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ON A LATE SEPTEMBER EVENING, a young actress window-shopped the grail of barren Rodeo Drive boutiques whose pharaonic facades, in curious tradition, are demolished and rebuilt each eighteen months for no rhyme or reason. Rick Owens was already doing the family’s clothes for the Met Gala but being on the lookout for ideas never hurt.


Waiting for the crosswalk light to ghost-blink green, she swiped IG to a coven of randy ninetysomethings. So random: Closeup Danskin crotch-selfies, splayed, linty, and dyson’d—hoovered?—into camel toes (sans humps), no doubt choreographed by the fun-loving memory care staff for a scandalous rec room bacchanal. With broken brains and one osteoporotic hip in the grave, the hellish vaudevillians mimicked influencer smiles pretty well. The Zoomy, zoological impulse was universal: to present, like the rutting walking dead.


The only job she’d booked was a commercial for Chantix; never got a callback for her audition as a deranged TikToker on The Morning Show. Her best friends were Kaia Gerber, Malala, and Willow Smith, so why am I such a loser? But then the miracle happened. Early that morning, at the stroke of the first midnight of her twenty-first year, bluesy, still sleepwalking, just three months out of hospital after what she campily called The Attempt, Candida Coldstream (christened with her mother’s favorite ’70s song—Tony Orlando and Dawn—believe it), got deliriously soaked in a deepfake whiff of serenity and suddenly knew holiness. She ugly cried at the California Queen-size epiphany of this voluptuously ragged world . . .


The Santa Anas buttonholed her in front of Saint Laurent like an old flame with issues. (Saints and Santa’s abounded.) The wind used to paw at her but she was too small to understand; now that she was of age, as her mother Corinne kept saying, they were back on bended knee, lick-gusting six-gun proposals of marriage. How could a cis or nonbinary or nonanything resist? Her downy arms erupted in tenderly satanic gooseflesh ecstasies. She felt twitchy, witchy, regnant, pregnant—


—and said aloud at the shock revelation:


I’m wet.


A dented dirty Tesla broke the mood by nearly jumping the curb. Stumbling back, she thudded into a plate of stained YSL glass.


A madman sprung forth with a camera.


“Sadie! Sadie! Sadie?”


Since she’d gone red, people on the street mistook her for Sadie Sink. A snappy friend told her, “You’re Sadie but you’ve got mad Sarah Snookitude.” She only really wanted to be Emma Corrin.


The pap stared down her counterfeit face, grunted, and sped away.


Apparently, he didn’t even know she was Candida Coldstream . . .


Loser!
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When she got home, Charlie was in the enormous cinema rewatching Pretty Baby: Brooke Shields. Candida thought her little sister looked exactly like Emma Corrin, mostly because Emma was Candida’s obsession. But Charlie only wanted to look like Ellen Page before he was Elliot.


Staring at the screen, Charlie said, “Doesn’t she remind you of Mom?”


“Maybe the energy? The smile . . .”


“It’s so crazy that Brooke was in Playboy when she was ten.”


“Not true.”


“Fact check it online, bitch. She just talked about it.”


“What. Like, a centerfold?”


“Left-of-centerfold. Showed her lil puss though.”


“Oh my god.”


“The eyebrow hair had yet to migrate. Ya gotta love Teri for making that happen.”


“Who’s Teri.”


“Her mom, dumdum. Her pretty baby mama.”


“How was that even legal, Charles?” She always called them Charles.


“I’m gonna do it,” they said. (Charlie eschewed hir, it, per, or ver, the pronouns of so many friends.) “I want everyone to see my lil gaper in Vogue. Mom told Anna Wintour to fucking make it happen, and Anna’s mulling. Ariel Nicholson’s lobbying.” They tittered. “Bill Nighy thinks me voguing the gaper ‘is naughty and brilliant.’” (The latter, in shitty British.) “I love Bill. Gonna show him my cuntie in Loondin town. Or wherever.”


Candida’s sixteen-year-old sibling, assigned male at birth, was named for the Revlon perfume—another of Mom’s kitschy ’70s hit paradeisms—and kept it when they transitioned. Charlie had a darkly funny, vindictive streak. When their Harvard lit professor accused them of using AI to write an essay on Bataille’s Story of the Eye, they dredged the Facebook swamp and discovered that a decade ago, Mercutio Schecter—Department of Comparative Literature Emerita, Stéphane Bancel Professor of Romance Language and Literatures—“liked” a Crazy Amazing Songs Facebook post, singling out “Only Women Bleed.” For such heresy, he was fired by Dr. Petra O’Tom, director of the Diversity and Inclusion Task Force, who quickly deleted a laughing/cry-face/triple-heart link to a news story of the de-tenured professor being doxed, sodomized, then beaten as he crawled from his home when it was set afire. Corinne wasn’t thrilled with the prank because she was a dear friend of Vince (aka Alice Cooper, though no one called him by his birthname apart from her and Keith Richards) but wagged a finger at Charlie and laughed at her baby’s rotten bravado.


Bored with Brooke, Candida said, “Talula told me about the Houseless Hook-Up Challenge. Have you heard?”


“You are so fucking old, Dida. TikTok hates your oldness.”


“Like, it started in London as a Skeetl sketch with, like, actors—they call the houseless ‘rough sleepers’ in the UK, don’t you love that?—but then it became a thing. You take antibiotics for like a week or ten days and then you fuck, like, a random unhoused person. People get their confidence up with Klonopin, Adderall, mushrooms, whatever. It’s like Burning Man.”


“The Burning Man sick burn. But is it woke?”


“Um, I guess? Kinda. It’s kinda superpowery.”


Charlie mock-sighed. “Just strive to be based, Dida. And don’t tell Malala about the challenge.”


“I am based, my Edgelord. I’m so based, I’m woke.”


“Then do it! Live your best pathetic, inauthentic life.”
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Charlie was ecstatic about the upcoming Met Gala.


Anna Wintour was a family friend and this year’s honoree (TRACTOR BEAM: THE ART OF RICK OWENS) had been Corinne’s idea—she discovered RO thirty years ago in LA when she met his wife at Les Deux Café, the restaurant Michèle owned. The three scavenged the Supply Sergeant on Hollywood Boulevard for army blankets and duffel bags; Rick was obsessed with cutting them up to make clothes. Only a triad of living designers had been so honored at the legendary ball: Saint Laurent, Rei Kawakubo, and now Rick.


Charlie had just returned from Paris after spending a week with RO, who was dressing the Coldstream clan for the ball. Rick was warm, brilliant, and mad relatable, yet hermitlike, fearless, and severe—they wanted to live like Rick did, an untouchable art guerrilla god dropped down in a cemetery of power, the seventh arrondissement, amidst the rose and wisteria of parliament (the Palais Bourbon and Ministry of Defense) and the handsome stormtroopers on guard . . . a dream-survivalist who lived in fascist bunkers of concrete and travertine, filled with morphine drips of objets d’arts: sarcophaguses, twenty-foot-long Onagadori rooster feathers, sadistically impractical Balla chairs, and sorrowful George Minne kneeling boy sculptures, Toto toilets of crystal and onyx, floors covered in Swiss army blankets, tattered cashmere, and shaved mink, and super real sculptures of himself on each floor. (Their favorite was the one of RO, a big black objet shoved up his ass, pissing into another Rick’s mouth.) They would live as he did, taking arcane, impromptu side trips to places like Lago di Garda, where the designer once luxuriated in the final tub Mussolini soaked in during his wartime confinement or pilgriming to Sankt Martin to commune with the sculptures of Walter Pichler, each housed in customized buildings—Rick’s favorite was in a space called House for the Torso and the Skullcaps—or excursions to Egypt’s Valley of Kings. They wanted to be like Rick and make their home in the heart of a necropolis though yearned as well to be a fallen idol, dethroned, fugitive, but still the daemon of Time, abundance, and poetry—an exiled supervillain with an immense, misunderstood heart.


Rick told them everything—thirty years of what his eyes saw at sex clubs, the sorrows of boyhood, and his homophobic father—and Charlie did the same, even about the chronic bacterial smells and infections of their neovagina . . . how they’d worn Corrine’s over-unders since they could walk, a pastime that electrified them just as the Santa Anas did Candida . . . and at ten, alone in the temple of their mother’s three-story walk-in (more museum than wardrobe), the act of slipping into the mauve, bona fide Cassini shift that Jackie Kennedy wore one Easter Sunday in ’63 made them ejaculate. The ensuing shame—not about the stimulus, which they considered nondeviant—was directed at the repulsively banal, despotic outgrowth between their legs that clockwork-hardened, flared and burst, even when Magic Taped to banishment. To have a hole instead, a bunker, would be the holiness, its imagined odors and ardors a mystic privilege.


One winter at the Amangiri Resort in Utah, Charlie went on a private tour. The guide saw something high on a tree and motioned for them to be quiet before handing over binoculars. They focused, looked, and thought: A small songbird, nbd.


“See what’s next to it?” whispered the guide. The bird was tearing long strings out of something. “That’s a deer mouse—the shrike impaled it on a branch. Shrikes use anything sharp, even barbed wire when it’s handy. They’re also known as ‘the Lords of Pain.’”


The butcher bird haunted their dreams for months.


They saw themself skewered—the writhing, loathed boy body that ruled their fate with impunity. The visions of impalement became prophetically surgical: mouse, frog, and meaty insect replaced by Charlie’s cock, pinned like the thorax of a butterfly on a spreading board, pecked, torn, and devoured, like the myth they studied at Waldorf school, Saturn swallowing his sons as they were born. The anguished child begged Corinne to do something but she said the intervention “must wait till you’re legal.” Hence, Charlie embarked on self-amputation and almost succeeded. When they overdosed on Candida’s antidepressants, a mother’s instinct forced her hand and she used every resource available to keep her baby alive, of which there were many—the family were angel investors of the trillion-dollar generative AI chipmaker Nvidia, and the largest shareholder of the Goliathan asset managers BlackRock, Blackstone, BlackAdder, and BlackBlack.


When they were eleven, the clandestine vaginoplasty was finally done at a hospital with some echoey iteration of the Coldstream Family Tree etched in Statuario marble on every building from Obstetrics to Oncology. Perforce (“legal”), the news was withheld.


It was Anna Wintour, one of the few entrusted to know the truth, who suggested, with boyfriend Bill’s urging, that it would be brilliant to go public just before they all showed up at the Gala—with an alibi that the surgery was fresh, to avoid problematic speculation.
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RO came to LA and Corrine’s chauffeur drove the stone-grey Rolls Ghost to their old Hollywood stomping grounds. Rick was sad to see Supply Sergeant had closed.


“I’m a ghost riding around in a Ghost,” he said. “Are you my Virgil?”


She laughed. “Well, I’m certainly not your virgin. But I’ll always be . . . your Virgo.” Rick was a cuspy Scorpio and liked to tell her the stars had organized their mutual loyalty.


He wanted to see skateparks, so they went to El Sereno and Manhattan Beach before ending up in Venice—then headed up the coast to an Ando house in Carpinteria that Corrine was leasing for a million a month and thinking of buying. (When Rick asked how many houses she owned, she didn’t know the answer. “But I must have more,” she said. “Such is my maison d’etre.”) Tadao Ando was the decade’s god of trophy houses; the Kardashians had one, Beyoncé had one, and Tom Ford used to, on twenty thousand acres in Santa Fe.


Rick talked her out of it.


“Ando—and John Pawson—are too clean,” he said. “I like Aman hotels but don’t want to live in one. I love a broken-into monastery or sketchy end-time pillbox. You’ve got to get a book called Bunker Archeology—these amazing photographs of abandoned German bunkers on the French coast. Michèle and I are obsessed.” He peered through the vaulting space toward the movie screen-size window facing the ocean before looking around the room again. “You could dirty it up but then it’d be a Coldstream, not an Ando. Why give Ando all the credit?”


On the way to the Little Beach House in Malibu, Rick was laughing over something he read on the internet about the need to develop a vaccine for “Malibu Cove-id,” the syndrome of people obsessed with buying as many adjacent properties as possible—like the Chrome Hearts couple that trolls were calling “Zillow Zombies.”


[image: Image]


Candida and Talula were there with Kaia and her boyfriend, Austin Butler, whom RO loved in Elvis. When Candida introduced him to the designer, Austin was speechless, finally saying aloud, trancelike, “I just shook hands with Rick Owens.” Rick asked Austin to walk in his next show and the actor blurted “Yes! Thank you! Yes!” and jerked his head for nearly a minute, as if having a myoclonic seizure.


As the group departed, Lizzo jammed up and held Corinne’s bejeweled hand. “This my lady right here,” she huskily intoned, looking only at Rick. “Lady Corinne Coldstream is my fuckin soul sister.” Everyone giggled and gossiped then Lizzo said she would see him in New York for her fitting and was so sorry she couldn’t go to Paris because she was touring. She kissed each of them three times, a Swiss tic picked up while visiting Tina Turner’s deathbed. She gave RO her love to his wife (“My other witchy soul sister”) then swept out with the servile entourage that respectfully had stayed in the shadows during the encounter.


“She seems to have bounced back from the scandal,” said Rick.


“Oh, she bounces, and you just better be on high ground when she lands. Do you have enough fabric for her?” said Corinne. For a moment he thought she was serious. “She’s shooting up too much Lizzempic—that’s for diabetics who identify as fucking walruses. Well,” she mused, “you could cut up a parachute. No! I know what you should do: get a shipment of army blankets from Zelenskyy, stains and all! You know how you love to ‘dirty it up’ . . . Sean Penn’ll have some. Keepsakes he masturbates into while dreaming of getting the Peace Prize.”


Someone she didn’t recognize made a beeline for them. Corinne whispered contemptuously, “Can’t anyone leave us alone?”


“I’m so sorry to interrupt but wanted to introduce myself. I’m Dr. Petra O’Tom.” The nervously officious woman put her hand out and Corinne, nonplussed, shook it. “Director of the Harvard Diversity and Inclusion Task Force. Former Director—I’m with the ACLU now.”


“Ah!” said Corinne. While a bell didn’t ring, it tinkled. “This is Rick Owens.”


They shook hands though it was clear the crasher didn’t know who he was (Rick loved when that happened). “I just wanted to tell you how wonderful your Charlie was throughout the whole ordeal—how very brave and strong your daughter is. And wanted to thank you for your enormous contributions, not just to the university, but to things trans. And to the ACLU.”


“It’s my pleasure,” said Corinne, wishing she had a stun gun.


“Did you hear about the crash?” The trespasser shook with the adrenaline aftershocks of having stumbled into such a fortuitously status-raising tête-à-tête. “Jane Bookman, one of the most important people in the movement, was on her way to Tonga, which has an abysmal trans rights record. In fact, there are zero rights for trans people at all. They want to throw them into prisons, torture and kill them! Jennifer Pritzker graciously loaned her jet to Jane for the conference, and the plane went down. They said ‘mechanical problems’ but there is . . . suspicion.”


“Oh?”


“The government was not happy about the conference. But there’s a problem that I’d like to get your quick input on. It would be of such value . . . Jane Bookman, I’m sure you know, is the one who convinced the NEA to change ‘mother’ to ‘birthing parent.’ Jane’s done so many marvelous, groundbreaking things with language. It’s because of Jane that AOC tweeted about ‘menstruating people’—”


“What is the problem?” said Corinne impatiently.


“They found the black box—the recorder that’s on planes—washed up on one of the Vava’u Islands. I’ve read the transcripts—terrible, terrible to listen to—I cried!—which have not yet been publicly released. For good reason. The problem is that right before the crash, Jane is screaming—” She paused, looking over her shoulder as if someone might be listening. “What she was screaming was . . .”—she looked around again—“‘Mother!’ She used the M-word. Now, she wasn’t in the cockpit so it’s muffled but there is no question it was her, and no question that she said ‘Mother.’ Several times. ‘Mother! Mother!’ The last one sounds like ‘Mama’ but that doesn’t help us.”


“I’m not understanding.”


“How are we to explain, Mrs. Coldstream?” She wrung her hands. “While I certainly understand—off the record—why she said it—I can assure you there are those who do not. Understand. There are those who say, ‘You simply do not use that word, full stop! You die on that hill. You die on that cloud.’ Oh, there are rumbles, rumbles that it—Jane—reeks of controlled opposition—that she was some kind of TERF spy . . . Who’s behind it? Is it Walsh? Is it Rowling? I just can’t believe personally that Jane . . . and certainly don’t know what I would have done—knowing that my life was ending—how could any of us? I won’t sit in judgment of a person who had precious seconds left—but do hope I would have screamed the right thing. That I’d have—somehow—been on ‘the right side of history’ . . . but how are we to justify that word when she was such an extraordinary warrior against it? How can the ACLU escape the optics of . . . of complicity? I’d be so grateful, Corinne, if you became part of the conversation.”
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Talula and Candida left the Little Beach House and headed to Venice.


The odd couple met on the psych ward, in Acute Inpatient lockdown. Talula’s dad was a musician in Jeff Goldblum’s band, The Mildred Snitzer Orchestra, and she tried to kill herself too. Candida was a little nervous about introducing “Lula” to Kaia because the new friend was five years younger. (Talula was funny though. She took one glance at Rick Owens, whom she’d never heard of, and said he looked “like a Navi.”) Kaia was always asking Candida to help get Malala to guest on her IG book club, but Talula didn’t even know who Malala was, let alone that she’d won a Nobel Prize at Lula’s age. When Austin informed that Bob Dylan won it too, Talula did a deadpan Aubrey Plaza. Austin thought Dylan won it for Peace and Kaia laughingly said he won it for Literature. Anyway, Kaia thought it was sweet that Candida took the broken girl under her own broken wing and spontaneously offered Lula a job hostessing at the family restaurant, Café Habana, in the Malibu Lumber Yard. Talula responded with an affable Aubrey Plaza.


Candida generally got a pass for everything because she was so “real”—her unlikely, relatable defeatedness—and her family did so much. The Coldstreams had given billions to charter schools and literacy foundations, BIPOC educator collaboratives, abortion rights groups, transgender prisoner justice, climate change, and of course the Malala Fund. Part of Candida got off on rubbing the nose of the world in her own loserdom, but when Charlie devilishly forwarded internet hater comments that called her “Rob” (as in the dead loss, zero-sum Kardashian), it still stung. Anyhow, the deepfake Santa Anas birthday miracle revelation embraced the notion that if people thought she was Rob, well then, she’d Rob the rich and give to the broken-winged poor.


“It would be amazing to have Malala on Book Club,” said Kaia, who could be persistent once she got a big idea.


“She’s amazing,” said Austin. “Like, an actual saint.”


Kaia and Malala had only met once, at Wallis Annenberg’s house, the day before the Oscars. Rihanna and Taika Waititi and Ke Huy Quan and Adam Sandler were there, and Ralph Lauren, who designed Malala’s silver gown and hood. But Kaia had made her point and thought it best to pivot. “I’ve reached out to Salman Rushdie through Bill Maher, who’s a friend of Mom and Dad’s. It’s so interesting that Sir Rushdie was hurt in kind of the same way Malala was. So awful!”


“Crazy unforgiveable,” said Austin. “Really Shakespearean.”


“He’s already written a book about what happened! I hope he’s coming to LA soon . . . they’re both so unimaginably brave. It’s funny because so many writers want to do my show now! I may have to turn one down but don’t feel good about it because she’s Black. That sounds awful but people in the community—I kind of sought their counsel?—told me to, like, tread carefully.”


“Which community?” asked Candida.


“The writing community? Mostly?” When she was insecure, Kaia ended sentences with a question mark. “I mean, I’ve reached out to different communities, but people are totally paranoid to talk about it—her.”


“What has she written?”


“It’s tricky,” she said, sneaking a look at Austin, who knew all about it. “She says she wrote five bestsellers—she does have a huge following on IG and TikTok—and people seem to love her work. But there aren’t any physical books.”


“They’re online?” asked Candida.


“It’s Melanchta Coleridge, have you heard of her?” Candida shook her head. “The New York Times was going to do a story about how she hadn’t really written any—none that anyone’s seen, anyway—but her lawyers stopped it. And I guess when it came out that they were going to do this kind of ‘hit piece,’ so many people said they’d cancel their subscriptions . . . So, the Times wound up doing a really nice story about her—I’ll send it to you—but it’s really more about the plight of POCs who’ve been disallowed to enter the mainstream of writers and readers and critics—something I totally agree with.” She allowed herself a small laugh. “I would have her on but I’m not sure what we’d talk about!”


“So, there aren’t any books?” said Candida. “Or there are, but she won’t let people see them?”


“I guess it’s complicated. But writers are complicated!”


“Maybe you could talk about that,” suggested Austin. “I think what she’s doing is actually brilliant. ‘The writer who hasn’t written.’ Ha! Why shouldn’t that be celebrated?”


“I think you’re right, babe,” said Kaia, a lightbulb going off. “Austin’s so smart.”


“Kerouac wrote a dozen books before they allowed him to publish,” said Austin. “And no one saw them either. The only people who’d read On the Road were Ginsberg and Burroughs. Or maybe just Ginsberg . . . it took ten fucking years for someone to say ‘Hey, this is genius! Why don’t we publish it?’ There’s so much crap out there anyway.”


Proud Kaia tenderly touched his cheek. “You’re a genius.”


“Well, then,” he said, playfully debonair. “You should just interview me.”


Kaia started talking about the idea of being a writer and how interesting it was to never share your work; what a lovely challenge to use one’s imagination (“Isn’t that a reader’s superpower?”) to construct an oeuvre that checked all of one’s personal boxes. “A writer can be pret-a-porter or they can be haute couture,” she said, slipping into the lingo of her day job. “Depending on who’s doing the imagining.” Austin called it “knitwear AI,” which Kaia again thought was genius, though it went over (or under) Candida’s head.


When Talula changed the subject to the Houseless Hookup Challenge and its premise, Kaia and Austin laughed, thinking it an outrageous joke. An under-table kick from Candida stopped her friend from saying more.
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They slowly drove down the alley that paralleled the boardwalk.


Talula was stoned and vaping nonstop. Over and over, she said, “I’m geeked up on the geek bar—it’s giving geek—it’s giving geek—I’m giving.” When she asked Candida if she’d done the course of Amoxicillin, Dida said yeah but only for a few days. Lula read her to filth. “Fucking not enough! It has to be at least a week.”


“Sorry!” said Candida. “Did you?”


“Fuck yeah. Ten days. It’s an antibiotic with benefits: I had zero breakouts.”


“Of the syph?” she joked.


“Oh my god, my friend, who’s named after a fucking yeast infection, didn’t take the full course!”


“Should we do a Get Ready With Me?”


“‘Watch Dida and Lula prep for their houseless hookup!’ That’s genius. For Finsta.”


“It’s giving burner. Did you bring pepper spray?”


To show she was carrying, Talula quick-patted her Jacquemus bag—Candida’s gift on her Sweet Sixteenth. Then Talula looked past her to the svelte, shorthaired, nearly fashionable woman rummaging in a dumpster. Her mouth dropped and she said, “Oh my god.”


“What,” said Candida.


“It’s Loni Willison.”


“Who?”


“The model who was married to Jeremy Jackson.”


“Who’s Jeremy Jackson.”


“From Baywatch. She was, like, a fitness covergirl. You have no idea how awesome this is . . . I’ve been so bingeing Baywatch!”


“That’s her? The whatever?”


“She’s like on the internet every day being interviewed by like these Brit reporters, they’re obsessed. She and Jeremy were strung out and he tried to kill her but Loni wouldn’t press charges. She started working for a plastic surgeon in Beverly Hills, lost her job, lost her mind, and went houseless.” She took out her phone and showed Candida a video of the actress on The Daily Mail. “No,” said Talula, scrutinizing it in disbelief. “No!”


“What?” said Candida.


“Look! They’re fucking talking to her in front of the exact same dumpster.”


She rushed from the car and Candida followed. When the woman turned to face them, Talula said, “Oh my god, I am such a fan! I literally have all your Glam Fit covers!”


“That’s very kind,” said Loni cordially, before going back to rummaging. She wore a dozen silver rings on her dirty, broken fingers.


“You look amazing. I mean, I know shit happened, but you still have such fucking style.”


“So do you,” said Loni, with a toothless smile. Candida sniffed a chemical odor and couldn’t wait to tell Charlie that it strongly reminded her of the perfume they were named after. Just then, an old man approached with a crack pipe. He was street-ancient, with a shock of white hair erupting from his scabby, bald head. He wore a tattered suit and a Celine Dion t-shirt.


Ignoring the guests, he said “Madame L, I am pleased to present your delivery”—then made a little bow and held out a baggie-wrapped glass pipe, as if presenting a bauble to the queen. “The crack is how the light gets in.”


Loni took it from his hand and said, “How very kind, Professor.”


“Courtesy of LA County. These sweet cherubs gave me wonderful little boxes of Narcan too. Narcan is the opiate antagonist of the people—in case someone asks.”


“You’re funny,” said Talula, winking at Candida as if to say, “He’s our man.”


Loni turned to the girls. “Someone asked the Professor if he was homeless. You know what he told them? He said, ‘No, I just don’t happen to be home at the moment.’”


“Which I wasn’t,” said the old man mischievously.


Talula told him they had food in the car (a Happy Meal for their quarry, from the McDonald’s opposite the Little Beach House) and the Professor talked a blue streak as he and Talula sat in back while Candida kept watch from the driver’s seat. Doing it in the vehicle was a favorite of Houseless Hookup challenges, a technique borrowed from porn “dogging” videos where cuckold husbands drove their wives to sex parks. A married couple would wait until loiterers gathered round like the horny walking dead; after jittery pas de deux, arms reached through open windows to explore the body of the squirrely adulteress . . .


Candida was supposed to be making an iPhone movie but was too nervous to get it together and Talula was too stoned to take note. As he daintily munched a quarter-pounder, all she could think of was to ask why he was called the Professor.


“Well, I am one—or was. But I suppose those two are the same.”


“My dad used to be a teacher!” said Talula.


“‘To be’ and ‘to have been’ coexist. The world is a duality; you’re too young to know this. Listen and ye shall learn!” Fumbling at his pants, Talula asked his name. “Mercutio,” he said, a glimmer in his eye, for he could always count upon the name’s power to delight.


“Baz’s movie!” said Candida, breaking the fourth wall. “Romeo’s best friend . . . ”


He smiled at her, sighed, and said, “Among scholars at last.”


“I love Claire Danes so much,” said Talula, grabbing his dick.


He giggled, squirmed, and feinted with surprise as she went down on him, then began a scary string of coughs. Candida thought he was crying, and he might have been. He giggled again. “O Romeo,” said the Professor, knowing/not knowing what was going on. “That she were—oh! Ah! Yeeeee!” He hack-barked a bolus of chewed food, dancing in his seat with the renewed bronchial seizures, but Talula’s percussive, rollercoasting head was all business. When he recovered, he said, “That she were an open-arse, and thou a poperin pear!” He didn’t get hard but Talula, hepped up over her Happy Meal, unclamped long enough to chastise her friend.


“You’re supposed to be filming, Dida!”
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Corrine, Charlie, and Rick went to the Disney Concert Hall to see Ryan Murphy’s Salome, staged by the French-Senegalese filmmaker Mati Diop. Charlie’s friend, the TikToker Vinnie Hacker (twenty-five million followers) and Anna Wintour’s daughter Bee went along. Bee was in town without her husband Francesco, who was in Capri. Charlie loved that Francesco used to date Lana Del Rey.


RO was obsessed with Salome. On the way, Charlie asked Rick what the opera was about. Rick smiled and said, “Each man kills the thing he loves. Some do it with a bitter look, some with a flattering word. The coward does it with a kiss.” They sat in the same row as Malia Obama, Spike Lee and Deva Cassel, a few seats ahead of Donald Glover, Lily Gladstone, and Eric Andre. Hunter Schafer was there with the Antiguan, trans, differently abled model Aaron Rose Philip, who was riding around in an amazing wheelchair designed by Jeremy Scott and Tadao Ando. Rick said it was almost the best Salome he’d ever seen, and nothing had really been changed “from the Strauss” except that the cast was Black, save for Herod, the dissolute Tetrarch, who was still white.


Charlie couldn’t believe how great it was. Herod kills his brother and marries the widowed sister-in-law. Then he gets a hard-on for the sister-in-law’s kid, Salome (his former niece, now stepdaughter), but Salome only wants to fuck a prophet—John the Baptist—a gaunt, amazingly beautiful nonbinary imprisoned in a dungeon of the palace. The tempted saint ultimately rebuffs her, making Salome crazy. When Herod says that he’ll give her half of his kingdom if she strips for him, Salome says she will, but she wants something else. The king or tetrarch or whatever agrees and jacks off while she does the Dance of the Seven Veils. When Salome finishes, she drops the bomb: “I want you to kill the prophet.” Herod freaks and tells her it’s not within his power—so Salome does it herself. She cuts off J the B’s head, puts it on a silver plate . . . and tongue-kisses the bloody skull!


As they left the theater, Corinne said to Charlie, “I dream of doing that to your father every night. Without the kiss.”


[image: Image]


They were at Giorgio Baldi for a late dinner.


Candida’s friends Suzanna Son and Halle Bailey were there. Corinne said hi to Carrie Mae Weems and Barry Manilow, then Lady Gaga rushed over, threw her arms around RO, and kissed Corinne three times. She kissed Charlie too, looked deep into their eyes and earnestly said, “You are the most beautiful girl in the world.” Turning to the rest, she said, “Aren’t they? Aren’t they the most beautiful girl in the world?” Before she left, Gaga whispered in Charlie’s ear, You need to write about your amazing fucking journey, loud enough for the whole table to hear. Bruce Willis’ wife came over to thank Corinne because the Foundation was a major donor to aphasia research.


When the merry band of Salomettes were at last alone, Charlie said, “A friend of mine who’s an amazing animator just did a short film about Bruce Willis. It takes place after he dies. I guess only boomers know who Willis is but in the short, he becomes super-popular with Gen Beta.”


“Like Robert Evans,” said Vinnie.


“Whoever that is,” said Charlie. “So, Willis’s weepy, creepy wife—the estate, whatever—makes a honey hole deal for Deepfake Bruce to make movies, ad infinitum. What happens though is, towards the end of every new film, the Willis avatar—and no one knows why—keeps getting corrupted, keeps getting aphasia, and the coders can’t figure out why.”


“That’s so dark!” laughed Bee. “But it’s so going to happen—not the aphasia part! Like in a hundred years, Tom Cruise’ll be in Top Gun 53.”


“Still doing his own stunts. Still a Scientologist.”


“Still stunting as cishet.”


“Don’t forget Bill Nighy!” said Corinne. “Your mother’s boyfriend will be in the fortieth sequel to Living.”


Rick said he loved Living, then started talking about the amazingly beautiful silent film of Salome that Alla Nazimova starred in and paid for—he ordered everyone to watch it on YouTube ASAP—and how Alla built cottages on Sunset Boulevard that eventually became the Garden of Allah Hotel. After she went bankrupt because Salome was a giant fail, Alla sold the Garden but was still living there when she died. Vinnie said that if Alla Nazimova were alive now, she’d for sure have to get rid of the Nazi part and just be Alla Mova. Corinne nonsensically sang Blame it on the Bossa Nova then suggested Alla B. Praised. Rick offered Alla B. Toklas, ending the riff, but no one got the reference, not even Corinne. Everyone was high and nothing mattered.


Vinnie announced that Bruce Willis was trending on the lists of celebrities not expected to make it through the year, which didn’t make sense to RO, “because it’s just aphasia.” Vinnie said Paul Giamatti was on a bunch of lists too, “probably because he looks like he’s eighty but he’s only fifty-six,” and Bob Odenkirk was still 8-to-1 because of the heart attack he had when they were shooting the last season of Better Call Saul. Rick grew pensive and brought up something curious he’d noticed about obituaries. It seemed like the cause of death wasn’t mentioned anymore, even when the person was young and the death came out of nowhere. Clumps of healthy young athletes were dropping dead each day—cricketers, footballers, swimmers, and whatnot—and people not known to be drug addicts were dying in their sleep with no explanation or follow-up. “They call it SADS,” said Rick. “Sudden Adult Death Syndrome.”


“That’s so sci-fi,” said Bee. “Like Blade Runner. Maybe we’re just all replicants, being quietly ‘retired.’”


Rick said, “One day, like a time capsule thing, parents will say, ‘A long time ago—in a galaxy far away!—when someone died, people used to want to know what happened. Especially if they died young. It was the main thing: How? How did they die? And their kids’ll be stunned. Like, What? What the fuck. You know, ‘Why? Why would anyone want to know that, why would anyone want to know how someone died? That’s so crazy!’”


Charlie said, “Soon it’ll just be, ‘He left.’ ‘She left.’ ‘They left.’”


“It’s total science fiction,” said Bee.


“I like it,” said Corinne. “Who cares? It’s too intimate—it’s none of anyone’s business. It’s not even the business of the person who dies. Besides, I like ‘She left.’ I like it aesthetically. It’s like leaving a party. ‘Where’s Corinne?’ ‘She left.’”


“It totally reminds me of that movie Francesco and I watched online,” said Bee. “The Time Machine. A guy travels 100,000 years in the future, where people die and no one cares. Everyone’s gorgeous, everyone’s androgynous, they wear these lame white togas and have mass picnics in the woods. Everyone’s laughing all the time. Suddenly, someone starts drowning and they take a quick look. They smile, laugh, and go on eating as the person screams for help, then goes under.”


After dinner, Charlie and Vinnie went off together and Rick had to go downtown so Corinne drove home alone. She thought about the gown he was making for her and had an outrageous idea. Rick adored the secret Courbet displayed in her Bel Air home—the notorious closeup of a woman’s bushy labia that the artist called L’Origine du monde/The Origin of the World—the painting had been in the family for twenty years and was currently mired in a legal drama following Corinne’s divorce from Dax, her children’s father. (The whole monde had been artfully tricked into believing that the masterwork hung in the permanent collection of the Musée d’Orsay, when in fact the museum possessed a flawless copy, courtesy of the preeminent forger, David Henty.) Rick Owens was lionhearted; as an homage to the gloryholes he’d seen in gay clubs, his models once infamously walked the runways in pants with crotch cavities exposing their cocks. Corinne thought, why not do the same, but with the anus—was that not the true origin of this godforsaken hell-bound world?


She wanted to burn down the world’s origin and hysterectomize its future too.


Asses to ashes, dust to dust . . .
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Driving to Rick’s PH at the Chateau the next morning, foul visions of devil’s garments still spun Corinne’s head, joyriding her pulse. She knew he would love the idea but there was an architectural problem that needed solving: how would anyone be able to see what she called “my gory hole”? Grotesquely contrived, Madonna-style contortions were definitely out. Then, the aha moment arrived: she wouldn’t show it at all. She would take just one in-studio photograph—by Pigozzi, Slimane, or Juergen Teller—on her knees, legs spread, with a fingerless glove-assist to showcase the waxed, rose-grey death dimple in the framed center of a lambskin portal. Laughing out loud, she thought, Rick’s womenswear line ‘Cyclops’ is gonna take on a whole new meaning. No Gala goer would be able to unsee the iconic image of the decade—a crater hidden in plain-ish sight by the zillionaire mother of all moons during Wintour celebrations.


It was all too genius.


While funny-texting with Rick—his replies made her howl—she blew through a stop sign, struck a pole, and slammed into a squalid, parked RV.


Corinne heard ear-piercing shrieks but was immobile, pinned by the airbag.


A voice cried, “Ellas estan muertas! Mis bebés! Mis bebés estan muertos!”—she hadn’t run into a pole at all. She craned her neck and saw little bodies in the road.


The deranged hollers resumed.
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She had a concussion and was released after an MRI. Because of the investigation, the Ghost (she had a fleet of them; this one’s color was Belladonna Purple) was impounded. At first, Corinne told police that she hadn’t seen the nanny or her charges; then managed to recall the blur of the trio as they dashed in front of the roller “like kamikazes.” Blood was drawn for drug and alcohol levels and Corinne demanded they do the same with “whoever was responsible for those children.” The man who lived in the RV that she plowed into had been urinating on the sidewalk when the accident happened and escaped harm.


The nanny’s leg was broken, and the twins were dead.


Dodging the burgeoning news vans that were already on a stakeout swarm, the security team wheeled Corinne from the ER and into the bowels of the medical complex before finally resurfacing at a distant loading zone, where she was sealed into a Black Badge for the ride to Holmby Hills.


From her bed at home, high on opiates, Adderall, and Klonopin, she fielded ten thousand calls and emails. The bogeyman was social media and the family machine responded with alacrity; an immersive crowd-botting campaign was launched by Coldstream PR that didn’t so much break the internet as drown it in sorrow, compassion, and prayers for the tragedy of the dead children and their parents—while simultaneously, sotto voce, promoting the antiquarian, much-maligned tradition of waiting for all the facts to come in. But the campaign for restraint couldn’t stop photos of the twins from being posted alongside those of decap’d babies (real and AI-generated), nor did it stop edgelords from calling for Corinne’s arrest and execution while certifying the socialite as the FUCKING BLACKROCK CZARINA and further attesting THE CUNTSTREAMS OWN GATES, SOROS, AND K. SCHWAB!!! The machine patiently mounted its defense, counterpoising such assertions with an avalanche of firsthand testimonials from thousands of regular folks whom the Foundation had helped in large and small ways before and after the turn of the century, from micro-loans to life-saving surgeries. Thanks to longtime family fixer Murray Cadence, a remunerative arrangement was hastily made between the twins’ parents and Coldstream legal that forestalled them from speaking to the media. The only real problem “at this time,” said Cadence, were phone records. If those were subpoenaed, they would prove that she was texting RO when the collision occurred, “which would not be helpful.”


He was working on that.


Hilaria Baldwin, Sofia Vergara, Bruce Willis’s wife—and many others—selflessly reached out to the wounded matriarch. More than twenty years ago, Corinne slept in a cot beside Sofia when she had radiation for thyroid cancer, something the actress never forgot. “It is of course terrible,” she commiserated. “Such an accident—is awful and life-changing. It totally change your life, but it happen. The universe force you to become, how to say, spiritual. This happen to Howard Hughes! Did you know this, mi Corinne?—Howard Hughes he hit some body on Sunset Boulevard too—and the judge, he clear him! This happen to Laura fucking Bush! She kill a boy with her car, at seventeen. She no kill pedestrian, though . . . Gavin Newsom the fucking governor run over his eight-year-old sister with golf cart! He kill her! This is fact. And the nanny! The nanny of Katherine McPhee and David Foster! She hit by old lady and dragged through car dealership! I wish it was your nanny she got killed, not those babies! It happen to so many people, Carina! You will be through with flying colors! Mi Corinne-Corazón . . . I will sleep in cot by your bed like you do for me! Ángel precioso . . . Lord help us, they were twins—so terrible! But you are strong, Corinne-Corazón. Always you are strong—not weak like that old man whose foot on the brake kill ten at Santa Monica Farmer’s market! He senile like El Presidente! Ha! Haha! We must laugh, Carina, no? To see you smile is so nice! When we cannot cry no more, we must laugh. . . . We are talking two tiny little people. And who in charge? Of their precious lives? The nanny. The nanny, not you, Corinne-Corazón. The nanny was in charge and she fuck it up, she kill!”


Caitlyn Jenner, exonerated a few years back in a Malibu crash that resulted in a woman’s death, offered consolation by invoking the anodyne “all things must pass,” assuring that in a year’s time, “the crazy Day-Glo memory of all this will fade to washed-out black-and-white.” Rebecca Gayheart called too. In 2001, the actress ran over a nine-year-old boy and was convicted of vehicular manslaughter. She told Corinne she paid a twenty-eight-hundred-dollar fine and did 750 hours of community service. Corinne shouted, “I can’t, I won’t! I cannot do 750 hours of anything,” then burst into tears. Rebecca hugged her and said that crying was the best healing. That, and gua sha, platysmal Botox, fractional ablative CO2 lasers, clairsentient healing, angel frequencies, and fecal transplants.


Charlie was diabolically attentive to his mother’s needs.


“I googled it, Mom—last year, cars killed pedestrians every fucking ninety minutes. Some of the drivers weren’t even texting!” Corinne violently shushed them, saying never to repeat that detail to anyone or she would go to prison. She kicked herself for letting it slip that she’d been texting with RO but couldn’t help herself. The night she was released from Cedars, the kids gathered round Corinne’s bed, and everyone smoked pot—a ritual Candida called “tea and sympathy.” Weed always made Mom chatty.
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Charlie threw a movie party at the house.


Candida and Kaia, Suki Waterhouse, Laith Ashley, and Charlie’s new BFF Elliot Page came over to watch The Shining. Page was in town to do a conversation with Cara Delevingne for the LA Times Book Club. Charlie had loved Elliot from afar forever, though weirdly they’d never met. (Charlie’s art thot crush used to be Ellen; Elliot was still superhot but not art thot hot.) Stoned, they told Elliot about the rarely revealed surgery at age eleven. “That’s a seriously top secret bottom secret, Elliot! Mama’d go to jail if people knew. If she isn’t going already.” Elliot thought they were joking. But when Charlie said they’d also had an orchiectomy—“the coolest hack”—the actor was speechless at their and their mother’s bravery.


Kaia interrupted to ask how Mom was doing. Charlie said she was doped up and sequestered in the North Wing, then gawked at the guests and head-rolled, “Oh my god, the lewks.” They asked Kaia what she was wearing. Kaia said, “The shirt’s Sa Su Phi and the jacket’s The Row.” Charlie asked the guests to do clockwise shares about what each had on. Suki wore a Moncler Grenoble vest (“my haute gorecore”) over a Ssheena jacket, with thigh-high yellow vinyl cuissardes boots. Laith was in a Balenciaga hoodie under a Fendi nylon printed trench. Elliot wore Golf Wang. Candida, the last, said that her jumpsuit was Dior, which got as many oohs and ahs as Charlie, who wore an RO black cape over an anime LV tracksuit gifted by Billie Eilish.


Meanwhile, Corinne at last returned Rick Owens’s urgent calls then spoke with Anna Wintour, who was over-the-top sympathetic. But she could sense Anna’s native chilliness; splashy vehicular fatalities (particularly those involving children) weren’t the type of press the Gala liked to court. Charlie texted his mother to get her self-pitying arse to the screening room &have some popcorn&fuckingchill. When they didn’t hear back, they wrote get over yourself. Corinne finally texted will, for qwik hello + word gets out im okayish. Before she got there, Charlie fast-forwarded and paused when they came to the axe-murdered twins.


When Corinne slipped in, Charlie waited a beat then pressed play.


She looked up, gasped, yelped “Asshole!” at Charlie—and fled in a storm of tears. Suki and Candida were stoned but still noticed.


“That was mean,” said Candida. “You’re wicked.”


Suki said, “Lil sis is so sarky, aren’t they.”


11


Mercutio Schecter sat in the law offices of Gramercy Kind Cadence.


The firm had taken a very close look into the life of the former professor, though the vetting was somewhat hamstrung due to certain documents remaining under seal—to wit, revelatory details of the hijinks surrounding his Harvard firing. Murray Cadence put the wayward academic up at the Four Seasons under the care of RNs, a nutritionist, the esteemed psychopharmacologist Dr. Randolph Kibble, and armed protectors. The fixer’s hope was that such interventions might improve the fallen scholar’s social graces, in addition to making him “witness-ready.” With a new haircut, new complexion, and a Tom Ford suit, one would never imagine that just a handful of days ago, Mr. Schecter was filthy, unhoused (the hellish RV notwithstanding), and prone to psychotic sequelae. It was the wily Counselor Cadence’s good fortune to have gotten to him first—the police were still looking.


“Thank you, Professor, for allowing us to help.”


“Thank you for your hospitality.”


“Perhaps support is more apt than help. How are you feeling?”


“Fit as a fiddle. Not quite Stradivarius-adjacent, but . . . alas.”


“You must be wondering what all this is about.” The attorney was oddly soft-spoken, as if they were in a church, library, or museum; in the gaps between sentences, the faint whistle of a chronic wheeze.


“Having not won the lottery, it had occurred.”


“Oh, but you have, Professor.”


“Pardon?” said Mercutio, gently bemused.


The host cleared his throat. “The lottery. You’ve won it!”


“Never bought a ticket, kind sir.”


The lawyer coughed, moving a paperweight back and forth. Rummaging in a drawer, he fetched an inhaler and dosed himself before noiselessly returning it. “Everything I’m about to say is confidential. That’s why we’re alone.” Mercutio nodded with the gravity that the moment seemed to require. “If you’ll recall, there was a terrible accident on Monday morning, just south of Sunset Boulevard, at the famously perilous six-lane intersection across from the Beverly Hills Hotel. The absence of electronic signals and overall anarchic design has been the cause of many accidents at said locus over the years —of which the city has done next to nothing! Well. A nanny was taking her employer’s two little girls to the park abutting that madhouse juncture of Canon, Lomitas, and Beverly . . . the same park where Hugh Grant was arrested in the public toilet—correction! George Michael.” His eye twinkled as he retrieved the puffer. “A woman struck the nanny and her charges down as they crossed the street. Sadly, both children perished. And, like most tragedies, it may easily have been averted.” He puffed, winked, and whispered, “We have reason to believe that you saw what happened.”


During his recuperative hotel stay, Mercutio had recovered sufficient presence of mind to do a version of cagey. “I may have,” he muttered.


“Good!” said Murray, rubbing his hands together as if crouched before a small campfire. “It must have been quite traumatic for you—as it was for my client, of course—we are certain you’ll be able to recover memories of the event—that is our hope—we have people who can assist you with that through hypnosis and other things—allowing in time for you to be able to recall the details of what we believe—what we know—actually occurred. How the nanny disregarded the well-known perils of that reckless confluence of streets, of which, by the way, said nanny was most familiar with . . . how she seized those doomed little girls’ hands and barreled headlong into the fabled deathtrap. Now, we have already learned the nanny had substance and mental health issues; it is beyond dispute. Professor . . .” The attorney leaned in, his voice dropping to near unintelligibility. “My client—who was behind the wheel—wrong place, wrong time!—is aware of your predicament—that silliness, that ugliness at Harvard—these preposterous culture wars that destroy the lives of decent, thoughtful people, willy-nilly—and aware as well of the house fire and grievous physical assault you endured by consequence of your lighthearted endorsement of Alice Cooper at the hands of those . . . fanatics. Only women bleed, indeed! That motley crew are the very same who would draw and quarter the creator of Harry Potter! It’s no different than the Inquisition . . . they’d like nothing more than to see Miss Rowling raped, both before and after her dismemberment! Professor . . . I can assure that your former position at the university can be restored, should you have the desire—or the stomach! Oh, we can visit hell upon them . . .” Cadence had worked himself up; the drawer awaited, and he paused for a bit of respiratory therapy before resuming. “My client . . . is a compassionate woman of extraordinary resources who wishes to help in any way she can.” Another pause, for dramatic effect. “My client . . . is prepared to give you a house to live in for the rest of your life.”


“Sorry? I didn’t catch—I couldn’t hear—”


“My client is prepared to give you a house to live in for the rest of your life! After a relatively brief passage of time, it shall legally be yours.” He smiled and sat back. “Along with said residence comes a stipend of one-hundred-thousand dollars a month, tax-free.”


“Beg pardon?”


“Along with the home comes a tax-free stipend of one-hundred-thousand dollars a month!” A second smile, then a quick puff, more recreational than medicinal. “What we—what I would ask—is that you submit—in time—a sworn statement describing that you saw what essentially appeared to be a suicidal act—that of a ‘kamikaze,’ if you will—set in motion by the nanny of those poor twins. So there is no confusion in what I’m saying, Professor, you shall not say such a thing if you are unable to recover those memories! You shall not be asked to fabricate something out of whole cloth, as my father used to say.”


“Of course not . . .”


“We know that there was a settlement from Harvard, but the money is long gone . . . we know that certain ‘troubles’ were exacerbated by your homelessness—which is eminently understandable! You’re a most brilliant man, Professor, that is beyond dispute.” He scanned his notes. “You were diagnosed many years ago with bipolar illness . . . as common now as autism, peanut allergies, and gender dysphoria . . .”—consulting his notes again—“You had a challenging relationship with your medication, long before the university threw you out . . . Back in the day, mental illness would have undermined your ‘expert witness’ status on our behalf. I’d have helplessly sat on the sidelines while you were shamed and dismantled during cross-examination. But now, Professor . . . your houseless neurodiversity shall be spun to gold.”


The dizzy ward asked for water. Moments later, a silver tray of breakfast cakes and Perrier appeared.


“One more thing,” said Murray, introspectively. “We know the relationship with your children has been . . . challenging as well. Perhaps ‘complicated’ is more apt—been down that road myself. You haven’t spoken to your son since you left him in California ten years ago. And the daughter you had, years after your wife ‘disappeared’—for want of a better word—well, you’ve never met her at all . . .” Mercutio began to weep and was given a handkerchief. “There, there. If you wish, we can find them. That’s the long and short of it. With your new station, I believe you can repair the relationship with your son—and build a fresh one with your daughter.”


The Professor’s mind was blank. All he could think to say was, “May I meet the one who offers such kind sponsorship? I would like very much to express my thanks.”


“Of course! Though at the moment, I’m sure you’ll understand that she is recovering from her injuries, physical and emotional. She’s a mother herself and you can imagine what she’s been through.”


“What is her name?”


“Corinne. Corinne Coldstream.”


The smiling Professor’s brow furrowed at the surname; a light went on but was too dim to offer further illumination.
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Seeing the horrific image of The Shining twins, she ran from the screening room all the way to the main house, where she collapsed in bed and abruptly fell into a wild sleep. The fifty-eight-year-old Corinne dreamed Anna Wintour was throwing a surprise party for her ninetieth birthday. Rebecca Gayheart and Bill Gates were there, and a proximation of that pathetic woman who died in the air somewhere above Tonga, shouting the M-word.


Gates said brightly, “Do they let people old as you into the Gala?”


Then whoosh she was at the Overlook Hotel, with the murdered sisters at the end of the hall—not the twins from the movie, but Candida and Charlie when they were little. They wore matching Philip Treacy wide-brimmed raffia hats, pleated polyester Issey Miyake schoolgirl uniforms (with lambskin holes Rick made at the crotch), and leather Comme des Garçons Mary Janes. When Charlie’s tiny penis upjetted pee through its charming portal, Corinne was so sad that her baby’s cupid cock was gone forever. She felt guilty for having helped guillotine it and guilty too for having such a transphobic-adjacent thought. Anna Wintour appeared—the ghosty siblings gone now—and said, “I cannot visit you in jail because you are so stupid.” That hurt because Corinne’s mother, a 3M chemist who invented Scotchgard with her friend Patsy, was always telling her how stupid she was . . . and so did her ex-husband Dax, knowing it would pick at the scab of the original mother wound. Then she was in a cell with Bruce Willis and Elizabeth Holmes—the Theranos swindler was a friend IRL who conned the Coldstream Family Foundation out of $10 million and the two hadn’t spoken since Liz’s conviction. Somehow Corinne realized that Bruce Willis was a corrupted AI version of Bill Nighy, who seemed to be Bruce, but spoke in a crisp English accent and was astonishingly clever. “Hey, stupid!” said Liz, laughing as she grabbed Corinne’s arm. “Give me a hundred million for Qualia, my new babywear company!”


The kaleidoscopic barrage ended with the birthday girl’s death by hanging in the Nantucket house that she still owned with Dax, a $35 million Bosworth Road compound in a cluster of compounds belonging to Charles Schwab, Stephen Schwarzman, and Sergey Brin.
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Dax Coldstream’s $175 million roost in Paradise Cove, among a clutch of homes including those of Charles Schwab, Sergey Brin, Laurene Powell Jobs, and Stephen Schwarzman, was designed by Kengo Kuga, with a nod to Mr. Coldstream’s favored Brutalism. Dax was eroticized by concrete, hard edges, and empty rooms. In a recent city competition for houseless housing, Kuga and Brad Pitt collaborated on dwellings that were micro version homages of Dax’s cliffside bunker. In the same contest, Tadao Ando partnered with Reese Witherspoon and Judd Apatow, and there was also the Frank Gehry team of Noah Baumbach and Greta Gerwig. “Cryptcore” went viral; even sunshiny Reese couldn’t resist its institutional charms. It was practical, too, because for a variety of reasons the houseless thrived under sanitizing, biweekly hose downs.


Moishe Fineman came in and held up his phone to show Dax who he was facetiming with. “Some interesting news,” said Moishe. “Your package arrives in Basel in six weeks.”


“That’s around Davos time . . . tell him we’ll be there.”


The bodyguard nodded and left.


They’d been working together for thirty years. When Moishe’s daughter was dying of anorexia, Dax hired a round-the-clock medical team so she could stay home; Moishe claimed the strategy saved her. A decade later, the mother of that girl had a so-called inoperable brain tumor, and Dax flew her to Spain where she was cured by the famed neurosurgeon Dr. Bartolomé Oliver. Moishe felt the debt could never be repaid, not even by killing the three men who entered the Venice palazzo to assassinate his benefactor while he slept.


Dax and his boyfriend, the Senegalese rapper CL, had just come back from partying in Nantucket with Peter Thiel and his husband. It was Dax’s seventy-sixth birthday and CL gifted him with mephedrone that he got in Berlin. CL used to be a masseur at Amangiri in Utah before putting his music on Instagram and now he had three million followers. Dax and CL met some amazing creators in Nantucket, like the Twitch gamer xQc, the singer-songwriter d4vd, and another Senegalese, the “bored smile” TikToker Khaby Lame (160 million followers). They’d met Khaby before, at the Chanel pre-Oscar party, where he smiled a lot but didn’t seem at all bored.


“What time’s Charlie coming?” asked CL.


“TBD. My darling daughter has not yet transitioned to punctuality.”


“Are they okay? I mean, with the Corinne thing?”


“Ask them.”


“There’s a lot of bullyshit about the accident on the internet.”


“Uhm, well, duh.”


“Charlie and Candida are getting dragged. Not you, though—yet.”


“If only Corinne had been killed.”


“It stirred up the trolls. They’re smack-talkin’ BlackRock—”


“I do that every day.”


“—dead twins’ adrenals bein’ harvested for the next Davos party.”


“I wish.”


“And such.” CL reflected, “I was thinking about Amangiri and when we first met. I was thinking about Charlie . . . remember the birds he drew? Real Audubon shit. Kid’s mad gifted.” After a beat, he corrected himself. “Them. The birds they drew.”


“Easy, negress. The pronoun police aren’t due till after dark.”


“Hey, wanna watch the Joni Mitchell thing?”


“Love me Corpse Joni but can’t bear Brandi Carlile. Both Sides Brandi! Cannot bear watching her slither from Corpse Joni’s ass into adjacent onstage throne whilst quietly head banging to ‘Free Man In Paris.’ She wants to do for Corpse Joni what Gaga did for Corpse Tony: be in every branding photo—Branding Carlile!—wants to be front and center when it croaks. Look! It’s Tony and Gaga, Tony and Gaga, Tony and Gaga! Look! Joni and Brandi, Joni and Brandi, Joni and Brandi! AI? Please kill Brandi and Gaga! AI, kill Brandi and evict her from Joni’s cadaverous ass! AI, tell Brandi that Joni’s corpse ass does not make a decent home for futch celesbians!”


CL did his eye-roll shtick but had to laugh.


“I have an idea for a T-shirt,” said Dax.


“With your portrait? As the geriatric Joker?”


Dax paused, then deadpanned “‘What Doesn’t Kill You.’”


“What,” said CL, like the call-and-response of a knock-knock joke.


“What Doesn’t Kill You,” repeated Dax.


A nonplussed CL said, “And—?”


“That’s it,” said Dax, with a smile.


“What’s it.”


“‘What Doesn’t Kill You.’ That’s it, nothing after.”


“So, it’s a you’re cute jeans.”


“What?”


“You are cute jeans.”


“No,” said Dax, annoyed.


“Then . . . as in what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger?”


“Yes, negress. But just: What Doesn’t Kill You.”


“With a question mark?”


“No question mark, dunciad.”


“I get it,” grinned CL. “As in everything kills you.”


“Ding-ding-ding-ding-ding,” said Dax, ringing a reward bell.


“I like it.”


“But my personal favorite—my personal best—is—are you ready?”


“Ready.”


“‘What Part Of Don’t You Understand.’”


“Say again?” said a smiling CL.


“‘What Part Of Don’t You Understand.’”


“Shit’s too advanced. I need to get stoned to graduate.”


“You’ve heard of ‘What part of no don’t you understand’?”


“But you said—is that what you said?”


“No, negress dunciad.”


“You left out the no.”


“Yes, dunciad negroid. What Part Of Don’t You Understand.”


“The part about you,” said CL. “You’re the part I don’t understand. You and your cute fucking jeans.” He grabbed him in a wrestling hold and Dax giggled as they roughhoused. CL took his fat Black cock out, wiggled it in his face, and said, “What part don’t you understand?”


“Of! Of! Of! What part of don’t you understand.”


“What part of I’m going to fuck your sloppy cunt don’t you understand?”


He flipped Dax over, taking the wind out, then pinned and wrestler-fucked him, choking the old man until they both came.
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When Charlie finally arrived, Dax attributed their angsty mood to the usual cocktail of estrogen, meth, and Percocet. CL glistened on the other side of the window, taking sun like a seal that’d been awkwardly jimmied onto the aluminum Marc Newson chaise bought at auction for $3.1 million.


“So,” said Dax. “Have you used it yet?”


“Used what.”


“Your stoma. La Neopuss. The honorary vaj.”


“Fuck you.”


“Fuck someone. Can’t sit on that thing forever.” He walked over, leaned down, and buried his nose in Charlie’s lap. “Phew!” They bucked him off and glared. “That is one stinky Overton Window. . . . Having lived with Corinne, the smell of vaginosis is most familiar. Do not dawdle, daughter: get thee to a Gram stain!” Returning to his seat, Dax smirked and said, “Sorry to be rude but Jesus fuck, Charles, didn’t that come with an instruction manual? Just take care of it. Water it, clean it, whatever. Use it—cooz it! Cooz it or lose it.”


With glacial seriousness, Charlie said, “There’s something you have that I want.”


Impulsively, Dax replied, “Say that you love me and thy wish shall be granted.”


After the briefest pause, Charlie said, “I love you,” in earnest.


Their father was visibly startled because that was something Dax had never heard the child say—ever. It broke him. Touched and embarrassed and overwhelmed, he reverted to banter. “It really does smell necrotic. AI, kill that mutant vaj . . .”


“It’s not a vagina, you pig,” said Charlie, revoking the love proclamation.


“Uhm, duh.”


“It’s a work of art.”


“Get Cronenberg on the phone! Are you a body-horror queen now? Is that what you are?” Are you a gynecological tool for mutant women?”


“Out of the mouth of the real body horror queen! You and your shithole, posing as a cunt! What I have is a thing-in-itself.”


“Ah! Yes! Ding an sich . . . says Immanuel Kunt. Hey, no shame in performance art, Charles—but that’s all it is: performance art. Why not call it by its name? You people are so fucking complicated. Your generation of woke, braindead faggots . . . remember Matthew Shepherd? Of course, you don’t. Marauders hung young Matthew from a fence and it took him a week to die. The guy who found him mistook Matt for a scarecrow—impaled on barbed wire—same methodology as your favorite tweety bird, the shrike. You people don’t know what torture is,” he said contemptuously, muttering “What doesn’t kill you” before raising his voice again. “You think misgendering is a Hamas rave-rape—you’re all so evolved, you and those mewling, martyred TikTok activists sitting in their sandboxes, Play-Doh-ing with their sad twigs and berries, worshipping all things trans but too dumb to grok transhumanism . . . that’s right, ‘grok,’ google it—not Elon’s chatbox—google ‘grok’ and Stranger in a Strange Land the next time you’re searching how to get rid of your performance-art-vaj stank. Gen Z faggots are already relics . . . injecting your precious T like terminal diabetics . . . you’re such fucking bores, you’re worse than some old Baltimore bull dyke on dialysis. At best, you want to experience Sacred Otherness. Don’t we all! Monkeys and elephants like their psychotropics too but they don’t snivel on podcasts or show their mastectomy scars and Frankenstein gennies on IG—”


“I love you,” said Charlie, pivoting to quick-stop his father’s manic monologue.


Dax closed his eyes, super-high now. “I love you too,” he said solemnly. “And I’m sorry, Charles—about everything. I don’t know why I talk this way. It’s like my love for you gives me Tourette’s.” He took a deep breath and said, “I’ll do whatever you ask. You have my word.” They understood their father’s pathology well enough to know he would never renege on a promise, as the Tetrarch had in Salome. “I’ll give you the world. But if you’re not prudent with the money or whatever it is you’re asking for—if you crash and burn—no one will help you, no one will save you. Elon won’t save you from Mars because Elon isn’t going to make it to Mars, Elon’s going to be dead just like everyone else. Not even Paul Giamatti will help . . . AI, kill Paul Giamatti! Kill him in a squatter’s mansion in Beverly Park!” His eyes bulged and brightened. “You know what I think you should do, Charles? What would truly make me happy? Have a kid. If that’s what you want, I will make that happen! Guaranteed. You could have twins! Just keep Mom away, cause you want those kids to live . . . You don’t even have to get fucked—I’m talking facultative parthenogenesis, Charliegirl. All kinds of creatures have virgin births—turtles, rays, sawfish . . .”


CL came in with a martini for Dax. “How ya doing, Charlie? Get you anything?”


“I’m good.”


“How’s your sis?”


“Candida’s great. Know how I know? Cause all day long she didn’t want to die.”


“Baby steps,” said Dax. “Baby steps. So, what’s it going to be, Charles? What wish can the genie grant you today?”


They stood and whispered in their father’s ear.


Dax went pale and shuddered.


His daughter sat back down with a faint smile and dead eyes.


“I’m not sure that will ever be mine to give,” said Dax.


Again, they were reminded of the tetrarch when Salome asked him to do the unthinkable. But they knew their father—their ruler, their tetrarch, their king—would deliver.
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Charlie was in love but hadn’t breathed a word to anyone, not even their mother. They hadn’t told Candida either, or Rick Owens during Charlie’s seventh arrondissement confessions (which would have been the perfect time). They felt like a beggar, roving the world with an emerald in its pocket.


They met him through Harry Dodge, the visionary trans artist who was married to Maggie Nelson. Phaedra was named by his mother in the first week of pregnancy; she longed for a baby girl and refused to change it when the gender betrayed her. The father, an old salt at navigating his wife’s rogue, maritime moods, codependently agreed, privately calling the boy Puck. Harry had been telling Charlie about a student of his, an extraordinary nineteen-year-old painter with Stage Four Ewing sarcoma and invited them to come along on a visit to Saint John’s. The doctors were trying chemo to shrink the tumor in Puck’s stomach. Charlie didn’t want to go—since the bottom surgery, they steered clear of hospitals—but loved hanging with Harry. Maggie was in New York and the three face-timed as they sauntered down the hall toward Puck’s room. They lost the connection at the RN station.


When Harry and Charlie walked in, Puck was standing next to the bed, naked.


Charlie gasped at the most beautiful thing they had ever seen. The eyes were green, and tousled red hair fell past his shoulders; the skin, hairless and pearly; crazy attenuated fingers wore a dozen silvery rings. Tattooed around the throat like a necklace was mother, with the m artfully smeared into near nonexistence. Harry noticed Charlie’s dumbfoundedness but said nothing (until later texting Maggie, “I’d never seen a coup de foudre IRL”). Puck smiled at Charlie, mock demure, then looked down at his own cock—an anthurium, its stamen launching from a bract of ruby pubic hair—and said, “Did Harry tell you its nickname?”


At the moment, it was obvious that Charlie wasn’t capable of speech. Harry slyly stage-whispered, “Puck calls it ‘Argonaut.’” That was the name of Maggie’s famous book.


“My ship o’ fools,” said the young man, covering himself with a sheet as he walked toward the bathroom.


Through a crack in the door, they saw Puck sit on the toilet. Harry walked over and shut it for privacy, then watched Charlie watch the bathroom door like a family pet.


[image: Image]


When Harry told Puck who he was bringing, the painter did a search of the Coldstreams on the internet. There was a blast about the mother’s recent fatal accident followed by a bonkers rabbit hole of family mishaps, real and metaphorical. As for Charlie, they only knew what Harry had divulged about his precocious student, which wasn’t all that much.


Harry wanted them to meet because Puck was alone in the world. Maggie and Harry had done some benefits to defray his medical expenses but could only raise so much—it was like throwing pebbles in the ocean. Besides, Harry unapologetically thought it would be good for Charlie to start engaging in what he called “eleemosynary activities.” He’d also had long conversations with his young friend about their self-proclaimed asexuality (Harry didn’t buy it) and their persistent, chaste fantasia of one day getting married, which added a poignant, profoundly romantic element to the intimate disclosures; they shared that at seven years old, Candida performed a wedding ceremony, playing the husband as well as an officious priest. Charlie wore a taffeta veil for the solemn vows and Dida exuberantly scissored up one of Corinne’s Diors for her little brother to wear.


They also revealed that on the night before transitioning, when the last nightmare of the butcher bird came, they startled awake to the remains of a Pratesi sheet wet dream.


Harry was mindful of Charlie’s impressionable age, their courage and confusions. The Coldstreams were perverse and bizarre, and so unfathomably, surrealistically rich that it was impossible to project oneself into such a universe and its effect upon body, mind, and spirit. Charlie’s devilry and rage issues, while never acted out in front of Harry and Maggie, could be glibly traced to their sadistic father. So, it came as a surprise to Harry that his unsentimental, nihilistic, and growingly toxic acolyte, whom he thought was fated to become even more monstrous than Dax, had been so deeply affected by the dying painter’s sheer existence. It was as if Puck had pulled the sword from the rock, though perhaps it was Charlie who did the pulling.


Harry felt like Merlin either way.


[image: Image]


When Puck came out of the toilet, he wore a scarlet, brocaded Madonna Inn robe, and apologized for “my earlier flamboyance,” attributing it to opiates (though he didn’t seem stoned). Harry and Puck small-talked about the art scene, and this and that—how Zennials were taking tits-and-cock fuck-cancer selfies in the hospital basement before getting radiated, then posting them on burners—and were disconcerted when Charlie undid the ties around their tongue.


“I actually love the name Phaedra,” they said.


“Me too,” said Puck. “Do you know about Phaedra?” Charlie shook their head. “She fell in love with her stepson, but he wasn’t interested. Which of course shamed the fuck out of her.” (Charlie thought, echoes of Salome and John the Baptist.) “So, she gets revenge by telling her husband, ‘Your son tried to rape me.’ Now, her husband just happened to be Theseus, the demigod—Poseidon’s son! And of course he kills the boy, hello, cause he can. And when Theseus finds out she lied, Phaedra takes her own life.”


“Best bedtime story ever,” said Harry.


“My mother gave me that name,” said Puck.


“Are you close?”


Puck shook his head. “She left when I was six. She was old when she had me—forty-five. She had this . . . nutsoid pathology about having a girlchild, so when I wasn’t, she flipped. She broke—I mean, she was obviously already broke, something was, but she . . . broke-broke. Ended up falling in love with a kid around my age—ironic! Someone’s thirsty stepson, no doubt. They ran away together. We never heard from her again.”


Charlie was astonished that a mother could do such a thing. “Have you tried to find her?”


“Dad did. I mean, tried,” he said quietly. “It kinda took him out. He weren’t no Theseus . . . she’s probably dead, by whatchacallit—misadventure. Changed her name, whatever. A gone girl . . .” He stopped when he saw Charlie’s mouth quake at the corners. “It’s okay,” he said, beckoning. “Hey hey hey, it’s okay! C’mere. C’mere . . .” Charlie stumbled over, eyes shut, then crawled onto the top sheet and sobbed. They clung to Puck and wailed. Harry rushed to shut the hospital room door. Incandescent, Puck rocked Charlie in his arms. “A puppy!” he mouthed to Harry. Stroking Charlie’s hair, he whispered, “A puppy at the shelter . . . the dearest angel puppy saint in Heaven.”
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