
 
 

 
 

 

Publicity 

By Danielle Egan 

 

Here she comes. She’s barely a woman and could be mistaken for one of 

the tennis stars on my flight, what with the tracksuit and long blonde 

ponytail and running shoes that look like UFOs. But the eyes are a give-

away. She has the eyes of a handler. Already.  

“I’m Lana. Good to meet you.” She smiles with her mouth, but doesn’t 

commit the eyes. 

“Hello Lana. Thanks for coming.” Probably didn’t have a choice, poor girl. 

After what’s happened, they might have sent someone older. 

“The car’s right out front,” she says, going for my bag, which I give up too 

easily. She leads the way, generating a current that smells of soap, as if she 

dressed right after bathing. “How was the flight?” 

“Turbulent.” I still want out of my skin. 

“Sorry.”  

As if she could have done anything about it. Her car resembles a large, 

shiny bike helmet. It’s an effort to climb up and in.  

“Go, Darwin,” she says and the vehicle starts moving without making a 

sound. 

“Welcome back,” responds a male voice from the dashboard, sounding 

slightly ardent, as if she’s been gone too long, doing who knows what.  

The highway looks brand-new with partially finished off-ramps leading 
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nowhere. I’m desperate to see the mountains, but huge electronic 

billboards line the route, hawking resorts, casinos, water parks—all 

branded The One & Only. 

“I’ve only been here once, in 1985. Long before your time.” 

“Then you’ll notice a lot of changes.”  

At least the mountains will still be there, trailing off into the water. Those 

giant green blobs that appear whenever I conjure up my old life with 

Sarah, at the beginning.  

“Sorry about that E-Life piece last night. We didn’t see it coming.” 

“Neither did I.” I should have seen it coming the moment I laid eyes on 

Sibby, running on tiptoes into the Sulu Sea. Should’ve turned my gaze, to 

home, to Sarah, hung up this whole sordid writing thing once and for all. 

“The publisher and your agent have been trying to reach you.” 

“I lost my phone,” I lie. I tossed that yowling sack of cats into the stinking 

Chicago River, after my lawyer texted me that incriminating tabloid piece, 

about me, of all people. How did they find that grainy security footage of 

us entering the hotel together, halfway round the world? Broadcasted 

around the globe and just in time for Publicity. 

“The interview requests doubled overnight. They want to set you up with a 

PR coach.” 

“That won’t be necessary.” I don’t have the stamina or even the right to 

practice for the onslaught.  

“It’s almost over. Two more sleeps.” She gives me a conspiratorial we’re-

in-this-thing-together grin. But handlers are paid to be onside. How did 

she fall into this damn PR game? And to get me in the bargain, instead of 
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some handsome young tennis hunk—what a terrible injustice. 

Eventually the city rears up and I want to gasp at the sheer volume of 

skyscrapers. Publicity: Population 7,846,801,000 and growing by the 

nano-second. Even the mountains are jam-packed right to the top with 

housing, save for the jagged peaks.  

“What have they done to the mountains?” The hysteria in my tone startles 

the meddling onboard computer. 

“Do you need assistance Lana?”  

“No. Sleep, Darwin,” she says to the dashboard, then to me, “It happened 

so fast, starting in 2010 with the 2/13 terrorist attacks in LA and New York 

during the Olympics. We were supposed to get hit too, but the city was 

crawling with police and security.” 

“Yes, I remember the news clips of cruise ships full of rent-a-cops.” Ten 

years and a lifetime ago.  

“They’re still here.”  

“The ships or the cops?” 

“Both. Together. A lot of people stayed on after the airports and borders 

reopened and more have been pouring in ever since the Saudi-American 

war started. We needed somewhere to put everyone, especially all the 

celebrities and athletes that refused to live anywhere else. It’s never too 

hot here and other than the odd flash flood, it doesn’t rain much 

anymore.”  

What a shame. It rained non-stop those first days Sarah and I were here. 

Sometimes we couldn’t even see the houses across the street, and the 

distant foghorns were the only reminder that there were other people 

around. 
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We’ll ruin this place soon enough. I feel like I’m ruining it now. 

“Who is this Lucky Woods character on all of the billboards and bus 

stops?” 

“She’s a local real-estate tycoon. Her family owns The One & Only 

development company and she’ll probably be our mayor next year.” 

“At least she’s prettier than Stalin.” 

“She’s had a lot of cosmetic surgery.” She grins with her eyes this time and 

it’s such a lovely sight that I can’t resist smiling back. 

The city looks like a vast, tall fortress, with numerous bridges spanning the 

mote of a bay. She stops at a toll bridge and flashes a laminated card at the 

guards with machine guns. “They restrict downtown car traffic now,” she 

says, as the guard waves us through. The bridge feeds into a tall canyon of 

skyscrapers that frames more slashed up mountains to the north, but she 

turns, loops under the bridge and comes up alongside the bay and a 

recreational highway with its bike, roller blade and walking lanes in heavy 

use. Where did the old seawall go, with its crumbly stairs disappearing 

under the waterline? The water looks so cool and lovely, yet nobody’s 

swimming in it. 

The pastel Miami-style apartments are still here, lining the beachside 

avenue, but they’re mixed with sleek glass skyscrapers. Many of the 

balconies are packed with people, drinking cocktails, looking out at the 

water and the impending sunset, as if in theatre boxes watching a 

performance. Parked on the bay are dozens of yachts and sail boats, a 

high-end floating shantytown. 

“What are all those boats doing here?”  

“Most of them anchor here year-round, but some are here for the fireworks 
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tomorrow.” 

“What’s the occasion?” 

“Nothing special. They happen every Friday night.” 

How terrible to have to grow weary of such a thing. I wish she’d keep 

talking, but handlers are paid to keep their mouths shut, too. 

It’s such a shame to see those noble mountains all carved up. It’s not as 

electrifyingly green as I remember, but then colours tend to ripen in the 

memory bank. After Sarah left for good, I got the greens of this place —our 

place— all mixed up with her eyes, and when she finally agreed to see me 

again, they seemed so bleak and pale as she said, “I wish I just felt like I 

don’t know you anymore. What you’ve become. But now I wonder if I ever 

really knew you at all.”   

God, what possessed me to think she’d believe the whole thing was fiction? 

Worse, to look her in the eyes and feign shock at the very suggestion? I 

should have burned that manuscript when she walked out the door, but 

hubris brought me here instead.  

“Almost there,” says Lana, as if to a toddler needing the loo. But I don’t 

want this ride to end and the lack of car traffic seems staged by my 

enemies.  

Still nobody swimming.  

“Can you still swim in there?”  

“Of course.” 

“Nobody’s swimming.” 

“Well, it’s late.” She checks her watch. “There’s a big indoor pool at your 
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hotel.” 

I don’t want a pool. I want to swim in that bay. Where I asked Sarah to 

marry me and she said yes, put her cools arms around my neck and kissed 

me with her hot mouth. 

“Here we are,” says Lana pulling up to the hotel, a tall impossibly thin 

glass slab plunked like a gravestone atop the Sylvia Hotel. Where we once 

drank too many Long Island Iced Teas. We pass by an army of paparazzi 

and crowds of people waiting for a glimpse of some celebrity or other. A 

bellhop comes jogging over, grinning wildly, the eager eyes of a fan.  

“It’s a huge honour to meet you, sir. I’m Marius.” He grabs my bag from 

Lana and leads the way into the lobby and the bank of elevators, past 

blankly curious eyes, the odd pair recognizing me and flashing with the 

new tabloid-induced hatred.  

In the elevator, Marius blurts out, “I’m a huge fan. I’ve read everything.” 

He presses the 39 button and keeps his finger on it. “I just have to say, that 

E-Life piece last night was an abomination. I hope you sue the crap out of 

them.” His anger is better than pity, or worse, the horrific nudge-wink of 

my lawyer. 

“Here we are,” says Lana before the elevator doors have even slid open. 

She must be desperate to get to cocktails on balconies, away from this 

sordid handler business. 

The room is full of gift baskets, mostly just fruit. A punishing amount of 

fruit. Who could eat all this fruit? I’d have to hunker down and make a 

full-time job of it.  

The water is a sheet of pale blue now with the sun just gone down. But still 

nobody swimming. Contaminated and ruined like so many other bodies of 

water? I’m desperate to get my stinking shoes off, but not until they leave. 
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“Please take a gift basket, both of you. I insist.”  

They exchange a glance. Lana nods and they each pick two of the smallest 

baskets.  

“My number’s on the schedule,” says Lana, looking even younger with a 

basket in her hand. “Don’t hesitate to call.” 

“See you bright and early.” I wave, but they’re too close to be waved at, so 

the gesture feels somehow violent.  

 

Sleep is impossible. Eventually I crack and dial her number. 

“Are you sure you can swim in there?” 

“Ah, yes.” 

“Sorry, I woke you.” Or interrupted something.  

“No. I was awake. I’ll call the hotel and tell them to give you after-hours 

privileges at the pool.” 

“I don’t want the pool.” 

“The bay’s clean. I’m positive.” 

“Do you swim in it?” 

“I’m not much of a swimmer. I’ll make a call and—” 

“No please. I shouldn’t have called. I should be sleeping. You should be 

sleeping. I’m sorry. I don’t have a swimsuit anyway.” 

“I’ll get you one.” 
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“You’re very sweet, but that’s not necessary. I’m off to bed now. Goodbye. 

Sorry.” 

Under the bathroom’s greenish interrogational light, I face off against my 

pasty saggy, cellulite-pocked body. I know what rot lurks below the 

surface, having seen too many televised liposuctions: the clueless 

unconscious body on the metal slab, vivisected by scalpels, the slashed 

flaps brutally assaulted by a screeching vacuum suctioning out a milkshake 

of pink capillaries and nicotine-coloured fat. The sad, vulgar vulnerability 

of imperfection laid out for the world’s entertainment. 

Here in Publicity, even the toilets refuse to mind their own business. An 

indifferent voice intones, “Low potassium and pH levels and high specific 

gravity. Please increase intake of fruits, vegetables, complex carbohydrates 

and water.”  

 

Here she comes, a skyscraper of coffee in hand, looking for me with that 

circumspect gaze. Who knows what kind of new scandal I’m capable of 

getting into under her watch? She wears a tangerine suit and heels, high 

and noisy on the marble, which is a comfort. 

I stand up and wave and she sees me, and smiles with her bright orange 

mouth. 

“Good morning. I hope you slept well.”  

“Yes, thanks,” I lie. She sits down, giving off a waft of soap. Is it a kind of 

perfume? Fingernails painted orange, too. Were they like that yesterday? 

“Sorry about last night.” 

“It’s no problem. Just one more sleep.” She gives an it’s-between-you-and-

me look and sits down. But seeing the contents of the E-Newspaper 
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embedded into the tabletop, she frowns and makes a grabbing motion 

across the touchscreen, as if to ball up its contents and toss it in the 

garbage. 

“It’s okay. I’ve already seen it.” The book critic calling my new novel a 

“pallid imitation of Lolita” and the new footage of a small but noisy group 

of picketers in front of a ginormous Amazon.com warehouse, wanting me 

stripped of my Booker prize, while a couple of free-speechers attempt to 

drown them out with loudspeakers. 

“Nobody reads newspapers anymore, anyway.” There’s that complicit look 

again. Just for a split-second and then it’s gone. 

“You’ll do the TV and digital interviews in Conference Room twenty-five, 

and we have a back-up room for print journalists if we start running 

behind. Oh, and we might have to evacuate. There’s a wildfire heading 

west. Nothing serious right now, but the winds could change.” 

There was nothing in the news about that!  

“I checked about the hotel pool. You can swim any time you want. Just call 

the concierge. There are swimsuits in the store downstairs. Not very 

fashionable unfortunately.” 

Bless her for pretending it matters. 

 

“Still nobody swimming out there.” 

She checks her watch. “It’s early.” 

“But look at all the people on the beach, in swimsuits.”  

“I’m sure they’ll go swimming.” There’s that make-it-happen voice again. 



 

 10 

She’d need to bribe people or hire actors. 

“How did the interviews go?” 

“Fine.” Serves me right for passing up on the PR coaching. 

“Ready for the next one?” 

“Yes.” Even if it kills me. 

She beckons to a young woman, in pigtails of all things.  

“I’d like to smoke.” 

“I didn’t know you smoked.” Lana sounds offended, not by the habit but 

because she should have known. “You can’t smoke in the hotel. You can’t 

really smoke anywhere.” 

“Then we’ll go to my room.” I can keep my eyes on the water.  “We’ll eat 

some fruit, okay?” I say to the journalist who shrugs and smirks. Obviously 

not a fan. Probably just a hack reporter, looking for her break, baiting 

herself for the tabs. 

Lana accompanies us right to the door of my suite. She seems to 

disapprove of my bringing this reporter to my room. Is everything suspect 

now? 

Pigtails admits upfront that she’s not read any of my books. She’s familiar 

only with the ones made into movies, so there’s no safe reminiscing about 

favourite fictional characters, as if they have minds of their own and are 

still out there doing their own thing; if only they’d just call and check in 

once in awhile to let you know they’re okay.  

“Did you pick the Philippines knowing that the age of consent there is only 

twelve?” 
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I resist the urge to hiss, Get your facts straight. She was fifteen! Almost 

seventeen now.  “I went there to write about a fictional marine biologist 

investigating mass dolphin beachings.” 

“So, it just happened by accident? Like manslaughter?” 

Lana’s decisive knock is right on time.  

“The air conditioning is too cold,” I snap before she’s even had the chance 

to close the door on Pigtails. “I need to get outside!”  

“Fine. Why don’t you do the next one at the beach. It’s just audio.” 

Yes, I’ll let the sun penetrate my surface-of-the-moon skin until it’s too 

hot, there’s no choice but go swimming. Before it’s too late. Before I go 

home where there’s no natural, unspoiled body of water left. Another 

regret would be too heavy for the plane. 

 

As we pass the phalanx of cameras camped outside, representing the 

worst of the tabs—CNN, TRUMP and TMZ—Lana puts a protective hand 

on my shoulder for a second before thinking twice and taking it off so that 

I feel like a spurned child. 

 “I’m a big fan of your work,” says the CBC reporter. Why does it seem like 

he’s confessing a crime?  

“Do you swim in there?” He looks like he could do anything with that 

body. They all look like they’re in training for something. 

“I’m not really into swimming.” 

“Do you smell smoke?” That wildfire threatening what’s left of the green! 
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“No,” the reporter and Lana answer in unison, as if a natural disaster 

would reflect badly on them.  

We yield to the traffic on the recreational highway and run for our lives 

when there’s a break. “I’ve got lunch for you,” says Lana, handing me a 

canvas bag. Her eyes are hidden behind large black sunglasses, but her 

rosy cheeks ball up encouragingly. 

The reporter wants to go way back in time and talk about his favourite 

character, Piggy La Fleur, on his doomed honeymoon. “I loved that scene 

where he’s trapped in the hotel’s glass elevator, in his Speedo. He panics 

and tries to climb up to the hatch, but he’s all greasy with suntan oil. All 

the people in the lobby are pointing and laughing and he spots his new 

bride looking mortified and he realizes that she doesn‘t really love him. 

You have this way of making even the most terrible things funny.” 

Poor Piggy. Have I always been such a plunderer, exploiting the vulnerable 

for a cheap laugh? If only I could swim! I need to be submerged, cleansed, 

exfoliated with sea salt. The breeze is so hot and the paved mountains 

seem to heave and smother, providing no relief.   

“I’m having trouble reconciling this place with the one I remember.”  

“When were you here last?” 

“Thirty-five years ago. It was raining and the whole city was socked in, so 

we had no clue there were mountains and water everywhere. We woke up 

one morning and there they were, as if they’d sprung up out of our dreams. 

We had to go swimming before we could believe it was real. It’s terrible, 

what they’ve done to the mountains.”  

“It happened fast,” he says, echoing Lana. As if it was their fault even 

though they were just children. “But The One & Only has built a lot of 

affordable housing up there. And everybody gets a crack at owning one 
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through the lottery. There’s one up this week for seven million bucks.” 

Three children running for the water! They run right in without hesitation, 

kicking through the small waves and shrieking from the cold shock. How 

wonderful it must feel. Who cares if the water’s tainted? I should stand up 

right now, strip down, expose this rotting body and make a run for it. I’ll 

keep right on swimming towards those unharmed mirage-like green 

mountains in the distance, until I’m too tired to fight off life. 

I’ll do it. I must. I’ll tear of my shirt and make a run for it. But what if I 

find the shoreline covered with scummy debris and I chicken out? What if 

a shooter gets a picture of decrepit old me lurking near the children? Oh, 

how readily accessible is the lurid tabloid version of the self, turning even 

the most innocent yearnings to shit.  

“I thought you might cancel after that piece on E-Life.” It hadn’t even 

occurred to me! Am I just a pet monkey on a leash? “If it’s any consolation, 

I think it’s your best book.” 

“Thank you.” I wish I didn’t feel the same way. 

Here comes Lana to collect her charge. “Did you see those kids 

swimming?” she asks.  

“Yes. They were speaking German though.” Probably tourists, and tourists 

don’t know any better. They’ll swim in anything.   

She shepherds me back to the hotel through a service entrance, alongside 

tiny Asian maids and Amazonian actresses. 

“Wait,” says Lana, just as I’m about to open the service corridor door. 

“You’re sunburned,” she says and roots through her bag for a bottle of aloe 

gel. “This will soothe your skin,” she says, and my throat starts to burn 

with the threat of childish tears. It’s something of a relief to know that, on 
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an autonomic level, I can still react to kindness. 

But it leaves me vulnerable for the next interview, another TV crew, 

tanned and armoured with muscles. How do they find the time, here in 

Publicity? 

“Twenty-five minutes,” she tells them in a stern voice. She’s developing 

frown lines, already.  

 

I perspire heavily under the blinding television lights and that seems to 

suit them fine. They’ve brought no one to powder my nose or remind me 

not to wear stripes.  

“You’ve always been drawn to the theme of exploitation, but critics are 

saying you’ve taken the subject too far,” says the reporter, licking his lips. 

“Do you think your protagonist committed a crime? In some countries 

he’d get life in prison.” 

“It doesn’t matter what I think. My job is to put words out there and let the 

readers decide for themselves.” 

“That sounds like a cop-out.” 

“Well, here, in so-called civilized countries, people like that rarely even do 

time. We express outrage, but we do nothing to change the laws.” 

“So this book is meant to highlight our collective hypocrisy? Express that 

I’m somehow complicit in child rape?”  

I lie about needing to go to the bathroom, which will surely be perceived as 

a glaring indication of guilt.  

Lana is hovering outside.  “Where are you going?”  
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“It’s horrible. I just want to go swimming!” 

“I can arrange that.” 

“I don’t want you to arrange anything. Just let me go to the fucking 

bathroom!”  

“Of course,” she says, stepping back. I feel like such a prick, but it just 

makes me more angry at her. This relationship is getting too complicated.  

“Why do we do this, Lana?” I mutter to the reflection of my jowly, 

sunburned, aloe-greased clown face. How could twenty minutes outdoors 

wreak such havoc? The bags under my eyes glow a sickly bluish-white 

from wearing sunglasses, and there are white creases around my mouth 

from too much smirking. Why didn’t she tell me how awful I look?  

As if she could do anything about that! I’d like to retreat to a dark crawl 

space to die, but she’s pacing outside waiting for me. 

“Okay?” 

“Tell them I’m done with them. I’m sorry for—” 

“I understand. Just one more to do today and no more cameras, I 

promise.”  

“I’ll do it at the bar. You should take a break.” Somebody should be looking 

out for her, too.  

“We’ll head to the reading at six.” Then the party, likely my last. 

“You must have better things to do.” 

“Like fireworks?” She smiles with her whole face and it’s a life preserver. 
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Here she comes, black sleeveless dress, black stilettos making a racket, 

hair spilling around her shoulders. Does she have a room here for such 

quick changes? The nails are still orange. That is reassuring. 

“Bill’s going to come with us to the reading,” I tell Lana. I’m too buzzed to 

care if this reporter’s a true fan or just faking it. 

“Good to see you again, Lana,” he says.  

“Hello,” she says rather coldly. Maybe they have some kind of history. To 

me, she says, “Can I speak with you in private for a moment?”  

I feel an admonition coming on. I shouldn’t have started drinking so early. 

“I’ll run to the washroom,” he says and makes a quick exit in his fancy 

running shoes. 

“There’s been a bomb threat at the venue. We had to cancel the public 

reading.” 

“Oh dear.” So it’s come to this.  

“Don’t worry. Probably something to do with that action movie about the 

Saudi-American war. It premieres tonight at the multiplex next door to the 

venue. But I’ve found a new spot for a private reading.” 

“I’m sorry for all the trouble.” 

“It’s no trouble,” she says and shrugs and her eyes momentarily flash an I-

can-handle this-on-my-own glance. As if to discount all we’ve been 

through together.  

She’s not impressed when Bill and I order doubles, and starts 

clockwatching when my bellboy fan Marius and his hugely pregnant and 

famished girlfriend join us. By the time the bill arrives, we’re fifteen 
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minutes behind schedule. 

“I’m paying. I insist,” I say, grabbing for the bill. Lana doesn’t even 

attempt to put up a fight. 

Walking to the reading, we hit an intersection clogged with environmental 

protesters and riot police. I think there might still be hope for this town, 

but it turns out to be a movie shoot. Within two blocks there’s another 

movie shoot. It’s hard to tell where the real world begins. 

The new venue is a cramped condominium party room. Aside from a few 

very attractive young people who look suspiciously like movie extras 

yanked from nearby, there’s a murder of book-chain execs, old-fart 

academics and errant realtors. Lucky Woods is certainly not among them. 

I stick with a safe passage about the mass dolphin suicides and get the 

reading done before the slurring kicks in.  

Afterwards, there’s a little party for me in a condo on the fifty-second 

floor—one of those cold modern blinding white jobs, with wilting food in 

take-out containers and boxes of wine. Lana has disallowed my allies from 

joining us and thrown me to the lions and bores. She lurks in the 

background, ever-watchful, throwing me guarded glances every time I go 

for a refill. I wish she’d loosen up, have a stiff drink, take off the handler 

hat for once!  

The talk is mostly bestseller lists, government grants, books about war, 

finance, science—real life, that’s what everyone wants. Nobody trusts 

fiction anymore, and why should they? 

When Lana leaves her post to go to the bathroom, I escape downstairs for 

a cigarette. Out on the street, I realize I left the pack in my jacket and that 

I’m locked out of the condo. Locked out of my own party, surely my last.  

Eventually, three young men exit the building. I’m grabbing for the door 
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when one of them tells me who I am. A fan that had tickets to the cancelled 

reading. “Remember when Dumbbell Moynihan called in the bomb threat 

at his orthodontist’s office?” he says. As if it’s possible to forget any of your 

characters.  

He lights up a large joint and proceeds to tell his friends the tale of 

Dumbbell at his prom, in his too-tight yellow tuxedo with his “big fat 

date.” He exaggerates, skips and skews a number of important things, but 

I’m too busy sucking in huge drags of the joint to fact-check. I even laugh 

along with them until he calls Dumbbell’s math teacher, “Mrs. Asslicker,” 

and I have to break in and say, “Mrs. Aisslicher.” 

That just makes them roar harder. It smacks of a sitcom laugh track. Is all 

my life’s work just puerile stoner comedy, like so many clowns pouring out 

of a tiny car? And why drag poor Dumbbell and his childhood sweetheart 

into it? She wasn’t fat, just big-boned! Oh, you ridiculous old cretin, 

exploiting everyone and everything that is good and sincere for the 

entertainment of complete strangers.  

I can’t even trust my fans. I might even hate them. 

 

Back upstairs, I’m very stoned and very paranoid. The extras have 

punched out, leaving only the most dedicated bores and ambulance 

chasers. I get into the food, mostly just broccoli stems left for me—my 

party! Then the last box of wine, and soon I’m babbling and flirting with 

the one other drunken person in the room: a secretary from the publishing 

house with orange skin, a slight moustache and long, fake fingernails.  

Lana sits statue-straight in the corner, sipping water, stifling yawns, 

judging me. Why doesn’t she go home! I don’t need a babysitter! Then 

there’s a window-shaking blast and I flinch and duck, thinking, the 

protesters have found me! But it’s just the fireworks starting, and I’ve 
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spilled red wine all over the place, which has the impact of a bloody 

explosion and the party hostess goes into crisis mode. 

On the way out, she shoves the box of red wine at me and before I can 

finish muttering my apologies, she slams the door in my face. Lana tries to 

take the box of wine, but I’m not having any of it. I’ll handle this albatross! 

The fresh air and the chronic boom of fireworks sobers me up enough to 

realize how utterly fucked-up I am. 

“I drank too much. I’m sorry.” 

“No, please. That was awful. We had such a nice after-party planned at an 

Indian restaurant across from the auditorium.” Did she know it was to be 

my last?  

“I’ll pay for a new white couch. The carpet. Whatever.” 

“That won’t be necessary.” 

God, does she always have to handle everything? 

“Why do you do this PR job?” 

“I’ve been told I have the right personality for it.”  

“Meaning?” 

“I’m not really interested in celebrities. To tell you the truth, I don’t 

understand why anyone else is. It allows me to be professional with clients 

and guarded with the media.” 

Yes, the protectiveness. It’s not for me, per se, it’s against them.   

 “Of course I always read up before a job. I couldn’t put your book down.” 

She throws me a between-us look, but it strikes me as a much darker, more 

intimate collusion that sends a chill up my spine. We’ve reached the hotel 
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lobby now and the front-desk people are eyeing us. 

“Well? What did you think?” Give me something unprofessional for once, 

for Christ’s sake. 

“I think I’ll walk you to the elevator and say goodnight.” 

“I can walk myself, thank you.” 

 

I don’t care if I wake her. “I heard that they closed the beaches here.” 

“Who told you that?” 

“Why take it personally?” 

“That was a long time ago.” 

“Two summers ago.” 

“It’s late.” She’s not even trying to hide her irritation. Finally!  

“I woke you.” 

“Yes.”  

“So you can tell the truth.” 

Silence on her end. She should say, “Fuck off old man.” She could say 

anything to me. She must. 

“You despise me.” 

“I don’t.” 

“What if it had happened to you?” 
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“Look, this isn’t appropriate.” 

“Please. Oh god, just never mind. I’m sorry. Good night.” 

My hands are trembling so much that I can barely hang up the phone. 

Everything good is lost and I shall surely die alone, unloved and 

undeserving. The phone rings.  

“It did happen to me. I was 12. Years younger than Sibby.” 

I have to stifle the urge to cry out, or breathe, or do anything that might 

scare her off.  

“My parents had just gotten divorced. He was my mother’s boyfriend.” 

I don’t know if I want to hear it. 

“Hello?” she says.  

“Yes, I’m here.” Where else could I be? 

“You said you wanted the truth. So, shoot.”  

There’s the handling voice again. 

“Did you tell your mother?”  

“I’ve never told anyone.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know. It was a long time ago. My life is more than that. It has to 

be.”  

“Do you hate him?” 

She says nothing for a long time. I feel as if my entire being exists only as a 
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charge of signals on a trembling old wire that will be snuffed out as soon as 

the connection is broken.  

“Sometimes, later, I sort of hated him. But at the time—I liked his 

attention. I wanted to see where it’d go. I guess it was my curiosity that I 

kind of hated. He didn’t force me to do anything.” 

“How do you know that? They say that…” I can’t say it. It’s too awful. 

“They groom you. Yes, he probably did and I’m certainly not excusing him. 

But I groomed him too. I could sense it in him.” 

“Sense what?”  

“That he was vulnerable. Pathetic.” 

I don’t want to hear anything else, but she’s right about curiosity. Once it 

starts, it can’t easily be stopped. And once it stops, it’s hard to get it back. 

“His attention was sort of repellent, but I liked it. I felt powerful for the 

first time in my life. Later, my views changed. But you can’t rewrite the 

way you feel. Not even with fiction.” 

“But that’s why it’s such a terrible crime. You could still do something 

about it!”  

“It would be easier if it was black and white. But that doesn’t change 

anything for either of us, does it? I’m not going to say any more.” 

The line goes dead. I’ve been snuffed out. 

I want to cry and not being able to do so makes me feel oddly emasculated, 

impotent. I go outside to pace the beach. In the dark, the mountains dance 

and twinkle with lights. They seem restored, at least until sunrise. The 

moon is a bright yellow crescent hanging over the yacht-littered water. It 
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looks like a movie-prop moon.  

A man wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with The One & Only approaches and 

asks, “Spare five bucks for the house lottery?”  

“Do you swim in the bay?” 

“Never learned how, buddy.” 

“I’ll give you twenty bucks if you wade around in it for a while.” 

“Go fuck yourself, you old perv,” he yells and stalks off.  

I go to the water’s edge, trying to will myself into the water. But the desire 

has become utterly embarrassing. I just can’t swim with me there 

watching, judging, taking notes, ruining everything. 

 

Even sleep abandons me, and who could blame it? I wait in the lobby for 

the clothing store to open. Lana was right about the meager selection of 

swim trunks. I choose long, garish Hawaiian shorts. They bulge under my 

pants but give me a semblance of courage to face the last day. 

Here she comes, in a white suit and such precariously high shoes that I get 

even more tense watching her approach. Her face is mask-like with heavy 

makeup, which makes her look older, more weathered somehow. Or 

maybe it’s the new knowledge weighing down my impression. She’s 

already with the day’s first reporter, so there’s no room for my lame 

excuses, no chummy talk about no more sleeps, not even a single mouth 

smile of encouragement. For the final inquisition, she even leaves me in 

the hot seat for an extra twenty minutes, the mesh-ensconced scrotum 

sweating profusely and the plastic-knobbed price tag knifing into my gut.  

“You’re done,” she says afterwards, meaning who knows what. 
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“I’m going to swim in that bay. I want to go to Spanish Banks.” Where my 

life began, with such joy and promise. 

“Fine.” She doesn’t believe me. “We’ll stop en route to the airport. I’ll 

handle the checkout while you get your stuff. Meet me out front.” 

There’s no time to look for Marius and say my goodbyes. I barely have a 

chance to close the passenger door before she starts driving. She drives too 

fast and I feel a paternalistic desire to scold her. 

“Why did you take this gig? I’m not a celebrity.” 

“You’re listed on celebrity.com.” 

What kind of world is this to put me there? But my disgust is tainted by 

the knee-jerk rush of vanity. 

   

“Nobody swimming. As usual.” 

She doesn’t respond, just removes her heels and starts marching towards 

the shoreline. I chase after her until we reach the water’s edge. 

“Look at all the brown froth.”  

“Well?” She crosses her arms and glares at me with unfettered hostility. 

Oh, Lana, it wasn’t supposed to be like this. 

“I don’t think I can.” It comes out barely a whisper. 

“This is ridiculous,” she says. She drops her shoes and bag, unbuttons her 

suit jacket and tosses it to the sand. She unzips her skirt and lets it drop 

down around her feet. Her underpants are white.   

“Stop,” I say, but only part of me wants her to stop. It’s the curiosity, Lana. 
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I’m sorry.  Next she removes her white camisole and flings it sideways, but 

it’s so light that it gets caught in the breeze and takes forever to land, too 

close to the dirty tide. Her bra is white too. I’m grateful that she leaves it 

on. 

She turns and strides into the water, puts her arms above her head and 

dives under. I feel so proud of her and my body contracts like a runner at 

the starting gate, ready to bolt in as well. But I hesitate. I can’t trust my 

instincts! My feelings turn to envy, which fills me with shame and roots me 

down, leaving only the aching, useless longing to go backwards in time and 

make everything right. I close my eyes and there, waiting for me, are the 

brilliant greens and blues of such a long, long time ago. 

From The Journey Prize Stories, 2010. and Vancouver Review, Summer, 

2009 

 


