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And I saw a new heaven and a new earth: for the first heaven and the first earth were passed away; and there was no more sea.
Revelation 21:1
CHAPTER 1
It was Valentine’s Day. Elise would be home soon, and I wasn’t done making dinner. I considered myself an amateur chef from all the jobs I’d had in restaurants in nearly every neighborhood of Los Angeles, from East LA to Venice. I’d been fired from most of those jobs for not seeing eye-to-eye with my bosses. I’d still managed to pick up a few skills with a knife, and knew my way around a kitchen.    

Our loft downtown had more open space than most of the restaurants that I worked in. The gas burner stove I used was a relic that Elise and I had found on the side of the street off Santa Fe. The old Sears emblem was rusted, but the pilot clicked. I’d hauled it up to our place with the help of a few homeless guys who had wanted to make extra money. It worked fine. It just needed spit and elbow grease to get it back to a presentable shape. After a few days, I got it to a point where I’d have felt safe eating food cooked on it. There was always the slightest smell of gas, but only when I ran it. I figured there was a small leak in the line. I’d duct-taped most of it up and that had pretty much solved the problem. But it wasn’t a big deal.
The inside of our place felt like a time capsule from the past. The 1990s were a special time in my heart. It was the end of the century, which felt like more than just an end to an era. I still laughed at how everyone had prepared in case the world exploded as the Mayan calendar had predicted, like all the prophets and talking heads on the news had jabbered about for the years leading up to 2000.
I had always been more worried that the end of the ’90s meant an end to grunge rock, marijuana, and flannels. It didn’t go down like that. After people realized the world wasn’t in fact ending, they started to act crazier, like they’d missed the big spectacle. And the good news was that flannels were still in style, so I wasn’t alone. In fact, they just became trendier and more expensive. Even better news was that marijuana became more popularly accepted, too. I kept my Nirvana poster up and had Sub Pop Records drink coasters to reminisce.
I wanted to make this Valentine’s extra-nice for Elise. Even though the world wasn’t going to explode into flames, I hoped. I thought all the predictions had just gotten the year wrong. I was an old-school romantic. Yeah, I know that sounded cheesy. Elise loved that I was into vintage everything and would only buy clothing from secondhand stores. She was way more connected to the modern world. She stayed up on fashion trends, partly because it was her job, but also because she considered herself a tastemaker. I hadn’t even known what that word meant before I’d met Elise. She flipped my whole perspective upside-down. The crazy difference in our opinions just made our conversations more interesting and our curiosity about each other stronger.
I was an anarchist, though without enough of the drive or commitment to really protest the government. I conducted most of my arguments silently and never got motivated enough to take to the streets. I had never listened to my parents and argued with anyone who thought they knew more than me, so pretty much everyone I met for more than a few minutes. If alcohol and any other recreational drugs were involved, forget about it. I would be chastising any opinion that didn’t completely align with my own. I idolized punk music innovators like Johnny Rotten, Iggy Pop, and other grunge rockers like the Melvins that had formed from the shadows in the underbelly of the world. Their revolutionary music fit with my own outlaw mentality. I liked to think being opinionated and revolutionary was part of my charm.
But deep down, underneath the layer of my hardened exterior, I was a sweetheart. I would do anything for the ones that I loved. My center was all soft and gooey, but I kept a layer of studded protection around it. You had to in Los Angeles, or you would get your heart and spirit broken every second. I opened myself up to Elise. I should say she opened me up, and I felt naked.
This was Valentine’s, an overly commercialized holiday, but I decided to make it mean more to Elise. She deserved to feel taken care of, and I really admired her for who she was. She was a true artist. Everything she touched, she made more interesting. Her first present to me had been a vintage jean vest she’d remade with rivets and patches from local punk bands from the LA scene. A Germs patch was sewn over the right-side chest pocket. I could tell she’d cut that out from a T-shirt. It had been the first present I’d ever really liked in my life.
Elise would look at everything and see how she could make it better using her own two hands. She was “crafty,” our friends would say. I think that was one of the first things that made our relationship stick. Yes, she was gorgeous. Her small ski-slope nose, soft pale skin, and bobbed platinum hair clearly pulled me in, too. She would accent her perfectly symmetrical face with red lipstick, which was also my favorite. Her thick hips would pull me in and seduce me from underneath every pair of acid wash jeans. Elise’s whole vibe ran deep into my subconscious desires, being a child raised on MTV music videos and a slew of blondes wearing too much makeup who all imitated the legendary Samantha Fox. She had been the most iconic blonde lead singer during the start of MTV and had ignited a hair trend that was never forgotten in Los Angeles.
Elise was perfect to me, though. She was an evolved, more modern version of Ms. Fox, probably a little too good for me when you got down to it. She didn’t require all the caked-on makeup but used it to accent her style more than purely relying on her natural beauty. Someone with her intelligence and good looks could do anything they wanted in this city.
We had only been together for six months, but we were soulmates. We’d known it the first time we met. We were finishing each other’s sentences and talking about how much we loved artists who really expressed themselves without fear like Chris Burden. We talked about how Burden walked into a gallery in New York and had his friend shoot him in the arm.
“What if he’d missed?” we would laugh.
Elise and I talked about how much more expensive an artist’s work gets after they die and how capitalistic your art really becomes in the afterlife. It was a little twisted, but the conversation fit us.
Yeah, you could say we were born to love each other and bound together as fate would have it. After our first date, we went to a motel situated off the 5 Freeway, a real shithole. But it didn’t matter; we pretended the flow of cars was the sound of the ocean, and we slipped away into our own world. The ecstasy we experienced that night as we had endless amounts of sex was unparalleled. Our bodies predicted each other’s movements. Every orgasm we had made us fall deeper in love with each other.
Within a week, we moved into a loft apartment in the Arts District downtown off of Third and Traction. It was a great spot, you know—old freight elevator, exposed beams, the smell of steel, and polished concrete floors. She’d said she “couldn’t picture life without me.”
And then she would tell me, “Because you love me right. The way I need to be loved.”
Valentine’s was the day to shower your loved one in spoils, as prescribed by the tradition. I’d indulged tradition and made her favorite dinner, halibut with a homemade tomato-and-crushed-almond sauce on top. She loved to eat that sauce by itself, on bread, on anything.
She’d once said, “I could eat cardboard with this on it.”
It was a real sweet thing to say and let me know it didn’t matter what I made; she would always compliment me, because that’s just how kindhearted of a person she was. If she didn’t like something, she would just smile during the whole dinner and take little nibbles here and there. That was the dead giveaway. If she liked it, she was in the clean plate club within a few minutes, finishing her food before I made her a second whisky ginger.
Elise was always seeing the best in everyone, cherishing the inconsequential details of the world, and putting a magnifying glass on them that had a beauty filter built into it. Her world was crystallized in a coat of sugar that no one else could see at first, but she could get you to witness it if you really listened to her vision. And I did. I drank her Kool-Aid. I gulped it down. Shit, I bathed in it.
I hadn’t bought her roses, because she was too unique for that. I’d gotten her these white lilies. They looked almost dyed because the white was so bright, I only found them from this local florist just outside the flower district. They were so soft, so elegant, and had this flowing edge that reminded me of the softness of her pale skin. I hadn’t bought her any presents; I gave her a poem about when we were standing on the First Street Bridge. The place where we’d first said, “I’ll love you forever.” She’d said it over and over again, and we’d kissed so deeply that day. Even now, I could still feel her lips all over my mouth. Her lips were strong, but sensual. We fit together perfectly. Our bodies, our spirits, everything. Our relationship was fucking magnetic; no matter how the world tore us apart, we would be reunited.
There was no real end to it, or at least that was how it felt. Our love was unconditional.
I heard the freight elevator grinding up the brick shaft to our floor. I lit the candles. I held the bottle of her favorite champagne in my hand, ready for her entrance. My heart beat rapidly and the wait for her seemed never ending. I counted the seconds aloud. I used my fingers like I was doing basic arithmetic. I thought if I counted slower on my left hand, adding up the time, it would calm my nerves. It didn’t. I was so eager to please her. It was nice to feel like it was the first time we’d met all over again. I don’t know what made that day feel so different.
She walked in and looked around. She smiled.
“Hi, sweetheart. Happy V Day,” I said softly.
“What is this?” she asked.
“I made you dinner. Got you champagne. The one you love. The orange label.”
“Thanks, Kyle. I mean it, you’re the best.”
Her words weren’t that convincing, but I took the compliment. I could tell something was bothering her. She dropped her bag on the floor and held me close and kissed me with so much passion it almost felt like anger. Her skin was colder. She had goosebumps on her arms; my fingers gripped her tightly.
“The fish!” I was lost in her.
I ran to the oven and took out the food and separate baking pan lined with the red sauce. It wasn’t burnt. “Thank god.” I plated the food. It looked good. I went back over to Elise and she was sitting down on the ground hunched-over.
“I lost my job,” she finally said.
She was defeated. Her green eyes, with amber-colored streaks, had a tendency to completely press the pause button on my own internal world.
“I... I’m sorry.”
I didn’t know how to answer. Elise had always had a good-paying job. She’d been working her way up in the fashion world right out of school. Her parents had money, a lot of it. After her father died from cancer when she was eighteen, her mom made sure she always got what she wanted. She’d gone to the best design school in New York before she moved out here for her job with this insanely well-known luxury hat company.
“It’s all right. I just don’t like to feel, you know, not wanted when I give my all to help other people.”
“Yeah, always so giving. You’re a rare human.”
“I know I am. Heart of gold.”
“Well—you have something else going for you, too.” I looked at her ready to devour her.
“What’s that?” Her mood changed.
She nodded with a dirty smile, and then jumped on top of me. I caught her in the air. I lifted up her thighs and pinned her against the wall. I licked my fingers and slid her panties to the side and played with her. I fingered her and took her thong off, and then we went to the floor. She yanked my shirt over my head and undid my belt and pulled my pants down. The door to our apartment was still open, but I didn’t care if the neighbors watched us.
“I want you inside of me so bad,” she whispered.
She pushed me onto my back and climbed on top of my face. She needed to feel in control of her own pleasure.
I wanted to give her everything she wanted. I licked and sucked on her, until she was ready and slid back down onto me. I pushed my hard cock inside her. She started to ride me, moving back and forth on top of my naked body. Her dress was pulled up around her waist so her thick ass could slap against the insides of my legs. I was so hard. She pulled her top down and squeezed her nipples underneath her lace bra. She turned her head from side to side, her hair snapping around her face. She turned me on so much it hurt.
“Deeper, daddy.” But I slipped out. She grabbed me, jerked me hard a few times and put me back inside of her.
“Oh my god, baby! I fucking craved you,” I said.
This was not the cliché Valentine’s Day lovemaking. Elise wanted to fuck my brains out and release the negative energy from the day’s events. I wasn’t complaining. I watched her focus the energy on her hips and satisfy the ache she had inside. She popped them up and her ass slapped down again hard against my pelvic bone. She started to pant, “Uh-huh, yeah, that’s, uhhhh. Cum with me, daddy.” She didn’t need to say anything more. I was cumming inside of her. In all the times we’d had sex, this was the first time I’d ever cum inside her. It felt incredible, like it was never going to end. I didn’t want her to get off of me. I wanted to live inside her and glue our bodies together with our cum.
Then she fell off back, knocking the bottle of champagne over. The white froth started to bubble out of the end of the bottle and onto the floor. Elise dragged the bottle over and took a long sip, downing it. She rolled over and let the alcohol trickle out from her lips into my mouth. Her lipstick was almost all smeared off. The champagne was cool on my sweaty naked skin.
I got up and shut the door, hearing voices down the hallway. I reached down beside me to pull Elise up, but she pulled me in closer to kiss her lips again. I did, and I held her body against mine for a few minutes before getting up.
“I’ll warm up the fish.”
“OK,” she muttered.
“Let me finish...”
“It’s OK, let’s just eat it right here on the floor.” She knew what I was going to say.
I grabbed the flowers and set them down next to her.
“For me? You didn’t have to. I know you don’t like lame-ass traditions.” She put on a cute accent and blushed.
“Yeah, but I know you kind of do.”
Elise got up and grabbed the flutes and filled them up. She sat back down and set them on the floor, our makeshift dining table on our shag rug. I brought the plates over. The top of her dress was still hanging off, exposing her slightly. Her mascara was smeared down the sides of her face in crescent moon shapes from the tears. Even in this state, she was so beautiful.
“I’ll get another job.” I couldn’t help but say it.
I didn’t want her to have to work, but gigs had been few and far-between recently. I was picking up anything I could.
I pictured coming home after a hard day’s work in a distorted Natural Born Killers kind of way, and seeing Elise wrapped up in our oversized California king bed snuggled up under the covers, candles burning. It was a little more peaceful of a scene than the one Oliver Stone had painted in that deranged love story, but I wanted the same bond, the connection that was so deep in our souls, not even death could pull us away from each other. Our life was less driven by horror, but we would still watch it together in bed and link our hands like a wannabe Mickey and Mallory Knox.
Once we got in that bed, I never wanted to get up. It seemed like all our troubles would fade away. We would lock them out, buried under the covers. It felt so good in there the rest of the world crumbled.
Our bedroom was filled with the aromas of candles, tobacco, vanilla, and sandalwood all swirling in the air. Beneath that overload of smells was the hint of sweat from her body. The thin layer of sweat that absorbed into the sheets from her being there, so cozy, not wanting to move, just diving deep into her immaculate thoughts about the details of the world. Her scent was more of an aphrodisiac than the candle fumes. It intoxicated me and turned me into a savage beast. I was addicted to her.
I would just lie there and watch her eyes. They would flick up and down, taking it all in. I could see her analytical mind picking apart every last detail of the room. She would get up when she had exhausted creating stories for all the inanimate objects. Like the woodcarving she’d picked up from Bali, the mug with old stale coffee stains in it, or each thread of the fake Persian rug and how the strands interlaced to form intricate patterns. She would walk naked over to the window. It was my favorite part about watching her. I could appreciate her entire body, not just sexually, but the silhouette. It was more erotic, the way the light bent through the spaces between her legs and underneath her arms. It was the negative space that was so alluring.
She would stand at the window and curl up on the sill and take one of my American Spirits out of the pack. She didn’t really like smoking except when she was on that windowsill. She would look at the way cars parked outside the building, and she had a story for every person who drove those cars, too. Whether she saw them or not, she would concoct their elaborate fake lives. It would get so in-depth that she would tell me she was worried for them because their husbands were abusing them, or they were having financial troubles and resorting to exploitative things to make money. She was like an invisible saint on that windowsill, looking down on all her people.
Elise wanted to save them. That was a common thing for her to say: “I wish I could help them.” It was always a new person, a new cause, and I swear she would give them our last dollar. It was a great thing. But it would make me feel shitty that I didn’t have the money to help her fulfill her philanthropic dreams.
It was the only time I felt inadequate with Elise. She was a good lover to me. And even if she was a daydreamer, so was I.
I couldn’t remember how many times she’d watched birds flying by that window and said names for each of them. This was her way of being part of the larger cosmological world, and to me, it was so insanely sexy that I would die without knowing what she was thinking about.
“I’m going to get another job.” I repeated and broke the silence of my fantastical daydream. And took a bite of fish.
“No, you don’t have to. We’ll figure it out.”
“I guess.”
But we’d never had to deal with this. She’d had a good-paying job since we’d met.
I thought about all of our bills and rent. The landlord, Pascal, was a real dick. There’s no way he would give us any leniency on rent. He’d inherited the building from his wealthy Italian parents and managed the café downstairs.
It was a cool artsy place that had a blues piano player come every Friday to do a couple jams and make the elitist art dealers and architects feel cultured. Once, we’d even seen Frank Gehry there. His doodles adorned every book on display at the restaurant, an architect student’s wet dream. To me, they looked like scribbles, but hidden in those lines was a masterpiece. I never really liked eating there because even though we were tenants, they rarely gave us a discount on anything, not even the day-old baked goods.
I’d asked once, “Do you have anything freshly baked?” The cashier looked at me funny.
I thought she knew what I was talking about, but still maintained the act as if they were actually decent. “You can try the blueberry scones. You’ll need to buy a coffee, too, though, to choke it down.” She winked at me. I went ahead and shared in the fun about the lack of freshness in their pastries. It hadn’t completely been a joke, because it was true.
I had a good heart. And believed that we were all connected subconsciously, and that we all had a deeper purpose. I just hadn’t found mine.
I knew I had to find something to do for work. Selling weed or putting all of our possessions up for sale wasn’t the answer. All the hustles I had on the side were not enough. I needed a chunk of cash to get us ahead while Elise looked for another job. That could be a long time, with the job market the way it was. She was smart, creative, and an amazingly beautiful person. And you had to go beyond just superficial attractiveness if you wanted to land a job that wasn’t waiting tables, slanging drugs, or climbing up and down a pole at night. Despite all her incredible values, the job market was tough, and we had to prepare that it could take a while before she landed one that fit her true career ambitions.
I never felt fully dedicated to a job or anything other than being in the moment. In the kitchen, you made sure you got the work done with speed and then got paid out nightly, weekly, whatever. Point was that I had been, and was still always, out for me in my jobs. Get in there and do what you gotta do to survive and live good. I didn’t get the whole selfless thing, but Elise was a Capricorn, so she took it to a whole other level, caring about other people’s problems.
For her to lose her job created an even more confusing state of manic depression. Elise could take a tailspin from this. I prayed it didn’t last too long. I didn’t pray to God. I just prayed to a higher power, the universe, I guess.
I knew that right now, the only thing she was thinking about was what she’d do next. How to get that new job? I knew she was already thinking about the other brands she would be interested in working for. She was picturing their company culture, if she could navigate her way to the top, and how long it would take her to run the show.  

We ate in silence for a few minutes. It felt right, the silence, our breathing, and incongruous sips of the remaining champagne, before we hit the hard liquor.
“I can get a real job.” Elise just looked at me with tears in her eyes.
“I’m going to take a shower.” She got up and started toward the bathroom. She stopped midway and walked back over to me.
“Thank you for the beautiful dinner. And the flowers. All perfect.”
“I love you. And I mean it. I’ll find a solid gig. I promise. Until you get back on your feet, you know, in that CEO role you deserve.” I winked and tried to boost her up.
She looked at me in disbelief.
“Bye, daddy.” Elise gave me a small kiss and walked down the hall.
It had been a little while since I’d gotten work in a kitchen, but I meant what I’d said. I would be willing to get a real job. I just wasn’t sure what. I’d had solid success selling marijuana for the last few years, and occasionally a little cocaine at the local bars and to the servers at the restaurants I worked in. It paid my share of the bills.
I picked up the plates and shoved the leftovers in my mouth. I washed it down with the remaining dribbles of champagne. It wasn’t enough moisture to offset the fish. I looked at the kitchen counter where we kept our makeshift bar. The half-empty bottle of Johnnie Walker Red had my name on it. I picked it up and unscrewed the gold plastic cap. I was surprised to find the safe pour insert was still inside the mouth of the bottle. That was normally my first move, to pop it out after I’d opened a handle.
I took the butcher’s knife and stuck it in the hole, loosening and popping the insert out along with fish scales that were on the knife. It hit the cabinet and bounced off. “Gretzky denied.” I used to love the Kings. Now I barely watched them. Instead, I had become a collector of the plastic inserts from alcohol handles.
The swig I took was long and deep. It burned and felt so good to wash the fishy taste out of my mouth. It filled my stomach with warmth. It was a warmth that nothing else could replicate. A few other drugs would fill you up with a warm feeling, but left only permanent stains of shallow emptiness. Alcohol was like a hug from a teddy bear inside my belly. More like a thousand tiny little teddy bears. My mouth tingled and the scent of alcohol burned through my nostrils. “Ahhh, so good.”
I started to clean up and then decided to dig through the newspapers in the corner of the room. Stacks of them had become a collection at this point, after neither of us bothered to take any of it down to the trash. I looked for the most recent one and flipped open to the classifieds section. I didn’t know where else to start. Damn, she’s taking a long-ass shower.
I flipped through to the jobs section and scanned the listings. “Pool cleaner needed” and then “Work from home – MAKE MILLIONS!” It was one bullshit job and scam leapfrogging the other in the listings. What the fuck am I going to do? I was lost. The shower finally turned off.
Elise was taking her time, and then I heard a loud crash. The sound of glass shattering was unmistakable. I sprinted to the bathroom door and yanked the handle. It was locked.
“Elise?” I didn’t hear any movement. I slammed my hand down on the handle, trying to break the push-button lock. The lever just snapped back against my fist.
“Fuck! Elise, open it.” I pushed my shoulder against the door and started to bang against it harder and harder. It wouldn’t budge.
This sparked me into action, and I stood back and kicked in the door right next to the handle. My foot went right through the hollow fake wood door and into the other side. I pulled half my leg out from the large hole. There was so much steam in the bathroom that I could hardly make out what was happening.
I bent my arm inside of the hole and unlocked the door from the inside. There was blood and glass all over the place. Elise was sprawled out on top of the broken glass of the shower door.
I picked her up. She was unconscious. I carried her out of the bathroom and grabbed a towel in my other hand. I laid her on the towel face-up. Her body was covered in blood and water. I couldn’t trace the source of the wound. I grabbed her phone, as it was closest, and dialed 9-1-1.
The operator asked, “What is your emergency?” I didn’t know how to answer. I was in shock.
“Fuck.”
“Sir.”
I couldn’t speak. The muscles in my mouth didn’t work. Like in a nightmare, I was paralyzed. I could only watch Elise’s chest move up and down, affirming that she was breathing, and I sighed the slightest relief.
“There’s blood everywhere. She needs medical attention.”
The operator didn’t seem to get the urgency and started asking me basic questions about my girl.
“Calm down, sir, and tell me what happened.”
“It’s a fucking emergency.” I couldn’t calm down. My nerves were flying.
“Please describe the emergency.”
“She fell in the shower. There’s blood everywhere,” I repeated myself, hoping the operator had dispatched an ambulance and stopped playing these mind games.
“I’m sending an ambulance.”
“OK, right now!”
I answered the questions mechanically until I regained view of the scene in front of me. I wiped the blood from her face, off her mouth. It smeared from the moisture, causing it to run. The cut was coming from the skin near her collarbone. I couldn’t stop it from coming out. Every time I wiped it, more blood escaped.
I took off my T-shirt and pressed it to the wound. My favorite vintage white Iggy shirt was sucking up the dark blood.
This wasn’t the first time she’d had an incident from pills. She’d had a problem ever since the day we met. It had never gotten this bad. I thought that our love would help her get over it.
Helpless, I kept counting the seconds until help arrived. I wasn’t qualified for this. The thought crossed my mind of having to stitch her up myself with the sewing kit she kept by the bed.
I heard the sirens coming down Third Street.
The EMTs came running into the bathroom to find me holding Elise.
“What happened, sir?”
“I think she just passed out in the shower,” I said. I knew she’d probably taken pills, but I didn’t want to say that.
“Has she taken any drugs?”
“Maybe.”
“What’s her name?”
“Elise.”
“OK, please step back.”
Elise was still partially naked, so I grabbed a towel and tossed it over her body.
They patched her cuts up and started to move her to the gurney.
“Elise, Elise. Can you hear me? I need you to nod your head yes if you can.” There was a slight twitch from her head.
They got her on the stretcher, covered in blankets and in a neck brace.
We headed out the door and down the hallway.
CHAPTER 2
On the way to the hospital, we hit so many potholes, I was afraid they wouldn’t be able to hold the IV in Elise’s arm. The stand with the saline bag was rolling across the ambulance floor. The ambulance almost clipped a couple junkies who had a fire going in the middle of Skid Row.
We pulled into White Memorial Hospital off Boyle. They slung her out and right into the ER. The ambulance guys got her in there with ease. They had done this thousands of times.
They wheeled her off down the hallway.
I paced around the entrance to the ER. My heart was still beating uncontrollably. I couldn’t catch my breath. But I pretended to be cool. I supported myself against the wall. My eyes scanned some of the printed literature posted on a bulletin board with thumbtacks. I tried to stay collected. I swallowed a few times. My throat was so damn dry.
I knew she’d be OK. I wasn’t a fucking idiot, and I realized we must have looked like a couple pill-poppers who were taking too many prescriptions and reenacting a sex scene we saw on an HBO series. Roleplay in the shower did take it to another level because of the danger factor. I was sure that was what the intake report said.
After what felt like an hour, the doctor finally came out, still drying her hands on brown paper towels. She tossed them in the nearby stainless-steel trash can and approached me. She disposed of her scrub cap, too.
“You must be Kyle.”
“How do you know?”
The doctor looked down at her chart. “Your wife,” she paused, “or your girlfriend has been mumbling your name over and over again. Plus, you’re out here pacing around tirelessly.”
“Ummm, yes, I am. Is she all right?” I choked the words out.
“We have stopped the bleeding. It’s a minor cut. She is getting stitches, and we’ll need to monitor her overnight to make sure she didn’t do any damage to her brain with such a hard fall.”
“OK, can I go see her?”
“Not yet. We are still stabilizing her. She took a lot of narcotics, too. Her heartrate was dangerously low.”
“Right, stabilize.” I shook my head.
“Do you know how she accessed the painkillers?”
“I’m not sure. I know we keep a few in the bathroom, leftovers from past dental procedures.”
“She took whatever you had left. All of them. Has she ever tried to commit suicide before?” she asked.
“Suicide. No way. She didn’t, she couldn’t have!” The question killed me.
“All right, relax, sir.”
“Yeah, sorry, Doctor. Can I see her?”
“You can see her in about an hour.”
“OK.”
I didn’t have much else to say. I wanted to thank the doctor, but it didn’t seem like the right thing to do. I also wanted to break down and cry, thinking about Elise. More about the mental pain she must have felt, rather than the physical. She was driven to extremes like that. Her depression always kicked in when she thought she’d failed. She couldn’t stand that idea. I should have been more sensitive and seen this coming. Failing—it was the only pressure that never really stopped eating away at her since she’d been a kid.
Maybe that’s why she had the problem with pills for so long, but I didn’t want to tell the doctor that this was a pattern. I was worried they would take her away from me.
I needed to clear my head, so I went outside and lit up a cigarette. The first inhale felt so good. I hadn’t had one in a few days, and I started to feel lightheaded. A man in a suit motioned to me. “Hey. You got an extra smoke?”
I looked at him, analyzing the quality of his suit. He looked like a federal agent or a detective from those crime shows. Too clean-cut, no American flag pin on his lapel, though. That was the dead giveaway. But he did have a symbol on his jacket. Instead of a flag, it looked like a small, gold cross pin. A man of God, I guess.
“Yeah, sure, buddy.” I was curious. I never saw a guy in a suit smoke anymore. These days in Los Angeles, even the business world was health-conscious, doing juice cleanses after finishing a hostile takeover of a rival company.
“Are you waiting for someone?” he asked.
“My girl, she’s a little beat up.”
“Oh...”
“Not like that. I didn’t touch her. She’s stabilizing.”
“What happened? If you don’t mind me prying.”
“Nah, it’s cool. She got in a fight with the shower door.”
“Sounds painful.”
“Fuck yeah, it was.”
“Is she going to be all right?”
I couldn’t tell if he was genuinely concerned for her wellbeing or just making small talk. Either way, it felt good to talk to someone.
The amount of information I was giving him was more than I disclosed to most people. I was vulnerable, and opened up to a complete stranger. He was so easy to talk to. It felt like I’d known him for my entire life.
“I think so. It was crazy. We were having dinner one minute,” I paused, “she takes a shower, and next thing you know, she’s bleeding out on the floor.”
“That sounds crazy. Did they say when you could go in to see her?”
“Yeah, they said in an hour. Looks like we might be staying overnight. A sleepover at the ER on a Monday. Party time.”
“Not the best way to spend a Valentine’s Day?”
“Not at all.” I almost forgot it was still Valentine’s Day.
“You hungry?”
“Yeah. I got time to kill. Pacing around here isn’t doing me any good.” I hadn’t had much of an appetite until he’d asked.
“Great. I know a place down the street that serves twenty-four hours. It serves Chinese food and donuts.”
“That seems nasty. Doesn’t sound like a winning combination to me.”
“That’s what I thought until I tried it. Trust me.”
“Why not! It’ll expand my palette.”
We walked down to the end of Boyle Street until we hit Cesar Chavez Boulevard. The restaurant was tucked away next to this auto repair shop. I think they even shared the same parking lot out front. There were a few vagrants hanging around outside, and one customer parked out front eating ravenously inside an oversized Ford pickup truck with the window half-cracked.
The restaurant was decorated like a 1950s diner. Red, plastic-covered, ripped vinyl stools with steel legs. A row of white melamine board tables, chipped and defaced, was against the wall on the edges of the small place. I looked up at the menu and didn’t see anything that piqued my interest. The menu was pieced together with magnetic letters, and every few words were misspelled. Most of the combination plates included variations of a noodle dish, like chicken lo mein and a donut for about six bucks. It wasn’t a bad deal, though. I just had trouble convincing the grumbling in my stomach that everything was going to be mellow after this concoction. I figured it would be fast, because I needed to get back to Elise.
This guy ordered with precision, like he had been here many, many times before.
“Combo number three with a cup of coffee.”
“Yes, sir,” the cashier responded. Then he looked at me. He was an older Asian man in his sixties, but still had a sense of youth about him. His skinny mustache was patchy above his lip. The twenty-four-hour-a-day work schedule probably kept him on his toes and forced him into insomnia because his eyes were bloodshot.
“I’ll have what he’s having.” I eyed combo number three and saw it was chow mein, orange chicken, and a maple bar. It sounded nasty even while saying it in my head, but it was too late. He was already ringing it up.
“Oh, and a cup of coffee, too,” I added.
“OK, sir. You want anything else?” I shook my head.
“Thirteen dollars, please.” I reached to grab my wallet and his hand stopped mine and pulled out his billfold. It was a nice thick fold of money held in place by a silver-and-gold money clip that had another cross on it, with words etched on it. It looked fancy, but I didn’t want him to see me staring.
“I’ve got this one, buddy.” He handed the cashier a twenty and told him to keep it.
“Thanks. I mean, I’ve been a little hard-up.”
“Not a problem.” We went to one of the empty side tables and sat down.
“Your coffee, sirs.”
“I’ll grab them.” I popped up and got them both. I added a generous pour of granulated sugar from the glass container on the counter, a few single-serving half—and-halfs, and gave it a swirl with a plastic straw. The coffee was thicker than the normal cheap stuff you would expect from a place like this.
“You want anything in your coffee?”
“No, thank you, just black.” I handed him the white Styrofoam and sat down, clutching mine in between my hands.
“It’s cold tonight.” I broke in with the typical cheap LA conversation anyone who lived here could relate to.
“So, you guys will be out of there tomorrow. That’s good news.”
“Sure is. I just don’t know. Feels like whenever we get ahead... ahh. Never mind, I don’t mean to get into my personal bullshit. I don’t even know your name.”
“I’m Michael. It’s nice to meet you.” He shook my hand casually.
We had already spent a good amount of time together for strangers and were now sharing Chinese food and donuts.
“Good to meet you. Name’s Kyle. Kyle Whalen.”
“So, you were saying...”
I didn’t really remember what we were talking about.
I didn’t want to look desperate, because this guy seemed to have his shit together. The suit, tie, even his watch all seemed to fit the cookie-cutter picture of success. I was sure his parents were proud of him, if they were still alive. I always wondered what kind of family life someone like that had. Raised by perfect parents. That was what I pictured. Got home from school and Mom was baking chocolate chip cookies; the house smelled like you could eat it. Dad got back and put his briefcase down, picked up the newspaper before dinner and asked his kids how their day was. Yeah, that was pretty much how I pictured this guy Michael’s life had been growing up—the whole nuclear fifties family.
“My girl, Elise... she lost her job today, and I think that’s what triggered this whole thing. It’s why we’re sitting here right now.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. The job market is tough.”
“I hate to admit it, but she’s been the breadwinner this year.”
“Nothing to be ashamed of. What do you do?”
“I’m… self-employed.”
“Sounds like it has its perks.”
“It can be good. But I gotta get back out there and pick up extra side work.”
“You’re looking for a job?” The bell from the counter clanged a few times.
“Order 2411,” the voice from behind the counter said. “Two number three combos.”
“Looks like our order is ready.”
Michael got up and grabbed the two red trays. He slipped them onto the table. The smell was intoxicating. It was the whole sweet-and-savory thing. It got me every time. The fifth taste, umami, they called it. Yeah, this smell had to be umami.
“It actually smells really fucking good,” I said. Michael kind of looked at me like I’d said something wrong. There was an awkward moment of silence.
“You were skeptical?” he said, stuffing a maple bar into his mouth.
“Yeah. A little.”
“How could you go wrong with this combination?” He paused. “I’m just kidding! I think most people are freaked out by the concept. I love it, though. Gives me my fix. I can’t resist when I’m in the neighborhood. It’s one of my last vices, I guess. The MSG and fried donuts are a weak spot for me.”
“How often do you eat here?” I asked him. He stopped sipping his coffee again and looked up at the television in the corner. It was a rerun of an LA Galaxy soccer game.
“I’m sorry. What did you say? Oh, how many times... I’d say once a week, at least.”
“Do you work for the hospital?”
“Yeah, something like that.”
His answer was vague, but I didn’t really care anyway—this wasn’t a job interview. We started to gobble down the chow mein. It was delicious. I took a scoop of it and put it on top of the maple bar and took a big bite. I, too, was getting high from all the sugars and MSG. I could see his point and now shared the same weakness. It felt amazing.
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