bald man in a suit and tie was carefully shifting back and forth, gazing at the glowing screen through his eyeglasses, then removing them and peering down through a magnifying glass at several more gorgeously colored prints on the desk, marking them with a red grease pen and muttering to himself. Elliot glanced enquiringly at Margie, who shrugged back. This was The Ear Guy. Apparently, each person’s ears are as unique as fingerprints, and much easier to obtain through a telephoto lens. The pair in question belonged to a hard-right congressman, one of the loudest railing against the sinfulness of rappers, porn merchants, video gamers, and Hollywood stars, all dwelling in the Sodom and Gomorrah of New York and LA, which happened to also be the only two places Elliot had ever lived.


Elliot reached for the folder, which contained stills from the video from which the giant ear shots had been blown up. The original tape showed said congressman, a thin, dour, gray-haired man in a blue suit, parking outside a motel in the afternoon, then walking to a door accompanied by a handsome, much younger man in a sleeveless T-shirt and tight jeans, sporting an outdated ’70s look of full, frizzy hair carved into a round bush and a handlebar mustache along with dark shades. They entered the room together and shut the door that bore the number 23. The next scene, shot through a window apparently, showed the interior of room 23. In a setting even dingier and less romantic than one of Elliot’s photo sets, the congressman embraced his pal, they disrobed—the second man was tan, lean, and beautiful, a head taller and a couple of decades younger than the congressman, with a tattoo of what looked like a winged skull between his shoulder blades—and then the public servant knelt in close consultation with a favorite body part. Not the ear.


Raunchy had bought the show and now they were trying to ensure that, if they ran these highlights and got sued, they could prove, legally, what was quite obvious to the naked and illegal eye: when he wasn’t excoriating sinners, the congressman gave great head. Elliot sat and waited, watching the ear expert, who made his living testifying in trials, usually for the prosecution. The expert’s own ears lacked lobes while being a bit oversized and floppy. Was that a source of secret inner sadness? Was he a kind of fetishist? And why, really, did a close-up of one fleshy portal elicit so much more madness than another?


Elliot recalled the night, a couple of months before, when he’d sat here sharing a very different view. There’d been a little party in the conference room; it was Karen from HR’s birthday, chocolate cake and sparkling wine. Feeling a little bubbly, and looking a little rosé, Margie had sidled up to him. “I can’t believe the Eddie Hex and Sindy Lou tape’s right upstairs.”


“I know, but what good does it do us sitting in the vault?” Elliot asked.


Margie shrugged coyly. “Might be someone happened to figure out the combo.”


“What? How?”


Margie demurred, explaining that she trusted his “integrity” but not his “maturity,” which sort of made sense when he thought about it, so he fetched more cake and wine while she snuck upstairs and got the tape.


They sat side by side at the monitor, laughing as the two long-haired celebrities cavorted naked on a yacht that cruised in pilotless circles. Neither had tan lines, but he had far more wrinkles. They laughed hardest when the famous blonde knelt before the graying rock star and, aiming the camera at his own manhood, he was heard to mutter “Awesome.” It was also revealed that neither of them could roll a joint—apparently assistants usually took care of that. Margie and Elliot laughed and cheered. Then, as the couple got down to business, bumping and thrusting and moaning and groaning, an uncomfortable silence descended. Elliot almost thought he saw Margie blushing, but who could be sure in the dark? Besides, they were both completely desensitized at this point, weren’t they? And he was sure he’d heard her use the term “girlfriend” more than once in a specific sort of way. Perhaps her cheeks were merely aglow with alcohol and sugar. Still her sidelong glances and heavy breathing seemed undeniable. Moving one centimeter at a time, he tried for a kiss, sort of, if you can imagine a snail making a pass at a butterfly. But as he leaned in, the chair swung abruptly on its spring and his champagne dashed forward, swamping the cake and rushing into the VCR’s maw, threatening the precious tape.


“Oh my God!” Margie had cried, leaping to her feet and hitting EJECT. It was okay, just a little damp, but from then on his Margie policy had been strictly hands off. He did try and get the combination again. She had stroked her chin thoughtfully. “Let’s just say that you see it, but you never really notice it.”


“I don’t get it. Give me a hint.”


She laughed at him. “That is the hint, dummy. The clue’s right there in your face. Speaking of which, you’ve got chocolate on your chin.”
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The Ear Guy looked up from the magnifying glass. “It’s him,” he said, and put back on his own glasses.


“You’re sure?” Margie asked. “You’d testify to it? A hundred percent?”


He nodded. “I identified sixteen points of comparison. That is 99.9 percent likely.”


“Thanks, Doctor,” she said, shaking his hand. He stood and gathered his gear. “Send us your invoice.” As he left, she swiveled to Elliot, who took his chair. “Looks like we’re in business. Now we just need to call the lawyers and tell them our asses are covered.”


“Better tell security too. And the mail room.” Elliot passed her the file with the photos of Crystal Waters. “And while we are covering asses, why doesn’t she have any ID?”


Margery raised her eyebrows toward heaven. “Word comes straight from on high. Apparently Miss Crystal’s real identity is a secret. But you’d better check.”


“Shit. He’s not in is he?”


Margery shrugged. “I haven’t smelled cigars.”


“I wish you could just peek in the vault for me.”


She tapped her keyboard and a fuzzy pink crevice more familiar to their readers appeared on her screen. “Not this time my friend.”
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Elliot left the elevator on the building’s top floor, known colloquially as the Vatican Suite. The gleaming reception hall was done up with wood paneling, tasteful antique furniture, and Tiffany lamps, all presided over by a gigantic oil portrait of Elliot’s boss, Victor, and Sarah, his deceased wife, standing happily beside her husband at their tenth wedding anniversary party, back when he could stand. She’d been gone for five years. Elliot crossed a gorgeously patterned carpet, longer than his driveway, to the mahogany desk of the receptionist, Miriam, who sat before the vault.


With her kohl-lined eyes camera ready, and her impossibly curvaceous proportions sheathed in a pinstripe suit, wide lapels revealing cleavage like the San Andreas fault, Miriam was the only employee who actually looked like a porn star, though she had been hired originally as a nurse. Rumor had it she was one of Vic’s overseas relatives, receiving her medical training under fire in Chechnya or Afghanistan. She eyed him like a small animal she might not bother to kill, until he was directly before her, then spoke in her mysterious accent.


“Jes?”


“Hi, Miriam.” He tried smiling, “It’s me, Elliot from, uh, downstairs.”


She exhaled impatiently. “I know who you are,” she admitted, then looked down at the large bound calendar before her. “I don’t see any appointment.”


“No, no …” Elliot assured her. The last thing he wanted was to go through those double doors to Vic’s palatial office. “I just wanted to tell you that the congressman’s ear checked out. So I need to make the second half of that payment.”


Miriam nodded and began entering it in her ledger. Elliot cleared his throat.


“Also, I had a question. The January cover girl. I was told her ID and release are up here. I wanted to check. I know how careful Vic is about legalities.” Her nostrils trembled in annoyance and she narrowed her eyes at him. “If you don’t mind,” he added, trying to look sweet. “Please.” Then, with a sigh of impatience, she stood and turned to the infamous vault.


The vault was not quite a vault. It was a large safe, the modern kind with a keypad, about the size of a closet, set in the wall behind Miriam’s desk. In it sat copies of two separate forms of ID and a model release for each and every person to appear in the magazine—proof of age and consent, ready and waiting for the FBI to storm in, in which case they still had to get by Miriam’s icy glare. The safe also contained the scandalous secret photos, videos, documents—dirt or gold depending on your view—that Raunchy bought and sometimes published. But that was only the tip of the red-hot iceberg. There were the goodies Vic bought and did not print too: celebrities, CEOs, judges, and ministers all caught with their pants or panties down. Some said the reason the great powers never really went after Vic was due to the embarrassment of riches in this vault.


Now Miriam fingered the keypad and swung back the door, giving Elliot a fine view of her stocking tops but blocking the inside of Aladdin’s cave. Elliot meanwhile scanned the room, looking for the combo. He imagined it written on the chair where Miriam sat, like a hen guarding her eggs. She rummaged a bit, then shut the vault and re-perched on her seat, handing Elliot an envelope of cash.


“No,” she said, severely, making a note in her ledger. “The girl is not inside there.”


Fuck, Elliot thought. “Thank you!” Elliot said, and nodding and smiling, he backed into the elevator, glancing at the clock on the wall. One minute to twelve. At least it was lunch.


[image: ]







Elliot locked his office door. He took off his tie, being careful to pull it over his head without undoing the knot. He couldn’t tie it himself, and since this was the only one he owned, he got one of his housemates to do it for him, then simply pulled it on and off each day. It was badly creased and developing a tendency to veer off to the left like an unruly vine, but Elliot wasn’t about to spend any money on new clothes. Next, he took off his shirt and sat down, stripped to the waist, to unwrap the sandwich he’d brought. Despite having to dress in business attire at this job, he was still a hopeless slob when eating and he cut down on dry cleaning costs by having lunch alfresco.


He was wiping the mustard off his chest when the phone rang and he reluctantly lifted the receiver. “Elliot Gross?” he asked, as if not entirely sure.


“Y’all like the videeeo?” a deep Southern voice twanged out, sweet as syrup and obviously, ludicrously false. “Ready to contribute to the good congressman’s election fund?”


“Yes,” Elliot said. The original call offering the tape had been from an equally preposterous Russian, KGB-style voice. “We’re ready.”


“Fine and dandy. Meet by the garbage in ten.”


“Okay, but how will I know …”


“Pink polish.” The connection broke.
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Elliot dressed and took the elevator. He was dying for a cigarette and by the time the elevator touched down he had the filter clamped between his teeth and the lighter out. The flame was going before he hit the door, and the second his shoes touched cement, he ignited. He sucked in deeply and held the smoke awhile, nestling it in his chest, before letting it out in a long, cleansing stream. The nicotine passed into his lungs, through his blood, and rose to coat his brain. That was it. Although he would take a hundred drags in the next half hour, he had already experienced the only pleasure this habit would bring him. It wasn’t even a cigarette that he wanted. He just wanted to not want one for a while.


Elliot walked rapidly, exiting through the rear of the building. Out front, where the six-foot-tall Raunchy logo stood proudly under American and Californian flags, tourists were busy taking photos. Occasionally someone flashed their goodies for the cameras, and a couple of times security had to chase off a naked wannabe, but mostly they lined up and snapped each other exactly as if they were in Disneyland posing with Mickey. Elliot headed toward the alley where the trash was collected. A loud honk shook him from behind. He turned to see a midnight-blue Lexus at the curb. The tinted passenger window lowered, just a few inches, and a slender hand waved out, the long nails painted a shining pink. Elliot put the envelope in the hand and it withdrew, window rising. The car sped away, drawing honks as it rolled a stop sign and joined the traffic’s flow.


Heading back to the trash cans, he lit another cigarette. This was where he came to smoke and think deep thoughts. For instance: How old did a man have to be before he could officially declare himself a failure, and did he need to have a specific goal he’d fallen short of achieving in order to do so? When could you gracefully drop the idea that you had the potential to be something other than yourself?


Then he saw the kids. They were young, maybe eleven or twelve, and running full out, but also laughing hysterically. “Get back here, you little shits!” a voice boomed behind them. “Think you can ruin my goddamn car!”


Curious, Elliot poked his head out of the alley and saw a buff guy in designer jeans, tight T-shirt, and expensive shades pounding down the pavement. He’d bailed from a white Mercedes that was at the curb, door open, with a telltale streak of yolk across the hood. The two boys had egged him and now he was out for blood. The kids were fast, and no doubt their hearts were surging with terror, but they were also laughing with such total abandon that they wobbled on their skinny legs, losing ground. They couldn’t help it. They were overcome with joy. Elliot took a step out, purposely looking the wrong way, and collided with the Mercedes driver, taking his momentum on the shoulder like a linebacker. He was knocked back as the guy stumbled into him, glasses flying.


“Hey! Out of the way!” the guy yelled as they both fell back against the wall.


“Jeez,” Elliot said, playing dumb as the kids disappeared around the corner. “Sorry, but you came out of nowhere, man.” He got up and offered a hand. Mercedes shook it off and stood, gazing longingly. “You okay?” Elliot asked, looking concerned.


“Yeah, forget it,” Mercedes grumbled, picking up his glasses. He stalked back to the car and roared off.


As he watched, Elliot’s own childhood rushed back to him, the grand adventures and petty crimes he had not thought of in years, he and his first crush, Christine Smith, of the long blonde hair and small white teeth, bombing a passing bus with snowballs. A well-placed shot had sent the bus into a drift, and when the enraged driver jumped out with the same immortal cry—you little shits!—they’d fled down alleys and through a basement window to hide and share the smooshed M&M’s from her pocket. And that was where he’d had his first kiss, bestowed by the angelic Christine. Her lips tasted like melting chocolate. And since every debt to heaven must be paid, he’d faced judgment that very night, coming home hours late without the scarf his mother had knitted, the mother who’d been desperate, about to call the cops, terrified that he’d had an asthma attack and fainted from the cold air, and who’d made the now-cold soup, salted with tears.


His father had raged biblically, waving a spoon as his sister watched, thrilled by the drama and happy not to be the star of the show. “If I had a mother, and she made me soup, I would never be late,” he declared, broth running down his wrist to the warped and faded numbers tattooed on his arm. “But in the camp we had dirty water with maybe one half of a rotten potato. And I never saw my mother again.”


By now Elliot’s own tears were flowing, not to mention snot from his defrosting nose, and he could feel his chest tightening, as if the snow crystals were within. He sneezed.


“See, I knew it,” his mother said, pleased now that she was proved right. She handed him a tissue. “God bless you.”


His father laughed, dunking bread. “There is no God. Stop crying and eat your soup.”
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Elliot returned to his office whistling a merry tune, but his good cheer flatlined when he saw the blinking button on his phone, and it curdled into fear once he pressed it. There was a message from Miriam: Vic wanted a meeting. At his house. Elliot shuddered. Ever since he’d been hired, his contact with the publisher and editor in chief of Raunchy had consisted of nothing but an endless stream of criticism and reproof, so that the mere sound of his master’s voicemail, or more often the sight of his red marker on his copy, made Elliot cringe and yelp.


Victor Kingman, who had started out selling dirty playing cards on the subway in Brooklyn, now owned the entire office building where Elliot toiled as well as the Raunchy family of publications. He also owned a shelfful of mainstream magazines purchased with the cash flow from his filthy hidden spring, a fact of which the readers of You, and Now, and Pleasant Gardens were blissfully ignorant. He was a paunchy man in late middle age, one of those strong old guys whose gut looks like a sack of cement. His thinning gray hair was slicked back in corrugated streaks above a perfectly tanned and shaved face. His heavy facial bone structure and the meaty bags of his jowls gave his head the appearance of a creased and battered helmet from which sharp black eyes glared like slits in his skull. He wore custom shirts open at the neck, with a platinum watch the size of a clock radio on one wrist and a gold bicycle chain on the other. Diamonds wrapped the stubby, construction-worker fingers. In most respects he was no different from the other self-made men Elliot had worked for, except he was the first to occupy a gold-plated wheelchair and sport a diamond and ruby oval pendant, big as a serving platter, strung on a gold chain that gleamed like fire in the bushy gray wilderness of his chest hair.


It was these two items that had riveted Elliot’s attention when he was first interviewed in that glass office overlooking Beverly Hills. Vic sat in his mobile throne like a Bond villain. He’d been shot by a white supremacist for publishing photos of white women with Black men. He’d also fought, and won, numerous obscenity trials, libel suits, and civil trials against everyone from preachers to Scientologists to the federal government. He insisted on sending complimentary copies of Raunchy to every member of Congress every month, despite their furious attempts to cancel. Along with being a smut peddler, and proud of it, he was a libertarian-anarchist whack job and provocateur who just happened to be worth a hundred million dollars. Half gangster, half zealot, all hedonist, he loved to fight most of all and kept his bodyguards and his lawyers by his side. It was, Elliot came to think, like working on a pirate ship, floating just off the coast of America.


Also present that day was Moishe, the overgrown Russian killer in the gray three-piece suit who was introduced as Vic’s associate when Elliot arrived and whose handshake had made him want to drop to his knees and confess. Elliot felt him sitting there on the couch, just outside his peripheral vision, but well within range of snapping his neck off like a beer cap. He flinched every time Moishe laughed or grunted at Vic’s monologue, like a thuggish Ed McMahon.


“I’m in the pussy business, pure and simple,” Vic was saying. “I’ve known them all. White, Black, brown, and yellow. I like them shaved clean and smooth or hairy and wrinkled as my grandfather’s ass crack when he snuck off the boat from Odessa. I like them sweet or sour, fresh and powdered, or dripping wet and ripe. All sizes. I love them deep and wide as a subway tunnel through which a dozen children have been born, or tight as the keyhole on a virgin’s red leather diary in which she scribbles all her innocent young dreams.” He grabbed his pendant and held it out as though bestowing a blessing. The light caught the diamonds and glared in Elliot’s eyes. He reflexively raised a hand, as if to ward off the magic. “That’s why I commissioned this from my own design. It’s a great big vagina. And I’m proud to wear it, since that’s what made me rich. And, Elliot, if you don’t love and worship all these pussies as much as I do, without bias of any kind, then I’m afraid there’s no place for you here at Raunchy.”


Moishe grunted his approval of this and Elliot realized, from Vic’s sudden silence and angry stare, that he was expected to say something.


“Oh, yes, sir. I do. I mean the love part. I can’t say I’ve known as many vaginas as you, but …”


“Fair enough. We’ll give you a shot,” Vic said, lighting a gigantic cigar with a gold table lighter. “Karen from HR will show you your office and teach you how to use the voicemail.”
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After that, Elliot learned to avoid face-to-face chats with the boss, aside from sudden, frightening encounters in the elevator. Vic never greeted him by name or even acknowledged him, answering Elliot’s stuttered good mornings or good afternoons with a vaguely annoyed stare. Even these meetings were soon curtailed by Elliot’s growing sensitivity to Vic’s cologne and cigar smoke. The building was, of course, now nonsmoking, but who was going to tell the landlord that? So, at the slightest whiff coming around a corner, Elliot would duck out of sight or run down the corridor, warning the other serfs, who scattered.


On the other hand, his written and voicemail communication was constant and warmly abusive. Vic, it turned out, was the most pedantically exacting and infuriatingly expert editor Elliot had ever seen. Every piece of copy he turned in came back, often just minutes later, crawling with red ink, blistered with queries and obscure proofreading symbols.


“Come is a verb meaning to arrive, or more colloquially, to experience orgasm. When describing ejaculate, the correct spelling is cum.”


“Don’t use pussy twice in one piece. It’s a quim, a quiff, a snizz, a snatch, or a slice! Don’t be lazy!”


The phrase “I wish I was licking you now” triggered a lengthy lesson on the proper use of the subjunctive mood.


Elliot was both impressed and depressed by the realization that he was woefully underqualified even for a job he’d thought beneath him. He’d slaved over his last batch of copy, desperately seeking the approval of a man he didn’t even want to work for, the Harold Ross of porn, and as he exited the building, he swallowed a surge of fear along with his smoke, steeling himself to face not just dismissal or broken fingers, but a diatribe on English style and usage.


This time Elliot went out the front.


“Excuse me, sir?”


A clean-cut young fellow in a short sleeve button up, the kind of plaid shorts that looked pressed, and loafers accosted him. His blond hair was side parted and his pale face was already red with sun. He held out a camera.


“Could you take our picture?” He pointed at two other clean-cut types, standing in front of the Raunchy sign, eagerly waving.


“Uh, sure,” Elliot said, reluctantly.


“Can I ask? Do you work here?”


Elliot nodded, taking the camera and searching for the trigger.


“Oh man, that is so cool. As what?”


“Senior associate editor,” he admitted.


“He’s an editor!” Blondie yelled at his chums. “Senior associate!”


They cheered, thumbs up, as he focused, and then said cheese, grinning big as he shot.
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Vic lived in the hills behind Sunset, a ridge that ran above the boulevard all through town, the green and blue canyons that sheltered the rich, while also letting them gaze down on the rest of us, sweating in the glare. Those winding switchback roads, shaded grottoes, and angular outcrops contained multitudes, hiding everything from Marlon Brando’s reclusive compound to the site of the Manson murders. The Hills were uptown, the penthouse floors of the hierarchy, to which you self-promoted after you made your killing down in the flatlands.


Elliot wound his way north, through Beverly Hills and West Hollywood, west on Sunset, where he was stuck behind a Rolls Royce convertible. The driver, a shriveled man who looked to be in his eighties, like a walnut in a tracksuit and shades, stopped to pick up a blonde Amazon in her twenties wearing pink plastic short-shorts and matching platforms. Finally, the light changed and, gunning the engine on his feeble old car, he climbed up into the Hills. Now he had to be careful and follow the directions Miriam had left on his voicemail. The roads looped and swerved in curlicues, and street signs were fewer, or hidden by high shrubs and hanging branches. Immediately, the temperature dropped—a sure sign of luxury.


Vic’s villa was like a clean, modern version of Don Ciccio’s place in Godfather II. Elliot paused at a gate in the pink plaster wall, announced himself to the squawking speaker, then proceeded up the winding drive, past flower beds, grapevines on trellises, and cypresses nodding in the breeze. At the top he entered a courtyard with a burbling fountain at the center, clustered outbuildings, and rising above it all, the house, several whitewashed stories fitted with terraces and towers and drenched in a pink-and-purple foam of bougainvillea.


A bodybuilder in a white T-shirt and shorts, tight enough to show off various bulges, and dark wraparound shades, waved him down and guided him to a line of ordinary dusty cars parked safely away from the sleek Bentley and gigantic Humvee limo that slept in the open garage.


“Hi, how are you?” Elliot said as he got out.


“This way,” the muscleman said, and turned.


“I’m fine, too,” Elliot muttered as he followed the broad back. “Thanks for asking.”


They walked a cobblestone path around the house, past rosebushes and under a blooming archway, emerging at the back, where a kind of sunken grotto opened up, complete with fake ruined pillars, pissing cherubs, armless Venuses, and priapic satyrs. Imperial purple-and-gold lounges and pink umbrellas were arrayed around a sapphire pool, in the center of which a nude woman floated on a heart-shaped red raft. Elliot goggled. The model, looking at nothing from behind her mirrored shades, was like a statue herself, perfectly still. Sunlight bounced around her. Elliot squinted, trying to confirm she was real.


“Hey, buddy!” A voice from heaven boomed. He looked up. From a terrace, a bearded photographer was behind a tripod, aiming a telescopic lens. He waved Elliot away. “You’re casting a shadow.”


“Sorry!” he yelled, then to the floating mirage: “Sorry, miss …” She didn’t stir. Elliot realized his escort was already at a door.


“This way,” he said, holding it open and beckoning Elliot in, though the glare of the sun made the interior nothing but a dark hole.
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“There he is. There’s the little motherfucker,” Vic shouted as Elliot stepped through the door into Vic’s study. He waved him in, cigar in the air, as Moishe, gently but firmly, steered him to a spot beside Vic’s wheelchair. Most of the senior editorial staff were there already, grinning hard and perched on the couch or upholstered chairs. They were of the same general type as Elliot, awkward young men from Princeton and Cornell, still visibly stunned at how life had tricked them. The one old-timer present was Myron, the cartoon editor. A ’70s throwback, bald in front but with the remnants of his once proud Afro still defiantly rising up around back, he had broken teeth and shaky shoe-leather hands, but, with a nip from his flask, he was still the only one able to draw the magazine’s bandit-eyed mascot, Raunchy Raccoon. They all turned to Elliot. No doubt Vic was going to make an example of him, perhaps by having Moishe hang him off a balcony while he conjugated the verb to fuck.


“Some of you,” Vic boomed, waving a xeroxed sheet, “may remember this, if you read it and weren’t too busy sniffing Wite-Out that I paid for.”


It was a memo Vic had issued the week before, decrying the inferior quality of the “figurative” language the staff had been using to describe the human anatomy of late. Too many tired twats and ding-dongs. Too many clichéd boobs and balls. Vic had demanded that everyone coin new terms, promising a handsome reward for the best brainstorms.


“Now, I’ve called you all here because I’m happy to announce that at least one of you mutts can think a little.” He snatched up another sheet of paper and handed it to Elliot. “Read that. Loudly.”


Elliot looked at the page. It was his own submission, drawn from a four-page spread featuring a model he’d dubbed Triple D Danielle and titled “Wham Bam, Thank You Mams.” He read haltingly. “Perhaps, we can call her breasts money bags or milk maidens. And for male ejaculate,” he added, pronouncing the ate, “why not, gonad goo or nut butter?”


“Gonad goo,” Vic roared, slapping Elliot on the back. Moishe barked out his approval. “Milk maidens,” he shouted at his employees who burst into dutiful applause, smiling and congratulating Elliot, who blushed, looking down in shame to avoid the scorn in their eyes.


Clown, ass-licker, they were thinking, he knew, because he was thinking it himself. They were right to hate him.


“It was for that reason that I had him write the cover lines for our latest investigative exposé, which will be released to the press Monday and rushed into the next issue. Moishe?”


Moishe held up a mock-up of the December issue, designed by Margie, featuring the usual bikini-clad elf sitting on a randy Santa’s lap, and the red and green “Hoes Hoes Hoes!” but now with the blazing headlines: “Inside this Issue: See Congress’s Not-So-Proud (But Stiff) Member! Horny Hypocrisy on Capitol Hill! Secret Meeting with Committee Head!”


Vic chuckled richly as he read the lines aloud, puffing smoke like a demon. Miriam came in, balancing a tray with flutes of champagne. “It’s moments like this that make it all worth it,” he said, reflectively, raising a toast. “All the work. All the sacrifice.” His minions nodded in humble agreement. “We should all be proud of ourselves for doing our patriotic duty. We are on the front line, protecting free speech, free thought, and a nation of free individuals. Even if they put you in jail, or in a wheelchair.”


The smiling young faces stopped nodding, looking a little sick. Only Moishe grunted his assent, and Myron said, “Hell, yes,” raising a fist. “Truth to motherfucking power!”


“But this time, it’s Elliot in the spotlight,” Vic announced, “and from Victor goes the spoils.” He opened a desk drawer, and Elliot felt the disgust in the room shift to envy. What would it be? A check, a raise, a Rolex? Surely, a man who once dropped a million dollars playing blackjack in Vegas would crown his new favorite with gold. Victor pulled out a gift box and everyone looked on as Elliot unwrapped it. The box contained a black satin bomber jacket with the Raunchy logo emblazoned in bright pink across the back and the title EDITOR embroidered in red over the breast. His own name was inside, stitched under the label. Vic raised a jeweled finger. “Now I want to see you wearing this gorgeous jacket, especially when you are representing us out in public.”


“Wow. Thanks, Vic. I love it,” Elliot managed, trying to keep his smile gripped in place as Moishe helped him into it like a puppet. Once again, his coworkers launched into applause, but louder now and full of the sincerest joy. They admired the jacket and demanded that he turn around to show it off while they clapped with glee. The merriment ceased only when Vic grew bored. “Okay, drink up. One glass each. We’ve got work to do.” He pointed at Elliot, who was about to bolt.


“Except you. Hang around for a second.”


Elliot nodded in surrender and slid back into his seat. Vic blew a smoke ring and then watched it dissipate, like a falling halo in the air.


“Elliot,” he asked thoughtfully. “Have you ever been in love?”


“Love?” Elliot was startled, as if this were a trick question, as Moishe and Miriam both stared, awaiting his answer. As a matter of fact, he himself had often wondered the same thing. His relationship with his college girlfriend, which he had assumed would be a lifetime together in a room full of books, had melted away when she’d gone into a PhD program in Minnesota, and he, at loose ends, had made a series of poor choices that ended at this meeting with Vic. Her letters—once passionate paeans to Shakespeare and Shelley, grew cooler as she moved on to Barthes and Butler, then harsher with Foucault, and finally, after an inscrutable note on Derrida—had stopped completely.


“I think so,” Elliot said. “Once.”


“Twice for me,” Vic said. “First my wife, of course, my soulmate. When I lost her, I lost my soul and I thought, that’s it. My heart is closed for business. And for years it was. Till I discovered Crystal Waters.”


Elliot stared, thinking of an actual bubbling spring at a fancy resort.


“Our January cover girl.”


“Oh right, yes … the one … Miriam and I were just discussing …”


“She came into my life like the wind. And she left like a summer rainstorm. No …” He stopped and pointed his cigar at Elliot. “She came like a storm, full of lightning and floods, and left mysterious as a summer wind.”


“I see.”


“That’s why I picked you to write her copy.” He rubbed his cigar between his fingers. “You’ve got a feel for the language.”


“I do? Well, thanks, but …”


“It’s not just about sex.”


“No. I didn’t …”


“I want to make her a star. Girl of the decade. With your help.”


“First of all,” Elliot chose his words carefully, “let me say I’m honored. And touched. But you know … according to Miriam”—he gestured just slightly at her, as if afraid she’d bite—“we don’t have ID or anything. Even a real name.”


“I don’t know her real name.” Vic shrugged his massive shoulders. “She’d never tell me anything about her past. And I was afraid to ask. I didn’t want her to slip away. And sure enough, she vanished without a trace.” He pointed his burning cigar again. “That’s why I need you to find her.”


“Me? What about your lawyer?”


“He’s on the case. I got a PI firm, too, checking the usual channels, but let’s face it. People in our world won’t talk to a lawyer or a detective. They will talk to a reporter from Raunchy though, wearing that official jacket. You can do it. I see how you handled that congressman thing. And with what you learn, you can write her the best damn girl copy any porn mag ever printed. Next to the best damn girl.”


“Yes, sir. I’m on it,” Elliot said, trying to sound like he meant it.


“One more thing.” Vic tapped a thumb-sized ash into a cut glass tray that glittered in the light. “There’s a certain item, a highly sensitive videotape that she might, or might not, have in her possession.”


“She stole it?”


Vic waved that away in a scribble of smoke. “No, no, nothing like that. The copy I bought is safe in the vault. But it’s possible she got her hands on the original and is thinking about doing something foolish with it.”


“Selling it?” Elliot asked. “Publishing it elsewhere?”


“Maybe.” Vic shrugged, lifting his hands and then dropping them. “Though I hope to God I’m wrong.” He thumped the golden arms of his chair. “You know I’m in this chair for what I published, and I’ve never regretted it.”


“Yes, sir.”


“But that tape, it’s different. It can never be seen. Handle it like nitro, understand? Don’t look at it. Don’t even touch it. Just call the bomb squad right here.” He gestured at Moishe who gave him a solemn nod. “Got it?”


“Um …”


“You’re the only one we can trust with this.” Elliot tried to think of someone else as Vic looked him in the eye. “That’s why you’re my senior associate editor.”


Sighing deeply, Elliot nodded. Vic reached out a hand and grabbed his knee. “Find her for me, son.”


“Yes, sir. I’ll try my best.”


“I know you will.” Vic sat back and took a big puff. “Meantime, I think you might be ready to tackle a full feature. Next month’s lead story.”


“Really?” Elliot brightened. “I mean, thank you,” he said, and a spark of hope rose in his mind. Maybe he’d get to travel somewhere or tackle a free speech issue that didn’t make him blush. As if on cue, Moishe hoisted a large carton onto the desk and removed a box illustrated with a nude photo of a blonde, blue-eyed woman. He yanked out a hank of fake blond hair attached to an emaciated plastic face decorated with painted-on blue eyes and a red hole of a mouth, like a shrunken head with bad makeup.


“The new sex dolls are in,” Vic explained “And the Raunchy-licensed sex toys. I want you to take all these home over the weekend, fuck them, rate them, and give me 2,500 words for the special Valentine’s Day issue.”
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Elliot had looked forward to spending this weekend like he spent every other. He rushed to the video and convenience stores to stock up on movies, sweets, and cigarettes, then stopped at the Thai place that he ate at every night when he wasn’t eating at a taco stand.


It was night when he finally got home, to a house on a quiet street: three bedrooms, hardwood floors, and a fireplace, all shaded by palms and citrus trees. (Elliot had thought they were limes till they turned yellow and became lemons.) It was a nice old house, he reflected as he pulled into the driveway and through to the backyard, tapping his remote control garage door opener. Unfortunately, he didn’t live in it. He lived in the garage. The door rolled up like a curtain to reveal the stage of his squalid drama, ablaze in the headlights: a futon, a TV, a cardboard carton with a lamp on top. He unloaded his noodles, his smokes, his Cokes and candy, his videotapes and his dolls, and weighed down with all the ingredients for a weekend of wanton pleasure, stepped into his boudoir and hit the button to lower his metal wall.


He paid $450 a month for the garage, which theoretically included use of the bathroom and kitchen in the house, although his housemates, Feather, Area, and Sequoia, made it clear he was only tolerated, not welcome. Feather, the willowy blonde from Texas. Area, the vaguely foreign beauty with caramel skin and soft coal eyes. Sequoia, the second-generation hippie, whose idea of bohemian life was to jump on the Concorde at a moment’s notice or take yoga at the same place as Madonna while everyone else was at work. None of them worked. They were always bumming cash from Elliot and yet they drove new SUVs, wore designer clothes, traveled, and ate out. Elliot suspected family money. He suspected escort service outcalls or strip clubs in the Valley. But the truth, he surmised, was that they were just too pretty to need money and too busy to work. They were no slackers. They never bummed around like him. They were up at dawn for Pilates and personal training. They rushed from massage to pedicure, from Al-Anon meeting to acupuncture. Porsches and Land Cruisers came and swept them away, limos brought them home. Their phones and pagers and answering machines never stopped beeping and yelling and vibrating. They were aspiring actress/models who, besides the occasional soap opera walk-on or dandruff commercial, never acted or modeled. But to think they were desperate or failures in the sense that Elliot was a desperate failure would be to miss the whole point. Aspiring actress/model was a type all its own, a lifestyle, and even if they didn’t appear on sitcoms, they were still appearing in the sitcom that was their charmed life.


Elliot lived on the same lot as this life, close enough to smell it occasionally on the warm breeze, but separated from it by a yard full of their dogs’ shit. They all had dogs, of course. Big ones. In the morning the pack chased him to his car, stamping his white shirt with muddy paws. At night, as he staggered in slippered feet to use the kitchen or shower, he stepped among their piles like a commando in a minefield, always forgetting what time the sprinklers were set to go off and explode under his robe.


Still, it was only right that Elliot live in the garage. In a city with few basements or attics, the garage was the appropriate place to house the deformed stepchild or ne’er-do-well half brother. Also LA was, famously, a city of cars, of freeways and parking lots more than buildings and people. Elliot had a driver’s license when he moved here, but he’d never driven more than three or four times a year. He couldn’t even pump gas, much less change a tire or open the hood. LA, however, was designed as a drive-through, and Elliot learned to live behind the wheel. The best thing would be to not even have a bed or chair in his garage, but merely hit his electronic door opener, roll in, park, and reach for his TV remote. It was as if the landscape only snapped into place and made sense when you sat in a moving vehicle and saw it revolve around you. Where were you, standing on the corner of such and such in LA? Nowhere. And walking to the closest store, a gas station, of course, for smokes, he saw no one but a cat. LA was warmer, cheaper, and more polite than New York but the coldest city Elliot had ever known.
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