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After it happened, a woman told me it doesn’t have to fuck you over.

Her name was Betty.

We are all Betty.

This is for us.






IF SHE’S FEMALE, start between the legs. Dad taught me that, his hand on mine, the knife between us. Free the bottom of the colon. Be careful not to cut the intestines. The knife followed his words. The little black dog sat at our feet. Tie off the anus to prevent fecal matter from spilling out and damaging the meat. If she shits herself, she’s ruined.

I park my truck on the side road that leads to the avocado farm at the end of the street. It’s dark and it’s hot, and Dad has been dead for years, buried under a tree back east. Nathan smokes weed in my passenger seat, passes it to me as I stare at the house across the road and think about how I am ruined. Fires dance along mountain edges. The air is thick with drugs and ash in the SoCal summer. June Gloom they call it, even though it’s almost November. The heavy layer of damp, somehow both warm and cool, wet and dry, lingers over the town. Mixed with the ash, it forms a paste that sticks to your sticky parts—eyeballs, nostrils, mouth, and crotch. Or maybe it’s something else in the truck, something else that sticks. Something like love between us, or the absence of sex. What grows when two people have nothing apart from each other.

I smoke the joint down to the end, hold the last inch between my lips, and breathe deep. He takes the remaining white stub, wet with our shared saliva, rolls down the window, and flicks it. It lands on the road in front of us, far enough that we can see it. My hand lingers on the horn as I watch movement inside the house across the street. Shadows behind windows. Men behind glass.

I am thinking about deer, but we are talking about love. Nathan says he loves me because I let him see me, and he knows how hard that is. He appreciates that I let him in. I say I love him because he is not a dick, in a world full of dicks.

“That is a definition based on negation, Sarah,” he says. “You love me for what I am not, rather than for what I am. It is a comparison rooted in conceptions of the other, rather than a conception of the subject itself.”

I roll my eyes, and Nathan rolls another joint. “I love you because you are nice,” I say.

“I’m not nice.” He licks the edge of the paper.

“I love drugs. You do drugs. Ergo, I love you.”

“Post hoc fallacy.”

I look back at the house, at the shadows inside, dark movements in dark waters. “I love you because I trust you.”

He smiles. He admires the smooth, white shape of the blunt in the dark.

“I love you because you are good.”

He puts the joint into his mouth and leans back, scalp against the metal edges of my gun rack. He lights the end. He shakes his head.

I take it from his mouth, slip it into my own, and watch the red end glow in front of my nose. “I love you because you’re going to piss on that windowsill.”

He opens his eyes. He looks at me. “That windowsill is kind of high.” He opens the passenger door.

“I love you because you’ll try,” I stage-whisper around the joint in my mouth. On the ground in front of him, the previous one sparks, catches on something. It flickers, brighter than when Nathan flicked it. The man in the kitchen moves to the bedroom, the one near the bathroom. The man in the far bedroom, the bedroom I remember, is seated at a desk. A lamp shines like a halo behind his head.

Nathan crosses the street, slim limbs beneath Billy Idol hair, and reaches the shrub next to the window. Behind it, the man tilts his head. Perhaps he is reading, or writing. Preparing for his job talk. Nathan unzips his fly and waves, body tucked against the house, penis parallel to the earth.

I love you because you remind me of my father, I think but do not say.

I open the driver’s side and step down. Nathan turns his back to me. He pushes his pelvis forward and aims upward. The moon shines, light scattered among clouds and smoke. The delicate splatter of piss against plastic siding, not quite reaching the windowsill, tinkles and twinkles in the light and the dark and the heat. Not far away, a British prince lives with his American wife. Newlyweds make love above vineyards. Tenured faculty watch the ocean from private balconies.

I walk to the street and crouch above Nathan’s abandoned blunt. A fresh one dangles between my lips. On the ground, in front of the truck, the single ember sparks between my thighs. I think of bending down, growing a fire with my breath, filling it with my rage and my hate and watching it lunge across the street. I think of my father’s knives.

The ash continues to fall, not at all like snow. My breath catches and I cough, loud enough for Nathan to turn. The smoke clogs my eyes, and tears streak through the dust on my cheeks. I hold the blunt in my hand and pull my shirt above my mouth. Beneath me, the ember flickers and sputters and dies.

Nathan tucks his penis inside his jeans. He ducks and scurries toward me. He grins and points over his shoulder.

I love you because you believe me.

Ash in my throat. Ash on my skin. He reaches me and holds out his hand. I stand. We move back toward the truck, away from the shadows across the street. We laugh in the dark and the smoke and the hate.
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Nathan walks to the rear tire on the driver’s side and reaches inside the wheelhouse. He pulls down my spare keys.

“What are you doing?” I ask after another inhale, eyes squinting.

He looks at his hand. “I want to drive.”

“I drove here.” I exhale. “Keys are still in the ignition.”

He laughs. I snort. He puts the spares back.

I hand him the blunt and walk to the passenger side. “Try not to kill us.”

“I don’t know anyone else who keeps her extra keys attached to her car.” He climbs in, one hand on the wheel, one on the door. He holds the cigarette between his lips on the right side of his mouth, exhaling on the left. He’s tried to teach me how to do this, but I’m less ambidextrous with my lips.

“Which is precisely why it works.” The joy of being a New Englander in California. You have so many practical skills in a state with none. “And it’s not a car.”

Nathan is from rich-bitch L.A. His parents make drugs. Sackler-adjacent, he likes to say. The opioid epidemic is the family business, but he prefers to teach coeds Intro to Zen in the second-most-expensive ZIP code in the country. His sister, Jessica, lives in Manhattan Beach. She’s not in the business, either, I don’t think. Maybe she fits it in around yoga and Hollywood parties, the ones in the big houses with the frozen faces. She invites us to them, up in the hills behind the gates, past the driveways that look like highways. Last time, Nathan and I stole an actor’s E while Jessica flirted with him on a balcony next to the Hollywood sign. She left with a superhero. We left with his baggie and an Uber. I asked Nathan why we steal drugs when we could use his friends-and-family discount plan. He reminded me he takes nothing from his parents.

Jessica tolerates me because I’m the only friend her brother has, both of us former monastics. L.A. loves that about me. Tell a SoCal beefcake you study Buddhism and your chances of getting laid go up 30 percent. Tell the heiress at the smoothie bar you lived in a North Indian nunnery and suddenly you’re worth talking to. They think I spent a month at a yoga center in Big Sur. They think I’m reading Deepak Chopra and Eckhart Tolle. They think I meditate. Pilates, someone explained to me once, is very Buddhist.

Nathan meditates, I tell them, you should talk to him. He lived in a Catholic monastery in the Dolomites. And he’s a vegan. I suspect he does yoga, too, but he knows what I think about that shit. Catholics are perverts, people tell me, Buddhists are enlightened. Nathan has maintained vows of celibacy for over a decade, I used to argue, and my research focuses on violence within Buddhist traditions. (Nathan thinks I should title it When Buddhists Kill, bleach my hair, and make a career at Fox News.) SoCal doesn’t want to hear that. In the land of whipped cream and garbage, image is everything. Buddhism is such a vibe, Catholicism not so much. So they explain our research to us, and Nathan and I steal their drugs.

He turns on the windshield wipers. The ash moves in streaks across the glass. I reach for the ice scraper in the door pocket and remember I am not in Maine. No one has one of those out here.

“When are you going to get this fixed?” He whacks the gun rack behind his head.

“Next year. When Colette has signed off on my dissertation and we have tenure-track jobs with matching houses in matching towns. A platonic spousal hire.”

“Home ownership.” He turns the key. The engine coughs. “Retirement plan.”

Ash drifts across the house in front of us. I tuck my face inside my T-shirt. “I can’t believe that pigfucker got an interview, and now a campus visit.”

He pats my leg. “At least someone pissed on his house.”

We leave the cover of the avocado trees. The shadows inside the house move in slow circles. I lift a middle finger to the window, and we drive down the silent street. Nathan’s phone begins to jingle. The Golden Girls theme song. He hands it to me. I enter his password and open his messages.

“Jessica says you forgot your book at her place.”

We join the freeway. The roads are crowded. The line that used to be green on digital maps now reads red from Mexico through San Diego, L.A., past us. It’s not green until we’re all the way up the stretch of brown mountains to your right, ocean to your left, toward Neverland Ranch, horse farms, retired tech bros. The occasional recovering attorney. We drive in silence. Nathan takes his exit and turns at the stop sign with “cunt” spray-painted across the bottom. Every week, someone washes it off. Every week, someone repaints it. Another stop sign, another road, and Nathan pulls into the driveway of the house behind which his studio is built. Suburbs of pleasant 3 and 2’s that sell for over $3 million, each with a 250-square-foot studio in the back that the trust-fund-less, or the trust-fund-rejecting, rent for $4,500 a month.

He parks. He leaves the beams and wipers on.

I want to go inside and black out on a room-temperature handle of whatever he’s got. We’ll open our email and read Dear Applicant rejections and the perfunctory messages about another dead kid, OD’d on the beach, driving off the on ramp, from the Dean’s office. Both come with token condolences. Both express well wishes. The only difference is, the job rejections share the numbers: 800 applicants, 1,100 applicants. The dead-kid announcements don’t. Every time a new name pops up—thoughts and prayers and a link to the Counseling Center—it is treated like we didn’t get this email the week before. You’d think, at some point, the powers that be would address the suicides—“tragic loss”—across campus, just as you’d think, at some point, the powers that be would acknowledge there are no jobs, there is no funding, and $150,000 in student debt is not a compelling argument for why we should be hired outside of the ivory tower. Something needs to be done, you’d think they’d say, something more than hopes and prayers and the continued production of the overeducated and the underqualified.

Maybe we’ll break out the Special K and the Van Damme and lie on the floor watching someone solve the world’s problems by kicking really high. We try to limit ourselves to once a week, both for the drugs and the movies, but it’s hard when everything sucks.

“I submit to Philippe next week.” He sighs. “I wonder who in the department will kill me out of spite.”

I try not to smile. I don’t worry about the safety of straight white guys in straight white towns. I open my mouth beneath my shirt, listen to the swish of the wiper blades. I think of Rapist, tall and thin and nervous in a way that inspires both sympathy and alarm. Seated at his desk, the shadowy figure behind his window, preparing for a job talk. Or his roommate, Flopsy, his indignation and his rage, entitlement like body spray, doing dishes in the kitchen. Both so different from Nathan, his steady eyes and strong hands.

“You’re doing OK, right?” I ask, and he laughs. Nathan and I are in Religious Studies, but our fieldwork relies on sociological methodology. That’s a fancy way of saying you know how to ask questions. Open-ended: How are you? No lead. The subject comes up with their own response, the data collected is less influenced by the scholar’s own biases. Closed-ended: You’re doing OK, right? Lead. The subject is encouraged to answer in a prescribed manner, thereby invalidating the data. We promised each other only open-ended questions. Sometimes we slip.

He shrugs. “What about you?” Open-ended.

“I’m fine.”

“Even though he’s—”

“Submitted? Prepping for an Ivy League fellowship?” Closed-ended. I rub my finger across the skin of his forearm, watching a streak of gray follow its path. “I guess I should have expected this.”

Ash falls in soft flakes across the truck beams. It does not look like falling snow, but West Coasters don’t know that. They’ve never been where I’ve been. They think their ashy skies and brown hills are beautiful. He reaches for my hand.

“I’m so angry.” I breathe in. The burn of the fires catches in my throat. “I can’t remember what not-angry feels like.”

His hand is warm in mine. He squeezes.

“And everybody knows, and nobody does anything.” The ash comes in through the vents, swirls in front of my eyes. “I’ll never understand that.”

We don’t do it because we want to, Dad said when I was nine, and blood matted the fur and pooled in the grass. We do it because we need to.

What if we didn’t need to? I asked, cheeks cold in the frost. What if we just wanted to?

Nathan slides across the center seat and puts both arms around me. I don’t know if I love him in spite of his celibacy or because of it. It’s such a shame, someone said once, that you two can never really be together. I didn’t know how to respond then. I don’t know how to respond now. Sometimes I wonder if we love each other because fucking never got in the way.

I rest my head in the crook of his neck, press my cheek against his shoulder. He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “You wanna spend the night? Jessica sent me two bottles of mezcal.”

My phone beeps. Tinder’s familiar jingle. “Is she off the wagon again?”

“No, but people send her stuff.” Another chirp. “Is that Brad?”

I shrug.

“Wasn’t there a Craig last week? Or Greg?”

“What is this sudden interest in my sex life?”

“You never talk about your boyfriends. We talk about everything else. Why not this?”

“I don’t have boyfriends.”

“Whatever you call them. Since you got back from fieldwork, there’s been a noticeable uptick.”

“Want me to forward you my Excel sheet?”

“Sarah—”

“I could upload it to Dropbox. You could get real-time updates.” My phone jingles again. I hand it to him. “Would you like to answer?”

He sighs. “Besides whoever that is, what are you doing this weekend?”

“I’ve got another postdoc application, and my forty-second attempt to get Colette to discuss my revisions.”

“Is she still forbidding you from submitting to your committee?”

“Says I need her sign-off before I can have theirs.”

“Just make sure she does sign off. How many of her students have quit in the last five years?”

“All of them.” I poke him in the side. “But not me.”

He closes his eyes and leans his head back. He swallows. His throat undulates in the dark of the truck. “God, I hate teaching.” He opens the door to a blast of ash.

“Want to go for a run tomorrow?” I move to the driver’s side. “I’ll tell you all about my hookup.”

He touches my cheek. “Tomorrow’s Friday. Fridays at Four, right?”

“How about five-thirty?”

He keeps his hand on my cheek. “Call me if you start thinking about that fucker.”

I roll my eyes.

He taps my nose, then reaches for the door. “You call me. Whenever. Whyever.”

He goes into his house.


Does celibacy help with stress?

Maybe I should try it

It’s the right choice for me

you’d struggle

rude

is it better than drugs?

Not even close

the drugs do help

you help

♥
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