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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


HIGH IN THE STREETS


High in the Streets is by turns hilarious, moving, and raw. A gritty tour de force that takes the best aspects of James Salter, Norman Mailer, and Bret Easton Ellis to heart, Binder’s novel is an accomplished debut by a writer with a singular, animated voice, attuned to the strange rhythms and desperation of latter-day Los Angeles and the people who live there.


Michael Abolafia, New York Review Books


Binder is a born storyteller, and his novel is as philosophically astute as it is hilariously funny. We can expect great things from this wild new voice.


Clancy Martin, a Guggenheim Fellow and the Pushcart Prize-winning author of the books How to Sell (FSG), Love & Lies (FSG), Bad Sex (Tyrant)


High in the Streets is pure narrative, one sublimely strange event after another. My favorite parts are the stories within the story, those plump nuggets of secondary or tertiary narrative, rendered with seeming ease and worn so lightly. In the right hands—i.e., in hands like Matthew Binder’s—they could each spin off and become narratives of their own. Binder’s talent for invention is real, and it is substantial.


Lary Wallace, Features editor of Bangkok Post: The Magazine and regular contributor to Aeon, the Los Angeles Review of Books, Library of America’s Reader’s Almanac, and The Paris Review
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Matthew Binder is a former wastrel of the highest order. A cold list of his past behaviors would qualify him as a bastard in anybody’s book.


High in the Streets is his first novel.








Chapter


I’ve just moved my work desk into the master bathroom of my house. This is the last room in my home in which I haven’t yet failed to accomplish work. Every other space has proven hopeless for me—too plush, too serene, too full of distractions. I’m feeling like the bathroom might just be the austere setting I need to buckle down and manifest more of my brilliance.


Unfortunately, it seems I’ve strained my back in the process. Every time I twist or bend left, it feels like someone is sticking me with a blazing-hot dagger. I’ll have to remember to make an appointment to see my orthopedist, Dr. Hosseini. He’ll fix me right up. Regardless of my ailment, the move to the bathroom needed to take place—just had to occur. When inspiration calls, you must answer. Getting my desk up that flight of stairs was an imperative.


Sitting in my bathroom office, I type the opening line: God and everything was overthrown—everyone raging in a wild, deranged dance of life. This feels like a great sentence. Such powerful, terse language, and so profound, too—future readers will be instantly smitten, critics will pile on the accolades, the sales numbers will shatter all records. The words are that exquisite!


Upon typing the sentence, I look up and am struck by the reflection of myself in the bathroom mirror. There I am, the amazing crafter of sentences, the virtuoso behind the most compelling first line in the history of literature. My God, I feel proud, never better. Also, I can’t help but be overwhelmed by the sheer magnetism of my face. There is something about the natural light streaming in through the window that makes me look positively elegant. Not since Hemingway has an author exuded such physical charm. I wonder if I should go get my camera and take a picture. The shot would look fantastic on the book jacket. What a combination: a first line of prose so genteel and subtle it could only have been divinely inspired, and the most perfectly distinguished author photo on record.


An unbelievable formula for success.


It’s an hour later, and I haven’t typed another word. I’m stuck. Paralyzed. Terrified. How the fuck am I supposed to write a second book? A second book is nothing like a first book. A first book is simple. There is nothing to it really: one just writes about oneself. Chapter after chapter the words spew forth from your fingers and onto the page. It’s as easy as breathing. As natural as fucking. The material is all there, nothing labored at all. Just sit down and type. It comes like a gift mounted on the backs of angels’ wings.


Okay, sure, there is a bit of embellishing in the parts that need embellishing, but that’s to be expected. Besides, the whole thing is written under a veil of fiction. Nobody actually thinks I did all those things I wrote about. If they did, I’d be brought up on charges for a litany of crimes. For instance, there’s a bit in the book about how Donald, the protagonist, has a friend who suffers a terrible motorcycle accident.


The poor man is interned in a hospital for months on end. The prognosis is paralysis. He’ll never walk, never play his guitar, never wipe his own ass or make love to a woman again. However, the man comes from a large family and is burdened with the love and support of countless friends. They tell him he’s an inspiration, that he needs to keep fighting, and that they’re holding out for a miracle. He smiles through all of this, puts on his bravest face—he doesn’t want to disappoint them, break their hearts. After four months, the doctors move him into a rehabilitation clinic to begin intensive therapy.


Day after day, he’s put through terribly painful exercises— torture, really. The best-case scenario is that with a lot of hard work and some luck, his ability to speak will continue to improve and someday he’ll be able to swallow solid foods again.


Donald, as often as he can, takes the bus across town after the graveyard shift at his job stocking shelves at the local grocery and then waits at a nearby McDonald’s for the clinic to open for visiting hours. There he sits with his friend, reading to him, telling him stories, doing whatever he can to make his friend’s life a little bit more bearable.


One day, Donald arrives for his visit and his friend confesses that he truly wants to die. He says that he’s not angry and that he’s not afraid, but that he can’t do it alone and that there is nobody else he can ask. Donald listens to his friend’s pleas and is torn about what’s the right thing to do. Finally, he tells his friend that he will continue to visit him every day for the next week but that he doesn’t want to hear any more about the man’s desire to die. Donald only wants to discuss other things on these visits, happy things, and if the friend manages this for an entire week and at the end of it still wants to die, Donald will help him.


So for a week Donald makes the trip across town every morning after work and waits patiently at the McDonald’s for the clinic to open for visitors. The two friends discuss past adventures, women, books, film, and God. It’s a wonderfully rewarding experience for Donald, and he believes it is for his friend, too. On the last day of the week, Donald returns to the clinic. He is convinced that the time he’s spent with his friend will bring about a change of heart. When Donald enters the room, the friend is lying in bed smiling. He looks more peaceful than Donald has seen him at any time during one of his visits over the past months.


“You look great, pal,” Donald says to his friend. “You must have some good news to share.”


Donald leans in very close to hear the response, as his friend’s voice is softer and quieter than the sound of a blade of grass blowing in the wind. “I’m so grateful for this past week,” the friend says. “I know what an effort it is for you to be here with me. So thank you. And you’re right: I do feel good, and why shouldn’t I? I’ve been given a tremendous gift. I get to die today with the comfort of knowing my best friend is by my side.”


Donald can tell by the look in his friend’s eyes that there is no talking him out of it and so he doesn’t try. The two friends exchange heartfelt goodbyes and then Donald places a pillow over his friend’s nose and mouth and applies the required pressure. Donald makes every effort not to cry throughout this terribly difficult ordeal. He doesn’t want the sound of his grief to be the last thing his friend hears on this earth. Instead Donald tells his friend that he loves him and that he’s going to a better place and that soon he’ll never feel pain again. It takes only a single minute for the friend to pass, but in that minute Donald experiences more feelings of love, fear, gratitude, sadness, and joy than in the entire rest of his life combined. Afterward, Donald sneaks off the clinic’s campus to elude any suspicion of wrongdoing, goes home, packs, and hitchhikes up to Big Sur to chill in silence at the New Camaldoli Monastery.


Shortly after the book’s release, an interviewer asked me whether any of this scenario was autobiographical. I said, “Of course not. Doing something like that is grounds for sending a man to jail for murder.” I then winked my eye at the interviewer. “You think I’d risk something like that?”


Anyhow, that first book struck a chord with the public, loud enough and hard enough to pay for this house I’m living in. And it bought me my first new foreign car too—a BMW. I can hardly believe it— a big black BMW!


It has recently come to my attention however, that I’ve been living a bit outside my means. I let things get a little loose—financially, that is. Sebastian, my agent, has informed me I’m nearly penniless. I’ve run through close to four million bucks since I took up with my fiancé, Frannie, just two short years ago. When I bought the house, Sebastian went berserk. “What the fuck do you need a three-million-dollar house for?” he asked. I assured him it was completely necessary. “My temple of love,” as I put it. “Your temple of love?” he asked. “What the hell has gotten into you?” I went onto regurgitate some nonsense Frannie had filled my head with about modern architecture—about how “form follows function,” and about the emphasis that architects such as Le Corbusier and Walter Gropius put on geometric shapes and simple lines, “a significant departure from the style of previous eras.”


Sebastian was so angry he didn’t even make an appearance at the house-warming party. How someone could miss a private performance from Stephen Malkmus of Pavement is beyond comprehension. That was my one request of Frannie for our little shindig—that I get to choose the music. Turns out, even this small wish to pick the tunes was too much. Instead, we ended up compromising, if you can call it that. Frannie hired a DJ to spin Eurotrash electro, and I booked Malkmus (I’d met him at the premier for the movie adaptation of my manuscript) to play some old favorites on his acoustic guitar. Problem was, Frannie banished Malkmus and his guitar to the garage. She didn’t think it would mix well with the more sophisticated and chic atmosphere she had worked so hard to cultivate in the main house.


Truth is, I never even wanted the place. Frannie forced it on me. I was perfectly content living in the same 600-hundred-square foot, one-bedroom apartment I’d been living in before the success of the book. But when I fell in love, I fell hard, and I was ready to spend every last dollar I had to win over this lady of mine. And, as it turns out, I have. That’s why it’s so damn important I churn out another manuscript. Sebastian assures me it doesn’t even have to be any good. He says my name on the spine alone is worth a million.


And as much as I’d like to write another masterpiece, I don’t think I have it in me. The guy who wrote That’s Why I Drink Every Night wouldn’t even recognize this new Lou, this man of comfort, this sloth, this weakling, this privileged little piss-ant. The guy who wrote That’s Why I Drink Every Night had a lust for life, a thirst for drugs and booze and women and violence. The guy who wrote that book was high on cocaine and mushrooms and wine and whiskey. He wrote it in bathroom stalls and in bars, on park benches and under them, too; he wrote it in filth and squalor, covered in sex and reeking of sweat and blood and piss.


But not this new guy—this new me, he’s got no fire in his belly. He doesn’t know what it is to be hungry, to be destitute and depraved, to have the urge to murder, and cravings to die. He’s content, complacent, satisfied. A man like that has no business writing a book.


I mean, fuck, what would it even be about? It certainly couldn’t be about me. I’ve completely fallen out of love with myself, and you can’t write about what you don’t love. Instead of vim and vigor, I’ve been wallowing in security, and nobody wants to read about security.


My telephone rings.


“Hello, Frannie.”


“Hello, darling. How’d it go today?”


“I wrote a magnificent first sentence. Very literary.”


“Yes, and then?”


“Then nothing.” I go to light a cigarette and realize I’ve tried to fire up the wrong end. On the second try I get it right. “Oh yes, one more thing. I injured my back moving my writing desk into our bathroom.”


“You’ve moved your desk into our bathroom?”


“It was the only room in the house I was yet to try.”


“You’re not obstructing access to my sink or personal effects, are you?”


“It’s a very big desk.”


“Don’t get down, darling. Things will come together. You’re a brilliant man. But I can’t allow you to keep your desk in our bathroom.”


“Maybe I’ll try the hot tub.”


“Why don’t you come meet me and some friends for dinner?”


“What friends?”


“My friend Olivia and her husband.”


“Who’s Olivia?”


“Lou, come on, you’ve met Olivia several times. She’s my college friend—the lawyer. She’s a junior associate at the firm that represented you in that mix-up over when you pawned all the furnishings of that beach house we rented last summer.”


“The woman with a cast on her arm?”


“No,” she says. “Don’t you remember her from my birthday party? She explained to you the difference between English and Western riding styles.”


“Bicycles?”


“Horses, Lou, horses.”


“No recollection.”


“Lou!”


“I don’t think I’m up for it. Not tonight.”


“Of course you are, darling. It’ll do you good. Meet us at Chaya Venice at eight.”


At 7:30, I go to the liquor cabinet and open a bottle of Don Julio Real. I got turned onto the stuff from the company’s founder, Don Julio. He gave me my first bottle as a gift for making a reference to the tequila in That’s Why I Drink Every Night. In the book, Donald steals a bottle from behind the bar of a yacht where he’s been hired to cater. He ends up locking himself in the bathroom, polishing off the whole thing. When he returns to work, the party’s host confronts him about the missing bottle, and Donald throws himself overboard to evade capture.


Apparently, due to the mention, sales of Don Julio spiked. It’s a $400 bottle, and I’ve gone through at least one a month for the past two years. My God, how money has changed me! Five years ago, I wouldn’t have thought twice about licking Jose Cuervo off the floor.


I stand at the bar in the den and take three shots in succession while reading the news on my iPad. A story about a man from Albuquerque, New Mexico, catches my eye. This man was driving down the street in his car, in the middle of the day, having sex with a girl. He couldn’t see because she was straddling him, and he hopped the curb and hit a telephone pole. The girl was ejected from the vehicle and sustained serious injuries. The driver fled the scene on foot but was chased down by two witnesses. They found him hiding behind a cactus, naked except a cowboy hat.


This story gets me feeling all right, and I drink two more shots in this man’s honor.


I pull up to the restaurant at 8:20. I’m late, but Frannie knows that’s to be expected, so I’m not concerned. It wouldn’t surprise me if dinner was really at 8:30 and she just told me 8 to get me there on time. When I walk in I ask the hostess if my party has already been seated, and it has. Frannie is not as clever as I have given her credit for.


The dining room of the restaurant is large and open, with high wood ceilings from which whimsical paper lanterns dangle, the motif a hybrid of country-western and Asian. I ask the hostess about the theme and she says it’s “Rustic Festive.”


As I approach, Olivia and her husband are smiling. Frannie is not. The husband stands up to shake my hand and introduces himself as Doug. He’s a large, well-built man with a soft, light-brown mustache and innocent-looking grey eyes. Sizing him up, I wonder if I could take him in a scrap.


I sit down next to Frannie, pick up her glass of wine, and take a big swig. “Sorry I’m late,” I say. “Big accident on the 5. Traffic was backed up for a mile, so I took side streets. But that was murder too. So many lights. You know how it is.”


“So, Lou,” Olivia begins, “Frannie says you’ve begun a new novel.”


I try to recall if I’ve met this woman before. I can’t place her. She’s certainly very pretty—thin figure, well-proportioned face, high cheekbones, green buttons for eyes—but I can’t remember having ever met her.


“Hard to say, for certain. I might get out of that racket. Been considering some other ventures.”


Frannie puts her hand on my forearm and gives me a puzzled look.


“Really, like what?” Olivia asks.


“I’m thinking of taking up arms with the Jews against the Arabs. Either that or I’ll side with the Arabs against the Jews.”


“Excuse me?” Doug says.


“War. I’m thinking of going to war.”


“I don’t understand,” Olivia says.


“It’s nothing,” I say. “Something I’m considering.”


Doug picks up his water glass, averts his eyes, and takes a sip. Olivia tears a piece of bread in two, and drops it on her plate.


“He’s kidding,” Frannie says. “He’s not really considering going to war—are you, darling?”


“Why not?” I say. “It doesn’t sound like such a bad idea. It would certainly liven things up a bit. War is not nearly the detriment to one’s existence that boredom is. I mean, what else am I going to do, spend all my time driving around L.A. in my fancy car, going to restaurants, take up golf?”


“I think it would make a hell of a book,” Doug says.


“Right,” I remark, “my great war novel.”


“Hell, I wouldn’t mind seeing one of these skirmishes escalate into another full-on war,” Doug says. “I’ve been bullish on the domestic natural-gas market for some time. A good war in the Middle East would send the price of oil skyrocketing and we’d make a fortune.”


Olivia and Doug exchange loving smiles.


“I like you, Doug,” I say. “You got a lot of spirit—can see an opportunity in even the most ominous of situations.”


Doug furrows his brow and glances back in Olivia’s direction for assurance.


Frannie reaches under the table, squeezes my thigh, and whispers, “Be nice!”


I continue: “I’m serious, Doug, you’re the best part of America. You don’t know defeat.”


Doug’s eyes gleam with pride and my mind is filled with fresh horrors about the future of the world.





Chapter


Frannie is next to me in bed sleeping. I hear sounds coming from her. There is the sound of her stomach. I press my ear close enough to hear it growling. Frannie never eats after 9 p.m., even if she stays late at the office and misses dinner. She claims it might wreak havoc on her metabolism, and she can’t risk it. Also, there is the sound of what I assume is her dreaming. When she dreams, she says not words exactly, but half-words, half-words and sighs—lots of sighs. I wonder if she’s fantasizing about fucking and if so, who? Surely it couldn’t be me. It’s sweet to think so, but I’m not so naïve. She’s fucked me enough times for her subconscious to know there’s no use wasting perfectly good dreams on me. That said, it’s got to be someone, probably somebody from work or the gym.


Prior to settling into our routine, Frannie really used to be quite the sexual maven, and I should know. Before she came along I had more than my share of women, but she was the best of the lot. It’s not even close. In fact, more than just being damn good at the act, I’d go as far as to say that Frannie was a sexual innovator. One of only maybe two or three I’ve come across in my experience.


For instance, there is this one position she introduced me to where I lie on my side and she lies flat on her back and we twist our legs into a queer pretzel shape and I slide a finger, or sometimes two, into her backside, and then she screams out, “Oh, Lou, you’re the best fuck ever! I swear it, the best fuck ever!” And then she comes after about thirty seconds of hard thrusting and, of course, the fingers in the rear help too—but the kicker is, she doesn’t let me stop after she climaxes. No, she makes me keep going, even when I barely can, and then she comes again, sometimes twice more.


Thinking about this sideways position makes my cock stir, and I move my hand down to check on it and it’s about two-thirds hard. I give it a few pets, and it’s nearly all the way now. What to do now about it? There are some factors I need to consider.


First and foremost, Frannie hates morning sex. Wasn’t always that way, but has been for about six months’ time. Just last week when I tried for some morning congress, she rolled over in bed and clinched the sheets tightly around her body and said, “Darling, not now, I’m tired. I must get some sleep. Try again later.” Then I bit down on her butt, and she turned and hit me upside the head and said, “I said not right now!” I slinked off the bed without a peep, and then she felt bad and said, “Oh darling, come back. I’m sorry.” But it was too late, and I went downstairs and watched last night’s baseball highlights on the TV.


On a more emotional level, also, things between us lately seem strained. I think she’s slowly coming to the conclusion we may be incompatible. I’m in complete disagreement, of course. This is the most solid relationship I’ve ever been a part of. She’s never once punched me or kicked me, thrown boiling hot water at me, or set any of my clothes on fire. Not like any of the other girls I’ve dated. And, in return, I’ve never committed any of those injustices against her.


But I think my initial appeal is beginning to wear thin. Now that she’s seen underneath the surface of things, perhaps it’s not so terrific. Truth is, she never signed up for falling in love with me. She signed up for what I represent. I’ve seen it a hundred times since my book got published. Women always think that falling in love with a successful novelist will be the ultimate romantic happenstance. The befalling appeals to their vanity. They’ll never admit it but what they long for is to serve as the muse in a love story for the ages. And I suppose it’s true—a man’s best work usually comes as a byproduct of his feelings for a woman. However, it must be said, this work is not usually produced during the rapturous grips of love; rather, it comes in the aftermath and carnage of an affair gone sour.


But for the very best of women, simply inspiring art is not enough. No, the very best of women are actually masterpieces themselves. No good could ever come of any art created in their image, for it would be nothing in comparison to their own existence. The very best of women have already ascertained the pinnacle of perfect form—an embodiment an artist can only futilely strive for. It can be in the way she holds her head while smoking a cigarette, or in the way her hips and ass swing as she walks, or, perhaps, in the soft coos she emits while making love—for these are the most exquisite constructions of this world, something a painting, a poem, or a photograph could never capture.


Before I came along, Frannie had been engaged to a chemist-turned-entrepreneur named Seth—he had made a ridiculous sum of money curing seemingly impossible ailments and diseases—as wonderful a guy as you’d ever want to meet. I’m told that by everyone—Frannie’s mother, her friends, even her hairdresser, who once mentioned it in passing. Frannie once said to me: “You know, Lou, one good chemist is more valuable in this world than a thousand writers.” I must admit that stung a bit, but I’m not such an egoist I can’t see the logic in such a statement. And I know I’m not always so cordial or easy to get along with, but can I really be so lousy that all her closest friends and family believe they’re warranted in telling me how fantastic her ex is?


All this thinking about my relationship is bumming me out, but there is nothing to be done about it now. There are more pressing issues, namely this protuberance throbbing in my underpants. I pull the sheet away as quietly as I can manage, so as to not wake Frannie, and I slip into the bathroom and start the shower. The boxers slip off gingerly over the throbber, and quickly I’m under the water, doing work on myself. There was a time when a morning ritual like this would’ve seemed regrettable or shameful, but that time has passed.


When I’m done in the shower, I go back out to the bedroom. Frannie is just rising.


“You’re up early,” she says.


“I was feeling inspired. Hoping to get a jump on the day.”


“That’s good, darling. What do you have planned?”


Frannie refers to me as “darling” whenever things are well. If she doesn’t refer to me as “darling,” I know I’m in for it. This is a habit she picked up abroad. Frannie is in fashion, and months ago she spent three weeks in London working on the spring Versace line. Ever since, it’s “darling” this and “darling” that. When I mentioned this new proclivity, she insisted that she had always used the word, and when I told her that wasn’t true, that she had never called me “darling” in the past, she got hurt feelings and acted as if I had done her a great injustice.


“I’m meeting Sebastian for lunch, and this afternoon I’m taking Cliff to a doctor’s appointment.”


“Doesn’t he have anyone else to shuttle him around?”


“Last time he took the bus and got lost. Ended up in Chinatown and missed his appointment.”


“I don’t like it one bit.”


“There’s nothing to worry about.” I lean in and give her a kiss and a cuddle. “Let me make you some eggs.”


“I’ve got to get going,” she says. “I’m meeting Mila Kunis and her team this morning. We’re dressing her for the Globes.”


“I’m not sure what any of that means.”


“Of course you don’t, darling. Why would you?”


She enters the bathroom, and closes the door behind her.


Sebastian insists I drive all the way across town to meet him for lunch—he always does—something about it being close to his office and my not having a job.


“But I’m the talent, and you’re the agent,” I remind him.


“You haven’t been the talent for some time,” he says over the telephone.


So here I am, sitting on the sidewalk patio of a restaurant off Sunset, sweating because I’m wearing jeans and a long-sleeve shirt, and the umbrella over my table does nothing to block the sun. I’ve already gone through three Coronas and a basket of chips and guacamole, and when I light up a cigarette, the waitress tells me to put it out, and there is still no sign of Sebastian anywhere.


“Fucking asshole!” I say, loud enough for all the surrounding tables to take notice.


The waitress comes by with the most annoyed look on her face. “Sir, you can’t shout obscenities in the restaurant. My manager told me to tell you that if it happens again, we’ll have to ask you to leave.”


Finally Sebastian shows up. He’s wearing white pants with a tan belt and a slim, grey two-button blazer. Underneath the jacket is a blue shirt with a pattern of tiny white anchors on it. The top three buttons of the shirt are undone. In one hand he’s carrying a coffee and in the other, a juice smoothie. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was a homosexual.


“I’ve been here for a half hour already.”


“Bikram yoga ran late, and I needed to shower, hit the juice bar, and pick up a latté.”


“You fucking realize that you’re meeting me at a restaurant, right?”


“Whatever,” he says, sitting down across from me. “So how are things progressing?”


“Progressing?” I finish a Corona and flag down the waitress to put in an order for some tacos. “The pages are starting to flow. Just finding my rhythm. It’s a process—you know how it is.”


“I’d like to see a draft by the end of the month.”


“I don’t think so, Sebastian. It’s not ready, and I don’t show anybody my work until it’s ready.”


Sebastian takes a long pull from the straw protruding from the juice cup. When he removes the straw from his mouth, there is a piece of orange rind stuck in his designer-stubble beard. I reach out and give it a flick.


“I want to read it. I can help you. I really can. It’s what I do.”


“Listen, Sebastian, I didn’t have any help on the last book, and it took all right. So if you don’t mind, I think I’ll just go about it myself”


“You’re wasting my time, as usual.”


He gets up from the table.


“Where are you going? You’re supposed to buy me lunch.”


“I don’t want to be late for my next meeting.”


He’s already got his back to me, and is halfway to the door.


“You didn’t seem too concerned about showing up late to our meeting!” I shout across the patio. He doesn’t reply and I scream out, “Asshole!”


The waitress reappears and informs me I need to leave.





Chapter


I’ve made exactly one new friend since my fortunes changed. I used to have dozens of friends. Maybe not dozens, but at least there were people I could talk to, people who could relate. Those people, for the most part, are gone now. Our paths diverged, and what we shared is no longer.


I met this new friend a few months back at an airport bar. I was flying somewhere, I don’t remember where exactly, maybe New York, possibly Chicago. Anyhow, I was at the bar trying to get my head together, and I looked over and saw this guy who looked just like this ballplayer I used to love to watch play. This ballplayer, back in the day, could really cover some ground out in centerfield and could stretch a single into a double better than anyone since Pete Rose. Hell of a player, a real hustler, ballsy as hell! So I was checking this guy out, and he looked just like him, only he was a real fat fuck, and his hair was grown down to his shoulders, and he was wearing a floral-print Hawaiian shirt and shorts. When he glanced in my direction, his eyes were red-rimmed and cooked all the way through.


Now I’m not the sort who goes around making conversation with strangers, but I really love baseball, and the resemblance between this bum at the bar and my favorite ballplayer was uncanny.


I finished three whiskeys before I finally worked up the stones to say to him: “Hey, excuse me, you Cliff Adams?”


And he went, “Depends—what the fuck do you want?”


“Holy shit,” I said to myself, “it is Cliff Adams,” and then I got all excited like I was meeting God himself.


“Fucking hell, Cliff, I just want to buy you a drink.”


“Nobody’s gonna try and stop you,” he replied.


Turns out that Cliff had been having a rough go of it lately. His baseball career ended ten years earlier after a one-year suspension for steroids, followed by a broken back he suffered charging full-on into the centerfield wall to make a play. One of the best efforts anyone’s ever made on a ball. And I told him as much, straight away. But I’m sure everyone has.


“It was my job to catch the damn ball,” he said when I brought it up. “What else was I supposed to do?”


After retirement, he fell victim to an unscrupulous money manager who got him involved in pyramid schemes, bad realestate deals, and a chain of car washes. Poor Cliffy lost millions— tens of millions, in fact. Eventually, he ended up doing four years in prison for tax evasion. Now he’s been out of jail for two years and is nearly penniless.


This morning I’ve agreed to pick Cliff up and take him to the doctor. He’s not legally allowed to drive due to a suspended license—something involving a mix-up over driving under the influence. What a joke! This is a guy who has more eye-hand coordination than 99.99% of the population, and the state is worried he’s endangering the populace because he’s had a few beers? The only reason the cop pulled him over was because somebody had smashed out his back window. Happened after a bar fight, minutes before.


Cliff had been watching the game at his local when two drunk loudmouths started in on him. “Hey, Cliff, you fat fuck, how was prison? They treat you real nice in there? Different sort of locker-room experience, huh, you fucking has-been!”


What’s a guy to do? A man can’t let that sort of talk pass unpunished. So he walked over to the two guys and slammed their heads together. A full-scale bar brawl ensued, spilling out into the street. Cliff knocked one of the guys clean out with a haymaker punch. The other fled on foot. When Cliff heard sirens, he jumped in his car, and as he sped off someone threw a brick through his back window.


But now Cliff is having health problems, and he needs rides to and from the doctor. Earlier this year he had a heart attack that nearly killed him. He had a smaller one the year before, too. Now there are complications with his liver—could be from the steroids, maybe the booze?


I show up at his place at 2 p.m. He’s standing on the curb, surrounded by a rag-tag group of children. Each of them is waving a baseball cap or a ball in his face to sign. He takes the time to scribble out a personalized message to each eager kid. Cliff is wearing another floral-print Hawaiian shirt, a red one with blue flowers, and his hair is pulled back into a ponytail. The bags under his eyes are deep and horseshoe-shaped, and his cheeks and forehead are the color of crimson. Seeing him standing out in front of his house, looking all indigent and broken, it’s nearly impossible to imagine that this man once hit two home runs in a single World Series game.


I get out of the car and join him on the sidewalk.


“Hey, kids, you should get this guy’s autograph, too,” Cliff says.


“They don’t want my autograph,” I say.


“Who the hell are you, mister?” one of the kids asks.


“That’s Lou Brown,” Cliff says. “He’s a world-famous writer.”


“A writer?” a different kid asks.


“I wrote one book, that’s all.”


“That’s nothing,” the same kid says. “Why would I want your autograph?”


I light up a smoke. “I didn’t say you would.”


“It was a hell of a book,” Cliff says.


The kids quickly lose interest in me, and when Cliff is done signing their memorabilia, they run off without giving me another look.


Cliff lights up his own cigarette.


“So what is it this time?” I ask. “Your heart, your head, or something new.”


“I got to get a waiver signed.”


He opens the passenger-side door and climbs in. Standing on the curb, I watch as nearly an inch of ash dangles from the end of his cigarette before falling onto my leather seat. He calls out to me, “Get in the damn car, Lou, we’re already running late.”


I get in, start the car, and put us in motion


“So what sort of medical waiver do you need?”


“It’s not a big deal. I’m doing a boxing match, and the promoters won’t sanction it unless I get cleared.”


“A boxing match?”


“I’m broke and I need to pay child support.”


“You have kids?”


“I got one.”


“You never told me that.”


“You never asked.”


“You know how to box?”


“I can hold my own.”


“Who are you fighting?”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“How did you even get involved in something like this?”


“The promoter thinks people will pay to see a washed-up old ballplayer duke it out.”


“But look at you, you look like hell. You’re in no condition to fight.”


“Just drive the car, jerk.”


He’s late enough for his appointment that I drop him off before I go looking for parking. By the time I get to the lobby, he’s been taken back. I sit down and pick up an issue of Sports Illustrated. LeBron James is on the cover. His eyes are full of pride and contentment. I remember long ago seeing a similar look on my own face. In the next seat over is a small pale girl with a narrow face and sunken eyes. She looks more mouse than human. Her mother is playing with the girl’s limp brown hair with one hand, and filling out paperwork with the other. I lock eyes with the mom and notice she is crying. I nod and give her a reassuring smile, and she finds the courage to do the same. When I lean over to replace the Sports Illustrated on the coffee table, I catch a glimpse of the paperwork. It says the little mousy girl has something called Renal Carcinoma. I pull out my cellphone and google it. It means she has kidney cancer.


I text myself the following sentences: I’m finding it harder and harder to imagine a God, but I’ve never been more certain about the presence of the Devil. He is everywhere, not just in shadows, but standing in plain light.


After a few minutes, Cliff lumbers out a door and into the waiting room.


“What’s your afternoon looking like?” he asks.


“I was going to try and commit some words to paper.”


“You want to skip it and go to a casino?”


“The doctor going to clear you for the fight?”


“I’m fine.”


“I’m not driving all the way to Vegas.”


“Something around here, then. Come on, Lou, I need this.”


“I’ll have to call Frannie.”


Twenty minutes later we’re driving east on the 10-freeway, heading toward The Rolling Hills Casino. Frannie isn’t at all pleased that I’m going gambling with Cliff. Not only because she doesn’t like Cliff, but because she thinks playing cards is low-class. Frannie is highbrow all the way. It’s what attracted me to her in the first place. Before her, I’d never been with a lady of sophistication and culture. My former lovers tended to be of a different sort—dropouts, addicts, sadists, loons.


Frannie comes from a good family—Jews. Her father, Noah, is a well-respected doctor in Los Angeles—a cardiologist, I believe—a sober and solemn man who isn’t prone to vice or folly. Her mother, Dianne, is a retired college linguistics professor who now fills her days with pilates, shopping trips, and long afternoons at the tennis club. That’s Dianne’s passion—tennis. Apparently, before turning to the linguistic arts, she had briefly played as a professional. Supposedly, she was on her way to winning championships, but had had her career derailed by motherhood. I learned of her tennis achievements during my first visit to Frannie’s parents’ home. The walls of their not-so-humble abode are cluttered with photos from Dianne’s sporting days.


“Did Frannie ever tell you about the time I beat Chris Evert in straight sets?” she asked me.


“It’s odd,” I said, sounding as sincere as possible, “but she never has.”


The woman then broke down into tears as she recounted all the biggest matches of her career. The whole time she spoke to me, I was nearly convinced I had been made the butt of a grand joke.


I said to Frannie afterward, “Your mother is a lucky woman if not being able to play pro tennis is truly the worst thing that has ever happened to her.”


“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Frannie replied to me that day.


It wasn’t until months later that I learned that Frannie’s family actually had been the victim of great tragedy and suffering. It turns out Frannie had an older brother, David, who had perished from disease.


The story goes that David had been suffering stomach pains for several weeks before he was taken for a checkup. Frannie’s father, the doctor, was sure it was nothing—a minor trifle. “Growing pains, my good boy,” he had said to his son.


In my time, I’ve learned that there are two different kinds of doctors when it comes to treating their own families. The first type is terribly overbearing and handles every minor ailment as if without the fullest attention it will lead to an early grave. These doctors’ homes are stocked full of remedies, potions, and elixirs. I know this from experience.


I once held a job as a house painter for a season, and that summer I spread color on many physicians’ walls throughout the greater Malibu area. One hungover July morning, I took a nasty spill from a ladder and fell ten feet onto my back. I didn’t have insurance so I never received an X-ray, but I’m certain I suffered at least a few broken ribs. From that day on, I always made it a point to find my way into the medicine cabinets of all the homes I worked. If it weren’t for the stolen painkillers, I wouldn’t have been able to continue.


The second type of doctor treats his family as if they are invincible. The homes of these healers contain nary an aspirin, not so much as a bottle of cold medicine. Unfortunately for Frannie’s brother, their father was this type. I can’t begin to imagine the guilt Frannie’s father has had to endure. A doctor of medicine allowing his own son’s cancer to go untreated is the cruelest irony I’ve ever heard. Anyhow, once diagnosed, it didn’t take long. The tumors had already spread all around his stomach and were completely inoperable. Months of chemotherapy and drugs did nothing for him. He passed away the day before Frannie’s thirteenth birthday. To this day, we’ve only ever discussed it the one time. It’s her private pain, too much for her to revisit.


And as much as it saddened me to hear of her loss, in a way, I believe it brought us closer together. Up until she shared with me the story of her brother’s cancer, I could never really see her as a whole person. Her life was more like an outlandish fairytale—too charmed, too neat, unblemished. A person who has never had to overcome adversity, never really experiences anything. Even his victories appear hollow and unsubstantial, for without pain, pleasure is a mundane baseline.


Perhaps because of David’s early death, Frannie’s parents saw to it that she was catered to in every manner imaginable. In her was bound up all the joy and hope the family had remaining. Furthermore, she was the sole future of the bloodline. Due to this fact, she was denied nothing in her youth: prep schools, private tutors, horseback-riding lessons, European summer backpacking trips. Frannie uses the term well-bred in reference to her upbringing. That’s one way of putting it. For her sixteenth birthday, she received a brand-new Audi 5 convertible, and six months later when she totaled it, her parents replaced it with a Lexus SUV. When it was time for college, her parents footed the bill for a fancy private liberal arts university to the tune of $50,000 a year. David Foster Wallace, who Bret Easton Ellis correctly identified as the most pretentious and overrated writer of a generation, was her English teacher. There, Frannie was made editor of the school’s newspaper and dated an heir to an oil fortune. Her junior year she studied abroad in Paris, staying in a chateau owned by a distant uncle. While there, Frannie took an internship with Chanel, where her boss took notice of a dress she had hand-stitched for herself, and made her an offer of full-time employment. She stayed on for only six months, returning to California due to homesickness, but cementing her future in the fashion industry.
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