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Saturday, April 7th, 2001
The thing about Jackie Chan Adventures is it has some good parts in every episode, like right now with Jackie fighting the sumo guy, but then it’s always ruined by the presence of that stupid little kid. Jackie’s niece or whatever. I don’t know why they think they need a little kid just because it’s a kids cartoon, like kids are only interested in what happens to other kids. I can’t go on like this, this is unwatchable. It’s a repeat anyway.
My ear hurts. This couch is so scratchy it’s actually hurting my ear. I don’t know why it’s so hard to make a nice comfortable couch. My uncle’s is too scratchy, Trevor’s is too firm, and Alison’s is so overstuffed it’s sloppy. When we get our own place, we’re going to get a really great couch, not a futon or anything.
Okay, so I—God my ear, I’m just going to sit up—okay so I graduate in June, then right after that I’ll go full time at work, then if Alison gets a job right away we should be able to afford our own place by July or—
The phone rings.
“Thomas residence?” I say.
“Alvin?”
“Alison, hey!” I mute the TV. “You’re back! How was your trip? Did you guys go to Sea World?”
“Uh, no. No.”
“Oh. Okay, well, so then tell me about it. Did you want to come over?”
“I’m—I don’t know. What are you doing home?”
“What do you mean?”
“You always work on Saturday.”
“I dunno, they didn’t schedule me. Why did you call if you didn’t think I was going to be home?”
“I wanted to leave a message.”
“So instead I’m here. You can tell me the message now. I’m alive and I’m on your telephone. Fire when ready, Captain.”
She sighs into the phone.
“What do you want me to do?” I say. “Hang up so you can call back and leave a message?”
“Would you?”
“Fine.” I click off the phone.
I rub my hands over my face and my eyes, push the heels into the bridge of my nose. She always has to make things so complicated. I don’t understand why she—
The phone rings.
And again.
And again.
And again.
Jackie Chan is about to be crushed by a huge boulder.
“Hello, you’ve reached Tracy Thomas, and if you want to leave a message for either myself, or for Alvin Thomas, then leave your message after the beep and we will get back to you whenever we possibly can. Thank you.”
BEEP!
“Hey, it’s Alison… I’m sorry to do it like this but I don’t think I could do it another way, and I have to, because… I went by UCSD when I was down there, and I know what we said, but I—I really liked it. I’ve decided I really do want to go. So I just think that… I just think it might be better… for both of us… if you and me, if we don’t… don’t see each other anymore. I’m sorry but it has to be this way! I have to do this for—for me and… I have to… I’m sorry. I love you… this is really hard, so just… try to just…”
BEEP!
Wednesday, July 10th, 2002
There is a girl in the comic book store. Somehow, I must be the only one who’s noticed because she’s standing by herself at the New Arrivals wall. A feminine body around all these pent-up frustrations should be like blood in a shark-infested water. She should already be bound and gagged and being used as a bargaining chip by the fantasy card players in the front, or stuck in the corner with some obscurantist lecturing her on exactly why David Boring is brilliant and Batman sucks.
But she’s not. She’s alone. This could be my big chance.
I stroll over to the New Arrivals wall. I examine the titles, and, spaced apart to avoid spooking her, take a few exploratory glances at the girl. With each look, I gather another detail.
Curly, black hair.
Average figure—which, in context of where we are, is well above-average.
Green, white, and black-striped polo shirt.
She probably wouldn’t get a lot of attention in most places, especially in L.A., but again, in context, she’s geek fabulous.
Okay, this is it. Say something. Speak to her. Ask her name. Ask if she comes here a lot. Ask what comics she reads. Ask her—oh cool, Ultimates #5, I need to—no, pay attention! Concentrate.
Hello brain? Opportunity here! Pick up, brain, I know you’re there. Think of something. Act. Quickly. Be aware. Time’s passing. She’s picked up a comic—some Vertigo manga-looking thing. She’s turning around. She’s about to leave. She’s leaving. She’s gone! She’s gone. And… you blew it. If this had been an actual fire and not just a drill, you’d be charcoal by now.
I look over at Trevor, he’s getting a Deathlok bust down for some guy. If he hasn’t seen her yet, he will in a second.
If Trevor were the center of a clock, then looking straight ahead for him would be six o’clock—or no, wait, twelve o’clock—so then the girl is approaching from… twelve… eleven… ten o’clock!
Girl at ten o’clock! All my fingers spread open, I wave both hands at him and mouth the words.
Girl at ten o’clock!
Crap. He’s already ringing her up.
I speed walk over to one of the bargain bins by the register, pick up a Merry Christmas, Charlie Brown! diorama and pretend to consider it.
“I haven’t seen you in here before,” Trevor says.
“This is my first time,” the girl says.
He fake laughs. “That would explain it.”
She doesn’t say anything. She must be paying by credit card, the credit card thing takes forever. Trevor drums his fingers on the counter.
“Anyway, my name’s Trevor.”
“Great.”
“But my—uh, my friends call me T-Rev.”
What? I don’t call him T-Rev. Nobody calls him T-Rev. What the hell is he playing at?
“Oh, okay.” She looks at the front door. This is bad, she’s mapping out her escape route. She’s not even going to wait for her comic.
“Hey yo, T-Rev!” I say, stepping up to the counter. “What’s going on, my man?” I try getting him involved in a cool multi-part handshake, but he leaves me hanging for the second and third fist pops.
“Alvin, hey,” he says.
“T-Rev, man, what are you doing tonight?”
“Uh, I don’t know.”
“You have to come out with us!”
“What?”
“This guy,” I say to the girl, “every Wednesday night he volunteers to read books and stuff at the Hospital for Blind Children.”
“Really?” she says. “Where’s that?”
“I don’t, uh—I think it’s on Doheny. Is that right, T-Rev?”
“Um.”
“Anyway,” I say, “you gotta blow it off. There’s a big, uh, thing going on later, it’s gonna be hot, besides Monica and Rachel have been asking about you.”
Trevor rips the credit card receipt from the printer and sets it on the counter next to a pen on a chain. “Okay, here we go. If you could sign, please.”
The girl grabs the pen and signs her name so fast she almost tears the paper. She hands the top part back to Trevor, grabs her comic, says, “Thanks,” and walks straight to the exit.
Trevor watches her leave, then turns to me. “What was that all about? Monica and Rachel? What were you trying to do?”
“If you didn’t notice,” I say, “you were drowning back there. I was trying to toss you a life preserver.”
He snorts. “Made of adamantium?”
“I’m not gonna stand here and take criticism on talking to women from a guy who decided his nickname was ‘T-Rev.’”
“I don’t know, I panicked. Do you think ‘T-Rex’ would’ve been better? I almost said, ‘T-Rex.’”
“Nope, still horrible.” I step out of the way so he can ring up some other guy. “You gotta be yourself. Nicknames should be organic. Didn’t your mother ever tell you that a girl who didn’t like you for you isn’t worth it?”
“She tells me all the time,” he says, “she told me this morning.”
“Listen to her. No, forget that, listen to me. I may not be an expert but I know more about women than you.”
“Sure you do. You didn’t even try talking to her.”
“Okay, excuse me, raise your hand if you’ve ever had a girlfriend.” I raise my hand, the guy Trevor’s ringing up raises his hand.
“You shouldn’t be allowed to brag about it for longer than you were dating, and as a matter of fact, you—oh! Oh my God!” Trevor freaks out. “You have a message! Jesus, I almost forgot.”
“Message? Where? What are you talking about?”
“Here! A message! From Alison! Alison called earlier looking for you.”
If my life were a movie, that thing would’ve just happened where the camera goes all woozy and there’s a quick shot of my eyes, looking shocked and worried, and then we zoom in on Trevor’s face and hold there for a second to let the news sink in.
“Alison?” My voice breaks. I cough. “Called here? Why?”
“She said this was the only place she was sure you would turn up. She said no matter what, you wouldn’t miss New Comics Wednesday.”
“I’ve missed New Comics day before. Remember February? Remember pink eye?”
“I still brought them to you. You still would’ve gotten the message.”
“Oh wow. Oh God.” I grab onto the edge of the counter for support. “Did she say why she was calling? Did she say anything about—did she say anything?”
“No, nothing, just to call her back.” Trevor hands me a folded-up piece of blue paper with a number written on it.
“What am I gonna say to her? She’s gonna ask how it’s going, or what’s new, or how’ve you been, or something like that. None of those questions have good answers, they’re all stupid and pathetic.”
Trevor pushes up his glasses. “Maybe she won’t ask. Maybe she needs a kidney or a chunk of liver or something. She won’t care how it’s going if she needs a piece of your liver.”
“She did have kind of a drinking problem…”
“You can use the phone here if you want.” Trevor takes a phone from behind the counter and puts it on top.
“Okay.” I try to swallow but there’s nothing in my mouth—no saliva, no anything. “Okay, I will. Okay, so, wish me luck.”
“Good luck.”
I pick up the receiver. Dialing is almost impossible, the buttons are blurry and getting blurrier, and my finger’s shaking. I try to figure out what word her phone number spells but it doesn’t make any sense.
It’s ringing. Oh my God. It sounds weird though. Like instead of ri-ri-ri-ri-ri-ri-ri-ri-ri-ng! it’s more like do-do-do-do-do-do-do-do-do! and that can’t be a good sign, rings aren’t supposed to sound like that. I should hang up. She’ll never know it was me, this isn’t my home phone, she’ll never—
“Hello?”
Oh no. Oh crap.
“Alison?”
“Alvin?”
Don’t blow it. Stay cool, everything’s cool. You’ve seen her naked. You’ve had sex with her. She’s given you a blowjob. You’re in charge here, you called her. You’re holding the phone.
“Yeah it’s me. Hi-di-ho, what do you know? Heh heh.”
Oh for Christ’s sake, what the hell.
“Alvin! It’s great to hear from you, I’m so glad you called me back. I didn’t know if we were cool or not.”
“Oh yeah, don’t worry about it, we’re cool. Cool as an ice cube.”
I must be a freak of medical science. Instead of forming words in my brain, I form them in my ass. My only language is ass-speak.
“Well, good,” she says. “Good to know. So you’re probably wondering why I’m calling you out of the blue like this, right?”
“Oh, uh… yeah.”
“Teddy—you remember Teddy, right? I told you about him?”
“Right, the bicycle guy.”
“Motocross.”
“Okay, yeah.”
“Anyway, he has a competition coming up in Anaheim and I thought it would be nice to touch base with you while we’re so close.”
“Okay, we can do that. Sure.”
“It’s on the 28th, that’s a Sunday, we thought you could come to the race, check it out, and then afterwards the three of us could go out to dinner or something.”
“The three of us?”
I can see it now. The two of them, all good looking and interesting and full of potential, and the one of me, all dopey looking, wearing a Captain America for President t-shirt, boring, devoid of potential, forever dateless. The three of us, great. Sounds like a blast. Don’t forget to bring his penis.
“Oh I’m sorry, I didn’t even ask, I just assumed that you—of course if you want we can get you two tickets to the race for you and a date, that’s no problem.”
She just assumed. She just assumed.
“Good, great—let’s do that. Two tickets. I’ll just—I’ll bring my girlfriend then. We’ll make a night of it! It’ll be fun. The four of us.”
“Okay, great, wow. I’m so—I’m relieved. I was really worried that, you know, like I said, things weren’t cool.”
“Everything is very cool.”
“So how are you, Alvin? How’s work?”
“Work’s fine. I transferred to a commission department, so I’m making a little more money sometimes.”
“That’s cool, that’s cool. Have you thought about college at all?”
“Uh, I’ve thought about it.”
“What do you think?”
“I’m still thinking about it.”
“So… same old, same old then?”
She just assumed…
“Actually,” I say, “there’s a lot of new stuff.”
“Really? Like what?”
“I go out. I go out a lot. Sometimes I go to parties and stuff. Um, nightclubs. You know, dancing. Sports too. I love the, uh… the, uh… you know, the Lakers. We go see them sometimes, my girlfriend and I. Lots of stuff. New stuff.”
“Wow, that’s—that’s awesome! That’s really great, I’m so happy for you. I really think it’s important that you get out there sometimes and—”
“Oh I’m out there. I’m way out there. If you went out there, you’d see me. I’m out there all the time.”
“Well you can tell me all about it at dinner. I’d love to hear it.”
“Sure thing.” I miss that. I miss being a person Alison would love to hear about. I wish I could stay that person forever instead of being me all the time.
“Ooh! I gotta go, Alvin, I’m driving and I almost hit some guy, but I can’t wait to see you now. I’m really happy for you. I think Teddy and you will get along great. I’ve told him all about you and he says he likes you already.”
“Great. Good.”
“I’ll e-mail you the details, you still have the same e-mail?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“Cool, see you then.”
“All right, bye.” I hang up the phone.
“I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop,” Trevor says, “but I’m pretty sure you told her you have a girlfriend.”
“I told her a lot of stuff, Trevor, what’s your point?”
Wednesday, July 10th, 2002 – Thursday, July 11th, 2002
A few hours ago, if someone had told me their days were numbered, I would’ve thought they were being melodramatic—overstating the situation. But my days are actually numbered. I can look at a calendar and see that I have 18 days until Alison finds out the truth about me and refuses to ever speak to me again.
“I can’t believe you told her all that,” Trevor says.
“I couldn’t exactly tell her the truth, could I? The truth wouldn’t even register on Alison’s radar. If I’m going to compete with Teddy, super cool motocross racing guy, I need to arm myself with a lot more than the truth.”
“What happens when she finds out?”
If my life were a sitcom, my next move would be clear. Whenever somebody on a sitcom tells a massive lie to somebody else, instead of admitting it or avoiding that person, they try to make the lie true.
“I don’t think she needs to find out. Maybe I wasn’t lying.”
“Okay, but you were.”
“Sure, now I’m lying, but what if, by the time I see her, I’m telling the truth?”
“Is that a rhetorical question?”
“All I have to do is go to some parties, go to some clubs, appreciate some sports, and find a date. Then not only would I not have lied, but I’d actually have a leg to stand on when I meet the new guy.”
Trevor takes his glasses off, cleans them on his shirt. “Wouldn’t it be easier to tell her you broke up with your girlfriend sometime in the next couple weeks?”
“Oh sure, that’d be great. Then I’m Dumpy the Dumped guy. Everybody come see Dumpy the guy who always gets Dumped. No my friend, that is a terrible idea.”
“Tell her you were the dumper, not the dumpee.”
“Do you really think she’d believe that? Would you believe that?”
“I guess not.”
“Give me a break.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“The first step is, I have to meet someone. Where do people go to meet people?”
Trevor raises his eyebrows. “You’re asking me?”
“Come on, between the two of us we’re at least one smart guy, we should be able to figure this out. They meet them at their work, they meet at them at school.”
“Okay, um… Nightclubs? Various social events?”
I take out the little book my boss gave me to write down customer contact information for follow-up. “I better write these down, work, school… clubs, socials… oh! Online. People meet online.”
“My cousin brought someone he met online to our family reunion last summer.”
“Was she hot?”
“She was all right.”
I look over the list again. “Okay, here’s what we need to do. I’m going to pick up the L.A. Weekly, and I’m going to find a place to go tomorrow night, a club or something.”
“Wait, wait, wait, I’ve got a better idea. Just don’t go see Alison at all. Okay so you panicked and agreed to have dinner with her, just cancel. You don’t owe her anything.”
“But I want to see her. I think I need to see her.”
“But it’s not—”
“I think I’m still in love with her.”
He sighs. “Then you don’t want to see her with this other guy.”
“Trevor, this might be my last chance. Maybe I’m not the hip, outgoing person I told her I am, but why can’t I be? Maybe it’s not too late for Alison and me. I mean, there’s no reason you and I can’t go to a club. We’ll hang out, we’ll meet some cool new people, no problem. This can work.”
“When did I get dragged into this?” Trevor says. “I’m not someone who can just go to a dance club willy-nilly like that. I’m not cool in that way.”
“Did you completely miss the point of what we’ve been talking about for the last five minutes? Because I swear it was just here. Did you see it?”
“Whatever. I’m not going. Good luck to you, but I’m not going.
*
The PHOTON sign glows red, underlined with a light that pulses from right to left twice per second. Trevor and I are reading it for the fourteenth time.
“What the hell are we doing here?” Trevor says.
“Learning to be cool.”
Deep inside the nightclub district, we’re sort of like pillars at the Beverly Center: completely motionless with well-groomed, good-looking young people flying past us in both directions. It’s amazing how they manage to avoid hitting us when they never actually look at us; their autopilot must be programmed to avoid posers.
“I don’t feel cool,” he says.
They may not look at us, but I can see everything. The girls with the tiny purses, the guys with the white baseball caps, all the short skirts, the make-up, everyone laughing because everyone’s hilarious. The bass line of a different dance track from each club blends together, creating an omnipresent backbeat; a subtle pulse that circulates energy and tension and life into the clubgoers.
It says, Don’t, Stop, Don’t, Stop, Don’t, Stop.
The guy checking IDs is bald. A group of girls walking past are talking about whether or not they saw Christian Slater. Behind us, the street is a parking lot of honking cars, despite being a work night, a school night, and NBC’s Must See TV Thursday.
“How do people have time for all this?”
“Can we go home now?” Trevor says. “I think we’re embarrassed enough.”
I heard some guy say in a movie once that the things you regret in life are the chances you don’t take. The embarrassment of not knowing what I’m doing at a dance club compared to the embarrassment of having to explain to Alison and Teddy that I lied to them, that my life is sad and confined, that I rarely leave my apartment, while they sit there and laugh and smile and say it’s no big deal they understand and they sympathize but that doesn’t stop them from peppering the conversation with references to their fascinating lives, like their college and their San Diego and the races he wins and the friends they see and the sex they have and the way they—ha ha, finish each others sentences—and what their kids are gonna look like with his straight teeth and her green eyes and how they have a future and I have none and they feel so bad for me with a smug expression and another smile, and I’m such a charity case that if I walk out of the restaurant without an armload of their unwanted canned goods and one of Teddy’s old sweaters, I’ll be lucky.
It’s really no comparison at all.
“Come on,” I say, “let’s go in.”
Thursday, July 11th, 2002
I take Trevor by the arm and pull him over to get in line. On the wall next to us are two-tone posters on multi-colored paper: a green one says Thursdays are COLLEGE NIGHT-18 AND OVER, a blue one tells us about drink specials, and red and orange ones tell us about DJ WARP SPEED and DJ TWENTY.
Trevor looks around like he’s expecting trouble but doesn’t know what or from where. I have my suspicions but I act like everything’s normal. There’s a velvet rope between us and the wall, which is silly and redundant, because, unless they’re expecting Kool-Aid Man, the wall is boundary enough by itself.
What am I going to say when I get up there? I need a plan, something better than figure it out later. I’m not a good improviser.
I smack Trevor on the arm so he’ll notice me getting out my driver’s license. He goes for his, but his hands are shaking and he pulls too many cards out, dropping some on the ground. I’m only grateful it didn’t happen to me, or all the cool people would’ve seen the Merry Marvel Marching Society card I got off eBay.
“They’re not going to let us in,” Trevor says.
“They’re letting everybody in.”
The ID-checking guy waves me forward. I hand him my license. He looks from it to me, then hands it back and motions with a magic marker. “Is it okay?” I say.
“Your hand.”
I give him my hand and he writes a big black X on the back, but I don’t know if that means he’s already checked me and I can go in or he’s already checked me and I should stay out. “So, are we good?”
“Yeah.”
“Great, okay, thank you very much. Sorry, this is my first time.”
“Yeah, next!”
I hurry through the door. Inside, the music is so loud the part of my brain regulating safety almost forces me to leave. There’s a girl on a stool next to a cash drawer; she’s telling me something but it gets lost in all the noise.
Trevor comes up behind me, so I guess they let him in too.
To the girl, I point to my ear and say, “I can’t hear you,” but for some reason I only mouth the words, as if my throat decided it wasn’t worth the effort.
She shows us ten fingers then five, and does the rubbing the fingers together thing on the other hand. We each pay her fifteen dollars and she waves us on.
In the center of a large room is a round bar, providing 360-degree drink availability. The bartenders, a man and three women, are unbelievably good-looking, as are most of the other people here. I feel like the script supervisor on a Miller Light commercial. My bad luck to be born normal in Los Angeles, the worldwide Mecca for the beautiful.
The dance floor is in the back, elevated, with little guard rails. Colored strobes on the ceiling rotate and bounce, washing the dancers with soft, flattering light. Everyone dances like they know what they’re doing. Or actually, everyone here does everything like they know what they’re doing. There’s a seamless flow to their movements, like they’re innately aware of what they need to do and when and to whom to keep their society going. Like an ant farm.
Around the outside wall are tables and chairs, and barstools. A couple stools to our right are empty; I take Trevor by the arm again and lead him over.
“Should we get something to drink?” I say.
“What?”
“Us! Something to drink?”
He says something I can’t make out, ending with, “—old enough!”
“Water!”
“Okay!” He goes for his wallet.
“My treat!”
“What?”
My throat hurts. “On me!”
Before he can say What? again I head straight for the bar. While I’m waiting for one of the bartenders to notice me, I figure out why they play the music so loud. If you want to talk, you have to scream, and when everyone’s screaming, you have to scream louder, and soon your throat’s torn up like you’ve been eating sandpaper, and you order another drink.
“Your hand!” the guy bartender says.
I show him the X.
“Water, Coke, or Sprite?”
“Water! Two!”
I wonder if Teddy looks like this guy, if so I might not have a chance. Are people as good-looking in San Diego as they are here? Teddy is a really stupid name, like stupider than my name even. Maybe that’s what Alison’s into, guys with stupid names.
The bartender hands me two bottles of water. “Eight dollars!”
I pay, and tip a dollar. I wonder if that’s a good tip or a bad tip. All he did was take two bottles out of a fridge, it’s got to be a good tip.
I give Trevor his water. I drink all of mine in about three seconds. I don’t fit in here at all. I’m like average height, I don’t have a well-developed muscle on my body, I’ve got a baby face, and the hairstyle of an eight-year-old. And I mean that literally, I’ve been combing my hair the same way for 12 years. I can’t think of a better way to comb it.
Alison would’ve fit in here though; she used to go to these places all the time back in High School. I don’t know how she got in. She told me women had ways, and I never asked because I didn’t think I’d like the answer.
We always looked weird standing next to each other: her all buxom and sexy, me all skinny and awkward. When we first started dating, she was incredibly depressed, some thirty pounds overweight, constantly at war with her crazy mom, and desperate for anybody who wouldn’t have sex with her and dump her the next day. I was desperate too—a more general desperation, aimed at everything—so we fit together nicely.
And she cried a lot. No matter how frantically I danced around her eggshells, she would still break down in tears at nothing, and get angry at everything. She popped anti-depressants like M&Ms, but it never seemed to help. She was on a permanent campaign, trying with frightening enthusiasm to convince me she was worthless, ugly, and stupid.
We used to go jogging together. Neither of us actually enjoyed it, I don’t think, but she wanted to lose weight and I just wanted to be around her. About nine months into our relationship, she made it to her goal weight. That was the beginning of the end. Once she was skinny, she got so hot her dumping me became inevitable.
I still love her though. I’ve tried and I’ve tried but I just can’t stop.
My bladder pulls me back to reality.
“I have to go to the bathroom,” I say.
“What?”
“Bathroom! Me! Go now!”
He nods.
The bathroom is small and dirty. There’s a stall, two urinals of varying heights—which is weird since kids aren’t allowed in here so the small one must be for midgets—a sink, and a mirror with a big crack in it. Most of the walls have graffiti, and most of the graffiti is illegible—my number one pet peeve about graffiti. The worst is the smell, it’s like someone peed on a couple tissues and pushed them up my nose. I need to hurry up and go, I can barely breathe in here.
The Old Alvin, the Alvin of the last twenty years, used the stall in public restrooms because he couldn’t go if he thought people could see him—or hear him or think about him—but the New Alvin, the Alvin of tomorrow, will be a man, and will use the urinal.
The New Alvin steps up to the taller urinal and unzips. The door swings open, somebody else comes in.
I glance over then quickly look away. Yeah, that’s somebody all right.
He steps up to the midget urinal next to me, which means he’s probably thinking about me right now, how if it wasn’t for me, he could use the normal urinal, and how inconvenient it is to be peeing in a urinal that’s so close to the floor, and after a few seconds there’s the hhhhhhhhkkkhh of his pee hitting the porcelain—or whatever it’s made of, I don’t know—which means my time is running out, because if I was standing here when he came in and now he’s finished and I’m still standing here then he knows—he knows!—I must be having some kind of problem, and the only people who have problems peeing at a urinal are geeks and losers, confirming the suspicions he had about me when he first came in, and now he’s washing his hands and I’m still standing here, and if he looked over he could see I’m not doing anything, and probably laugh at the size of my penis—not a fair thing to do when I’m flaccid—and okay he’s drying his hands thank God, maybe after he leaves I’ll be able to go, but the whoomph! of the door quickly destroys that hope, because here are two more guys, and oh no no no no—they’re talking to each other!! and talking is the only thing worse than looking so now I know nothing’s going to happen here, and the only thing left for me is to hope their talking has distracted them enough not to notice I didn’t go, and so I do a fake hop like I’m shaking it off and I flush, and maybe everyone will think I went, and I’m normal, and I’m like them.
I don’t say anything when I sit back down. I have to go worse than ever, but I can’t go back and try again because then Trevor will know something went wrong the first time, so all I can do is sit here and rock the barstool.
It hurts like fire. It hurts like a white hot light. Like being stabbed from the inside out. Like failure.
What is wrong with me? My inner release signal must be broken. I put my face in my hands and push. I’m shaking, I can’t stop shaking. Okay, okay, calm down, stop shaking, calm down, don’t freak! Remain calm.
Where could I go to pee? What time is it? We’ve been here like an hour. I was supposed to be a better person by now. I can’t do this, I have to go. I can stop at a gas station or something.
But the New Alvin says no, there’s no way we’re leaving. The New Alvin says we can’t go home until he dances and meets someone, or at least talks to someone.
The New Alvin is determined.
The Old Alvin has to pee. Badly.
“What are we doing?” Trevor says.
There are two Alvin’s in my head, one Old and one New. They have a fight. The Old Alvin fights with pee and shame, the New Alvin fights with shame and love. The New Alvin knocks his opponent down, jumps ten feet in the air and stomps on him with both feet, again and again and again.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
With each blow delivered, I rock the barstool harder.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
Dance music has me surrounded. It pounds on my aching temples, demanding to talk to my pee-addled brain. Okay, okay, I’m listening. Go ahead.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
“Come on!” I hop off the barstool and run to the end of the room.
“Wait! What—”
I stop at the railing, sidestep left, fixing my gaze on the twirling, happy people, until I get to the gap where two steps lead up to the dance floor. I breathe in for as long as I can, let it out, then in again, hold it, and step inside.
Somehow, the music’s louder here. I wade into and around the other clubgoers, making my way to the center, to the point where there’s nothing left but the music and the dancing. My eyes hurt. I’m completely alone. I’m drowning. What am I doing here? I need to find the beat from before, not the one from the speakers but the one from inside me. Okay, there it is, it goes
Thump. Thump. Thump.
and now all that’s left is to grab hold and do what comes naturally. Close my eyes and let go to the thumping.
And I dance the pee-pee dance.
Now the music’s gone too. All that’s left is me and dancing. The pain in my stomach isn’t hurting so much as it’s pushing, driving, taking control, sweeping my feet across the floor, shaking my arms around, bouncing me, moving me, loosening the parts of my body that don’t normally get used when I’m walking or sitting or lying down.
*
I’m dizzy and floating—I need a break. A different song is playing than was when I started but there could’ve been two or a dozen in between; they’re so similar they bleed together like watercolors. I’m sweaty, and probably starting to smell.
I step down from the dance floor, lean against the railing.
Crap, I forgot about Trevor. I hope he’s—
A hand slaps my shoulder. “Oh my God!” Trevor says. “That was crazy! I can’t believe we just did that, it’s like so not an us thing to do, you know? It’s like we’re our own doppelgangers or something.”
“Yeah,” I say, out of breath, “it was cool. Come on, let’s go sit down.” We find some more barstools nearby.
My mouth tastes like salt and dust. I want to buy a new bottle of water, but my bladder argues against it. I’ll probably have permanent kidney damage after tonight. I consider giving the urinal another try, but if I still can’t go, I’ll lose all my feel good points with nothing to show for it.
“Seriously, Alvin, I’m in shock right now.”
“It was pretty unbelievable.”
A man comes over to us. Tight, primary blue t-shirt, messy chic blonde hair, clean shaven, smiling, forceful. He looks Trevor up and down, then me, then Trevor again. “Hey, how’re you guys doing?”
“Fine!” Trevor says.
“I saw you guys dancing out there, pretty wild stuff.” He laughs. “You guys haven’t been here before, have you?”
“No way,” Trevor says, “this is our first time!”
“That’s what I thought. I come here like every week, and I think I’d remember you guys.”
“So this is like a ‘hot spot?’” Trevor says.
“Why do you think I keep coming back?” They both laugh. “My name’s Tim, by the way.” He shakes my hand.
“Hey, what’s up,” I say.
“I’m Trevor!”
Tim laughs, and shakes his hand. “All right Trevor!”
“His friends call him ‘T-Rev,’” I say.
“All right, very cool. How did that start?”
“Oh, no,” Trevor says, “he’s just kidding!”
“Oh, okay. That’s cool.”
I think this guy is hitting on us—or worse, just Trevor. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. But if everybody knows this guy to be gay, they’ll assume I’m gay too. Bad enough they saw Trevor and I dancing together.
“All right!” Tim says. “I love this song. I’m going back up there, what do you guys say?”
“I’ll go!” Trevor says.
“I’m gonna sit this one out.”
“All right, buddy,” Tim says, “see you in a couple! Come on, Trevor, let’s go!”
The two of them jog over to the dance floor. I’m pretty sure Trevor’s not gay, but if he decides this is what he wants, I’ll support him. It would surprise me, that’s all. I mean he’s still got a poster of Zatanna tacked up in his bedroom. Maybe he’s just naïve. Or maybe this is what cool people do, just hang out and talk with whoever they want and it’s not a big deal who’s gay or who’s straight, because they’re not worried what other people think. Doesn’t seem likely though.
When the song’s over, they walk back to me, talking and laughing. Tim puts his arm around my shoulder and shakes me. “Hey, come on, man! We missed you out there!”
“This is great!” Trevor says.
“You’ve got to loosen up!” Tim gives my stomach a noogie with his other hand, and I don’t have time to tell him Stop! or Don’t! because he’s being playful, and saying, “Wohhhhhhh!” and as his knuckles rotate and twist against my swollen bladder, stars explode in my head and I try to shut my eyes against the blinding light but it’s still there, and my broken inner release signal gets re-broken but this time in the ON position.
It’s too late to do anything, too late to stop it. The wet, sticky, warm, wonderful feeling of relief rushes down my legs to my socks to my shoes to the floor, forming a pool around my feet. My eyes are watering so much they could be tears running down my face.
“Are you okay, buddy?” Tim says. “You don’t look too good.”
“Not really.”
“Do you guys smell something?” Trevor says.
“Oh gross,” Tim says. “Oh my God, not cool. Not cool at all.”
I danced, I met someone, I peed myself. I’m going home.
Friday, July 12th, 2002
TheAlvinator: Hey, how are you?
Pompknpy1985: fine
TheAlvinator: Would you mind chatting a little?
Pompknpy1985: no, that’s cool
TheAlvinator: I saw on your profile you like going to the movies, what kind of movies do you like?
Pompknpy1985: i like 10 things i hate about you, head over heels, princess bride. my favorite is american beauty i think
TheAlvinator: Those are all pretty good movies. Very well, I approve of your list, good job! j/k
Pompknpy1985: what about you
TheAlvinator: I go see tons of movies, I go like every single week. The last movie I saw that was really good was probably Spider-Man, and the last really really good movie I saw was Ghost World, but I get a kick out of all of them.
Pompknpy1985: i saw spider-man, it was pretty good
Pompknpy1985: whats your name?
TheAlvinator: <~~~ Alvin.
Pompknpy1985: like the chipmunk?
TheAlvinator: No, that’s somebody else.
Pompknpy1985: oh. how old are you?
TheAlvinator: 20.
Pompknpy1985: are you in college/
TheAlvinator: No, I’m just working. You’re still in High School, I guess?
Pompknpy1985: yea
Pompknpy1985: do you live at home?
TheAlvinator: No, I got my own studio apartment about six months ago. I live in Hollywood.
Pompknpy1985: i wish i had my own apt, that’s cool
TheAlvinator: It is, it’s very cool. I got used to it really fast. I wouldn’t ever want to go back to living under somebody else’s roof again, I’d miss all my freedom and privacy too much.
Pompknpy1985: yea.
Pompknpy1985: oh my boyfriends here. gotta go. ttyl alvin
TheAlvinator: Oh, okay. See you later!
*
TheAlvinator: Hey, how are you?
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: sup
TheAlvinator: I saw your profile, and it looks like you live near me. Would you like to chat?
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: a/s/l
TheAlvinator: 20/male/Hollywood. And yourself?
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: 16/f/la sup??
TheAlvinator: Not much, I just got home from work. Thought I’d go online and see what the rest of the world was doing. What’s up with you?
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: jus chillin
TheAlvinator: That’s cool. Got to love “chillin.”
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: wats ur name
TheAlvinator: <~~~ Alvin.
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: alvin the chipmonk
TheAlvinator: No, that’s somebody else. I’m just Alvin. What’s your name?
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: im chelsea
TheAlvinator: Chelsea, that’s a cool name.
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: do u have a pic
TheAlvinator: Sorry, I don’t.
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: what do u look lik
TheAlvinator: Brown hair, slender, average height. I look okay. And you?
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: im a hotti blond hair w blu eyes im a cheerleader
TheAlvinator: Wow, a cheerleader. Do you do all the back flips and everything?
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: y do u typ so wierd??????????
TheAlvinator: What do you mean?
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: so fuckin proper
TheAlvinator: I don’t know.
Sk8rgrrrl2556761: ur a dork l8r
*
ItsTime4Tanya23: Hi there!
TheAlvinator: Hi.
ItsTime4Tanya23: What’s happening?
TheAlvinator: You’re sending me instant messages over the internet. I’m receiving said messages and responding with my own.
ItsTime4Tanya23: And what is this “internet” of which you speak?
TheAlvinator: It’s a wonderful invention allowing millions of perverts, social lepers, and FBI agents posing as 12-year-old girls a place where they can hang out and talk shop.
ItsTime4Tanya23: So which one of those are you?
TheAlvinator: You’ll just have to wait and see. ;-)
ItsTime4Tanya23: My name’s Tanya (DUH!!) what’s yours?
TheAlvinator: <~~~ you get one guess.
ItsTime4Tanya23: Hello Mr. Alvinator, pleased to meet you!
TheAlvinator: Please, call me “The.”
ItsTime4Tanya23: LOL
TheAlvinator: Are there really 22 other people who’ve decided it’s time for Tanya?
ItsTime4Tanya23: Nooo, that’s just my age, silly. :-)
TheAlvinator: *cough* You’re silly. *cough* *cough*
ItsTime4Tanya23: Hang on a second, The, it seems to me, and I hope you’ll forgive my presumption having only just met you, that you are in fact Grand Master Silly.
TheAlvinator: Actually that’s my hip hop name.
ItsTime4Tanya23: LOL
TheAlvinator: Are you like some hot 23-year-old chick that’s out on the prowl for innocent 20-year-old guys?
TheAlvinator: Because that would be great.
ItsTime4Tanya23: Something like that. ;-)
TheAlvinator: Score!
ItsTime4Tanya23: I wouldn’t go THAT far. We’ve only just met, sweetie.
TheAlvinator: If you play your cards right, I’ve got two tickets for a free concert at the Virgin Megastore later. One of them could be yours!
ItsTime4Tanya23: Sorry, The, I don’t make it a habit of meeting strange men from the ‘net for real life stuff.
TheAlvinator: Strange I may be, but how dare you call me a man!
ItsTime4Tanya23: LOL
TheAlvinator: I promise that I won’t even make a move on you unless you get really drunk.
ItsTime4Tanya23: LOL Aww, that’s so sweeeeeet! It’s all I can do not to get diabetes.
TheAlvinator: I’m also a carcinogen.
ItsTime4Tanya23: So who’s playing at this so-called concert?
TheAlvinator: I don’t know, but free is free. I need to get out more anyway. Sure you don’t want to go?
ItsTime4Tanya23: Sorry, sweetie, but no. You don’t know anybody else who will go with you?
TheAlvinator: I have one friend I’d usually ask but he’s still upset about something that happened when we went out last night. He says he’s not going on another one of my “little escapades.” Whatever that means.
ItsTime4Tanya23: Just go by yourself!
TheAlvinator: You think I should? That’s not pathetic or anything?
ItsTime4Tanya23: No, no way. It’s the ultimate in coolitude. It reeks of self-confidence.
ItsTime4Tanya23: Shit! Hey, Alvin, I gotta go! I’m real sorry but something’s come up. Can I e-mail you some other time maybe?
TheAlvinator: Definitely, yeah. I’ve really enjoyed talking to you. In fact, I’ll put your name on my “buddy” list.
ItsTime4Tanya23: All right, buddy. Sounds good.
TheAlvinator: Bye Tanya!
ItsTime4Tanya23: C-ya later, Alvin!
ItsTime4Tanya23: (you sexy bitch)
*
ILOVEJUSTINT: SUP
TheAlvinator: Hi.
ILOVEJUSTINT: DO U LIKE TO PARTY A/S/L
TheAlvinator: I’m not much of a partier. Why are you shouting?
ILOVEJUSTINT: WHAT
TheAlvinator: Ouch! You’re hurting my ears. Use your indoor voice.
ILOVEJUSTINT: U SUCK
This isn’t going as well as I’d hoped. Tanya’s right, I should go by myself. Nobody knows me there, nobody will care if I’m alone. What’s the worst that could happen?
Friday, July 12th, 2002
Downstairs in the music department on each side of every listening station pillar is a yellow flyer, and on it a black-and-yellow photo of a band performing, and underneath the photo it says,
FRIDAY NIGHT JULY 12 @ 8 PM -- IT’S WHAT YOU’VE BEEN WAITING FOR IT’S **ALICE** FOR ONE NIGHT ONLY -- FREE -- IF YOU’RE NOT THERE THE TERRORISTS WIN
On the main staircase, three steps up from the bottom, is a plateau where a couple guys are setting up equipment. It’s only 7:30 so I’m milling about nearby. I hope they’re selling t-shirts after the show, I need cool up-and-coming band t-shirts. I’ll wear one to the big dinner, show them my finger is on the pulse of something. I’ll be like,
You guys haven’t heard of Alice? They’re a huge up-and-coming band.
This is the sort of thing I should be doing. This is an adventure, this is what my young life is supposed to be all about.
Alison probably goes to concerts all the time. She dances around, loses herself in the music. She goes backstage afterwards, gets autographs and hangs out with the band, is asked to go on tour with them and play tambourine, maybe she even sleeps with them, I don’t know.
I should try to meet the band after the show. I could play tambourine or harmonica or something. I’m sure harmonica’s an easy instrument to pick up. They’ll give me a bluesy nickname like Razzmatazz or The Boogieman. No, that’s stupid. I’ll just be Alvin, I guess. But the New Alvin, the one who dances and plays harmonica.
The New Alvin. Alvin. Alvin. AL-vin. The more I repeat it, the stupider it sounds. Alvin. Alllllviiiinnn. God.
A crowd forms around the makeshift stage. I slide between the people on the outer rows, make my way to the inconspicuous center. All around me, the plotlines of personal stories are described to captive audiences—
“… supposed to be psychic or something, but it’s all bullshit…”
“… pissed when she heard where we were going tonight…”
“… almost got hit by a car…”
“… says he’s going to be a stuntman, which couldn’t be more…”
—and I realize no matter how deep I bury myself in the audience, my silence is a flashing beacon. Loser! Loser!
Some people come on stage and pick up instruments, the band I guess. Everyone claps so I clap too. The lead singer is stunning. She has bright—almost glowing—red hair that lashes out in all directions, but not like over-gelled punk or just-woke-up messy, more like it’s looking for a good time and can’t be restrained. She’s paralyzingly beautiful, but not in a dainty way, in a you-don’t-want-to-mess-with-me way.
They go right into their first song. Her voice is arresting, my whole body moves with it as it flows up and down, like a cartoon dog smelling a fresh apple pie. I pay careful attention to her mouth. Red lips forming words, pink tongue moving to adjust sounds from the throat, breaking some against white teeth, crafting something dark and frantic, soothing and arousing, flighty and important, scratchy and perfect.
She’s always moving, always running from one end of the stage to the other, jumping up and down, pointing at the crowd, looking us over, sometimes it seems like she’s looking at me. I’m sure it’s one of those George Washington’s-eyes-follow-you-everywhere optical illusions, but that doesn’t make my heart jump any less.
Their first song ends and I didn’t hear a word of it. I’m such a phony.
“Hey how are all you bastards doing tonight?” she says. “Huh? Come on!”
Everyone applauds and yells, as if to say, We’re doing well!
“My name’s Raquel”—oh Raquel, with a name so exotic, so unique, your parents must’ve been crazy too, we have so much in common—“and this is Vic, Gordy, and Brian, and we’re Alice. We want to thank you guys so much for spending your Friday night with us, and we especially want to give a shout out to everyone from Classical who just came over to see what all this goddamn racket is about, this is for you guys!”
The bass player plays some notes I assume I’d recognize as a classical song if I was smart and knew things. Everyone laughs so I laugh too.
“One more thing,” Raquel says, “I wanted to let you know we’ll be selling our debut CD, Mock Turtleneck, at a table over there after the show for the low, low, unbelievably low price of ten dollars. Hell, you can’t get even get a fucking hamburger around here for that price, am I right?”
Everyone applauds and yells, as if to say, Things in L.A. are expensive!
“So you agree, it’s a bargain. Don’t miss out.
“Okay, we’re gonna slow things down a little now,” she pulls over a stool, the guitar player hands her an acoustic guitar, “with a song called, ‘Underneath My Clothes.’”
Okay, this is it. Pay attention. Stop being a perv. Listen to the lyrics, appreciate the music, admire the craftsmanship. Finger on the pulse.
“At-a-par-ty—I see you across the ROO-OOM
“And-I-wond-er—if you see me TOO-OO
“You-should-know—I’ve been doing FI-INE
“Can-you-tell—you’re not on my MI-IND
“I’m cool, calm, and col-LEC-ted
“Not what you might’ve ex-PEC-ted
“It’s-ap-par-ent—that I don’t miss YO-OU
“But underneath my clothes—I’m stick-y with sweat
“Underneath my clothes—I can-not forget
“Underneath my clothes—I feel a chill
“Underneath my clothes
“I want you STILL”
My forehead and my cheeks and my throat are hot, and my stomach, and my heart and my lungs. Every breath is like fire. This must be what a dragon feels like all the time. I’m nervous like I’m stuttering but I’m not even talking.
That song ends and another begins.
I know exactly what’s she talking about. She’s talking about love as a synonym for disaster. She’s warning us, saying there’s no point, no reason to get involved, it’ll only end badly. But she’s also comforting us, since she knows we’ll get involved anyway, and she will too, none of us can help it, like moths we’re always drawn to the things that destroy us.
And I know this about her, all of it and more that I can’t put into thoughts, just from these last two songs.
I’m in love, no getting away from it.
It’s a familiar feeling. I had it for Fiona Apple after the music video for “Criminal,” and for Zhang Ziyi after Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, and for Natalie Portman after pretty much anything ever. It’s what happens when you cross a religious awakening with a daydream, in which I realize my life would be perfect forever if only She loved me. It says, That’s it, that’s what I’m missing, right there, it’s so obvious.
Every reasonable part of me says I should forget it, I’ll be humiliated, destroyed. But the moth in me says something that beautiful is worth dying for.
I have to meet her.
Friday, July 12th, 2002
“Thanks a lot everybody!” Raquel says. “You’re a great audience, this has been an amazing experience for us! Mock Turtleneck! Good night!”
Everyone applauds, a few people woo. I applaud like a metronome, clap, clap, clap. It’s not obligatory, I’m applauding for something.
The crowd fizzles out. Suddenly, I’m in the middle of a wide open space, still clapping. I put my arms down, pivot to the right, and start walking until I’m far away. This is stupid, I need to stop, look normal, come up with a plan of action.
I’m in the World Music aisle. I pick up a CD of Malaysian Folk Music and contemplate it quite seriously. I am cultured, I am refined. I am interested in things deeper and more spiritual than what passes for entertainment around here.
Only problem is Alice is what passes for entertainment around here. I put the CD down and head over to Pop/Rock.
I pick up a CD by The Hives and contemplate it quite seriously. I am cutting edge, finger on the pulse. My veins circulate blood and rock ‘n roll.
The problem is I have nothing to offer a woman, especially one like Raquel. To know me isn’t to love me. There’s no magic sentence that’ll make her leap across their sales table into my arms.
“I’ll give you a thousand dollars to leap across this table into my arms,” is the closest that might qualify. Actually, I don’t have that to offer either.
I’ll just go over there, get in line for the CD, and when I have the chance, I’ll tell Raquel how much I liked the show and ask when their next one is. If there’s no one waiting behind me, I’ll keep talking until there is. I can make stuff up on the fly, I don’t have to map out every word, I watch Whose Line is it Anyway?, I’ll just go over there and let things happen naturally.
There’s about four or five guys waiting already, so I have another minute to practice looking casual. I put my hands in my pockets, look around like I’m admiring the architecture.
I can’t believe I’m going through with this. Maybe I’ll ask for her phone number.
A couple guys step up behind me. I lean out the side of the line to steal a glimpse of her, but she’s not over there. She’s not there. I only see the drummer. The drummer. Only the drummer. No Raquel. Drummer only. Drummer. Not Raquel. Drummer.
Oh my God who even cares about the drummer are they serious is this a joke or a trick or an initiation rite to weed out horny pathetic losers—like me—and see who if anybody will still buy their CD if they have to talk to the drummer to get it? Because I mean, let’s face it, this is not the best sales strategy. Focus on your assets, people, focus on your assets.
I can’t get out of line now, I’m next. What the hell am I supposed to say to this guy? Hey dude, nice drumming up there. This is nuts, opportunity not only isn’t knocking, it’s crossing the street to avoid me.
“Hey man, how you doing,” the drummer says.
“Good, great,” I say. “You guys were really terrific up there.”
“Ah hey thanks, appreciate it means a lot—you buying the CD?”
“Oh, yeah.”
“Ten bucks.”
I get my wallet out, hand him a twenty.
“Whoa, big spender. You’re breaking the bank over here.”
“Okay.” Am I supposed to have exact change or something?
He hands me back a ten and a copy of Mock Turtleneck. “Here you go, pal, come see us again. Next!”
“Oh, uh… wait,” I say.
“What is it?”
“Do you know if Raquel is gonna be around?”
“I dunno, what’s it to you?”
“I was hoping she could autograph my CD.” To Alvin, my #1 (and cutest) fan, keep on rocking, XOXO Raquel—P.S. My phone number is…
“Nah, she ain’t around—give it here, I’ll sign it.” He motions for the CD.
“Oh, no, that’s all right. Don’t worry about it.” That’s it then, it’s over, out of nowhere. This must be how the Hindenburg felt. I guess I could hang around for a while, she has to show up eventually—that’s stalker talk though, I don’t want—
The drummer slams his fist down on the table. “We all write the songs!”
“What?”
“Raquel, Raquel, Raquel,” he says with a sneer, “all anybody ever wants is to talk to Raquel. This is not a solo project! We are not Raquel and the Alice Players, we’re just Alice, and it’s all four of us and our combined experiences and outlooks that make the band what it is. Do you know I wrote the whole melody to ‘Seduction in 3 Parts?’ Before we even met Raquel I wrote that melody. You probably don’t even give a fuck, do you?”
“No—I mean, yes—I mean, look I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—” I hand him back the CD, “here, sign it, please, I—”
“Oh now the Emperor is going to allow me to sign my own fucking CD, well thanks but no thanks.” He pushes the CD back so hard I have to scramble to keep from dropping it. “Why don’t you get the fuck out of here before I get you the fuck out of here, all right? Just go!”
I back away towards the exit. “Thank you.”
“Next!”
The guy in line behind me must be mad I pissed off the drummer right before he had to talk to him. I’m just glad I got away. I’ve never been beaten up before, but I’ve heard only bad things.
Outside, in the Megastore’s central pavilion, I’m close to hyper-ventilating. I feel like I just ran a mile—not that I’ve ever run a mile, but I’ve seen people do it on TV. I think this is the part where I collapse, so I sit down at one of the tables around the coffee place. Sitting feels good, so I put my head down on the table and close my eyes.
God, I suck.
I wanted to get Raquel’s phone number—failed. I wanted to at least say more than three consecutive words to her—failed. It hadn’t occurred to me prior, but I’m sure somewhere on that goal list was Don’t make her friends hate me and want to kill me—also failed.
It’s almost ten o’clock on a Friday night. The way I figure it, I have two options: I can go home and drown myself in the sink, or I can stop by the ATM and go to the strip club. I think I’ll go with the latter.
*
“Alvy!” Kitten says, and gives me a hug.
I hug back. “Hey.” I’m getting covered with glitter but this is the one place where that’s a sign of manliness.
“It’s so cool you’re here,” she says. “Okay, now wait, okay? ‘Cause I promised this guy I’d go see him, but after there’s like a thousand things I gotta tell you, okay? So don’t run off or anything.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
“Yay!” She bounces and claps. “Okay, I’ll see you in a minute, all right?”
“Okay.”
Kitten’s amazing, she’s so energetic and giddy. She pulls me right into her world and shakes me around and wakes me up. She can even take a tired cliché like the lolita-schoolgirl thing, with her jet black hair tied up in pigtails, and bring it to life with all new verve. It’s probably her number one moneymaker.
I sit at a table near the second stage. I don’t recognize either of the girls dancing. Even as often as I come here, there are so many girls and such a huge turnover rate, I don’t remember most of them from one visit to the next. I only come here for Kitten anyway.
I’m kind of sort of in a way in love with her too.
Does being in love with three girls who either don’t like, don’t know, or don’t care about me make me a womanizer or just retarded?
“Hey, what can I get you?” the waitress asks.
“Some waters.”
“Coming right up.”
Stop thinking about Kitten, enjoy the moment. Those girls are naked, the blonde one on stage two is spreading her legs less than twenty feet away, this should be a cause for celebration. But nothing happens, not even a quiver down there. Something about being at Club Dusk makes naked girls less exciting, like trees at the park. Now a tree in my apartment, that would be an event.
I don’t think strip clubs are about nudity anyway, they’re about—
“You would like dance maybe?” a girl says. She has auburn hair, her outfit looks complicated and uncomfortable.
“No thanks, sorry.”
She walks away.
Anyway, strip clubs to me are about attention. I’m here to pay women to talk to me, to look at me, make me feel important. Lap dances notwithstanding, I don’t expect to get aroused when I come here. The girls on stage don’t usually look at any of the guys while they’re stripping, they look over our heads at the mirrored walls, at themselves dancing, not allowing us to forget how much they don’t want to be here, how sad this whole interaction really is.
That’s the difference with Kitten, she looks at me when she’s dancing, she puts her cheek against mine and breathes on my ear. However much money I can afford to give her isn’t enough, because that feeling—that feeling like I’m a man, is worth all the money I have and more. If I don’t get Alison back, I’ll end up in debtor’s prison.
“Here you go,” the waitress sets down two bottles of water, “ten dollars.”
I give her twelve.
“Thanks.”
The DJ comes on over the loudspeaker. “All right, fellas. Get your hands out of your laps and lets make some noise for Coral on Stage One and Charlotte on Stage Two, give it up!”
A few guys clap or shout. I clap.
“Don’t forget to stop by the ATM—the Ass and Titty Machine—fellas, make sure you tip these lovely ladies out here, getting nice ‘n naked for ya, and get a dance—come on, you gotta get a dance, these ladies are hot—and now we got Coral moving over to Stage Two and coming up on Stage One, oh she’s been a naughty little princess, we got Sinderella!”
The girls gather up their money. The one on the left, Coral, hurries her clothes on so she can take them off again fifteen feet away for a new half-dozen guys.
Kitten sits down next to me, opens one of the waters and takes a drink. “Oh my God, I’m like so tired.”
“Me too,” I say. “It’s been a weird couple days. What did you want to tell me about?”
“Oh right right right right right, okay, I almost forgot. Okay, so like, first, I had this totally crazy dream last night, I mean like get a net, I mean—let me start over.”
Sometimes I feel like I know her intimately, but we still haven’t been introduced. I don’t know her real name, but I know she’s studying to be a veterinarian. I don’t know where she grew up, but I know she hates mayonnaise. I don’t know about her family, but I know she cried at the end of Jurassic Park.
“Well, okay,” she says, “I was at the grocery store, right? And I was just like shopping or whatever, totally normal you know, la la la, but everywhere I went all the shoppers were staring at me, and I thought maybe I was naked or something, but get this, I had my clothes on.”
“Weird.”
“So I’m in the frozen aisle, and I’m like freezing, and Julia Roberts is there. And then she’s all like, ‘Hey, what’s up?’ like she knows me, and so what do I say, well I don’t say anything, I just walk up to her and we start making out, and meanwhile it’s still completely freezing so much I think my arms are gonna fall off.”
“Wow.”
“Wait, so now it gets weird, right? So I’m making out with Julia Roberts, and she’s got like this huge mouth, and I think it’s gonna suddenly just whoomph up and swallow my entire head like any second now—‘cause I know I’m dreaming, I always know I’m dreaming. But instead, my dad is there, and he starts yelling at me and stuff, like ‘Stop making out with her, she’s dirty!’ or something.”
I laugh.
“I know but it wasn’t even funny, like what business is it of his, right? But you know of course I get all freaked out, so I try to stop making out with her and she like won’t let me, and so I push her away, and then suddenly all the aisles start crashing on each other like dominos and we’re gonna die, but then I woke up.”
“Oh my God.”
“That’s not even the weird part though, Alvin. I called my dad today, and guess what he did last night.”
“What?”
“Watched Ocean’s Eleven.”
The DJ comes back on. “Next song is a two-fer, 2-for-1 lap dances, ladies choice, next song. If you miss out on this one, guys, you’re probably gay.”
“All right, cool,” she says, and stands up. “Come on, let’s go!”
Friday, July 12th, 2002 – Saturday, July 13th, 2002
This is just what I need. Lap dances from Kitten are the closest I’ve been to sex since Alison left; if I didn’t come here once in a while I’d go completely crazy. Sure there’s no release, I have to wait for that until I get home, I just like the feeling of being sexually close to someone. I’ve had Favorite Customer status for long enough that she knows exactly what to do to make me happy. She even leads me by the hand back to the lap dance booths, knowing it makes me feel wanted.
“Hmm,” she says, looking over the booths, while other dancer-pervert pairs file in around us, “okay, sit here.” She puts her hands on my shoulders and sits me down in the one on the end.
I rest my arms at my sides, square my shoulders, and lean back. Kitten straddles my legs and begins to unbutton her shirt, keeping her eyes looking into mine while she does it, as if this is something she wants to do, as if she isn’t creeped out at all. She lets her shirt hang open without taking it off, she pulls her skirt up, showing me her white panties, and she’s still looking in my eyes.
“Get ready guys, song one of the of the 2-for-1 is right now, and we have Vanna to Stage One, Vanna to Stage One.”
The fingers of her left hand pour through my hair, stopping on the back of my head, gripping and pulling, exposing my neck like a vampire. She rests her face against mine, I can feel her eyelashes when she blinks, then slides her head down, peeking her tongue out, leaving wet dots from my chin to my collarbone. Her other hand goes under my shirt, squeezes my abs, then drags over my chest. Her hips rock back and forth on my lap, back and forth, back and forth, back and—
“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you, you will never guess what I had for lunch today.”
Wait, I—
“Chicken salad! I had a chicken salad sandwich at the cafeteria. I know, you’re gonna say, ‘but you think chicken salad’s slimy and gross’ and I do, I do, but everything else looked even worse, and you know what? It was good. It was so good.”
No no no no no no no, what’re you doing, I just—I can’t—
“Oh, and then also, they showed us these slides of all these like horse diseases or something—here, put your hand on my ass—where it’s almost like their skin is coming off, and it was so gross and so sad that I wanted to start crying, but then I was like maybe I can be the one that cures this stuff, right? Maybe I—”
Is this what my life has come to? Am I so lacking in masculinity that a stripper who I’m paying to treat me like a man has come to consider me one of her best girlfriends? Is attentive listening the only thing I’m good for? I can’t go on like this, I need something more in my life. I need a woman, someone to be attracted to me. Why is that so impossible? Uglier men than me have girlfriends, how I am so different or so broken that Kitten doesn’t even remember what I’m doing here? Please, please, this is all I have, please, there’s one more song, don’t do this to me, don’t take this away from me, I need this, I don’t have anything and I need this, please, I’m so lonely, please, say something sexual, lie to me, tell me I’m cute, tell me this is hot, bite me, kiss me, touch me, slap me, pinch me, just please don’t take this away from me, please, please, I’m all alone, please.
*
I don’t know what I’m still doing here. I should go home. I’m just afraid if I leave here feeling worse than when I came in, I might have to give up totally. Stay in bed all day, wondering if I’ll still be awake when my work calls to fire me, or when the landlord comes to evict me, or if I’ll have already lapsed into a coma from lack of food or water or movement. I could go for a nice coma right about now. It may not sound like much of a life, but at least if I never do anything, I can’t fail.
I told Kitten I wanted to talk to her. She said she’d come by in a little while, after she “makes the rounds,” which is stripper-code for pay more attention to strangers than she does to me. Not that I’ve ever been more than a glorified stranger, but I’ve gotten accustomed to fooling myself. It’s one of those bad-habits-hard-to-break things.
After about thirty-five minutes, Kitten stops at my table and sits down.
“What’s up?” she says.
“I just wanted to ask you some questions.”
“’Kay.”
“What’s your real name?”
“Veronica.”
“Oh.” That was easy. The plan was to ask her personal questions in a sneaky attempt to hijack a bigger role in her life, but suddenly I don’t want to do that anymore.
“Is that it?” she says.
“Actually, maybe I can get your advice on something.”
She leans in, putting on a serious expression. “What’s going on?”
“Okay, it’s like this, my ex-girlfriend Alison is going to be in town in a couple weeks with her new boyfriend, who’s like this ultra-cool motocross racing guy, and she asked if I wanted to have dinner with the two of them, and I said yes, but I felt really bad about being single and a dweeb and everything, so I told her I would bring a date, only I kinda don’t have a date.”
“Yes?”
“And I kinda never have a date. I’m not that good with women, as I’m sure you’ve come to realize. And I just don’t even know where to start, obviously I can’t have dinner with Alison and her boyfriend alone, I just can’t, I’d be humiliated after all the stuff I told her. So what can I do? Where am I supposed to go to meet girls? I don’t understand any of this stuff.”
“You don’t know any girls you could ask to go?”
“No, nobody.”
“Not even anybody? Like at all?” Her eyebrows go up. “You don’t know anybody.”
“Not really, no.” Jeez, rub it in, why don’t you.
She huffs, looks away. Taps her fingers on the table.
“No ideas?” I say.
She pulls her eyebrows together, nods her head. “I think you should get a cat.”
“Oh, okay. Did you hear any of the stuff I just told you?”
“Alvy, let me explain. Love is like a continuous flowing thing that goes around all of us and our lives all the time. If you want to bring more love into your life, you have to be prepared to give more love back out. By taking a cat into your home, and loving it, and it loving you, the total amount of love in your life will grow and it’ll make you more attractive. Your whole sphere of influence will get bigger and bigger and things will start falling into place.”
“Oh, okay.” I didn’t understand any of that.
“I have like five cats in my apartment right now, and I’m only supposed to have none, so if you wanna swing by I’ll give you one. I think I have a cat that’d be absolutely perfect for you.”
“The perfect cat?”
“Absolutely perfect.”
“Okay, I guess I’ll take your cat. It’d be nice to have the perfect something. I’ve never had a pet before, is it… I don’t know, even-tempered?”
“She’s like the coolest, sweetest cat in the entire world! I know she’ll make you feel a lot better. And don’t forget, Alvy, girls love animals.”
So the New Alvin comes with a cat. That’s one change Alison certainly won’t be expecting. I remember one time I tried to talk her out of getting a fish because I said it wasn’t worth the hassle.
“Okay,” Veronica says, “let me give you my address and you can come by tomorrow. Is like one o’clock cool? I should be awake by then.”
*
In my masturbation sessions, it’s become more and more difficult to lose myself in a fantasy without putting a lot of work into it. When I first hit puberty, I could just think of a girl that was hot and a few minutes later, bam, everything was all right. Then a couple years go by, that’s not good enough anymore; I need a scenario with a beginning, middle, and end, but I could still get away with imagining I had super attraction powers to get things started. Nowadays, I have to figure out a way I could actually meet this girl—if I don’t already know her—the reason why we’re alone, a plausible seduction method, and on and on. It’s a whole pain in the ass.
Alison. We meet up after—no, no, that’s no good. Forget Alison. I don’t want to think of Alison.
Raquel.
I’m front-row at a concert in a big stadium. I want to get her attention, so I climb up on stage and—no, that’s stupid, I’d get tackled, beaten up, and tossed out in two seconds. Instead, I throw a pair of panties on the stage, like I’m an early 80s groupie and she’s David Lee Roth. She notices me. She tells some of her security people to pick me up after the show and take me back to her dressing room. With everybody gone, she uses me for a quick lay, rock star-style, then has me escorted to the parking lot.
Okay. Now I can go to sleep.
Saturday, July 13th, 2002
Veronica’s apartment complex is one-story, split into halves with a walkway between. Spaced around the three-step entryways to each unit are squares of grass with flowers or saplings or small bushes. This is so much nicer than where I live it’s astonishing. It’s like I’ve crossed over from sepia tone Kansas into Technicolor Oz.
At home already I have dry cat food, canned cat food, kitty litter, a litter box, cat play toys, and kitty treats. At first I thought it was a ridiculous amount of stuff to have to buy, but compared to how much you’d need to take care of a person, I guess taking care of cat isn’t that bad.
I keep drumming on myself. I’ve been listening to Alice all morning and bits and pieces of the album are flying around in my head, getting all mixed up and playing out on my stomach. All right, stop drumming. I control me, and I can stop whenever I want.
This is it, unit seven. Right after unit five, across from unit six. Here I am.
Now my feet are it, tapping away, which is much worse because it’s louder and involves bouncing. Now I look stupid. I’ll go back to drumming. Or knocking. I need to knock on Veronica’s door if I expect her to open it. Okay, concentrate, don’t knock any crazy pattern, no shave-and-a-haircut, just three normal knocks, just knock knock knock. Okay, take a breath, let it out, okay, whew.
Knock, knock, knock.
“Just a second!”
Am I supposed to respond? Maybe I—no I won’t, I shouldn’t. It’s too late now anyway, I waited too long. I could’ve but it’s too late. I’ll just wait. I’ll wait a second.
The door opens, and there’s Veronica, wearing an oversized long-sleeve shirt and possibly nothing else. For somewhere between a half-second and five minutes, I stare at the place where bottom of shirt becomes top of thighs, and I’m actually getting aroused, which is so amazingly inappropriate that it could only be me. I squeeze my legs tightly together and pray for lightning.
“Alvy, hey! Good morning.”
“Uh, good morning,” I say. She’s looking at me, she’s waiting for me to say something. What am I supposed to say? Put some pants on before I embarrass the both of us? “So, about that cat.”
“Oh, all right. Sure, I’ll get her, do you want to come in?”
Nothing sexy is happening! Why doesn’t my penis know that? I’m a few seconds away from full arousal; loose-fitting khakis were a bad choice. God, look at those legs, she—no! Don’t look at those legs! Think about—about football or something.
“Alvy?”
“What? Oh, um—no, I better wait out here.”
“Oh, okay. Just give me a second, I’ll get her carrier.”
The moment she goes back inside I sidestep down from the doorway and hide myself behind a bush. Obviously, I can’t stay here. I stomp on my left foot with my right, hoping the pain will distract me enough to go flaccid.
Okay, ow. Now my foot hurts and I have an erection; things are getting worse.
I got it, perfect. I’ll just sit down on her steps with my back to the door. My legs being perpendicular from my waist will obscure any activity down there. Very simple, no fuss no muss.
Veronica comes out holding an off-yellow box with a wire door on one end. I guess there’s a cat inside. She’s whispering something to it. Maybe an apology?
“Okay, here she—oh, are you okay?” Veronica says.
“Yeah, I’m okay, I just—uh, I just—my legs were getting tired so I, you know, decided to sit down for a minute.” I say, looking up over my shoulder. Only now things are worse, because not only do I sound like a polio survivor but from down here I can see under Veronica’s shirt right at her tiny pink panties. I may never stand up again.
“So, what’s its name?” I say.
“What her name was with me isn’t important, Alvy. I want you to name her yourself, it’ll help you bond.”
My next move won’t be easy. I turn on the steps, still sitting, and bring my legs up closer to my chest, so my torso is facing Veronica. I raise my arms up to her and say, “Here, let me have it.” She hands the carrier down to me, and in one motion I take it and stand up all the way, holding the carrier discreetly in front of my waist.
“Do you want a beer or anything?” she says.
“Oh, no thanks,” I say, “I don’t drink.”
“Okay then, I guess I’ll like see you later.” I nod my head, step backwards down the steps. “Are you coming by the club this week?”
“I don’t know,” I say, walking backwards down the pathway, “could be, but I’m not sure.”
“Okay, well, bye.”
I’m almost to the street. “Bye! Thanks for the cat!”
When I get to the corner of the building, I turn around and walk normally to where I parked. Another disaster narrowly averted. Now that it doesn’t have the chance to humiliate me, my erection is already beginning to soften. I put the carrier down on the trunk of my car and peer inside. The cat is completely black from whiskers to tail, and it’s already purring. Cute. Maybe this won’t be so tough after all.
“So, what am I gonna name you?”
*
“Here we are,” I say, opening the door, “welcome to your new home!”
I set the carrier on the floor, crouch down and pop open the grate. “Come on out, Waldo, it’s okay, Felix, come on.” The cat staggers out, looks around. I pick it up and tuck it under my arm. It purrs.
“Do you want the grand tour?” I scratch its head. “Huh, Mr. Bartlett? Huh, Streaky? Do you? Over here is the closet, that’s where I have all my clothes and stuff, and that’s the kitchen, of course, for food and whatnot. And here’s some boxes, those have comics in them, and let’s not forget the bathroom, which is where, Kick, which is where, Hopscotch, which is where your litter box is.
“These are bookcases, that one has books, and that one has books and video games. This is a lamp, pretty self-explanatory. And here’s the futon, sometimes I sit on it and sometimes I sleep on it.
“And there’s the TV, which is our primary source of entertainment. The computer’s right here in the corner, our secondary source of entertainment, and thanks for reminding me, Catzilla, because I better start dialing-up now if I’m going to check my mail before midnight.”
I shake the mouse to bring the computer off standby, open my internet program, and click connect.
“I think that’s pretty much it. Be it ever so humble, right Puma? Are you hungry? Thirsty? I forgot to buy a food dish, but I can give you a couple bowls, I think I still have like twenty left. You wait here, Longshot,” I set it down, “I’ll bring it to you.”
I take two bowls off the stack in the cupboard, fill one with tap water and the other with dry cat food, and put them down outside the kitchen.
“Ding ding ding. Dinner time, Snowball III.” The cat runs over to the food and starts eating, crunching and popping, releasing that distinctive cat food smell into the air. I wonder if my work sells air purifiers.
My computer chimes. Someone’s sending me an instant message!
ItsTime4Tanya23: Hey HEY hey!
TheAlvinator: Hey girly girl, what’re you up to?
ItsTime4Tanya23: Painting my bedroom. Taking a break.
TheAlvinator: Wow, neat. What color?
ItsTime4Tanya23: Grape Ice.
TheAlvinator: Fine, don’t tell me. I’m up to my own cool stuff, anyway. I just got a cat.
ItsTime4Tanya23: What’s his name?
TheAlvinator: I haven’t gotten that far yet. Any suggestions?
ItsTime4Tanya23: Yes. Clean your apartment, don’t be afraid of styling products, and wear clothes with more color in them.
TheAlvinator: For a name for my cat.
ItsTime4Tanya23: Can’t think of anything.
ItsTime4Tanya23: So how was that concert yesterday?
TheAlvinator: Really awesome. I’ve developed an insane crush on the lead singer. If only I 7b0-,b0mc5uhm8exxxxxx4
Jesus Christ! What the hell? The cat jumped onto the keyboard and started hissing, scared the crap out of me. I grab it around the middle and lift it away from the computer, but it scratches my hands so I drop it again.
TheAlvinator: oirdlmxsu
Okay, let’s try this one more time. I grab the cat, roll my chair back a couple inches, and put the cat down on the floor, holding it in place with my ankles. It bites my left shoe, pulls at the laces.
TheAlvinator: BRB
“Listen Purrlock Holmes, if you can’t behave yourself while I’m on the computer, you have to have a time out. Do you understand?” The cat seems to have calmed down, so I pick it back up. “I’m going to put you in the bathroom for a while so you can think about what you’ve done.”
I take it over and release it on the bathmat, giving it a stern but tender look, so it knows I only do these things out of love, then I close the bathroom door.
TheAlvinator: Sorry about that. My cat went a little nuts.
ItsTime4Tanya23: The acorn doesn’t fall far from the you then, I see.
TheAlvinator: Keep up like that and we’ll see where the acorn falls. *shakes fist angrily*
TheAlvinator: So anyway, I have a mad crush on the lead singer of this band Alice. I tried to meet with her after the show to see if I could get something going but no such luck.
ItsTime4Tanya23: That’s a pretty bold move.
TheAlvinator: I’ve been a little bold move-deficient for a while. For the past few days I’ve been trying to spice things up. All I have to show for it so far is a cat and one less pair of slacks.
ItsTime4Tanya23: I’m not even going to ask.
TheAlvinator: Good, ‘cause I wouldn’t tell you.
ItsTime4Tanya23: So are you giving up or are you going to try, try again?
TheAlvinator: The problem is, Tanya my dear, it’s the next day already. The concert’s over. Done. Even if I had a Plan B, which I’m probably too much of a wuss to try, it’s too late.
ItsTime4Tanya23: I see. I had assumed, somewhat foolishly I suppose, that a band that has one concert would eventually have another one. Obviously last night was their big retirement send-off.
TheAlvinator: OBVIOUSLY. Man, some people’s kids today.
ItsTime4Tanya23: LOL Just find out where and when they’re playing next, go there immediately, and do something radical to get noticed. It’s worth a shot anyway. What’s the worst that could happen?
TheAlvinator: She could kill me. Just kill me.
ItsTime4Tanya23: Think about this then, what’s the best that could happen?
TheAlvinator: I see your point.
TheAlvinator: Okay, I’ll do it. But how can I get noticed? And why are you so interested in me going after her? That’ll only make me less available to date you.
ItsTime4Tanya23: I think you answered your own question. And I don’t know, make another bold move. Be crazy. Something no one would expect. Get her attention!
She’s right. I have to go for it. Whatever it takes. Crazy. Bold moves.
And that’s how, a few hours later, I find myself in the Valley at another Alice concert, clutching a pair of panties so tight I can no longer feel my hand.
Saturday, July 13th, 2002
I’m absolutely terrified, I know if I throw these panties something bad is going to happen. The last time I participated in organized sports—also the first time—I was twelve-years-old, the second baseman in a baseball game. I had the ball, and the opposing team—the Little Sharks—had a kid about to make it home. At the time, it seemed quite the distance to throw that ball, so I really pulled back and put my whole self into the play. First, I wrenched my arm out of its socket and fell down. Second, I hit our pitcher in the back of the knee and took him out for the rest of the season. So what I’m trying to say is, I hate sports, and I’m a bad throw.
I took a few practice shots at home before I came down here, and another strike against me is that panties are not as aerodynamic as one might think. They start out all right, but after about ten feet they run out of steam and take a nosedive. I should’ve been more choosy at the store. I already had to buy expensive ones because I told the salesgirl I was shopping for my fiancé, so I could at least have invested in a pair of good throwing panties.
I’m biding my time, waiting for a fast song. I want the crowd to be moving a lot, and the band to be moving a lot, so Raquel will notice the panties but not be able to pinpoint me as the tosser, not yet.
If I can pull this off, it will be the most amazing thing ever. Alison will be like, “So how did you two meet?”
And then Raquel will be like, “He threw panties at me.”
And we’ll all just laugh and laugh and laugh.
How charming. How original.
Ha ha ha ha ha!
I step between a few guys on the back row of the crowd. The further I go, the tighter the people are squeezed together, bobbing their heads, shifting from foot to foot. I pick my spots and keep pushing through, exploiting gaps in the lines until I’m maybe three rows away from the stage.
The band’s performing a rock ‘n roll version of “To Love Somebody.” This is it, the moment of truth. In a perfect world, I’d throw underhand, but this isn’t a perfect world and I don’t have that kind of room. Please Lord, if there is a Lord, let these panties find their mark.
I wind my arm up, take a deep breath, and throw.
If my life were a movie, this would be a slow motion moment. A quick shot of me, eyes wide, biting my lip, my arm frozen in follow through. Then a close-up of the panties flying end over end through the air, whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, until they hit Raquel’s shoulder with a reverberating bass thud. An extreme close-up of my face, almost smiling, mouthing “yes.” Then I turn around to lose myself in the crowd.
Before I’ve gone two inches, I bounce off the chest of this humongous guy, like a ping pong off a bowling ball. I put my hand on his shoulder to see if I can gently nudge him to the side, but I might as well be nudging a building. He looks down at me—and now I’m back in slow motion—puts one hand under my left shoulder and the other on my waist. Suddenly my feet are no longer touching the ground, and I know with alarming certainty he’s about to crush me against his forehead like an empty beer can.
Somebody nearby grabs my legs, and together they lift me completely up and over the crowd. Everybody in range joins in the fun. Soon I’ve got as many hands on me as the rope in a tug of war and I’m not sure I don’t like it.
I’m moving. I can’t see what’s going on. Covered in hands. The feeling of being about to fall comes over me again and again, three times a second—my heart is pounding and I’m going to throw up if I don’t pass out first. I can’t see anything! Rough fingers poking and jabbing as they push me in another direction and another.
I’m crowd surfing. Oh my God I’m crowd surfing! This is the most amazing moment of my life. I’ve been accepted. I’m the center of attention. They—
I’m dumped unceremoniously off the rear edge of the crowd.
I think I sprained my shoulder. Should I woo or yell or something? Probably not a good idea, it wouldn’t sound right. Not much of a wooer.
Back on the stage, Raquel is wearing my panties—well, not my panties but the ones I threw—as a hat. This is perfect. This is ideal. I’m actually trembling. Now I have a kickass entry point for a conversation.
Hi, I threw the panties at you… yes, I’m that big a fan, I’m that interested in you, I’m that unique a person… nice to meet you, I’m the New Alvin.
Perfect.
All of this assuming of course that she’s around after the show and I can get close enough to introduce myself—that she doesn’t just go home, that I don’t get stuck with some other member of the band like yesterday and—uh oh. If the drummer sees me, and how could he not if I’m approaching the band to talk to Raquel, and if he recognizes me, and how could he not after last night, then I am totally and overwhelmingly screwed. I must be the worst planner in the history of planning things. This is a disaster. I’m out before I’m even in. This whole scenario is coming to pieces.
And suddenly, like a bucket of water, this thought drenches my mind:
Throwing guy underwear would’ve made a lot more sense.
*
A half-hour after the concert ended. Raquel’s selling CDs off the side of the stage, but the drummer’s been with her the whole time. I’m watching them from the far side of the club, occasionally glancing away as if I’m just looking around and not really a stalker. Because obviously that’s what I am, a stalker. Anyone watching me would think so.
This is pointless. I should be glad, I’m lucky in a way. At least I didn’t pee myself, or almost get into a fight, or get an inappropriate hard-on, or some other horrible humiliating thing. I sit down at the bar.
“What can I get you?” the bartender asks. She’s beautiful, of course. I’m sure in L.A. bartending résumés all come with headshots.
“Coke, please.”
“Sure thing.” She gets a glass from under the counter, scoops some ice from a big tub, and fills it with cola. Someone sits down next to me.
“Here you go. Four bucks.”
“What a bargain,” I say, smiling weakly. She doesn’t laugh. I get my wallet out and give her a five. “Keep it.”
“Thanks.” She looks at the person next to me. “What can I get you?”
“Heineken,” Raquel says.
“Sure, one sec.”
Oh.
My.
God.
Okay, so now what do I do? Fate has placed her in my proverbial lap, so I have to say something, right? Right, of course. I have to do something. I can’t let her take her beer and go back to selling CDs, I already have a CD. This is my only chance. Goddamn it, say something. I’m a coward, I can’t even—
“Hey, aren’t you the guy who was crowd surfing?”
“Who, me?” I say. “Oh yeah, I was. Heh heh, hang 10. Heh.” More ass-speak. God I’m like a sociopath or something.
“That was pretty cool, man. We’ve never gotten a crowd surf thing going before.”
“Four bucks,” the bartenders says.
Raquel gives her a five.
“So let me ask you something,” Raquel says to me, “right before you hopped up there, did you happen to see a chick throwing a pair of panties?”
“Not exactly.”
“Me neither. I was hoping she’d come up and introduce herself but so far no good. I should just go around and make all the girls here try it on like Cinderella until I find the right one.”
“Could work.”
“It would at least be fun.” She takes a drink, looks out at the room. “Well, have a good one, surfer dude. I’ll see you later.”
She’s leaving. She’s leaving. Say something!
“Wait,” I say.
She stops. Looks at me.
Okay, now say something else. “Well, see, it’s like this, the thing is, you know how were saying a second ago about the panties and the girls and the looking and the whole thing? From a second ago?”
“Right.”
“Well, here’s the thing,” I put my hand out, “nice to meet you, I’m Cinderella.”
“Okay.” She shakes my hand. “So, I don’t get it, you’re like a cross-dresser?”
“What? No, no no, I’m just—I thought it would be a funny way to introduce myself. I just thought you seemed really cool and since you’re in a band then it kind of makes sense—well, obviously it doesn’t make sense, but if you think about it in a nonsensical way, then it kinda does, the whole groupie thing.”
“So basically you were hitting on me.”
“I really like your music.”
“What?” Her expression becomes more incredulous, disgusted, and disappointed with every word that comes out of my ass-face.
“I like your music, I like it a lot. And I wanted to meet you, and I thought that if you met me then… then… then I don’t know what I thought. Listen, I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry about this whole thing. I’m a complete retard. I know I’m not like some hot guy up to your caliber but I just—I don’t know, whatever. I’m sorry.”
“What’s your name?”
“Alvin.”
“What, like the chipmunk?”
“No.” I wish my parents would’ve lived long enough for me to ask them what the hell they were thinking.
“Fine, whatever. Alvin, you say you like our music, have you ever listened to it?”
“Yeah, of course, lots of times.”
“And have you ever noticed that most of the songs are about women?”
“Um, yes.”
“And that didn’t mean anything to you?”
“I thought you were being ironic.”
“Alvin, I’m a lesbian.”
Saturday, July 13th, 2002 – Sunday, July 14th, 2002
There’s this part in Sonic the Hedgehog 3 where Dr. Robotnik shoots firebombs all over the forest, and Sonic is helplessly standing there while everything around him is collapsing and burning to the ground. How I feel is kind of like that. It would make perfect sense if the stool I’m sitting on suddenly collapsed.
“Wow, I am so—I feel like such an idiot,” I say.
Raquel shrugs. “Don’t worry about it, I’ve had guys hit on me before.”
“Trust me, I have plenty of other reasons to feel like an idiot.”
“You mean the panties thing? Nah, it’s funny, man. Most dudes aren’t so creative.”
“No, really, there are a lot of reasons.” I lift my drink up to my mouth but nothing comes out. I lift it up higher, and the ice shifts and a lot of soda comes out all at once, splashing out the sides and spilling onto my shirt. I put the glass down. “Case in point.”
Raquel laughs. “The world needs a clown, Alvin.”
“They probably have seltzer here if you want to spray me with some.”
“Don’t tempt me, I’ll do it.”
The bartender hands me a straw. “Anyway,” I say, “I’m sorry to bother you.”
“What are you so sorry for? Sorry you’re not a chick? Yeah, what the fuck, Alvin, you should’ve been born a woman. How many times is this gonna happen?”
“No I—”
“You need to get alive. You need a shot in the arm with confidence.” She punches me in the shoulder. “Bam! There’s some confidence. Run with it!”
“I might start running if you keep hitting me. I haven’t been beaten up by a girl since fourth grade and I haven’t missed it.”
She waves me off. “Don’t worry, once you’ve learned how, you never forget. It’s like getting pushed off your bike.”
“That never happened to me. I did fall off a log once though.”
“Yeah, me too, that’s when I realized I was a lesbian.”
“Uh, I don’t—oh wait, I get it. Jesus.” My face is hot.
She laughs. “Guys are so easy.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” I say. “Probably it makes more sense being gay. I don’t know how men and women ever get along, it’s like there’s a natural conflict.”
“Of course there’s a conflict!” she says. “Guys are taught from the time they’re kids that what’s between a woman’s legs is a prize to be won from all others, and chicks are taught from the time they’re kids that what’s between their legs is a treasure to be kept from all others. That’s gonna create a little conflict.”
“I was gonna say it’s because women are completely crazy.”
“I’ll drink to that.” She takes a swig of her beer. “I tell you, Alvin, if it wasn’t for how hot they all are I’d give up on ‘em completely.”
“Sounds like you and I have a lot in common.”
“Yeah, except my shirt’s clean.” She laughs.
“Yeah, except for that.” I sip some Coke into my straw, hold it there, point the straw at Raquel, and blow it out.
She lifts her arms up and looks down at the dot-dot-dot across the top of her shirt, her shocked expression containing the hint of a smile. I try to suppress my laughter, but there are still audible sniggers.
“Ah!” she says, “you little shit. You are so gonna pay for that.”
“I can give you a two dollars for the laundromat.”
“Not what I meant.”
The bartender puts down a small glass of bubbly brown liquid, no ice. “On the house.”
“Thank you,” Raquel says, picking it up, “now, Alvin, stand up please.”
“Raquel, I don’t—”
“Ah, ah, ah—stand up please.”
I stand up. “Raquel, there’s no need for reprisal, let me assure you. If you first consider that lovely pair of panties I gave you earlier, then we’re only just now even.”
“Of course, I completely agree.”
“Good, so you—”
She hooks a finger around my waist and pulls, opening a space between my pants and stomach. She pours the entire glass of warm cola down the front of my legs.
“And now,” she says, “I’m one up.”
I sit back down on the stool. “You’d be surprised how often that happens to me.”
She laughs. “You know Alvin, you’re all right, man. You remind me a lot of my best friend from back home.”
“Really? That seems unlikely, but okay. And where’s back home?”
“Sacramento—well, I’m from Connecticut originally but we moved to Sacramento when I was fourteen.”
“Why’d you leave Sacramento?”
“Why else? I had to come down here,” she waves her free hand around to indicate everything, “to win my fame and fortune as a rock superstar.”
“As a native, I can tell you there’s a lot more to L.A. than Hollywood and would-be celebrities. There’s drugs, poverty, museums, gang violence, pollution, our beautiful beaches…”
“Right, of course.” She looks at the ground. The conversation dead ends.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m just thinking about Matt—my friend from back home—I haven’t talked to him in a while. After I moved down here, we started to drift apart. I miss him sometimes, that’s all.” She takes a drink of her beer.
“I’m sorry, I can leave you alone if you want.”
“Why?”
“I don’t want to jog any bad memories.”
Raquel sits up straight, shakes her head like she’s clearing off fruit flies. “Nah, don’t worry about it, man. Whenever I ruin a guy’s pants, I always make it a point after to take him out for cheap Mexican food. I know a place around here that’s open late, you up to it?”
“Sure, I mean, yeah, that’d be great. What about your band?”
“They’d rather get rid of me anyway. They hate when I hang around after a gig, I always score the hottest pussy.”
*
The Mexican place is dimly-lit and inappropriately colorful, all the seat cushions are torn, and only half have been duct-taped back together. A guy in the corner keeps waving his hand above his plate, chasing away some tiny insect. They serve food though and they’re still open, and Raquel’s buying. I get a chicken burrito plate, she gets an enchilada plate. We take a booth in the corner.
“I still can’t believe this is the ‘cool place’ you had to take me to,” I say.
“This is a very cool place!” she says with her mouth full. “The only reason you even got in here is because they saw you were with me.”
“You know the big C by the door doesn’t stand for ‘Cool,’ right? It’s from the health inspector.”
“There’s nothing wrong with a C.”
“There is when it’s not for Cookie. Then it’s not good enough for me.”
She shrugs. “Better than a D.”
“I guess. I’m sure my doctor will love the challenge anyway, when do you think was the last time someone got cholera?”
“Shut up.”
“You know, sometimes striving for authenticity is a bad thing.”
“Shut up! You’re just mad because they don’t serve Chicken McNuggets.”
I can’t believe this is real, I can’t believe it’s me here saying these things to this girl. Me who gets nervous when I have a cute bank teller, me who would rather stay home than have to look for parking—that me. Raquel has made me so comfortable somehow, I’m just reacting to her.
“So how did you get to be in a rock band?” I say.
“I saw these guys playing somewhere back home and they were really bad, and by bad I mean awful. They can play their instruments okay but their songs were stupid and didn’t make any sense and the whole experience was painful. Anyway, I’d just been trying to get over a major break-up, and I had all these tuneless songs about love and loss and deception and shit, and I knew I could sing, so I just approached them after the show. They conferred, decided if they were ever gonna get promoted from shit gigs at ‘the Frog Hut’ they needed a hot chick, and said okay. Blah blah blah, move to L.A., yadda yadda yadda, Mock Turtleneck, etcetera etcetera, and here we are.”
“Wow, that’s a big step, joining a band and leaving home.”
“I needed a big change, had to get away from my family for a while. Sometimes it’s no fun to get approved of all the time, you know? So I changed my name, dyed my hair, joined a rock band. It’s a whole thing.”
“Really? What’s your real name?”
She shakes her head. “No way, I’m not telling.”
“I bet it’s like Mabel or something. Come on, I’ll tell you my real name.”
“You’re bluffing. No one would choose to be named Alvin.”
“Whatever. Eff you.”
Raquel starts laughing hysterically. “Oh my God! Did you just say ‘eff’ instead of ‘fuck?’ That’s hilarious! You know you’re not on TV right now, right? You can say ‘fuck’ if you want. Or is it because,” laughing harder, “because I’m a ‘lady?’ Have to speak politely in front of the ‘ladies,’ do we?”
I sigh, shake my head.
“You can swear in front of this lady, okay Alvin? Like earlier instead of dancing around it, you could’ve just said, ‘Actually, Raquel, the only reason I threw those panties at you is because I wanted to fuck you.’ That kind of language is perfectly acceptable around me, all right?”
I open my mouth but no words come out. She’s floored me, I’m completely floored.
She’s still chuckling. She takes a bite of her food.
“So,” she says, “what about you, what do you do for work?”
“Uh, retail. Small appliances.”
“Do you still live at home? What do your folks do?”
“No I have my own place. My parents both died when I was like ten-years-old.”
“What, at the same time?”
“Yeah, it was a whole drunk driver head-on collision type thing.”
“Fuck, I’m sorry, that must have really messed you up. Did you have to go into foster care?”
“No, my uncle took me in.” I’m sweating under the interrogation lamp. “So, um, do you have another job besides being a rock star?”
“Yeah, I’m a hostess at a restaurant. The guys all have little crap jobs too. We share a two-bedroom, which means I get my own room and they sleep everywhere else, being a chick has its perks. But let me ask you, do you have a girlfriend?”
“Uh, not at the moment.”
“Have you ever had a girlfriend? I mean, no offense, but have you?”
“I had a girlfriend before, in senior year, Alison. Actually, in a roundabout way, she’s the reason I’m here right now.”
“Do tell.”
“A couple days ago she called and asked if I wanted to have dinner with her and her new boyfriend while they’re in town for a competition—he races motorcycles or something—and anyway, one thing led to another and I sort of told her that I would bring my girlfriend to the dinner. And obviously I don’t have a girlfriend, so I’ve been trying to figure out how to get one ASAP, ‘cause they’re gonna be here in two weeks.”
“Okay, I see, I see,” Raquel says, leaning back in the booth and looking at the ceiling. She looks back at me. “And is that where I come in then, potential girlfriend material?”
“Right.” Things are starting to feel bleak.
“Well, sorry I’m a dyke then. Can’t do much for you there.” She looks back at the ceiling.
“Hey, I’m not a girl, you’re not straight, we can’t change who we are.”
“What is it you really want? Are you even interested in a new girlfriend or do you just want to get back with your—uh, what’s her name, Alison?”
“Mostly the second one.”
“What’s so great about this Alison chick anyway?”
“It’s hard to explain. We had one of those kinds of love-hate relationships.”
“You mean there are other kinds of relationships?”
I sigh. “It’s complicated.”
“So why did you guys break up?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know? What do you mean you don’t know?”
“I have my theories. I think she was just using me as like the ‘nice guy’ until she found a ‘cool guy’ to dump me for. That’s the primary theory.”
“Is it a theory or is it what happened? Was she cheating?”
On the one hand, there’s the desire for privacy, on the other, the desire to be understood. How do I sum up the only important thing in my life to a stranger in about a minute?
“Okay, so… okay, let me explain. She was sort of the easiest girl in school for a while—before we were dating, I mean—a real hardcore partier. Then she put on some weight and wasn’t as popular anymore. When we started dating, she had stopped going out all the time, and things were okay for a while. After a few months, she lost the weight she wanted to lose, and she started socializing more without me always being there, and you can probably guess the rest.”
“Well was she cheating or wasn’t she?”
“She dumped me over senior year Spring Break, right after she visited a college campus in San Diego. The guy she’s dating now, when she told me about him last Christmas, she let slip that she’d known him for eight months, and since he’s from San Diego—anyway, I did the math, and X equals she found someone cooler and left me.”
Raquel looks at her plate, pushes around a few blobs of rice with her fork. “Okay, so since she’s clearly a bitch, why do you want to get back with her?”
I shrug. “I love her, isn’t that enough?”
“Not in my experience.”
We sit without talking for a minute. I try to balance the salt shaker on its edge. Raquel tears her napkin into little strips. I have to get up for work in a few hours, I should probably go home, but I’m afraid if I let Raquel out of my sight, I’ll never see her again. This whole thing is such a bizarre scenario, it couldn’t possibly be real, could it?
Raquel slaps her hand down on the table. “Okay, so I won’t go out with you, fuck it, who cares? Who’s next on your list? You got two weeks, right? What’s the plan?”
“I was probably going to give up pretty soon.”
“What the fuck? Why?”
“Because I can’t do it, Raquel! I’d say you don’t know me well enough to understand, but there isn’t anything to know about me. I watch TV, I read comic books, I sit around my closet-sized apartment and play on the computer. I barely have any friends, I’m not interesting, I’m broke, I’m not good-looking, and everything I’ve ever tried at in my entire life has failed. I’m not likable, people don’t like me.”
“I like you. This didn’t fail—this tonight. You set out to meet me and get to know me and here we are, you met me and got to know me. So it turns out I’m not it for you, we can still be friends. And Alison liked you. You’re likable. You just need to get some goddamn confidence, that’s all.”
I flinch and scrunch my eyes.
She laughs. “Not like that! Relax.”
“The reason I don’t have any confidence is because I don’t have anything to be confident about.”
“That’s all in your head, Alvin, wake up already! Fuck! Everyone gets these ideas about themselves from how they were treated in junior high and then go around like that shit is true forever, but it’s not! You don’t have to be the person you were then, you can be anyone you want to be.”
“I don’t know.”
“Listen, I’ve decided something, you’re my new project, okay? As of right now, I’m like—I’m like your dating coach.”
“Or, um, I have an easier idea. Maybe you could go with me to see Alison and just lie and pretend to be my girlfriend, that would work.”
She shakes her head, puts up her hands, as if to say, Stop, don’t come any closer. “Uh-uh, no way, Charlie Brown. I’m gonna teach you how to fish, not just give you one. No, my idea is better, I’m the coach.
I sigh. “All right, fine.”
“That means if I tell you to do something, or to try something, you gotta do it, okay? Whatever I say.”
“I’m listening. You couldn’t possibly do worse with my life than I have. Go ahead, what do I do first?”
“You work in a department store or something, right? You working tomorrow?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay, I’m sure there’s a girl—there’s always a girl—at your work that you’re interested in. I don’t care how good looking she is, I don’t care if you’ve never spoken to her before, there’s a girl at your work you have a crush on. Tomorrow, you will go up to her, you will ask her out, you will—”
“Impossible.”
“You will ask her out! You will tell her there’s a rock concert in Venice, a band called Alice, and you know the lead singer, it’s gonna be a hot time and it’s on Monday. You’re going to ask her to this concert and she will say yes.”
“And if she doesn’t?”
“Talk her into it.”
“How? How do I do that? What should I say?”
“Just be yourself.”
“I don’t think I can do this.”
“You will do this. The coach has spoken.”
Sunday, July 14th, 2002
A half-hour before we open, and I’m making the long trip from the basement—where I work—to the second floor—where Carla does. There are so many dozens of people that work here I know nothing about, even in my own department, it doesn’t make sense that I should know the name of a pretty girl in Men’s Clothing. Even weirder that she knows my name. She always smiles and says hello when she sees me: upstairs, break room, clocking in, clocking out, a smile and a hello.
Her black hair is always in a ponytail. I try to imagine her with her hair down, something I tend to do when I see a ponytail, but it doesn’t look right; it’s awkward, like her hair just isn’t built that way. She has light-brown skin, a round head with a wide smile and an incisive nose—she sort of looks like a sundial.
My fingers are tapping the escalator guardrail, doing the drum solo from “Wipeout.” I wonder if I should still go to the concert after Carla rejects me. What did Raquel say about being myself? She couldn’t have said to do it, that’s a terrible idea.
Carla and some other girl are at the check-out counter to my left, so I make a quick shift and head to the right. There is no way I’m going over there with an audience, especially one I don’t know at all, the two of them would rip me to shreds. But on the other hand, I can’t just leave. It wouldn’t make any sense to come all the way up the escalator just to turn around and go back down again, unless I was simple, and thought it was a ride. But it wouldn’t make any sense to stand around and do nothing until Carla’s friend leaves—if her friend leaves—and then approach her, then it would seem like I was afraid of her friend—which I am. So what am I doing up here? How can I explain my presence? I guess I’m looking for clothes.
I look around where my feet have taken me. Sportswear, clubwear, activewear. It’s like the exact opposite of my closet. Hmm, what about the New Alvin, what would he wear? I look through the sports jerseys, L, L, XL, XXL, XXXL, XL, L, XXL, I think I’m an M. I move over to clubwear.
It’s so obvious, me over here feeling the material of a black shirt with a giant dragon on both sides, they have to know I’m faking. They have to know I came up here for some other reason, and then if I ever do approach Carla it’ll all click into place. My small talk will seem contrived—which it is—and just a ploy to ask her out—also true—and unless by some miracle she thinks I’m cute and hasn’t heard any of the things people say about me, she’ll think I’m creepy and pathetic—another bullseye.
I walk around the far side of a shirt display table with a row of mannequin torsos in the center. Obscured by torsos, I peek through to see what the girls are doing. The way they’re standing, only the friend might be capable of seeing me, so I’m sure she’s already told Carla what I’m up to, meanwhile Carla is motioning with her hands, either to show how big something is—probably her boyfriend’s penis—or how haphazard a situation was or is.
Carla turns around suddenly so I duck—but ducking doesn’t make a lot of sense after the fact, and soon it becomes clear I’ll never be able to stand up again. Why do I have to turn into such a spaz every time I do anything ever? I snatch a shirt from the table I’m crouched behind—seriously a table provides no cover at all, the worst hiding place—and unfold it and shake it around. I stand back up, nice and casual-like, and fold the shirt nonchalantly until it’s ready to go back on the table.
The friend is gone. I do a slow pan from right to left looking for her—this could be a trick. She’s on the other side of the escalators, opening a register in housewares. Carla’s opening her register too. Okay, she’s alone. Okay, go over there.
It’s already too late, I know that. It has to be. How do people walk usually? My arms are swinging too much, so I slow it down, but now they’re not swinging enough. Walking is stupidly impossible, a terrible mode of transportation.
Okay, I’m here now. Okay, say something.
“Hey Carla!”
She’s dealing money into the register, counting under her breath. After about 14,000 years, she finally looks up at me. “Hey Alvin, what’s up?’
I half-shrug. “How are you?”
“Fine, fine.” She starts on the next row of money.
“Man, I almost didn’t want to come in today.”
“Why’s that?”
Another half-shrug. “Feels like it’ll be a slow day.”
“I hope so.”
“That’s all fine for you, but I don’t make any commissions if I don’t have any customers. How about all the customers you get, you send them down to me. Tell them they dress fine but their floors are disgusting.”
She smiles. “All right, but if it works, you have to split the commissions with me.”
“Okay, but if it doesn’t, you split your hourly with me.” I lean against the counter.
“No deal.”
“That’s what I thought.”
She doesn’t say anything.
Still nothing.
Still nothing.
Another seven seconds with no talking and I’m going to literally freak out.
“Your turn,” I say, affably.
“What?” She closes the register and makes a note on a piece of paper.
“Your turn, you know, to speak.”
“Okay.”
Nothing.
Still nothing.
“So what I was thinking,” I say, “is there’s this concert tomorrow night in Venice, this band Alice, and anyway I’m friends with the lead singer and—”
“Tomorrow night?” she says. “No, I can’t, I’m sorry.”
“I didn’t even ask yet, you don’t know what time the concert is yet.”
“Tomorrow I can’t, I’m sorry.” She looks away from me, picks up a crumpled shirt and begins to refold it.
“What about today? What about lunch? You have to eat sometime.” I hope that sounds more jovial than threatening.
“Lunch is fine. I’ll eat lunch with you, Alvin.”
“Great! I know this little sandwich place, mom and pop, real out of the way.”
“Where’s that?”
“About a block from here, Subway. You’re gonna love it.”
She barely smiles. “I’m sure.”
“One o’clock then?”
“Great.”
I got a yes, not for what I originally wanted, but I got a yes. I back away to the escalator, always leave on a high note. “All right Carla, see you in a couple hours!”
“Okay.”
The hard part will be relaxing enough between now and our lunch date so I can help customers and make some income. I know I’m going to obsess over the minutiae of how to act, what to say, what to order, how to eat, and I’ll still get it all wrong.
What do people talk about on dates? Alison was so forthcoming when we met, there were many matters to be discussed and they were all urgent. I was funny when I was with her, I was self-deprecating in a way that’s changed from pleasantly disingenuous to morbidly truthful.
What kind of questions do people ask? I’m terrified I’ll panic and ask her what she does for a living.
*
One o’clock. I’m waiting upstairs to escort Carla to lunch. She steps out of the fitting room hallway and loops a purse around her shoulder.
“Ready to go?” I say.
“I’m ready.”
We get on the escalator, headed down to the main floor to clock out. While walking to the timeclock, I say, “So how’s your morning been so far?”
“Oh my God,” she says, and opens the floodgates.
One customer wanted her to hold his stupid hand just to pick out a tie, which was a complete waste of time anyway because he was so fat that none of the ties were going to look right on him regardless, and what he really needed was a tie that would slap the food out of his hand. And then this woman came in with a stroller and another kid, and she was probably stealing clothes and hiding them in the stroller under the baby, but Carla couldn’t do anything about it because the other kid was giving her the evil eye—seriously, the evil eye—and she felt like as long as they were in the store, she couldn’t even take a step. Worst of all was this pervert who must have tried on three-hundred pairs of shorts and kept asking her which one she thought looked best, like she really cared what some perv looked like in shorts, and anyway he was bald, even though he looked pretty young, so he probably had cancer or something, so that made her feel bad, but not bad enough to let him perv at her all day.
“And don’t even get me started,” she says when we arrive at Subway, on her manager—aka “that bitch”—but considering I hadn’t said anything since asking about her day, I don’t think me getting her started is integral to whether or not she starts. So far my only perforations in her endless unraveling sheet of talking have been nods of agreement, mm’s of understanding, and a few tell-me-about-it’s.
I never imagined the volume of difficulties a clothes-folder endures working for two hours on a Sunday morning.
“What are you going to get?” I say.
“I don’t know,” she says, “you go first.”
I order a meatball sub with lettuce and cheese. She orders hers in Spanish, a flurry of vowel-filled words I don’t understand. I only speak English—which in Los Angeles qualifies me as disabled—though I can mispronounce a few Spanish words relating to vacuum guarantees.
Apparently she ordered a sweet onion chicken teriyaki. I pay for both, and pick out a booth near the soda machine. We each get a soda and sit down.
“So Alvin,” she says, “tell me, what do you do for fun?”
“Not a whole lot, mostly hang out. I like TV, music, reading, going to the movies. I go like every week.”
“Sounds like a lot of movies.” She takes little tiny nips at her sandwich instead of full-blown bites. Do most girls do that? Alison took chomps.
“Yeah, last year I started writing them down, because I couldn’t remember all the ones I’d seen the year before, and so now after a year is over, if I want to I can make a list of like the 10 best movies I saw, or the 10 worst, or the 10 anything really.”
“Why?”
“Um, just to—just to know, I—um, just for fun.” I have meatball sauce all over my hands. They put so much sauce on these sandwiches, it’s like they’re trying to get rid of it. “What about you? What do you do for fun?”
“I spend most of the week taking care of my little brother, but then on the weekend my grandmamma watches him and me and my girlfriend Celia go out dancing. Do you ever go out dancing?”
“I didn’t used to. I went for the first time a few days ago.”
“Oh yeah? And did you have fun?”
I try to smile. “Fun isn’t the word.”
“I know, it’s such a blast. Are you gonna keep going?”
Shrug. “You never know.”
“Okay.” She goes back to eating. After a few bites, she says, “So like what do you like to read?”
“Comic books mostly. My friend works at a comic book store and we both read a lot of comic books. Though I read real books too sometimes.”
“Comic books? Like Spider-Man?”
“Yeah, Spider-Man is cool. Batgirl, Flash, Hulk, New X-Men, mostly superhero stuff. I’m not one of those guys who says if you don’t read black-and-white comics then you’re not a real ‘fan of the genre’ or whatever.”
“My little brother loves Spider-Man, I took him to see that movie so many times.”
“It’s a good movie.” My hands are completely orange, these napkins aren’t working. I may have to live my life like this.
“What about sports?” she says. “Do you play sports?”
“No, not really. Unless pinball is a sport.”
“I don’t think so.”
“It has balls.” I’m drinking a lot of soda, my mouth feels very unclean.
“If playing with balls was all it took to be an athlete, my girlfriend Celia would be in the Olympics.”
My face goes wide, I take a sharp intake of breath—and since I was drinking at the time it was really a sharp intake of soda—drawing the soda not to my stomach but to my lungs and up my nose. A burning, fizzling sensation like wet pop rocks flows through the passages of my face. I’m choking, sputtering, trying to spit it out, sneeze it out, cough it out—soda on the table, and on the seat cushion, and on my clothes—I curl over the side of the booth, facing the floor, hacking still, desperate to decarbonate my respiratory system before my head explodes, making sad “khehh, khehh” noises.
Carla stands up. “Oh my God, Alvin. Are you all right?”
I wave—khehh, khehh—her away, as if to say, I’m fine.
“Are you all right over there, man?” Someone says behind me.
“I’m o—khehh, khehh—I’m o—khehh, yeah… yeah, I’m all right.” I sit up, dazed, blinking, nose hurts, shaking a bit. Take a deep breath—khehh, khehh. Another breath—khehh. Another breath. “I’m fine, everything’s fine.”
“Are you okay?” Carla says. “Do you need me to get someone?”
“No, I—kmhm, no I’m fine. Everything’s fine.” I drink some more soda, to prove there are no hard feelings. Another deep breath. “So.”
“So,” she says. “Do you go to school?”
“No, graduated last year.”
She cocks her head. “What? College already?”
“Oh! Oh, no. No, no, high school. I’m not in college.”
“So what do you do all week? You just come to work and then you go home and read about Spider-Man and watch television?”
My shoulders droop. “The movies, also. I go to the movies.”
“Yeah, the movies are fun, I have to say. My boyfriend and I go to the movies all the time together.”
“Your boyfriend?”
“Yeah, he’s—he’s Mario.”
“Mario. Right.”
“I better get back to work, I don’t need that bitch getting all up on my case for being late too.” She picks up her tray, carries it over to the garbage and empties it. “Thanks for lunch, Alvin.”
“Oh, sure, of course. Wait up a sec.” I grab my last napkin, wipe up some of the soda I spilled on the seat, put the napkin on my tray, and stand up.
Carla pushes the door open and steps out. “I’ll see you back at work.”
“Yeah, okay, see you later!” I say, but she’s already gone, so I sit back down. My head lolls back and I look at the ceiling, but there’s nothing up there for me either. Be myself, Raquel said. Right. Great idea. I slurp up the last tut-tut-tut’s of soda in my now empty cup.
Monday, July 15th, 2002
Venice. I haven’t been looking forward to coming down here. I never believe those stories of people putting hallucinogens in your drink when you’re not looking, but if it were to happen it would happen here. I’m too much of a strait-laced nerd to hang out in Venice, it’s unnatural. And yet, I came down anyway, for Raquel. I really want to see her again, see if she has a Plan B since “be myself” was a crash-and-burn.
By the time I get to the actual concert, it’s almost over. I spent too long back at my apartment lying on the futon, petting the still unnamed cat, asking my body to move, to get up, to give it another try. There’s no time to lose, I said, 13 more days until Alison; can’t waste a Monday night vegging out when I need to be in the world getting something accomplished. But nightmarish visions of what lay ahead haunted my willpower, like anything I tried was already predestined to blow up in my face.
And as I lay there contemplating Carla, Alison, and Raquel, the cat suddenly started scratching me. I pushed it off onto the floor and stood up, more irritated than hurt. The cat started to run around the apartment in a confusing cross-hatch type of way, like that kid in Family Circus.
So in the end, the unwillingness to deal with my crazy cat won over the unwillingness to ever leave my apartment again, and here I am.
After the concert, I waited around until I saw Raquel, and then went over to talk to her. She motioned me to a nearby table. We have to shout to hear each other.
“So where’s your date, son?” she says.
“Probably somewhere in the Mushroom Kingdom,” I say.
“What?”
I tell Raquel the nutshell version of the whole story. Asking Carla out, getting turned down, trying for lunch, my embarrassing real life, her disgust, and finally the sudden existence of a boyfriend. The whole time I’m talking, Raquel is looking at everyone but me.
“Aren’t you going to say anything?” I say.
Raquel turns and looks behind her. “So do you think she made him up just to get rid of you?”
“The thought had crossed my mind.”
She’s looking over my right shoulder. “Uh-huh. Well you have to get back on that horse, you know. Don’t give up.” Now my left shoulder.
“I think I will give up. I don’t know if I can handle any more disaster.”
“Right, right.” Now over my head.
“Especially after Bugs Bunny pulled my shotgun all the way round so I shot myself in the ass. That was the worst.”
“You have to keep plugging away, you know,” she says, then a jolt of recognition. “Alvin, I’ll be right back okay I have to talk to someone real quick.” She gets up and goes off to another part of the bar.
I should’ve just stayed home and locked my cat in the bathroom.
*
A half-hour later, still no Raquel, and the staff is giving me dirty looks for taking up a table and not drinking anything. I better go look for her, try to find out what’s going on, why she’s been acting so strangely.
On tiptoe, I scan the room for her. This is like my fourth time in an environment like this in less than a week, and every person I see looks the same to me. There aren’t any distinguishing features I could use to separate one group of young, outgoing people from another. I’m the only anomaly here. I feel like I’m in a game of one-of-these-things-is-not-like-the-other. One of these things just doesn’t belong.
I see a flash of red hair and head in its direction.
Raquel is laughing, she has a drink in her hand. She puts her other hand playfully on a man’s chest, as if to say, Oh you’re so bad, stop. The man is tall—as in taller than me—handsome—as in handsomer than me—and well-dressed—as in better dressed than me. This is who she was looking for. This is the reason I’ve been sitting by myself for half an hour. This guy.
Right. Right, that’s just—that’s perfect. That just makes sense. Right.
Soon I’m at the door, then outside, then heading towards I don’t know where but away from here.
*
At the water’s edge, my shoes are getting wet. The ocean isn’t the first thing to show me how small a part of this world I am but it’s the most recent. If the universe progressed logically, any moment now I would shrink away until I vanished—poof, nothing left. But, obstinately, I’m still here.
Ever since my mom and dad died, all I’ve been is an inconvenience. A food and clothing bill for my uncle, a B- student for my teachers, a low volume seller for my boss, and another nerd using up perfectly good air for the rest of society. Alison was the only one who ever found a use for me, and when she was done using me she threw me away, and now pretty soon I’ll be an inconvenience for her too. A lovelorn ex-boyfriend trying to get his foot caught in her happiness.
Enough is enough. I’ll let the ocean decide.
I lie down on the sand, parallel to the water, a foot or so from the oncoming tide. If there’s any reason for me, anything I’m supposed to be good for, any destiny I’ve yet to fulfill, then I won’t die right now, and the ocean won’t extend onto the land any further. On the other hand, if I’m just a dust bunny under the bed of the world—never noticed, never bothered with, except on the rare occasion that you’re under there, and it’s a nuisance—as I suspect, then very soon the ocean should rush out, grab hold of me, and take me away.
Now, I wait.
Tuesday, July 16th, 2002
The first thing I’m aware of is a bright red against my eyelids, then a rumbling sound, then a wet breeze across my neck and face. I open my eyes carefully, blinking, adjusting to the sunlight. Everything’s sore. I’m gritty with sand. It takes me a moment to realize I’m alive.
I’m alive.
I get a few handfuls of sand and squeeze them ‘til they poke out between my fingers. The sand’s wet with the morning, squishy but still rough. It feels interesting, not quite like anything I’ve ever felt before.
My watch says 7:14 AM. It’s… Tuesday? Yeah, Tuesday. Okay, I’m not scheduled at work until two this afternoon, good. I’m lightheaded, feel kinda out of it. Guess sleeping on the beach will do that to you. I hope I don’t have any sand crabs in my clothes. And then that question, that irritating question, the one that forced me out here in the first place, comes back around to bother me some more: Now what?
How’s that saying go about taking things one step at a time?
First step: I’m starving. I think I passed an IHOP after I got off the freeway.
*
“How many?”
“Just one, please.”
“Follow me.” The waitress, early 20s, strong-looking, with blonde hair in a ponytail, sleepy eyes, and eyebrows so thin they look they were penciled on, takes a menu and walks away. She puts me at a booth, a big four-seater all to myself. The place is mostly empty.
“Anything to drink?”
“Get me some, uh—some orange juice, like in a… whatchacallit carafe.” I think I deserve it, after my week. I deserve a whole freaking lot of orange juice.
“Sure.” She smiles, showing the gap in her front teeth. “So, what happened to you?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you’re covered with sand for one thing. You look like you slept on the beach, but you’re too clean cut to be homeless and besides, you drove here. So what’s your story?”
And just before I can say something stupid, I get what seems like a legitimately smart idea for the first time this week (maybe my whole life): stop half-assing this New Alvin thing. Either start being a different person or don’t.
I choose to start.
“We had a pretty crazy bonfire on the beach last night, figure I must’ve passed out at some point. When I woke up, it was with a cop’s shoe poking in my side saying to move along. Guess everybody else already took off.”
“Oh, okay, that’s cool. Orange juice, coming right up.”
It’s suddenly clear that the last few years have all been leading up to this moment. The dozens of books, hundreds of movies, thousands of TV shows and comics… I should have an archive of material big enough to be fifty different people. All that useless knowledge, all that wasted time—it can be reclassified: I was studying, I was learning, I was preparing to become a better me.
My chrysalis has split open. But it’s not only that I’m being born again as a new and improved Alvin, I’m being born again as having always been this new and improved Alvin. By controlling my past, I control my future. Eureka, I want to shout, it’s so simple yet so elegant.
My O.J. carafe lands with a clunk. “Do you know what you want to order?”
“Yeah, let me get the breakfast sampler, eggs scrambled, no toast—do you want anything?”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m just saying, there’s pretty much nobody else in here right now, so if you want something, get it for yourself, my treat, and come sit down and have some breakfast. There’s plenty of juice.” I pour myself a glass.
She’s shaking her head. “I don’t know.”
I shrug. “Just an offer.”
“I’ll be back in a few minutes with your food.”
I head to the bathroom. After I pee and wash my hands, I put my whole head in the sink to wash the sand out of my hair. I cup my hand and splash some water against the back of my neck. It takes a forest of paper towels to dry off, but when I’m done, as I’m about to finger comb my hair to its usual eight-year-old-going-to-Church part, I just stop. My hair is crazy, sticking out in all directions, I push it down a bit to take away the finger-in-the-lightsocket look, but leave it messy. Why not?
The waitress sets down a couple plates of food in front of me, then sets down an omelet on the other side. She sits down and starts to eat.
“What’s your name?” she says.
“Alvin,” I say, and reach across the table to shake her hand.
She accepts. “I’m Denise. Alvin, huh? Like the chipmunk?”
“Uh—yeah, that’s right.”
“So,” she says, chewing, “what do you do?”
What does she want to hear? What does Denise’s perfect Alvin do for a living? If this goes anywhere after today, she might find out where I work regardless of what I tell her so I should probably own up. “I work at a department store right now, but I’ve had a few different jobs. Still looking.”
I feel like a line of action figures. Old Alvin, New Alvin, Denise’s Alvin, Viral Suit Protection Alvin, Underwater Action Alvin.
“There is no way you’ve had as many jobs as I have,” she says, “I’ve had more than twenty different jobs in the last five years. They’ve all been crappy jobs like this too. I don’t know, I haven’t felt like I fit in anywhere, you know what I mean?”
“Oh yeah, of course.” I need to take control of the conversation. My biggest problem talking to pretty girls is being at their mercy. “So what’s like your worst job ever horror story?”
“I don’t think I want to tell you my worst ever.” She looks down, hiding a smile. “How about I tell you my most recent?”
“Go for it.”
“I was working at this t-shirt souvenir-type place, and it was just me and the manager, but then she left for lunch, so it was just me. I didn’t know what to do, I was really nervous, and then these guys came in, and while one guy was talking to me, just talking talking talking, the other guys stole like fifteen t-shirts.”
“Wow. Did you get in a lot of trouble?”
“Not really, I only got fired. I felt pretty stupid though.”
“That’s not so stupid. The first time I was left alone at a job, I was working at this fast food place, and I accidentally left the burgers on the, uh—the grill too long, and I destroyed a hundred dollars worth of meat-like patties. And at six bucks an hour, that’s a lot of meat-like patties to have destroyed.”
I’ve never worked in fast food, and I realize too late that no one, especially a teenager, would ever be left in charge of an entire restaurant.
Denise laughs. “That’s pretty bad.”
Maintain control. “So what do you do for fun?”
“I love sports, like I love volleyball, and softball. I’m playing in a softball game on Saturday, actually. I like to rollerblade, especially around Venice, it’s great for people watching and getting some sun and some fresh air.”
“I like sports too,” I say. “I get together whenever I can with some friends from high school to play basketball—at least once a week. And I like… um… hiking, a lot, I like to hike—big hiking fan.”
“Hiking? That’s cool.”
“Big hiker. I like to just get out there and be a part of nature, y’know?” Keep her off guard, change direction. “So do you have any roommates or do you have your own place?”
“You could kind of say I have roommates, I live with my parents—still.” She puts a hand on her face and blushes. “I know, pathetic, right?”
“Are you kidding? Living with your parents is the best! Think of all the money you’re saving on rent. I was gonna ask you out but now I know you’re Little Miss Moneybags I’m thinking you should take me out, show me a good time.”
She laughs. “I don’t have that much money.”
“Let me ask you this now, very important question, what are you doing on Thursday?”
She nods contemptuously at our surroundings. “Working here. Evening shift.”
“Evening shift? How about lunch then? I have the whole day off.”
“Lunch could work.” She wipes her face with a napkin and puts it on her plate, then takes a drink of juice. She stands up, starts stacking the plates. “You’re done, right?”
“Yeah. Definitely.”
“Okay, I’ll be right back with the check.”
“Don’t forget your number.”
“I won’t.” She smiles, and takes the dishes to the kitchen.
I’m shocked at how easy all this was. I’ve lost so much time doing what came naturally and pursuing my own crappy interests, thinking I could never be like the happy, popular people I saw all around me, when all I had to do was simply be one of them—no transition necessary. Be different, live different. Make it happen.
If I have to be somebody else to get Denise to like me for me, then so be it.
*
At my apartment there’s a piece of paper on the door. I pull it off and start to read while my other hand gets out my keys. Okay, wait, stop, I have to start over, I’m getting lost in all these words—why is my door unlocked—wait… thirty days? evicted? How is that possible? They can’t just—
Oh my God. Oh my God, my apartment.
Kitty litter box upended. Shower curtain torn down. My work shoes have scratches in the sides. Toilet paper unraveled and everywhere. The garbage is tipped over and spilled out. All the glasses and cups I had left out by the sink to wash later are broken on the floor. Half the books have been knocked out of the bookcases, pages are clawed out, torn apart. Room smells like cat pee. Huge slits in the futon. Computer keyboard on the floor. Toys on the floor. Everything that was now isn’t. Everything’s been knocked over or clawed. One window is broken; the screen has a cat-sized hole ripped into it.
The cat itself is nowhere to be found.
Tuesday, July 16th, 2002 – Wednesday, July 17th, 2002
I take the stairs to the ground level, carrying my eviction notice tightly in my fist. I knock at the manager’s door. My foot taps with anger, my teeth grind. I’m shivering, I’m determined, I am taking control.
The door opens. The building manager, fifties, short, overweight, dark hair, thick Mexican accent, looks up at me. “Oh no! What do you want?”
I shake the paper at her. “Lupé, what is this all about?”
“It is against these apartment rules for you to have a cat.”
“Okay, fine I get that, but here’s the thing—”
“It is also against these apartment rules for you to destroy your own apartment. Is destroyed!”
“When did you go into my apartment?”
“Today, this morning. Some people they saw you with this cat and they tell me. I say I check it out in few days, but then on this morning, big crash. Pssshhh! So me, I go to check it out, I see for myself, and your apartment, it is destroyed! Destroyed!”
I want to tear my hair out and throw it at her. “I can explain, Lupé.”
“You no get your security deposit back!”
“I don’t want to leave!”
“You go! You go or I call the police on you.”
“Why?” My arms are outstretched to her, pleading. “Why does it have to be like that?”
“Your apartment is destroyed!”
“But I didn’t mean for that to happen, Lupé, and I’m going to get it fixed myself. Out of my own pocket, I’m not asking you to fix it for me, I am going to fix it. And the cat is gone, Lupé, it’s gone! No more cat! Vaminose!”
“You have thirty days, is the law, then you go or I call the police.”
“Lupé, please! Please Lupé! Please, please.”
“Your apartment—”
“I know, I know! ‘Is destroyed!’”
*
There was also a message on my answering machine.
“Alvin! Raquel. Hey sorry I ditched you last night but I had to schmooze this guy someone told me manages a record label—turns out he just manages a Records Express. Not too disappointing because at least I schmoozed him into stocking some of our CDs so what the fuck, right? It’s all good. Anyway call me back, I’ve made plans for you for this weekend. Later player!”
*
The next night, around 9:30 PM. Trevor is helping me move the few boxes of my surviving possessions into my uncle’s apartment, where I’ll be sleeping on the couch for a while. I could’ve stayed in cat pee-ville for 29 more days, but why bother?
I feel like instead of air, I’m surrounded by tar. Opening the flap of a box to take out my shirts is a lumbering, impossible activity. Everything is so heavy.
When I filled Trevor in on the craziness of the last week—except the part where I lied to Denise to spark her interest, figured I’d keep that to myself—he went speechless. He’s been blinking and moving his mouth like a goldfish for a solid minute.
“I figure it’s all over for me now,” I say, “there’s no way Alison or Denise or anybody’s going to think I’m cool while I’m living here. And I was evicted for a wuss reason too—getting an unauthorized cat.”
“Maybe it’s not as bad as you think,” Trevor says.
“You’re right, I’m sure it’s worse.”
“Lots of people still live at home, I still live at home.”
“Trevor, no offense, but I think I’m past the point where your life experience can teach me something, okay?”
“Okay, fine, sorry.”
To save space in the coat closet—where my stuff is going—I’m putting pants on shirt hangers with shirts over or around them. After I moved out last year, my uncle converted my old room into a library/office/study and there was no way I was going to let him change it back—not for me, not after all he’s already had to do for me my whole life.
“Alvin, do—do you need any help?” Uncle Tracy says, stepping into the room. He’s got his pajamas on already. He’s been in the bedroom with his girlfriend, Sandra, who along with the library/office/study is another new addition to the Tracy Thomas household. She’s a yoga teacher, one of my uncle’s clients. Who starts dating their accountant anyway?
“No, Uncle Tracy, I’m fine.”
“So, Trevor, how has—um, what have you been doing lately?” he says.
“Not a whole lot,” Trevor says, “just working. Same old, same old.”
“Any plans for the future?”
“I’m putting together a bunch of spec scripts for comics, but I’m not sure where to go after that. I might try to make one myself if I can find an artist, or I might just send them out to places.”
“Oh wow, that’s, uh—that’s great.”
Sandra comes into the room wearing a bathrobe. “Hey boys.” She’s got long, red hair, very skinny—almost gaunt—large mouth, pointy nose, not completely unattractive.
Nobody responds. She looks at all of us.
“Hi,” Trevor says.
“I’m going to bed,” she says, “I’ve got a class first thing in the morning, but don’t let me stop you guys if you want to hang out a little longer. The listlessness of the aged cannot keep pace with the energies of youth.”
“Thanks, yeah we’ll probably be up for a while,” I say.
“Okay, sounds—why not?” Uncle Tracy says, smiling.
“Nice meeting you, Sandra,” Trevor says.
She smiles, all lips no teeth. “Have a good time then, good night. Tracy, come on, you should get some sleep too.”
“Oh, right, right, of course. Uh, good night guys.”
“Good night,” Trevor and I say simultaneously.
“Yeah,” I say once they’re gone, “this is the perfect launching pad for my new life. This is exactly where I want to be if a girl wants to come home with me. Everything isn’t falling apart at all.”
“I think you’re making a big deal of nothing,” Trevor says.
“Right, nothing. Most of my stuff is destroyed, I’ve been evicted from my apartment, and my only family is impossible to have a normal conversation with. I’ve got 11 days ‘til Alison gets here and, though it seemed impossible, I actually have less going for me now than I did when she called.”
“You know what’ll make you feel better?” Trevor grabs his messenger bag and opens it up. “Buffy the Vampire Slayer, The Complete Second Season on DVD.” He traces little circles in the air with the box. “You want to watch me, you want to waaatch me.”
Thursday, July 18th, 2002 – Friday, July 19th, 2002
I honk to let Denise know I’m here. All these little houses look the same: one story, red shingle roof, little driveway, little patch of lawn. Her front door opens and Denise walks out backwards. She’s yelling something into the house but I can’t make out what. She looks tense, like she’s about to pounce. She slams the door and kicks it a few times. When she turns around though, she’s completely composed, and even smiles at me as she walks across the grass to my car.
“Is everything okay?” I ask.
“Yeah, everything’s fine. I was looking forward to this all day yesterday,” she says. “Where are we going?”
“It’s a surprise.”
On the way, I try to make the conversation all about her. I ask probing questions. How did she get into sports? She tells me about being the only girl on her High School lacrosse team, about track trophies and junior Olympics. What other jobs has she held? She shares more customer service horror stories, worries that she’s boring me. I assure her everything she says is fascinating, memorable, and occasionally hilarious.
“Oh,” I say, “remind me to give you my new number, I had to move out of my apartment. I’m moving in with my uncle.”
“Why? What happened?”
Fair enough. A plausible story where I don’t sound like a tool, hmm. Built on an Indian burial ground. Seized by Homeland Security because the apartment next to mine is a suspected terrorist sleeper cell. Made out of Silly Putty in the 50s to save money on construction costs and now everything’s gone nuts. One whole side of the building simply fell off, nobody knows why, investigations are ongoing.
“Termites. The entire building is infested with termites.”
Are buildings still made of wood? I’m constantly shocked by my ignorance of the simple things in life. I don’t know what my own walls are made of.
“That’s terrible,” she says. “When will you be able to move back?”
“It’s hard to say, maybe never. Right now, one false step can put your foot through the floor, pull a door off the hinges, knock out a wall, real dangerous.”
“But your uncle’s letting you move in?”
“Yeah, he’s a good guy. He raised me after my parents died, y’know. We get along pretty good. What about your family? You haven’t said anything about them.”
She looks away, runs her fingers along the dashboard. “This is a nice car,” she says, “how many miles do you get per gallon?”
First, this is not a nice car. Second, I have no idea how many miles I get per gallon. I can barely remember what side the gas cap is on.
“It depends. It’s hard to know exactly because the gas meter thing is broken, it shows the same whether I’m empty or full. I get gas like every 200 miles to be safe, but I also keep a full gas can in the trunk in case I get stranded.”
“That’s scary. What if we got rear-ended by another car?”
“Um… I guess we’d explode?” Note to self, dispose of full gas can.
For the next few minutes we drive in silence. Before I can ask about past boyfriends, I realize we’ve arrived at our destination: a large park in the Hollywood Hills. I planned this whole thing out this morning; thank God for the internet.
“This is where I used to work before I got my current job,” I say.
“Wow,” she says, “this place is beautiful. What did you do?”
“Sort of general handyman type stuff. Nothing too fancy.”
I get a backpack from the back seat and put it on; in it I packed a picnic lunch, a blanket, some bottles of water, and a thing of band-aids. Leading Denise into the park, I explain the history I made up for it this morning. How a rich industrialist in the late 19th century owned all this land, and how when he died he said in his will he wanted his fortune to be used for its upkeep, so it could be opened as a public park, and everyone could enjoy the area’s beauty for generations.
“That bench over there,” I told Denise, “that was the first thing they had me install when I started here.”
Park Ranger Alvin, complete with backpack and working binoculars.
“Why did you ever want to leave?” she says.
“Same old story, couldn’t afford to pay my rent. I would’ve moved into the park and slept here every night if I could’ve, but that would’ve been against park regulations, and, well, I don’t know if you think it’s stupid, but those regulations, they really meant something to me.”
She puts her hand on my arm. “I don’t think it’s stupid.”
I’m actually getting choked up. “I really miss this place sometimes, and I’m just so lucky I can still come here whenever I want—whenever I have time off from my new job anyway.”
She leans her head against my shoulder, rubs my arm, as if to say, I understand, life isn’t fair.
Denise follows me to a hiking trail that wraps up and around the side of a large hill. We’re almost completely shaded under a thick cover of trees. The pathway is so narrow she has to walk single file behind me.
“Be careful,” I say, “step where I step. Some parts of this path have eroded, it can be a little treacherous.”
I reach behind me to offer my hand. She accepts.
Soon the path takes us higher above the trees. We can feel the full heat of the sun now. At the first plateau we get to, I stop. I take off the backpack, and get out the bottles of water. The plateau is covered in little rocks.
“See all those rocks? There used to be hundreds, maybe thousands more, but hikers have a weird habit of taking one back with them for a souvenir. Still, I’ve seen photos of it from when the park was first open, it was quite a sight.”
“That’s terrible,” she says.
We continue along, now able to walk together. Along the sides of the dirt trail are large, dried-out bushes. It seems to be getting hotter out. I am in disturbingly bad shape, everything hurts.
I stop when we reach another plateau, wide and flat and sparse. Ahead of us, the path gets steep, I don’t think I can make it. I turn around to look back at where we came from, and the panoramic view of the cityscape convinces me this is the perfect place to say I was leading us to all along.
“Here we are,” I say. “Take a look at the city, man that’s something.”
“Wow, you can see everything from here.”
“Just about. It really puts things in perspective, I think.”
“Yeah, it really does.”
She continues to gaze into the distance while I lay out the blanket. I take out the sandwiches, a bag of potato chips, and a carton of coleslaw I got at Ralph’s. I ask Denise to come sit next to me.
“I have tuna, and ham and cheese, which would you like?”
“Umm… tuna!”
We unwrap our sandwiches and start to eat.
“This is really good!” she says.
“Thanks, it’s my own ‘special blend.’”
“Of what?”
“Tuna and mayo.”
She laughs with her mouth full and punches me in the shoulder. I pretend it doesn’t hurt.
While we eat, she tells me I shouldn’t have any bad feelings about working here, I should be happy I had the chance to enjoy it while I did. She’s never had a job she could feel good about, not like this, and it’s better to have something special for a little while than to never have it at all.
We finish eating. I put my arm around her waist and look at her. I’m waiting for the moment when she’s looking back at me expectantly—that’s the way I’ve always seen it done on TV: hero looks at heroine, she looks back expectantly.
“I’m really glad we did this,” I say, “it’s the best afternoon I’ve had in a while.”
“Me too,” she says.
Okay, okay, she’s looking expectantly, this is it. I lean forward and kiss her. I keep it to lips only, I don’t want to scare her off. After about 10 seconds, I pull back. I tilt my head forward until our foreheads touch.
“We better head back if you’re going to get to work on time,” I say.
“I might be willing to risk it.”
Stay strong. Denise’s Alvin isn’t desperate, he’s confident. “Sorry, kiddo. Them’s the breaks.”
She sighs and looks away, then back at me. “Alvin, are you gonna be nice to me?”
“What? Of course, I’m always nice.”
“Promise?”
“Yeah, I promise. I’m nice, don’t worry about it.”
Back in the car on the way to her house, I’m struggling to rein in my enthusiasm. The power I feel, and not just the feeling it but the knowing it’s there, it’s overwhelming. This must be what Popeye feels like after he downs a can of spinach. I want to look at her and smile but I don’t want her to think I’m needy, like I’m too grateful for her company.
“I was wondering,” she says.
“About what?”
“I think I told you I’m in a softball game on Saturday. Well, one of the guys on my team came down with mono I guess, so we’re a man short. So, anyway, I was wondering if—well, do you like softball?”
“Of course, I love softball. I was in JV softball back in Junior High. All State. Starting center fielder.” I hope that made sense, I’m just putting words together.
“Really?” Her eyes widen. “Do you think—I mean, are you available on Saturday to help out? It would mean a lot to me.”
“Sure, I’m off Saturday. Where and when?”
She gets some paper out of her purse and writes down all the details. I pull up the car in front of her house.
“Here we are,” I say.
She leans in, puts the paper in my hand, and gives me a three-second kiss before she pops open the passenger door and steps out.
“Thanks for lunch, Alvin.” She leans forward, poking her head back into the car. “I’ll see you on Saturday, okay?”
“I’ll be there.”
Having read a hundred scenes in X-Men comics where everyone gets together for softball, I’m sure I can pick up the game no problem. Not to mention my 40 or so minutes experience as a second baseman back in the day. Hit the ball with the bat, run around the diamond as fast as you can, then on your other turn, try to stop your opponent from doing the same. Piece of cake.
*
In light of my overwhelming success with Denise yesterday, I’ve been walking on air all morning at work. Tonight I’m hanging out with Raquel, tomorrow I’ve got softball, and after that, if everything goes well, I’ll be asking Denise to be my date to Teddy’s motorcycle thing.
I’m leaning against the sewing machine wall watching one of the TV department’s displays. They’ve been cycling Batman & Robin, one of the worst movies ever made, for like two weeks now. I honestly think everyone involved in its production should be banned from the industry.
Something—sixth sense, fate, coincidence, whatever—makes me turn my head to look behind me. Veronica, beautiful as ever in jeans and a purple tank top, is coming down the escalator.
My first instinct is to hide, which is ridiculous, I know. Besides, she already saw me. She’s marching my way, not smiling at all, and despite how great it would be in front of all my jerk coworkers, I don’t think she’s going to give me a hug and squeal my name.
“Hey Veronica!” I say. “What’s up?”
She folds her arms. She takes a few breaths but doesn’t say anything. I think she’s trembling a little.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” I say.
“Where is my cat?”
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“What are you talking about?”
Her eyes search mine like they’re trying to find Waldo. I look back into hers—in an innocent way not at all challenging—but I can only keep it up for a few moments then I have to look away, and how it feels is like I just lost an arm wrestling match: a mixture of pain, embarrassment, and relief.
“The cat’s at my apartment, same place it’s been since you gave it to me.”
“Are you sure?”
“Am I sure?” Is this a test? Did the cat run home to her place or something? “Of course I’m sure. I think I would know where my own cat is, don’t you?”
“I hope so.”
“What’s going on anyway? Why do you think something’s wrong?”
“I can’t say. I just do.” She looks away from me, rubs her elbows like she’s cold.
Keep it together, Alvin. “Did you have a bad dream?”
She doesn’t respond. She doesn’t even seem angry, more worried. Her eyes are shiny like they’re under a layer of water.
“Look, I’m sorry if something freaked you out, but the cat is fine, I’m fine, and everything’s fine. We’re all fine, all right?”
She looks down, drops one of her arms. She purses her lips together, and lets a long breath out through her nose. “Okay.”
“Okay then. So, I better get back to work.”
“Okay.”
“Maybe I’ll see you later.”
“Maybe.” She turns and drifts back to the escalators.
Wow, that was freaky and awkward. I feel like someone just grabbed my nervous system and shook it. I should probably stay away from her for a while; she must’ve known I was lying, the same way she knew there was a problem in the first place. Maybe girls can uncover lies instinctively.
God, I hope not.
*
“It’s cute that you think I’ll do this, but it’s not happening.”
“Come on,” Raquel says, “don’t be such a killjoy!”
Karaoke. She must be out of her mind if she thinks I’m singing in front of a bunch of strangers. We’re standing right within the entrance; there’s no point in going further inside, it’ll only encourage her.
“All I’m asking is you sing one song,” she says, “just one song!”
“One song is one too many.”
“Let’s at least get a table.”
I cross my arms. I am a rock—no, a mountain. Better, I’m an immovable object. My legs are iron bars, my feet are 1,000-lb weights. My message is clear: there will be no karaoke tonight.
“Listen,” Raquel says, “do you want me to pick you up and carry you? Because I will. Is that what you want, in front of all these people, me, a girl, to pick you, a guy, up and carry you to a table?”
I laugh and shake my head. “You couldn’t pick me up and carry me.”
She puts her arms around my chest and lifts me a few inches off the ground.
“Okay!” I say. “Okay, stop!” She puts me down. “Stop, just stop, let’s get a table.”
Immovable object, meet unstoppable force. Oh, unstoppable force, how do you—whaaaaa!
Raquel chooses a table almost dead center in the room, as if I didn’t feel claustrophobic enough just being here. The waitress comes straight over. Raquel gets a beer, I get a coke. She asks Raquel for ID, then leaves to get our drinks.
“The waitress is hot, what about her?” Raquel says. “Could you see yourself standing next to her?”
“Maybe if we were both in line at an ATM,” I say. “So how old are you?”
“Twenty-two. What about you, when are you turning twenty-one?”
“Next month.”
“Wow, coming up fast. And what better way to celebrate being on the verge of adulthood than singing a song about it?”
“Not doing that, that would be better.”
She rolls her eyes. “Alvin, let me explain something to you.”
“Okay.”
“What this is, is a learning experience for you, okay? You have to be able to do things you might not be good at, take chances, act naturally in front of strangers. You need to know that the worst that could happen isn’t really that bad. So what, you can’t sing, nobody can sing, it’s not—”
“You can sing.”
“Okay, I can sing, but most people cannot sing. It’s not about singing, it’s about having fun, being stupid, hanging out with friends. What are you so afraid of?”
“Is that a rhetorical question?”
“It was, but I changed my mind. Answer the question.”
“I don’t want to be humiliated.”
“Let’s say you fuck it up, and then what? Time passes, nobody gives a shit, and we all move on. If maybe a few people think you suck, they’ll have forgotten about it a few seconds later. Do you think someone’s gonna carry the memory of you the bad singer around for the rest of their lives? Do you think you’re gonna be infamous in the minds of a bunch of strangers forever for one night of shitty karaoke?”
Yes.
“No,” I say, “no, of course not. It’s just—it’s easy for you not to care what anybody thinks, everybody likes you.”
She snorts. “Not everybody.”
“What do you mean?”
The waitress returns with our drinks. Raquel pays her, then excuses herself to the bathroom. She warns I’ll get “a serious talking-to” when she gets back.
There’s this tightness in my chest, like a premonition or maybe just a hunch, as if there’s a marching band of naked women coming down the street but I’m looking the other way at a squirrel or something.
I spent my whole life trying to be invisible, first to avoid bullies, then to avoid talking to people about my parents, then soon to avoid everything altogether. To step out into the light now, it feels so unnatural, like it would to a vampire. I guess the question I need to ask is, would it be unnatural for Teddy or Alison?
Raquel arrives back at the table.
“Anyway,” she says, “as I was saying, it’s about fun. It’s about going up on a stage and singing a song and being a part of it. You don’t know what a song’s really about until you’ve been a part of it, right there in the middle of the music and everything, helping to create it, letting go and having a good time—for once. And if they don’t like you, so what? Who cares? Fuck ‘em. Fuck the world if it doesn’t like you, Alvin.”
“I don’t know.”
“Let me do the knowing for you. This is important, don’t let it pass by.”
“Fine, I—no, I mean, maybe. Maybe. What would I sing?”
“Anything, whatever you want. And I heard you say ‘fine,’ no takebacks.”
“Raquel, come on I—”
“No takebacks! And you better pick a song quick, ‘cause it’s your turn in like two more songs.”
“What?”
“I just put your name on the registry. Song TBA. So get a move on.”
I feel like someone just shook up the Etch-a-Sketch of my mind. I can no longer remember ever having heard a song in my life, and couldn’t name one if there was a gun to my head.
“Well? What’s your pleasure? Tick tock, tick tock.”
“There’s nothing. I can’t think of anything.”
“You’re not even trying.”
“I am trying! There’s nothing. I’m a complete blank. If you looked in my ear right now you’d see a This Space for Rent sign like in cartoons.”
“Fine, what if I went up there with you? We could duet.”
Oh thank God, she’s placating me. “That might be okay.”
“Do you know ‘Paradise by the Dashboard Light’?”
“Yeah.”
“Tell you what, I’ll even let you do the boy part. Okay, hold up, I gotta go mark us down.” She stands and heads over to the bar.
If I was with it, or had my stuff together in any way, I’m sure this wouldn’t be such a big deal, but I’m not, and it is. I’m all shaky, like I’m sitting on a washing machine. All right, stay focused, I’m doing this for Alison, and no one or nothing else.
Soon, our turn is announced.
Raquel takes my hand and leads me up to the stage. I feel like that part in movies where someone yells, Whatever you do, don’t look down! but of course I can’t help it. Most of the audience consists of small groups talking amongst themselves, glancing up at us only occasionally, but a few here and there are staring in rapt attention. I hope no one brought any rotten fruit or vegetables.
The music starts. Raquel pulls a microphone off one of the stands and hands it to me, then places her hand on my head and turns me towards a monitor.
Part One. I have to start. I’m supposed to be a predator, a teenage boy alone in the car with a beautiful teenage girl, looking to take advantage, but those are just my words. If you listen to my voice, you can hear the real story: I’m freaking terrified. I can’t even sing, I’m just cold reading. My vision is fuzzy around the edges.
Raquel’s not messing around. She is singing, like really singing. If I could focus on anything besides not passing out, I’m sure I’d see a few sets of eyes in the audience pop open when they hear how good she is—especially right after me.
I mess up my next verse by laughing. Raquel gyrates into my hips, doing her best hip-hop video girl impression. It’s all I can do to get the words out.
The Radio Broadcast, where an announcer describing a baseball game as a metaphor for sex. Raquel tackles me off my feet, our microphones hit the floor with a boom. She pulls the bottom of my shirt up and wraps it over my head so she can blow on my stomach, fwwpp-pp-pp-pp-pp. I laugh so hard I fold in half. I can’t even retaliate because she’s a girl and is covered with forbidden zones. I manage to get my shirt back down but then she flips us over so I’m top of her, only that’s not a position I’m used to so I don’t do anything, so she flips us over again. And then there’s some more attacking of me and I’m not sure how but I wind up face down on the floor with her straddling my back, bouncing up and down like a cowgirl. Meanwhile, the radio broadcast implies I’m the one doing this to her.
The audience hoots and hollers, but as sexual as this all must look, it feels more like she’s beating the crap out of me.
With the radio broadcast about to end, Raquel takes her mic and stands up, dragging me with her. I’m a little wobbly, but soon I can stand without her help. Then she shoves me back down on my ass. Stop!
She demands that, before any penetration may take place, I promise to marry her, love her always, etc.
What’s it going to be? she asks.
Part Two. I scramble for my mic barely in time for the next verse, in which I request I be given the night to think it over, assuring her I’ll have an answer bright and early tomorrow morning. I get up on my knees, Raquel folds her arms and refuses to look at me. I’m begging. She taps her foot and shakes her head.
We go back and forth like this for a while. Her demanding, me putting off. After a few volleys, there’s a rapid exchange, intermingling line for line, until we’re both screaming. Of course, as it’s been with men and women since we crawled out of the ocean a million years ago, she wins.
Part Three. Desperate for her to shut up and spread already, I cross my fingers and promise to love her until the literal end of time. Fast forward a few years, and, since I can’t stand being around her anymore and I’m too proud to go back on my word, the only thing left for me to do is pray for the end of time to actually occur, because the thought of a forever with her makes death seem like a sweet release.
For the last line, Raquel puts her mic away and shares mine, cheek-to-cheek. We repeat the final coda together until fade out. Bittersweet memories. Paradise by the Dashboard Light. More a musical than a song, really.
We get a decent amount of applause. Raquel bows, so I bow too.
Rock Star Alvin, groupies sold separately.
We climb down off the stage. “So was that incredible or was it incredible?” Raquel says.
“It was a little incredible.”
“Why don’t you go back to our table and soak in your new coolness for a few minutes? There’s someone here I gotta say hello to, all that networking bullshit.”
“Oh, okay. Sure. Take your time.” She’s ditching me again, I can’t believe it. At least now I know what to expect. I’m pretty frazzled anyway so maybe a few minutes—or hours—to myself is for the best.
I wish Raquel would go with me to see Alison and Teddy; she’s a lot more impressive than Denise. Raquel’s amazing, it’s like she knows exactly what she wants and isn’t afraid to go after it, which sounds simple enough but for me is impossible.
Denise, on the other hand, blends into the background a little more. She’s pretty and everything, and okay to be around, but she’s hardly Alison. Still, beggars can’t be choosers. She’s almost my girlfriend already, so the least I can do is stick with her until I get Alison back.
“Hey, you guys were pretty cool up there,” some girl says.
“Uh, thanks.”
She has stringy, shoulder-length hair, blue with prominent blonde roots. She’s shorter than Denise, with a broader, smoother-looking face, punctuated by a nose stud. “So, hey, is anyone sitting here?”
Raquel would want me to say no. “No, go ahead.”
“Thanks,” she says, sitting down, “my name’s Windy, what’s yours?”
“Alvin. Nice to meet you, Wendy.”
“No, Windy, with an ‘i.’”
“Oh, Wendi, okay.”
“No, it’s Windy, as in,” she puckers her lips and blows a napkin across the table.
“I get it, I get it. Very cool. So, you here to sing some karaoke? Or did you already?”
“Not yet,” she says, looking around, “a friend of mind asked me to come down, but I don’t seen her right now. We didn’t make any solid plans for the night.”
“Oh, okay.” I drum my fingers against the table, a riff from Part One of Paradise. “So, do you always approach strange men in karaoke bars?”
“Only the cute ones.”
Wow, this girl’s a firecracker! I wonder what Alison would think of her.
“So Alvin, tell me about yourself. What do you do for a living?”
Hmm, let me think. “Well, I just got a job at a department store in Hollywood. It’s not the best, but, uh… it was the first place I could get after I got back. I’d taken off six months to follow Phish on tour.”
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“No, I totally agree,” I say, “I mean, none of these cows ever did anything to me, so what, I should enable their murders and eat their corpses? I don’t think so. I don’t even own anything leather.”
“Exactly, that’s exactly it,” Windy says. “This is bizarre. It’s like we see eye to eye on everything.”
Yeah, imagine that.
I have no idea what happened to Raquel, it’s been almost an hour. Maybe she saw I was talking to a cute girl and wanted to give me some space, or maybe she just found somebody more important to talk to, like last time.
“Speaking of animals,” she says. “Do you have any pets?”
“No, no pets, what about you?”
“I have a parakeet named Seth, he is absolutely the smartest most wonderful bird you’ll ever meet. I guarantee you, he will blow your mind. He’s like a person.”
“You don’t have to convince me, his reputation precedes him. I’ve been hearing about how smart and wonderful your parakeet is for a while now, ever since I read the interview he did in the New Yorker, in their ‘Smart Wonderful Birds’ issue last May.”
“In their what?”
“Oh I’m just kidding.” Okay, stay on track, forget my sense of humor, nobody understands it anyway, shift the focus back into nature-worship, she seemed to love that. “I have a lot of plants though, I love plants. I’ve got this crazy huge fern.”
“One day I want to get a house with a huge backyard, and I’ll build my own little greenhouse, and grow tomatoes and flowers and herbs and everything. It’s probably never gonna happen though.”
“Oh, well, I can tell you if it will or not.”
She narrows her eyes and smirks. “What are you talking about?”
“Here,” I half-stand up, lift my chair beneath me, and crabwalk around the table until I’m next to her, “give me your hand, I’m sort of an amateur palm reader.”
She chuckles. “No you’re not.”
“Give it to me and I’ll show you.”
She eyes me suspiciously, like I’m about to pull a bouquet of roses from my sleeve and she doesn’t want to be caught off guard. She gives me her hand.
“Now your life line is here, which is the one line almost everyone knows about, and yours extends all the way around and stops here, around 75. And it looks like your heart line, over here, matches up nicely with your life line, so I can guarantee you’ll live to be at least 70.
“Look at the lumps below your fingers. See the way the middle finger’s lump is almost under the ring finger? That lump represents destiny, and its leaning towards art over here, so that means you’re artistic, but it’s leaning in kind of a sad way, so while you’re artistic, sometimes, um—your art makes you sad.
“Anyway, but then when you look at the lump that’s directly under your ring finger, it’s sort of triangley, which means you’re really talented and capable.” I think it’s time to wrap this up, she’s not buying it. “So okay, if we take a step back, look at the big picture, your overall hand is a, uh—Mercury-type hand, which means you’ll start being real successful business-wise in a few years, and coupled with everything else I showed you, the success will probably involve art, and you’ll enjoy that success for quite some time.”
Mystic Guru Alvin, with genuine imitation crystal ball.
Windy takes her hand back and places it in her lap. She looks at me, not smiling. Doesn’t say anything.
“So there you go,” I say.
Cut to her still not saying anything. Cut back to me starting to get worried.
“What are you really trying to say?” she says.
“What am I really trying to say?” That’s a good question. “Do you want to go out with me sometime?”
She considers it for a few seconds, then nods. “All right, how about lunch tomorrow?”
Tomorrow’s my softball game with Denise, I should still go to that; I don’t want to burn any bridges in case Windy turns out to be insane or something. “Actually I’m volunteering for Habitat for Humanity all day tomorrow, but we could do something later, like tomorrow night.”
“I’ve got my meditation group tomorrow night.”
“Oh, okay. Hmm.”
“Why don’t you come to the group? You can meditate with us and we can go out after. Have you ever meditated before?”
“Of course, yeah, I’m huge into meditating. I get so calm it’ll make everyone else seem pissed off.”
“Let me give you my address.” She grabs her purse, a huge multi-colored bag that looks like it was woven from rope, and digs through it. From the clonks and clanks, I get the impression it’s overloaded with junk. Finally, she pulls out a pen and a piece of scrap paper and starts writing. “Do you need directions?”
“Nah, don’t worry, I’ll Mapquest it.”
“Just show up a few minutes to eight so you can meet everybody. There’s no better way to get to know someone than to meditate with them, right?”
“Are you kidding? I almost had that printed on a t-shirt, I believe it so much.”
She rolls her eyes. “Shut up, you did not. Look, I gotta go, Alvin, if my friend’s not here by now I should probably go look for her. See you tomorrow night, okay?”
“Okay, see you then, good luck.”
“Thanks.” She takes her purse and stands up, looks around, then heads to the bar.
Wow.
As long as I live, I don’t think I’ll ever know a better feeling than the one you get from having two girlfriends. Bigamy makes more sense than monogamy, it really does; I can’t imagine why something so natural and obvious would be illegal or thought immoral. I think the only thing better than bigamy would be trigamy, and the only thing better than trigamy would be quadrigamy, and the only thing better than that—
Raquel comes back to our table. “Hey, sorry I took so long, hope you didn’t get too bored. I saw this writer for the L.A. Weekly I know so I figured I should try to drum up some good press, you know?”
“No, not too bored. In fact, I met someone, a girl. And in fact, I have a date with her tomorrow. And in fact, not just a date with her tomorrow, but two—” on second thought, maybe I should keep my –igamy theory quiet for now “—uh, thank you for it. If you hadn’t made me sing karaoke, none of it would’ve happened.”
“All right, Alvin!” Raquel says. “Holy shit, man. I am so proud of you. What’s she like? Is she hot?”
“She’s very cool. Very hot.”
“Does she have a sister for me?”
“Uh, I don’t know. Probably not a gay sister.”
“Fuck that, I’m a team-turner.”
*
Outside the door to my uncle’s apartment, I can hear yelling. It sounds like Sandra. After every few yells from her there’s a murmuring sound, which must be my uncle. I stop with the key in my hand. If I go in, they’ll probably stop arguing, but the argument will still exist, and will fester until the next time they’re alone, and whether they mean to or not, they’ll resent me for interrupting them. I’ll wait here a bit, see if things calm down.
I sit on the ground and rest my head against the door. Her I can hear fine, but him I can barely understand.
“—not the point! The point is you promised me something, and you’ve been promising it to me for a long time. He’s a grown man, Tracy, he’s—”
“He’s only twenty.”
“The last time I checked eighteen was considered adulthood.”
“So I guess I should throw him out on the street.”
“Great, so now I’m superbitch, and I go around tossing orphans out on the street to starve, thanks a lot Tracy. It’s nice to find out what you really think of me before it’s too late.”
“You know I don’t mean—”
“He’s living here rent free, you haven’t set any deadline for him to move out—I think you want him here. I think you want your swinging bachelor pad back from when he was in high school, that’s what I think.”
“I never had any ‘swinging pad.’ He needs me right now, he’s—”
“What about what I need? My needs don’t even register with you? You can’t give him a fucking—a fucking Get Out of Responsibility Free Card, okay? You think that’s helping him, making him dependent on you? That’s not helping him.”
“Fine, you’re right. You’re—you’re right. I’ll talk to him tomorrow, okay?”
“Good, you need to.”
“I will, I will.”
The door is hard against the back of my head. There’s a dull ache between my shoulder blades, the sum of a lifetime of bad posture and looking down at my feet. My uncle has always been good to me, done more for me than any uncle for any nephew I’ve ever heard of, even gave up a decade of his own life to raise me. And this is how I repay him: showing up suddenly on his doorstep, driving a wedge between him and Sandra.
He doesn’t need to be in there defending me to his girlfriend; he shouldn’t have to choose between us. He deserves happiness. He deserves Sandra. The ocean didn’t spare my life so I could ruin his. Something’s gotta change.
I’m going to make finding an apartment my number one priority.
Right after I win Alison back.
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There’s not a cloud in the sky. The sunlight, unfiltered, washes out the natural colors of the park, making everything a bright, yellowy version of itself. I can’t get my vision to focus. The smell of the recently cut grass is everywhere, and clearly overrated. Wearing the casual baseball jersey I bought at Target this morning, a pair of jeans and some sneakers, I walk unsteadily towards the field.
Major League Alvin, with baseball-throwing action.
I have to squint to see through the glare coming off the fence. I can barely make out the confused expressions of the players on the other side, expressions that say, Who’s this guy that thinks he can just show up and play with us?
From just behind me to my right, Denise jumps on me like she thinks I brought her a present. She’s wearing a jersey and shorts. Her legs are tan and muscular, she could crush me like Xenia Onatopp from Goldeneye.
“I’m so glad you came,” she says. “Okay, let me fill you in on what’s going on.”
“Okay.”
“Our team—yay!—are all people who work at this place, Records Express, and the other team—boo!—are people who work at The Barking Garage, this pet store. Only you and me,” her voice falls to a whisper, “we don’t work at Records Express, we’re ringers. So if anyone asks, you work at Records Express, got it?”
I squirm and shake my head. “I don’t know, I’m not a very good liar.”
“Come on, pleeeease!’ She clasps her hands together in a beg, looking up at me with fluttering eyelashes. I know this is only the third time we’ve gotten together, but I’ve never seen Denise so excited.
I sigh. “Okay, okay, fine. ‘Are you looking for a particular record, sir?’”
“Perfect! Now we need you for shortstop, have you ever played shortstop before?”
What the hell is a shortstop?
“I usually play—um, second base, but I’m sure I can pick it up, no problem.”
“Yay, you’re a hero. We’re gonna cream them, I know it. I’m first at bat ‘cause I’m playing first base, so I gotta go, and you’re fourth, okay? Oh, and we’re only doing seven innings, and we’re going first. Good luck, okay?” She kisses me on the cheek and runs off.
She just said a lot of numbers—what the hell is a shortstop anyway? There’s a line of guys forming by home base so I guess I better go over there. They left a gap between the second and third guy, I wonder if they were waiting for me long. I didn’t think I was late but maybe I was supposed to be early.
Shortstop, holy crap. I thought all baseball positions described what they were in the name, like Pitcher or Catcher or Left Field, but shortstop, that doesn’t mean anything. Am I supposed to prevent people from stopping short? Or do I want to make sure they stop short? And stop short of what? Stop short of winning? Ideally, wouldn’t we prefer them staying totally away from winning?
I remember a Seinfeld episode where “stopping short” meant slamming on the brakes while driving, then putting your hand on your female passenger’s chest like you were trying to stop her from flying out the windshield, but really you set it all up on purpose to feel her boobs. I’m sure that’s not related to what I’m doing.
Everyone’s shouting words of encouragement to Denise, so I say, “Yeah, come on!” but it sounds hopelessly forced.
Denise hits the ball on her first swing. It zooms across the field, a little to the left, skimming along the ground like a skipping stone shot out of a cannon. She makes it to first base—note to self, go counter-clockwise—before the other team retrieves the ball and throws it to second.
It’s kind of hard to follow but the next two guys are both sent out, while somehow Denise is still playing and has made it to third base. Now it’s my turn. This means if I hit the ball and make it to at least first, Denise will score, and if I don’t, we go to the next turn without any points, and everyone will know it’s my fault.
I grab a bat and head to home plate.
Okay, think. Baseball is a thinking man’s game, right? Or maybe that’s chess. Probably chess. I just have to keep my eye on the ball, just look at it, and keep my eye on it, watch it, see where it goes, follow it there, don’t let it out of my sight for a second. Don’t get distracted. Pay attention! Get serious. Okay, okay I’m ready.
Hunch forward, check. Bat on shoulder and behind head, check. Look of determination, check. Watch the ball. Watch it. Here it comes, it’s coming! I see it! I’m watching it! I’m staring at it!
STRIKE ONE!
I forgot to swing. Okay, no big deal. Forgot to swing. I get two more chances. Okay, knock some dirt off my shoes, check. Get back in position, watch the ball, but not too much, don’t forget to swing.
There’s the ball! I see it! Swing! Swing! It’s not working, the ball’s still coming! Swing again, damn it!
STRIKE TWO!
Okay, swung too early, still another chance. Don’t panic. Lots of plausible reasons for my performance. The sun’s in my eyes, this bat’s not like the one I usually use, the mound’s all uneven, it’s not like the two guys before me did any better—but at least they hit the ball and were caught out afterwards—the catcher smells funny, the umpire is clearly cross-eyed, and besides I—
STRIKE THREE! OUT!
Oh, thank God. I thought that would never end. I think it’s naptime. Jesus. At least it’s over. I need to sit down.
All the people from my team are leaving the bench as I’m walking over. Oh right, now I have to be the “short stop.” Okay, think, think, think. Need a plan. All right, I have an idea.
When no one’s looking, I reach down and pull both of my shoes untied, then I shift into an oh man, my shoes are untied, what gives? pantomime before bending over to tie them again. Very slowly, very deliberately, I tie my shoes; I even mess it up the first time and have to start over again. The reason for all this is to give my teammates the chance to fill their positions, so by the time I’m done, whoever’s missing—me—should leave a fairly clear gap in our defense.
I look up from my shoes and survey the field. No, actually that defense looks pretty tight.
I have to come clean with someone and hope for the best. For this to look natural, it should seem like I’m on the way to my position, odds are my position is somewhere on the field, and the nearest person between me and the field is the third baseman. Added bonus, too far from Denise for her to possibly hear what we’re saying.
He’s a big guy, with slicked back hair and an enormous head. Sloping brow, big chin, looks like a Gunther or a Brock. Can’t imagine him working in a record store either; is anyone here not a ringer?
“Hey, how’re you doing, my name’s Alvin,” I say.
“Ulrich.” Nothing on him moves; doesn’t turn his head, doesn’t change his expression, doesn’t even look at me.
“Good day for a ballgame, huh Ulrich?” His gears struggle to break through the rust and start turning. I don’t have time for this. “Anyway, I’ll get right to the point, I haven’t played baseball in a long time, and I—”
“Heh. Could tell.”
“Yeah, I suck all right,” insert short burst of agreeable laughter, “anyway so I’m supposed to be shortstop, can you by any chance tell me in a few, brief words what exactly a shortstop does?”
“Stand between here and second base. If you catch the ball, throw it to one of the bases to get the guy out.”
I think the “few, brief words” part of my question was unnecessary. “Great, thanks a lot, buddy, I owe you one. Have a good game, all right?”
“Yeah.”
I get the feeling shortstop was made up one day to give some guy the chance to join in when all the real positions were already filled. Whatever, seems easy enough. I take my position midway been second and third, crouch down a little, and look sternly at home plate, daring him to hit the ball this way.
Shouldn’t I have a glove or something? I replace my stern look with one of pleading, as in please do not hit the ball this way. If the ball doesn’t come over here maybe no one will even notice.
Denise is waving to me from first base, saying something I can’t hear. She’s pointing at her glove and looking confused. She’s probably saying, “Where’s your glove, dumbass?”
I motion back to her to forget about it, as if I think the whole idea is silly. Gloves, ha! Who needs ‘em? Little girls and jerks, that’s who.
The first play of the inning doesn’t come anywhere near me. The ball skims slowly along the ground towards first. Denise runs out, grabs the ball, and puts her foot back on the base, sending the batter out.
The second batter gets struck out entirely.
The third guy gets a hit, a grounder straight towards me. The ball bounces twice along the dirt, coming at me like a speeding car. I crouch down on one knee and hold out my hands. Sweat drips into my eyes, the air around me wavers in the heat, the ball is a spinning comet, my eyes won’t focus properly. Can’t give up, don’t have to see it to catch it, what would Daredevil do? I close my eyes and listen. When I hear the rustling of the grass like it’s close enough to touch I reach out my hand to take the ball—OW!! too soon, too soon! Pain shoots up my stubbed fingers, through my hand, my wrist, my arm. I stand up and try to shake it off.
After I open my eyes and look around, it takes a moment to figure out what’s going on: the batter’s running past first and heading towards second, and it’s all my fault. No no no, this can’t happen. I have to get the ball over there somehow, but throwing it won’t work, I still can’t feel my fingers. I look down at the ball, resting by my feet, aim towards second base, and give it my best kick.
My best kick is wide to the right by at least a dozen feet, but ends up delivering the ball right to the batter’s shoulder, diverting his momentum into a rolling crash onto the ground. The second baseman runs for the ball, which is bouncing away slowly, and tags the runner out where he fell.
*
It’s not until the third inning that I have another “at bat.” Our team is up one-nil. Following my relative success at shortstop, I feel like I’m on the verge of being good at a sport for the first time in my life. If I can only hit the stupid ball and make it to first base without getting tagged, then maybe the things I told Denise aren’t just a mask I wear when I’m with her; it can be me, really me, whenever I choose.
Focus. That’s what I’m missing: focus. See the ball, wait for the ball, swing at the ball. Should be simple. It is simple. See, wait, swing. See, wait, swing.
Bat firmly in hand, I lean over home plate, watching the pitcher intently, watching the ball in his hand, the ball I’m going to hit.
This is the moment I’ve been waiting for. This is—hey, weird, I think the pitcher is the same guy I hit when I kicked the ball, I’m pretty sure actually. I should go apologize to him after this inning. I’m not, um—shouldn’t he be throwing the ball underhand? That’s the softball regulation, I don’t know if I—
SMACK!
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/8353 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!