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I


      

      Under different circumstances, maybe I’d be excited. Maybe I would be giving myself over to youthful optimism, listening to music, having a drink, and savoring the ritual of getting ready. Unfortunately, as it stands, I’ve surrendered to nerves and worry, staring at my own reflection in total silence like I’m preparing to deliver a dramatic Shakespearean monologue.

      At this point, I hardly even see my face in the wooden vanity mirror—just bits and pieces. A pair of lips, almond-shaped eyes, a smattering of freckles against a warm background of brown skin—like an abstract painting. Shifting in my seat, I turn my attention to the jumbled assortment of pens, pots, and brushes strewn across the table. I’ll obviously choose my go-to cat eye, a style that’s evolved from the thick, clawlike blob my best friend Lexi once demonstrated on her own eyelids in our middle school bathroom to become the understated look I wear now. But still, presenting myself with the illusion of choice gives me something to do. A sense of control.

      I pretend to consider my options as I twiddle absently with my necklace—a sterling silver hand with crossed fingers. The side of my thumb slides over the grooves and lines of the metal palm, following along to the twined fingertips as I let it fall against my chest, the reminder of its presence providing a small sense of comfort. It was a gift from my mother, one of many good luck charms and protective talismans she’s given me over the years—my name, Shera, being another.

      Shera—my mother’s spelling-be-damned creative take on “Scheherazade,” the narrator of Arabian Nights, who saves herself from execution at the hands of an embittered sultan by telling him elaborate, captivating folktales every night. She always said my name would weave some spell around me—that my words would carry me to safety, and as I told my stories, they would set me free.

      True to my namesake, I am a storyteller—a writer, though a nonpracticing one at present. I haven’t felt the spark of inspiration in ages, but I suppose I still find creative ways to tell “stories.” This evening, for example, I’m using my gift to imagine every possible worst-case scenario for hours on end, envisioning each scene with vivid clarity like a screenplay, complete with dialogue and stage directions.

      I guess I don’t always know how to distinguish anxiety from intuition. These days, every turn of my stomach and throbbing heartbeat feels like a warning that my world is about to come crashing down, and—

      No, tonight is different, I remind myself. Tonight, the uneasy feeling has a clear point of origin, an obvious explanation: in less than an hour, I’m finally going on a very-nearly-assured-but-not-quite-certain date with Michael.

      I guess I have Lexi to thank for that too, for setting it all in motion when she urged—or rather, forced—me to accompany her to that folk music show four months ago . . .

      It was October. My ability to stay home and wallow for days on end had reached Olympic-level dedication, so when Lexi called to invite me to what she described as a “Topanga Canyon thing” in the backyard of an antique shop, my practiced response of “Sorry, not tonight” was already in the chamber.

      “Okay, I’m declaring martial law on this one,” Lexi proclaimed over the phone. “I’m picking you up, and we’re going—it’s time to leave the cocoon.”

      After being unceremoniously hung up on, I stood frozen for a few minutes, debating whether or not defying my iron-willed childhood friend was even possible. In the end, I decided it was easier to accept my fate.

      Topanga had been our longtime playground—a place we frequented as teens for its wild beauty and wilder parties. Now in our midtwenties, we rarely found ourselves trudging through overgrown fields in the pitch darkness to find hippie keggers, but the canyon still had an irresistible enchantment about it. That night was no different—chirping crickets intermingled with soft chatter as vintage-clad locals sprawled out over well-trod Persian rugs and slung themselves over battered velvet furniture. It had all been arranged in the middle of the yard beneath a rough-hewn wooden gazebo, resembling a makeshift outdoor living room. At the head, a man in a Canadian tuxedo perched on a rickety barstool playing Tim Buckley songs on an acoustic guitar, his eyes shut tight due to either overwhelming nervousness or overwhelming emotion. Listening intently and sipping Two Buck Chuck from a paper cup as I sat huddled beside Lexi, I began to enjoy myself for the first time in what felt like eons.

      A rugged, handsome stranger caught my eye almost immediately, standing a full head taller than most as he leaned cooly against one of the support posts, pushing his long, faintly unkempt California-brown hair behind his ear. I watched as he took a swig from a glass beer bottle, his lips enveloping its mouth, and felt a slight flutter in my stomach as his piercing gaze turned to me.

      Meeting each other was a measured dance. Rising from my seat, I intentionally created a small disturbance, pushing gently through the throng of guests as I made my way to a seat on the store’s craftsman porch steps just behind the crowd and lit an American Spirit. I hoped he would join me—I didn’t really smoke, but I’d learned to use cigarettes as props for the purpose of getting both in and out of social situations. Though the stranger stole a casual glance back, observing my display with what looked like a small, knowing smile, he still made me wait a good ten minutes and two cigarettes before making his way over.

      “Mind if I get one of those?”

      I turned as he announced his presence, propping one of his sturdy made-in-America Frye boots up on the step beside me and settling into another casual lean against the railing. He looked good leaning, though it crossed my mind that he seemed a little posed.

      “Sure.” I handed him a cigarette with a flicker of satisfaction, studying his face as I did so. Midthirties, world worn, sunbaked skin. Probably an occasional surfer, but more of a cowboy than a beach bum.

      “I’m Michael, by the way.”

      “Shera.”

      “Sher-uh,” he repeated. “That’s an interesting name—never heard it before. What does it mean?”

      I considered just how much of a history lesson Michael really wanted, but before I could answer, he leaned forward, squinting slightly as he stared intently into my face.

      “Wait—what color are your eyes?”

      “Hazel. Or green sometimes—but mostly hazel.”

      I fumbled for the words slightly, my heartbeat quickening under the heat of his gaze as I realized it was the first contact I’d had with someone I found attractive in a long while. Suddenly the “cigarette break” move felt too daring—like I practically asked him to fuck me right then and there with my subtle beckoning. Now that he had come, I didn’t quite know what to do with him.

      “That’s wild,” Michael said, running a hand over his stubbly chin. “So where are you from—originally?”

      It was a question I’d become somewhat accustomed to from an early age. Growing up in a still pre–racially conscious Los Angeles with olive-brown skin, dark 4A hair perpetually worn in braids, and light eyes—the collaborative product of my Black mother and fair-skinned Louisiana Creole father—meant that it was most often posed by middle-aged, surgically taut Caucasian women in its more jarring form: “What are you?” I wasn’t bothered by curiosity, just the framing that made me feel divorced from humanity in some small way.

      I told Michael I grew up around Venice Beach, in an apartment off Ocean Park, but from his continued curious expression, I could tell that wasn’t the answer he was looking for. Regardless, I asked him the same, and he said he was a transplant from Seattle, having only recently settled after finding the perfect yurt/guesthouse to live in.

      “Well, since you’re new to LA, I’d like to offer my services as an official tour guide,” I said, daring myself to flirt more openly. “I live in Silver Lake, which is basically on the other side of the world, but maybe I can show you around my neighborhood sometime.”

      Michael smiled, but before he had a chance to respond, Lexi bounded up beside us, her sandy-blonde hair frizzy in the night air as she buried her nose in the fluffy collar of her vintage Penny Lane coat.

      “I gotta get out of here, Sher. Too cold.”

      I felt my heart sink, disappointment flooding through me at the thought of what could have progressed with a little more time, but I only nodded, rising and turning to Michael.

      “Well—guess I’m off.”

      “It was nice to meet you, Sher-uh.” He exaggerated the pronunciation again—a callback I suppose I was meant to find endearing but was slightly irked by instead.

      Without warning, Michael stepped forward and pulled me into a warm embrace, my nose pressed against his chest. His large hands moved over my back, one resting in the curve of my spine and the other crawling upward, holding me steady between the shoulder blades. His size, his warmth, his body, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d—

      “I’ll see ya around,” he said, breaking away suddenly and halting my train of thought. It took me a moment to collect myself—I hardly remembered walking to the car.

      On the drive home, I asked Lexi about Michael, and she informed me that though she hadn’t personally met him before that evening, she’d heard about him.

      “He’s a filmmaker, or wannabe at least. He hasn’t been here long, but everyone’s calling him the ‘Babe of the Canyon.’” She passed a hand in an arc through the air as she announced his title like she was painting the words in lights. “You know, it’s kinda like a small town up there—he’s fresh meat, and the ladies want a piece.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Sher, c’mon. I can feel you caving in,” she said, astutely predicting the trajectory of my runaway thoughts. “Sometimes, that’s just how it goes when someone’s hot—there’s a little healthy competition. You know, it’s like you automatically assume someone else will be chosen over you . . .” She trailed off as a dark, murky silence filled the car.

      “I know.” I placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “I’m working on it.”

      Lexi was integral to my survival that terrible year. She was a good friend, and I didn’t want her to fear stepping on one of my trip wires . . .

      My own eyes in the mirror bring me back to the present moment—to my studio apartment and the slight February chill creeping in despite the valiant efforts of my ancient wall heater. That and the sound of footsteps approaching along the corridor outside, stopping just before my apartment. No knock or hello. In typical Lexi fashion, the door swings open, and she steps inside.

      “Oh my god—Sher. Did you kill someone? It smells overwhelmingly of bleach in here.”

      She pulls off her bright-orange peacoat and throws it on a waiting armchair before walking past me to my designated “bedroom corner.” After unzipping her too-tight, sky-high-waisted vintage Wranglers, she falls back onto the bed with a tired huff.

      “Okay, so tell me what he said again exactly.”

      “I don’t . . . even . . . remember . . .” I reply, my words punctuated by concentrated strokes as I draw on the signature eyeliner. I turn to look at Lexi.

      “Whatever it was, it was just kind of . . . vague.”

      The initial doubt crept in sometime around noon as I sat on the couch with my too-strong cup of espresso, obsessively going over the night before—when I entered the kitchen of a house party in Echo Park to find Michael rooting around in the fridge . . .

      We said hello and made small talk for a while, comparing and contrasting our mental Rolodexes of mutual friends in attendance and revealing how we knew them. I watched his face as I spoke—his eyes flickering down to my mouth and back to meet my own, again and again. In four months of run-ins around town, he always remained interminably seductive, never missing an opportunity to grab my hand to examine some piece of jewelry or wink at me from across the room—but nothing had evolved beyond that.

      Maybe it was the two glasses of earthy, pungent orange wine I had over the evening, or maybe I felt emboldened by the fact that he was on my side of town for a change, but suddenly, I found myself taking action.

      “What are you doing tomorrow night?” I blurted.

      Michael considered for a moment, squinting up as if his social calendar was written on the ceiling. “Not sure—why?”

      “Do you want to grab a drink at Bar Sperl in Silver Lake around nine?”

      Michael’s affirmative, albeit slightly ambiguous, response had become warped and blurry in my anxious recollection. Something in the ballpark of “I’ll probably be in the area—yeah. Maybe I’ll swing by.”

      I replayed the scene in my head all afternoon, trying to draw clear confirmation from the simple interaction like water from a stone. What began as a banal reassessment spiraled into all-out mental warfare as I played and replayed cinematic visions of myself sitting at the bar alone, glancing eagerly toward the door with every new entry before realizing I was entirely mistaken.

      I spent the rest of the day attempting to quell my nerves as I always did: with meditative housework. What began with some basic tidying devolved into a frenzied obsession as I tried to bleach my dingy bathtub back to its former glory until the fumes made my head spin . . .

      “God, that’s so fucking typical.” Lexi rolls onto her side to face me. “Men are so commitment-phobic, they can’t even commit to plans on a Saturday night.”

      I chuckle despite the acid reflux that’s been burning like bubbling magma in my chest for hours. Lexi raises her eyebrows slightly, assuming the look she always does when she’s about to bully me into a sense of confidence.

      “Don’t worry. Warren and I will be there the whole time as backup. We’ll have some drinks, some laughs, and if Canyon Babe doesn’t show up, it’ll be his loss. His. Fucking. Loss!” She pounds her fist against the duvet to emphasize each of these last words.

      The plan Lexi concocted a few hours prior: She and our friend Warren would accompany me to Bar Sperl like any other night. If Michael showed up, they would make themselves scarce, and I’d enjoy my date. If he didn’t, they would each buy me a shot, and we would go to some celebutante’s party in the Hollywood Hills.

      “Bottom line, regardless of what happens, I feel like this is an important step,” Lexi continues. “You’re announcing to the universe that you’re ready for something new . . .” She slows, measuring her next words carefully. “That your heart is still open.”

      “Thanks, Lex.” I smile tightly. I’m lucky to have her near-constant cheerleading, but today, it feels like tonguing a canker sore. Returning to the same wounded point again and again, unable to move in the right direction without some reminder of the wrong from whence I came.

      I decide I’m content with my makeup, ending with a swipe of my favorite drugstore lipstick—a rosy-brown color that Lexi first shoplifted for me when we were fifteen. At long last, I stand.

      “Do I look okay?”

      She eyes my outfit. I chose a form-fitting, slightly sheer black turtleneck that’s long enough to cover my midriff but short enough to leave a ribbon of flesh visible above my loose black slacks. Hints of silver break up the darkness, gleaming from the buckle of a thick leather belt, the assortment of large sterling rings Lexi found for me over the years, and, of course, my lucky hand necklace. I finish it off with my prized possession—an elegant wool Prada blazer I thrifted by chance years ago in the Valley. Lexi hates that I almost exclusively wear black—as the owner of an online vintage shop, she’s pushed the crème de la crème of stunning, colorful clothing on me for years to absolutely no avail. Still, I see a flicker of pride in her eyes every time I wear the rings she hand-selected.

      “Ah, a change of pace! If I’m not mistaken, you’ve gone for more of an onyx black here instead of your typical pitch black, yes?”

      I glare at Lexi until she concedes. “Fine.” She rolls her eyes as her face spreads into a small smile. “You look gorg—great jewelry.”

      She struggles momentarily to rise from the bed, constricted by the tightness of her jeans, but after some effort, she stands, zipping them with a sharp intake of breath as she turns to face me.

      “Okay, so, remember . . .” She points a finger, her eyes locked intently on mine. “No matter what happens, tonight is a new beginning.” I give a shallow nod, but her index is joined by her raised thumb to form a finger gun as she barks, “Say it! I want to hear it.”

      My face cracks into a smile as I repeat, “Tonight is a new beginning.”

      “Good.” Lexi’s furrowed brow softens as she lowers her weapon with a broad grin. “Alright. Let’s do this.”

      I watch my friend, a flicker of something foreign igniting within me. A feeling I rarely allow myself to have for fear that if it flies me to the highest heights, it can just as easily send me plummeting back to earth. It’s hope—the thing with feathers. For just a moment, I feel cleansed of the past year—an empty page, ready to be blackened with the ink of a different story. Assured by a knowledge from somewhere deep within that tonight will indeed be the start of something new.
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      It’s 9:02 p.m. when we arrive at Bar Sperl, a moody, dimly lit place on Sunset Boulevard modeled after a classic French brasserie, with parquet wood floors, tufted leather booths, and ornate ceiling molding. It’s rumored that the owner, a temperamental, once-successful contemporary artist from Vienna, changes his mind about permitting smoking on the small back patio depending on whether or not he has personally decided to quit that particular week. It’s one of those places that has seen many a renaissance over the years, waxing and waning with cool factor time and time again, but to us, regardless of popularity, it’s always held some adolescent magic—a glamour that calls out every weekend with the promise of possibility.

      I compulsively pull my phone out of my leather shoulder bag for the ten thousandth time as Lexi and I prepare to show our IDs to the surly, muscled bouncer seated outside. Quietly returning to my text log with Michael, I swallow hard as I see that my own message from hours earlier—a panicked confirmation of the timeliness with which I would be arriving—is still unanswered.

      I can feel the tendrils of doubt like climbing ivy, slithering through the cracks in those mental walls I only just erected and fortified. Maybe I’ve been misreading Michael—maybe I’ve mistaken kindness for flirting, and his noncommittal response was a casual attempt to let me down easy.

      I quickly scan my memory bank of our prior interactions, one run-in a few weeks back standing out . . .

      I’d been assisting Lexi most Sundays at an art, wine, and vintage pop-up at a gallery in Venice where we spent most of our time perusing the other vendors’ stalls in shifts. When Michael appeared out of nowhere at our booth, Lexi all but forced me to “take a break.”

      He and I spent a little while exploring the space, assessing the various paintings and sculptures on display and eventually discussing his own art—a short film he was making about a woman who talks to God through a practice of compulsive masturbation.

      “Sorry, I know the subject matter can be a little . . . awkward for some people,” he said, furrowing his brow with a look of something like pity.

      “No, not at all. I love the concept!” I responded a bit more emphatically than I intended. In truth, I found the whole thing a little tired, but I hated the idea of him seeing me as prudish.

      “Yeah? You just looked a little tense for a minute there.” He laughed, his tone vaguely patronizing. “Here, let me give you a quick shoulder rub.”

      The sudden offer surprised me—I stared wide-eyed for a moment, waiting for him to tell me he was kidding.

      “C’mere.” He beckoned with a small tilt of his head. “I’ve been told I have magic hands. May I?”

      I made some nervous chirping sound in the affirmative as I turned my back, and he stepped behind me, peeling my jacket down from my shoulders to reveal the black silk slip dress beneath it. I felt my face flush as his warm hands slid over my bare shoulders, his thumbs slowly, expertly working into my muscles, pushing and pulling me closer to his body.

      “Inhale,” he commanded, his voice a low growl in my ear as I obeyed. “And exhale.” I breathed out, softening into his firm grasp. When he withdrew his touch, a faint, involuntary moan escaped my lips that I hoped he didn’t hear but feared he did.

      That somewhat charged moment concluded with Michael telling me I was “really tight” and “should probably look into having some consistent bodywork done.” That was when he asked for my phone number to send me the contact for his deep-tissue acupuncturist—a Dr. Marnie Lightfoot, who worked out of her meditation room in Reseda. At the time, I assumed it was a ploy, but after I texted a warm thank-you for Dr. Lightfoot’s information, the conversation petered out immediately . . .

      “Sher.” Lexi’s snapping fingers disrupt the warm, fluttery, and confusing memory as I look up to see the bouncer waiting impatiently for me.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, shoving the phone back into my bag and handing over my driver’s license. He scrutinizes it for a moment longer than necessary, quite possibly as retribution for my inattention, before handing it back.

      Following Lexi inside, I clock only a small handful of patrons seated around the bar, our third musketeer, Warren, being one of them. He waves when he sees us, his chest-length brown hair bobbing gently around his freckled face.

      “Bathroom,” Lexi announces in place of a greeting when we reach our companion. “Get me a whiskey ginger?”

      “Hi to you too, Lex,” Warren says as she beelines for the back. I give him a small half hug before taking a seat beside him.

      We wordlessly eye the two bartenders—one a tall, pale ginger-haired man with a flashy smile, and the other a slender, dark-skinned woman with a slicked-back bun standing stone-faced as she rattles a cocktail shaker. As regulars, we know them both—the redhead is Daryl, a wannabe actor who frequently gives Lexi free drinks, and the girl is Nicole, Warren’s current crush to whom he has never managed to say more than a few words.

      “Tonight’s the night.” I pat Warren on the shoulder teasingly, and he swallows hard, smiling at Nicole as she stares straight ahead.

      “I’m gonna talk to her.”

      He sounds confident—as if he hasn’t been promising to do so for months. We only learned her name a few weeks back, and Lexi was the one to ask.
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