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Isabel






She dreams about hearts, when he isn’t there. About one heart, actually, a seemingly average and healthy human heart, cone-shaped and hollow, embraced by a colorful network of arteries and veins. A textbook heart. The typical human heart is fist-sized, she was taught—tuck your right elbow to your side and place your right arm at a diagonal across your breastbone, and there you are, your clenched fist roughly the size, shape, and correct placement of the muscular, double-pumping organ of Valentine and black velvet torch song fame: the heart. During the average lifetime the average heart, at seventy-two lubb-dupps per minute, will beat two billion times—Think McDonald’s hamburgers sold, Al said to her once, picture two billion patties being pumped out to poison the world—and spurt on its way enough blood to fill one hundred swimming pools. Picture it like that, Al said. One hundred swimming pools of blood, circled by one hundred film executives in lounge chairs, reading screenplays, dipping their toes in from time to time. The heart’s intricate choreography, balancing nerve impulses and muscle contractions—Just picture Martha Graham’s eurythmics, he said, danced by women in red satin, picture them flowing around in sync. He was trying to help her study and being no help at all, just messing her up with his silly, pointless facts. He thinks visually, she knows, he has to get the image printed, framed. Everything’s a movie in his mind. Eidetic. That “organ of Valentine and black velvet torch song fame” is his silly picture, not her professors’, not hers. Marlene Dietrich’s face while singing “Falling in Love Again” in a throbbing voice, that’s heart, he said. Look at that quivering throat. And look how the shadow under her nose shapes a butterfly, look at the agony bleeding in her eyes. Now, you want to see heart and soul, look at Falconetti’s Joan of Arc. Look at that cinematic face, torn between spirit and flesh, shadow and light. Look.


I don’t need your pictures to appreciate the facts, the important facts, she told him. There’s no metaphor here. There’s no such thing as a soul. A heart is just an organ. A heart is just a heart.


A sigh is just a sigh, he crooned, stroking her hair, the fundamental things applyyyy—


All right, she said, throwing a textbook at him, please take your movies and hamburgers and red satin out somewhere, and let me study.


Sweetheart, you’ve been studying. You’ve been studying for eleven hours. You need to take a break. He kissed her hand, held her fingers to his lips.


I have an exam tomorrow.


You’re all clenched. You’re going to snap. And not in a good way.


I don’t snap.


You need to engage in a fun and mindless activity.


Please, she begged, tugging her hand away. She was trying so hard to focus, and here he was, with torch songs and pools of blood. Her hand was shaking. Please, Al. Go. Go do something. Don’t you have to be at your little job? Don’t you have something to do?


This, he said. This is all I have to do.


You are a waste of a human being, she announced. She’d never said that one before, and it sounded, even to her at that second, too harshly excremental and conclusive. But she was so tired.


And we didn’t break up that time, she remembers. I think he just left to buy a newspaper. Or maybe a pumpkin. It was fall, I think. We’d been together maybe six months. He probably went out to buy a pumpkin. Yes, she remembers him walking out, the familiar, punctuating slam, recalls her heart rate jumping to brisk, then rapid. And she’d felt asthmatic, a sudden, panicked dyspnea. She’d sat on the couch and tried to stay very upright, raising and dropping her shoulders and chest. She was scared she would suffocate, and that only makes it worse, the fear, that’s what keeps your bronchi in spasm when you’re not really a true asthmatic person. Which she isn’t. But then he came back with a pumpkin, and a bottle of tequila, and all the air came back into the room, the apartment, (inhale), her lungs, her blood. (Exhale, deep.) He hacked out a crude, gruesome, screaming face—It’s a Munch pumpkin, he’d said, Look—and she carved in the detail with a scalpel she’d been meaning to return to the hospital. That she’d let him make her steal, once. She let him pour her shots. She let him make her down them. She will let him, let herself, do anything at these moments, Just stay, please, so I can breathe. They’d stripped off their clothes and threw handfuls of slimy orange pumpkin guts at each other. They rubbed slick strings of it onto, into, each other. The next morning, during her exam (Cardiac Structure and Function, with Clinical and Procedural Application and Protocol, got there late, his fault), she’d felt a pumpkin seed slide out of her.


She isn’t the heart in the dream; she’s the propelled blood. She’s venous blood, a textbook royal blue, deoxygenated and exhausted, flowing into the right atrium from the superior vena cava. The heart welcoming her home, a regular rhythm and rate, no pericardial friction, no murmur, rubs, or gallops. All is well, on track. A contraction, steady, the dependable dupp of those lubb-dupps, escorts her through the tricuspid valve with a lovely systolic swoosh. Homeostatic. But the contractions accelerate then, eighty, eighty-five, ninety beats per minute; she’s suddenly racing now to the pulmonary circuit, through the lungs, where she picks up fresh oxygen and turns the pretty bright red that oxygenated blood should be. So everything is still fine, she should be happy, content. But then, again, an increasing pressure, a new sense of urgency and stress, what is that? It’s the beating heart, that’s all, pushing her along. But still speeding, going too fast. The contractions go unregulated now, arrhythmic. The beats are unhealthy, violent. She’s pounded and driven along by something muscular and enraged, she has nowhere to rush or escape to but forward, into a dark, wet, airless maze of veins. Racing blindly, back into the left atrium, have to feed that heart—violent contraction, angry atrial systole—flooding into the left ventricle, its striated walls of myocardium pounding at her, as thick and raw and shiny-fat as Angus steaks. A cruel shove into the aorta, and you’d think she’d feel victorious now, it’s over, a good job done, but there’s no applause, no award, no chance to relax, there’s still the pressure behind her, still building, erratic, becoming a boil. And it begins all over again, her panicked hunt-and-chase from aorta to artery to capillary to vein, trying to deliver oxygen and carry away the waste products of cell metabolism but only building to her own sense of craze, of doom, everything out of control, a mad whirl, out of sync, turning to pure hot salt, and the only escape, she suddenly knows, will be outracing it, outcrueling it, she feels herself pound, she’s boiling livid and strong, she’ll explode right through this cruel and ugly trap of a heart. And then she’s awake, clutching empty sheets and choking for air, her own pulse at a mad, burning, lonely race.


She made the mistake, once, of telling him about the dream. One of the times they’d broken up, but were being friends.


Fantastic Voyage, he said. Fun movie. I don’t think I have it. Let’s rent it sometime.


How many times have you seen it? she asked, chewing a fingernail.


Friends rent movies together, he insisted.


Not until I’m done with finals, she said firmly.


Look at you. He laughed.


What?


Dreaming about hearts. You think you think in black and white, that you’re all reason and intellect, but you’re not. You’re all primal color. You’re all blood.


Oh, right.


You’re on a voyage, you’re driven, but you’re terrified of taking a wrong turn. Of getting caught up in some dark and wild ride.


You’re being very obvious, she said.


But we can learn from our dreams, he continued, in a mock-professor voice. I think you want to go a little unstable and simmery sometimes. Go snap. In the good way. You just need that kind of pumping up.


No, I don’t.


You have the potential to be a wonderfully whimsical, imaginative, paradoxical person when your rational, anxious evil twin shuts up. Your dreaming gives you away. Can’t you see that?


I did learn from that dream, thank you, she told him. It’s very effective to nap or sleep after studying, your subconscious goes to work on the material and it aids retention. I use my REM cycles to organize data in my brain. That’s the beauty of sleep. It can be very productive. I scored a 99.9 on my cardiac exam.


She watches him sleep, sometimes. She doesn’t think he’s really dreaming when he dreams, either. He’s just watching what flickers by, passively, as if the insides of his eyelids are twin projection screens. He’s even too lazy to use sleep. His closed eyes, without his glasses, look so vulnerable, naked.


Van would understand the heart dreams, she thought but didn’t say. Al would just make some snide comment about Van being a neurotic neurologist, about his reducing the ecstatic poetry of dreams to a series of electrical stimuli. Which, really, is all they are.


And then Al was talking about what starts the cardiac contractions in the first place, how no one even knows how that really works. What gets the heart beating, really? What keeps it pumping? And what destroys that force, in the end, what compels it to let go, what’s the final, extinguishing thing? And he was using words like magic and enigma, so then they wound up arguing over electrical stimuli, anyway.


Don’t, she’d said. Please don’t start talking about the Divine Spark, or the Mysteries of the Universe, or that sort of thing.


You hate that it’s unanswerable, don’t you? he said, laughing. You hate having to circle none of the above on the exam.


You just like easy answers, she told him. Answers that let you off the hook.


Isabel, he said. He shook his head at her. He has long curly hair, thick and firmly rooted in his scalp, the custardy blond of plasma or pericardial fat.


She thinks he said Isabel, just like that, making a sentence of it the way he does, then drank coffee. It was last winter, six months ago, and they were in Dupar’s, where he knows all the waitresses by name, drinking coffee, eating pancakes. They’d broken up; she’d reorganized the closets as she always did, and plucked her own clothing free of blond spirillum hairs, boxed up his videos, washed his smell and skin dust from the sheets, raised and dropped her shoulders and chest and worked at taking good, deep breaths, gloated to Van. They’d been broken up for nine days, and were being friends who hated each other.


I can’t stand this, she said, chewing her thumbnail.


He took her hand, kissed her little finger. Sweet, he said. Then he bit until the finger pad went white and strained. It hurt, but she said nothing. It was some kind of victory, that he still cared enough to want to cause her pain.


Myocardium like steaks, he said, teeth clenched on her. That’s a nice visual. You should think that way more often. Really. He released her finger from his teeth, but she left it there, pressed to his lips. So he’d be quiet. His mouth against her hand was sticky with maple syrup.


They went home and made love, and then he stayed, and then they were back together again. It always happens that way.


She’d given up going to UC San Francisco just after that. For him, so she wouldn’t have to leave him. Gave up rank, for him. Her last irrational act ever, she swore, she swears. Not that UCLA was slumming, she knew that. She would never be that out of her mind. Five years of surgical residency, then a cardiac fellowship for another three years, and she’ll be exactly where she’s always planned. But UC San Francisco ranks higher, according to the U.S. News & World Report report, second in the country to Harvard, and she had given that up. She actually begged Dr. Sayles to let her change, to support her staying on at UCLA—and this was after Dr. Sayles had recommended her for San Francisco. Sayles had agreed, with that awful “your early, obvious potential” speech, then threatened that if Isabel was ever late, unprepared, unfocused like she’d been during the last year, she was out. Dr. Sayles terrifies her. She’s exceptionally impressive. She is exactly who Isabel wants to be someday, omniscient and glacially calm.


Her parents were happy that she was staying, of course, although she didn’t tell them it was because of him. She didn’t even tell him it was because of him.


And after all that, they broke up anyway, again. And got back together. And, and, around and around, and always back to where they started. No, that isn’t quite true. Each time they push or get pushed further, a little more bursts out from each of them. And then a little more is drained or burned away. What a waste.


 


This last time, she was sure they could make the breakup work. They’d agreed, when Isabel finished school in June, before she began her residency at UCLA Med Center. It was time. It was just a form of a relationship they had stumbled into, that’s all, not a real one. And it has never quite worked, has it? It’s too chaotic. Stressful. Disruptive. And it has run its course. There is no future in it. Let’s acknowledge this. Al said, Sure, okay. He’d shrugged. As usual. He was very rational, calm. Champagne for Isabel, because he wasn’t good with it, and some fancy vintage scotch for him, and dark chocolate cherries filled with Grand Marnier, wishing each other well, toasting each other with Isabel’s nice crystal goblets, a dispassionate space between them, very civilized. No huge fight to trigger it, no drama necessary, nothing hurtful or raw, just a mature acknowledgment of the inevitable end. The perfect time to break up, they agreed. Toast after toast. Or, she thought they’d agreed. She felt so decided, so clear.


But the next morning, a Friday, the alarm goes off as usual, five A.M., with a blare of Buddy Holly, Isabel pounds snooze, and there, in silence, they are. Still a they. They are together, still, oblivious, entwined. She’s lying on the raft of him, that safe safe place that’s like floating on the most solid of ground, each of his breaths lifting her up, letting her rise then gently descend. He has his arms around her, her face is pressed to his chest, and his very smell is an oxygen. She feels his hand slide into her hair, another press then move down her spine, his mouth on her neck. Wait, she says, she leaves the bedroom to pee, staggering, too much alcohol lingering in her blood, and there on the bathroom mirror, a Post-it:


TO DO:


	1. Reorganize closet (buy wood hangers/cedar things)

	2. Wash linens—buy nonchlorine bleach

	3. Put photos away

	4. Call Van—gloat, dinner?




And she thinks, Oh, no, that’s right. No.


She splashes cool water on her face, gulps from the faucet. The poison, have to dilute it, have to flush it from my cells.


“Isabel?” Al calls from the bedroom. “Hey. Isabel. Hey.”


She hurries back, wiping her mouth. “You’ve got to leave.”


He squints at her, blinks. “What?”


“You’ve got to go. We broke up last night.”


“Oh.” He yawns. “That. I was humoring you.”


She throws a faded sweatshirt at him, a sneaker. “Don’t talk about it. I don’t want a debate. Just leave. Please.”


“I’m going back to sleep.”


“Then I’ll leave.”


“You’ll come back.”


“We broke up.”


“It didn’t take.”


“Go back to Griff’s,” she pleads. “I mean it, I’m serious. Or go to Julie’s. That’s how serious I am.”


“Isabel,” he says. He sits up, fumbles for his glasses, and puts them on. “Sweetheart. We’re not splitting up. Stop it.”


“Yes, we are. This time, we are.” She yanks a drawer open, scoops armfuls of his stuff. Water, I need a big glass of water, I need to rehydrate, get my electrolytes back in line.


“Have you gone to the box store? Have you filled out a change-of-address for me?”


“No.”


“If you were serious you would’ve organized it better. Let me go back to sleep. I have to be at work in”—he squints at the clock—“shit, five and a half hours. Just let it be.”


“No.”


“Relax. It’s destiny. It’s fate.”


“No. No, don’t doom me that way. I can’t stand that.” The clock radio bursts into mocking song again, Buddy singing about leaving something, the day. “Oh God, now I’m going to be late.” She drops his clothes to the floor. Buddy goes on about crying, lying.


Al hits snooze. “Just come back to bed. Stop making it all so dire. Just come lie here with me and be doomed for another three minutes. Three minutes won’t make any difference.”


“No.”


“I won’t tell anyone.”


“Look at this. Look.” She throws an empty champagne bottle at him—Oh God, did I drink a whole bottle myself?—and he ducks away from its plunge into the pillow near his head.


“Christ, Isabel!”


“Do you see? Do you see what you make me do?”


“You know what? You have a biochemical problem,” he says. “You should see Van about that.”


“If my equilibrium’s out of whack, it’s from spending almost two years with you. It’s like there’s this thing in my system from you, it’s destructive, it’s like a toxin—”


“I’m a toxin?”


“Al, please. Help me. I can’t break us up alone.”


“Don’t underestimate yourself.”


“We’ve wasted enough time.”


He flops back on the bed and glares at the ceiling. He pokes his fingers behind his glasses, and rubs his eyes. “You don’t waste anything, Isabel. You mean me. That’s what you always mean. I am a waste of a human being. A toxic waste, apparently.”


She says nothing. She’s still sorry about that one, but there’s no point, now, in apologizing. It’s over.


“Well, you know, you’re a waste of time for me, too, sweetheart. You always have been.” He gets up, and whips straight a crumpled pair of jeans. His right nipple looks swollen, and she remembers gripping it with her teeth. “And seeing as how my time is essentially worthless, that ranks you pretty fucking low.” He picks up a T-shirt, sniffs at it, puts it on.


“Don’t get nasty.”


“Hey, I’m not nasty. I’m fed up. I’m finally fucking fed up with you.” He rips the pillowcases from their pillows.


“Uh-uh,” she says. “Those are Egyptian cotton, my mother bought me those. Those are mine.”


He looks at her with his I-want-to-strangle-you look, and stuffs his clothes into the pillowcases. The alarm goes off, it’s still the day, the day Buddy will die. Al grabs the clock radio and hurls it against the bedroom wall. It smashes: black plastic casing, wires, tiny bits of glass.


“Hey!” she says.


“Yeah, that was yours, too,” he says. “Sorry I’m so destructive.” He grabs the empty bottle of scotch from the floor, peers inside, tosses it on the bed. “Just UPS my stuff.”


She closes her eyes. The apartment door slams behind him. Again. As always. She thinks of the aortic valve, slamming shut. She feels shaky and she takes deep breaths, and they work, good, and hurries to remember that it’s a semilunar valve, an exit valve. Following contraction of the left ventricle, good, the aortic valve closes to prevent the flow of blood back from the aorta into the left ventricle. Yes, it’s fine, everything is on track. It’s the beauty of the system, it’s the perfect system. It can’t go backward. Unless a valve malfunctions.


No, this time, it’s over and done. She’s still breathing. She isn’t doomed to anything. This time, it’ll take.








Al




On-screen, a slap always looks great. He likes the moment of the slap. It’s like smoking and swing dancing and crane shots of some lone, wretched figure staggering across an Arabian desert or Siberian steppe. Always great, on-screen. The guy’s arm cuts across the frame, and there’s the cool, harsh clap that makes you wince. The woman’s hair jolts, her head snaps to one side. Or sometimes she tumbles to the floor like candy from a beaten, burst piñata. It always seems to release something. Or rev things up, hard. It always works for Steve McQueen. De Niro, Rod Steiger. Brando, sure. The tough guys you want to be but can’t master the lingo or slouch of. It works when the girl slaps the guy, too, like when Maureen O’Hara whacks her hand across John Wayne, and there, it’s foreplay. He’s never slapped Isabel, but he likes to picture it. Or he pictures strangling her with her hair—it’s long enough, he can wrap it twice around his fist—or maybe suffocating her with a pillow, but that one time all he did was throw a clock radio in a wimpy-ass way, and leave. He’s never hit anybody in real life. He has a feeling that in real life it’s great for that one bursting second, the sight of bloodspray, maybe, or at least the tender, inflamed skin, but afterward you’d feel like an idiot. Brutish and corny, a pathetic raging bull.


But he runs it through his head all the time, hitting Isabel. Like a Coming Attraction. Maybe that’s why he never has, he figures, because the image of it is good enough. Like when they show the same Coming Attraction to death, and you wind up so convinced you know the whole story, or at least the best bits of it, you’re so satisfied, you don’t bother actually going to see the damn movie.


[image: space]


Julie came into the store a little past noon, wearing those thigh-length bicycle shorts that outline her crotch—Isabel always gave him a dirty look when Julie hung out with them in those, like he was going to lose it and jump Jules as soon as she turned her head—and a bra-style bikini top, the kind with stiff, smiley U-wires. Kevin, the kid he works with, got hyper when she waved hi—he gets this weird, quivering belly when she’s around, Alien-style, or like he’s swallowed a sackful of cats—so Al sent him in back to pop in a new movie. Something bloody and salacious, he yelled, to give him a treat. They’d been watching Wuthering Heights on the store monitors for almost an hour, Al’s choice, and the kid deserved a change. He told Julie that Isabel had pushed him too far this time—Because, yeah, even I can get pushed too far—and that he’d walked out. That they’d split up. That this time was different. Over and done.


“Hey, I’m sorry. But good for you guys, congratulations. I hope you’re both doing okay.” She gave him a big, winsome smile and a cheery slug on the shoulder. “What time are you off? You wanna do El Coyote?”


“Come on, Jules.”


“What?”


“Just go ahead.” He took off his glasses to clean them, and behind Julie’s face Laurence Olivier’s agony went blurred. They were the fancy glasses he’d let Isabel buy him for his birthday last year, with a nonreflective coating and special patented hinges. They came with shade attachments that flip up and down, boasting some high-tech anti-UV polymer, very handy, and a square of special, bullshit, anti-lint flannely fabric for cleaning the lenses. Oliver Peoples, $475. Isabel was so happy. “Let’s have it.”


“What?”


“Be skeptical. Tell me she’s a heartless, manipulative bitch who’s going to try to lure me back and I’m going to cave in and crawl because I’m whipped.” He put his glasses back on. His eyes had been getting worse, and he didn’t have any medical insurance; also, he’d made the mistake once of mentioning his grandfather had glaucoma, and she’d flipped out that he didn’t get his eye pressure checked on a regular schedule. She’d talked some pricey and elite ophthalmologist friend of hers into doing an exam for free. You don’t fool around with your eyes, she’d said. Always get the best.


“I’m not going to bad-mouth her this time. You always resent me and my honest insight when you get back together.”


“We’re not, this time.” He tore open a package of Reese’s from the impulse rack, and handed her a peanut butter cup. “Here. The celebration begins. Oh, this is good. Look.” On-screen, Heathcliff slapped Cathy across the face, twice, harsh clap harsh clap, and the blurting leap of violins each time. “Cathy told him not to touch her with his dirty hands. Now he’s slapped her, and now he’s going to feel like shit.”


“I’ve read the book.” She chewed, flipping through a display copy of Premiere magazine. “There’s a blurb in here on that guy Stu. Your AD? Wow…”


“I saw it.”


“I thought you didn’t read this ‘Industry crap rag.’”


“It fell open when I was restocking. I wish him fame and fortune. Just like I wish Isabel health and happiness.”


“Uh-huh.” She put the magazine down and ate another peanut butter cup. Behind her, Merle Oberon’s livid, bitchy face on the monitor went to a cyanic blue screen, and then the credits for Breathless came on, the Belmondo/Godard one.


“Good choice, Kevin,” he yelled. “So, Jules, if you’re done, if all you’re gonna do is be supportive, why don’t you move along? I have work to do. I have a movie to watch.”


“Look, I like Isabel. I think she cares about you.”


“You do? Huh.”


“A few months ago, when she turned down that fancy San Francisco program? She stayed for you. To be with you.”


“She couldn’t tear herself away from her folks.”


“That’s just what she told you. It was clear nonverbal communication how much she cares.”


“You can’t stand her. Lose the Venus and Mars shit.”


“You could’ve offered to go with her.”


“She didn’t ask me to.”


“Well, yes, she is a little manipulative. Uptight. High-strung.” She thought for a moment. “Superficial. Career-obsessed. Self-absorbed.”


“She didn’t like you, either.”


“Well, surgeons are very fucked-up. Very controlling people.”


“Controlling, too? You think?”


“I think she needs to be the emotional and psychological auteur of everything.”


“Really? Huh. I guess.”


“See, she’s done this to you. You weren’t always this passive blob guy.”


“Yes, I was.”


“No, you weren’t.”


“I think she’s different from how you see her.”


“I think you see her differently than how she really is.”


Al thinks he sees just fine. He loves Jules, loves the bicycle shorts, loves how she cuts through shit and pummels him, but she also gets so fucking smug about insight. It’s just like when she shoots pool. There’s this old, dim billiard room in Studio City where they go—the air inside is grimy, even during the day, and guys there smoke in that great, squinty, Richard Widmark way, and everyone drinks for real. Hanging over the tables are tiny score tiles strung on wire, and you reach up with your cue to clack them back and forth. That’s Jules’s favorite part, clacking tile after tile until the wire dips lower on her end. When she feels insightful, she gets the same look on her face—he sees her shoving score tiles to her side with a smug thrust of her cue, showing off her fat, weighty score.


“You’re stuck right back where you started, Al,” she was saying. “You’re trapped. She’s a big Venus flytrap kind of a gal, eating you alive.”


“You are wrong,” he said. “And I think you need to realize that. I’ll meet you at El Coyote at eight-thirty. Bring Elena.”


“She’s shooting.”


“Okay, just you and me. You and me’ll get drunk and comport ourselves in an unseemly fashion and scam chicks.” He tossed a package of Red Vines at her. “First round’s on me.”


The smug, scorekeeping expression was suddenly gone. She looked at him mournfully. “Honey, I love you so much. You deserve so much better. You are the sweetest, best, big puppy guy in the world. You know how much it hurts to see you act like a blind, emasculated idiot?”


 


What did he see, what did he see, what was there to see? Well, Isabel. A girl ahead of him in line, wearing a long violet dress with a thousand tiny buttons going up the front. The collar was open and he could see that soft dollop of bone at either side of the base of her throat. A lot of lacy black hair, the kind you want to watch fly around in a breeze or a wind machine. She was embarrassed at being alone, it was obvious, and he thought that was sweet. Some ramble about being in medical school, just finishing a killer second year, that getting out to a movie was by chance, a spur-of-the-moment thing. She’d read reviews of this one, decided to catch the 11:55 here, the only theater it was playing in, but this guy Van at the last minute decided to grab some sleep instead and so she came by herself. They were at the Vista down on Sunset, where the movie had been running for forty-seven weeks straight. She asked him if he’d seen it before, and he’d said, Yeah, it was okay. She asked what he did, and he hesitated, figuring how much he wanted to mess with her or not—if she was worth messing with, or worth not messing with—and then told her about his new job at Movie Mania, the video-rental place on La Brea. He was happy about that job. He watched movies all day, and the customers were nice, anti-Disney, anti-Stallone, anti-Blockbuster types who got excited about Chinese and Iranian recommendations and brought their rewound tapes back religiously on time, to avoid the extra $3.50-per-day late charge.


She wouldn’t let him pay for her ticket, but he bought her popcorn and a Diet Sprite. Yeah, he’d seen the movie, ha, he knew every frame of it with his eyes closed, so he watched her profile chewing and swallowing and sucking on the straw, and she just let him watch. Her hair smelled good, bitter clean, not fake and shampoo-fruity. It draped all over the place, like Theda Bara’s did in all those vampy, grainy silent movies where she’s walking around in some thin nightgown but practically naked, and all that witchy hair down to her ass. This girl sort of looked like that, but softer, without the howling eye-liner or those awful, blackish lips. You want to fuck a girl with that long hair layered between you, you want to have to shove it out of the way. She sat up very straight, as if she’d learned good posture in grade school and took it very seriously. She looked regal. Or Russian. Or like a girl someone would cast as someone regal and Russian. A movie tsaritza, Ethel Barrymore. The nose and hair, and long white arms with knobs of bone at the wrists. Or like a girl trying to look like Anastasia, or to get the part of Anastasia. Or to get expatriot White Russian relatives to think she was Anastasia. Like someone who wanted to be looked at that way, but really wasn’t what she seemed.


After a while she started smiling at all his watching, and he felt her butter-oiled fingers slip over the webs of skin between his fingers, but she still didn’t glance over at him. She had these long, slender fingers, really pretty hands, although that’s not the kind of thing he usually notices, but her fingertips looked raw, and the nails had only the tiniest edge of white, as if she bit them but was trying to stop. He thought that was touching. Very little-girl-like. Very unregal. He looked at the long, curving line of her nose—he could just hear Jules calling it “hooked” or “beaky,” but he’d say “aquiline,” or “tsaritza-esque”—and looked, and looked, and he did see. He watched her watch the movie. He couldn’t tell the color of her eyes in profile, just the images flickering across that clear, curved-out part, so he pictured a blue like all the good blues—the thick-stemmed martini goblets at Cobalt Cantina, with little bubbles in the glass, or the whitish blue of Griff’s jeans with the left pocket ripped off, the pair he’s been wearing for twelve years. Or the good greens: pale like absinthe or a Midori margarita, or the dark, black-green shimmer of a scarab. Whatever, the movie’s over two hours long—Stu oversaw the final edit, and kept too much fat in, Al always thought, but he had no right to complain—and watching her watch the movie was a different way of seeing it, or not seeing it. Watching her watch this thing he’d done. She was so pale. He wondered if her skin was the soft kind of white skin or the dry, scaly kind that rasps when you touch it, that makes you want to give it a good sloughing. In the dark theater it just gleamed white. Like the glowing glass of milk Cary Grant takes up to Joan Fontaine in Suspicion, where Hitchcock stuck a lightbulb inside the glass to catch your eye—is this an evil, poisonous gleam, or a bright and nourishing treat?


He figured he could talk her into a drink afterward, but the second the final credits rolled she said, Would you like to come home with me? and he was surprised. She’d seemed a little uptight and prim to him, despite the oiled-up finger stroking, definitely not the type to invite in a total stranger who could always turn out to be a serial-killer–throat-slashing rapist. So, yeah, he was surprised. But he could tell she was nervous about doing it, just like she’d felt awkward at being seen as a girl with chewed fingernails alone at a midnight movie on a Saturday night, the kind of person who is always just a little too aware of how things look, or what people might think of her. Not just aware, afraid. Afraid of being seen through, of really being seen. She had her hands behind her back now, hiding them, he could tell. Again, it was sweet, touching, and he liked all those tiny buttons, and they went.


So, it was pretty good. Not the hottest, maybe, or particularly regal, but something else. He didn’t know, but he didn’t miss hot. She had a great upper-floor apartment on Sycamore that probably went for fifteen or sixteen hundred a month, with cathedral windows he knew would give a beautiful light during the day, and wrought iron from the 1920s, and hardwood floors that creaked like thriller, chiller sound effects in B movies, when the gal in a twin set and pencil skirt is alone at night in the old wooden house and the shadowy killer stalks her in hard-soled black shoes. No TV, who has no TV? Her bed had really soft sheets—and the pillowcases smelled good, bitter clean—and one of those thick, egg-crate foam pads you want to get stoned and lie down on for three full days with bourbon and a bucket of chicken and box full of videos. A totally naked, sterile kitchen, with nothing much but tuna and oranges and little cardboard boxes of protein drink. On the counter there was one of those steel surgical things Griff uses as a clip, but it looked like she’d used it only to lift a boil-in-bag plastic pouch of vegetables out of a pot of water—the empty bag and the half-full saucepan were still there. She said she never had time to cook anything real. No beer or wine or vodka or anything decent to drink, either. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten laid without being buzzed, but no way was he going to leave right then to go pick anything up.


Yeah, so there’s two kinds of white skin on white girls—hers was the right kind, after he got all those buttons undone, where it has the cream, the gleam, all that, it always looks soft and backlighted, but it isn’t just the look, it’s the feel, too, liquid, rich, like you could lap it up, spread it all over yourself, absorb it, her. It isn’t sex, it’s a different thing. Something else you enter into.


So, big deal. So afterward they fell asleep, by accident. The alarm went off at five A.M.—he doesn’t know how anyone can live like that—and he found her lying mostly on top of him, the good kind of light heaviness, their arms and legs and hair sort of entwined in a way that startled them both when they actually realized. And they did the sheepish nodding, rolling away, looking at and away from each other you do the morning after sex with someone the first time, when your head sort of wants to dart away from it but somehow the thought, the picture of it, the memory, catches. They both obviously had the same lounging, simplifying attitude—Hey, that was great, see you around—and laughed about it. Hey, and see, no one got slashed, no one got hurt, he almost said as he left, but stopped himself in time, that would sound creepy even after the fact. They never even talked about the movie, but he didn’t realize that until two or three days later. A rag, and a bone, and a hank of hair, that’s what kept running through and across his mind, the words on a looped scroll in cursive script, it had to be from some film. He still didn’t know what color her eyes were, but it didn’t make any difference. Because it didn’t make any difference. He just left, last-name-less and happy and feeling like a guy with nothing in the world he had to heft. No weight pinning him down, no.


The following Saturday night he worked until ten or so (a rag, and a bone, and a hank of hair), then stopped at the Trader Joe’s on Santa Monica, and bought a bunch of cheeses and wine and seeded bread and dried apricots and dark-chocolate-covered cherries, all that stuff, and drove over to her place. He parked for a minute, debating (a rag, and a bone…), until the brake fluid fumes started getting to him. So he went and knocked on her door. She had her hair twisted up, and ink on her face, and was wearing bad-green hospital scrubs, all pouchy and ass-flattening. He could tell she was embarrassed. And surprised. And it wasn’t the kind of surprise where she was annoyed or repulsed or frightened by him or anything, it was the kind of surprise, he knew, somehow, where she’d already figured she’d never see this guy again because he probably didn’t want her again—but suddenly, hey, there he was, he’d come back, and it was a happy surprise. Although she didn’t want him to see any of that, he knew. But he could see, all of it, she was a transparent thing. And she let him in. There were fat, gaping textbooks spread on the bed showing photos of split-open human chests and bloody, diseased hearts. They shoved them aside, and got chocolate on her nice sheets. He saw, in the morning, that he was right about the light. Her apartment had that pearly dayspring glow you want both of you to stay naked in.


He finally asked her what she’d thought of the movie last week; she’d liked it—a wimpy answer—and they talked about it for a while. But the thing is, she said, she wasn’t much of a movie person. It was actually the only movie she’d seen in months, and that was because her friend Van had talked it up. He told himself he didn’t even care whether she’d liked it or not, or whether some friend Van had liked it or not. This thing he did once. Who cares? So because who cares, he told her he’d directed it, feeling like a total asshole. She found the newspaper, to check the ad—directed by al moss, in those too-cute lowercase letters—and then seemed, merely, bewildered. She didn’t get why he was working in a video store on La Brea. He felt he’d suddenly gone in her opinion from being some decent but struggling guy, whom sleeping with made her look down-to-earth and maybe, ha, bohemian, and was a safe way of slumming, to being a has-been bum who was too stupid and lazy to make use of his potential. He wondered if he cared about that, what she thought. He wondered if he was going to get to see her naked again, see all the angles he hadn’t gotten to yet, or if maybe next time this big creepy guy showed up at her door with cheese and apricots she wouldn’t let him in. He thought that was probably the case. That when he left, it would be the last time he’d ever see her. And yeah, who cares? She was just some girl. Some bitter-clean girl, frightened and fragile, with all those delicate bones you’d always have to be, want to be, very careful not to crack. Who you’d have to always protect from inexplicable, unshapable things in the dark, who’d always need you to do and be that for her. And you’d always have to be very careful not to let her know what and how much of her you could really see. You could stay busy a whole lifetime, doing all of that. Taking care of her, watching over her. Yeah, a whole life.


But no, he couldn’t explain any of that to Julie. What he saw, what he sees.


So, anyway, he just didn’t leave. He was there with Isabel and hung out on the couch, read the paper, drank cardboard boxes of protein drink, called in sick to work, and she came and went, doing her stuff and looking at him with her bewildered face. Their hands drifting over each other, without talk, whenever the other was within reach, the kind of constant skin touching you can’t really call up by choice or control and don’t really want to admit to so you try to make it look absentminded and unaware. And a lot of the time it turns into sex but it’s hard to tell the exact second it makes that shift, and even when it doesn’t, when it’s just touching each other without any sweat to it, there’s still a kind of charge.


Then after three or four days she came home with a bunch of guys’ stone-washed T-shirts and boxers from the J. Crew store in Pasadena—terrific, bruised-looking colors, dull purples and olives—and then these great whisking and chopping and tong things from Williams-Sonoma, plus pastas for like eight bucks a box, and fancy-jar’d sauces and chutneys, because he’d complained about the empty kitchen. And then, a VCR. And a killer TV to go with it, a massive Sony. With boxed sets of videos: The Godfather I and II, Kurosawa, all the Dirty Harry movies, The Best of the Three Stooges, and all the Peanuts holiday specials. So, now there was all this stuff to do and look at and eat, and all that constant feel of her skin, soft and offered up, skin he needed, wanted, to be so kind to, shelter, stand guard over, be a protective layer for, and he knew, he could see, he was the only one who could handle the job and purpose of all that, so why leave? How could he leave? What would happen to her if he left?


So, then it was okay, he just went to work as usual and afterward picked up all his clothes and a few boxes of videos, whatever, from Griff’s, and went back to her place, and there was a key she’d had made. And then he never really left again, to live anywhere else. Except for the times they broke up and he’d go to Julie’s, if she wasn’t sleeping steadily with anyone, or back to his brother’s. Griff buys organic green cotton sheets, which are like sleeping wrapped in canvas. When Al is there, trying to fall asleep without Isabel, he always sees himself like a useless dead body at sea, shrouded in sailcloth and about to be dumped overboard. In movies it’s always either the benevolent, dead captain of the ship, maybe sometimes the most beloved crew member, whom everyone weeps for, or some nameless, faceless immigrant whose worthless body nobody wants to claim.


At some point he remembered: A fool there was and he made his prayer/ To a rag and a bone and a hank of hair/ (We called her the woman who did not care)/ But the fool, he called her his lady fair. A poem scrolled at the beginning of A Fool There Was, Theda Bara’s first movie for Fox. 1914. He has a bootleg copy on video. She’s this dark, slutty woman who lures in and milks all these rich guys until she drains them of life and they die. That’s why he remembered it—he could picture it scrolling in his head. On silent-film title cards. Things always stay in his head better when he can picture them.


And you know how Suspicion was supposed to end? Where that glass of milk really was poisonous. He thought about that the first night he slept at Isabel’s place when it was his place, also, after he had the keys. Cary Grant really is a killer and Joan Fontaine really does figure it out. But she’s so much in love with the guy she drinks the milk anyway. She lets him kill her. She writes a letter to someone telling them that, though, and she gives it to Cary Grant to mail. And then he stands there watching while she willingly drinks all that glowy lethal toxic white milk. Because what else can she do? It’s destiny, it’s fate. And fade out, just as they’re probably about to fuck one last time. That would’ve been a great ending. Hitchcock once said he tried to film love scenes like murder scenes and murder scenes like love scenes, and that final scene of both, Al is sure, would’ve been the perfect way to go.
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