
La La Land

The four of us were outside, sitting under one of 
those expansive umbrellas they have in California to 
shield you from the sun, because even though it was al-
ready six o’clock, the light was still blinding, and I was 
wondering whether it had been a mistake to drive out 
to Encino. The situation was fraught on multiple fronts. 
Not only was Kai, my boyfriend—partner—in one of his 
moods, but I felt like I owed Scott an apology, or, if not an 
apology, then at least an explanation, Scott having been 
my best friend in college.

The fact is I’d done my best to distance myself from 
everyone I knew back then. I’d moved away from La 
La Land—all those palm trees and strip malls and men 
pushing shopping carts down the sidewalks in Venice 
Beach—to find a new life, a new identity. Isn’t that what 
gay men do when they come out after pretending to have 
sex with girls in Cabo while their fraternity buddy is in 
the bed eight feet away pounding a señorita who keeps 
yelling “Cabrón, cabrón” at the top of her lungs, like she’s 
seeing God because he grazed her elbow with the palm 
of his hand? Or if not pretending, exactly, then going 
through the motions.

Not that Scott had asked for an explanation at any 
point during the twenty-plus years since we’d last seen 
each other. Scott wasn’t the kind of person who’d put 
you on the spot. I guess that was one of the qualities I’d 
always liked about him, his live-and-let-live attitude.

As seniors at UCLA, we’d been suitemates, and when 
he married Lindsey two years later I was his best man. 
Three years after that, I started going to sex clubs and 
letting doms put leather collars around my neck. For a 
while, I dated guys who kind of looked like Scott—not 
intentionally, but not entirely by accident. The fact is I’d 
nurtured a crush on Scott in college, though I was always 
vigilant about concealing it. I never let my eyes linger on 
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his torso if we were outside with our shirts off, playing volleyball or 
hacky sack. I made out with girls from Kappa and Alpha Phi and had 
a subscription to Oui. I blended in. 

Scott’s looks weren’t particularly remarkable, but that didn’t mat-
ter. For years, I was into guys with curly brown hair and stocky phy-
siques. To me he was perfect: he had a jocular manner, an easy laugh, 
was comfortable no matter what the situation. He was at peace with 
himself and people gravitated to him. 

I played the field in New York until my mid-thirties, then met 
Kai and settled down. He moved into my rental in West Chelsea, and 
four years later we bought a place together in Hell’s Kitchen. We did 
a share on Fire Island, got a chocolate lab, had wills drawn up. Our 
lives became a gay cliché.

Kai didn’t look like Scott, but that didn’t matter. I fell for him 
hard. He was six years younger than I was, had olive skin, a clear 
complexion, and thick eyebrows that he attributed to his father’s side 
of the family, all Navajo. He liked to go dancing and smoke pot and, 
for the first few years, we had the best sex of my life.

I’d planned the trip to L.A. as a surprise, in celebration of our 
anniversary, hoping the change of scenery might cheer Kai up. He’d 
recently turned thirty-nine, and eleven months earlier he’d been laid 
off from his job at Saks. I started worrying he might be going off the 
deep end. There were days I’d come home from work and find him 
on the couch, watching TV in his sweatpants, the shades drawn, as if 
he’d just woken up. 

Even before we landed at LAX, I realized that accepting Scott’s 
invitation to have dinner with him and his new wife, Irina, had prob-
ably been a mistake. I could have cancelled, of course, but I’d grown 
sick of kowtowing to Kai’s predilections and whims. 

“Hey buddy,” Scott messaged on Facebook six months before. 
“Long time no chat. How’s life in NY treating you?”

“Scott, great to hear from you. I’m doing well. How RU??”
I was virtually certain he already knew I was gay—word travels 

fast, and even if I’d tried to sequester myself in a world of Speedos 
and Atlantis cruises and crudités, Scott wasn’t an idiot. I’d gotten to 
the point where I knew I had nothing to be ashamed of. Another of 
our fraternity brothers, a guy named Albin, came out a few years af-
ter graduation and became one of the producers of Queer Eye for the 
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Straight Guy. No one had given him a hard time.
“You’re looking good, Neil. U must be hitting the gym,” Scott 

wrote in reference, no doubt, to some of the shirtless photos I’d post-
ed with Kai from a trip to Playa del Carmen. He told me he’d gotten 
divorced, had two kids in college, married a woman from Moscow. 
I said I was still working as a CPA, that I bought a place with Kai in 
2009. “Next time you’re in LA you should look us up,” he responded. 
“It’s been way too long.”

After I bought the tickets to California, I didn’t reach out to Scott 
right away. For a few years, in my twenties, I’d seen a therapist, and I 
knew what she would have said: I was still feeling uneasy about my 
sexuality, about my place in the universe, and I was projecting those 
feelings onto Scott. 

Previously, I said that in college I was vigilant about concealing 
my attraction for Scott, but I’m not sure that’s completely accurate. 
There was a night just after graduation when I veered off course, 
but there’d been alcohol involved, and we were in Mexico together, 
staying in a shitty motel in Cabo San Lucas, and Scott was—or made 
it seem—as if he were practically passed out. It’s an event I used to 
think about frequently, mostly with shame, though I realize I have 
nothing to be ashamed of, and I’ve done my best to let it go.

So there we were, four people who could have been strangers, 
sitting in Scott’s backyard, next to his massive pool, enjoying the 
transition from afternoon to evening. It was September. The sky was 
clear, the weather perfect—70 degrees, not a trace of humidity in the 
air—the kind of day that occasionally makes me wonder if I should 
move back to California.

Irina had gone inside to get more Russian dumplings, and Kai 
and I were sitting across from Scott, who was talking about the trip 
they went on to Tel Aviv, about something that happened while they 
were there. “We were sick of eating out, and Irina opens the oven,” 
he was saying. “Innocently, of course, because she has no idea—nei-
ther of us has any idea—what’s in there. None whatsoever. She was 
planning to make one of her casseroles, and thank god she didn’t just 
turn it on.” Scott was wearing shorts and flip-flops, and his legs had 
the same muscular heft I remembered. He was bald now, but he was 
still magnetic: he had a light beard that showed flecks of gray and the 
same winning smile. Whereas I sometimes feel that my confidence 
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has, at least in certain respects, waned over time, his bearing and self-
assuredness seemed to have increased. He had a bourbon and soda 
in one hand and, as he continued his story—describing the oven in 
their Airbnb as a nice piece of equipment—I noticed Kai smile, be-
cause his mind was always in the gutter, and because he’d asked me 
on the way over whether Scott had a big dick.

“How am I supposed to know if he has a big dick, Kai? What the 
fuck.”

“I’m just curious. You don’t have to have a cow. You told me you 
guys got naked in Mexico or whatever.”

“We didn’t get naked. He got shitfaced and puked all over the 
place and I had to help him clean up.”

“Clean up as in you took off his clothes.”
“I helped him get changed. He was drunk, Kai. He got sick. He’s 

straight. He has a wife.”
Whereupon Kai did what he always did when he got pissed off: 

he put on the $300 noise-cancelling headphones I paid for and lis-
tened to David Guetta or Calvin Harris or whatever he was into at that 
particular point in time. 

We drove the rest of the way to Encino in silence, me refusing 
to reach over and squeeze his leg, to apologize for something I didn’t 
think was my fault. Earlier in the day we’d squabbled about whether 
I’d given him a jealous look when he was chatting with a waiter at the 
hotel—a black guy named Simon who looked like one of those African 
models you see in ads for Prada or J.Crew. Who knows; maybe Kai 
was still mad about my suggestion earlier in the week that he might 
think about sending out a few résumés, instead of spending all day on 
Grindr. I apologized pretty much immediately, but it was too late. “I’m 
not spending all fucking day on Grindr,” he shot back. “Why don’t 
you lay off for a change? How about that?” He went out for a walk, 
slamming the door as he left, and didn’t come home until 3:47 a.m.

I wondered whether, when we arrived at Scott’s place, Kai might 
refuse to come in, but, miraculously, he took off his headphones, got 
out of the car, and sauntered up the driveway like nothing happened. 
We’d been together a decade and sometimes I felt like I barely knew 
him. 

Irina was a firecracker—tight low-cut top, hair like Angelina Jo-
lie, plenty of lipstick, a mole on her cheek she didn’t try to hide. She 
was a good ten years younger than Scott, probably fifteen, and she 
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knew how to carry herself. The second she came back outside hold-
ing the tray of pierogis, or whatever they’re called, and mini crepes 
with various sides, she took over Scott’s story about the Airbnb with 
the envelope full of cash. “You were not the one who counted mon-
ey,” she corrected, picking up her gin and tonic. “I counted money. 
You went to bathroom saying we should call police, because this is 
drug money and we could be murdered. He’s total pussy,” she said. 
She popped an olive into her mouth then licked her fingers. “Did you 
know this about your old friend—what pussy he is? Was he always 
pussy or is it more recent?”

“I am not a pussy,” Scott insisted. He was wearing a Pac-Man 
tank top. “I just didn’t want to get killed, okay. I’m sorry. I like keep-
ing my brains inside my skull, thank you very much.”

“Yes, yes, I know. He was very scared of Israeli thugs, saying 
they will come over and butcher us. But how they know someone else 
didn’t take money, I ask him, like previous guests? We can go FedEx 
and mail cash back to States, no questions asked, then spend few 
days seeing shrine in Jerusalem and fly home. Simple.” She brushed 
her palms against one another as if wiping off sand. “You tell me, 
Kai, what would you have done? Would you have taken money? Fifty 
thousand dollars is big sum, right? Life changing sum.”

“Man, I don’t know.” Kai looked down at the chopped egg on 
his plate and the tablespoon of caviar. I guess neither of us was in 
the mood to be particularly social then—especially with people who 
amounted to, essentially, strangers.

“You don’t know?” Irina replied. “You would have just put fifty 
thousand dollar back into envelope and left it in oven?”

“I guess—”
“Really?” I said, cutting him off. “You would have put the money 

back?” 
Maybe I said it with a bit more edge than was warranted. Kai 

gave me an uncomfortable look, a cornered look, and things went 
quiet. Perhaps it was the slight buzz I was feeling, but for a moment I 
wondered whether I should go ahead and bring up certain topics that 
had gone undiscussed between us for some time. Right there, in front 
of everyone. Not just issues of fidelity and commitment, but also of 
money. Because the bottom line is Kai’s unemployment had gone from 
being a minor bump in the road to a source of concern. I was forty-
five and making a decent salary—decent, but not enough to support 
an unemployed “photographer” for decades on end.
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“Yeah, really,” Kai said, looking at me. “I mean didn’t they have 
your name and address and everything?” he continued, addressing 
Scott. And like that, the moment passed. What could have been a 
turning point, an opportunity to air certain grievances, ended up be-
ing—if you want to get poetic—a wisp of smoke in the ether. Imme-
diately Scott was talking, filling the yard with the sound of his voice. 

“Of course, they had my name and address. That’s what I’m say-
ing. You don’t just waltz over to Israel and take someone’s stack of 
money and expect to make it home in one piece. It’s fucking Israel,” 
he said, giving Irina a look.

“So what did you do?” I asked. 
“I called the owner. I said, ‘Excuse me but we found something 

strange in the oven. Do you happen to know what it might be?’ She 
told me to hang on, and a few minutes later she came back to the 
phone and apologized. She said it was rent they’d forgotten to pick up 
and someone would stop by.”

“Rent?” I repeated.
“It was obviously not rent,” Scott continued. “It was drug money 

or weapons money or something, which is what I’d been telling Irina 
all along. Sure enough, ten minutes later a guy in a Ferragamo suit 
comes over with a fucking pit bull, and we hand him the envelope, 
and he opens it and counts the bills right there on the kitchen table. 
In front of us. He apologizes for the inconvenience, gives me a pat on 
the back, and leaves.”

“Did he have a gun?” Kai asked.
“No, he had no weapon at all,” Irina said, as if this bolstered her 

interpretation of things. “He was very well-dressed man. Very good 
looking, like a banker or business executive.”

“Yeah, a banker with a fucking pit bull,” Scott said. “How many 
landlords walk around collecting their rent with a pit bull?”

“La la la,” Irina said. “Makes no difference. It is past and here we 
are back in L.A., enjoying beautiful weather. You guys like Russian 
food?”

We made small talk about the co-op we bought in Hell’s Kitchen, 
and a Greek place that had opened across the street from our build-
ing, and a restaurant Scott and Irina went to in Malibu that Irina 
said served them shit. “I’m sorry, darling,” she said, reaching over 
to squeeze Scott’s earlobe. “It was. Steak au poivre was overcooked 
and risotto appetizer tasted like kaka.” Her tongue was pointed and, 
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when she talked, it darted around like a goldfish in a small bowl. For 
whatever reason an image shot through my mind then of her sucking 
Scott’s dick. 

Sitting there, in Encino, I allowed myself to remember a fantasy 
I used to have in college of getting Scott drunk and having a three 
way with him and one of the girls he was dating. The details of the 
fantasy varied. Sometimes we were in Scott’s room, sometimes mine, 
occasionally the living room of our suite; more often than not the 
girl egged him on, saying she’d always wanted to see two guys make 
out. Sometimes the idea was his, either because he felt sorry for me 
or because he thought it’d be cool if he and his best friend, two Be-
tas, could get off at the same time. I let a couple familiar images flash 
through my head, then excused myself to use the bathroom. 

Truth be told, I had seen Scott’s dick. Twice. Once when he was 
changing in his room on campus, and, once, that night in Cabo. He’d 
been too shitfaced to walk, and I had to help him up the stairs to our 
room, had to prop him up while I opened the door—which is when 
he puked on himself. I hauled him into the bathroom, got his shirt 
off, and his shorts, and I could have just left him on the floor to sleep 
it off, but I decided to run a bath for him. I pulled his underwear off, 
hoisted him into the tub, and dried him with one of the motel’s cheap 
towels. Scott wasn’t passed out, he was somewhat coherent. He kept 
telling me he loved me. “You’re my best friend, Neil. I love you, man.” 

Scott’s house was spacious and, as they say in design magazines, 
well-appointed—an L-shaped Philip Johnson knockoff with the pool 
in the middle. You could tell from the décor alone, from the sculp-
tures in the living room and the master bedroom—a large iron goat 
and the marble bust of a girl—that whatever Scott did at his father’s 
company was paying the bills. Which explained, at least in part, his 
cavalier attitude to the fifty grand they’d found in the envelope and 
the age differential between him and Irina. 

I took my time in the guest bathroom, washing my face and look-
ing at myself in the mirror, then opening the drawers one by one. 
The drawers were nearly empty—a sign too of wealth, because at 
least in New York most people use every square inch of storage. All I 
found was an unopened toothbrush, a travel-size tube of toothpaste, 
and, unexpectedly, a generous container of lube. Seeing the lube sent 
a slight current through my groin, and for a moment I considered  
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jacking off there in Scott’s bathroom. Kai and I hadn’t had sex in 
nearly a week, and I guess I was horny. 

To the right of the bathroom was a hall that led to the master 
bedroom, and part of me wanted to see whether that wing had the 
same sleek, minimalist décor as the rest of the house. Once, just before 
graduation, I looked through Scott’s underwear drawer, fingered one 
of his jock straps. Scott was in class, and our suitemates were at the 
beach, and going into his room felt forbidden and exciting. I imagined 
him coming back from class early and seeing me digging through his 
underwear and slugging me in the gut. I pictured him cradling me, 
apologizing, then straddling me and forcing his dick in my mouth—as 
punishment for trespassing without permission, etc. etc.

I wondered whether, on some level, I was disappointed that Scott 
was still attractive. Had I accepted his invitation hoping that he’d 
come to the door with his belly hanging out over his belt, that he 
would have lost whatever power he once held over me? After all, 
twenty-three years is a long time. In twenty-three years people get 
fat, rupture vertebrae, slip disks, have knees replaced, develop pso-
riasis or cancer or MS, hit rough patches and lose their footing. 

The hall between the guest bedrooms and the living room had 
sliding glass doors, looking onto the pool, but because of the angle of 
the sun, I knew no one could see me. I kept thinking it was strange 
Kai said he wasn’t sure what he would have done if he’d found him-
self in Scott and Irina’s situation, because I was pretty sure he would 
have put the money in his suitcase and headed for the airport. Just 
two weeks earlier, I’d discovered he’d been taking money out of a 
bank account I’d set up in both our names—an account at HSBC that 
originally had $18,000, an inheritance I’d received from my grand-
mother. I told Kai we could use it as our rainy-day fund, but neither 
of us had mentioned it in years. He probably thought I’d forgotten 
about it, and in some ways I had, though for whatever reason, I’d 
recently checked the balance and saw it had dipped to $6,300. Kai 
had taken out varying amounts over the past several months—$300, 
$400, sometimes $1,000. I was at work when I logged into the ac-
count and my first instinct was to call Kai and confront him, but 
by the time I got home, I changed my mind. I knew he was already 
depressed, and I decided that putting him on the spot would only 
make things worse. I guess I was hoping he’d bring it up on his own 
when he was ready. 
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Recently he’d been talking about trying to get his real estate li-
cense, though in Manhattan real estate agents get spit out like rancid 
take-out forgotten at the back of the fridge. Kai wouldn’t just waltz 
into a twenty-three-million-dollar penthouse in Tribeca like those 
guys on Million Dollar Listing. He’d have to hustle to rent studio 
apartments in Kips Bay to sorority girls who had to call their parents 
to scrape together the security deposit. He’d last a month, maybe two. 
Sometimes, he said he wanted to take a photography class at The New 
School.

I looked at the pictures on the mantle above the fireplace: Scott 
and his ex-wife Lindsey in Aspen or maybe Vail, with their children, 
taken many years earlier. Then photos of Scott and Irina: in Hawaii, 
and Morocco, and Paris. Nothing looked out of place. 

By the time we finished eating, the sun had set, and you could 
feel the night air coming in off the Pacific. Irina put on a red jacket 
with gold buttons, and Scott poured us another drink and passed 
around the bowl of limes and some pecans glazed in brown sugar 
and sprinkled with cayenne pepper, and the pool was throwing off a 
blue glow. The water looked inviting. There was a light at the deep 
end that illuminated the entire body of water, and I realized then 
that it had been a long time since I’d been at a house with a pool, 
sitting outside, as day turned to night. When Kai and I first started 
dating—when we were still having plenty of sex and felt a certain 
smugness vis-à-vis couples caught in the quicksand of open relation-
ships—we’d done a share in Fire Island, and the house we rented had 
a pool, though it wasn’t as large as Scott’s. Not that it mattered. I was 
new to the Fire Island scene and proud to be dating someone like Kai. 

Scott’s pool was beautiful and had no detritus floating on the sur-
face, and I found myself picturing Scott and Irina swimming in it 
naked. I don’t know why that image ended up in my head. Maybe I 
was feeling more relaxed. Maybe I sensed that Kai was less on edge. 
He seemed to be warming up to Irina. He laughed at her stories about 
growing up in Russia, out in the country, where her family raised 
livestock. He listened as she recounted how she met Scott at the Louis 
Vuitton on Rodeo Drive.

“Of course, I knew right away, this man had wandering eye. A 
woman can tell this about a man instantly. Even married man. Espe-
cially married man. I knew man who buys expensive handbag for 



100 EPOCH

wife, man like Scott who have been married seventeen years, who 
asks questions about various styles and solicits my opinion in great 
detail, this man is not happily married. Sex has probably ended.”

“Okay, Irina, that’s enough, honey. Neal and Kai don’t want to 
hear all the sordid details.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked.
“See, he want to hear. What’s wrong with sordid details? As long 

as it’s thing of the past.” She turned to me and said, “I keep him 
happy. That’s my job. No more wandering eye. In bedroom, at night, 
he have hands full. Plus I tell him, you sneak around, I snip unruly 
kielbasa.” Her tongue darted out of her mouth to lick her lips. Then 
she squeezed another lime into her drink and used her finger to stir. 
“Fresh lime—nothing better.” 

“What about you guys?” Scott said. “Here you are hearing all 
about us. How did you meet?” 

“You don’t want to hear that,” I said. “That’s boring.”
“Let me guess—disco club. I know how gay men are dancing 

with shirts off all night long. Anything go.”
“We met online,” Kai said. I wondered whether he was getting 

cold—like Scott, he was wearing a tank top, showing off his I-just-
went-to-the-beach look.

Scott said, “My daughter, Emily, she only meets guys online. We 
went up to visit her at Cal. Everywhere there are kids her age, hang-
ing out, riding bikes and skateboards and playing Frisbee and she 
spends hour after hour staring at her iPhone on Tinder or whatever. 
You guys know what that is?”

“Yeah, we know all about Tinder,” I said. “In the gay world, ev-
eryone’s on Grindr and Scruff and Squirt. Day and night. At the gym, 
on the subway, waiting in line at Chipotle. Everywhere you look, it’s 
the same.”

“Is good, right? Very efficient. No wasting time.”
“Are you kidding me?” I said. “It’s a huge time suck. Half the 

guys use fake pictures, the other half are total flakes. Everyone’s con-
stantly trying to trade up.”

“Trade up?” Irina said.
“I don’t know, maybe that’s not the right expression. Everyone’s 

trying to hook up with someone out of their league, someone they’d 
never hit on in a million years in real life. People think because it’s 
online, there’s no rules.”
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“Show me,” Irina said. “I want to see. You have app?”
“I don’t use it, Kai does. He has Grindr.”
“For hookups?” Scott asked. He refilled his glass.
“Sometimes,” Kai said. “I guess.”
“His nickname’s Coyote Hunter,” I volunteered.
“False. It was Coyote Hunter for like a day.”
“So you have open relationship?” Irina asked.
“Sort of, most gay couples do,” Kai said. “Especially if you’ve 

been together a while. It’s not that big a deal.”
“And this doesn’t cause jealousy?” 
“I don’t know. Depends how you look at it. It doesn’t need to.”
“What you mean depends how you look at it? Is there jealousy or 

not?” she asked, adjusting her breasts. “You are both very handsome 
men. I’m sure you have no trouble finding hook up.” The sky was 
almost dark then, and the light from the pool made her look semi-
glamorous, like a movie star.

“Yeah, there’s jealousy,” I said. “Sometimes. Two weeks ago, Kai 
invited some guy over to our place while I was at work and they were 
fucking on the couch when I got home. So, yes, there was some jeal-
ousy then. Apparently, he’s really into black guys these days. That’s 
his new thing.”

“What the fuck, Neal,” Kai said.
“What? Is that not okay to say?” 
Kai was looking down, because his M.O. in situations like this 

was to withdraw like a snail. In retrospect I realize I should have shut 
up. “I’m sorry. What I mean is African American guys. He’s really into 
African American guys.” 

“Fuck you, Neal,” Kai said, standing up. He strode across the con-
crete and opened the sliding glass door. “I don’t know why you have 
to be such a prick about everything. So I’m not Mormon. Crucify me.” 

Earlier that day when we were at the hotel, we sat down for 
breakfast on the patio overlooking the beach, and after our waiter—
the Taye Diggs look-alike, the one with perfect teeth and nice biceps 
and plenty of self-confidence—took our order, I asked Kai whether 
he thought the guy was hot. 

“I don’t know, I guess,” he said. “Why?” For years, we’d point-
ed out guys we thought were cute. Sometimes, we’d even fantasized 
about them, talked about them while we were having sex.

Irina and Scott looked at their drinks, listening to ice against 
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glass. I studied the pool, the shades of blue: bright at one end, co-
balt at the other. In the distance, we heard a dog barking and people 
laughing.

“You wanna make sure he’s okay?” Scott asked.
“Why should I see if he’s okay? He’s the one who was getting 

plowed by some stranger in our living room.”
“Issue of fidelity always touchy,” Irina said. “My mother found 

out my father was having affair with woman from post office, and she 
took us, my brother and me, packed suitcases, and moved out same 
day. We went to my grandparents’ house in country and that was 
end.”

“I didn’t know that,” Scott said.
“You never asked.” She wiped a dot of sauce from the table, then 

licked her index finger.
“I’m supposed to ask you about that? How am I supposed to ask 

about that if I don’t even know it happened to begin with?”
“What? Sometimes he make no sense,” she said to me. “Darling, I 

think you’ve had enough drinking. Come sit on Mama’s lap. I want to 
caress you.” Just like that Scott put down his drink and went over to 
her. She put her arms around him and gave him a kiss. “He’s my furry 
myshka. It mean little mouse.”

I looked out at the pool. At the far edge were three potted plants—
geraniums—that were beautiful and beyond the flowers, a stretch of 
dark lawn. The property had a lemon tree and several large oaks. 
Above us, the stars were beginning to appear.

“Relationships can be a bitch,” Scott said. “First five years Lind-
sey and I were together, everything was great, then all we did was 
fight. Back then I was working my ass off and any time I got home 
late, she accused me of cheating on her.”

“Which you did do, myshka.”
“Not at first. For fifteen years, I was totally monogamous.”
“Problem was you lost spark with her,” Irina said. “Sexual chem-

istry disappeared. No man can live in this way. I am open-minded, 
but you must have honesty. If couple have solid foundation and they 
want three way or some experimentation, I think this can be healthy.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “Everyone just needs to be on the same 
page.” 

“But with you and Kai, he has side sex and you don’t?”
“I did once a long time ago. I was in Chicago on business. It was 
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before we’d started talking about this stuff and I fucked up. I fooled 
around with some guy who couldn’t even get it up. One time. But 
Kai found out about it and got pissed. I don’t know, one thing led to 
another and now he’s on Grindr 24/7.”

“So you started it,” Irina said.
“I didn’t start it. I made a mistake. I apologized. I didn’t say I 

wanted a fucking free-for-all.”
“Do you still love him?” Irina asked.
I took a fistful of pecans and looked at the oak tree closest to us, 

the way the light from the pool made its branches glow. I did still love 
him, yes, but I wasn’t looking for a therapy session.

“Let’s go swimming,” Irina said. “Pool is wonderful. We keep it 
eighty-four degrees year round. Perfect temperature.”

“Oh, I don’t know. We didn’t bring our trunks.”
“Who needs trunks?” she said, standing up and taking off her 

jacket. 
“Come on, Neal, just like old times. Remember when we went 

skinny dipping down in Cabo?”
“With those prostitutes?”
“Nah, those women weren’t prostitutes. They were waitresses.”
“Oh my god, Scott. They asked us for money.”
“They needed cab fare to get home.”
“Whatever.” I’d nearly forgotten that part of our trip, though I 

realized then I’d probably tried to bury the memory—the two women 
we’d brought up to our room, giggling and laughing and making it 
clear they were ready for anything. It wasn’t that the sex was bad. 
The sex was actually fine. It was that I knew the women had been 
putting on an act for us, and, in a way, I’d done the same thing. The 
next morning, at breakfast, my head throbbing, I promised myself 
that was the last time I’d have sex with a woman. The women were 
sisters, supposedly: sisters from Migriño, initially, then—the next 
day—Los Bariles, a sixty-dollar cab ride away, at least according to 
the older one, the one with nipples the color of plums. The one who’d 
latched on to me, the skinny one, had been shier, less feisty and bold. 

I heard a splash. Irina had dived into the deep end. She was 
swimming underwater, her skin glowing and white. I watched her 
arms and legs move as she crossed the length of the pool.

“She’s something else, right?” Scott said.
“Yeah, I like her. She’s gonna keep you young.”
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“I’ll say. The woman has a libido like you wouldn’t believe.”
“Come in!” she yelled when she surfaced. “What are you pussies 

doing? Water is wonderful.”
“Okay,” I said. “Let me get Kai.”
I went to the living room, which was dark except for a small lamp 

next to the couch. I walked from room to room, calling his name. In 
the darkness, the house felt abandoned. Kai wasn’t in the guest bath-
room or any of the bedrooms. “Kai?” I called out again. 

I wondered whether he was sitting in the car. He did that once 
when we were visiting a colleague of mine in New Jersey. We’d been 
discussing politics, and my colleague’s eighty-six-year-old mother 
said something that supposedly offended Kai—something about peo-
ple on welfare—and he went out to the car to listen to Rihanna or 
Beyoncé, or maybe just troll around on Grindr.

I retraced my steps through Scott’s living room, then checked my 
phone to see whether Kai had texted. I dialed his number but it went 
straight to voicemail. “Where the fuck are you, Kai? You can’t just get 
up and disappear like that. At least tell me where you went.” 

Initially, when I checked the HSBC account, I wondered whether 
maybe there’d been a mistake or someone had hacked our account. I 
thought about calling the bank, but I didn’t need to call the bank. I 
knew Kai had made the withdrawals. Sometimes when I came home 
from work and saw him with a new jacket or pair of pants, I won-
dered where he’d gotten the money. “My mom sent me a check,” he 
usually said, but I didn’t believe him. His mom worked at a 7-Eleven 
in Utah. For a while I told myself the reason Kai hadn’t told me about 
the withdrawals was that he was planning to replace the money once 
he found a job. 

I walked back to the pool and saw Scott holding Irina in his arms 
at the shallow end. She had her legs up around his waist, and when 
they saw me they didn’t separate. “What are you waiting for, Neal?” 
she called out.

I sat on the chair and took off my shoes. 
“Where’s Kai?” Scott asked.
“I don’t know. I guess he went for a walk. It’s okay. He’ll be back.”
I filled my lungs with night air and knew that if Kai came back 

and found me in the pool the fact that I hadn’t made more of an ef-
fort to find him would probably make things worse. I realized a few 
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months after meeting him that he expected to be coddled, that in ex-
change for his looks, I’d have to trade a certain amount of dignity, that 
I’d need to accommodate his moods and always be the one to patch 
things up. For a long time the tradeoff seemed worth it. 

Scott was nuzzling Irina’s ear, and she was giggling. I took off 
my shirt, followed by my pants and underwear. I walked to the edge 
of the pool and looked into the water. Light steam rose up off the 
surface. “You’re so fucking paranoid,” Kai had said after we finished 
breakfast that morning and were walking back to our room. “It’s like 
I’m not even allowed to look at anyone else. Am I supposed to put on 
a beerka or whatever?”

“Burka.”
“What?”
“It’s pronounced burka, not beerka. And that metaphor doesn’t 

even make sense.”
“Whatever,” he said, pulling out his phone and, right in front of 

me, scrolling through the thirty or so guys within a thousand-foot 
radius.

The night air felt good on my skin, invigorating, and, as I stood 
there, bracing myself, I felt surprisingly unselfconscious. I knew 
Scott and Irina were both looking at my body—my torso and penis. 
Under different circumstances, I probably would have tried to con-
ceal myself, but I’d spent my whole life thinking things were a big 
deal when they weren’t. Anyway, what did I care? I knew that once 
I went home, I probably wouldn’t see Scott or Irina ever again. I’d 
dive into the water and swim over to them, and Irina would reach 
out to touch me or she wouldn’t, put her lips on mine, bring me into 
the fold, so to speak, or ignore me. Or maybe Scott would be the one 
to reach out, to grab my arm or my leg, as if he were roughhousing; 
maybe he’d try to dunk me or put me in a chokehold from behind. 
Perhaps I’d just swim back and forth on my own, dogpaddle around 
in the night, while Scott tongued his new wife.

Even then I knew Kai wasn’t planning to repay the money he’d 
taken. Who was I kidding? I would have been lucky if he’d found 
a job and covered his portion of the mortgage. I would have been 
ecstatic if the worst thing that happened was giving me a case of 
the clap. I pictured myself in the pool, submerged, and I dove: head 
first, hair first, face first, not caring what happened next. Because 
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although, technically, we’d agreed it was okay to play on the side, the 
bottom line is Kai was the only one who’d been hooking up, and I’d 
been—what? The cuckold? Was that even the right word? Did I think 
that by staying monogamous, by prioritizing Kai above everything 
else, by catering to his whims and shifting moods, I could protect 
what we once had? 

Did I know that, at that moment, Kai was sending an e-mail tell-
ing me what I’d been afraid to be told? It wasn’t an apology for storm-
ing off or taking the money he’d stolen. It wasn’t a diatribe accusing 
me of being racist or telling me to go fuck myself. It was the thing I’d 
feared would happen from the day he downloaded Grindr onto his 
phone. Because with Grindr, even though at first it always seems like 
a joke—the fat guys with parrots on their shoulders and the trans-
sexuals who need extra cash—eventually there are issues of privacy 
to consider, privacy and boundaries and respect, and then, like ev-
eryone says, it’s just a matter of time before someone gets a Dear John 
letter, or, in this case, e-mail.

I felt the water envelop me, inhabit me, my ears and my nostrils 
and the crack of my ass, my skin electric, and I imagined looking 
down from above, watching my arms and legs cross the expanse of 
the pool. 

Irina was right: the water felt good. People tell you not to open 
your eyes under water, because of the chlorine, but I didn’t care if my 
eyes stung. I opened my eyes and saw, beneath me, my shadow, mov-
ing across the bottom of the pool. Then, still under water, I allowed 
myself to look up. At the far end of the pool, I saw Irina and Scott 
moving together—their legs and their genitals blurred—and I heard 
the muted sounds of their voices as I swam toward them. I saw Scott’s 
penis, and his pubic hair and testicles, almost buoyant, and I won-
dered whether maybe Scott wasn’t as drunk as I thought the night I 
helped him into the tub, whether maybe he’d wanted something to 
happen in that eighteen-dollar-a-night shithole with a single fan and 
a leaking faucet. I wondered whether I’d spent the past twenty-three 
years fretting about something that hadn’t been a big deal at all, and 
whether, ultimately, everything would be okay.

 


