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The Marvel Universe is an argument with the spiritual consequences of our popular culture, an unawareness fogged by the conflation of addiction and transcendence: escapism and art, comic book and myth, Instagram and reality, narcissism and grief, Chadwick Boseman and Bobby Seale. It’s also a novel by Bruce Wagner, which is to say, it’s funny as hell (even when it is hell) and only about Hollywood per se. I don’t want to speak for Wagner, but I think he’d agree that Hollywood, in addition to being a necessary subject itself, is a necessary subject as a mirror and a metaphor. The Marvel Universe: Origin Stories is culturally necessary. This is not a matter of opinion.”


—Sam Wasson
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE


The poet’s, the writer’s, duty is to write about these things. It is his privilege to help man endure by lifting his heart, by reminding him of the courage and honor and hope and pride and compassion and pity and sacrifice which have been the glory of his past.


—William Faulkner


Bruce Wagner’s novel, The Marvel Universe: Origin Stories was due to be published by Counterpoint Press in 2020. After turning in the manuscript, Wagner was told that the language of his new novel was “problematic”—cancelspeak for content that might be perceived as offensive. In an awkward phone call, the editor told Wagner that only a handful of pages could be published “in their current form.” Implicit in the editor’s remarks was that the author must tread carefully when writing about outsiders. Outsiders—the other—are the dominant theme of Wagner’s many novels. He is well-known, critically and popularly, for the compassion and lacerating spirituality with which he imbues his characters.


With his novel suddenly orphaned, Wagner did something unusual—he released The Marvel Universe: Origin Stories for free on the internet. In an unprecedented move, he told readers that they could alter, translate, or shape the text into any medium, royalty free. His only caveat was that The Marvel Universe: Origin Stories live on in its intended, unexpurgated form on brucewagner.la.


Since then, different versions of Marvel have been released, including a deluxe limited edition priced at a thousand dollars.


A year later, I was introduced to Wagner through his agent, Andrew Wylie. I immediately signed a contract with him to write what became his next novel, ROAR: American Master – The Oral Biography of Roger Orr. ROAR was a deep exploration of a biracial artist who became transfeminine late in life. It’s fitting to say here that Wagner told me he had written twenty or so pages of the book as a précis and shown it to one of the big East Coast houses before ending up at my door. His contact there was thrilled by ROAR’s premise (and the writing as well). Then came the inevitable call from the embarrassed editor-executive who’d been championing him—it seemed the powers-that-be ultimately found ROAR too . . .“problematic.”


I believe in art and those who create it. Great art is problematic—as spectacularly problematic and dangerously unpredictable as our dreams, our fears, our desires. As problematic as life itself (and death). Wagner’s novels are essential, scabrous, poetic reflections not only of the times in which we live but of the messy, magnificent triumphs and disastrous failures of being human. The Marvel Universe: Origin Stories has grown in stature since its stealth release and we are proud to publish it at Arcade, Wagner’s new home.


Bruce Wagner is a major artist. When Marvel came my way, I did what any serious publisher would do—made it into a book that both provokes and gives solace, a living thing that reminds us of the mysteries of the world and can be passed from hand to hand, heart to heart.


Nothing problematic about it.


Tony Lyons
 Publisher of Skyhorse/Arcade
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Nothing exists; even if something does exist, nothing can be known about it; and even if something can be known about it, knowledge of it can’t be communicated to others.


—Gorgias


And you, you ridiculous people, you expect me to help you.


—Denis Johnson









BOOK ONE


THE NEW MUTANTS


be careless what you wish for





Now must we sing and sing the best we can,


But first you must be told our character:


Convicted cowards all, by kindred slain


“Or driven from home and left to die in fear.”


They sang, but had nor human tunes nor words,


Though all was done in common as before;


They had changed their throats


and had the throats


of birds.


—WB Yeats


SOME YEARS AGO


METAMORPHOSIS


ALI NELL


Oh, Diary! My Insta followers jumped 23,000 the morning I posted an Avedon-inspired black-and-white selfie/mugshot with the caption:


Okay, lovebugs, here’s the thing – I have ALS, but it doesn’t have me (not just yet).


As #iamlenaheadey once so aptly put it (where she put it is up for grabs!):


FECKING otherworldly amaze-balls.


Oh, and I changed my bio to:


Ali (oops!) Nell


Actress. PK (Preacher’s Kid). Body, Mind, Spirit activist. “And Betty when you call me, you can call me #ALS.” #pilgrimsprogress #[image: Image]natenALS #ALSnellThatEndsNell #ALSinWonderland #whynottakeALSofme


675k Followers 1,803 Following


Of course, that wasn’t all I wrote ’cause I was super-mindful about not doing a big blab. There’ll be plenty of time for that! For my coming out, best keep it simple, stupid. My boy-gal pal Ripley wholeheartedly agreed. But I was really glad I added an amaze-balls funny-wise Mark Twain quote to the amaze-balls heartbreakingly tender-wise Rumi one, ’cause I didn’t want it to be too heavy. It’s already wayyyyy heavier than anyone expected (especially me). Humor’s definitely what will get me through this, if I get through it at all – 10% of us ALSheimers live more than 10 years, and you know what? I’ll frickin take it. Stephen Hawking powered thru, right? With wit and grace to spare.


He’s so fire.


I’m ashamed to admit I secretly worried (OK maybe not so secretly) that no one would even care! That all the haters would say I was a sympathy whore. Like, Trump would tweet “Ali Nell is a washed-up, psycho-sympathy whore. Not a good person!” But guess what? Of the thousands of comments, not a one of em was shitty or even borderline harsh. Tho mayyyyyybeeeeeee Ripley was doing a little redacting as he read, you know, skipping the cruel&creepy stuff, but it sure seemed he was just dizzily hopping from flower to flower and pollinating without pause to clean anything up. Ripley said he never saw such blanket Internet goodwill, he was ranting how even that Danish billionaire got trolled when those scummy terrorists blew his three kids up in Sri Lanka and also informed (wish he hadn’t) of all the snarky (the adjective gives too much dignity) comments online after a baby got carved from its mama’s belly by that freaky “womb-raider” in Chicago last year… and the baby lived! Can you imagine one day having to enlighten it as to the circumstances of its birth? Sheesh. Guess Sharon Tate lived in kinder, gentler times, huh? Anyway, Ripley kept saying I was the unicorn that broke the Internet by bringing out the best of it – take that, vile World Wide Web! Kill em with tweets ‘n’ kisses, I always said… how my fans and supporters were all saying how beauuuuutiful I am, how sexy (?!), how BRAVE, & group-hug emoji-crying and that many had written “we [image: Image] you 3000!!!!!!!” in 20 different languages – plus all kinds of lovely imaginative GIFs, a popular fave was Dany Targaryen clinging to her baby’s neck and mouthing “Dracarys” as Drogon vomited fire onto King’s Landing, now captioned in melty, blood-red letters spelling out A L S. To put it succinctly, the Universe blow-darted big-time sunshine, rainbows, and lollipops up my soon-to-be-paralyzed ass.


And oh! Emilia Clarke HERSELF DM’d me, saying take courage (in the Queen’s English, not Dothraki), something, she added, she needed in abundance whilst in the throes of clandestine aneurysms she famously suffered during the first seasons of GOT.


She invited me to the San Vicente Bungalows next time she’s in L.A.


Oh, Dany Girl! The pipes, the pipes are calling…


The most touching posts came from ALSers (ALSettes?) whose cases are far more advanced than mine – & from those who’ve lost loved ones to “our” godforsaken disease. I actually got a weird shiver of pride as a new member of the family… talk about being humbled, Diary. But I guess “that’s what ALS does,” as Geico would say – makes you buy kneepads ’cause you’re pretty much living in prayer. Guess I could have taken humility lessons somewhere else, but hey, yup, I’ll take it. “I’ll take it” is my new mantra. Like the song says, “Why not take all of me?” Beggars and pilgrims can’t be choosers and all roads lead to Humbletown AKA the City of God AKA the Celestial City (from Grandma’s favorite book, Pilgrim’s Progress, fyi).


Been crying two hours nonstop ’cause I’m so blessed... even peeked at myself for the first time in three days – had been avoiding the mirror ’cause I’ve been depressed. Get over yourself, girl. Ripley says I look 5 years younger but maybe that’s just ALS working its early magic. (Sniff.) Yuck, those puffy ugly-cry eyes! Used and posted ROC RETINOL CORREXION ANTI-AGING EYE CREAM TREATMENT ($18). Also, G. DAY GINGER + ASHWAGANDHA ENERGY BODY WASH ($32) and the amazing crystals of THE GOOP MEDICINE BAG ($85) – smoky quartz, red jasper, carnelian, citrine, unakite jasper, sodalite, amethyst and clear quartz: for clarity, serenity, courage and emotional strength. Just call me a rock star. (But Betty? You can call me ALS.) I’ll need all those and more...


Speaking of which, BILLIE EILISH just DM’d, she’s a serious fan of Arrested Development, which she said she only watched because she was in love with Sasha! (That’s who I played on the show, Diary, need I remind you. Sometimes I need to remind myself.) She was SO sweet & funny and OMG as it turns out, Billie lives with her parents, like, TWO MILES from me. What, Di, are the odds of that? She said she’s hardly home anymore but the next time she is, we’d have a playdate. I went on YouTube and she talked about her Tourette’s and being made fun of about the condition before anyone really knew… so she’s had her brushes with adversity, and at an age way younger than me when I got tasered by ALS. She asked if I wanted to attend a private little show at the Troubadour and I said fuck YEAH! but need to see how I feel “on the day.” For a sec I thought oh I better go or she’ll be insulted and I’ll lose a new friend but then I realized that was just my standard low self-esteem SHITE was kicking in (as Emilia would say. Oops, really dropping names here, huh, Di? Will stop forthwith.) Because of course Billie would understand…


One must always come from love, not fear.


Been feeling a little foggy. As the Scarecrow said, “If I only had a brain” – but apparently a brain’s the one thing ALS isn’t really interested in takin’, ’cause it’s the last thing to go. (Sniff. Sigh.) ALS is such a typical guy that way – he’s only interested in my body!


Ripley said that as my Insta grows, I’ll be rolling in it. As of today I get $800 for tags/sponsored posts (Kim K gets a million+!!!!!) and am poised to collect fifteen-hundred when (if?) I reach a million followers. I’m all about ALS Awareness but won’t turn my nose up at cash money – tho one day (not too soon, please, Mr. ALS?), I won’t have the proper motor neurons to “turn my nose up” at all! Tee-hee!


* * *


Sunswept Easter Sunday: lolling on a pine-strung sling in the midst of an eccentric, curated garden surrounded by black tulips, black calla lilies and hundreds of Schwarzkopf – laughing to herself because the “black roses” made her think of a thousand anuses.


Butthole, don’t fail me now.


An impish phrase bubbled up: rectal betrayal.


lol! –


In the weeks since going public, hella largesse came her way. Friends, acquaintances and strangers opened hearts and homes, sending random, waggish, zanily creative gifts. Useful ones too: the Apatows got her a beribboned Alinker walking bike, hand-delivered by their daughter Maude. Ali used to babysit Maude and her younger sister, Iris.


She had a perfectly lovely bungalow in Highland Park – bought with Marvel TV show money – but it was so much fun to “couch-surf,” as a sober friend put it (an A.A. thang, apparently), to glamp in far-flungish abodes. So here she was, courtesy of Sharon Osbourne, hanging with a few friends – and her still user-friendly bowel – rocking in a hammock that looked out on a private beach. “Dearest, you must stay in one of our empty properties. It’s in Point Dume above Pirate’s Cove.” She loved Sharon! “You’re gonna get through this,” said Sharon, like the Mother of All Boot Camp shtarker-Moms she was (and is), “and we’re gonna get through it with you.” Can someone please send that woman an Iron Throne? Scratch that, she’s prolly already got three. They knew each other from The Talk, when Ali was doing press for Stan Lee’s Te Deum and Arrested Development. Still hadn’t met Ozzie though. Their son Jack was diagnosed with MS a few years back, so Ali’s surprise Instannouncement touched a nerve. Ali’s pride usually sabotaged offerings of love and generosity; now, everything that happened just seemed part of what she called “my whytewitch wedding shower.” Ali had just invited tens of thousands of followers to watch her exchange vows with the Dark Prince ALS, vows that slowly-quickly would take everything away, everything she had, everything she deserved, everything she dreamed of.


But – as Grammie used to say – it was all a dream. And what, she asked herself, could be more gorgeous, adventurous and true?


Barely into ALS courtship, she hadn’t changed much physically. Her famous eyes were still green, flecked with silver and onyx like the Vogue-featured terrazzo of a longdead couturier’s Ischian bolt-hole. Her smile was puckish, still half-fuck you/half-welcoming – an Aubrey Plaza-Audrey Hepburn meld. Atop the head was a torch of burnt sienna. The flatchested, sinuously boyish body (Ripley said, “Where were you when Jeffrey Epstein needed you?”) was still aroused by human touch. For a few months after the diagnosis, she orgied with famous and unfamous exes, coming harder than she ever had in her youngish life. Fooled around with drunk bffs too, and groupie gals, and a FedEx driver (ground), and had crazy Raya hookups… OMG, Spike Jonze, my obsession! God Bless you, Raya! It became a bit of an underground thing for a moment to fuck Ali Nell – post-ALS, post-Insta-post-Ali Nell – a thing for her too, because she wanted rude adolescent company in the crash car as it rocketed toward God’s demolition derby speedway. There was mad religion to it and a reckless beauty that stabilized; all that stink-grind got her out of her head. She was determined to cuckold her heavenly matchmaker, if only for a while. I can do a little demolition myself, so fuck y’all. She could blow good and bad motor neurons to Kingdom Cum with the best of them. Tha’s right. For a little while, like a holy whore – Time’s Up! for real, ha! – she ritualistically washed and tenderized her body in anticipation of rolling off the ghat into the ancient, smoky, corpse-strewn River Gehrig. Her lovers seemed wilder too. The girls – paleskinned tattooed ladybugs – sure cried more than usual during the act, and the boys-to-men, whose vanilla sex stylings she was familiar with got guiltily pervy, inventive, athletically incandescent, their blown-out comfort zones rendering them prodigies of flesh. Her last-legs ch’i was contagious: all the scared sacred mortality clits, cocks, and clocks of her hookups were ticking. Sleeping with Ali was hot and hotly anecdotal, electric, electrically shaming, criminally interesting: half-mercy fuck, half-rape, half-horned-out, hallowed chore and consecrated exploitative sisterfuck… half-historic.


Something they could tell the grandkids one day.


She got em all high on the FireFly vapes she got for free, having bartered product for IG endorsements.


There, in the soft wind, rocking in the hammock, Ali suddenly got the stomach-jitters of a child before its first cruise on the open sea. She shut her eyes. As her meditation guru suggested, she became a lava lamp, its gelatinous gobs moving in slothlike syncopation to the waves. The contrapuntal melody of ocean – the Point Dume ocean, rich people’s ocean, ocean of the neurological normies, whose lungs, limbs and rectums remained fiercely loyal to commands – the abandoning ocean that ebbed and flowed not for her but the lucky ones who were cordially scheduled to end in old age – that ocean’s emerald, algaeic waters rose and fell with magnificent insipidity, a watered-down insult opera, fifty yards out.


Two torturous years of misdiagnoses – Guillain-Barré, then Lyme, then sciatica – finally coalesced to a death sentence. Her career had faltered years before and the absurdist, fatal revelation scrambled her brain. At night, she had dreams of winning, she dreamed she’d won, that something good and amazing had happened. But then she got locked in her dented Prius and couldn’t get out because the door handles were gone (that Forensic Files she saw about an abductor removing the inside door handles from the van he used, to steal women)… and worst of all, she was late for a party at her old friend Tom Ford’s. She started digging around in the rat’s nest of backseat junk food litter looking for the handles. During a sweaty noontime nap, Gavin Newsom called to say she’d been selected to be the First Woman on Mars, and that her ALS “is a plus, because we need someone who won’t move in the capsule” – What if all along she’d been poised for mythic glory?


What if the inconsequential victories and humiliations of a vain, clownish, go-nowhere showbiz career were in fact part of a superlunary mandala?


Meghan had moved from Suits to Sussex; why wouldn’t the exodus of Ali Nell entail a royal entourage as well?


Yes: like Meghan holding a scepter, or Dany Targaryen clutching the long, scaly neck of her beloved, Ali Nell would gallop to the Celestial City in a cavalcade of ruined neurons and rogue microbes, numinous carriage wheels sparking, her ineffably useless body attended by followers and alit by a nimbus of Infinite Love.


JOAN GAMMA


“The Fat Joan” (she sometimes called herself that, in playful homage to The Fat Jew) added another supergrrrl to her Insta carousel: @alinell.


But her yearlong IG troika fixation still burned bright: Billie, Millie and Greta (Billie Eilish, Millie Bobby Brown and Greta Thunberg), her O.G. spirit animal road dogs. Watching those babyfat bodies (Greta’s being the least babyish) slowwwwwwly witch into womanhood gave her erotic transport. Billie legendarily shielded herself in crazy LV/Gucci tents, blaming her parents for “this body and these chubby fingers” but Millie was starting to dig playing dress-up, morphing from nerdy Comic-Con queen to 35-year-old haute hooker. And Greta… well, Greta looked middle-aged. Girl needed a makeover. Though she was by far the butchiest, with an adorable trollscowl that made her the hottest of Joan’s three virtual concubines. She related most to the Swede (whom she sometimes called Thin Joan, as in of Arc) because of Greta’s erstwhile depression, anorexia and selective mutism. How hot was that?


Oh, Greta!


One day the pigtailed warrioress would be hers...


The only other enchantress (until Ali) Joan deemed worthy to follow was Anya Taylor-Joy – who was a little older, like Ali – not because of those shitty, try-hardy M. Night Shyamalan movies, no, but out of Joan’s obsessive love of Anya’s debut in The Witch. That ending! She’d masturbated to it a thousand times. In the film’s last few minutes, Anya’s frosh class coven levitated past dark treetops in ecstatic slo-mo, a menstrual-ruptured fangirl rapture of ascent to hellish heavens that gave Joan hormonal seizures of FOMO and satanic Sapphic envy. The Witch was released in the same week of the same year Joan’s parents were killed; her shrink would’ve had a field day with that. Plus, the small detail of Anya marrying the Devil, their union sanctified by the murder of her mom and dad (!). But Joan never talked to the therapist about her Anya crush or anything related. She had to keep something to herself… and she wasn’t in the mood for her shrink to insinuate she was a pedo.


Anyway, she’d already shared so much.


Just now, Joan “The Fat Joan” Gamma was all about Ali Nell, who happened to be even older than Anya. The 25-year-old was famous for three things: a brilliantly mordant guest arc as Sasha Meriwether on Arrested Development (a role that Joan, like Billie E., had so seriously identified with back in the day); playing a sorceress in the short-lived Marvel show Te Deum; print ads for ASOS, Breitling watches, and more lately, The Row. Ali didn’t seem to be acting much anymore but Joan occasionally saw things on social media, like when the paparazzi snapped the star and her wienerdog having coffee in Highland Park or when Ali posted decade-old #tbt pics of hangs with big-and smallscreen costars, now legends she once outshone.


Ali Nell had classical sass and soft, timeless beauty, with that combo of black humor and heart-on-sleeve that always got Joan’s wet.


But A the fuck LS!


How, how, how?


Whatever – it flipped a miracle switch and Joan stopped being hungry.


Background:


In 2015, right after her family was slaughtered in the house in Holmby Hills, Joan started gaining. She really stepped up her game in the last two years – when she turned 16 – inhaling 8,000 calories a day and hardly moving from her bed. She remembered the random day she locked in on the TV show My 600-lb. Life, astonished by the longing it aroused. She fell in love with the marooned draperies of flesh and the angsty, lachrymose, babyfaced divas as they perched – daintily, coyly, sadly, codependently, apologetically – upon the smear-stained, sheetless lily pads of mattresses thrown haphazardly into living rooms, bedrooms, U-Haul vans. Mattresses were the indispensable accoutrement of the colossal-sized life. Nearly 400 pounds herself now, Joan was transfixed by the slim, careful enablers, usually family members – their own children! – as they administered sponge baths, patiently exploring the blurry, viewer-censored folds guarding undiscovered decubiti and skin-stamped filth.


One boy (always boys and girls to Joan, no matter their age) was almost half a ton. His legs, as if drawn from an illustrated fairy tale book, had grown fungus-lichen; he looked like a pasty, demolished centaur and was breathtakingly beautiful to her.


She religiously aspired to such transformations. Joan hadn’t weighed herself in over a year, not since her birthday in December (she and Billie Eilish both turned eighteen on the 18th), when one-point-seven billion of the Gamma Family Trust irrevocably became hers. Now she felt the threshold of 500 pounds coming, ¼ ton, like a rolling orgasm: floating above a high hill on her magick carpet mattress, catching labored breath, she finally caught sight of the distant, welcoming kitchen lights and chimney smoke of home.


She knew she would arrive by summer.


Yet, what were the origins of this morphology?


Too easy to say she was recreating the immobility forced upon her by the homicidal event… that was the therapist’s line. She escaped being murdered by hiding beneath a more prosaic, still magic mattress, on the day their home was invaded by a deranged former “associate” of her parents. She heard them being killed – first her mother Vi then her father Raphie then her older brother Tabula – and stayed frozen, paralyzed by sounds (and smells) of carnage, followed by the unearthly morbid silence. The staff had been given four days off and it was five before the police found her. At 14, when the trial began, during long stretches of psychotherapy and estate executor drama, she began festishizing confinement and close spaces, fantasies drifting and solidifying into bondage. Her lodestar was a documentary she stumbled on about the hitchhiker Colleen Stan, kidnapped by a married couple. Colleen was kept beneath their waterbed in a lightless, soundless box – for years. Years! She used a bedpan, like all the big captive babies on My 600-lb. Life. How could anyone survive such a thing without going mad? Where did that kind of mental fortitude come from? Such was the Joan-koan she turned over in her head, wavering between the certainty of knowing she’d have lost her mind beneath the waterbed and the certainty she would have kept it – circling the conundrum like an animal excited by the smell of its own shitblood. Her radical eroticism was inflamed by news events, like the parent-killing abduction of Jayme Closs. (The under-the-bed dungeoning of that one totally reignited her bewitched B&D bewilderment.) Even reading about a socialite stuck in an Upper East Side elevator set her off. Any sort of luckless, terminal entrapment would do.


At 16, a wealthy friend of Joan’s parents told her about a cult that branded women like animals and she got so excited by the idea, she got wet as she listened. The shrink said the bondage kink was born of trauma but Joan wondered if it wasn’t in the DNA – after all, weren’t Mom and Dad close with the outlier Cyan Banister, genderqueer angel investor of Uber, PayPal, Postmates, et alia? There was so much she didn’t know (nor ever would) about her parents.


Apart from whatever else, Joan inherited their smarts. When Vi’s estranged father Bud Wiggins filed a lawsuit contesting his absence from the will, Joan made sure that regardless of how fat or wild or crazy-seeming she got, no shadow of a lunatic relative or rogue executor could ever darken her day. She paid the most expensively aggressive legal minds in the land to forge an airtight guarantee that she could never be vulnerable to a fickle conservatorship.


No one’s ever gonna Britney me.


In the wake of those victorious days, she dreamt of becoming an anonymous, paid pinup on supersizedbombshell.com. She wanted to be cared for, wanted to date men who craved what she was and where she was heading. She sought out the community of gainers and encouragers, the community of feeders, fooders and feedees. She went to their musty houses and bonded with the ones who sought utter immobility. She followed the “fat wars” – two ladies vying to be the heaviest on Earth – with the same addictive vigor of a Bachelorette fan.


Susanne Eman currently weighs in at a staggering 728 pounds and is hoping to beat the current record for Heaviest Woman Ever by reaching 1200 pounds by the time she reaches 41.


The competitor, Donna Simpson, clapped back online:


Susanne says she’s the world’s fattest mom but doesn’t understand that Guinness gave me the record because I was 532 pounds when I gave birth.


Susanne wasn’t that large when she gave birth.


The boyfriend said, “Fatness is a journey. We know 1000 lbs. is not going to happen tomorrow but it’s a journey.” It was a privilege, he said, to wash her each day.


That’s what Joan wanted: to be washed like the feet of a master, to expand until rooms no longer contained her, and floors were so weakened she dropped down to the gates of Heaven-Hell itself – the opposite of Anya’s levitating journey but an ecstatic, wicked journey nonetheless, and one all her own.


When the money came, she earmarked $25 million for a still-projectless production company called Fat City Filmworx. Her biggest splurge was the acquisition of a Lucian Freud “Fat Sue” painting for sixty-five million; but when Ali Nell and her unfathomable, magnificent disaster flipped Joan’s switch, fat was out: she wanted to trade it in for an attenuated, ramrod Giacometti or tiny Degas dancer or shimmering mystical El Greco anorexic. A the fuck LS! Now that was confinement! Eerie, elegant and inevitable, that was ascension, to take up residence for eternity under the waterbed of the cosmos! Like beggar and pilgrim, it forced you to your knees. The little Arrested Development actress who gave Joan succor in a darkly comic role that hued so eerily close to the heiress’s fractured, rarefied life, a role that echoed Joan’s prayed-for scenarios of catastrophe (though she never could she have imagined the nightmare in Holmby Hills that was to come), that girl, Ali Nell, became her guru-mother and scapegoat saint in a seismic instant.


And Joan Gamma became a devotee in the only way that counted: she would starve herself, sans gastric sleeve, till only the after-banquet tablecloths of skin were left.


BUD WIGGINS


Dear Manny,


“Hello, it’s me” –


– said Lionel Richie, to anyone who’d still listen…


All right now put your dentures back in and say howdie to your ol friend and erstwhile running (stumbling?) partner, the enfant terrible manqué/one-hit wunderkind formerly known as (drum roll) the critically-esteemed lit’ry man Buddy Wiggins! He of the low-sales/critically-praised blast-from-the-past! He of early bloom and early frost!


I’m hoping this lands in your lap. (I give it a 30-70 shot.) Grailroad shuttered, I know, I know – the little imprint that could was good to you (and me too) – and I’m hoping Random Louse forwards this to wherever the hellfuck you may be. Oh, and please do not be dead, pal. I forbid it…


So: if this sad little arrow finds its mark, I pray it finds my favorite (my only!) editor – and his Clarice – in fine fettle. Dear Clarice! She was always exorbitantly, inordinately kind to me, long after your patience expired. Give her my love and heart, Manny. I mean it.


I don’t have access to a computer (they took my library card away, too) so forgive the shockingly anachronistic method of correspondence. Hence my lack of googlesucking to Sherlock your last known whereabouts, mugshots, net worth, bla bla. I know, I know, such a bore, but my laptop kept getting spilled on, puked on/spermed (when it wasn’t being pawned.) Just keepin it real, old friend.


But enough about you!


Manny, I have a serious ASK (that’s right. I’m still an askhole).


10 months ago, I made a deal to write a memoir. I know, I know – breaking news! Bud Wiggins to write second book after 40-year hiatus! Stop the small independent presses! It’s about the death of my daughter Vi and her family (of course it is. So lay offa me), a story I’m sure you and most of Amerika already overdosed on, tho maybe it’s time for a revisit... my pub thinks so anyway. (Yes I have a publisher, shocking I know, & more on that in a moment.) There’s actually a few TV/film projects in the works on said topic, one of em pursued by my old school chum and current bestie Garry Gabe Vicker (he might actually hire me to consult), otherwise known as Gigi (my middle school nickname for him), the reluctant King of 70s three-camera sitcoms, who, in a supreme act of reinvention, mutated into the current big macher-showrunner behind Netflix’s dramumentary “Golden State” (soon-to-be-streaming-near-you) about the eponymous killer … so’s I got three COUNT EM book offers right after the murders happened and said NO to em all. Wanted to stay away from any kind of notoriety or bad faith/ill gain-ish things till it all worked out (or not!) in the courts. I honestly thought I’d legit be taken care of by my daughter’s estate, but NOOOOOOO as Steve Martin once said. Vi and I had our differences and difficulties but I was led to believe that the executor, along with the input of my granddaughter Joan (the sole heir), was empowered to amend the will with a codicil allowing yours truly a small stipend, and that they were conducive. From the pecuniary goodness of their hearts, blah… As you may already be well aware, through the good orifices of a thousand high- and lowbrow magazines, newspapers and websites, I decided to fight the good fight for what I felt I deserved, which, BELIEVE me, was less than a sliver, more like a hair’s-breadth of the money pile, ahem, that was shall we say “available.” (Naturally it was never reported that I pledged a percentage of whatever that gift might have been to the very reputable Victims of Violence org.) While things were being resolved, I chose to remain completely respectful, turning down a rain of $$$ from tabloids and fancypant media outlets both. Needless to say, my careful considerations came to naught. I should add that throughout the whole sordid affair, the only one my heart cried out to was and still is my granddaughter Joan, with whom I was barred contact, under threat of ye old restraining order. Alas, I never knew her well, but was hoping to fill the vacuum of family left by the horrible tragedy. Her mind was very sadly and effectively poisoned against me, first by her mother then by executor/estate attorneys. I’m about to reach out to Joanie to inform her of the book deal – Katy, bar the door! – which I believe is the morally correct move. I stress here that my intentions regarding that project are, as ever, honorable and pure, and très litteraire et pas une exposé.


The book is with a house called PSP – Press Send Press (do you know them? ever heard?). They’re in the “classy exploitational” niche and just garnered some rather good critical attention from NYRB for a quasi-poetic novella/essay written by an almost-victim of Ted Bundy (it aktually ain’t half-bad)… they seem to specialize in “reimaginings” – you know, observations/monologues from the victims’ POV. Anyhoo, my deal was for 10 TIMES LESS what I’d originally been offered.


Old novelists and beggars can’t be choosers…


So here’s my ask, old friend: are you still in the editing game? Cause I sure could use Manny Rosen’s legendary gimlet eye on the pages scrawled so far. PSP wants the book like friggin YESTERDAY but you know I don’t work like that, always was a scofflaw with deadlines, plus I don’t trust em (PSP) for shit, PLUS they’re hitting the reimagine thing too hard, wanting me to write it from my grandkid’s point of view – which I’m not even sure I can do LEGALLY, their lawyers are supposedly looking into it (I’ve had enough courtrooms to last me sixteen more lifetimes) – they’re gunning for a stream-of-consciousness dramatization as Joanie hides under her bed as an “ear-witness,” I fucking HATE that idea but agreed cause I was desperate for the advance. (Which I’ve already blown. sigh). Initially, I said, “Oh, you mean like ‘Executioner’s Song’?” and of COURSE no one knew what the eff I was talking about. So’s – ! Any help that you, O genius editor of yore, can provide this here hack would be manna and Manny from Heaven. C’mon now – for old times? (Just reminded myself of The Godfather. When Tessio says, “Can you get me off the hook, Tom? For old times’ sake?”) I promise you shall be richly rewarded in the afterlife, Mister Manfred Mann, or at least in the hot hot afterparty, if the Devil still budgets for that. Times are tuff.


As a 10-fingered exercise, I’ve been warming up with memories of Mom (Dolly) and Dad, growing up in Beverly Hills and all that jazz… avoiding/dancing around the murders and dreaded imaginodramatization thus far – but sorely need some of your BRILLIANT FUCKING FEEDBACK.


Anyhowzer...


DO write back pretty please to the P.O. Box provided (mail keeps getting broken into where I live) and say “I do.” And SOON, brotherman, if you’re so inclined, cause I ain’t gettin any younger keemo-sahbee. In the meanwhile, will try to get you a phone number to call as well –


this Bud’s for you,


xxxxx


* * *


He always depended on the kindness of rich, estranged boyhood friends.


At least, one of them.


Garry Gabe Vicker was his alter ego and fellow Beverly Hills High alumnus. The thing that cemented their bond was running away together and taking a Greyhound to Palm Springs when they were 12. Growing older, they shared a firstfuck girlfriend; watched a cleft-chinned surfer buddy get pulverized by a VW van as the three dashed across PCH to bodysurf; were arrested for public drunkenness and whatnot. In the years during which they lost touch, “Gigi” managed to get himself hired by Norman Lear, writing sitcoms. He graduated to directing them and created hit shows of his own. By the time he was in his mid-fifties, he practically had his own wing at the Museum of Television & Radio.


Bud took the Via Rodeo less traveled. He dropped out of high school and drove limousines at the Beverly Hills Hotel, acquiring an addiction to opiates and speed. Still, Garry envied his friend – in the early days – because in his late-ish twenties, Bud managed to write a dark Hollywood novel called Wild Psalms that critics announced was Important in the way television could never be. It was notable that the author avoided the “sophomore curse” by never writing a second book.


The men rekindled their friendship and saw a lot of each other in their 30s and 40s. Garry bought dinners at Musso’s and Spago’s, the Grill and the Palm, never asking his guest how he managed to survive. (Better for both to avoid the topic.) He had a hunch that Bud was being supported by his mother Dolly, living on and off at her condo.


When they were fiftysomething, Bud did his usual thing: he vanished. Then, five years ago, at 60, he reached out. The murder of his daughter, son-in-law and grandson sent shockwaves through L.A. (Dolly died before all that) and he asked for Garry’s help. Bud’s delusion was he’d be sliced off a waferthin piece of the estate, the way he used to ask for roast beef at the deli. He came to believe that through a creative, generation-jumping sense of empathy and forgiveness, the only survivor – his granddaughter Joan – would be a deus ex machina, a generous avatar of mercy. At the very least, he cynically hoped she might have the exasperated impulse to rid herself of the “Bad Grandpa” who’d become a pesky ghost and litigious nuisance – and find the backbone to order counsel to just pay the old piece of shit off. But that was the voice of his daughter Vi; Joan would never have spoken so harshly. Joan didn’t have the history or meanness in her to hate him like that – no one could have hated him the way Vi did, even from the grave.


Was it asking too much?


Was it really so unlikely that his grandchild, bored by the inherited bloodfeud bile and bullshit, might dare question its origin?


Was it so ludicrous to believe it was possible for Joan to find it in her heart to make a real Christmas for ol’ exiled, long-suffering Grandpa Bud? They were family, they were survivors (in their fashion), they were artists and half-mad – couldn’t Joan draw solace from that? She must have read her grandfather’s threadbare Wikipedia entry, out of curiosity. Would it mean nothing to her that he was a once-celebrated writer?


If Joan did come around, if she flew in the face of advisors and decided to close the final chapter with a lump sum payment, what would such backhanded largesse look like? He’d thought about that a lot. The inheritance was vast enough to be obscene; the numbers were incomprehensible. Bud was certain she’d be counseled against providing him an extralegal windfall because the will was ironclad and ruthlessly clear about his exclusion. It would be argued as well that he never spent much time with his granddaughter, and never even tried (a lie). Their last encounter was when Bud crashed the funeral in Mill Valley. Joan had the sense – and grace – to have security usher him past the media gauntlet to a secret entrance. It was likely she’d been told to do so in order to avoid a scene… but still. She gave him a nervous, smelly hug at ceremony’s end before they hustled him away.


Whenever Bud got high, he “reimagined” that hug, fantasizing it as the magical moment a waxy seal was melted onto the envelope containing the ten-figure settlement to come.


After the burial, it took nearly five years to sort things out. A few months before the triple murder, Vi and Raphie signed Warren Buffett’s The Giving Pledge, joining fellow billionaires in writing a lucid, elegantly heartfelt letter to the world in which they proclaimed the intent to give away their entire fortune by the time of their deaths. The pledge wasn’t legally binding, of course, but a balance between the Gamma’s charitable wishes and the lifetime needs of the troubled, then 13-year-old sole survivor needed to be struck with Solomonic consideration.


Bud had been estranged from his daughter Vi for over thirty years and he wasn’t even sure why. Because he drunkenly tried to kiss her on the mouth on her Sweet Sixteen? Because when she was 20, he slept with her best friend? Because when she was 11, she found one of his speed pills in the carpet and had to be taken to the ER?


Media attention naturally focused on Joan but because she was underage they were forced to stay at arm’s length. There were rumors that the Holmby Horror had left the heiress permanently scarred and unhinged. When she turned 17, a blurry telephoto image of Joan’s giant, half-nude body being mechanically swiveled into the back of a custom van sent waves of derision and compassion through the Internet. Some closure came when police finally cornered the killer at a Holiday Inn Express in Seattle. He turned out to be an employee of a Gamma start-up who claimed the couple cheated him out of a $100 million. (Bud could relate.) They threw a stun grenade into his room; he’d already blown his head off.


The first thing Garry Gabe said when Bud called was, If there’s the slightest chance you’ll be compensated, you sure as hell need to try. The Koreatown pharmacist who sold Bud Adderall and oxy shared the same opinion. The lawyer Gigi recommended opened a friendly dialogue with the estate on Bud’s behalf. Initially, Team Gamma was persnickety, but began to play ball. “It is in your client’s best interest not speak to the press.” Bud was thrilled that his best interests were being considered at all! The implication being that the executor might be of a mind to consider a settlement… On the strenuous advice of his attorney, he respectfully laid low. He further ingratiated himself by punctiliously informing – through his attorney, of course – of every interview he turned down: 48 Hours, Sixty Minutes, the BBC; the New York Times, WSJ, the Washington Post, Vanity Fair; sundry true crime reenactment shows; books on the affair being written by journalists high and low. The more he cozied up to Team Gamma and followed orders, the more convinced he became he’d be rewarded for his valor. Still, Bud never mentioned the requests to write a memoir. The offers ranged from a quarter- to half-million dollars – chump change, but still tantalizing. At least now he had a Plan B, should all else fail. He was starting to get a hard-on for writing prose again.


In his twenties, Bud made his debut (and finale, as it turned out) with a novel that deployed a dirty, mordant scalpel in its autopsy of what was still called Tinseltown. The succès d’estime didn’t pay the bills and he worked as a chauffeur to support himself while writing. Drugs and creative paralysis blacked out the years; even Scott Fitzgerald, patron saint of showbiz losers, would have looked askance. Through his fifties, he lived off Dolly’s meager inheritance, and eternally futzed with a memoir about growing up poor in Beverly Hills. At 65, the money long gone, Bud gigged for Lyft and Uber. When he ran short of making his monthly nut, Garry Gabe advanced him on his $940 social security check. The showrunner offered a bulk sum “to get you on your feet” but the novelist was too proud.


He hid his drug addiction from Garry – and his scratcher habit too.


A year ago, he started buying the colorful $5 tickets at 7-Eleven but, like all of his habits, he soon lost control. Scratcher money was less than what you could win in the numbers lottery but your chances were far better and the results immediate. You could scratch a $200,000 win on a five-dollar ticket, $750,000 on a ten, five million on a twenty, and ten million on a thirty. The most he ever won was $500 but at least a half-dozen times he collected $100 on five- and ten-dollar tickets. He’d also won $200, $250 and $400. Bud was convinced all he needed was a nice first score to get a leg-up. You had to pay federal taxes on scratcher jackpots over $599 but didn’t have to pay state. If he could just win a $100,000 ticket, he knew bigger wins were soon to follow; that’s how the algorithm of chance worked – the faucet was hard to turn but once you did, the water just flowed. He never considered himself to be a gambling addict because the way he looked at it, it was a veritable certainty he would one day win.


And win big.


It occurred to him that any reparations from Team Gamma, whether wholeheartedly generous or reluctantly pragmatic, would most likely be in the ballpark of a big scratcher win. Anything in the “two comma” category, for example $10,000,000, would of course be optimal. Five million was more than agreeable; a million or two, though disappointing, would definitely be in the “leg-up” category. After the settlement was signed, sealed and delivered, the icing on the cake was that he’d now be free to line his pockets with memoir money – a few hundred thousand, if Bud’s instincts were correct – unless an agreement with the estate forbade him. When the yuletide ruling finally came down without his name mentioned, Bud’s attorney refused to appeal. Adding insult to injury, the court warned that if he ever tried to contact Joan Everhart Gamma again (My granddaughter! The gall! The arrogance! The injustice!), he would be slapped with a restraining order. Bud fell into a steep depression that he never quite climbed out of.


It was time for Plan B.


When he approached the publisher he had given the cold “memoir” shoulder to, they all declined. Too much time had passed, they said, and so many books had already been written or were being written about the case. He wound up signing with a small house, Press Send Press. In six weeks, he spent the $25,000 advance on drugs and scratchers.


* * *


Wildman Bud,


I’m in shock (a nice shock) – mostly, because your letter found me in Maine, where it was forwarded. The oddest thing is that I wasn’t supposed to be here – in Maine – so no one knew where I was, not even my son, let alone the incompetent, traitorous fuckers at Random Acts of Unkindness House. That’s one for Believe It or Not. And yes, miracles do happen, my telepathic old friend. The universe always (sort of) looked out for us, no?


I need to make some amends that are a long time coming. I feel terrible on a few counts. Firstly, of course I followed the trial and was in shock over the death of Vi and her husband – and your grandson. As Wittgenstein said, “Whereof one cannot speak…” That poor little boy… and of course little girl Joan. I know that you and Vi weren’t close (which may be an understatement) but I’ve spent more nights and mornings feeling like a jackass for never having reached out. I can’t defend myself, save to tell you that I was triggered –my own abandonment and grieving issues, which I’m learning about late in life through therapy. Too late in life, alas…


Secondly, I always felt that I failed you on the career-side, Bud. “Wild Psalms” was a fucking hard act to follow – its sheer hard-crystal brilliance – and I was honored to be the doula during its difficult birth. Books like that seem to come along once in a lifetime, my friend. But I think I was a bit too laissez-faire – I could have been a lot more proactive in pulling that second book out of you. Could have been tougher on you, no doubt, more of an editor, less an enabling friend. It’s no excuse but you know I had that cancer scare around that time and it did a number on my head and body. And Clarice & I were going through a rough patch too.


I sent Clarice that hug you wanted to give her, and she no doubt received it – but I lost her last summer to lymphoma. It still doesn’t seem real… aren’t we tragic, funny creatures, Wildman? The Maine house has been on the market – bought a century ago with the raise I got as a reward for publishing you! – and the reason I’m here is to give it a look-see because a neighbor wrote to say he thought I had a squatter. (Turned out to be a bear. Ah, rural life.) I’ve been retired for 10 years now so that “gimlet” eye’s more than myopic, it’s blind. But of course, Wildman, DO send anything you wish, I’d be thrilled. (& make me feel useful for a change.) We made magic once – you made magic – and I’d love nothing more than to watch you do it again. Publishing, and the world (as you know) has changed since then, certainly not for the better. Can’t seem to get excited about any of the flavor-of-the-month novels that old rag NYTRB is in a hoopla about.


I suppose that just makes me out of touch, old, or both.


Guess they’re the same.


All my love,


Manny


PS. Am damn glad you sent a long-handed letter. I’m more tired of fucking emails than you could know (not that my inbox is exactly full). But DO send a phone number. Hey, buy yourself a burner if you have to, like the ones I see on all those cop shows I’m bingeing.


PSS “Oh, and please do not be dead.” I promise not to be, friend, for a while – if you promise same.


ALI


[a photo of her on the beach at dusk]


14, 383 likes


alinell This. This life. I know. We are all diamonds. This wild and tender world. I know. I think it gets better. This life. Smile when you may not feel like it. Set small goals. The grin may stick. This girl: broken and unbreakable. I’m reading Grammie’s favorite book ‘The Pilgrim’s Progress’ (with its beautiful subtitle ‘From This World To That Which Is To Come’). John Bunyan’s a ROCKSTAR. (ask Louisa May Alcott.) If I tell you we’re on our way to the Celestial City, all you’re expected to say is, ‘I know, right?’ And BLESS @courteneycoxofficial and @renezellweger for fotobombing me with love. They’ve been AMAZEBALLS soldiers in Nanci Ryder’s fight against ALS. (Nan is our very own homegrown Dany Targaryen) and bless @katyperry, another PK (Preacher’s Kid!), who took the time to bring me to the amazing Kanye West’s Sunday Service, I’m still crying. So blessed. And blessed to be in conversation with the parents of the amazing Jaci Hermstad whose identical twin was taken at age 16 by ALS on Valentine’s Day 2011 and now has a rare form of the disease called FUS p525L mutation. ‘Cowgirl Jaci’ is 25 and has been in NYC for treatment with an experimental drug called ASO. It’s crazy expensive and that needs to CHANGE, NOW! I am learning so MUCH about Tregs (T-regulatory cells) and leukapheresis… meanwhile, making friends with the enemy, learning to love the Dark Prince ALS. “My hope is that this research changes ALS from a death sentence to a life sentence.” (DR. Stanley H. Appel) HELL TO THE HELL TO THE YEAH!!!!!


ALSismyteacher #loveisALSyouneed #mohammedALI vs #mohammedALS = serious ROPE-A-DOPE for ALS!


View all 771 comments


bellahadid [image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image] love you the most bravegirl


alinell @bellahadid love you too my love you are beautiful outside and within


chrissyteigen bebe you killin it every day in every way. see me soon?


alinell @chrissyteigen mi wheelchair ramp es su wheelchair ramp, chiquita


courteneycoxofficial so so blessed to know you. this girl. this woman. this warrior. what a gift you are and what joy and courage you bring to the world #mynewsoulsista #alswarrior #teamnanci #teamali #teambraveheart


alinell @courteneycoxofficial You. You. You! I am the one who is blessed.


entertainmenttonight you are a shining example of courage and we salute you @alinell!


bodeesahtva we share the same birthday, would love to interview you for my podcast on rights for the differently abled, when you … more


saviour9617 pilgrim’s progress lives like a beggar in the shadow cast by the great thomas a kempis, author of “”the immitation of the Christ,” if you … more


candacecupcake ALS took my daddy on Father’s Day. PLEASE LOOK INTO NurOwn. Made by Jews, it has the potential to be the first ALS therapy to improve patient functioning as a regenerative medicine. Like CAR-T therapies, it uses your own cells to excrete and promote neuronal survivability. It still needs to pass the federal RIGHT-TO-TRY legislation. Phase II trials showed NurOwn slowed progression of the disease following multiple dosings. Phase III trial is … more


* * *


She cried nonstop at Kim and Kanye’s. It was so tribal, so inclusive, she felt like a gooey, boho-human again. It was a coming out, as well; Ali hadn’t been around so many people since the ALS/Insta post that rocked the world. Or small showbiz parts of it anyway.


A chauffeured Mercedes van picked her up at the cottage in Highland Park. (Katy Perry sat alone in the back, the bestest surprise.) Ali could still walk but tired easily and it was more practical, on longish outings, to use a wheelchair. She couldn’t believe the singer had reached out. Ali had never been a huge fan of her music but always loved Katy’s look: those perfect, outsized features – an airbrushed, WW2 pinup kind of beauty. In her head, she always pictured Katy as her Grammie’s favorite, Rosie the Riveter, but when she saw her in costume on a Disney-themed American Idol, she forever became Snow White. And she loved when Katy told a churchy contestant “I’m a PK too” – Preacher’s Kid – the same as Alice Cooper and Denzel and so many others Ali hadn’t known about. She knew there’d been bad blood between Katy and her evangelical parents and was so happy to see the air had cleared when Mom and Dad showed up in the Idol audience. Things might not be perfect between them but at least they seemed to have reached a place of loving grace and acceptance.


Ripley, her right arm and confidante, was away on a shoot but arranged for a hair and makeup gal to come by early Sunday morning. Ali said she could do her own face but Ripley strenuously wouldn’t allow. “This is your debutante moment, girl, and you best take it seriously. You’re going to be the belle of the ball – and you better look the part!” She was so glad because the woman he sent was an angel, covering up her new outbreaks – weird, tiny carapaces that sprung up overnight (she hadn’t yet sent the images to her doctors), itchy and hard-patched and tortoiseshell shiny. Ali was so nervous about her excursion to Calabasas that she hadn’t slept. Her plan was to tell Katy everything – they’d been emailing but when the singer picked her up, it was such a genuine surprise – all the shit about Ali’s dad having an affair with a married (male) parishioner in Tulsa, how the scandal blew a hole in their world, how things got so ugly that at the age of thirteen, Grammie scooped her up and moved them to The Virginia Starr motel (written on the building in cursive, like the title card of a classic old Western), a shabby but clean little lodge in Toluca Lake. They waited for Mom to come but she never did. Her father did though, crashing into their room like a runaway preacherman from a flea market Flannery O’Connor paperback. He got soused for two weeks before relocating three hours northeast, changing his name and starting a congregation in Baker with money stolen from the old church.


Grammie read to her from The Pilgrim’s Progress at night. (“If anyone’s nosy enough to ask,” she said, “tell em you’re being motelschooled.”) When Ali’s attention wavered, her grandma confided that the book was the basis of Little Women, which Ali subsequently devoured and adored. She hired cabs to take Ali to auditions. The charismatic young girl was a quick study and booked jobs right away: Doritos, Cottonelle, Starburst. Soon they made enough to move to an apartment in Valley Village. A casting agent liked the “Sassy Teen” she played in a Febreze spot and asked her to read for Arrested Development. An hour later, they called to tell her she’d won the part of Sasha Meriweather, who became the cult favorite’s cult favorite. When Grammie died in 2016, Ali buried her at Hollywood Forever. She missed her every day of her life but was grateful her grandmother hadn’t been around to see her ace the audition for ALS.


A year later, Ali returned to Oklahoma City to bury Mom, who died drunk, in a wrong-way wreck. She knew that Grammie wouldn’t have shed a tear. She never forgave her for abandoning Ali.


There was so much Ali wanted to share but hadn’t expected Katy to show up at the house and got so nervous that KP did most of the talking. She even asked Ali her shoe size! The singer talked a bit about her own adversity, and bouts with depression – which Ali thought terribly sweet – adding that Kanye’s new thing was “healing with light.” She said the Wests invited her and fiancée Orlando to Arizona for an amazing tour of a gigantic underground “earthwork” created by the artist James Turrell called the Roden Crater. Ali actually knew of Turrell, which made her feel less of a lummox. She fell in love with his work a few years back when she saw an exhibition at LACMA; the experience of light-filled rooms stayed with her for weeks. As Katy chattered away, Ali put the crater on her bucket list – she needed to check it off and soon, before the logistics of the ALS Traveling Medicine Show became too daunting.


When the van arrived at the compound, she was assaulted by a blur of cornflower sky and sunflower sun, of teeth and touch, as white-robed strongmen lifted her onto the wheelchair. Sights, smells and cartoon smiles hit her like buckshot: like being in a hothouse heaven.


And suddenly, she was in a meadow, enraptured by a choir on a hillock singing “Father Stretch My Hands.” She choked on her tears, wrung out by the glorious, godspelled spiritualism and fatal sentimentality of – as her IG liked to put it – this life. The light and air held a pungent, mystical, SoCal crispness; she closed her eyes as flocks of voice dipped, dived and lifted, their hawks’ hearts on scrubby currents of windsward.




Father, I stretch my hands to thee


Stretch my hands to be free


No other help I know


No other help I know of


My Lord!





She thought of a favorite passage from Little Women (lifted from The Pilgrim’s Progress) where the girls


play pilgrims, as we used to do years ago. We call this hill the Delectable Mountain, for we can look far away and see the country where we hope to live some time. The sun was low, and the heavens glowed with the splendor of an autumn sunset. Gold and purple clouds lay on the hilltops, and rising high into the ruddy light were silvery white peaks that shone like the airy spires of some Celestial City.


Holding court from her chic black-matte chrome-and-leather wheelchair – gifted by Chrissy Teigen – with the whimsical YSL logo Ripley painted on it, Ali felt like Meghan Markle on one of her secret L.A. jaunts. A few hundred folks gathered, most of them strangers to her, though unexpected friends soon materialized then evanesced, dreamlike, to say their effusive hellos – Zoë and Shailene, Shia and Rumer, Hailee and Emma. Someone said Rick Rubin was there with Tyler the Creator. (Two of her major heroes.) Chris Pratt introduced himself.


“Katherine’s obsessed with your Instagram.” He was with his pastor, Chad, who invited her to his congregation at the old El Rey, in mid-Wilshire.


During a lull in visitors, Ali closed her eyes, meditating on the perfect moment. This. This life. She felt alive and at peace.


A hand touched her shoulder.


“Hey there you!”


She blinked at the woman. It was Patricia Arquette.


“Patty!”


“I am so happy to see you.”


“Thank you for all your beautiful DMs!” said Ali. “And please tell me I wrote back – ”


“You so did! And oh my God, thank you – for everything. It’s so funny because I was just going to write to ask if you wanted to come to the house for a dinner I’m having for Ronan.”


“I would love to! This is actually the first time I’ve been out since” – her eyes squinted for comic, melodramatic effect – “since the reveal.”


“Ha!”


“I came with Katy,” she said, knowing it was a little showoffy, but feeling the name-drop’s warm, all-rightness.


“I love her so much,” Patty said.


“I didn’t think I’d know anyone but it’s crazy who’s here.”


“Yeezy pulls such an amazing group of people. His new gospel album’s about to drop. He kinda owns the God space, right?”


“He’s, like, everything,” said Ali. “And it’s so crazy beautiful here! I want it to be like this forever! Can’t it stay like this forever?”


“Now is forever.”


“Will you keep saying that, Patty? Would you? Can you be my own personal Marianne Williamson? Because I’m not ready to go yet, I am so not ready to go!” Ali looked at the sky, imploring, “Lord, don’t take me!”


Patricia laughed out loud.


“You’re not going anywhere – the Lord has plans for you, girl. I mean, clearly!” She knelt and put her hand in Ali’s, who, in her side vision, became aware that people were watching their little moment as if it were historic, causing another wave of love-warmth to surge through her faltering bones like a sound wave. “Thank you,” said Patty, in hushed, holy earnestness. “For everything you do. For everything you’re doing.”


Ali, the half-famously self-aware gamine, flashed that sardonic, half-famous smile. “Just bein’ me, Patsy-Pat – while there’s still a me to be. And what about you, girlfriend, thanks for all you do. Your work’s been so amazing. It’s such a golden time for you, Patty, such a renaissance – ”


Her eyes fell on her friend’s enormous chest, taking in the slogan on Patricia’s t-shirt: MAY THE BRIDGES I BURN LIGHT THE WAY.


“Aw!” said Patty. “Thank you. But you have no idea – though maybe you do! – of how many people you’ve touched. How many you’ve helped. How much love there is for you, and how much you give. The Beatles were fucking right! The love you make is equal to the love you take.”


“That makes my heart sing,” said Ali, tears in her eyes. “The support. The love. I feel it. There are no words.” Eyes shut in communion, their fingers interlocked. “Soon there will be no words – I guess that’s one of the weird gifts of ALS. And I’m not being morbid – ”


“I know you’re not,” said Patricia, eyes welling up.


“ – just truthful! You know that movie The Red Balloon?”


“Oh my God, I can’t believe you said that. It’s totally my favorite.”


“That’s how I think of myself now – a red balloon. One day I’ll float up, up and away, to the place without words.”


“‘The place without words.’ So beautiful…but until then, we’re gonna hang onto your legs a while and keep you close, ’kay? Cause we need you here. The world needs the fucking healing you bring. You’re doing what Kanye’s doing, only on a cosmic scale – just don’t tell him I said that! He’s very competitive!”


“Hahaha!”


“Naw, Kanye’d actually love that I said that, he would totally agree. Have you met him?”


“Not yet.”


“Oh no! Kim knows you’re here, has she come over?” Ali shook her head. “We’ll fix all that in a minute. And you have to meet Pastor Rich! He married Kim and Kanye, he’s here from Miami…” She looked off and said, “Is that him? With Kourtney? I’m not sure Justin’s here but Ryan is, he’s so much fun! He co-created Drew, Justin’s clothing line. But I really want you to meet someone, she’s, this, this amazing girl – ”


“Oh yes! Please!”


“My company has a new deal with Netflix and she’s the first thing I’m bringing. Or hope to, if she lets me. Be right back!”


Patricia kissed her cheek and walked off, in search.


Moments later, Kanye appeared, looking like a sweet, handsome, electrified child. The preternatural grin scared her but his eyes and spirit were contagiously inviting. His scalp was dyed in soft reds and yellows and she liked how he probably did that for himself, not for the amusement of his kids. And she loved that they’d named their latest baby “Psalm.”


Grammy would have approved.


“God bless you for coming,” he said. “My wife follows you – she’s the one who told me all about you. I wanted to give you these.” A smiley-face assistant held out a soft suede sack. Kanye opened its cinched mouth, pulling out pink sneakers. “They’re fire – about a thousand dollars on the aftermarket. We’ll bring them up to the house and see you later.”


He was called away.


Patricia reappeared, trailed by a woman in a golf cart that looked exactly like a Tesla and was later revealed to be a gift from Elon Musk.


“Ali Nell?” said Patricia, breathless. “Meet the amazing Joan Gamma.”


“I love you!” said the girl, extending Ali a giant paw for a shake.


“I love you,” Ali riposted, punch-drunk with good will. “My friends call me The Fat Joan.”


She roared with laughter. Ali never met anyone so operatic. It was impossible to know how large she was. (“I’m 40 stones,” she said, “and fucking stoned.”) Her face, widened and bloat-stretched as if by the tricks of an app, was still beautiful – a rubbery shock-aria of sorrow and joy, of pain and braggadocio, of bottomless tenderness and sorrow.


“I am such a balls-out fan of yours,” she said. “Not just Arrested Development – Sasha Meriwether saved my life when I was little! – but your IG. It’s genius. I am totally obsessed with you.”


“Oh my God, that is so sweet,” said Ali. “At least, I think it is!”


A shy girl stood just behind the cart. At first, Ali thought it was Scarlett Johanssen.


“This,” said Fat Joan – she told Ali to leave off the The, but Ali wasn’t having any of it – “is my other brand new friend, Billie Eilish.”


Ali stuttered the phrase du jour, “Oh my God,” adding, “I love what you do!”


“I DM’d you,” said bashful Billie.


“I know! I know! And I wrote back! The Troubadour! That was so sweet of you to invite me! I feel so bad I couldn’t come but I wasn’t – ”


“No worries. Come to any of my shows, any time!


Backstage pass for life.”


“It’s so crazy who’s here!” said Ali.


“Fuckin amazing,” said Billie. “Did you see Lennie James? From The Walking Dead? He’s so fire.”


“My favorite meet was the rapper Fat Joe,” said Joan.


“He’s fire,” said Billie. “I just saw him in Scary Movie 3. He’s so fire.”


“‘Fat Joe?’ I says I says. ‘Meet Fat Joan.’”


“Hahaha!”


“I’m gonna throw a dinner,” Joan said to Ali conspiratorially. “Squads are so over – but we’re gonna bring em back! The Bod Squad – the fat bod squad – starring me, Piggy Lipton.”


“Hahahahahaha!”


(That was Patricia.)


“Joan Gamma is crazy fire,” said Billie, like an official endorsement.


“Kanye gave me pink Yeezys!” blurted Ali, and was immediately embarrassed. She was on celeb overload.


“Aw, don’t tell me that,” said Billie. “I’m bout to get jealous.”


Ali’s cheeks reddened. The amplified sacred chorus broke through to save her.




We on an ultralight beam


We on an ultralight beam


This is a God dream


This is a God dream


This is everything


Everything





Billie and Joan turned toward the voices, instinctively – maternally – resting a hand on each of Ali’s arms.


Her heart knew that if the Dark Prince of Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis took her – raped her right now in this celestial Calabasas castle – she would have no regrets.


JOAN


[FaceTime]


PIETRA Hi, Joan!


JOAN Oh hi.


PIETRA Hello? Joan? Wait. You just froze –


JOAN I’m here.


PIETRA – oops, you’re frozen. But I can still hear you, can you hear me?


Ah! There you are!


JOAN I took it off wifi. Sometimes it’s


PIETRA – said “poor connection” –


JOAN better with, like, just the 5G.


PIETRA I seem to have more luck with Skype.


JOAN I like FaceTiming.


PIETRA Well let’s try. How are you?


JOAN Fine! I’m fine.


PIETRA How’s the diet going?


JOAN Great – really good. A tooth broke in my mouth when I was sleeping.


PIETRA What?


JOAN The dentist said it’s from my Dr Pepper addiction.


Because of all those Dr Peppers –


PIETRA But that’s terrible!


JOAN My staff did a kitchen intervention – my idea, actually.


The house is now soda-free. Plus we did a total sugar exorcism.


PIETRA Oh that’s wonderful.


JOAN I’ve already lost a stone. 15 pounds.


PIETRA Joan, that’s amazing! So you don’t think you’re going to need the stomach surgery? The gastric –


JOAN No staples or sleeves for me, no thank you, ma’am. I’m a twelve-hundred calorie-a-day girl – on a bad day. I’m trying to keep it around 800.


PIETRA You’re being supervised? Medically?


JOAN Yup. As they say in O.A., the obsession has been lifted. And it’s so funny about my tooth because I used to have dreams about my teeth breaking. All the time. Just like crumbling or falling out like mahjong tiles. Vi used to – my mother used to play that with her kinky friends… I remember having those dreams from like when I was eight. Then after my brother and parents died, all my dreams were of being buried alive.


PIETRA Can you tell me more about that?


JOAN I think they had more to do with me hiding under the bed, during, uhm… the days I spent under the bed before they like found me – I remember thinking if I so much as breathed, that he/they/whoever would hear me and come git me. Like drag me out. And remember thinking I didn’t want to become part of all those stinky smells… that’s totally what I believed. So for a few years I dreamed I was in a coffin hearing the dirt shoveled over the lid – like Uma in Kill Bill. I think Kill Bill 1 not Kill Bill 2 – but oh my God, there was something so sexual about that scene for me! Uma buried alive… then one day I wasn’t under the bed anymore – I mean, in my dreams. I was out of the box or the coffin or the mattress or whatever and dreaming I was a princess in a castle, like a prisoner-princess. And I’d step off the turret into the air and started flying. I had so many dreams of flying. I don’t really have them anymore, they’re like pretty rare now. Flying dreams are supposed to be about personal freedom, huh.


PIETRA They can be. Or of escape.


JOAN Isn’t that the same? [pause] Lately, all I dream of is Ali Nell!


PIETRA The girl with ALS that you talked about. Tell me more?


JOAN I dreamed we were under the bed together. I was crying but she held my hand and made it all better.


PIETRA That’s lovely.


JOAN She’s so fucking inspiring. Did I tell you that we actually met?


PIETRA No. But you mentioned giving her a foundation grant. You were talking about your plans to give grants to Greta and – was it Millie?


JOAN And Billie – Eilish. I’m so stoked! We haven’t heard back from Greta and I haven’t made the offer to Billie yet – but Millie’s so excited. She’s gonna use hers to save the tortoises, I love her. On Insta, she calls herself “the Mother of Tortoises.” But I have something special in mind for Ali… and May is ALS Awareness Month! Isn’t that like too perfect?


PIETRA So, Ali is a wonderful new friend.


JOAN Much more than that. It’s like we’re totally on the same journey. But together.


* * *


How else to explain their encounter at the Kardashian-West’s?


After meeting Ali, she ruminated over the kismet of her impulsive decision to attend. It’d been ten months since Joan left the house for anything social. For a dwindling circle of friends, she was just Joanie, Fat Joan, the traumatized Old Soul murder-martyr; for the world, she was a curiosity, a bonafide chimera and pop-cult myth, the poor little (very) fat (very) rich girl who hid under the bed during the family bloodbath. She’d been invited to the chicly exclusive Sunday Service by Patricia Arquette, who was putting on the full-court press for Joan to sign off on a limited series about the heiress’s young, eventful life. She was both flattered and insulted to be the latest train wreck on Patty’s fetishized Emmy-bait wish list of fat, hideous-looking women. And besides, Patricia was way too old to portray her, a minor detail that seemingly left the actress unfazed. Patty’s big idea was for Young Joan to be played by a tween, before the actress appeared in a fat suit, stuffed with all those awards she’d become famous for – Joan called them Golden Uglies – limning the present-day heroine (487 pounds and counting) in a state-of-the-art, digitally enhanced, all-enveloping body prosthetic. Could be worse, thought Joan. She could’ve pitched me Beanie Feldstein.  Patty explained how CGI would erase 30 years from her face and “anyway, the time-jumping script is nonlinear, which helps us a lot.” Joan audited enough meetings with Megan Ellison (once her babysitter) to know nonlinear was code for bullshit. If she’d said that Guillermo del Toro was interested in directing, at least it would have gotten Joan’s attention. Instead, on the way home from Kanye’s, Patty revealed her Dream Team shortlist of helmers: Olivia Wilde, Greta Gerwig, and some lady who directed every single episode of Homeland.


Uhm, really?


Still, she had an amazing time in Calabasas. Joan did a little research before she went, watching KUWTK, believe it or not, for the very first time. She laughed out loud when Kanye said that he only agreed to do his wife’s show because he could talk right into the camera, a break-the-fourth-wall move that reminded him of The Incredibles. “I see our life becoming more and more like The Incredibles, until we can finally fly.” Joan loved that. To her surprise, the more she learned about Kanye, the more complex and layered he got, the more poetic and endearing. But she also saw the potential to provoke; the genius-with-bipolar-superpowers shtick got old. She found herself with mixed feelings about la whole fucked up famiglia but he was so kind to her on Sunday that she felt remorseful for being so judgey. Maybe his sweetness came from the extra effort of civility required whenever he went off his meds – or maybe it was artificially induced by his meds – or maybe he was so genteel because he knew how rich she was. Kanye creamed his coffee for anyone in the billionaire club. She had to give it to him, even if sometimes he rubbed her the wrong way. Joan read somewhere that when he was hospitalized for losing his mind, he scrawled on a piece of paper Start a church in Calabasas. Now here they were, on a windblown, Christ-like day. Maybe he was Mr. Incredible. That would make the missus “Elastigirl,” which sounded about right.


Kim didn’t get off so easy. Joan sniffed at her latest incarnation – becoming an attorney to free all the murderers. She watched something on television about her taking up the cause of a “wrongly convicted” man accused of killing a dozen homeless people on L.A.’s Skid Row. Wrongly convicted was trending – almost overnight, Truth had become a general problem. All you had to do was shout, This did not happen! – even while it was happening – and you were good to go. There she was, in Kyliner and Elastigirl SKIMS, telling an obsequious oh-so-serious interviewer that evidence had been tampered with, adding that when she and her client finally met, she found him “thoughtful and honest.” Thoughtful and honest! A single meeting! Joan wished there could be a second press conference, asking the ghosts of the dead to add their encomiums.


Her anger was of course tied to the murder of her own parents and brother. The other side of that rage was deep shame, and Joan winced at her self-righteousness. How dare you judge that woman, who at least is trying to do good works, when you sit there playing sick Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy mindgames of fuck, marry, kill: fuck Billie (had to see what was under those nutty LV tent-clothes), kill Millie (cause she was too kind, funny, talented, perfect) and marry Greta.


Forgive me, Kim!


But all had to be forgiven.


Mrs. Kardashian-West was family now – the family of sacred handmaidens who had fatefully conspired to bring her the sainted Ali Nell.


* * *


Ali brought her to Hollywood Forever to show her Grammie’s grave.


Joan picked her up in a customized truck. (Bodyguards followed in a convoy of Escalades.) Entranced, delighted cemetery visitors took pics of them riding amongst the tombs in Joan’s bespoke Tesla buggy, uploading images to the Internet. The odd couple enjoyed the attention.


“Guess we’re a pair to draw to, huh?” said Ali.


Joan guffawed. “I love that your grandma’s buried here. I have a grandpa I wish I could bury here!”


“After we met,” Ali finally confessed, “I read everything about you. I’m like an expert now. Oh my God! Joan! Your story – ”


“Crazy, right?”


“It’s – beyond. Is Patty going to… are you going to let Patty – ”


“What is wrong with that bitch? Does she think she’s Charles Laughton? No way I’m going to be her next fat white sacrificial lamb.”


Ali started laughing and couldn’t stop.


Joan looked around, inhaling the air outside the Judy Garland Pavilion. “Have you come here to see movies?”


“Yeah,” said Ali. “Totally great. I saw Beetlejuice.”


“Love that movie. I came when they showed The Incredible Shrinking Man.”


“Is that – is that the one where he’s caught in a spider web at the end and cries, ‘Help me! Help me!’?”


“That’s The Fly.”


“Oh!”


“It’s funny that you thought it was The Fly though, ’cause at the end of The Incredible Shrinking Man he’s fighting a spider for food. And he says in a voiceover, ‘I recognized that my illness was rooted in hunger.’ I can frickin relate. Then suddenly he feels like his body’s just… gone. No more hunger, no more fear. And he’s not afraid of shrinking anymore.”


“It sounds amazing.”


“Supposedly, the ending was like really unpopular with the audience. People wanted him to return to normal size – but he keeps shrinking! I love that. That they made that choice. And he has this epiphany that’s he’s going to become a microbe.”


“Oh my God, I want to see it!”


“We can totally screen it tonight. I want to remake it with Del Taco. He loves it.”


“Who?”


“Guillermo. Del Toro. I call him Del Taco.”


“He’s so amazing. I loved The Shape of Water.”


“I worry about him though, the boy’s getting thick – he’s almost fatter than I am! But he loves him a kitschy old horror flick, long as it’s smart, with a soul. He keeps talking about remaking Nightmare Alley, another totally amazing film. Anyway, at the end of The Incredible Shrinking Man, when he like loses his fear, the dude says – I know it by heart, I’m obsessed! – ‘Suddenly, I knew the infinitesimal and the infinite were just two ends of the same thing. The unbelievably small and the unbelievably vast eventually meet, like the closing of a gigantic circle…’”


“Oh my God! Joan! I’m totally getting goosebumps!”


She tilted her head, peering into the blue vault of sky as she continued the soliloquy. “‘I felt my body dwindling, melting, becoming nothing. My fears melted away, and in their place, came acceptance. The vast majesty of creation had to mean something – then I meant something too. To God, there is no zero… I still exist.’”


“‘To God, there is no zero,’” echoed Ali. “I love that. That is so beautiful. I’m putting it on my Instagram.”


Joan turned to her, emotional.


“That’s what you did for me, Ali.”


“What do you mean?”


“When you told the world what was happening to you, my bullshit fears just… all went away. See, my whole thing, my whole nightmare is – was – about being wedged. Getting stuck in tiny, tiny places and being unable to move. Just stuck, and no one rescues you, no one can hear you cry or scream, you just lay there hallucinating and panic-weeping for weeks or however long it takes you to die. That’s why I got so fat, in my mind it was the only way I could live, you know, to already be trapped, like, be wedged, in my own body, like as a way of inoculating myself against that fear. To get myself first, before ‘they’ came. My shrink calls it ‘making friends with your fear,’ right? I tried to do that, but not in a good way… I wanted to make a coffin out of my body so I could be at some sort of peace. It totally doesn’t make sense, not that it has to. And when I read what happened to you – what was happening – I just… felt I didn’t – need to do that anymore. Because of you.”


At last, she saw Ali softly crying, and was touched.


“There’s something,” she went on, “called The Giving Pledge. Started by Bill Gates and Warren Buffett. Warren’s, like, my godfather or god uncle, whatever. He’s amazing. People with too much money sign a pledge to give everything away before they die. Vi and Raphie – my folks – signed but didn’t live long enough to disperse anything. I mean, in the proper way. So I’m going do it for them. I’m gonna leave this world the same way I came in, Ali – with nothing. I’m gonna be a microbe again! The unbelievably poor and the unbelievably rich eventually meet, like the closing of a gigantic circle. It’s so fucking true!”


“I think you’re the most amazing girl I’ve ever met – ”


“Gonna give it all away. Gonna give you some – all the money you’ll ever need. Not just for medical stuff, but for anything you want or need on your journey. This journey, our journey. I’ll be right by your side. (If you’ll have me.) See, I’m disappearing too.”


Ali was moved but taken aback. “Joanie… I don’t – I just want to be your friend.”


“And I think we should make a movie together!” she shouted, ebullient, ignoring Ali’s entreaty. “Would you like that, Ali Oops? Wanna make a movie with me?”


Ali started to laugh-cry then Joan did too. There was nothing to do but joyously play along. “Like, with Guillermo?” said Ali. “Like, make the Shrinking Man?”


“No way! We’re going to make something else.”


“Let’s make The Fly!” said Ali, half-joking.


“Nope.” She squinted her eyes like a forest witch. “I researched you too, friend – your Instagram archive, anyway. And what I’ve decided,” she pronounced resolutely, “is that we’re gonna make a movie of The Pilgrim’s Progress. And guess who we’re gonna dedicate it to: your Grammie. How does that sound? How does that sound, Ali Oops?”


BUD


Manfred Manny,


Oh, oh, oh… Such sorrow over dearest Clarice. A yahrzeit candle for her is burning in the kitchen sink (one of those tall, Bodega Jesus ones, I think Clarice is laughing); the light it casts in the dark is the shadowplay kaleidoscope of this absurd human dramedy. I embrace you, old soldier.


More later. (“Whereof one cannot speak…”)


Bud Schulberger né (Hamburger) Hamlet


* * *


For years, standing in line at convenience stores, Bud barely noticed the drunks and minimum wage schmucks making their scratcher selections. The game meant nothing to him; then, as if overnight, it meant everything.


He got his feet wet with two-dollar tickets but after a month of losing or winning $10 or so a day, Bud won $100 on a $5 scratcher and couldn’t shake the thrill. He liked using “lucky” coins to do his scratching: special pennies found on the street or in dishes the unknowing clerks kept by the register. He even took to using A.A. “30-Day” sobriety chips he’d collected over the years.


Bud loved reading about people who hit it big. The most you could win on a scratcher, in California anyway, was ten million – peanuts compared to the nine-figure jackpots dangled by Powerball, Mega Millions and Fantasy Five. The instant gratification was what grabbed him. You bought a ticket and BAM, ten seconds later you were rich. If he heard about a woman winning five million on a scratcher she bought from a vending machine, Bud played vending machines for a few weeks; if he read about a guy winning a million on a Monopoly scratcher, Bud got strung out on the same. There was a show called My Lottery Dream Home on HGTV hosted by a flaming, tatted queen who dropped in on recent scratcher winners looking to upgrade their current craphouse living arrangements. After reaping millions at the local liquor locker or gas station, the cretins invariably said they were looking to spend “in the two-hundred-fifty to $300,000 range.” Maybe that was an unexpected side effect of winning: the heavens opened and slapped common sense into poor white trash. One time, the show deviated from scratchers, featuring a man who won $180 million on a California Mega Millions ticket that he bought at a 7-Eleven. He wound up buying an entire mountain range.


Bud became a disciple of the Church of Probability, engaging in the predictable, age-old catechism – questions, not answers – of any zealous novitiate. Did the man who played consistently have a better chance at winning than he who played just once in a while? If Bud bought the same $20 scratcher and lost four times in a row, did chances increase of the fifth ticket holding a silent, mocking fortune? Should he ignore the intoxicated, invincible feeling after a big win – say, $400 on a $30 scratcher – and stop playing for the day? (Whether it was even possible for him to do so was another question entirely.) Or should he double-down in hopes of riding that elusive, conquistador energy and hyper-spacing to a massive win? There was much mythology out there, like the tale of the man who won a thousand dollars on a ten-dollar scratcher then bought another a few minutes later that yielded five million. And how to explain the phenomena of what the lottery offices deemed “lucky retailers”? It was like the Good Housekeeping Seal: banners with the phrase were strung across violent, seedy liquor stores, pricey fuel emporia and hypermarkets alike. Was it a matter of foot traffic? Or were some vendors luckier than others? Peeling the onion further, could it be that there was such a thing as a scratcher genius loci – not generally, but lucky for Bud himself? There were a few retailers he masochistically frequented that never failed to empty his pockets. The puzzlement extended to the tickets themselves: he “never” won certain scratchers, but “often” won certain others. He became haunted, taunted, consumed, confounded and enthralled by the celestial riddle of randomness that at its core seemed anything but random. He even strove to see a trending correlation between merchants who were sour- or stone-faced, sometimes hostile, versus giddy ones who ritualistically called out, “Best of luck!” – a gentleman at Lucky Liquor actually kissed the Big Win scratcher before handing it off – but there seemed to be none.


He was at a 76 in Toluca Lake. The customer ahead was buying scratchers. When he left, Bud stepped up to get some of his own.


The Indian clerk whispered, “See him?” Both looked out the window to watch the man heading to his truck. “Last week, he won $750,000 – here.”


He was excited to be in such close proximity to a big winner. “Wow. What did he play?”


“The $10 Mystery Crossword. The man still comes in – he got a brand new SUV. He’s buying more now than he ever did.”


Bud avoided the crossword puzzle scratchers because they were confusing. It was too difficult to figure out if you’d won.


A few days later, he found himself in an unfamiliar part of town. He dipped into a grungy mini-mart on Pico. Bud was trying to lay off playing the more expensive tickets for a few days and spent a pleasant half-hour buying five- and ten-dollar scratchers. He was about $100 in the hole and decided to splurge before leaving. Recalling the conversation in Toluca Lake, he asked for a $20 Mystery Crossword. Bud was certain it was a loser and quickly rubbed off the bar code, expecting to see the dreaded “NON-WINNER.”


When he held it under the scan, the machine said


File Claim Form


$5,000.00


In shock, he showed it to the counterman, who said, “Nice win!”


The clerk told him he better sign the ticket in case it was lost and someone tried to cash. Bud’s hand shook as he wrote his name.


On the way to the Lottery District Office in Van Nuys, Bud was convinced he’d been sanctified and was now blessed. He pulled over and looked up his ticket on the website. It said the odds of a $5,000 win on that ticket were seventy-five hundred to one.


7,500 to 1!


He celebrated by snorting up a crushed Adderall, certain that a “hyper-space” win was coming his way.


Five thousand was just the beginning.


Pulling back onto the highway, he began to fantasize. One of his favorite scratchers had a winner-take-all bonus box at the top. On the bottom, it said, UNCOVER A “BIG WIN” SYMBOL, WIN ALL 25 PRIZES AUTOMATICALLY! He was convinced that was his fate, if not in the next week or month, then by year’s end.


He imagined the lottery office would look like a building designed by Disney Imagineers but it was a storefront in a drab business park. He sat in a plastic chair, waiting. There was only one other customer and he wondered how much she won. On the walls were photos of men and women holding six-foot long cardboard checks. One was for half-a-billion dollars. Bud superimposed his face on the smiling winner.


When it came his turn, he was greeted by the happiest bureaucrat on Earth. It wasn’t like the DMV, where people came to throw shit. Those who entered here thought he was Saint Peter.


“How much did she win?” Bud asked of the woman who just left.


“The usual,” said St. Peter. “A thousand.” The novelist immediately felt more special. “In this office,” the jolly man added, “zeroes are heroes.”


He handed over his ticket and driver’s license and the man excused himself. Bud glanced at the list on the clipboard where the day’s winners were tallied in longhand. It was late afternoon and there were about fifteen names. All had $1,000 written next to them except for one near the top that read $100,000.


Bud felt less special.


When the fellow returned, he handed over paperwork to fill out.


“How long before I get the money?”


“Ten, maybe twelve weeks. Sometimes much sooner.”


“Are taxes taken out?”


“Nope! The full amount. But next year, you’ll get a W2.”


* * *


Dearest Granddaughter…


I’m writing to you now (though my “inner circle” rather overdramatically warned against it) because, well, at this point, I have nothing to lose. There’s far too much to say, so I’ll keep it simple.


I’m begging you, Joan, to find it in your heart to drop me a line, personally; a cease and desist letter from the estate would be so boring. (As would a literal siccing of the hounds.) And out-of-character too, from everything I’ve gleaned of your heart, and actions. I shall never forget your kindness to me on that terrible dark day of the memorial.


I’ve been thinking of my mother – your great grandma Dolly, whom you never knew – thinking of her quite a lot lately because I’m working on a book about her life. Invariably, a book about my life as well, but I refuse to employ the m-word: memoir. Dolly and Vi were much alike: vivacious, iron-willed, hardheaded. (!) The latter attribute can be a wonderful thing, but also wall people – and Love – off. I know this through experience, having spent much time on the other side of that wall, peering over…


But I’ve said too much too soon, and probably all the wrong things. I suppose that’s what happens when there’s such a surplus of words and feelings held back through the years. Forgive a sentimental old man…


One thing the executors – and Vi – can never take away from me is my Love and genuine concern for your well-being. It may be hard to believe, Joanie, but I want nothing from you! I don’t know how long I’m going to be around and only wish to do something of which I was remiss during the time your mother was alive:




To get to know you.


– and you, me.


Very truly yours, and with great affection,


Your grandfather,


Bud Wiggins





THE HUNGER ARTIST


ALI


Oh, Diary! I hope the July 4th fireworks at Joan’s didn’t freak you out or keep you awake; I know how you like your beauty rest. Probably gave you a little PTSD, huh – Post-Traumatic Stress Diary. Tee-hee.


I’m soooooooo sorry I haven’t written more. I’ve been traveling traveling traveling, mostly with my Joanie. Even when she can’t come along, I’m sent on my way in a private jet with a nursing team and too many Hermès blankets folded over my legs to count. I am so blessed. It sounds so buji but it wouldn’t be humanly possible to do this any other way. Par example: last week I had a consult at the Mayo Clinic (Minnesota) (and how crazy is that), THEN to the Healey Center for ALS @ Mass General to meet its director, the AMAZEBALLS NEUROLOGIST Merit Ester Cudkowicz… then OFF to nyc to do Watch What Happens with the sweet and almost-as-amazeballs-as-Dr. Merit Andy Cohen. Ohhhhh! Di, I was sooooooo nervous!!! ’Cause he can be kinda nasty but his peeps said he’s the biggest pussycat since becoming a dad and prolly’s even gonna cry while interviewing me… WHICH HE DID!!!!! OMG. And THEN I had a super-special visit with Jaci Hermstad, the braveheart redheaded cowgirl whose twin, Alex, tragically died from ALS in 2011. They’d been thinking Jaci was wayyyy in the clear but ALS is pitiless and Jaci “got” it too. She’s at New York Pres getting infusions of an experimental drug (the docs call it “Jacifusen”!!!) that my team’s looking into. (And when I say “team,” I mean JOAN!!! Hahaha tee-hee.) Jaci’s parents are amazing and spiritual, and love that I’m a PK. We spent the morning throwing scripture at each other like Frisbees but they won with Phillippians 4:13 – “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” Jaci’s become quite the celeb herself, having been visited by a golden retriever puppy named Walt (who happens to have 5,000 followers on Insta) and Caroline Rhea (Hilda from Sabrina the Teenage Witch) – and… yours truly! Jaci was on The Today Show too but had to leave early cause she wasn’t feeling well but no one told me. [image: Image] So when I arrived to tape I got mightily bummed (so selfish!) because we were gonna do a whole segment together, that’d have been SO cool.


Then I wanted to go to Florida to meet the amazing man who started the Ice Bucket Challenge (Pete was a superstar baseball player in college, diagnosed with ALS at 27) but Joan put the kibosh on that. She said it was just too too much. She’s my guardian ANGEL but pleeeeeease don’t get jealous, Di, ’cause you’re my true and first love. (Just don’t tell Joan.)


So I flew back to LA for the Walk to Defeat ALS and was verrrrrrry very tired but insisted on giving Nanci Ryder the “Walk Hero Award.” Suit up and show up, as they say. Poor Nance! Always so beautiful and healthy but then she got breast cancer and after that, ALS. God has special plans for us all – “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” – but when I saw her claw-y hands, bloat-face and perfectly done hair, I got scared. She can’t talk or move. It was like looking into a crystal ball; teach us to number our days. The brilliantly talented director Stacy Title was there too (tracheotomized, in a cyborg friggin wheelchair that put mine to shame) – another bride of FrankenALS. Guess we’re all just bachelorettes gathered for black rose ceremony… Courtney Cox was cheerleading with her sweetest daughter Coco (Arquette), and (former) sister-in-law Patty, too – and Chris Pratt! Small world, huh, Di? Everyone kept asking where Joanie was and I kept telling ’em she’s a rambling gal, not my sister’s keeper, blah. I wonder how Nanci and Stacy pay for their ginormous medical/ caregiver bills, and what I would do without Angel Joan. SO frickin grateful; I’d be shit and shinola outta luck. I was so nervous before my speech that I was glad I made Ripley run to CVS for Depends (forgot to put em on that morning) ’cause my stomach’s gone totally crazy – Joanie’s been all over the Mayo folks to find out what the eff is UP. If I have the energy, I still want to meet with Rabbi Yitzi Hurwitz (sp?), who was diagnosed in 2013. He writes a blog about the Torah by using his eyes and talks through a PC like Mr. Hawking used to do. He even gives marital advice! I guess he’ll never be giving ME any nuptial counseling… sigh. (Unless he counsels the Dark Bachelorettes on how to please their man.) Tho maybe I should just ask, How am I gonna DO this, Mister Rabbi? ’Cause right now it’s fun (sort of – you know what I mean, Di, I know you do) – flying here and flying there and being fussed over by Joan and sundry. But what happens when I lose all control? When my Team has to wipe my butt and even the tears from my eyes? What happens when I’m trapped, Diary, when I’m WEDGED, like the stuff of Joanie’s nightmares? What happens when I can’t move a muscle and don’t want to write a blog with my eyes or even cast a gaze toward my beloved Saint Joan? What happens then?


When I just want to die –


Sorry for getting all morbid on you. Please forgive.


And oh! This awful thing happened…


I added some Goop jewelry to my cart but only as a wish list. I was dreaming that maybe I could barter for it by letting them advertise on my IG down the road (when/if I garner more followers) – but Joanie (she’s so crafty!) got into my account on a ruse and bought me those amazing emerald earrings!!! I don’t even want to tell you what they cost… but that’s not the awful thing. No. The awful, terrible thing is that one of them disappeared. I don’t want to tell her about it yet because she’ll think it was the housekeeper, whom I know had nothing to do with it – who’d steal just one earring, anyway? And I know it’s selfish but I don’t have space for drama of ANY kind. I had Ripley look everywhere under the bed and in all the crevices... nada. I’m hoping it’ll turn up.


So say a little prayer, Diary, will ya? Before I get diaryrrhea. [image: Image]


It’s crazy how important J-Gamm’s become in my life. She fusses over me but it’s her health I’m worried about… tho she’s doing beautifully and already lost 75 pounds!!! She’s my incredible shrinking womanchild but I wag my finger at her not to go and become a microbe on me & disappear. (We finally watched the movie together and it was fecking amazeballs.) That would just be too cruel. She wants to give me “everything” but I need to be careful careful careful, Di… I don’t want to lead her on because I think she loves me, well, o-’course she does, I know she does, but I think she might just want it “all” – y’know, the full romantic monty. Is there a difference between loving someone to death – tho really, it should be “loving someone to life” – and being “in love”? Isn’t it all one and the same? I’m not attracted to her that way, but with Love, size don’t really matta… it’s all Infinite, right, Di? We put words and phrases on things but how far would I be willing to go, to show my love and gratitude to my Angel Joanie? If I went “that way,” would it make me some kind of whore? Oh, that horrible word, invented by men! Did you know, Di, there’s a religion in India (Ripley told me, so it must be true) where prostitutes are considered sacred? Apparently, they sleep with noblemen, and lepers too. Because they’re the ones who – in their purest forms – truly love, unconditionally, in the name of that which created us all. I hate that word “whore,” hate that women use it to shame each other in the same way men do. Grammie used to call my mother that but I knew it was in anger. But she could never bring herself to say anything bad about Daddy, who did so much to destroy us…


Interesting, huh?


But what if I loved Joan back – in the way I think she wants me to – without boundaries? I ask because I know you won’t judge. Would that be so wrong? I don’t have the luxury of time for “right” or “wrong”! Without the luxury of time, there is no right or wrong, there cannot be… I just can’t separate out love. Maybe never could. How do we do that, anyway, Diary, without being small and petty? How do we not give “all” to a being who gives us EVERYTHING, every second of every minute of every hour of every day? Joanie gives me real and metaphorical jewels, makes me laugh till I pee and makes sure I see the best doctors on Earth and one night last week even flew us to a private isle in Vancouver for a candlelight dinner!!! And OMG, Di… she wants to buy me a HOUSE – did I forget to tell you? – in Point Dume. And when I tell her NO, and promise I’ll move in with her when I can no longer manage, she says, “I’ll be the one to move in with YOU. ’Cause I’m the one who can’t manage without you.” Oh oh oh! Then she holds me in her arms like my mother never did and maybe not even Grammie. She teaches me so much and makes me wonder if I’ll ever be able to accept love or know how to give it, “properly.”


Joan loves that word, “properly” –


Diary, DO help me find my way…


I put on a brave face and exhaust myself staying busy like a whirligig but deep down I’m so frightened, not even deep down but right-on-the-surface. I see my body in the mirror and my head’s starting to loll to the side. My eyes look bulgy and my hair’s starting to fall out and what’s left is getting snowy-white streaks. I can’t stand up too well by myself anymore. I smell – AND smell things that aren’t there, too – otherworldly scents that I’m certain no one’s ever smelled before. And YUCK – Joanie’s noticing cheese string coming out of “little tar pits” on the back of my thighs and is bizzy emailing pics of them to the Mayo (barf). Dr. Joan she actually would make quite a brilliant doctor, I tell her she’s young enough to make that dream happen – said she thinks it looks like Morgellon’s, the syndrome Joni Mitchell had or still has – and wants them to rule out Myasthenia Gravis, and Progressive Bulbar Palsy too, which she says are ALS mimickers –


Oh, Diary…


What’s a soon-to-be-dead girl to do?


* * *


Her life was full.


MS, Lupus, and Lyme already had their day in the sun; it was ALS’ time to shine. Tim Green, the former NFL player, just gave a kickass, cry-happy interview on 60 Minutes; thanks to Joan, Tim’s doctor, Merit Cudkowicz, was on Ali’s team. Jimmy Kimmel started an ALS charity because “one of our long-time, most beloved co-workers” had been diagnosed. If Rabbi Yitzi Hurwitz, Nanci Ryder, Stacy Title and Tim Green were the disease’s workhorse standbys, Ali Nell was its newly anointed gamine and favored courtesan, the reigning People’s Choice.


In this moment, she was white-hot famous, not just for her courage and humor in the face of the unthinkable, but via her sensationally improbable alliance with Joan Gamma. The folkloric union of an actress whose luminous beauty was becoming encased and deformed in front of the voyeuristic eyes of the world with a tragically orphaned, elephantine baby-billionairess was a reality show the public couldn’t resist. People yearned for, demanded, a reversal of fortune, which could best be effected by them becoming a romantic, car-crash couple. Why couldn’t they just gamely face the music and dance? While most Internet opinions smugly gave them their space, trolls leveled accusations of hypocrisy. “If we were dating, I would definitely say so. But Joan is truly the sister – sometimes the mother! – I never had. Who happens to be an angel IRL.” Sometimes, though, Joan and Ali couldn’t resist having their fun, like when they went to Craig’s for dinner with another “odd couple,” Sarah Paulson and her 77-year-old girlfriend, Holland Taylor.


There was great sorrow too. Te Deum was being rebooted as a feature and Marvel asked her to be the mom of Melissa Eerie, the young sorceress Ali played on the old television show. She had to say no, even when the studio said the part had been rewritten for Melissa’s mother to be paralyzed as the result of an epic inter-dimensional battle. Ali was heartbroken but there was just no way she could physically do it. To make matters worse, she would have had three scenes with Anya Taylor-Joy, who’d already been cast as the Soulsword-wielding Magik in The New Mutants. Ali loved Anya – they met when the actress came to the Fat City production offices for a general meeting about The Pilgrim’s Progress. On a good day, she saw everything as a spiritual challenge; on a bad one, she begged Joan to fly her to one of those clinics in Switzerland to die.


The numbness was unpredictable. She took to wearing dozens of rings because the weight made her remember her hands. The rippling muscles of her thighs in spasm mesmerized, looking like digital sandstorms. Without warning, in the middle of a song, her lovely voice juddered and became cartoonishly nasal, making her friends benevolently laugh out loud. But the skin eruptions were the worst, reminding Ali of the weird armor on Magik’s skin that metastasized on her body each time the warrior swung the Soulsword. Doctors abandoned their initial, glib diagnoses – psoriasis, eczema – conjuring fabulist theories to account for the fleeting spurts of green and black sweat oozing from her glands (“We believe it’s a form of chromhydrosis”); the soft, Saharan blistering of her buttocks (“Erythropoietic Protoporphyria is the only thing that makes sense”); the fishy scales of Ichthyosis vulgaris and blue-gray agyrian taint of silvery tissue; the sensuous, velvety underarm patches (“Acanthosis Nigricans”); the flaps of loose skin (“Elastoderma”) mirroring Joan’s now fat-deprived arms and belly; and the inexplicable three-day appearance of Lichen amyloidosis that made Joan nostalgic for the fungal Sequoian fat-boy who once was her favorite on My 600-lb. Life.


In the dead of day, Ali wondered, Am I mutating?


Into what?


Am I becoming…


…Joanie?


JOAN


Down to 330 pounds and no one could believe it.


Ali joked that she should change her name:


Thin Joan.


Slim Pickins.


Tiny Bubbles.


The rapid weight loss couldn’t be explained by the Metforim prescribed by Dr. Regis to offset gains caused by the spectrum of neuroleptics that stabilized her mania and recent peekaboo psychosis – grey market hallucinations that Joan called “counterfeit Birkins,” real enough to fool Victoria Beckham herself.


She was focused on a single episode of My 600-lb. Life, watching it over and over. Milla, a gorgeous Black, shrunk from 750 to 150 – the most dramatic loss of anyone on the show ever. Flashbacks from the beginning of her journey showed her brood of preteen children giving sponge baths in bed; like careful, Lilliputian archeologists, they daintily lifted the heavy folds, wiping and scrubbing, polishing and toweling down. Joan freeze-framed the fleeting glimpse of the foul, charbroiled 40-lb. lymphedema that colonized Milla’s crotch, resembling a Death Cap mushroom. (Many episodes later, the surgeon Dr. Now would slice it away.) Way back when, Joan remembered willing herself to surpass Miss Milla – I have a dream – to reach the half-ton mark and beyond.


But that was before Ali Nell.


Now, she measured her life in B.A./A.A. time: Before Ali, After Ali.


* * *


The new offices of Fat City Filmworx once belonged to Howard Hughes.


Ali kept saying that she didn’t like the production company’s name, that it was “too mean,” so Joan cheekily changed it to Not So Little Women Projex, as both goof and homage to the novel built on the bones of The Pilgrim’s Progress. Instead of making a script their first priority, they had fun wasting time looking for a director to attach him- or herself. Joan thought big – Scorsese-big (Marty was expensive, but for hire) – though it seemed whenever the maestro went religious, his movies tanked. She wanted something epic that still had a light touch. When Anya Taylor-Joy dropped by, she raved about Josh Boone, director of The New Mutants, the film she just wrapped. He also directed The Fault In Our Stars and Joan liked that because she wanted TPP to have heart. While she wasn’t so sure about “Marvelizing” John Bunyan’s book, she had to admit the notion of needing superpowers in order to reach the Celestial City was intriguing. Ali fought for a woman to be at the helm, “like Patty Jenkins or Sofia or even Olivia.” Predictably, all were enthusiastic but said they preferred not to attach themselves without seeing a script. When Joan spitballed directors with Jodie Foster, the actress said, “Why don’t you reach out to Mel?” So genius. Mel Gibson made total intrinsic sense, because after that Sunday at Kanye’s, Joan found herself on a providential chapel run, attending services at Hillsong, Zoe, Agape and First AME. She asked Jodie to wrangle a hard-to-get invitation to Mel’s Church of the Holy Family in Malibu. Apparently, Malibu and Calabasas were the New Jerusalems.


Who’d o’ thunk?


The search for a screenwriter began. After slogging through the usual Academy Award-winning mugshots, Joan had a wild notion – why not write it herself? Or better yet, with Ali? Hell the fuck yeah! They’d do their thing then pay an Oscar gunslinger to doctor it with the agreement Joan and Ali would get sole screen credit, even if only a handful of their original pages survived. (Joan made her bones as a negotiator during the estate struggles.) No problem. For $200,000-a-day, you could probably get Steve Zaillian to suck off an active shooter at a synagogue.
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