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1

Before, Ali woke up every morning to her partner Natalie throwing open the bedroom door to let in their scruffy black-and-white terrier mix, Glen. He’d bound onto the bed and stand on Ali’s chest, licking her face and panting his warm trash breath. Natalie would kiss Ali and recount the details of Glen’s walk: which route they took, which neighborhood dogs they saw, whether Glen had been in an agreeable mood or had been obstinate, and the quality and number of his poops. Natalie was an early riser and loved taking Glen out in the morning, which was fine by Ali, since she preferred to sleep as late as possible. After Ali had heard all about Glen’s walk, she would usually recount a catastrophic dream she’d had: a flood, an earthquake, getting kidnapped by a murderer, Glen getting hit by a car. She’d look at Natalie and Glen and sigh, relieved that all was well.

But now the catastrophe is real. Ali still wakes up to Glen, but not returning from his walk—he’s been next to her, trying to rouse her for at least an hour. When Ali’s alarm goes off and she finally, begrudgingly, opens her eyes, she immediately cries—this is how she has started each day since Natalie died exactly one year ago. In books and movies, grieving characters always say there’s a fleeting peaceful moment after waking up when they forget what happened, but Ali never experiences this. The instant she’s conscious, the knowledge is present, nauseating her like a form of morning sickness—not for a new life, but for a lost one.

Bright sunlight cuts through the blinds, and birds outside chirp blithely. Ali wonders if birds stop singing when they’re grieving—if grief is even an emotion they feel. Maybe what sounds like happy warbling to Ali is, in fact, a bird screaming into the void or calling out for a lost loved one. If she were a bird, Ali would fly straight up, like a rocket, until she reached the blackness of space. That’s where she feels like her mind is now: in the blurry, indistinguishable line between the blue sky of life as we know it and the darkness of the great mysterious beyond.

But Ali’s physical body is in sunny Los Angeles, where the weather never gives her the courtesy of matching her mood. It insists she get up, get over it. Glen would also like her to get up. He emerges from under the covers to lick the tears from her cheeks and look at her hopefully with his human-esque hazel eyes. His face is two-thirds white on the left side and one-third black on the right, with the black fur curving around his eye like a wide letter C. On the white side of his face, his ear is also white, with faded black spots like a dalmatian. This spotted ear is Ali’s favorite feature of his, and she leans over to kiss it.

“I’m sorry, buddy, we’ll go soon.” Ali removes a thick night guard from her upper teeth and places it in a plastic container on her nightstand, which is covered in stacks of books (mainly short-story collections by Alice Munro, James Baldwin, Lorrie Moore, ZZ Packer, and George Saunders), a box of Cheez-Its, stray earplugs, and a value-size container of ibuprofen for the headaches that debilitate her four to five times a week. This morning, she can already feel the pain poking at the base of her head, slightly above where her hair starts growing and just right of center—the spot where massage therapists sometimes press their thumb like it’s a magic button that releases all the body’s tension. If someone could keep their thumb pinned on that button twenty-four hours a day, Ali thinks she could feel like a functional human.

Instead, she stretches her neck to either side, then pulls her mouth as far apart as she can to rotate her jaw in circles, pressing her pointer and middle fingers into the corner joints that connect her upper and lower jaw. Ali has ground her teeth at night since she was a teenager, but in the past year, she’s chewed through four different night guards touted by their respective companies as “indestructible.” She swallows two ibuprofen for the headache, a probiotic for her irritable bowel syndrome, a vitamin D for her body’s deficiency thereof, and a birth control pill for her ovarian cysts. (The fact that she, a lesbian, must take birth control always strikes her as annoyingly ironic.)

On top of ZZ Packer’s Drinking Coffee Elsewhere, Ali’s BlackBerry vibrates with a text from her best friend, Dana: Thinking about you. Remember to be kind to yourself today, and I’ll see you tonight for dinner. Ali doesn’t reply to the text and instead opens her Dell laptop to check her work email, her stomach surging and chest tightening as she prays no catastrophes have struck since she went to bed. Ali is a publicist at a well-known firm that specializes in public relations for celebrities, and you never know what kind of trouble they’re going to get into. Plus the whole PR culture is to treat everything as a matter of life and death—a recent career survey ranked public relations executive as the eighth-most-stressful job, behind actual life-or-death occupations like soldier, police officer, firefighter, and airline pilot.

Ali doesn’t view her work with such gravity—she sees her position as that of a glorified babysitter with a laptop, managing the moods and bad behavior of adult children. She never would have chosen this career, but her first job out of college was as a receptionist at a PR firm, and she ended up ambivalently climbing rung after rung on the publicity ladder due to her outsize student loan payments and what bosses called her “knack” for the job, which Ali thought was simply having a modicum of competence and responsibility. It was like a wave had carried her to the shore of a land where she’d never intended to live, and she’d stayed simply because it was easier.

She always used to tell herself she would quit and find a job that suited her better, but no career consists of reading and writing short stories, which is all she truly wants to do, so any job would likely feel as pointless to her as PR. Besides, thirty-five is a little late to switch careers and climb the ladder all over again, and most days Ali is resigned to her fate. The job provides stability and excellent health insurance, and for a person with an untreated anxiety disorder and a side of hypochondria, stability and excellent health insurance are necessities.

Shockingly, this morning her inbox contains no emergencies, which is so rare it’s like the blooming of a corpse flower. Instead, it’s the usual trash heap of press requests, pitch responses, and media inquiries. She checks the weather: seventy-six degrees currently, with a high of eighty-nine, which makes her groan. It’s early September, which for most places in this hemisphere would mean cooling temperatures, but in LA, they’re still hitting the high eighties or the nineties, and this will continue well into October and maybe even November. NASA scientists recently said 2005 was on track to be the warmest year in over a century.

Ali can’t believe people continue to deny climate change when Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans only days ago. Photos of the disaster flood the news: people sleeping on their roofs while waiting to be rescued, brown water only a few feet below them; cars floating in streets turned to rivers, street signs nearly submerged; a shaft of sunlight beaming through a hole in the Superdome roof after it was emptied of thousands of survivors. Ali pictures a skinny polar bear stuck on a jagged ice floe, the pier in Santa Monica underwater, fires that make it “snow” even in Los Angeles. The fires will start any day now, marking Ali’s least favorite season, when blazes rage in all directions for weeks on end, making the air unbreathable and her anxiety unmanageable.

Glen nudges Ali’s laptop with his snout, then stands on her chest and pants into her face.

Ali grimaces. “God, it smells like someone had diarrhea into a fish tank, then fell into the fish tank and drowned, and after the body rotted and the diarrhea molded, you took a long drink.”

Glen pants harder.

“Okay, okay. You wanna…?”

Glen raises his ears.

“Go for…?”

Glen wags his tail.

“A dental cleaning?”

Glen cocks his head.

“A colonoscopy?”

Glen cocks his head the other way.

“Or… A WALK?” Glen jumps from the bed and shoots out of the room.

Glen pulls Ali down the street and she struggles to keep up. She hates waking up this early, but once they’re outside, she has to admit it’s a nice way to start the day, and she can see why Natalie loved it. They’re in the Silver Lake hills surrounding the reservoir, meandering past magenta mounds of bougainvillea spilling over doorways and agave plants with what resemble towering stalks of asparagus growing from their hearts. Walls of jasmine bushes carpeted with white pinwheel flowers release an incredibly sweet perfume, and the white bark of eucalyptus trees sags and ripples, like the skin of a hairless cat, where the trunks meet the branches. All of it makes Ali cry again. She can’t decide whether being surrounded by such beauty is a blessing or a curse—it makes her both thankful and resentful to be alive without Natalie. If she lived in the arctic tundra, or a parched desert, would she feel more or less depressed, or exactly the same?

A few streets later, as they’re huffing up a steep hill, a coyote casually trots out from a yard about twenty feet ahead. Coyotes are a common sight in Silver Lake, especially near the reservoir, but they always send a chill up Ali’s spine. This one is German shepherd–size with a thick coat of fur, as opposed to the fox-size, scraggly ones that look like less of a threat. When Glen notices it, he kicks into gear, barking his head off and straining against the leash. The coyote stands there calmly blinking at them, like Go ahead and try it, little guy. Another coyote appears, bigger than the first, and Ali’s heart starts to beat double time. Her instinct is always to turn around and run, but she’s read that with coyotes, you should stand your ground and make as much noise as possible. She waves her unleashed hand above her head and stomps her feet while yelling, “I’m really sorry we humans are displacing you! I’m terrified of you, but I have to act like I’m not, so you won’t attack me! La la la la la!” At this, the second coyote takes a step toward them, and now Ali’s heart beats triple time. She puts her hand on the pepper spray clasped to her shorts pocket, which she carries not only for coyotes but also for violent dogs who might attack Glen (which has happened before) and men. At this point you’re supposed to throw something. She grabs a smooth, warm stone from a rock garden and tosses it at the coyotes, aiming just to their left. When it thunks near their feet, they finally trot off across the street and disappear.

Ali breathes in relief and squats down to comfort Glen, who coughs repeatedly from how hard he was pulling on his harness. “Yes, you’re a very big brave boy, you definitely could have taken those two seventy-pound wild animals, yes you could have,” she coos, petting his head. Her heart rate slows and sweat slithers down her stomach. Another day, another potential death narrowly avoided.

On days when Ali doesn’t have any after-work commitments, she takes Glen to the office with her, but today she has a doctor’s appointment and dinner at Dana’s, so she drops Glen off at his dog walker/sitter’s house on the way home because she thinks he gets anxious when left alone for longer than five hours, even though in reality, it’s Ali who gets anxious, picturing him curled up on the couch alone. If it were up to her, she would never be separated from him.

She has time for a quick cold shower before running leave-in conditioner through her shoulder-length, naturally straight black hair and throwing on a pair of lightweight black slacks, a black-and-white-striped T-shirt, and a pair of black leather sneakers. The striped T-shirt is about as wild as Ali gets, fashionwise. She prefers basic cuts in neutral colors like black, white, navy blue, and gray, which she’ll tell you is her favorite color when pressed to pick one. She never wears makeup, which she can get away with thanks to her even-toned, pimple-free skin, high cheekbones, and ridiculously long and dark eyelashes. Her one beauty ritual consists of dabbing a recently purchased “rejuvenating cream” under her eyes, an attempt to lighten the dark circles that have become more and more bruise-like over the past year.

Then Ali calls a cab to take her to her office in Hollywood. Ali has always found driving in LA to be a terrifying endeavor (see: merging onto a highway only to be forced to immediately merge over five lanes through a churning sea of traffic to get onto a different highway, trying to make a left-hand turn with no protected light and a steady stream of traffic whizzing by, other drivers who purposefully run red lights and whip U-turns with abandon and text on their phones while going seventy-five miles per hour), but two years ago, she got into a bad accident on the 10—a guy in a Mercedes merged right into her, resulting in a broken left arm, nerve damage in her neck and back, and ultimately PTSD so bad she stopped driving.

When Natalie was alive, Ali would ride to work with her, since Ali’s office was mostly on the way to Natalie’s, and whenever they ran errands or went out, Natalie would drive. After she died, it became clear how dependent on her Ali had been, how circumscribed her life had become. All her choices revolved around how far away activities were and how many cabs she’d have to take in a day and what it would cost her. She told herself daily cabs couldn’t be much more expensive than a monthly car and insurance payment, but that wasn’t true. Months ago, Ali had vowed to tackle her fear and be back on the road by now, but so far she’d only written down the names of a few driving schools, cognitive behavioral therapists, and, in a moment of desperation, hypnotists.

Today Ali’s cabbie is a chatty man in his twenties who drives like he’s auditioning for another Fast & Furious sequel. Ali takes measured breaths in and out as he barely taps the brake pedal at stop signs, weaves in and out of lanes like he’s forming fabric, and honks at anyone who takes more than .01 seconds to hit the gas after the light turns green, all while droning on about the screenplay he’s writing: “a futuristic Groundhog Day set in space.” Ali believes the personalities of cities in the US can best be summed up by how people drive in them, and people in LA drive with such urgency and disregard for traffic laws, you’d think someone were giving birth in every passenger seat. But no, they’re all just selfish idiots who do whatever they want, whenever they want, no matter how it affects anyone. Is it possible to like a physical place but hate almost everyone in it?

Ali grew up in North Dakota, in a town with a population of two thousand near the Canadian border. Her earliest and most enduring memories are of being cold: pressing her numb fingers and toes to the barely warm heater, making endless mugs of tea that would go lukewarm almost instantly, sleeping in three sweaters and a face mask. “Only people who sit still are cold,” Ali’s parents would say before making her scrub the bathtub or shovel the walkway or wash the dishes. At least the water was hot on her hands. When she got into UCLA on a full scholarship, she yelled, “I’m never going to be cold again!”

Ali has now lived in LA for sixteen years. For the last few of those, due to the aforementioned selfish idiots and the traffic and the wildfires and the earthquakes and the rising rents and temperatures (Ali doesn’t want to be cold but she doesn’t want to sweat through her clothes every single day, either), she and Natalie sometimes daydreamed about leaving, but realistically, Natalie’s job prevented it. She was a TV writer, and therefore it was necessary for them to live in LA. When she died, she was about to show-run her first series—a dramedy about a fictionalized WNBA. It had been her life’s dream to finally oversee her own show.

But now, with Natalie gone, moving seems unthinkable. How are you supposed to decide where to go all by yourself? How do you make friends as a grieving loner? At least in LA, Ali has Dana, her oldest friend from childhood, who moved here after college, and a “successful” career, albeit one she doesn’t want. So for now, she’s staying in LA, even though she just watched a car drive over a median to pull a U-turn, all to avoid a line of traffic at a red light.
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