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PAM HOWE

The Truth Chair
His apartment is about a forty-minute walk from yours—up Santa Monica, 
over to Hollywood, down La Brea—but you don’t mind the heat. Who needs 
an expensive gym membership, you tell yourself. Besides, these long walks 
between your apartment and Lenny’s give you time to think, to analyze, and 
you’ve needed that lately. Something’s been different these last few weeks. 
You’re not quite sure what it is or what it means but you better figure it out—
this friendship means too much to you. 

You cut up Third, anticipating the automatic doors of that store Fancy 
Pants for Men (or something) where you will walk a little slower than normal, 
stop, taste the sudden blast of air conditioning as it shoots you in the face, 
arms, chest, legs. The thin wisps of hair covering your body stand in formal 
gratitude of the sudden chill. Imagine yourself a modern-day Marilyn, posing 
in your ex’s army-green cargo pants, your cotton camisole, flip-flops. The cool 
air loosens you from your sticky skin. 

On Detroit, a bright red electric sign winks the word GARAGE and you 
can’t help but notice that first two neon letters have blown out. The flashing 
R-A-G-E pleases you, as if some secret message was being sent from someone, 
somewhere, who has more information than you—someone who knows the 
whole story. It’s just like the time someone shot out the S in the Shell station 
across the street from your apartment. An old prank for sure, but for weeks 
that first summer in Los Feliz—when you fought insomnia and hadn’t made 
friends yet, when you’d climb out onto your fire escape and smoke cloves all 
night—the glowing H-E-L-L beamed steadily at you like neon smoke signals 
of some shared understanding. 

Then again, maybe your fondness for neon is just simple nostalgia for 
the dancing hula girls of the Midwestern motels of your youth, or the fleet-
ing promises of Nevada’s Gold-For-Cash shops of someone else’s. The flash 
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of a long lost face sparks in your mind, but you push it all away. You move 
forward with only a backwards glance as the RAGE flashes, thinking: if only 
I had a camera.

If only you owned a camera. Well, if only you owned a camera that works. 
There are four somewhere in your apartment. Not one of them actually takes 
pictures, but other than that they’re perfectly good. Seems a waste to throw 
them away when someday you’ll meet someone who fixes them and wish you 
still had all those almost-perfectly-good cameras. You think of your Canon 
callback this morning. Cross your fingers; you could use a national right 
about now. The residuals from your Eggo have dwindled to less than SAG 
dues. You need a good pharm commercial, something for blood pressure or 
mood disorders. Those commercials run all the time—set you up for life. 

You’re still fantasizing about all the things you’d buy with a decent erec-
tile-dysfunction gig when you see it: an elegantly handsome black leather 
Eames chair. It’s precariously posed on the curb with a sign duck-taped on its 
back, the word FREE scrawled across a piece of lined yellow legal pad shaking 
in the breeze. Your heart flickers for a second, the way it would if the Mega-
Millions lady pulled your lucky numbers, but you hold back because you’re 
not that kind of girl—lucky, that is. Upon closer inspection you notice a 
crack in the chair’s base, but that’s what they invented Krazy Glue for, or Go-
rilla Glue, or was it hot glue? Well, there’s that Home Depot off St. Andrews, 
right on your way home; they’d know for sure.

Next to the chair, in the grass, is an old empty birdcage, a toaster oven 
with no door, a dusty old black-and-white, a rolled oriental, and a heavy met-
al filing cabinet. There’s a couch and a steamer trunk and the old end table 
and, yes, as a matter of fact, you have seen this all before. You wonder why 
he’s throwing out all his stuff. Is Lenny moving? Did Lenny move? Did he 
win the lottery himself and buy all new stuff? Is he even okay? Could he have 
hurt himself? You started to worry the minute you started to wonder because 
he’s not always—what’s the term—“emotionally stable.” But at the same time, 
you have always loved that chair of his. Should you leave the chair then come 
back when you discover he’s fine, just being—what’s that other term—“ec-
centric?” If you wait, it might be gone. 

Then again, do you really need another chair?
It’s the FREE that gets you, every time. The sign may say FREE but the 

words you read are limitless potential. You’re crafty; you can rewire, refin-
ish, re-whatever anything. You imagine yourself at the next dinner party you 
throw (the first dinner party you throw) saying, “Oh, that? Found it on the 
street; all it needed was a little re-working.” The problem is that even the best 
intentions don’t make things right, and that night stand next to your bed is 
still not fixed. The one with one leg that’s slightly shorter than the others, 
barely noticeable (except when you set a glass of water down at night and 
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wake up with a wet pillow). Yeah, you gotta fix that. You have swatches of 
delicate fabric for the someday when you get a sewing machine, old records 
for the someday you get a record player, vintage ties for the someday you get 
a boyfriend, the list goes on. Let fate decide it; if it’s still there when you leave, 
it’s a sign. 

Buzz yourself in. The door code hasn’t changed in the three years since 
he first gave it to you. Take the stairs but stand outside his apartment before 
knocking, work out a game plan to inquire about the furniture outside. Do 
not just come out and ask, because that’s what he wants. You’ve been friends 
long enough to know that. He’s like a child that way—his erratic behavior 
only encouraged by concern. Listen. He is crooning a Chet Baker song be-
hind the door and it makes you smile. You picture him holding a wooden 
spoon to his mouth like a microphone, an intentionally blurred memory.

Lenny opens the door with a smile that crinkles the sides of his face. The 
smell of crisp duck skin rushes at you. Sizzles seep from the kitchen, the 
sound of melting fat from fowl bubbling into a shallow baking pan of lemons 
and rosemary. It hits you—the singing, his smile, his cooking, his mood—he 
must’ve signed on for another season. He was worried he’d asked for too 
much, but his agent assured him, you assured him. Everyone loves the show; 
they love his food, they love his insane antics and impromptu songs about 
Loch Ness Monsters and sleepwalking sloths. People love to laugh in the 
kitchen. People love to laugh.

You want to congratulate him, but wait until he tells you. Don’t ask, in 
case you’re wrong. His moods are so fragile. Change the subject in your mind. 
You scramble for your clever opening remarks but your stomach beats you to 
it with an audible longing for duck fat-fried fingerlings. You’re embarrassed. 
You might be blushing, and that’s definitely not cool. Quick, say something, 
cover with an insult. 

“Damn, Lenny, you cookin’ a dead hooker in here?” Perfect, not only did 
you insult his culinary abilities but you may have also suggested he’s a mur-
derous perv. Score one for you.

Lenny jokes, “Found some three-day-old Bandicoot breasts behind Trad-
er Joes. Can you believe how many delicious endangered species go to waste 
in this town?” 

“You just wanted to use the word Bandicoot,” you say.
 He shuts the oven door and stands. “I saved the Styrofoam trays ’cause I 

know how crafty you are.” He winks. 
Damn. Something about the way he delivers the word crafty conjures im-

ages of mom-jeans and home perms, scrapbooking infomercials, and crock-
pot cookery, and that one word shines a florescent light right onto the very 
person you hope to God you’re not becoming.

Say, “I’m surprised you didn’t put the Styrofoam on the curb with the 
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rest of your shit.” Gesture toward the almost empty living room with your 
eyebrows, waiting for him to elaborate. But he doesn’t. He kisses your cheek 
and takes the groceries.

“Man, whatchu got in here?” is his only response. And then, “I asked for 
sage; are these Skittles?” The groceries slide onto an island between the kitch-
en and the living room. The bag falls to one side, scattering limes like chubby 
children fleeing station wagons at a highway rest stops. Some of the limes 
make suicidal leaps to the linoleum, one anti-climatic thud after another. 

Lenny doesn’t have enough hands (or coordination) to catch them all, 
and yells in a falsetto voice, “Oh no, save the children!” proving once more 
his uncanny ability to read even your most abstract thoughts. 

Whenever he does that you say, “Get the hell outta my head,” even 
though it’s the last thing you really want. You rescue the limes, laughing. He 
turns to check on the bird. “Duck?” you ask.

“Duck,” he answers.
“Goose!” You yell, as you pull a liter of Grey Goose from the bag. “Ahaha, 

get it?” Show him the label on the bottle of vodka, wait for him to appreciate 
your clever quip. True, usually if you have to say “get it” after making a joke, 
it’s not much of a joke. And maybe that’s the case here, too, but it was clever; 
he’s going to have to give you that, at least.

He rolls he eyes and shakes his head, and makes some sound like you 
just sucker-punched him, but it’s all the acknowledgement you need. Try not 
to smile too big. Unpack the bag. Pull out the two DVDs, a pack of Skittles, 
then the beer. One of the Coronas catches the small yellow box, and a dozen 
or so cigarettes erupt like hot lava from the sack, onto the counter. 

“Forget the children, save the cigarettes!” you shout. You’re all thumbs 
shoving them back into the box, breaking half of them. Grace is not one of 
your attributes. 

“You bought top shelf?” he asks while motioning toward the Grey Goose. 
Shrug one shoulder. Shrug the other shoulder and lift both hands, then cock 
your head to one side, as if you’re the last laugh before the shot cuts to com-
mercial. Cue the canned laughter. Len ignores your ridiculous pantomime. 

“Seriously, what’s the occasion?” he wants to know.
“You tell me?” You wait for him to say they’ve signed him for another 

season. It’s amazing timing, you’ve created the perfect set up for his big an-
nouncement. Smile knowingly, wait. But something flashes from him that 
you can’t quite figure out. It’s fear, or nerves, or something else, and you real-
ize maybe they haven’t renewed his contract. You do your best to cover. “How 
’bout just ’cause it’s June and we’re both still single?”

“Right,” Lenny nods. Then, “Stop, Jameson.” He calls you by your full 
last name when he’s exasperated; normally he shortens it to James or Jamie. 
He hasn’t called you by your first name since, well, back when you were both 
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different people. “You’re breaking all the cigarettes. Jesus. Go sit down. I’ll get 
these,” he scolds, shooing you away. 

You lower your head like a puppy and straggle toward the lifeless living 
room, unsure of the crime you’ve committed. But upon entering the vast void 
of furniture you turn back. “Well, I would ‘Go sit down,’” (making finger 
quotes with your hands) “but....” Roll your eyebrows around the room. 

Len says, “Try out the new chair.” 
Shoved awkwardly in the corner, pretty much the only thing left in the 

room, is a small blue IKEA chair. “Dude, what’s up with this?”
“You like it?” he asks.
Make a face like you’re licking a latex glove and say, “Yeah, this is way 

better than the furniture in my dentist’s office.” 
“Don’t be ridiculous.” He is surprisingly undaunted by your insult—brace 

yourself. “You can’t afford a dentist.” And Len takes the win with the truth. 
You haven’t had dental insurance since you turned eighteen.

Subconsciously, you run your tongue over your canines without him no-
ticing, and ask, “Seriously, what the hell happened to all your stuff?”

He shrugs nonchalantly, “I threw it out.” 
“Huh,” you say with a shrug of your own. You can play this game, too. 

Walk to the window. The Eames chair is still outside, its free flopping sadly in 
the wind. You spin back around. “You been taking your meds?” you ask, only 
half-joking. Or not joking.

“Is your Indian name Hurts-With-Words?” he responds without missing a 
beat. This banter is not atypical of your conversations: brutal honesty diluted 
with mass quantities of sarcasm. Because the truth, the plain truth, leaves too 
many cracks in your high, heavy walls. God forbid someone sneak in and 
inflict further damage on your already fragile psyches. 

Lenny sharpens a knife at the counter that separates the kitchen from 
where you aren’t sitting. Then he holds up an ugly round ball, smells it, holds 
it up for you, and winks. “Now that’s what I call a job perk.” He smiles as he 
pins the truffle down and begins to shave slivers so thin they are almost trans-
parent. He elaborates on neither the status of his contract, nor the furniture 
missing from his living room, and you know he’s not going to. He does things 
like this sometimes, things that are impulsive and irrational, but you’re just 
friends; you have no say. You stand back and watch from the sidelines. Be-
sides, isn’t his ability to see things from this slightly skewed perspective what 
makes him the most interesting person you know? Makes him funny enough 
to make you cry? Aren’t these the things that make Lenny, Lenny?

“Sit,” he instructs, knifing the air in the direction of the blue chair. “But 
be careful; that chair makes people tell the truth.” This makes you smile, be-
cause you recognize it as a challenge only disguised as a warning. You sit. The 
cushion has as much give as nun at a strip club. The arms are too high, the 
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seat is too low, the back is too straight. It might be the most uncomfortable 
your body has ever been, but you are determined to stay in the chair. You pull 
one leg over the arm, one arm over the back, and twist your neck like you’re 
at an off-off-Broadway open call for The Exorcist. Unfortunately, no position 
is tolerable for more than five seconds and eventually you admit defeat, slither 
onto the floor. 

“I guess the truth makes me uncomfortable,” you say sarcastically, but not.
“I’m serious,” he insists. “I was checking out stemless stemware yesterday 

at IKEA with Tommy, you know? He was kinda getting bored and sits down 
in that chair.” Len attempts to light a burner under a ten-inch Calphalon. 
The stove clicks like a wind-up toy wound too far. “Next thing I know, he’s 
getting all weird and emotional and starts telling me how much he ‘appre-
ciates our friendship’ and stuff, and I think he was being for real.” A flame 
shoots into the air as he jumps back, turns it down. The clicking subsides.

You reply, “He appreciates your friendship? You gotta fix that.” When he 
gives you the look, point to the stove, pretend you’re referring to the faulty 
pilot, and repeat wide-eyed, “You gotta fix that”.

“I’m serious,” he says again. “He was being sincere.”
Think to yourself: what does he expect you to say? It sounds like a set up; 

it doesn’t sound like something Tommy would say. It doesn’t sound like some-
thing any of your friends would say. It’s not that you don’t all appreciate each 
other; of course you do. You all came here alone, not so much relocating as 
dislocating from families that weren’t, creating one that was. You were lucky 
to find the only people that would appreciate your guarded imperfections in a 
city of pronounced perfection. But those words could never be said out loud. 
They would only fall short and come out sounding the way they sound in 
your head right now: cliché and insincere. So the affection remains unspoken, 
and maybe you’re even more grateful for that.

You’re ready to move on with this conversation. But Lenny’s not done.  
“You know, Shell came over last night.” Immediately you’ve stopped lis-

tening and started wondering where you were, why you weren’t invited last 
night. But Lenny goes on about how Shell is thinking about transitioning, 
about how it’ll mean giving up her family—they’re so religious. They refer 
to her as “an abomination.” Neither of you speaks. Lenny slices limes. You 
wonder what Shell’s gonna do. You wonder why she hasn’t told you. Your 
mind wanders until Lenny brings you a beer, and drops down in the chair. 
Suddenly desperate to change the mood, lift your voice with your face and 
poke out a challenge. Affix your eyes to his. Lift one brow and offer up your 
best Cheshire-smile.

“So prove it. You’re sitting there; why don’t you tell me the truth?” You’re 
clever enough to know (or smart enough to remember) that the best hider in 
any empty room is always Lenny.
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But this time, he doesn’t blink. He’s sitting with his knees spread wide in 
front of him and starts to rub his large boney hands up and down the tops of 
his thighs, the palms gliding easily over his soft jeans. He takes a deep breath. 
Suddenly the hairs on your neck are pushed out from the inside, a tightening 
spreads from where your molars used to be. Something is wrong. 

Then something dings from inside the chair; it’s a loud bell ringing out 
the start of a middleweight fight. Or it’s your phone. It’s your phone, must’ve 
slipped from your pocket and fallen behind the cushion. Lenny reaches in 
and pulls it out, reading the text to you. “‘On my way.’ Wait, who’s on—
Shawn’s on her way?” he questions. There seems to be a bit more than surprise 
in his voice. Maybe it’s that she’s more your friend than his. He’s only met her 
a couple of times, and he probably doesn’t feel like being “on” tonight, having 
to entertain a new person. 

“I told her to come by if she ends up having the night off. She’s cool; you’ll 
like her when you get to know her better, trust me,” you assure. “You don’t 
mind, right? You said you liked Shawn.”

“I do. That’s not—” He’s lost his words, shakes his head. He’s being weird. 
“Yeah, yeah, whatever. I don’t care.” The words sputter out quickly, like he’s 
backing up a lawnmower. “What I was saying,” the lawnmower pushes for-
ward again, “what I was saying was...” then stalls. You wait. You study his face 
as it tightens, his palms slide down his thighs again, then he drops his elbows 
to his knees and leans toward you. His eyes fix on yours. 

You start to say, “What the fu—”
“I’m sorry I’ve been flirting with you lately.” He breaks eye contact and 

sputters forward. “Maybe you didn’t notice.” 
Of course you noticed; you’re not a complete imbecile. You’ve just been 

ignoring it (and all of its potential complications) for both your sakes. You 
just stare at him, trying to remember how to create words with your mouth.

“Anyway, I’m sorry I put you in that position.” He reaches for a cigarette 
then lights two, handing you the other. “I know we’re friends and I don’t want 
to fuck that up and....” It’s not the end of the sentence but he doesn’t finish it, 
either. He stands, seeking an ashtray.

You take a long minute and a short drag. The cigarette silently singes the 
skin between your fingers. Exhale and shrug like it means nothing—like the 
waitress forgot your straw, not like your best friend in the world just con-
fessed to you, well, whatever it was he just confessed to you. 

With your back to the kitchen and him in it, you say it. “Haven’t we been 
down this road before?” 

You have been down that road before, a week after moving to LA. The 
two of you met at a party. He was standing by the soft cheese. You scanned 
the room and thought: That guy. I’ll go talk to that guy because he’s not in-
timidating at all. I can walk up to that guy and I won’t be nervous and I’ll be 



73

talking to someone and I won’t look like some pathetic girl sitting alone on 
the couch because she has no friends. But two minutes into the conversation 
he had you laughing and wondering why you hadn’t notice how incredibly 
handsome he really was, and three minutes later you were nervous.  

Two days after that you were on a date that lasted for three days. You 
laughed as he invented stories about robot elementary school teachers with 
bad accents, about making short films of babies in diapers playing in the La 
Brea Tar Pits, about believing his head was a giant sensor for alien commu-
nication. There were times you didn’t laugh, too. Like when he told you the 
relief he felt when he heard about the accident that left his father paralyzed 
from the neck down. How he’d wished for it ever since he was a kid—for 
somebody to do to that man what that man had done to his mom. You cried, 
but less from the story and more because Lenny didn’t cry when he told it. 

You loved him immediately, but it took him a whole three weeks to tell 
you he “just didn’t feel the same way,” with the force of a pebble hitting a 
windshield at ninety miles an hour. Sometimes your heart still feels like mil-
lions of sharp shards held together by two thin pieces of cellophane. 

What could you do? You’d known each other three weeks. You moved on. 
You went your separate ways, dated other people, and a year later when you 
ran into each other at Trader Joes (both your baskets filled with Two Buck 
Chuck and frozen edamame), you laughed. Small talk turned into backstory, 
which turned into more stories, and you became friends. You pretended it 
never meant anything to you, either. You decided to accept that your ro-
mantic feelings were (and would always be) one-sided. And eventually you’d 
stop having them. You’d go on dates, he’d go on dates, then you’d meet at 
midnight at that Thai noodle house on Santa Monica, and crack up while 
comparing notes. You cut his hair, and he laughed in all the right places when 
you spoke. You never sat too close, or got drunk and made out, or any of the 
other stupid things people do with their exes when they’re trying to be friends. 
In fact, the two of you had been doing a pretty good job of being “just friends” 
for a few years now. So why risk it all? For what, sex? For a label that promised 
to be less stable than the one you already have? 

You consider that stupid quote about the definition of insanity. Suddenly 
everyone’s an expert on insanity. Must be true considering you know more 
people who take Lithium than vitamins. Everyone in this town is expertly 
insane. Everyone in this room, for sure.

Lenny brings the ashtray just in time to keep you from setting yourself 
on fire. The flame is burning dangerously close. He sits back down, waiting 
for you to look up.

“You know, before, when we first, you know, met,” his tone is low, serious, 
one you’re not used to hearing, “I was confused back then. You scared the 
shit out of me, kind of.” You examine a small stain on the rug nearby. Pick at 



74

the stain, anything to keep from looking at him, anything to keep him from 
knowing you might still feel it. He goes on, regardless. “I didn’t trust you. I 
told you things that, you knew things, I mean, you could see inside me and 
I wasn’t cool with it.” He lights another cigarette. “But you’ve been here for 
years now, you know my all issues and shit and you’re still, here.”

The way he says it right then, the word isn’t a location, it’s something else. 
You’re not really sure what it is, but you know that, presently, it’s a word you 
don’t know. Every word seems somewhat foreign at this moment; he’s saying 
one thing but he’s asking another. Could you love him like that again? Have 
you ever stopped? And then, can you trust him? You know how fickle and 
impulsive he is. And he’s been having a dry spell lately; you don’t want to be 
anyone’s dry spell relief. You know what he’s asking you. You just don’t know 
the answer.  

Take a deep breath of your own. “I don’t know what you want me to say,” 
is all you manage.

“Nothing. I don’t know.” He gets up, walks to the kitchen. “I just wanted 
to explain myself and apologize. I mean it’s not like I’m trying to start some-
thing. I wasn’t saying we should give it another shot or anything. I don’t know 
what I was thinking. I just, you know me, crazy.” He points at his ear and stirs 
the air—the international symbol for loony tunes. 

You open your mouth to stop him from doing whatever it is he’s doing, 
from taking it all back. But just as you stand up, Shawn walks in, drawing 
the air out of you before shutting the door. Shawn has her own air about 
her—the air of a bull in a china shop, in a tsunami. She throws her coat on 
the floor, kicks her boots into the corner of the room, and holds up a bottle 
of tequila like she’s the goddamn Statue of Patrón-ity.

“What up, bitches?” she announces. Then, as she notices the empty room, 
“What the—were you robbed, Lenny?” No one answers.

“Limes in the kitchen,” you direct. You won’t, don’t, return to the previ-
ous conversation.

You won’t return to it all night, in fact. You will eat too much and drink 
too much and smoke too many cigarettes, in typical self-punishing fashion. 
The night begins to blur. At some point you enter the bathroom, only to be 
greeted by the quick hiss and sudden blackness of a burned-out light bulb. 
Pee with the door open, your virtue protected by the darkness. When you’re 
finished, walk straight to the kitchen. Len keeps his 60-watts in the cereal 
cabinet, next to his favorite paperbacks. Maybe he’s right; maybe you already 
know where he keeps everything. 

Shawn is lying on the floor, wearing a pair of mirrored Aviators for no 
reason. Probably has something to do with the fact that she supposedly gets 
her weed from the same guy as Snoop and her pupils are pretty dilated by 
now. You hand Lenny the bulb and tell him you’re borrowing the Basquiat 
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biography. 
When he’s barely around the corner, Shawn leans forward and sort of 

whispers, “What’s the deal with you two?” You imagine her eyebrows arching 
in punctuation of the question, but her sunglasses are so big, all you can see 
is yourself. You wonder what Len sees when he looks at her. “Are you guys 
really just—”

“Friends,” you interrupt. Your sudden insistence is simply an attempt to 
cut her off. You’re afraid he might hear her, then you’re more afraid he heard 
you. Your eyes send secret signals to Shawn, but the sunglasses deflect your 
reflection. Your meaning is distorted and misconstrued. Lenny is back. 

“And The Lord said, ‘Let there be light,’” he announces to Shawn. She 
walks to the bathroom, closes the door. He slinks in beside you on the floor. 
More whispering. “The chair works, I tell ya.”

“We’ll see.” Suddenly you need to move, do something with your hands, 
look somewhere other than his face. Light a cigarette. Point to the chair. “Did 
you tell her your theory?”

“Nope. Gonna just wait and see.”
You look at him and think, Me, too.
When Shawn gets back she takes the chair. The night wears on with more 

stories, shots, smokes, smoke signals. Beer. Lenny opens your bottles because 
he knows how they hurt your hands. You’d rather walk around with a bloody-
palmed stigmata than ask him for help with anything, so he takes the beer 
from your hands and opens it without asking, without stopping whatever 
story he’s telling, then hands it back without looking at you. And you both 
pretend it never happened. Maybe he knows your location, too.

Then, when you’ve just about figured it out, Shawn pushes the sunglasses 
further up onto her nose and leans back, settling deep into the chair. She 
starts to tell the two of you about her father. He’s a cop in Long Island. She 
tells you about how he wants her to fly back for a few days next week, to stand 
there and smile, clap while they give him some kind of award, some special 
honor. She tells you she can’t, and then she tells you why. 

She tells you things that almost make you wish Lenny was right about 
the goddamn chair. Because if he’s right, and this stupid chair makes people 
tell the truth, then maybe there could also be some other kind of chair that 
can make things less true. You want it to be possible to undo things, things 
done a lifetime ago that still burn for her like yesterday. Things that forev-
er alter the people you are and shape the people you try so hard not to be. 
Things a father should never do to his daughter. You watch the tears fall from 
behind her sunglasses, run down her cheeks. You wonder why Len couldn’t 
have brought home that other chair. 

You listen to Shawn, nod in all the right places. Shake from the inside 
out. Try to picture Shawn’s father—Shawn’s face on a man in some kind of 
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impressive uniform, thanking the mayor or the governor or somebody for 
some kind of medal. Some kind of honor, you think.

You will tell her not to go. You will tell her she’s safe now, here. You will 
tell her whatever you can to make it go away. But she won’t hear you. She 
will go anyway.

“Let me know if you need a ride to LAX. Supershuttle’s a bitch,” is the 
only thing you really tell her. With words, anyway. 

Len offers to throw a fancy martini dinner party when she gets back. He 
promises rack of lamb.

“She doesn’t eat meat,” you say.
“Perfect. More for us.” He winks at Shawn, and you wonder if his winks 

are as powerful for her as they are, were, are for you. The room exhales. She 
raises her glass, you both raise yours. The three of you clink together with just 
enough restraint to keep from breaking. Just as powerful, you realize.

Many more expensive shots and cheap jokes are ingested, and somewhere 
along the night you fall asleep on the floor. You open your eyes to the window 
and an outside that’s not dark but not quite light—some smoggy shade of 
purple that hasn’t been named yet—beautiful but toxic. You roll over and see 
that you’re alone. Shawn’s boots are still in the corner, and the door to Lenny’s 
bedroom is closed.  

You’re nauseous and your head hurts. More than the alcohol is to blame 
for your hangover; you’re ready to go home. The switch flips up without a siz-
zle this time—there is light. The bathroom tile is cool and feels wet beneath 
your hot, dry soles. Fill your hands from the faucet, the water sweet and thick 
in your mouth. You drink with your whole face submerged. The bathroom 
rumbles beneath your feet as you lift your head. You sit down. Stand up. 
Open the cabinet for aspirin. Turn the labels toward you. From the looks of 
things, he hasn’t taken any of these for weeks, but you have no say. It’s not the 
first and it won’t be the last time he goes off his meds, so don’t bother feigning 
surprise. Close the cabinet door. Look in the mirror. Watch the water drip 
down your face. Remind yourself that it doesn’t affect you. Recite the mantra, 
try to believe it works. Fake it till you make it. Fake it. Fake it.

Shawn is standing behind you in the mirror. 
“You okay?” one of you asks—you’re not sure which. You smile, reach 

back in, grab the aspirin, toss her the bottle. 
You’re putting on your shoes when she reemerges. Lenny is still sleeping 

(or faking it to avoid the scene).
 “Need a ride?” Shawn asks.

“Fuck, yes.” Relief settles between you as she laces her boots.
Lenny emerges sheepishly. He looks at you, and then doesn’t. He shrugs. 

You kiss his cheek, letting him know you’re not mad. You’d be an idiot to 
be angry, because if you love him though you know he’s crazy, you can’t get 
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pissed when he proves you right. Maybe you’re hurt, but you’ll be damned if 
you’re going to let him have that.

“I’ll wait downstairs,” is all you’ll give. Smile, even if you have to fake it 
for now.

Outside the air is finally crisp and cool and it feels good to move. Sit 
down on the step. Trace your finger along the engraved heart that encircles 
a set of random initials in the cement. Your finger slides into the words “4” 
and “ever.” Wonder if the words outlasted the sentiment. When you look 
up notice that most of Lenny’s furniture is still there, but the Eames chair 
is gone. Relief fills your lungs like its own element, binding to hemoglobin, 
swimming inside you until you exhale. 

Yeah, you don’t need another chair. 
A shiny black XJS blows by and rattles the crinkled and dirty sign in the 

gutter, discarded, FREE. 


