
Drive Around.  

Take Pictures. 

Make Money.

LESSONS IN  
VIRTUAL TOUR  
PHOTOGRAPHY

by Chris Bachelder



To us, diversity, the right to choose,
the fact that we have one thousand builders

building one thousand different houses,
is the most important thing.

Richard Nixon, Kitchen Debate

Look askance and it all shines on.

Thomas McGuane,

Ninety-Two in the Shade

Welcome to the front lines of magic!

“360 Degrees of Magic and Fun”:

The Archimedes Realty Virtual Tour Photographer’s

Employee Manual and Troubleshooting Guide
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Introduction

Moving the World 

Imagine, friend, the affluent and net-savvy apartment-seeker as he visits 

the Archimedes Realty website (“We make the world move.”™) and clicks 

Find Your New Home!

And clicks Select a Region.

And clicks Southwest.

And clicks Texas (East).

And clicks Houston and Surrounding.

And clicks Luxury.

And clicks The Watlington Arms. (“When you want to get away from it 

all…Forever.”)

And clicks the yellow VT icon for a virtual tour of the pond and the 

gazebo, the courtyards, the 2 BR/2 BA model apartment.

Keep in mind that his keyboard is ergonomic. The home office lighting is 

soft and moral. His khakis are pleated.  

He clicks Kitchen and the kitchen spins around him, seamlessly, three-

dimensionally. It’s as if he is standing in the middle and turning slowly. 

He says, “Honey, come here and look at this.” It’s a walk-through, plenty 

of counter space, all the modern amenities. In that bowl the polished and 

unbruised fruit is fake, designed and produced, somewhere, by real fake 

fruit designers and producers. He watches, fixed above the planks of fake 

pine. It gleams, this kitchen. You could do fake surgery in here. You could 

debate Khrushchev in here.

He clicks Living Room. It’s real homey. Nice layout. Good flow. Great 

light. The entertainment system looks very entertaining, though it is fake. 

That big-screen TV is plastic and weighs two pounds and will forever show 

that picture of a very colorful sailboat, which is pretty. There, easy to miss, 

that fake remote control on the arm of the fake couch is a thoughtful touch. 

The peace lily by the sliding glass door is stunning and not real. It is not 

altogether clear how a handsome tenant might get from the living room to 

the bedroom or to the kitchen. The carpet is pristine, virginal. He thinks the 

tour is filmed but it is not. It is photographed (by you, friend!) on the front 

lines of magic. He says, “They must film this.” 

Always remember that even though he won’t see any parking lots, he 

should not worry, there’s plenty of parking.

Our sessile and affluent apartment-seeker clicks Master Bedroom and 

Real peace lilies are toxic and can make 

your pets ill.

Did You Know
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Archimedes Realty “make[s] the world move.”TM He is locked into the room 

and shown his new life. He says, “Nice.” Walk-in closet, full bath, a sitting 

area with a bay window, a writing desk, a fake quill pen and parchment 

paper for the composition of fake letters, of fake novels. The bedroom is 

contemporary, designed for both artificial business and artificial pleasure. 

On top of the comforter on the four poster imitation oak bed there is a fake 

laptop and a breakfast tray and a fake newspaper with a fake twisted green 

rubber band around it. There is a mountain of fake pillows at the head of 

the bed, where a robed dandy might prop himself up and check fake stock 

prices. Implied people are allowed in virtual tours. There is a pair of fake 

slippers by the bed, there is fake representational art on the walls, familiar 

objects in familiar colors.

He may see a duck by the spinning pond! A real duck, even, if a bit 

sluggish, if a bit bloated on honey nut rice cakes and sourdough heels. Note: 

Cranberry scones. He will not see a real person, since real persons are not 

allowed in virtual tours.

It will not occur to our apartment-seeking viewer, thrilled as he is by 

both the technology and the Watlington Arms—and unable to determine 

where one stops and the other starts—it will not occur to him as he sweeps 

majestically past the chest of fake drawers that the mirror does not reflect 

the tour’s photographer or his tripod. This photographer is invisible, virtual. 

He has no reflection. He is a magician with downloaded scrolls. He knows 

all of the tricks. 

“Our Existential Predicament—perceived, per-

haps, as ontological anxiety—is the rope by 

which we can climb out of the pit of inauthentic-

ity; it is the handle by which we can grip our own 

beings.” 

—Martin Heidegger

Who is Thomas McGuane?

How would a tenant get to the living room from the kitchen?

Describe the virtual tour as a mode of Heidegerrian Dasein.

Suggest an alternate slogan for The Watlington Arms.

Is the virtual tour filmed?
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Lesson 1: Getting Started

How to Drive to a 
Large Market that is 
Not New York
You cannot begin (and end) an exciting career in virtual real estate unless 

and until you drive to a Large Market that is not New York. There are three 

important steps to Driving to a Large Market that is not New York:

1. Not Driving There 

2. Driving There

3. Not Being There Yet

1. HOW TO NOT DRIVE THERE 

Lie in bed as the room gets dark. Listen to your neighbors. When the phone 

rings, don’t answer it. Let the machine get it. Wonder, as your message 

starts, if there is anyone you would pick up for. Decide no. On the machine 

an old lady’s voice should say, “Buster? This is Evelyn.”

Your name, thank the Lord, is not Buster. You don’t have any older lady 

friends named Evelyn. 

Evelyn should say, “Sorry to call so late. I hope you’re not asleep. I just 

wanted to let you know that we’re going to pick up the cake tomorrow, so 

you don’t have to worry about it. And we will bring the potato salad, too, the 

kind with the green olives in it. Tell Vicki hi. I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

Note: There is now one person in the universe who can save Buster a 

trip to the bakery tomorrow and it is you. This is not a responsibility you 

asked for. Get out of bed and pick up the phone before Evelyn hangs up. 

Say, “Evelyn?”

Evelyn should say, “Buster?”

Say, “No, this isn’t Buster.”

Evelyn should say, “Buster?”

Say, “You have the wrong number.”

Evelyn should say, “I’m trying to reach Buster.”

Say, “I know, Evelyn, but Buster doesn’t reside here.”

There should be a pause. There should be no beer left in the 

refrigerator.

STEP 1: Not Driving There
STEP 2: Driving There

STEP 3: Not Being There Yet

CLIP AND KEEP!

Olive cultivation can be dated to the 

beginning of Western Civilization, long 

before the advent of virtual tour photog-

raphy.

Did You Know
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Say, “OK? Evelyn?”

Evelyn should say, “Well what is Buster’s number?”

Say, “Hold on just a minute.”

Turn on a lamp and take a phonebook from a drawer in the kitchen. Get 

back on the phone and say, “What is Buster’s last name, Evelyn?”

She should say, “Cox.”

Say, “Is his first name really Buster?”

She should say, “It’s Raymond. He’s my nephew.”

Say, “Raymond Cox.”

Evelyn should say, “Oh he was such a cute boy. He’s a welder now. He’s 

done quite well. He’s got more work than he can handle.”

Always remember to look up Raymond Cox in the phonebook and give 

Evelyn the number. Note: The number should not even be close to yours.

Evelyn should say, “Thank you, young man.”

Say, “Bye, Evelyn.”

Turn off the lamp and lie back down on your bed. Try to be wry and 

philosophical. Try to know what to do. Try to sleep. Turn the lamp back on. 

Get up and start packing.

Helpful Hint: Driving to a large market that is not New York can be a 

difficult procedure. If you fail to drive to a large market that is not New 

York on your first try, repeat the procedure until successful.

2. HOW TO DRIVE THERE 

Always remember to leave for Houston in a K Car in the middle of a late 

spring night. What possessions do not fit in the K Car should be placed in 

boxes and set out on the dark curb. There should be, in the back of a closet, 

an old Magic Eight Ball from your youth. Shake the Eight Ball and ask, 

“Should I go to Texas?” The Eight Ball should say, Very Doubtful. Start the 

car by turning the ignition. Engage the power train or whatever by putting 

the car in drive (D). Ease the car out of the driveway, feel the crunch of 

gravel, say goodbye to another town.

Note: The air conditioner in the Plymouth Reliant K Car should screech 

sporadically, loudly. 

Drive along the dark interstate and feel almost immediately exhausted. 

It is crucial that you imagine your life as a movie. There should be a certain 

faraway look, a certain set of the jaw, a certain way that shadow covers 

half the face of edgy young nomads. Against contusive self-doubt and 

dissipating faith you should yet believe that you are an interesting person, 

living a dramatic life, worthy of soundtrack.

Stop at a rest area and sleep curled on the bench seat. It will probably 

have cigarette burns and smell like dog. If possible, do not think about 

being killed by a drifter in flannel. Wake up hot and sore and confused, with 

“If we listen closely to twentieth-century writ-

ers and thinkers about modernity and compare 

them to those of a century ago, we will find a 

radical flattening of perspective and shrinkage 

of imaginative range. Our nineteenth-century 

thinkers were simultaneously enthusiasts and 

enemies of modern life, wrestling inexhaust-

ibly with its ambiguities and contradictions; 

their selfironies and inner tensions were a pri-

mary source of their creative power. Their twen-

tieth-century successors have lurched far more 

toward rigid polarities and flat totalizations … 

Open visions of modern life have been sup-

planted by closed ones.”

—Marshal Berman

WISE WORDS
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a young girl staring in at you through the partially opened window, her 

long thick blonde braids falling and falling, showing no signs of taper. 

A motherly voice will float through the heat. “Ginny, stop that. It’s 

rude.”

Say, “Ginny, I’m resting.” 

 Buy some vending machine coffee. Punch the code for sweetener, punch 

the code for lightener. The resulting beverage should be gray.

It is important to notice the security guard, leaning bored and blank 

against the brick wall in the heat. It’s a terrible job. It’s a job without 

magic. Think about alienation from the products of labor.  Wonder what the 

security guard is producing. Safety? Consider for a moment the awful state 

of being alienated from safety. Say to yourself, All that is solid melts into 

air. Say: A spectre is haunting this rest area. Note: Always remember that 

you should have, like nearly everyone else in the Empire, simply no idea 

how to measure the distance between what you say and what you mean. It 

should be absolutely unclear, for instance, whether or not you believe that 

“Modern bourgeois society … is like the sorcerer who is no longer able to 

control the powers of the nether world whom he has called up by his spells.” 

Walk in the glaring sun with a sore shuffle. Feel in some way a deep bond 

with this security guard and in another way feel an uncrossable divide. 

It will for some reason feel quite important to you to make a connection, 

however small, with the security guard. Smile and murmur hi as you walk 

past the security guard. You should be completely naked here, completely 

naked. The security guard, hidden behind uniform and dark sunglasses and 

a loaded gun, for God’s sake, will nod almost imperceptibly. Feel dissatisfied 

with, nearly wounded by, this transaction.

Note: In the trees, there should be gigantic bugs with plates of bark-like 

armor.

Walking stiff-legged, staring out from deep inside your own face, your 

swollen eyes, you should say, in answer to an imaginary interviewer’s 

question, “Well, I’m not so sure about that. [Laugh] I mean, what you call 

courageous I could just call sad and desperate.”  

Chubby families should be eating meals at picnic tables. They will be 

poor people with rich people’s names—Montgomery, Alexandra, Reginald. 

Moms should be sick and tired of Dads. The pickles should be flaccid.

See the others sleeping in their tragic sedans, mouths open, unshaven, 

unemployed. Despite the glaring similarities, try very hard to think of yourself 

as essentially different from them. Than them. Start the K Car by placing the 

key in the ignition and turning. Say, “Yeah, it was a ridiculous car.” 

Always remember that the rain, along Interstate 10, will be Noachian. 

You should be on that 30-mile stretch of I-10 in Louisiana that has no 

shoulders or exits. A long ramp over the swamp. The K Car’s windshield 
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wipers will be next to worthless. Follow those blurry brake lights, flashing 

faintly through the foggy glass, the Biblical rush. 

Be scared. Say out loud, “Cats and dogs.”

Say, “A real gulleywasher.”

Say, “Nether world!”

Imagine the dark swamp below as a final resting place. Imagine its 

viscosity as that of oatmeal, except much scarier. Imagine the K Car’s 

rusted bumper sliding gradually into the muck, a turn signal blinking, of 

course, through the bars of silver rain. Imagine the scaled and prehistoric 

creatures slithering past the cracked windshield, monsters with no Latin 

names. Steer one-handed, ask the Eight Ball, “Will I make it across this 

goddamn swamp?”

The frothy reply should float up, magically, through the brackish syrup. 

Ask again later.

Always remember not to perish in the storm. When the rain diminishes 

to a sunny sprinkle, and eventually to the laser spray from steel-belted 

radials, use the wand on the steering column to operate the windshield 

wipers. It’s a manual: one click of the wand for each sweep of the wipers. 

The intermittent feature of the wipers should not be working in the K 

Car. Note: If the intermittent wiping feature is working in the K Car, then 

virtual real estate might not be for you. 

Breathe deep. Squint in the setting sun behind cheap sunglasses. Have 

a headache. Think about calling the Estranged Girlfriend to tell her you’re 

coming. Keep on driving. Keep on eating pistachios and Fig Newtons, keep 

on drinking coffee and Diet Coke. Try to see this turning point as essentially 

different than all other previous turning points. Try to see this is a story you 

someday will tell.

Always remember to be a very clever white guy in your mid-to-late 

twenties with no health insurance. You should know about taxonomic 

nomenclature. You should have read some Henry James. You should have 

a surfeit of college credit with no degree. Keep in mind that you should 

hold your sporadic convictions the way you hold dangling car keys while 

standing at a service island and waiting for the K Car to fill up with low-

octane fuel—casually, lightly, disinterestedly: a slightly bent finger through 

the ring.  

Important Safeguard: You must tell yourself that you are not driving away 

from anything but rather driving toward something. A bright future, say. A 

meaningful relationship. Good burritos.

Say, in an intentionally bad imitation of an obscure comedian’s 

caricatured imitation of a semi-famous television personality, recently 

embroiled in scandal, say, “Would it kill you to be serious just once?”

Say, “Would it?”

In the solar system’s Noachian Era, Mars 

weathered more than a kilometer of rain. 

And massive asteroids.

Did You Know
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3. HOW TO NOT BE THERE YET

This should not be a short drive. This should not be a small decision. You should 

have dark thoughts, an impassive mask, and an OK singing voice. There are three 

steps to not being there yet.

a. At a deep South food mart, see a monkey in a minivan. Always 

remember that the monkey should be wearing overalls and diapers. 

It should have pierced ears, dainty zirconium in the hairy flaps. 

The monkey should be drinking a big Mountain Dew through a 

straw.  You should not know what to say. Fear that slippery slope 

of affect.

b. Stop at a Waffle House and order eggs and toast. Chew your food 

slowly. Look around: As if from very very far away notice the 

waitress’s tits. See the lone man in a booth who actually says grace 

before setting upon his pecan waffle with knife and fork. His eyes 

are closed. His lips move. Among the things he cannot possibly be 

thankful for:

1. a nice car (the parking lot is all rust and duct tape)

2. a handsome profile

3. a good razor

4. a delicious and nutritious dinner

5. the company of a beautiful woman

6. the company of any woman

7. the company of a monkey

8. any company at all

c.   Sit in your booth. Ingest the food. Stare at the man. Now imagine 

that Ridicule and Envy get into a shoving match in the poorly lit 

saloon of your Soul. Imagine that Indifference comes along and 

breaks it up. What a bully.
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Lesson 2

Are Virtual Tours 
Filmed?
Many people think that virtual tours are filmed, but they are not. They are 

not filmed. They are photographed by photographers with digital cameras 

mounted on tripods. Rather than filmed.

The virtual tour photographer takes eight discrete, slightly overlapping 

pictures in a circle. The eight still photographs are then stitched together 

by Russian technicians at Archimedes Realty, who use the really big lever of 

technology to “Make the World Move.”TM When running, the seamless tour 

looks as if it is filmed, but it is important to remember that it is actually 

photographed. 

Property Managers, grounds workers, poolside tenants, on-line 

apartment seekers, the Estranged Girlfriend—almost everyone will be just 

really surprised to learn that virtual tours are not filmed but instead are 

photographed.

Oh and how they will ask, “You don’t film it?”

The virtual tour photographer should say, “No.”

They will say, “Really?”

Be strong. Say, “It’s photographed.”

There will be a haze and a shimmer. There will be a hum. There will be a 

wriggling wasp in every pool in Texas.

They will say, “I thought you filmed it.”

Say, softly, “notwithstanding.”

They will say, “With God as my witness it looks filmed.”

The virtual tour photographer should shake his head and point politely 

but definitively to his digital camera. He should float and drift. The scarlet 

headache should be serrated like an Indian arrowhead.

They will cock their heads at an angle that is both skeptical and 

menacing. They will ask if you are quite certain.

Sway slightly in the heat and smile without teeth.

INSTANT EXERCISE

Virtual tours are (choose one):

__ filmed

__ not filmed
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Lesson 3

How to Arrive at The 
Estranged Girlfriend’s 
Apartment
Always remember to arrive in the middle of the night during the week. 

Park on the street outside of her dirty gray brick apartment building in 

the middle, more or less, of the infamously sprawling city. Look for her car 

on the street, stare up into her dark windows. Stand very still—imagine 

that you can smell the flowers in the flower markets one block over. A little 

ghetto of blossoms and bees. Listen for the faint bump and rattle of the 

shopping carts, the constant traffic of carts in the night. Remember that 

this street used to be the main drag. The carts have been re-routed. 

Note the encroaching condominiums. Chandelier museums with armored 

garages. Three-story alarm systems protected by spiked fences. Hidden 

inside, like toys in cereal boxes, are the small wiry-haired dogs with clean 

teeth and gums.

A nearby parking lot has been upgraded from moonscape to smooth, 

lined blacktop with numbered spaces. A stunning makeover. You should 

feel a nostalgic pang for the gunshots and graffiti, the cratered landscape.

Say like a mantra, “No zoning.” It’s an urban topic that is as prevalent, 

as interesting, and as mystical as the talk of humidity.

You should sing Steve Earle’s “Telephone Road.” Yes, stand beneath a 

streetlight and sing I guess Houston’s bout as big as a city can git. Exaggerate 

the Southern drawl. Ironize it. It should be unclear whether you sincerely 

enjoy country music or you are making fun of it. You yourself, clever boy, 

should not really be clear on this point. Country music, like a lava lamp or 

a cardigan or the word sweetheart, is multivalent. And thus appealing. 

The next step is very difficult and requires extreme caution. Walk across the 

street and enter the dark and ancient apartment building. There should be 

bars on the downstairs windows. The front entrance should not be locked, 

ever. The light in the hallway will be out.

Note: If the light in the hallway is not out (i.e. if it is on), you have 

entered the wrong building.
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Climb the rickety stairs and imagine the litter and the bugs underfoot. 

There should be a railing, but you should not grip it because it is full of 

splinters and because it is attached weakly to wood paneling with two 

stripped screws. Do not—just don’t—think, there in the dirty dark, about 

how the things in life that are supposed to protect us from peril—railings, 

beer, denial, fences, irony—can do us as much harm as those things from 

which they are supposed to protect us. From. 

Always remember that you should trip loudly and fall up the stairs. 

Touch things on the stairs that you just don’t even want to know about. Your 

big toe should be hurt. You should get up quickly, curse softly, and try very 

hard not to think about human beings who have accomplished outrageous 

deeds at a young age (John Keats, for example, or Derek Jeter). 

At the top of the stairs, the door across the hall from her apartment should 

be cracked open, still chained. Through the chain the Grizzled Neighbor 

should laugh and say, “The hero returns.” There should be a television on in 

the Grizzled Neighbor’s apartment. The auroral shimmer, the restless flicker 

of light, pure Form. The Medium! Oh, you should have read the Allegory of 

the Cave. You should have made a pinhole camera to view a solar eclipse. 

You should have read the list of ingredients in, say, a Twinkie.

Knock lightly on her door. When she does not answer, knock again, 

this time more loudly. Consider the very short list of people you would 

do this to.

The Estranged Girlfriend will in all likelihood have heard the screech of 

the K Car’s approach. She will have seen you below on the street, she will 

have heard you tumble up the stairs. She will unchain and open the door 

and stand there, sleepy-eyed. She will not, heart-breakingly, be wearing an 

old t-shirt belonging to you. 

She will not immediately invite you in. Her face should be perfectly 

expressionless.

Whisper, “I busted my toe.”

The Estranged Girlfriend should not say a damn word. Not a damn 

word.

Her hair should be longer. It should look really nice.

Say, “Your hair is longer.” Say, “It looks really nice.”

She should shift weight from one shapely leg to the other. She should 

be tall and skinny and good-looking in a very plain way. She should have 

stylishly uneven bangs and a pierced tragus. Her arms should be crossed on 

her chest in a manner that only draws attention to her breasts and makes 

you sad. Note: If the woman in the doorway is not tall and nicely plain 

looking, with stylish bangs and a pierced tragus and good legs and arms 

crossed in front of her evocative breasts, you have woken up the wrong 

woman and should leave immediately.

John Keats, poet.

Derek Jeter, shortstop.
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Say, “You don’t seem happy to see me.”

The Grizzled Neighbor should cough inside his apartment.

The Estranged Girlfriend should glance down at a fake watch on her real 

wrist. She should raise her eyebrows and say, “You’re two months late.”

Think it and don’t say it. You should not say it but you will anyway. You 

cannot help yourself, can you? You are a ridiculous American white guy, fun 

at a party.

Look down. Say, “Sorry.” Say, “Traffic was murder.”

Look up. Study that face for a sign.
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Lesson 4

Property Names: 
General Principles
Friend, if you were given a list of property names—say, Somerset Ridge, The 

Lodge at Cypress Ranch, Pin Oak Village—could you pick out the luxury 

properties from the low-end dives? It’s not so easy! A good rule of thumb 

is that the exaggeratedly fancy, feudal, or aristocratic property names tend 

to correlate with low rents and dirty children and gangs. It’s a principle of 

overcompensation. Beware, friend, the courts and manors. Steel your heart 

against the plantations and homesteads. Lock your car door at every Park 

Place and do not let the sun set on your tripod at The Estates at Filmore 

Grange.

The high-rent luxury complexes tend to keep it simple and elegant, 

while the middle-class operations are most often named for (imaginary) 

features of the landscape. Keep in mind that there must certainly exist, out 

there, a Property Name Generator, which sifts through key terms—lodge, 

villa, hamlet, meadow, bayou, glen, forest, dale, lake, cove, bay, cay, ridge, 

landing, manor, spring, vista, grove, hollow, point, pointe, garden, chateau, 

park, pavilion, brook, and so on—and combines them to create sexy and 

evocative names: The Manor at Stonehollow Springs, Meadowdale Lodge, 

Lakeridge Grove, The Vista at Summit Hills Square, Forestcove Hamlet at 

Bayglen Pointe.

Note: Not to jump too far ahead, but the virtual tour photographer 

should at some point have an appointment to shoot a tour at Swaying Oaks 

Apartments. One very prominent feature of Swaying Oaks Apartments 

should be that there are not any oaks, swaying or otherwise. Not one damn 

oak. Oh and that would be OK but always remember that the Property 

Manager’s name should be Veronica. You will show up at 9:25 in the morning 

for a nine o’clock appointment and Veronica should be of the opinion 

that the shadows are all wrong. Note: She should not let you shoot the 

virtual tour. She should be vehemently opposed to the tour and completely 

impervious to your subtle manipulations and to your shiny tripod. Damn, 

it should really be as if she might chain herself to a (non-oak) tree to 

keep you from shooting the tour. You should not have seen such adamant 

conviction outside of videotaped footage of Civil Rights-era protest. There 

should simply be, in Veronica’s high-strung opinion, too many. Shadows. 
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They should be too long. And too … dark. They should be, above all, too 

shadowy. Veronica should want to give the impression, virtually, that this is 

a property without shadows. This is a community that has rid its shadows 

like crime or litter or oaks. You will think: Enjoy shadow-free living at the 

Swaying Oaks Apartments! It will occur to you: All of the amenities of 

modern living without those pesky oaks or shadows! You will think: Pets 

are welcome and did we mention? No fucking shadows!

It should all be pretty funny except that you should have to come back 

later and shoot the Swaying Oaks Apartments at a sunny and shadowless 

hour and you should not get paid for your first visit. See re-shoot.
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There are seven steps to having sex with The Estranged Girlfriend. You 

should follow these steps carefully and in order.

1. Do not, under any circumstances, expect or hope to have sex with 

The Estranged Girlfriend. You can’t just roll into town without 

warning in the middle of a weeknight and expect to entwine as 

in the days of yore. You’re unbelievable. You’re just so fucking 

unbelievable.

2. Go to the bathroom. Wash your face. Stare at yourself in the 

mirror. Immediately, and without intent, start thinking about the 

act of staring at yourself in the mirror. A self-consciousness about 

staring at yourself. Get so weary.

3. Open the mirror cabinet and look for her pills. Assuage your guilt 

by imagining the very tight camera shot. There’s no music here, 

just the soft sounds you make as you explore the contents of the 

cabinet. You’re not alone and this is not a real transgression. It just 

looks real. Your job, as an actor, is to make it look convincingly real. 

It’s a fake transgression, staged and scripted. Millions of people 

are watching this artificial transgression, including some very 

important members of the Academy. Pull the corners of your mouth 

down and glance exaggeratedly over your shoulder (at nothing) in 

the obvious pose of a stock cinematic snooper. It’s convention, a 

nod to all big-screen snoopers through the decades. Think: But 

what am I bringing to this role? What fresh twist? Wonder about an 

eye tic or a villainous sneer. Try them and realize that they, too, are 

ridiculous conventions, worn like a nose-and-glasses gag pulled 

from a musty trunk. Realize that the musty trunk is also a cliché, 

and that your imagination is polluted, rotted out, and that, alas, 

even your faking is fake. Stop here. Do not follow this morose and 

LESSON 5

HOW TO HAVE SEX WITH THE 
ESTRANGED GIRLFRIEND

FRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE
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enervating train of thought in The Estranged Girlfriend’s small 

urban bathroom. Do not, that is, realize that in attempting to 

think of yourself as a more interesting person with an interesting 

life that matters, you are in effect becoming a dull stock character 

with no idea of how to break free from convention and script. 

Note: There is no wheel of pills. 

4. Sit at a small table with The Estranged Girlfriend and eat a bagel 

with cream cheese. Need a beer. Consider that need is a pretty 

strong word in this context. Let’s say you would very much enjoy 

a beer, something, you should think, frost-brewed or ice-brewed, 

something beechwood aged, something crisp or distinctive, 

something, perhaps, with the taste of the tundra. The Estranged 

Girlfriend should not offer you a beer. Look around, note the ways 

she’s fixed up the place. She should say, “Look—”

Say, “Sweetheart, I’ve missed you.” Mean it, whatever meaning 

it means.

She should be tracing little shapes on the table with her finger. 

She should say, “You fucked up.” 

Either get very tired or feel suddenly like laughing. Believe 

it or not, these should be your two primary responses to serious 

situations.

5. Sit in awkward silence. There will be a soft movement in the corner 

of the room. It should be the cat that you named. Say, “How’s 

Isaac?”

The Estranged Girlfriend should say, “She’s not named that 

anymore.”  

Lean down, put your hand out to the sweet and deformed 

animal. Keep in mind that it is missing its nose. Say, “Hey, Isaac. 

Come here, you.”

She should say, “Her name is Gertie now.”

Say, “Oh.”

Isaac/Gertie should approach and rub her smushed-in face 

against your outstretched hand. She should purr loudly and 

shamelessly. 

Say, “He looks healthy.”

She should say, “She’s put on some weight these past few 

months.”

Don’t wince. Say, “She looks more like an Isaac.” 

She should say, “That’s not his name. Her name.”

Note: Always remember that good conversation can be a form 
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of foreplay. 

Say, softly, yore.

6. Wipe that damn cream cheese from your chin. There’s still a 

little bit. The Estranged Girlfriend should say, “Where are you 

staying?”

You should quickly reply, “The futon is fine.”

She should say, “No.” She should say, “I meant where in the city 

are you staying.”

Say, “I see.”

7. The Estranged Girlfriend will give you clean sheets for the futon. 

Try to make it into a bed. You should suspect a strong positive 

correlation between futons and everything that is wrong in today’s 

society. As if in retaliation the God-forsaken futon will pinch your 

index finger, causing pain.

The Estranged Girlfriend will say, “Goodnight.” She will 

disappear into her bedroom, right next to the living room. Do not 

follow her. Do not say, “Sweetheart?” Lie on your back in the dark 

and notice a pulsing in the darkness from the very same flashing 

VCR clock that used to flash in your old apartment far from the 

Large Market, over the swamp and through the curtains of dark 

rain. The pulsing light should correspond, roughly, to the pulsing in 

your injured finger. You should listen for the shopping carts in the 

street below and you should not hear them. The basics of wildlife 

management: If you have a cart problem, it’s best to introduce 

condos into the ecosystem.   

Important Safeguard: There are questions of stance. There 

are questions of rhetorical mode and the Good Life. There are 

questions of stitching.  

Strain to hear her breathing, to hear her walking into the room 

on bare feet.

Helpful Hint: If The Estranged Girlfriend walks back into 

the dark living room on bare feet and says, “Shave and come to 

bed,” you should rise quickly and obediently, shave, and go to bed. 

If, however, The Estranged Girlfriend does not come out of her 

bedroom, you should lie quietly and cinematically in the dark for 

quite a long time before falling asleep.



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 19

Lesson 6

Three Types of 
Display Apartments
The Display Apartment is almost always one of the six locations chosen by 

Property Managers to shoot for a virtual tour. It is important to remember 

that there are three soul-battering variations of the Display Apartment: the 

Model, the Vacant, and the Mini-Model.

THE MODEL, the most common variation, is fully furnished, fully 

decorated with fake televisions, fake stereos, fake beds, fake plants, fake 

paintings, fake food. The fake television is likely to be showing, always, a 

vibrant picture of a very pretty sailboat. The Model is a pleasant illusion, 

some more pleasant than others, but ultimately sort of creepy and sad. 

Nobody lives here, in almost precisely the same way that nobody lives 

on the set of a television commercial advertising some domestic product. 

Warning: Prolonged exposure to Model Apartments can cause nausea and 

anxiety and feelings of despair and hopelessness, though you are at little 

risk if your irony levels are healthy.

THE VACANT is just an empty apartment. Spackled, gray-walled 

expanses, insistent and unmitigated brown carpeting, achingly full of 

potential, yes come in, make it your own with your quirky individual 

style, no the rent does not include any utilities, most of the windows open, 

this stain right here should come out. Make no mistake, the Vacant is a 

depressant, but it’s a weekend hayride compared to the Mini-Model.

The third and final variation on the Display Apartment is the MINI-

MODEL, sweet and heartbreaking and manipulative. Think of the Mini-

Model as the three-legged dog of Display Apartments. A Mini-Model means 

that the Property Manager does not have the resources to create a Model 

out of the Display Apartment but she wants to do something with it, so she 

places these evocatively domestic knickknacks randomly about—like an 

empty cookie tin on the floor in the corner, or a lunchbox on the kitchen 

counter. Magnets and fake crayon drawings on the fridge. It is all absurd, 

but you will not laugh because it is not funny in something like the way 

that jokes about handicapped people are not funny. Oh and a Mini-Model 
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utilizes a simple symbolic system whereby a throw pillow and a thin faded 

blanket on the carpet represent a bed. The result is that the apartment 

looks emptier and way sadder than if it were just empty. It looks burgled 

or abandoned or repossessed. The virtual tour photographer will come to 

hate the Mini-Model for failing so spectacularly to misrepresent itself, 

for, in fact, representing itself so perfectly and accurately in its attempt to 

deceive. Get in, get out. Do not linger, your tripod is no talisman.
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Lesson 7

How to Shoot a 
Virtual Tour 

The large-market freelance virtual tour photographer should always arrive 

early for his appointment to accept sugar cookies and to confer with the 

Property Manager about which six sites she would like him to shoot for 

the virtual tour. Note: The Property Manager will never be happy to see 

you walking into the rental office with your tripod and camera case. The 

best you can hope for is indifference. Frequently she will not be expecting 

you and/or she will not want you to shoot the property on that day for 

reasons having to do landscaping, or with shadows, clouds, or signage. 

The photographer should nod sympathetically but refuse to leave without 

shooting. Do what it takes. 

Shooting the virtual tour is really not difficult. In fact, a monkey in 

diapers could do it. Always remember not to make it more difficult than it 

has to be. Just follow this 17-step tutorial. 

1. Set up the tripod in a central location (i.e. the middle of a courtyard 

or the middle of a bedroom). Wonder what the Estranged Girlfriend 

meant when she said you’re always right but you’re never right.

2. Level the tripod by trying to get the little bubble inside the little 

circle. Almost, almost. That’s it, oh God, you almost had it. Damn, 

you had it. Helpful Hint: It might take five minutes or more to 

get the little bubble in the circle. Do not throw the tripod in the 

swimming pool. There is no worse feeling for a young virtual tour 

photographer than to see the company’s tripod shimmering at the 

blue bottom of the deep end of a real pool in Pearland, TX. 

3. Daydream about Old World Cabinets and boobs. Say, in response 

to an imaginary interviewer’s question, “That was the summer I 

worked as a virtual tour photographer.”  

4. Affix the camera to the tripod. As you screw the camera into the 

tripod bracket, bump the tripod’s legs and cause that little bubble 

to drift outside of the circle. Your cell phone should be ringing. If 
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you are outside, then you’re damn right it’s hot.

5. Level the tripod by trying to get the fucking little bubble inside 

the goddamn circle, fuck that fucking shit-ass bubble, fuck it.

6. Answer the phone. It’s your employers at Archimedes Realty! It’s 

Josef! They will want to know if you are aware of your appointment 

at the property you are currently at. Say, “I’m there.” Say, “I’m 

here.”

7. Make sure the camera is set on wide angle. If the camera is not 

set on wide angle, each shot in the 360 sweep will not overlap 

with the next, Archimedes Realty will not be able to stitch the 

shots together to create a coherent virtual tour, and the virtual 

tour photographer will have to return to the property for a rare 

re-shoot.

8. Always remember to make sure the camera is level on the tripod. 

It should not be pointing up or down.

a. The photographer should not get artsy in some leafy courtyard 

and try to point the camera up toward the trees and balcony 

and the surprisingly smogless blue sky. You will likely do this 

anyway because you have not read this indispensable guide 

carefully enough and when your Russian employers stitch 

these upward-pointing shots together, they will call you. There 

will be eight or ten Russians in a room, you’ll be on speaker 

phone. You will hear them all in the room, laughing, they’re not 

without a sense of humor. They have got to tell you, the virtual 

tour looks completely trippy when the camera is not level.

They will say, “Hey. [Laughter] The courtyard at The Seville? 

[Laughter] Did you … [Hysteria]…Were you having the camera 

pointed weird?”

Say, “I don’t know. Maybe.”

They will say, “Well, you should see this thing.”

Be stuck in traffic. Say, “Oh.” 

They will say, “You should be an artist, man. [Laughter] This 

is not believable … melting clock like that … Just say no and 

everything … [More laughter, a loud crash as if someone has 

fallen out of a chair, fits of coughing]. … The sky.”

A voice in the room will say, “I would be loving to live 

there.”
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A voice in the room will say, “That tree it has three trunks.”

A voice in the room will say, “Oh man, I would so be loving 

to live there.”

A voice in the room will say, “Stop this crazy tour, I want to 

get off!”

Don’t say anything. Know that you’re going to have to 

return to The Seville at some point for a rare re-shoot. You 

drive around, you take pictures, you make money. The gaiety in 

California will continue a few more minutes before breaking 

up. Finally, they will collect themselves. They will say, “Listen, 

you do know you have an appointment right now in League 

City, right?”

b. Stare at the car in front of you.

c. Grit your teeth.

d. Strive to be a self-deprecating, low-affect citizen of the world.

e. Say, “Yes. I know.”

9. Using the handle of the panhead, move the camera and lock it 

into Position 1. Check the view, but do not shoot. Use the panhead 

to slide the camera in a clockwise arc and lock it into position 2. 

Check the view, but do not shoot. Move that trashcan, pick up that 

burger wrapper, or smooth out those professional footprints in the 

carpet. Use the panhead to swing the camera clockwise and lock it 

into position 3. Check the view, but do not shoot. Politely ask the 

Mexican groundskeeper to move out of the way, yes, um, gracias, 

amigo. He will slowly leave the area, without saying anything. 

Important Safeguard: Do not let this transaction get to you. Check 

each position, 1 through 8. You’re now ready to shoot the tour.

10. Put an empty disk in the camera. You will likely have forgotten to 

bring an empty disk with you.

11. Go to your car and get an empty disk. As you pass through the 

rental office, the Property Manager will say, “Done already?” Smile. 

Say, “Not quite.”

12. Return to the site. You really should not have left the tripod and 

camera unattended because they could have gotten stolen. Put an 
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empty disk in the camera.

13. Bump the legs of the tripod.

14. Level the tripod by putting that little bubble in the circle. Helpful 

Hint: Your phone should be ringing.

15.  Take eight pictures in a circle. Note: If you are doing this correctly, 

it should feel like 360 degrees of magic and fun. Helpful Hint: If a 

cloud covers the sun, stop shooting and wait for it to pass. Clouds, 

like shadows, tend to freak out a certain type of mid-rent Property 

Manager, who does not want to convey the virtual message that it 

ever gets cloudy at her property. Or rains. Or, you know, gets dark 

at night. Or turns from Saturday to Sunday. If the cloud does not 

pass, the virtual tour photographer should return to the property 

later for a rare re-shoot.

16. Eject the disk and label it.

17. There should be a pen back in your car.
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Lesson 8

A Warning About the 
Sex Act
There will be a moment during the sex act when The Estranged Girlfriend 

goes away or disappears. She will close her eyes tightly and purse her lips. 

Just as she is squeezing and kneading you, just as she is pushing you more 

deeply inside of her, she will simultaneously seem to disappear altogether 

and travel far far away from you, far away to a mysterious place where you 

are not invited. It will seem to you that you are suddenly and desperately 

alone, suddenly not important in this transaction at all. It may even seem 

to you that your presence there, with her, in her, is unseemly, that you are 

somehow trespassing or spying, witnessing something private. It will seem 

as though you have very little to do with the serious pleasure that she seems 

to be experiencing at the undisclosed location. Although this is a moment, 

always, of considerable weight and sadness, it is completely normal and 

you should proceed, as enthusiastically as possible, with the sex act. 

Important Safeguard: While it is totally understandable that you would 

be moved to honesty and sincerity and disclosure, it is absolutely crucial that 

you not, in a moment of vulnerable post-coital gravity, tell The Estranged 

Girlfriend about your sad sense of her absence at the key moment in the 

union. This could result in The Estranged Girlfriend snorting, throwing her 

lovely legs off the side of the bed, and saying, while walking tight-legged 

toward the bathroom, where she will get rid of everything you just gave her, 

“Well. Now you know how it feels.”



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 26

Lesson 9

How to Make That 
Face (Advanced)
The Estranged Girlfriend should stand up and walk to the kitchen with 

her empty cereal bowl. Note: Just the way that her hips look in the skirt, 

receding, the way her body seems to rattle the spoon in the bowl. Feel wistful, 

above all. See the world through portholes and lenses, blurry slabs of glass. 

Feel like that cosmonaut who spent over two years in space, suspended in a 

state of pure irony, the Earth in his window like a screensaver. She should 

be saying things from the kitchen, pay attention. She should be saying, “…

lease is up in July and I haven’t heard a word about re-signing.”

It is important to nod your head up and down from the other room.

She should say, “My guess is that we’re all getting thrown out so they can 

knock this building down.”

Say, “Condos.”

She should walk out of the kitchen and get bigger and bigger as she 

approaches. She should say, “I’ve been looking around. You can stay here 

until it comes down, but you have to help with rent.”

You can see yourself in your coffee. Always remember that one time this 

kid in high school named Terence Neitman, while giving a class report, said 

self of steam instead of self-esteem. Keep in mind that you laughed just like 

everyone else. 

She should say, “You could help keep an eye on Roy. He just had surgery. 

He likes you.”

Shrug. Look likeable.

The Estranged Girlfriend should point and say, “The newspaper is right 

there.” Get this: She should say, “You need to find a job.”

What happens next is important.

Note: It is crucial, friend, that you make a face of mock indignation, 

as if the Estranged Girlfriend’s request—demand, really—is ridiculous 

and unjust, which it obviously is not. The idea that this face should convey 

is that you of course know that you have to get a job. The indignation is 

clearly mock indignation, what with your gaping mouth and hyberbolic eye 

roll. The irony and the meaning should lie, ostensibly, in the difference, the 

distance, between your exaggeratedly indignant face and your sincere and 

wholehearted agreement about the need to find immediate employment so as 

Roll Call!
ROY
A pet? A relative? Has had 

surgery. Likes you. Gives 

you purpose.
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to help with the rent in an apartment in which you are currently living. Thus 

you should appear to be engaging in a simple, relatively unsophisticated, 

and intentionally transparent act of ironic deception—communicating the 

opposite of what you seem to be communicating. However, there should 

be much more going on here and you know it, you drifting cosmonaut. The 

feeling that you should have upon being told that you need to get a job 

by The Estranged Girlfriend—not even The Real Girlfriend, mind you, 

and certainly not The Mother—is actually very close to real, authentic 

indignation. You should know, though, that you cannot show a face of real 

indignation for two reasons. One, because come on, it is just not OK to 

show, in such a transparent way, any seemingly authentic emotion, the 

danger here being that you might be pinned down, you might appear to be 

the kind of person you really are, good God, you might be forced to speak 

in behalf of something ugly and ill-formed and vaporous. And two, look, 

because the request of The Estranged Girlfriend is not, let’s face it, at all 

unreasonable. And so, get this, the face of mock indignation, ironically, 

should actually be a mask for real indignation. That is, one way for you to 

express an (illegitimate) emotion is to express that emotion in a grotesque 

and exaggerated way that would seem, in this Ironic Age, to be a simply 

sarcastic expression of the opposite emotion, roughly half way around the 

affective globe. (In a previous age, an age long before virtual tours, the 

expression of an emotion would perhaps seem to be the expression of that 

emotion, but that time is gone.) Welcome to the front lines of magic! This 

is a wizard’s trick: the easy deception is itself deceptive. We still should be 

clearly in the domain of irony here, but the irony resides not in the distance 

between an apparent but feigned emotion (righteous indignation) and its 

real opposite (sympathetic agreement), but rather in the distance between 

a caricatured emotion (fake indignation) and its authentic counterpart 

(real indignation). Which is to say that the irony is ironic. Which is to say, 

oh man, that there exists a second-level irony, a meta-irony, since there is 

a gap between what seems to be ironic and what is actually ironic. Presto!: 

You, by an extraordinarily nuanced feint of face, should be able to hide 

your real and inappropriate emotional response by appearing to fake that 

exact response in a gross and vulgar way. This is black belt dissimulation—

this is the subtle manipulation of non-subtlety—and you should already be 

expert. You are a savant. You are a pioneer, a blazer: you want to see how far 

it can go. You should accomplish this face unthinkingly, naturally, in a split 

second. Please keep in mind that any job that you might get in, say, public 

relations or advertising or virtual real estate, will be a piece of fake cake 

compared to this high-level subterfuge.

Just make the face.

It is important to remember that you may have no explicit idea of how 
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you did what you just did. You should perhaps not be able to tell someone 

exactly what you accomplished or how you accomplished it, the way that 

a great home run hitter may not be able to explain how he hits home runs. 

This is fine. It’s just fine. 

Still, though: You should have an uneasy sense that The Estranged 

Girlfriend knows exactly what just happened.
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Please keep in mind that in the kitchens and dining rooms of Model 

Apartments in a certain type of gated middle-class operation within the 

vast Houston Market you will see, spread out sumptuously before the 

gaze of your mounted camera, the glinting food and drink of the implied 

citizen-tenants. Fake ambrosia! You will see the apples, plastic and wooden, 

hysterical reds dulled by a skin of dust. You will see the tea bags dangling 

convincingly from mugs of frozen chamomile. You will see the bowls of 

cereal, the real sun slanting agleam off bone-hard milk, a medley of swollen 

berries trapped like flies in amber, the petrified flakes studded, diamond-

like, with virtual almonds. Note: Always remember that the spoon is lodged 

like Excalibur and the Houston sun slanting through vertical blinds that 

sway aquatically in the conditioned air. 

And be prepared to see, occasionally, thrillingly, the (plastic) glass 

of spilled orange juice. Overturned glass and thick puddle, gratuitously 

orange, with shoreline contour. There are, out there, memos and mock-ups 

and invoices; there are prototypes and protective eyewear; there is rationale 

and there is theory. There is a warehouse on a service road in the Midwest, 

helmeted men with ailing backs driving forklifts while their slumping, red-

eyed children pop pills and set fires and resemble not in the least the shiny, 

toothy children in the framed school pictures hanging aslant in the hallway. 

The lab results are in: fake perfection is not real. Not because it is fake, but 

because it is perfect. The established truth is, we know this, most accidents 

happen in the home. The implied children with the red cheeks topple their 

beverages, it happens, this is life. Helpful Hint: Pudgy fingers. Fake chaos, 

virtual entropy, a determined indeterminacy, a perfect imperfection. Shoot 

the tour, friend, you are late for your next appointment at Camelot Parke. 

Look, this is the kind of community in which well-meaning loved ones spill 

their juice from time to time. Here lives not some creepy perfect family. 

Mom burns the popcorn, Dad forgets to turn down the thermostat before 

bed, they are like you; live here.  

Important Safeguard: It is beside the point, friend, to say you take 

pleasure or delight in the fake spilled orange juice or to say you detest 

it and its cultural import. More accurate to say that you need it, that it 

summons you into existence and sustains you. More accurate to say that 

LESSON 10

FAKE SPILLED ORANGE JUICEFRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE

Fake ramen, fake soba.
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you are nourished by fake food and beverage. Note: If you are not nourished 

and sustained by fake food and beverage, you are probably not right for our 

organization and join the Peace Corps already.

While driving to the Spanish Trace or Watlington Arms or Bayou View 

always remember to imagine other props that might help convey that 

authentic, lived-in look: Fake dirty socks left on the floor by fake careless 

husbands. Fake litter boxes with fake malodorous clumps. Fake holes in the 

walls from fake drunken punches. A fake report card under the couch with 

one C, three Ds, and two Fs. Tiny fake glistening shards of broken glass, 

with a trail of virtual blood across the linoleum. 

Note: But you wouldn’t want to get carried away now and there are no 

fake flies buzzing in the gaudy spill.
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Lesson 11

How to Search the 
Want Ads
When the Estranged Girlfriend leaves for work, feel lonesome and sad and 

wrong. Walk across creaky floorboards. Outside there should be a nanny, 

another nanny, and what you take to be a mom. The noise you hear should 

either be the construction of condominiums down the street or a program 

on Roy’s TV about the construction of condominiums. There should be tiny 

particles of dust in the air and five colors of paint drops on the floor.   

Put on some pants. Sit down. Make your way, friend, toward an exciting 

career opportunity in virtual real estate.

But first read about an exciting career opportunity as a border patrol officer. 

Say to Isaac Newton, “Do you love Uh-marka? Do you enjoy growing a mustache, 

wearing a uniform, and beating up Mexicans in the middle of the night? If the 

answer to all of these questions is an enthusiastic grunt, then we want you to 

come protect Freedom and Safety at Uh-marka’s borders!”

Note: No Ironists Need Apply.

It is important to remember that you should read an ad for a cabinet 

maker’s assistant. Seriously, you should set your pen down and lean back 

against the futon, which has been transformed from an uncomfortable bed 

back into an uncomfortable couch. Now: Imagine yourself helping a gruff old 

man make cabinets in the old man’s workshop. The imagined old man should 

have white unruly hair, wire-frame glasses, a checkered vest, a chronically 

ailing back. He should be a taciturn perfectionist from the Old World. He 

should have a pocket watch on a chain. You should wonder what, exactly, a 

fob is. Imagine working quietly alongside the master craftsman, learning a 

trade, sweeping up sawdust, drinking root beer at the end of the day. You vill 

do again. You vill do bettah. And here’s the thing, your cabinets would not 

be gag cabinets or gimmick cabinets. They would not be glib and sophomoric 

cabinets. They would not contain subtle, sly references to other cabinets. They 

would not be funny or snide or self-referential cabinets. There would not be 

cabinets inside your cabinets. And the cabinets would not go in for snappy 

commentary. In this day and age, we just don’t need snappy commentary 

from our hand-crafted storage spaces. The cabinets would not look like they 

weren’t cabinets. They wouldn’t be in the form of something else, like a big 

fish. They would be simple and beautiful and real and functional. They would 

1.

2.

3.

ANSWERS: (a) 3., (b) 1., (c) 2. 

INSTANT EXERCISE

Match the names of the tools  

with the pictures.  

(a) Lathe (b) Adz (c) Hammer



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 32

mean what they seemed to mean. The wood would be treated. The hinges 

would sparkle in light. The knobs or pulls or whatever would be tasteful. Sit 

on the futon and consider that cabinet making is the most honest and noble 

profession available to man. Wish, with something close to sincerity, that 

you could be a cabinet maker’s assistant. Note: Some experience in cabinet 

making should be required.

Outside and below, there should a very large man roller skating in the 

smooth black parking lot. He should be three hundred pounds at least, and 

as graceful as Peggy Fleming.   

Read an invitation to join the city’s most elegant and well-respected 

catering outfit. We serve the wealthiest and most influential Houstonians, 

often in their opulent homes! Join Gold Plate Catering and experience 

upscale Houston! Your pen should circle and hover above the ad. Say, “Like 

an aircraft.” Say, “Awaiting clearance.” See yourself, now, as from above, 

standing outside the Houston Opera, waiting for Aida to let out so that 

you can usher patrons to the dinner party across the street. You should be 

wearing a fez and a cummerbund, the vents of which should either point 

up or down. You should be mildly embarrassed about your scuffed, non-

leather, twenty-dollar shoes. The skyline should be vaguely futuristic. There 

should be a live camel at the entrance of the party. The catering leadership 

should be gay and militaristic. “The wine opener is part of your uniform, 

people!” There should be an ice sculpture. The army of servers should bring 

scalding squash soup to the wealthy, one bowl in each hand. Even with two 

pairs of white serving gloves, the soup is excruciating to carry. You should 

pass other servers and notice the stoic grimace, the hot tears sliding down 

their cheeks. By the end of the evening, the rich folk are sloppily drunk and 

there is a dignity shift. You should take a strange pride in the synchronized 

team service, a job well done. When the guests leave, the leadership should 

ask the servers to return their sweaty fezzes. You should feel a sense of 

disappointment. Always remember that Catering and Irony co-exist in a 

mutualistic relationship. Put a question mark by the ad.  

Outside and below, the huge man should be skating fluid figure eights 

both backward and forward. His shirt should be drenched with sweat, but 

his face should be serene. His routine ends with a lovely spin and an elegant, 

balletic flourish of hands and wrists, followed by a deep bow. You should 

want to open the window and applaud. Note: The window is stuck shut.

Look up her number and call. She should answer and ask how she can 

help you.

Say, “A Frenchman walks into a bar with a parrot on his shoulder.”

She should say, “Please don’t call me here.”

Say, “Bartender says, ‘Say, friend, where’d you get that?’”

She should say, “[Virtual Tour Photographer].”

One hump or two?
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Say, “And the parrot says, ‘Over in France. They’ve got millions of ’em.’”

Note: The virtual tour photographer should realize that this joke’s very 

unfunniness is its greatest potential source of humor. There should be a 

crevice (or crevasse) between the general supposition that jokes are funny 

and the not-funniness of this particular parrot-in-a-bar joke. Wry humor 

can live in this dark crevice (or crevasse) like comic moss. Lichen. 

She should laugh. But she won’t.  

Say, “Have you seen this man roller skating in the parking lot?”

She should say, “Not now. Tell me later.”

Say, “Have you seen him?”

She should say, “I work during the day.”

Pace the apartment, restless and blue. There should be something big 

and dark at the edges, billowing, seething.

Say, “Implacable.”

Say, “Lichen.”

Note: Always remember to sit back down with the paper and read the 

Archimedes Realty job ad: Drive around. Take pictures. Make money. No 

phot. exp. nec. 

 You should not, serendipitously, have any phot. exp. Furthermore: driving 

around, taking pictures, and making money should seem like attractively 

linked activities. 

You should say, “Ike, I think I’m onto something here.”   

Go to Kinko’s and stand in line behind gofers, job hunters, community 

college students, poets, and manifesto writers. Fax your resume, that record 

of lateral shuffling between landscaping, video rental, and food service. 

Always remember to lie about the degree.
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Lesson 12

The Virtual Tour 
Photographer  
and Roy
Generally speaking, the virtual tour photographer’s relationship with the 

Estranged Girlfriend’s Grizzled Neighbor is an important one. The Grizzled 

Neighbor should be named Earl or, more likely, Roy.

Visit Roy in his apartment. Always remember that you should barely 

recognize him. He should have lost weight, his hair should be thinner and 

grayer, his skin, formerly a red-brown leather, should be pallid and scaly. 

His barrel chest should have caved in and even his forearm tattoos should 

seem washed out and tired—on one arm, a listless big-chested mermaid; 

on the other, a bored and weary skull, lacking the pep and conviction to 

intimidate. Roy should be wearing a too-big shirt with marlins and oars 

on it. He should be wearing shorts, and strapped to one sad skinny leg 

there should be an almost-full peebag, the technical name for which should 

escape you at present. His voice, when it comes, should be not unlike the 

sound of an old engine turning over.

“Cat dragged in.”

Say, “Hi, Roy.”

“I knew you’d be back. I told her.”

Say, “She didn’t believe you?”

“Arm wrestle?”

Say, “Maybe later.”

“Is it that your vagina hurts?”

Say, “It’s been acting up, yes.”

In the presence of Roy you should get glimpses of something.

“Would just bust my staples out anyway.”

Say, “How you feeling, Roy?”

Roy should lower himself slowly onto a ripped vinyl couch, hands across 

his abdomen. He should look out the window and say, “I mean, shit.”

Roy’s apartment should be sparsely furnished but comfortable. There 

should be an empty bag of chips spilling orange crumbs. There should be 

empty cans of off-brand cola. There should be dust on the windowsills. 

There should be a cockroach wriggling on its back.
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Roy should say, “My prostate is gone.”

Say, “Out?”

“Gone.”

Grimace. Make growling, masculine noises of sympathy from the area of 

your throat. Always remember to imagine a prostate in a jar of blue fluid. 

Picture the prostate as a bloated lima bean.  

“I feel as though I took it for granted.”

Nod.  

“But I will tell you this. The doctor who removed it was a real fox.”

Roy should reach for the remote control and turn on the wasteland of 

mid-morning television. There should be imperious cooking instruction. 

There should be scripted brawling among members of a studio audience.

Roy should say, “I am still searching for the first good television 

program.”

Take a seat at the other end of the couch. It’s you and Roy.

Roy should say, “What took you so long?”

Say, “To come back?”

Roy should say, “Yeah.”

Say, “I don’t know. I didn’t know what I wanted to do.”

He should say, “And now you know?”

Say, “Now I have no idea still.”

Roy should say, “You looking for work?”

Say, “I got some leads.”

Roy should say, “Like what?”

Say, “Virtual real estate.”

Roy should look disgusted. He should say, “I don’t even want to know.”

Say, “It’s out there in the great Tomorrow, Roy.”

Roy should say, “I was your age, I worked on a boat. A real boat.”

Say, “The economy has shifted.”

Roy should say, “A bunch of us boys with big forearms and perfect 

prostates hauling in nets all day.”

Wish that you could work a wet-decked shrimper and tie reliable 

knots.

Roy should say, “That sucked, though, in a lot of ways.”

Always remember to say, “Can I get you anything, Roy?”

Roy should detach the peebag from his leg and say, “You could empty 

this.”

Sit very still. Sit completely still.

“It won’t bite.”

Helpful Hint: Take Roy’s peebag, walk to the bathroom, and empty it, 

ironically. 
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Lesson 13

How to Sit on the 
Front Step at Night 
(Beginner)
Feel like you’re standing beneath a gigantic black bird, being buffeted 

roughly by its oily wings. The sky is a memory. The talons are likely to be 

nasty. 

The Estranged Girlfriend should say, “They don’t want someone with 

experience?”

Say, “No. The ad said no.”

She should say, “Sorry, but you’re not a good photographer.”

Take a generous drink from you beer. It should be very muggy outside. 

This is the Houston Market (which includes Spring, Kingwood, Humble, 

League City, Pearland, Sugarland, Friendswood, LaPorte, Webster, Pasadena, 

Dickinson, and even Galveston if they say so). Say, “I’m not that bad.”

She should say, “You have a tin eye.”

Say, “I get it.”

She should laugh and say, “Your fingers get in the way.”

Say, “That’s enough.”

She should say, “Do you even like photography?”

Say, “Number one, this isn’t photography, it’s taking pictures. And 

number two, if I liked photography, I would hate this job and I would end 

up hating photography, too. See?” 

She should say, “So it’s perfect.”

Say, “It’s everything I ever wanted.” Fear that your tone was all wrong.

There should be a pause here during which you should not really be 

aware of the quality of the night or the texture of your surroundings. Sit. 

Remember to feel hot and breathe through your mouth and think about a 

future that would make the present endurable.  

She should say, “What are we doing here?”

Say, “We’re having a nice conversation.”

She should say, “No, I mean what are we doing?”

Feel like laughing. A blooper on the outtake reel. Feel like saying, And 

how would I know how I feel?  Say, “I’m here, aren’t I?”

She should stare out at the line of condos, encroaching. Note: Like 
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Birnam Wood. She should say, “No. No. You’re not here.”

It’s been less than a week. Relax, the good folks at Archimedes Realty 

will call. They will be Russian.

Say this: “Well I’d like to be here.” 

She should say: “I’d like that, too.”
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Lesson 14

How to Temp Before 
Your Big Break in 
Virtual Real Estate
Yes and get this: Your one week of temping should coincide serendipitously 

with National Temporary Labor Appreciation Week. On Thursday 

afternoon, a representative from Work Force Unlimited, herself a temp, 

should sheepishly bring you a Snickers bar with a little ribbon and note 

attached. She should shrug apologetically and leave. Lean back in the chair 

at your temporary desk and wipe imaginary tears away from your eyes 

with the palms of your hands. Say, “It’s just so thoughtful. And it was a 

complete surprise.”

The office should be wood-paneled. It should be filled with calendars 

and clocks, obsessed with time. Be unsure, all week, what this company 

does exactly.

Your office mate, a black woman named Rita, should say, “Well aren’t 

you going to read the note?” Rita should be grumpy, sarcastic, and utterly 

competent, and you should like her very much.

Say, “It says”—sniffle and open the note attached to the Snickers bar—

“It says, ‘Because our Employees are nothing to “SNICKER” at!’ ” 

Rita should laugh, really laugh, for the second time all week. Note: 

The first time should have been on Monday afternoon, when the regional 

manager visited the office with a photographer from the company newsletter 

and then insisted, against the office staff’s repeated warnings, on having his 

picture taken with you. He should have said, “No, no, listen, folks, I am not 

above this here gentleman in the office. We are all in this thing together. 

Now smile real big.”  

Unwrap your candy bar and say, “Are you snickering, Rita? Because do 

not snicker.”

Rita should say, “Damn, it’s not just talk. They really do appreciate 

you.”

Say, “Rita, it’s a pun.”

Rita should say, “It’s a good one, too. It’s like Hair Force.”

Say, “It’s like Mane Attraction.”

Rita should say, “It’s like Shear Talent.”
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Say, “Do you want some of my caramel, peanuts, and nougat?”

Keep in mind that Rita should say, “Damn right.”   
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A fast-paced, lascivious game of discernment for two bored adult players.

In the evenings, sit on the vinyl couch with Roy. Note: Roy is on medication 

and he should not drink alcohol. Therefore it is very important that the 

virtual tour photographer drink his beer or whiskey from an old blue 

plastic Houston Oilers cup. Always suspect that Roy is onto you. Always 

suspect that there is alcohol in Roy’s green plastic Six Flags cup. 

The neighborhood: Gone are the shopping carts, the slow traffic, the loud 

rhythmic rattle. Now it’s baby carriages, tested in wind tunnels, sleek and 

silent and fast, with sound wheel alignment and good drag coefficients. The 

babies should sleep or stare out quietly with blue eyes. Their hair should 

be so blond as to be white, people should want to tell them this their entire 

lives. The carriage pushers, either moms or nannies, should walk rapidly 

past the apartment building, silently praying that a black asteroid from 

space will fall on these evil gray bricks.  

Note: Always remember the Houston Oilers.

Player 1 should say, “Mom or Nanny?”

Player 2 should say, “Nanny.”

Player 1 should say, “That was easy. … Over there: Mom or Nanny?”

Player 2 should say, “Mom.”

Player 1 should say, “And a nice Mom at that.”

Wait patiently and quietly. Player 1’s peebag should be nestled between 

the two players like a family pet. It should be about a quarter full. Note: 

Remain alert.

Player 1 should say, “OK, here we go. Mom or Nanny?”

Player 2 should say, “Gosh.”

Player 1 should say, “Don’t stall.”

Player 2 should say, “Hm.”

Player 1 should say, “It ain’t chess, junior.”

Player 2 should say, “Nanny?”

Player 1 should say, “Correct.”

Player 2 should smile proudly.

Player 1 should say, “You’re getting better, grasshopper.”

Player 2 should move the couch back to its normal position in front of 

the TV.

LESSON 16

HOW TO PLAY “MOM OR NANNY?”FRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE

Bum Phillips, head coach of the 
Houston Oilers (1975-1980)
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Player 1 should cough and growl and hold his guts. He should say, “This 

neighborhood is going to shit.”
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Lesson 15

How to Sit on the 
Front Steps at Night 
(Intermediate)
From the window she should say, “Hey, come up here and kiss me.”

It is important to remember the old punch line: “Honey, at my age I can 

do one or the other, but not both.”

She should say, “Phone’s for you.”

You should climb the stairs. Think of the signals from the brain, think 

of the astounding coordination of muscle and bone, heart and lung, the 

thankless work of the endocrine glands, think of the balance and grace and 

fine motor skills needed simply to stand and walk on two legs, much less to 

climb stairs while drinking a beer and thinking about climbing stairs and 

drinking a beer. Think it’s a shame that none of us past the age of eighteen 

months ever gets credit or praise for this mundane athleticism. Trip on the 

last step.

Practice hello. Say, “Hello. Hello. Hello.” The way to nail it is to think 

of the heavily armed, expressionless bodyguards surrounding a smiling, 

waving World Leader. Take the phone in the kitchen. Say, “Hello.” If you 

must err, err on the side of the goons.

Alexi should say, “Yes hello. This is [You]?”

Think how cool it would be to say maybe. Say, “Yes.”

Alexi should say, “Hello. This is Alexi at Archimedes Realty. I am calling 

you.”

Say, “Oh, hello.”

Alexi should say, “We have received your resume. You want to take 

pictures?”

Say, “Yes.”

The Estranged Girlfriend should be standing in the kitchen with a look 

of curiosity and hopefulness that should be, frankly, demoralizing.

“You have a good car?”

Say, “Yes.”

“You have a computer?”

The Estranged Girlfriend should have an outmoded laptop. Say, “Yes.”

Alexi should say, “Are you able to start at a soon time?”
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Pretend to consult something—a calendar, a life planner, a year-at-a-

glance. Read the nutritional information on an empty bottle of water. Say, 

“Yes, I think I could start soon.”

“Very great. We will send your equipment by express from California. 

You will have it tomorrow.”

Roy should walk into the kitchen. It’s all three of you in there. It’s not a 

big kitchen. He should put a plate in the sink. His peebag should be close to 

half full. It should be strapped to his leg like Han Solo’s blaster.

Say, “Tomorrow. Very great.”

Alexi should say, “We will be calling you.”

Say, “Is this a full-time position?”

Alexi should say, “Sometimes.”

Say, “What is the compensation for mileage?”

Alexi should say, “We welcome you to our team way.”

Say, “Thank you.”

Alexi should say, “OK. Bye.”

Hang up. Congratulations! You have virtually embarked on a successful 

freelance career in the high-tech workplace of Tomorrow. Try not to think 

about how the poet William Carlos Williams was also a doctor. Try not to 

wonder why this outfit is in such a damn hurry to get you started.

Say, “Well. It’s not catering, at least.”

Roy should say, “This outfit is sure in a damn hurry to get you started.”

William Carlos Williams, poet 
and doctor.
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Lesson 17

Equipment
Look, we all know that a wizard is only as good as his wand! A good 

magician must have a nifty bag of tricks, and the virtual tour photographer 

should think of his photography equipment as his bag of tricks—as his very 

expensive, hard-to-replace, high-tech bag of tricks of Tomorrow.  

Archimedes Realty should overnight your essential equipment and 

materials from its California headquarters to your dingy Houston 

apartment. Sign for them. Spread out the packages on the floor like it’s 

Christmas morning. Invite Roy over. Isaac Newton should be real interested 

in all of the boxes and packaging. 

Note: The tripod alone is five hundred bucks. Be careful with this stuff.

The virtual tour photographer will need to provide his own screeching 

American sedan, a really slow computer with dial-up Internet service, 

and a thick pelt of irony. Archimedes Realty will provide the following 

equipment:

Digital Camera. Since virtual tours are photographed and not filmed, 

the virtual tour photographer uses the camera to photograph virtual tours, 

which are not filmed. This digital camera should have many features that 

the virtual tour photographer should probably just ignore. Just make sure 

the lens is open and set on wide angle, and know what button to press to 

take a picture. Keep your fat fingers out of the way. The very last thing 

the Russians need is a photographer who tries to get fancy or artsy with 

a virtual tour. Note: You are not working for National Geographic. Your 

employers have removed the owner’s manual from the box so do not waste 

your time looking for it.

Insert a disk. Take a picture of Roy’s peebag, which is about three-eighths 

full. Eject the disk and label it peebag. 

Roy should point at Isaac Newton, who is nestled in a box of Styrofoam 

peanuts. He should laugh hoarsely and say, “Hey, film that cat.”

Tripod. Your precious. When she is with you, you will never be alone. 

Camera Case (with Strap). Walk around the apartment and experiment 

with different ways of carrying the case. You should eventually settle on 

wearing it diagonally, across your chest—the strap over your right shoulder, 

the camera resting against your left hip. Decide that this looks impressive, 

“The reality is:  The public demands celebrity 

photography. I believe younger people will 

have to challenge conventional notions of what 

photojournalism is and create new arenas to 

show their work. Young people will have to edu-

cate people about the value of photojournalism. 

The Internet offers great possibilities.”

—Ron Tarver, National Geographic photographer

WISE WORDS
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photojournalistic, and vaguely martial. Say, “Bandolier.” Roy should say, 

“Purse.”

40 Blank Disks. These disks are used to store images and to upload these 

images to Archimedes Realty. Note: Always remember to label your damn 

disks so that when you upload images at the end of the day you will be able 

to distinguish the empty swimming pool and sun-scorched playground at 

The Spanish Trace Apartments from the empty swimming pool and sun-

scorched playground at Whisperwood Ravine. 

Roy should say, “It’s a camera?”

Say, “Yes.”

Roy should say, “Where’s the film?”

Tell Roy it’s digital and hope he doesn’t ask any more questions.

Three-Ring Disk Notebook. They didn’t have to but they did, and outside 

and below the apartment, the obese man is roller skating. He’s worked up 

a new routine. What he lacks in technical merit he more than makes up 

for in artistic expression. In one of the boxes Roy should have found a 

few sheets of paper, stapled together. It’s “‘360 Degrees of Magic and Fun’: 

The Archimedes Realty Virtual Tour Photographer’s Employee Manual and 

Troubleshooting Guide.” He should clear his throat and begin reading from 

it, aloud. 

Cell Phone. The virtual tour photographer should carry the cell 

phone at all times. Archimedes Realty will call you to give appointment 

information, to check on the progress of current appointments, and to 

upbraid you relentlessly for being late to almost every shoot. The virtual 

tour photographer should call his employer often to check in. The cell 

phone will be programmed to call only Archimedes Realty. Roy should read, 

“ ‘When you were young and someone asked you what you wanted to be 

when you grew up, chances are you didn’t say a virtual tour photographer. 

But just maybe your uncle pulled a quarter from your ear or made the 

queen of hearts just completely disappear or removed his own thumb and 

you squealed with delight and said you wanted to be a magician when 

you grew up. Well, we at Archimedes Realty like to say that we are in the 

business of magic.’ Damn.” 

Archimedes Realty Software (LeverMax 2000). This software allows 

you, the virtual tour photographer, to upload images to Archimedes 

Realty headquarters in California, where they will stitch them together to 

create a virtual tour. Please download this software onto your Estranged 

Girlfriend’s outmoded computer. The virtual tour photographer should just 
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not even be able to believe how long it will take to do this. He should 

seriously consider catering. The melodramatic computer should cry wolf 

about illegal operations and fatal errors. It should say that the system is 

unstable. Click Next, click Agree, click Finish. Just get it installed. When 

you’re done, call the Estranged Girlfriend at work.

Say, “I have a question.”

She should say, “Don’t call me here.”

Say, “Listen, is it OK if I use your computer for work?”

She should say, “I guess. But just don’t download anything on it.”

Roy should read, “ ‘We use state-of-the-art software and equipment to 

create virtual tours that help people find their dream rental properties. As 

we say to our clients and to the apartment-seeking public, “We Make the 

World Move,” and we think this is a magical enterprise. So congratulations, 

you’ve fulfilled your childhood dream. Welcome to our virtual family!’”

Convenient Appointment Notebook. Why would the virtual tour 

photographer write down his appointment to shoot a virtual tour at, say, 

Wisteria Downs, on a receipt, a paper bag, the phone book, a junk mail 

envelope, his hand, the Estranged Girlfriend’s paycheck stub, the cover 

of his employee manual and troubleshooting guide, or the veterinarian’s 

postcard reminder to update Isaac Newton’s shots? Why? Use the convenient 

appointment notebook. Just use it. 

“360 Degrees of Magic and Fun”: The Archimedes Realty Virtual Tour 

Photographer’s Employee Manual and Troubleshooting Guide. Roy should 

say, “It says here, Captain, that you are the most important member of the 

AR team.”

Say, “Really?”

Roy should say, “Yup.”

Say, “Tell me more.”

Roy should say, “No facial piercings. No motorcycles. Professional 

attire.”

Say, “Does it say I’m an emissary?”

Roy should skim the manual. He should say, “Hold on a minute.” He 

should say, “Here we go. It says you’re a liaison.”

Point the camera at Roy. 

Roy should say, “It says you’re on the front lines of magic.”

Take the picture.

Roy should say, “It says majestic eagle.”

Label the disk Roy. Say, “Does it say rocket ship?”

Roy should say, “That’s what I’m looking for.”
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Helpful Hint: Read the manual. It should be about six-and-a-half 

pages. It should be a model of concision. It should be poorly photocopied 

onto salmon-colored paper. Its turgid syntax, its unconventional spellings 

and inconsistent verb tense, its apparent missing page, and its hysterical 

deployment of exclamation points notwithstanding, “360 Degrees” should 

be a first-rate professional document.

Mark important passages. The good people at Archimedes Realty do 

not want this wise instruction to go unseen and unheeded, like that pretty 

desert flower in the poem from freshman English by Tennyson or was it 

Blake. Always remember that your first shot should overlap with both your 

second and your eighth and the Russians will stitch it all. They’ll stitch 

it. Just imagine their tiny California office, an entire village of furry-

hatted immigrants, pursuing the dream of Internet real estate, stitching 

photographs around the clock, their stout fingers raw and calloused.

But as you know, “360 Degrees” has certain gaps and silences. Certain 

inelegancies. It is an excellent place to begin your studies, but it can only 

take you so far. To master your craft, you’ll need much more (including 

Adobe Reader and a VISA). You will need the insider’s secrets and tips, the 

front line exclusives. You will need this downloaded gold.  

Note: Outside there will be surveyors. There will be hot black patches in 

potholes. There will be heavy yellow machinery with enormous tires.
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Lesson 18

The Awful Paradox  
of the Tripod
Pay attention now, this is difficult material.

Do not be fooled, friend, your fancy digital camera is not your most 

important piece of equipment. Hell, millions of nine-year-olds pluck high-

end digital cameras out of their stockings every Christmas. The camera 

does not make you special, it does not make you an expert or an authority. 

You take a clever white guy with a three-day beard and sandals and sweat 

stains in the armpits and you give him a digital camera, what you have now 

is a slob with a digital camera and nothing more. Chemically speaking, 

there has been no reaction. No new thing has been created. The camera 

is a neat toy and it of course creates the magic of the virtual tour, but 

ultimately, the camera is not personally transformational.

No, friend, it is the tripod that sets you apart. It is the tripod. You take 

our hypothetical clever slob with the armpit stains and you give him a 

five-hundred-dollar tripod to clutch nonchalantly as he strides across a 

parking lot toward a rental office, what you have now is a photographer, 

a professional worthy of respect and deference. Amateurs do not carry 

tripods now do they.  

Sitting on the floor of the Estranged Girlfriend’s dilapidated apartment, 

remove the tripod from its mailing box. Do not be alarmed if it seems to 

glow, if it seems to hum. Go ahead, touch it. Stroke its elegant legs. Be 

gentle. You want to create a lasting bond. Unscrew the three deals on the 

tripod’s joints and extend the legs. That’s it. Jesus, just listen to those legs 

whistle as they telescope out, it’s a hollow whistle followed by a hollow 

lock, final and professional. A cool hollow metallic lock in Texas summer. 

Tighten the three deals. Practice this loosening, sliding, and tightening. 

Note: The virtual tour photographer should understand that almost all of 

his authority and confidence in the field will rest upon the three sturdy 

legs of this tripod. He should understand that when he extends the tripod, 

he will command respect and attention from those around him. Heads will 

turn. The sun (or the club house track lighting) will dazzle the burnished 

steel and lend a certain aura to the man who carries it, the sweaty gringo 

in the champagne sedan who is forty-two minutes late for his appointment. 

(Note: You.)
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Know that people will respond differently to you when you carry the 

tripod. To be a successful virtual tour photographer, you must brandish the 

tripod. You must lead with it and exploit its powers. Weary or weak-minded 

Property Managers may fall under its powerful spell—they may raise their 

dainty hands, they may say, as if from a trance, “Hey, you’re the expert.” 

At times, friend, you will not be sure if you serve the tripod or if it serves 

you. You should have the nagging sense that the force and properties of the 

tripod are beyond your mortal ken. This is fine. It’s just fine.       

Oh but warning, young wizard: There is a dark power in the tripod. Like 

the magical items in myths and fairy tales, the tripod can harm its user just 

as it guides and protects him. The problem is, the tripod will never really 

quite convince you, friend, that you are a professional, an expert, a man to 

be taken seriously. Others will be convinced, but not you, because you know 

what others do not—that the job ad said No phot. exp. nec.; that you make 

thirty-five dollars per property with no mileage allowance and no health 

insurance; that most of your photographs in your pre-photography career 

included only about half of someone’s smiling face and usually about half 

of your fat finger; that the Estranged Girlfriend’s period will not come 

when it’s supposed to come; that there is no glamour, no magic, and no art 

in your work; that your best friend is a Grizzled Neighbor with a peebag; 

that, above all, you are in fact an amateur, an actor with props, an imposter, 

a fake photographer.  

Are you still reading? Don’t skim or skip. The fact is, there comes to 

be a terrible gulf between the way that others see you and the way you 

see yourself, and isn’t there already too much distance between you and 

everything else, between you and your skin? Note: Just too much. And so 

the awful paradox of the tripod is that the more you use it to create the 

perception of professional and personal legitimacy, the worse you actually 

feel about yourself.

Helpful Hint: You can polish the tripod with a damp rag or paper 

towel.



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 50

Lesson 19

Property Managers: 
General Principles

 

The virtual tour photographer works alone, but he will spend quite a bit of 

time conferring with Property Managers, and he will presume, after a time, 

to know her type. Property Managers are all women, straight-haired, slim 

to skinny, single, well-tanned, even in winter. Heavy smokers, all of them, 

not trying to quit, perky and pretty but tired beneath the heavy makeup, 

with the hollow resigned gaze of someone in the midst of a long search she 

once thought would be short and bountiful. Khaki shorts, pleated, with 

regulation inseam. Often an unbuttoned button right in the middle of the 

button-down shirt. During conferral, the virtual tour photographer will 

often be able to see the lacy bra beneath the shirt, he will be able to see 

the scoop of tanned breast, by all rights it should be sexy, but note, you 

will often want to tell her to button up, you will want to throw a quilt over 

her shoulders and tell her it will be OK, it will all be OK. PMs are talky, 

profane, with low scratchy voices. They use clipboards and are preoccupied 

with signage.

Always remember that Property Managers have salads at their desks 

for lunch and at night they wear thongs and uncomfortable shoes and they 

hold day-glo drinks and laugh fraudulently, wedged among the crowd on 

a stool in a sports bar whose name is two initials followed by a singular 

possessive form of an aquatic animal (e.g. J.T. Penguin’s or D.J. Sharkey’s). 

Now the virtual tour photographer will note that the high-end PMs are 

slightly more fashionable, aloof, surgically enhanced, and approximately 

sexy; low-enders are haggard and hacking. But the family resemblance is 

unmistakable.

Important Safeguard: It is possible, it is not difficult at all, to fall 

achingly in love with a Property Manager.1

INSTANT EXERCISE

Invent a place name that complies with conven-

tions of both sports bar and apartment complex 

nomenclature, for example: J. R. Manatee’s Bayou 

by the Lake, or T. D. Dugong Valley Lodge Pointe. 

Brainstorm suitable signage and signature drinks 

for your imaginary place. 

1 One thing we need to get out of the way right now is that there will never come a time when a lonely, 
seductive, sweet, and naughty PM (like Morgan of Kingwood Vista) tries to seduce a freelance virtual tour 
photographer in a Model Apartment on a big fake bed with the white afternoon light slicing through the 
fake blinds, so don’t even think about it. 
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Lesson 20

How to Attend an 
Office Party with
The Estranged 
Girlfriend
You should have promised, in some weak moment, that you would come. 

On the way there you should be grumpy. Ask the Estranged Girlfriend if it 

will be lame.

She should say, “Very. But free booze.”

There should be some kind of cold-weather theme. There should be snow 

on the dance floor, pointy icicles dangling from the ceiling, a huge cardboard 

thermometer with a sliver of construction paper mercury showing it to be 

negative four hundred degrees something. The bartenders and the catering 

staff should wear parkas and stocking caps with balls on top, which should 

rekindle your passion for virtual real estate.

Take it all in. Say, “Wow.”

She should say, “I know.”

You should meet the assistant director of something and his wife. The 

four of you should eat things off of toothpicks. He should say, “So, I hear 

you’re a pilot.”

Cough. The Estranged Girlfriend should pat you on the back helpfully.

Say, “That’s right. That’s right, I am. I’m a pilot.”

He should say, “What do you fly?”

Sip your vodka tonic. Say, “Planes, mostly.”

In different corners of the room you should be a translator, a professional 

billiards player, and a dolphin trainer. The Boss Man’s booze should flow. 

Men wearing drink-stained theme ties should shake your hand, put their 

arms around your shoulder. Women should flirt and look at you in a way 

that seems hungry. To everyone you appear young and interesting and 

full of promise, and they want to touch you and you let them. They should 

hate their jobs. The catering staff’s faces should be red and their hair 

should be wet beneath their stocking caps. It should be a very fun office 

party, hot and drunk and desperate, with people groping one another and 
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kissing sloppily and dancing and consuming dangerous quantities of free 

alcohol. Ties should come off, should be worn as headbands and belts and 

blindfolds. Blouses should be unbuttoned way below company regulations. 

The Estranged Girlfriend should pull you out on the dance floor during a  

f and the Gang song. You are a terribly self-conscious dancer. You begin 

with a gutless but entirely convincing parody of office party dancing. You 

really go for it. You should be a hit, people should form a circle around 

you and clap. You are a great dancer as long as you are making fun of 

dancing. You should dance with a drink in your hand so it appears that 

dancing is not really your top priority. Make the Estranged Girlfriend 

keep dancing for eight more songs. Take a break and come back for eleven 

more songs. The DJ is your best friend. You keep the same moves, but the 

parody falls away, and by the final song you should be pretty sure you’re 

just office party dancing and not being an asshole who simultaneously 

does not want to be watched and is begging to be watched. Note: Dancing 

is fun. You should be very sweaty and it should be time to switch to water 

but you won’t. One of the drunk junior sales associates should of course 

be wearing a waiter’s scarf and dirty dancing with a big icicle while his 

coworkers cheer him on. 

Late in the evening, panting at the edge of the dance floor, you should 

get trapped in the corner with two newlyweds who show you pictures of 

their recent honeymoon cruise. There should be something seriously wrong 

with these people, their big sunburned faces should be all lit up. They’re 

not drunk. In their pictures they are actually dancing in a conga line and 

drinking gigantic blue drinks and wearing captain’s hats. They should 

seem not to realize that fifty percent of all marriages end in divorce and the 

other fifty percent end when one spouse backs over the other one with the 

Windstar. When these people are finally done showing you their pictures, 

they earnestly want to know what it’s like to teach poetry in a maximum 

security prison. The Estranged Girlfriend should pinch your ass. Tell them 

it’s challenging, but very, very rewarding. When they go off in search of 

cake, always remember to sneak out of the party.

Make out in a hallway. Put your hand up the Estranged Girlfriend’s 

shirt. She should say, “Let’s go.”

Make out some more in the car. There should be fake snow in your hair. 

Say, “I told you it would be fun.”

The Estranged Girlfriend should say, “You were a maniac.”

Say, “But seriously, what was wrong with that couple?”

The Estranged Girlfriend should laugh and say, “Oh, they were OK.”

Say, “You have to work with them? Did you see their faces? They were 

mentally retarded.”

She should say, “They were very enthusiastic.”

Kool and his roving band.
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Say, “No, but their faces. Did you see their eyes? And did you see the 

steel drums?”

She should say, “I saw the drums. And those big drinks, too.”

Say, “They weren’t real people. They were like cult members.” 

She should say, “Do you really want to know?”

Imitate their faces in a grotesque way. Make your eyes big. Say something 

in a bad Jamaican accent.

She should smile and keep her eyes on the road and say, “They’re just in 

love.”

     



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 54

Lesson 21

How to Shoot a 
Virtual Tour
On a rainy day, sit on the vinyl couch with Roy. The TV should be on. The 

peebag should be roughly half full.

Roy should be reading “‘360 Degrees of Magic and Fun’: The Archimedes 

Realty Virtual Tour Photographer’s Employee Manual and Troubleshooting 

Guide.” He should read, “Shooting a virtual tour is an easy event with four 

steps. One, attach camera to the tripod by screwing on (making sure there 

is an empty disk inserted in camera). Two, level the tripod in a location 

of the center. Three, set panhead to Position 1 and take a picture. Rotate 

panhead to Position 2, take a picture, and repeat the rotating until you have 

take eight pictures in a 360-degree circle. Four, eject disk and label it.’” Roy 

should wave the stapled pages in the air and say, “Damn, junior, you have 

fell down in the honey pot. That is an easy event.”

Across the hall you should be able to hear the cell phone ringing. It 

could be Sergei, could be Vld (?). 

Roy should say, “‘Cardinal Rule number four for the virtual tour 

photographer: Remember to be using the caution if you set up the tripod 

next to a swimming pool. The tripod can fall into the pool.’”

Eject the disk. Label it Roy 9. Ask if there’s anything about the elevator 

of success moving upward to the top floors of success. 

Roy should say, “‘The water will be a damage to the camera and 

tripod.’”
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Lesson 22

How to Confer with  
a Mid-Rent PM
The virtual tour photographer should pull up to the rental office at the 

Pines at Woodlake Bayou at about 10:50 for a 10:30 shoot. The property 

should appear to be a middle-class operation. A thousand units, brown 

boxes stacked on top of one another, with faded beach towels draped over 

railings and ancient Hibachis decomposing on patios. There should be picnic 

and playground areas stratified geologically with mutt shit, and something 

like six rectangular pools, each surrounded by creaky, rusty deck chairs 

and tanned, pot-belled children who want you to look at their cannonballs. 

Note: Do not look at their cannonballs. The chairs should be the kind that 

leave thick terrible lines on your back and that sound like socket wrenches 

when you adjust them. Helpful Hint: One nation under God!   

The rental office should be busy. Phones should ring and rental agents, 

all young women and aspiring Property Managers, should answer the phone 

thusly: “It’s a great day at the Pines at Woodlake Bayou. How may I surpass 

your expectations?” 

Take a seat. Please help yourself to a sugar cookie. Misty, the Property 

Manager, should be right with you. Polish your tripod. Notice the obligatory, 

ubiquitous peace lily, both dainty and robust, its white waxy petals arching 

forth. You will learn soon enough, you will have learned by the time you 

reach The Pines at Woodlake Bayou, that the fake peace lily is the official 

flower of the Rental Empire. Look closely, friend, and you can see the 

glistening fake water drops on the slender plastic stalk. Imagine, if not 

now then later, that strange windowless factory where the peace lilies glide 

down conveyor belts toward the loading dock. Imagine the tax breaks, the 

diesel exhaust, the invoice slips.

You should notice, on a bulletin board by the entrance, an advertisement 

for a POOL PARTY at The Pines at Woodlake Bayou on Saturday from 1-

5 p.m., featuring music, free subs, free chair massage, a cruise package 

giveaway, and MUCH MORE. There should also be a flyer for a women’s 

self-defense course.

  When Misty eventually comes out of her office, she should look a 

little tense. She should be skinny and blonde, nearly pretty. She should be 

wearing Property Manager shorts. Her legs should be tan and knock-kneed. 

INSTANT EXERCISE

Are you even capable of love?
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She should say, “I thought you were coming tomorrow.”

All of a sudden, you are early. This sort of thing can happen, what with 

Russians scheduling Houston from California.

Stand up and fidget with the strap of your camera case. Say, “Well, they 

told me today.”

Misty should clutch her clipboard tightly. She should say, “See, the 

landscapers are coming tomorrow morning.”

Say, “Oh.”

Misty should say, “Pools look like shit.”

Say, “Hmm.” 

Note: Your strategy here should be to appear sympathetic but also iron-

willed.

Misty should say, “Morning shadows.” She should say, “Dirty signage.”

Shuffle. Adjust your strap assertively. Hold the tripod gently in front of 

you. Let it do its work. Say, “See, if I don’t shoot today, I’m not sure when 

I’ll be able to get back out here. Could be a while.”

You should not be sure if this is true. But it is true, friend, that you do 

not get paid if you do not take pictures. Keep in mind that at Archimedes 

Realty, “We Make the World Move.”TM

Someone in the office should say, “You show me in this lease where it says 

thing one about horses.” There should be bunting and ribbon, a celebratory 

atmosphere of leasing. There should be a television, it should be on, and if 

you knew the premise of the program, you would simply not believe it. 

Misty should look at you with her round eyes. She should look like she 

might cry or smash something. Important Safeguard: Do not look into her 

eyes. Stare back at Misty, but choose a spot to look at on either her nose 

or her forehead. There should be a pause. Count quietly to yourself. One 

Archimedes … two Archimedes … three Archimedes … four Archimedes … 

five Archimedes. 

Misty should crack. She should say, “It’s eight pictures?”

Say, “Well, it’s eight pictures in a circle. In six different locations.”

Misty should say, “So it’s six pictures total?”

Say, “Well, forty-eight pictures total, I guess. Six circles.”

Misty should say, “You go in circles?”

Say, “They stitch the pictures together. To make a circle.”

Misty should say, “Who does?”

Say, “My virtual associates in California.”

Misty should, “You don’t film it?”

Stare at her forehead. Be firm. Say, “No.”

Misty’s orange face should twitch. She should put her soft palms up and 

say, “Hey, you’re the expert.”

Note: Checkmate.
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Misty should say, “Can you shoot the front entrance? The flowers and the 

signage, if we clean it?”

Helpful Hint: It will eventually occur to you that signage just pretty 

much means sign.

Say, “Not unless you want a picture of the Lightning Mart across the 

street.”

She should say, “But I don’t.”

Say, “Because, see, it’s three-sixty.”

A very Misty-ish rental agent should emerge from an office to tell Misty 

that Devon is holding for her.

Note Misty’s expression, a combination of exasperation and thrill. 

She should turn back to you and say, “So you go all the way around in a 

circle?”

On TV, the teens in soft drink commercials should murder you like 

Rasputin.  

Say, “Yes.”

Misty should tell you to do two of your circles in the model apartment, 

one in the club room, one in the fitness center, one in the courtyard by 

Building 22 (the one with the fountain), and one at the big pool behind the 

office. She should give you a site map and keys to the model, fitness center, 

and club room. She should say, “Do the pool last. I’ll tell Jose to clean it up 

as fast as he can.”

Say, “Thanks.”

She should say, “Did you get a sugar cookie?”

Say, “Yes.”

As you gather your equipment, Misty should say, “So you just drive 

around and take pictures all day?” Note: Do not look at her bra through the 

gap in her shirt. It should be yellow and it should make you sad when you 

do look at it because you do, notwithstanding.

Say, “Pretty much.”

Devon’s on hold. Misty, walking away, should say, “That seems like a 

pretty good job.”

Say this: “It is.”
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VIRTUAL JODHPURSFRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE
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Always remember that it is pleasant in the two-bedroom, one-and-a-half 

bathroom Model Apartment at the Pines at Woodlake Bayou. It is bright 

and clean and colorful. It smells OK. You have seen much worse, but as you 

set up your tripod over the corner of a coffee table that bows beneath the 

weight of not two but seven coffee table books (one on old cottages of New 

England, another on old inns of New England, a third on old farmsteads 

of New England), you should notice just how spectacularly overfurnished 

is this apartment. Misty, the Property Manager here, has made the mistake 

that almost all PMs of mid-range complexes make—she has tried way too 

hard to create a comfortable and sophisticated setting. Like a coach filling 

out a team roster, she has only chosen furniture and accessories that are 

willing to give one hundred and ten percent. The furniture, in particular, 

is really giving its all. The couch, the loveseat, and the chair are so blue, so 

stuffed and puffy, and so solicitous of the back pockets of an apartment-

seeker’s wrinkle-free Dockers, that the overall effect is actually forbidding. 

If the virtual tour photographer listens carefully, he might hear the seams 

of pillows stretching and ripping as this furniture labors for his approval 

and his security deposit. 

Yes, there is a thinly veiled desperation about the models in mid-range 

apartment complexes. There is one motif—variously realized—and it is 

social mobility. A yearning upward, an identification with the leisure class. 

This can be done adequately, relatively subtly, with fake books and casually 

situated fake reading glasses and fake flowers and fake wine paraphernalia, 

or, and more often, it can be done absurdly, arbitrarily, with framed action 

photos of former tennis great Ivan Lendl, wall-mounted studies of British 

military officers with their faithful terriers, abstract factory imitations of 

vaguely famous abstract art, chaotically placed 4-irons. Keep in mind that 

the master bedroom of the Model at the Pines at Woodlake Bayou should be 

saturated with the idea of polo. There are mallets and balls, a saddle and 

riding crop, a pair of boots and jodhpurs in the corner, a horse comforter 

on the bed, and, along the crowded walls on a sort of continuum of nobility, 

three stately equine prints. Not surprisingly, in the open closet, stuffed in 

a calculatedly rakish manner on a middle shelf, there is a fencing mask 

and an epee. Always remember that implied people are allowed in virtual 
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tours. Implied people, in fact, haunt virtual tours like friendly ghosts. They 

come like birds to birdhouses. They are welcome, they do good work. And 

the implied tenant here at the Pines at Woodlake Bayou wants you to know 

that, yes, he is a polo guy, he and the country club gents play polo quite 

often, but don’t pin him down, old chap, he also loves the fencing.

Shoot the tour. Label your disk. It is a museum exhibit, it is a shrine.

Helpful Hint: This is where middle-school teachers live. And plumbers. 

Windows overlook parking lots.
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Lesson 24

How to Sit on the 
Front Step at Night 
(Advanced)
Stare out at the Plymouth Reliant K Car parked under the streetlight. Tilt 

your head. Close one eye. Squint. Take a generous drink from your beer. 

Think that maybe, in a certain light, from a certain angle … No. Give 

up. Decide that naught can be done for this champagne American sedan. 

Decide that it could never become cool in the way of its boxy forebears—a 

Dart, say, or a Falcon or a Galaxie 500 or a Gran Fury. The K is impervious 

to irony, retro chic, camp. It’s an earnest automobile, and it would be just 

as earnest about mag wheels, fuzzy dice, and a red-flame paint job. The K 

Car never winks and nudges. The K Car is a reliable narrator, with certain 

simple but strongly held ideas about work ethic and the importance of a 

strong national defense. Realize that it’s easier to be ironic if you have a 

little money.  

“This car,” say to the hot night, “is not endearing.”

Note: Drink your beer like someone sitting on the curb after a house fire, 

hunched and two-handed. Keep in mind that if you think of the streetlight 

as a nucleus, then the bugs could be electrons. 

The Estranged Girlfriend should come downstairs and sit next to 

you on the front step. Know that you should say something and still not 

say anything. Consider yourself as on probation. Open your mouth. It is 

important to think of every word as a big deep pit covered over with high 

jungle grass. Think of the remote possibility of saying anything true. Just 

imagine the risk of even trying. Close your mouth. Shut it, that’s it. Expensive 

cars should be driving by the apartment building very slowly. The drivers 

should wear small-checked plaids and look like they smell something bad. 

Know what they’re thinking: This really could be a nice neighborhood. She 

should get up after a few minutes and say, “There is nothing I can do for 

you.” She should walk back into the building.

Always remember to say her name as a question.

She should turn around in front of the stairs. Be unable to think of 

anything to say that wouldn’t sound so stupid in a movie.
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Lesson 25

How to Wait for Jose
Always remember that at properties such as the Pines at Woodlake Bayou, 

you should wait for Jose to get the pool ready for a virtual tour. While you 

ask everyone to leave the pool area and set up your tripod at the edge of the 

pool, Jose should skim off the leaves and dead bugs with a net attached to 

a long pole. PMs sometimes think that a few shriveled leaves floating in the 

deep end will look so virtually hideous that Internet apartment seekers will 

gasp and click their mice elsewhere, to the cool blue leafless waters of some 

other faux bayou compound. So they tell their Mexican groundskeepers 

to clean it extra good. You should wait. Important safeguard: Please use 

caution when using your expensive equipment near the water.

It should be you and Jose in the Texas heat, you with your tripod, Jose 

with his leaf net. There you should be, part of the global economy, cleaning 

and photographing a pool so that others can come enjoy it. Jose should 

have that stony face of the field hand. It should seem to you that he is not 

working particularly quickly. Go ahead and think about how if this were a 

feel-good summer buddy movie, then of course you and Jose would dive in 

the pool together with your clothes on and laugh and horse around, Misty 

red-faced and histrionic, but her initial rage slowly giving way, at the sight 

of this boyish multicultural lark, to a charmed bemusement, the barely 

suppressed smile of the stern high school principal. Then Jose would take 

you back to his ramshackle house in a sketchy neighborhood, a house filled 

with love, and you would meet Jose’s four adorable uninsured children, and 

Jose’s beautiful round wife with shiny black hair would feed you tortillas 

and you’d all sit around a small love-filled table and you’d come to see 

how much you all had in common, ethnicity notwithstanding, and what is 

money, really, when you have this? Closeup: Brown-skinned kids climbing 

all over you. But keep in mind that what really should happen is that you 

and Jose should stand out there in the staggering heat, eyeing each other 

warily, each of you hot and pissed off at the other one. You are the reason 

Jose has to clean this pool today and Jose is the reason, one of many reasons, 

that you are already very late for your next appointment in Kingwood, The 

Livable Forest.

When Jose finishes, he should look up at you and say, “There.”

Nod. 

When a Russian from Archimedes Realty calls you, always remember to 

reach for your phone and bump the tripod into the pool. See it slice into 
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the water without splash or ripple. Watch its strange and beautiful descent. 

See it gleaming quietly on the bottom like treasure. Look up at Jose. What 

you should at first take to be a smile should not be a smile. Just a squinting 

grimace as he peers gravely into the bright water. 

There should be stillness and a hot shimmering light, a sort of glory 

and peace and symmetry. Blue water and high blue sky, and don’t laugh, 

friend, do not laugh, but you will stare at that silver tripod in the deep end 

of Misty’s favorite pool and it will be true and you will feel like an artist 

and this will feel like your masterpiece and the phone will have stopped 

ringing. Breathe in and breathe out. The air will be humid with allegory. 

Come close to tears, come close something real, right there at the Pines at 

Woodlake Bayou, Wednesday morning.

Jose should say something in Spanish and offer you his leaf net. Note: 

Get the damn tripod out of the pool.

Take the net and push the tripod to the shallow end. Pull the tripod from 

the water and dry it off with one of the Pines at Woodlake Bayou towels 

folded conveniently on the pool deck.

Look up. Jose should be gone, as instructed.    
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Lesson 26

Ivan Lendl and the 
Hazards of Really 
Giving a Shit
It could be worse, friend.

Always remember that Ivan Lendl won close to one hundred tournaments 

in his career. Something like ninety-five. He won the French Open three 

times, the U.S. Open three times, and the Australian Open twice. He was 

ranked No. 1 every week for over three years. Keep in mind that he is 

without argument one of the best two or three hard court players of all 

time, and is by all accounts one of the hardest working and most well-

conditioned athletes the men’s game has ever seen.

But note: Lendl could not win Wimbledon, the most prestigious Grand 

Slam event of them all. He was a baseline player with ferocious and accurate 

ground strokes. He was not a serve and volley player and he could not adapt 

to the slower surface. Keep in mind that it was said of Lendl that the only 

time he liked to come to the net was to shake hands. Helpful Hint: Lendl 

often complained that grass is for cows. He said he was allergic. He played 

Wimbledon maybe like fourteen times. This information is all more or less 

accurate, give or take. He made the semifinals three times and he made the 

finals twice, but he lost heartbreaking championship matches to Becker in 

1986 and Cash in 1987. Remember? And remember that Lendl changed his 

diet, his coach, his routine, his training, and his game to win Wimbledon. 

He bounced the ball fewer times before his serve because of the moisture 

on the grass. He studied film obsessively. One year he skipped the French 

Open, which he probably would have won, so he could train on grass and 

prepare, meticulously, maniacally, for Wimbledon. He made himself a good 

grass player, but he just was not good enough. Good Lord: He once said 

he would trade all his other Grand Slam trophies for a single Wimbledon 

platter.

And friend, can’t you just still see his gaunt Czech face, contorted 

grotesquely with what always looked on TV like bottomless despair and 

horror as he lost again at Wimbledon? He was so alone at center court. His 

parents came to see him play, but they taught him at an early age never to 

look at them during a match, so he never looked at them after the unforced 

Ivan Lendl, baseline player 
with ferocious and accurate 
ground strokes.
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errors, the double faults, the tentative, skittish, ill-conceived approaches 

to the net. Note: Beneath Lendl’s top-ranked robotic mien, behind that 

controlled exterior, there was a soul and that soul was in such pain that it 

was agonizing to watch. Forget sex or violence—Lendl’s match-point face 

at Wimbledon is the worst thing ever televised.

The virtual tour photographer should note the horrible dangers of caring 

and of caring so openly, of failing to mute and mask his desires. Consider 

how much safer is your attitude of practiced nonchalance. Important 

Safeguard: Carry on. It’s for your own safety.        

Lying awake at night, try not to imagine Ivan Lendl’s recurring 

nightmare: Knee-high grass on his side of the court, his thin legs red and 

itchy, his opponent’s rifle serve lost in the weeds, unreturnable, another ace. 

He screams at an impassive British chair umpire to mow the bloody grass, 

it’s not fair, look how high it is, but the umpire ignores him and the fickle 

crowd grows impatient. His parents look on, disappointed.
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Lesson 27

How to be Stuck in 
Traffic (Beginner)
Look, in the truck ahead of you there should be not one, not two, but three 

broad-shouldered cowboys jammed into the cab. The back window should be 

filled with their huge cowboy hats, thirty gallons at least, it’s like sweeps week 

on the Hat Network. Yes, it should be absurd, no doubt about it. These guys 

can’t even look out the windows, they can’t turn their rugged heads even five 

degrees, or else their brims will collide and lock like the great horns of elk and 

then they’ll have to punch each other in the dark blue thighs and ward off 

homosexuality. Natural selection has rendered these men ridiculous, it has left 

them with a feature as improbable and impractical as the tail of a peacock. 

But this is not the point, friend. You should not be exactly clear what the point 

is, but it should probably have something to do with your desire to put on 

a plaid shirt and a big hat and say, Scoot over, cocksuckers, I’m gettin’ in. 

Note: The fourth cowboy. You would have shopped for the hat. You would have 

laid out good money and it would feel good on your head. You would feel safe 

and secure inside of it. The hat would come with a comfortingly small set of 

certainties about, say, steers and campfires and towing capacity. Note: About 

bowlegged pussy shrink-wrapped in Wrangler. Not a great code, maybe, but a 

code. 

Keep in mind that the windshield of the K Car should have a small crack 

that meanders like a river or something. The tripod should rest beside you 

on a bed of Mapquest printouts. In response to an imaginary interviewer’s 

question, say, “No. Never. Absolutely not.”

The cowboys should exit. Not exit so much as drive over the median and 

go back in the other direction. When they go, they leave you alone with a 

thousand other people out here on the interstate, not moving. 

And it’s just that the night before you should have taken the Estranged 

Girlfriend out to dinner. You should have gotten your first check from 

Archimedes Realty. The check should have been for the first three properties 

you shot. One hundred and five U.S. dollars. You should have cashed your check 

and gone out for pizza and things should have been good. You should have sat 

in a booth with ripped seats and the pitchers should have been cheap and 

there should have been hip black and white photographs of old gas stations 

on the walls and you should have been telling her about some of the quirky 
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aspects of your high-tech job on the front lines of magic and she should have 

been laughing because it was funny. Things should have been fine until all of a 

sudden they weren’t fine and you should have said what’s wrong. She should 

have said nothing and you should have said what’s wrong and she should have 

said nothing. And you, jackass, should have said, Look, you said things were 

OK, you said we’re just hanging out, you said I could stay with you until you 

moved, you said if I helped with rent, you said limbo. You should have said, You 

said what did you expect? You should have said, You said no big deal. And she 

should have said nothing while the lead guitarist/waiter took your plates and 

she should have been hunched down with her hands in her lap and her face 

nearly touching the table and she should have said in a voice so quiet that you 

should not have even been sure exactly what she said, she should have said, 

maybe, And you believed me?
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Lesson 28

Helpful Hints for 
Shooting Problem 
Spots (Or, Metaphors 
and Codes for Living)
At most properties, the virtual tour photographer will find that there are 

at least one or two locations that are difficult to shoot because of specific 

challenges within a room. Below are some helpful hints to get you past the 

tough spots.

1. Shooting Windows. When you are shooting an indoor tour, 

windows can be tricky. Sunlight from a window will overwhelm 

your shot and darken everything in the image. Thus, you cannot 

point the camera directly at the window. You cannot take on the 

world, square-shouldered and steely-eyed. The sun of our solar 

system is ninety-three million miles away and yet it will spoil the 

tour if you try to settle this matter face to face. Obliquity is the 

key, of course. You need to approach this window subtly, indirectly, 

with a canny sense of your own limitations and the mundane 

destructive powers of the big bright world. To avoid a very rare 

re-shoot, be shifty and angle-minded. Set up the tripod such that 

none of its panhead positions face the window directly. You want to 

stagger two shots on the window. You want to spread the glowing 

window over two panhead positions so that the light of the world 

is managed and dispersed. Half the window in one shot, shoot, 

rotate, half the window in the next shot. Send those pictures to 

Archimedes Realty, don’t you worry about the stitching.

2.  Shooting Fitness Centers. Mid- to high-end fitness centers can 

be difficult to shoot. Follow these tips to minimize your troubles. 

Note: Majestic eagle!

a. Clear the room. First, you will need to ask everyone to leave 

“Robert Kincaid checked out photo books and 

art books from the Fort Monmouth town library 

and studied them. Early on, he particularly liked 

the French impressionists and Rembrandt’s use 

of light. Eventually he began to see that light 

was what he photographed, not objects. The 

objects merely were the vehicles for reflecting 

the light. If the light was good, you could always 

find something to photograph.”

—from The Bridges of Madison County  

by Robert James Waller

WISE WORDS
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the fitness center. The Property Manager should help you with 

this, but she won’t. You will have to ask people to leave because 

actual people, even personal trainers, are not allowed in virtual 

tours. If you accidentally shoot a person in a fitness center, you 

will have to return to the property for a rare re-shoot. Note: 

These fit and glistening people who have achieved their target 

heart rates on a weekday afternoon will not be happy to be 

interrupted. They will scowl and ask that you wait for them to 

finish. They will say, “I only have twenty-five more minutes.” 

Be strong, friend. Use the gleaming tripod to bend the will of 

your adversaries. You need to shoot that fitness center quickly 

because you are already late for your next appointment. It’s in 

LaPorte.

b. Watch out for the mirrors. Most fitness centers have wall-to-

wall mirrors on at least two of the walls. Just beware, because 

nothing spoils the magic of a virtual tour quite like the reflection 

of its slovenly photographer. It will happen, you no doubt at 

some point will shoot a fitness center, label your disk, drive 

home at the end of the day, and while uploading the images 

to Archimedes Realty see yourself reflected, twice, in two 

overlapping shots, slumped and bored and candid behind the 

tripod, a real person with bandolier camera case and debatably 

professional attire. It will be about 310 degrees of magic and 

fun, and then—whoops—50 degrees of shame. There you will 

be, friend, gangly and disappointed, unmasked, naked. Helpful 

Hint: No, the Russians cannot blot you out with the computer. 

To avoid this, oh God to avoid this, do not shoot yourself. Shoot 

mirrors at angles (see Shooting Windows above) and “hide” 

from the mirrors by positioning your tripod behind a large 

piece of exercise equipment. Always remember to duck. It goes 

without saying that if you photograph yourself in a mirror, you 

will need to return to that fitness center for a rare re-shoot.

3. Shooting a Vacant. Note: The virtual tour photographer should 

never shoot a Vacant unless he is just really desperate to find six 

tour sites at a crappy, low-rent property. If, after PM conferral, it 

is your professional opinion that you must shoot a Vacant, then 

follow these instructions carefully. Look, when you shoot a virtual 

tour in a Vacant, you must lower the tripod to its lowest setting 

so that the camera captures the stained tan carpet. This creates a 

contrast with the blank expanse of dirty white walls.  Otherwise, 
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with tripod at normal height, what you will have is just wall wall 

wall, a grungy panorama, a dirty blizzard, with nothing but a door 

or a closet to indicate contrast or movement. So if an apartment-

seeker clicked the VT icon for the model bedroom, the tour would 

be running, the room would be spinning, but he would not be able 

to tell. It would be just wall wall wall—OK, a door floats past—then 

more wall wall wall. You could not see where you are going, you 

don’t even know what you are looking at or if you are moving. In 

a Vacant, there are no guideposts, no markers, no framed pictures 

of noble she-tigers. The Russians will call you to tell you this, you 

will probably be stuck in traffic. You should argue, gamely, that 

if they look closely they can see the nicotine stains and fist holes 

gliding by, but they won’t be having it. See re-shoot. 
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Lesson 29

How to Photograph 
Lightning
On a dark Sunday afternoon, sit hunched at the window of Roy’s apartment 

with your digital camera. There should be trash blowing through the parking 

lot across the street. There should be thunder that makes the old windows 

shiver and flake. The Estranged Girlfriend and Roy should be sitting on 

the couch, watching an old movie with Jimmy Stewart in it. Note: About a 

quarter full.

There should be a commercial in which the animals can talk. The 

Estranged Girlfriend should get up from the couch and join you at the 

window. She should ask you what you are doing. She should put her hand 

gently on your back. Keep in mind that it is sweet and thoughtless. It should 

not be surprising that the animals choose to talk about a specific brand of 

pet food. 

Say, “I’m trying to take a picture of lightning.”

The Estranged Girlfriend should say, “Oh.” She should rub your back 

briefly, then pat it—the stages of departure—and when she removes her 

hand, note, it should feel like a loss.   

Roy should say, “Can’t do it.”

Keep your finger on the button. Keep peering through the lens. Say, 

“Sure you can.”

Roy should say, “Nope. You can’t photograph lightning. Something about 

the nature of the electric charge. And the speed. What most people don’t know 

about lightning is how fast it is.”

The Estranged Girlfriend should say, “Roy, I’ve seen a picture of lightning 

before.” 

Say, “Me, too.” Your arms should be tired.

Roy should say, “What you’ve seen is a hoax. Computers.”

Outside, the lightning should flash in delicate threads and you should 

press the button. Check the image on the camera. No lightning. Just a parking 

lot and some mean-looking clouds. Helpful Hint: Part of your finger.

Roy should say, “See?”

And then there should be lightning again, a golden electric web in the 

sky. Scramble to take a picture and always remember to not get it, of course. 

Roy is right, lightning is so fast. 

Computer-generated



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 71

Roy should say, “‘Cardinal Rule number eight. Please note, the Employee 

should never be using the camera for personal photographs of his friends, 

for example, or sunsets.’”
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Lesson 30

Some Notes 
and Exceptions 
to the “Eight 
Cardinal Rules” 
for Archimedes 
Realty Virtual Tour 
Photographers 
As Stated in 360 
Degrees of Magic  
and Fun
1  The Russians at Archimedes Realty, who “Make the World Move,”TM 

insist on scheduling the virtual tour photographer’s appointments from 

California, their ignorance of your city and its traffic notwithstanding. It’s 

a service they provide. Actually, it’s a service that Josef provides; he’s the 

AR Appointment Coordinator. Always remember that almost all of your 

scheduled appointments will be impossible to get to on time. It’s best to 

arrive ten to fifteen minutes early for your appointments. This will give you 

time to confer with the Property Manager and to get the “lay of the land.” A 

good general rule of thumb is that the virtual tour photographer should try 

never to be more than 90 minutes late for an appointment. 

2  There is a Market-based exception. For photographers working in certain 

uncomfortable AR Markets (Houston, Manila, Africa, Hades, and the sun), 

The basic principles of the 
lever.
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shorts and sandals are acceptable.

  
3 This really seems more like a suggestion or a helpful hint than a Cardinal 

Rule. Use your discretion and sound judgment. You’re a professional. You’re 

the expert.  

 
4 Very important. Tripods, like little kittens, just don’t take to the water.

5 Even if you end up spending a night under a fake sink in a mid-rent Model 

(which you should never do—a ninth Cardinal Rule that Archimedes Realty 

didn’t even think to include because it struck them as obvious), this is still 

probably a better gig than catering. 

 
6 Never touch a PM. While fantasizing about sweaty coupling does not 

constitute “courteous and professional” liaising, it’s probably not going to 

hurt anyone. 

7 Where A is load, B is fulcrum, C is effort.

  
8 No exceptions. The camera is for professional use only. There are only 

a couple of conceivable exceptions. One is if the Estranged Girlfriend or 

Isaac Newton is taking a nap and just looks adorable. Another is if the 

sun through the window is illuminating the peebag in a way that just 

takes your breath away. An explosion of holy yellow light, golden shafts 

across the cracked walls. Another is if you happen to see someone famous. 

For instance, a photographer working the Houston Market might have an 

appointment to shoot a virtual tour in a high-rise downtown apartment 

building in which playwright Edward Albee resides. The Russians would 

understand this. Don’t think they wouldn’t freak out if they saw Anton 

Chekov in a dumbwaiter. The Estranged Girlfriend will tell you the night 

before the appointment that she had heard a few years earlier that Albee 

lived there, she’s not sure if he still does. Lie awake and think about “Zoo 

Story” from freshman English. The next morning you might be at the high-

rise, in an elevator, going up, when a distinguished-looking older man 

enters just as the doors are closing.  He should look like you imagine Albee 

looks. Get nervous and excited. Your camera should be ready. Insert a disk. 

At about the tenth floor, you should summon the courage to ask this man if 

you can take his picture. He will look over at you, clear his throat, and say 

no. Note: Do not give up, friend! As this man (Albee?) exits the elevator on 

the fourteenth floor, say “Excuse me, sir?” When he turns, take his picture. 

It should be so awesome! Make sure that your fingers are out of the way. If 

you’ve timed it well, the doors should close and you should make your giddy 

IT’S A KITTEN!

Portrait of a man(?) who is NOT 
Edward Albee.
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escape. If you have not timed it well, this man might come back into the 

elevator and confront you. It’s best if it doesn’t come down to fisticuffs, but 

always remember that Edward Albee is getting up in years. You should be 

able to hold him off. Always remember to label your disk. Other exceptions 

are lightning, dead guys, and pretty flowers.
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Lesson 31

How to Be Stuck in 
Traffic (Intermediate)
The temperature gauge should creep up slowly toward the orange of danger. 

The AC should shriek. The blacktop should be sticky with heat.

There should be dead dogs on the shoulder and genetically engineered 

vegetables on the radio. People should honk their horns powerlessly. The 

clouds should be low and dark.

Look at your watch, grip the hot wheel. Say, “What the hell?” Say, “What 

the hell?” Always remember to feel like breaking something with a tire iron. 

Imagine the satisfying heft of the tire iron in your hand. The way it might 

feel to swing into something, to have it give way, the pungent rust in your 

palm. Note: Give you a lever long enough and a place to stand, and you will 

smash the world.

The odometer in the K Car should have recently flipped over and started 

again from zero. The odometer should slowly flip to 1996, it should slowly 

flip to 1997, and what have you done with your life, friend? 

Archimedes Realty should call. It should sound, this time, like Shlovskr 

(?). He should say, “I remind you that you have three appointments on 

Thursday when there is sun.”

Say, “Yes, I know.”

Shlovskr should say, “Dress professionally.”

Say, “Of course.”

Shlovskr should says, “Pasadena, Spring … and Dickinson.”

Say, “What?”

Shlovskr should say, “Pasadena at ten, Spring at eleven, Dickinson at 

noon.”

Say, “Listen, those three appointments are not anywhere close to each 

other.”

Shlovskr should say, “OK.”

Do not think about what it might mean, in a figurative or symbolic sense, 

to move forward only by taking your foot off the brake. Say, “It’s not even 

possible for me to do that.”

Shlovskr should say, “I’ll check.”

Say, “No, listen,” but you should have been put on hold. There should be 

music that Archimedes Realty intends to be soothing. Note: It doesn’t so 



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 76

much soothe as provoke wrath. 

The driver behind you should honk his horn. Up ahead you get a glimpse 

of a stalled-out car, a real bomber, smoking like a factory, middle lane of 

the five-lane interstate. Here is the cause of the collective misery.

Another Russian should come on the line and say, “Archimedes Realty, 

this is Nikolai.”

Say, “I’m holding for Shlovskr.”

Nikolai should say, “Is this Houston?”

Say, “Yes.”

Nikolai should say, “Is the weather sunny?”

Say, “Partly.”

Nikolai should say, “These are important accounts. We need it to be 

sunny.”

Say, “I’m doing what I can.”

Nikolai should say, “You have three appointments on Thursday.”

Say, “I know. The point is, they’re not anywhere close to each other.”

Nikolai should say, “OK. Call us later and check in.”

Note: Shout, “Notwithstanding!” into the dead phone.

 

Helpful Hint: The stalled car ahead is something for the virtual tour 

photographer to hate and blame. Everyone on the interstate should hate 

this person, the way we hate people with bad luck. Always remember to 

curse the driver and his car, which is ancient, rusted-out, actually hissing. 

Helicopters should bob overhead, on-air personalities with catchy names 

are broadcasting the car’s failure, locating precisely the epicenter of agony. 

Keep in mind that your jaw should hurt. Other drivers should pass the 

stalled-out car on the left and right, staring, scowling, trying to embarrass 

him for his poor judgment and poverty and bad life decisions. They should 

want this driver to see what he’s done to them. This is a gauntlet, a pageant 

of shame. When it is finally your turn, drive slowly by the stalled car on 

the left-hand side and stare violently at the driver, a woman with stringy 

hair and a gray tank top. Her head should be on the wheel, her shoulders 

should be heaving. Do not look away. Always remember that behind her, in 

the backseat, a young child with a bad haircut should sit quietly, holding a 

red balloon. 



LESSON 32

HOW TO CURE A HEADACHE
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“How was it today?”

Squint and grimace. Say, “It was bright.” Say, “I think the world is getting 

brighter.” 

“Come over here.”

Note: Go over there. Put your head on the pillow in her lap, just do it. 

“Where does it hurt?”

Say, “Inside my head.”

“Where in your head?”

Say, “It’s in the middle of my brain.”

“What color is it?”

Say, “What?”

“What color is it?”

Say, “I don’t know.”

“What color is it? Tell me.”

Say, “It’s blue. Cold blue and hard.”

“What shape is it?”

Say, “Shape?”

“Tell me what shape.”

Helpful Hint: Tell her what shape.

Say, “It’s the shape of a boulder. A lumpy boulder.”

“Close your eyes.” 

Make a face.

“I mean it, close your eyes.”

Note: Do it.

Say, “OK, OK.”

“If it could hold water, how much would it hold?”

Say, “The headache?”

“Yes.”

Say, “Um. A big metal bucket.”

“Ouch.”

Say, “Like the kind you mop with. You know?”

She knows. Everyone knows what kind of bucket you are talking 

about.

“Relax. Think about the pain. Ready?”

FRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE

Bucket.
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Say, “For what?”

“Where is it?”

Say, “I just told you.”

“But where is it now?”

Say, “Where’d I say it was before?”

“You said the middle of your brain.”

Say, “It’s toward the back now. The back of my skull.”

“What color is it?”

Say, “Silvery. It’s the color of tooth fillings.”

“What shape is it?”

Say, “It’s like a sheet. No, thicker. It’s a bank door. Know what I mean? 

The vault door. Hurts.”

“If it could hold water—”

Say, “Why don’t you take off your shirt?”

“Hush.”

Note: Hush.

“How much water?”

Say, “A Mason jar.”

“OK.”

Say, “Lie down with me.”

“You ready?”

Say, “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Where is it now?”

Say, “It’s moved again. It’s up front, behind my eyes.”

“What shape is it?”

Say, “It’s like.”

“Wait, no. What color is it?”

Say, “Kiss me.”

“You’re bad. What color is it?”

Say, “It’s crimson.”

“Shape.”

Say, “A rope. A wire.”

“How much water?” 

 Say, “A test tube. No, a small beaker.” 

“What are you doing?”

Say, “Come here.”

“Is it gone now?”

Say this: “Come here.”
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Lesson 33

Some Unfortunate 
Things That 
Will Almost 
Certainly Happen, 
Notwithstanding
You will be mired in a gratuitously cushioned love seat in a high-end rental 

office in Sugarland, waiting for a starlet PM. You will extend the legs of 

your tripod. Across the room, a sophisticated-looking older woman, thrilled 

by the whistle, will turn toward you and say, flirtatiously, “Hello, excuse me, 

do you like to go down to the Gulf to shoot the birds?” 

 Remarkably, you will reply, “No, ma’am, I don’t hunt.”

•

When you inform a PM at, say, The Enclave at Brandywine Arbor, that a 

tour of her property’s signage is likely to include the neighboring Mustang 

Mart, or that the tour of her favorite courtyard will probably show that 

weird green mildew on the fountain, she will make a face that people make 

when they are losing their patience with stupid people and she will say, 

“Can’t you just blot that out?”

You will say, “Blot it out?”

She will say, “Yeah, with like the computer?”

You will come to wish, friend, that you received a dollar bonus for every 

time a PM asked if you could blot out a power line or a smashed window or 

a dumpster or a blood stain or a fetid swamp or a cloud or a leaf-clogged 

hot tub.

Always remember that Archimedes Realty has a deep commitment 

to verisimilitude. Always remember that the virtual tour is a mimetic 

technology.

You will shrug and say this: “Sorry.”
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•

On a day off, you will go to a place downtown called Scoopy’s to get ice 

cream with the Estranged Girlfriend. You will be sitting close together on 

a bench in the shade, it will be pleasant and pure. She will have her hand 

on your knee. You will eat hot fudge and sniff her hair. At some point, the 

Estranged Girlfriend will touch your arm and say, “Look,” as she points 

to a car in the Scoopy’s drive-through. It will probably be a Saab Turbo. 

In the backseat, there will be a gold lab who excitedly accepts a Poochy 

Cone from the smiling drive-through employee. The dog will devour the 

miniature ice cream cone and the Estranged Girlfriend will laugh and say 

it is cute, which it will be, it really will be cute.

But you, you saboteur, you will scowl and commence a little speech 

about how the domesticated dog is the evolutionary descendant of the 

proud and noble wolf and now just take a look at it, begging for a tiny 

ice cream cone in the backseat of a Saab at Scoopy’s Drive-Thru in the 

smog capital of the USA, probably sitting on a special order L.L. Bean 

dog towel, probably has clipped nails, probably pees a little bit on himself 

every time the owners come home to the condo.

You will hear these words emanating from your face. Why, friend, why 

do you always do this?

The Estranged Girlfriend will turn cold eyes on you. She will say, “I 

just thought it was cute the way the dog loved that ice cream.” She will 

say, “You fucker.”  

Note: Either feel like laughing or falling asleep.

•

True story: As you drive too fast down a winding road toward a gated 

luxury community in Kingwood, TX, you will see a deer in the middle of 

the road. A deer, friend. Note: Did you even know there were still deer? You 

would never have even recognized it as a deer, but you will have recently 

seen a deer-related segment on a nature-related cable TV program over at 

Roy’s apartment. But note: This deer will be fat. It really will not be able 

to move very well or gracefully, and to tell the truth, it will not be trying 

all that hard to move. It will be an affl uent Kingwood ruminant. This deer 

could buy you and sell you, and you will know it. You will brake hard and 

the deer will remain in the middle of the road, staring haughtily at the 

screeching champagne K Car. You will honk your horn, yes you will. You will 

feel a sense of shame, which will quickly give way to a sense of anger at this 

supercilious buck. You will drive slowly past the deer on the right shoulder. 

Did you even know?
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Oh, friend, you should not but you will unroll your window and you will say 

to the deer, “I’m a photographer, asshole!” You will lift your tripod off the 

bench seat and shake it at the deer, who will be unimpressed, who will slowly 

walk across the road, away from you. Helpful Hint: There is nothing in this 

exhaustive and indispensable e-guide about shouting at animals because it’s 

one of those things that really seems to go without saying.     

You will actually want to get out of the car and fight the deer, punch 

its smug deerface. Note: Please don’t. Keep driving, you’re late for your 

appointment. Look back in the rearview mirror—right next to the haughty 

deer should be the person you wish you were, standing there like a basketball 

coach, arms crossed, lips pursed, disappointed and disbelieving.

Breathe. Count. Drive up to the gates of Kingwood Vista. Note the florid 

cursive KV wrapped like vines through the silver iron bars. You should 

not have a card to enter. Hit the rental office button on the control panel. 

It should take a long time for a rental agent to answer. Worry that the 

Kingwood Vista rental agents somehow witnessed your encounter with the 

deer. A rental agent should say, “Can I help you?” Her voice should be clear 

and sweet and cold, like mountain water or whatever. Behind you there 

should be a woman in a sporty yellow convertible, tapping her finger on the 

wheel. Helpful Hint: Freckled shoulders.

Say, “I’m the photographer. I’m here.”

The rental agent should say, “You’re late.”

Say, unconvincingly, “Am I?”

The rental agent should say, “Hold on.”

Twenty long seconds later the gates should swing open, slowly and 

majestically. Drive into Kingwood Vista and if this were a movie, then you’d 

hear that sound of a choir singing.
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Lesson 34

How to Confer with  
a High-Rent PM
In the rental offices of upscale properties such as Kingwood Vista there 

should be no bunting. There should be no heart-shaped balloons. There 

should be no stale sugar cookies. No posters with talking kittens or signs 

that say, “Everyone brings sunshine into this room: Some when they 

enter and some when they leave!” There should be no desperate people in 

bedroom slippers pleading for an extension on their rent. The virtual tour 

photographer will see that this is a first-class operation, presided over by a 

sophisticated PM who will probably be named Morgan. 

After arriving, wait in the opulent rental office. Always remember that 

being a virtual tour photographer is a lot like being in a rock band, in terms 

of waiting around to go on, but in other respects it is not much like being 

in a rock band. There should be a high ceiling with exposed beam, Oriental 

rugs, soft lamps, a huge fireplace. Adjoining the rental office there should 

be a Conference Center. Peek in. Yes, there should be mahogany shelves and 

a fax nook. Framed ancient maps on the walls. Keep in mind that you are 

a liaison.

You should probably hear a handsome couple telling a rental agent that 

they want to move up here because their current neighborhood is, well, it’s 

changing so fast. Helpful Hint: Black people!

The rental agent, not a racist but a good saleswoman, should say, “Well, 

you know what they say about real estate.”

The man should grin and say, “Oh, yeah. Location. Location. Lo—”

The rental agent should lower her voice and say ominously, “Fences. 

Fences. Fences.”

All four of you crackers—the man, the woman, the rental agent, and 

the virtual tour photographer—should laugh uneasily, desperately, with a 

pained mix of terror, self-hatred, catharsis, and irony. What, exactly, are 

you laughing at? Where are you standing in relation to this punch line? Are 

you laughing sincerely at the joke, its revealed truths? Or are you standing 

above, laughing scornfully and ironically at the wrong-headed attitudes 

that the joke portrays? What the fuck are you laughing at? What do you 

mean? Keep in mind that none of you quite knows. Note: You can’t be a 

little bit dead or a little bit pregnant. Can you, friend, be a little bit ironic? 
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Always remember to help yourself to gourmet coffee. 

After ten or fifteen or thirty-five minutes, a rental agent with glossy 

hair should get off the phone and tell you that you can go see Morgan. You 

should be nervous. Wear the camera strap across your chest and carry the 

tripod in front of you as you enter Morgan’s office. She should be shuffling 

through papers on her desk. She should not look up. She should be as 

gorgeous as a fake peace lily and you should be wounded by her beauty, 

her kingdom. In her model apartments you can expect to find one of those 

large, pear-shaped brandy glasses, the name of which should escape you, 

big surprise. You can expect to find a virtual brie wheel. You can expect to 

see the familiar colorful sailboat on the fake television, and yet it will be 

as if you have never really seen this sailboat until that moment. Notice the 

crisp definition, the vibrant colors, the high-end resolution.  

Before you can knock meekly on the open door, Morgan should say, 

without looking up, “You’re late.” As far as you should be able to tell, all 

of her buttons should be buttoned. Morgan’s bra should remain mythical. 

Note: They’re called snifters.

Say, “I apologize.” Say, “You know, the thing with my schedule—”

Morgan should say, “It’s not a problem. Just do what you do.” She still 

should not have looked up from her papers. Suspect that your tripod will 

be powerless to affect Morgan of Kingwood Vista.

Helpful Hint: You should want to liaise intimately with this PM.  You 

should want to have seven children with Morgan and romp as a family 

through the Livable Forest and roast marshmallows and not really worry 

about laundry because you have your own washer and dryer and on-site 

dry cleaning. You should want to lie down with Morgan on the plush rugs 

at Kingwood Vista and nibble and swap secrets and embrace in soft focus. 

Kingwood Vista! You should worry about the K Car. You should worry if 

your sandals smell bad.

Morgan should reach into the top drawer of her desk and pull out a 

master key that is really just a magnetized card. She should look up for the 

first time and hold the key out to you. She should say, “Why are you holding 

the tripod like that?”

Say, “I’m not.”

Put the card in your shirt pocket. Say, “So. Conference center? Club 

Room?”

On Morgan’s desk there should be a framed picture of a very handsome 

man wearing sunglasses and swimming trunks. You should think it is 

probably Morgan’s brother. There should be a slight resemblance.

Morgan should say, “Do what you do.”

Note: Your high-end PMs like Morgan are really the most hands-off, the 

least controlling in terms of the shoots. This may seem counterintuitive, 



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 84

but see their properties are always full and there is a long waiting list. It 

doesn’t really matter what you shoot. Morgan’s Paradise is full and this 

fullness gives her a grace and a calm.

Say, “Pool, theatre? Fitness center?”

Morgan should say, “Sounds good.”

Always remember her nose, the corners of her mouth, her clavicle.

Say, “We’ll definitely want the Model. Maybe two shots in the Model. 

And the courtyard out there looks great.”

Morgan should say, “You’re the expert.”

At properties such as Kingwood Vista, it is difficult to choose six locations. 

Say, “Maybe the front.” Say, “That’s classy signage.” 

Morgan should check a file in her bottom drawer. Stand there with your 

impotent tripod. Notice the plaque on the wall: Morgan is a dues-paying 

member of the USPMA. Note: Go ahead and imagine the annual convention 

at the Ramada in Hartford, Conn., the lonely women at the hotel bar, the 

concurrent afternoon sessions:

“What’s Your Signage?: Fourteen Steps to Irresistible Entrances,” 2:30 

p.m., Conference Room B. 

“Mulch: The New Grass,” 2:30 p.m., Dogwood Room.

“Trust-Building Exercises for Office Staff and Migrant Workers,” 2:30 

p.m., Conference Room D.

Morgan should look up once more, as if she is surprised you are still 

there. You should still be there. Her perfect eyes should be too close together. 

She should say, “Did you just take my picture?”

Say, “No. I was just checking the light.”

Morgan should make a face.

Say, “I don’t film these tours.”

Morgan should say, “OK.”

Note: This conferral is over. Turn to leave. Morgan should say, “So you 

just drive around all day and take pictures?”

Say, “What?” Say, “Yes.”

Morgan should jab at the button of a calculator. She is a busy professional 

woman with mythical underwear. You should want to kiss the slope of her 

pregnant belly. Wait in the doorway, just wait. She should say, “Well that 

sounds like a pretty good job.”

Tell her that it is.
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At a high-rent property such as Kingwood Vista, you will probably want 

to shoot one of the lush, Edenic courtyards, but always remember to 

wait until it is clear of dogs and their owners. There are a good number 

of small topiary dogs at Kingwood Vista and you will observe that they 

are appropriately sophisticated and well-groomed. Many of them should 

wear little sweater vests, even in the heat. They should have more surface 

area than mass, which leads to shivering. They should not chase sticks 

or squirrels or soggy tennis balls. They should comport themselves with 

dignity and class, though you should notice that they have a certain 

world-weary quality about them. They lack a certain canine enthusiasm. 

As you stand aside on a patch of healthy grass to let these mini-dogs pass 

you listlessly on the sidewalk, you should imagine the expensive tests 

run by frocked, kindly veterinarians with good bedside manner: There’s 

nothing physically wrong with Oberon. We see this all the time. It’s quite 

common. Your poodle has malaise. Your Jack Russell has millennial 

sorrow. These dogs are alienated, like us, what do you expect. There are 

civilized checks on their canine instincts. They are special breeds that do 

not poop or pant or shed or stink. They are hypoallergenic. These dogs, 

notice, do not growl or drool or scratch. They never bark at white people. 

They would not, these dogs, ever dream of rooting through a hamper and 

eating the crotch out of a pair of underwear. They keep to the sidewalks 

and they do not sniff very much, for sniffing is common. And sniffing is 

rude.

Take your time. Be patient. Let the sad dogs pass. Please hurry up. You’re 

late for your next appointment at The Majestic Elms. 

INSTANT EXERCISE

Make a list of the animals you promised your par-

ents you would take care of and never did.
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Lesson 36

How to Shoot a 
Virtual Tour 
As if from a colorful altitude, with the balloonist’s wry smile.  
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Lesson 37

(How to Shoot) Sweet 
Sweet Waters
In Livable Forests, behind high walls, far far away from the parched and 

pawning world—there you will find, friend, the clear clean waters of high-

rent properties such as Kingwood Vista. The pool, like most high-rent 

pools, will be irregularly shaped—six or seven sides, non-geometric, with 

little aquatic nooks and alcoves where two recently divorced swimmers 

might get to know one another without very many clothes on. There will 

be real people, attractive adults, lounging by the pool in the middle of a 

weekday. They will be tanned and firm. Everyone’s chest and abs will look 

good. Note: Everyone’s belly. They will lounge on nice furniture beside tall 

palm trees and gently terraced, gurgling waterfalls. They will have drinks 

and magazines and manila folders. They will wear expensive sunglasses 

and they will use real laptops. Their money will be off working for them 

somewhere else. Note: In your life, gurgling water usually means something 

is broken. There will be no signs that say not to do something. There will be 

no shattered glass on the deck. It is not a pleasant duty, but the virtual tour 

photographer will have to ask these people, all of them, to get out of the 

pool, out of their furniture. People, even good-looking people with healthy 

stock portfolios, are very strictly not allowed in virtual tours. Helpful Hint: 

You will at some point shoot a person and please see re-shoot. A person, no 

matter how attractive or wealthy, gives the wrong impression in a virtual 

tour. A person sends completely the wrong message, which is the message 

that human beings live at this property. Because look, if humans live here, 

you just know they are going to the bathroom, too. Probably masturbating. 

Maybe even drinking too much, smoking half a pack of cigarettes, staying 

up late and watching premium movie channels, drunk and alone, leaving 

progressively more obnoxious, irate, and raspy messages on the answering 

machines of people who once gave a damn and now—mysteriously, 

unjustly—do not. So no people. Absolutely not. Ask these people to leave the 

pool area, be courteous and professional. They will sigh and nod, some will 

roll their eyes, some will ask you if you just drive around all day and take 

pictures. Catch the bright sun on the legs of your tripod. Dazzle these lords 

and ladies. When you say yes, they will rattle the ice in their (glass) glasses 

and absentmindedly say that that sounds like a pretty good job. When they 

Marco Polo.

Pools of the Empire:  
A Handy Reference Guide

TYPE OF 
PROPERTY

POOL FEATURES

Low-Rent Waterless

Mid-Rent Rectangular, Urinous

High-Rent
Non-Geometric,  

w/ Nooks
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rise from their pool furniture, notice how their bodies are miraculously free 

of welts or marks. 

It will be hot and bright, and you will feel that familiar current of vague, 

seething, undifferentiated desire. But then, in a rare epiphanic instant of 

perfect self-knowledge it will occur to you what it is that you really want. 

You will be visited by the truth. What you want is to go swimming in the 

Kingwood Vista swimming pool. You want to do handstands and dive for 

pennies. You want to play chicken and Marco Polo with the catalogue 

models. Note: Eureka. 

 Level your tripod with maritime caution. Squint. Scan the perimeter 

for deer or lovely stragglers. The water will be leafless, as blue as your 

headache.
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Lesson 38

The Virtual Tour 
Photographer’s 
Handy Checklist
Your virtual employers cannot “Make the World Move”TM unless you, the 

virtual tour photographer, have executed the virtual tour professionally, 

safely, and correctly on the front lines of magic. The virtual tour photographer 

should get in the habit of performing this quick and easy twenty-four point 

check before shooting each tour.

Have you conferred with the PM?

Have you secured and leveled the tripod?

Have you inserted an empty disk in the camera?

Have you set the camera on wide angle?

Have you got a real bad feeling in your gut about where this is all 

headed?

Have you moved about once a year, on average, since the age of eight?

Have you cleared all real people from the tour area, including the 

lonely photography buff who really wants to talk to you about 

the new line of digital equipment and who may or may not have a 

considerable collection of disturbing material in his innocuous 2 

BR / 1.5 BA mid-rent cell? 

Have you secured and leveled the camera on the tripod?

Have you been careless with sex, with affection, with birth control?

Have you answered your phone? (Anton wants a word.)

Have you remembered to remember that string of dark ground-

floor apartments in complexes with misleading names and ant 

problems?

Have you thought, for that matter, about that Christmas at Scottish 

Bluff Apartments when your mom charged all those presents and 

then accidentally threw them out right after you opened them, 

while you were in the shower getting ready to go to your dad’s, 

and how you stood at the window in a towel and with a yuletide 

mixture of terror and wonder and rage you watched that wild 

pack of under-dressed children gleefully pull seasonal miracles 
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from the dumpster, the colorful ribbon floating down to the dirty 

snow?

Have you cleared all debris and clouds and shadows and unsightly 

check-cashing outfits from the tour area?

Have you any good idea or good excuse why it took you so long to get 

here, or, for that matter, why you came at all once you had waited 

for so long?

Have you any concept, in hours and minutes, of how late you are for your 

next appointment at a high-rent situation in the Woodlands?

Have you seen yourself lately?

Have you?

Have you got on the kind of sunglasses that offer very little in the way 

of charm or UV protection, and that leave little black flakes on the 

bridge of your nose?

Have you got a partial erection from impure thoughts about the PM 

and her desk? 

Have you got a pen to label your disk?

Have you soaked through your shirt?

Have you anticipated any and all problem spots in the tour area?

Have you got a long-enough lever and a place to stand?

Have you wished, as your one wish, that you could just start over and 

do better next time?

Note: Now, friend, you are ready to be making magic.
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Lesson 39

How to Not Sleep 
(Beginner)

Are you still reading, virtual friend? Are you still paying attention?

Watch an Astros game with Roy in his apartment. It’s a home game. 

Always remember that the stadium used to be named after a villainous 

corporation that collapsed in infamy. Now the stadium should be named 

after another corporation.

Meanwhile, the Astrodome, once seriously called the Eighth Wonder of 

the World, squats in an empty parking lot, waiting for the annual rodeo.

Ask Roy if he ever went to the Astrodome.

He should say, “About a hundred times.”

Say, “Did you like it?”

He should say, “It was nice and cool in there.”

Roy should fall asleep in the top of the twelfth inning with a little piece 

of popcorn stuck to his cheek. Note: Put a light blanket over Roy and the 

peebag. Don’t turn off the television. Leave the apartment and close the 

door quietly behind you. The bulb in the hallway should be burned out 

again. Stand still and let your eyes become adjusted to the dark. It does 

you no good—none—to think about how Einstein at your age had already 

re-envisioned gravity and light, in effect changing our universe. Or, even 

more remarkably and equally not good to think about, Dylan had by your 

age recorded Blonde on Blonde, in effect changing our universe. 

Keep in mind that your insomnia would make you an interesting 

character in a movie. There would be dark scenes, open eyes, the distant 

sounds of sirens. A thin strip of light through the window.

Should you go for a walk?

You May Rely On It.

Go for a walk. It should be muggy and still. There should be dark 

helicopters buzzing. Note that some of the condos are finished but not yet 

occupied. Some, too, are half-built, unfenced, their small dirt lots filled 

with tarps and wooden pallets and shingles, their windows and walls 

draped in plastic. Always remember that if there were a breeze, the plastic 

would flap and flutter. Walk carefully through the building materials and 

into an unfinished condo. Stand still in the nascent luxury. It should not 

smell very good. Watch out for boards with nails sticking out of them. Try 

The Astrodome.

Bob Dylan.

Albert Einstein.
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to imagine this unbuilt condo as a fully furnished fake condo. See the 

stairs, test their strength, climb them gingerly to the second floor. They 

should creak. Always remember to try not to think about Injun Joe from 

freshman English. Smell the sawdust mixed with the other sour thing. 

Note: This condo is just made of wood. Beneath it all, it’s just wood 

between the inside and outside. This should seem surprising. Stand and 

breathe. Feel not tired. Always remember that Nixon jabbed a meaty finger 

in Khrushschev’s chest and said, “There may be some instances in which 

we are ahead of you—in color television, for instance.”

Be halfway down the stairs when you hear the shuffling in a dark corner of 

the condo. Stop right there. Peer into the dark and try to make out the shifting 

figure on the ground. A voice from the corner should say, “Don’t hurt me.”

Stand very still. The figure in the corner should sit up. He should say, “I 

don’t have nothing you’d want.”

Take a step down.

The man should try to stand up and then fall to his knees. He should say, 

“I’m just going through a tough time right now. I’ll get out of your house.”

Take another step down. Say, “It’s not my house.”

He should say, “My old lady and my little boy are in Galveston. I’m trying 

to get back. She’s going to kill me. You know? Just having a tough time right 

now.”

Say, “You don’t have to leave.”

He should say, “God bless you, man.”

He should try to stand up again and then give up. He should say, “I got a 

radio. You like music? You like oldies?”

Say, “I like music.”

He should fumble with something in the dark. He should say, 

“Batteries.”

Take another step down.

He should say, “I used to be a boxer. You know? I was a champ.”

Walk down the last two stairs. He should say, “But then I lost my belt, 

man. Lost it. Now I can’t get back to Galveston.”

Say, “Just get some sleep. You can stay here.”

He should say, “This ain’t your house?”

Say, “No.”

He should say, “This ain’t me. This ain’t who I am. I’m just having a 

tough time.”

Say, “Just rest here.” Say, “Good luck getting back.”

He should say, “God Bless you, man. It’s a sweet house you got here.”

Walk quickly through the plastic wall. He should say, “Wait a minute, 

friend. Wait.” Don’t wait. Don’t stop walking until you return to the comfort 

and safety of the bad part of the neighborhood.
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Lesson 40

Archimedes Realty 
Employee Perks and 
Benefits: A Handy 
Reference Guide

1

EMPLOYEE PERK OR BENEFIT Included in AR 
Package?

Health Insurance No2

Dental Insurance No

Life Insurance No

Sick Leave / Annual Leave No

Use of Company Vehicle No3

Paid Mileage No

Retirement Plan No

Stock Options No4

Holiday Bonus No

Flex Time No

Use of Time Share on the Gulf No5

Swinging Knapsacks No

Opportunity to Touch the Bronze Slope of a PM’s Belly No

Opportunity for Promotion / Raise No

Workers’ Compensation No

The Long Enough Lever of Technology Yes6

1 Omitted, strangely, from “360 Degrees of Magic and Fun.”
2 No.
3 But at many mid-rent complexes, the virtual tour photographer can expect to receive rides around the 
property in a golf cart.
4 Notwithstanding, the virtual tour photographer should learn to be grateful for what he has (e.g. prostate 
gland, sugar cookies).
5 “After twenty minutes of the kind understood only by soldiers, surgeons, and photographers, Robert 
Kincaid swung his knapsacks into the truck and headed back down the road he had come along before.” 
—from The Bridges of Madison County
6 But you should know by now, the lever is never really the problem, is it? No, the problem, always, is finding 
a place to stand.
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Lesson 41

How to Plan a  
Day Off
Lie in bed awake in the middle of the night. The Estranged Girlfriend 

should be awake, too. It should be raining outside, the windows popping 

with big cold drops. It should either be a Sunday night or it should just feel 

like it.

Say, “Are you awake?”

The Estranged Girlfriend should say, “I had a strange dream.”

Say, “Was I in it?”

She should say, “Does it always have to be about you?”

Say, “I was, wasn’t I?”

She should say, “Yes.”

Say, “I thought so.” 

She should say, “You killed Wiley Stanton.”

Say, “Who is Wiley Stanton?”

She should say, “He’s this boy who was in my fifth grade class. You 

stabbed him.”

Say, “I’m sorry. Was he a friend of yours?”

She should start laughing. “You were holding the knife so funny. You were 

holding it, like, gingerly, with your fingertips. And you were stabbing him 

like this.” She should roll over to you and pretend to knife you delicately 

in the chest.

You should laugh because the stabbing tickles. Put your arms around 

her and pull her on top of you. Say, “Was he still a fifth-grader or was he an 

adult?”

She should say, “You know how it is, kind of both. You stabbed Wiley.”

Laugh in the dark. Feel her breath on your neck. Hear the wash of the 

rain. 

After a while she should say, “It’s a nice sound.”

You should know, friend, that she means the sound of the hard rain on 

the windows, but you should be thinking about the laughing, the nice sound 

of two people laughing in bed. Always remember the camping trips when 

you were a young child, the sound of your parents’ muffled laughter in a 

tent. It’s a nice sound.

Get filled up with something. Say, “If it’s raining tomorrow, I won’t have 
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to work.”

She should say, “Lucky you.”

You should say, “You should stay home with me.”

She should say, “I can’t. I have to work, even when it rains. There is a 

roof over my workplace.”

Say, “We could stay home together.”

She should say, “Stop it. I shouldn’t.”

Say, “We’d eat eggs and bagels and fruit. We’d drink coffee and Bloody 

Marys. We’d do the crossword.”

She should wiggle on top of you. She should not say anything.

Say, “We’d watch movies and it would rain all day.”

She should say, “Old movies.”

Say, “Yes.”

She should say, “Could we invite Roy?”

Say, “Of course. We’d put our Bloody Marys in plastic cups.”

She should say, “We’d leave out the celery.”

Kiss her. Pull her underwear off of her hips and use your feet to push 

them down her legs. Say, “Stay home.”

She should say, “We’d use a pencil on the crossword.”

Say, “Whatever you want.”

She should say, “I hate when you use pen.”

Say, “Rain, old movies, Roy, no celery, no pen.”

She should put you inside of her. She should say, “It’s a good plan.”

Well and yes, it is a good plan but when you wake up the next morning, 

the sun should be drying all of those deep puddles and the Estranged 

Girlfriend should be puking in the bathroom. One of her long dark hairs 

should stretch across the white pillow. Note: Like a hairline fracture.
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Keep in mind that the PM with too much makeup will ask the virtual tour 

photographer to shoot the fitness center at Asphalt Commons, and when 

you say, with courtesy and professionalism, “OK, where’s it at?” she will 

show you to an exercise bike in a storage closet. 

You will learn: An outdoor bench is a courtyard and an indoor phone 

is a business center. A plate of sugar cookies and a framed drawing of an 

animal is a club room.

The thunderous washing machine and an out-of-order drier comprise 

the clothes care facility.

It is beyond euphemism, this American stretch. It is a form of desperation 

and insecurity and self-loathing. It is the spoiler on the Honda Civic. Always 

remember, as if you could forget, that when you were in middle school you 

asked your mother to sew the alligator from an old threadbare, thrift store 

Izod shirt onto another eight-dollar, no-name shirt. The transplant was 

unsuccessful—middle school children are of course well-trained to protect 

the social order. They have discerning eyes for the subtle markings of caste 

and fashion. They can spot a counterfeit from across the cafeteria. The fraud, 

of course, was exposed, with the effect that the no-name shirt received far 

more attention than it would have had it not had a small reptile sewn on 

the wrong side and a bit crooked. Always remember that you pretended to 

be sick the next day and also the day after.   

Note: Just label your disks whatever she wants you to label them.



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 97

Lesson 43

Why Are Virtual 
Tours So Creepy?:  
Five Theories
Experts are not quite sure what makes a virtual tour so creepy, but there 

are a number of promising theories, some of which address the content of 

the tour and some of which focus on the tour as a technological medium. 

Note: Your employers prefer the term “magical” to “creepy.”

THEORY #1: The Ghost Town Theory. 

There are, by Archimedes Realty edict, no people allowed in virtual tours—

not in kitchens or living rooms, not in courtyards or playgrounds, not by 

or in swimming pools—and adherents of the Ghost Town Theory claim 

that this sterility and sense of emptiness account for the creepiness. Ghost 

Towners love to make the probably true but obvious point that the absence 

of human life is made more acute (and more creepy) by the fact that what 

we’re touring is, ostensibly, a place for human beings to live. A well-worn 

GT analogy asks us to imagine a team from the USS Enterprise beaming 

down to a planet it thought was lush and inhabited, only to find it stark 

and barren and inhospitable and very windy. Ghost Town Theory has much 

going for it, but its advocates have so far been unable to repudiate the 

speculation, made by smug GT opponents, that a virtual tour would be a 

hundred times more creepy if there were people in it.

THEORY #2: The Fun House Theory. 

In the spirit of honesty, let us say that when the Russians stitch together the 

eight discrete images in a virtual tour and “Make the World Move,”TM there 

is some distortion of space and objects, and an overall bad special effects 

effect that does not exactly make the viewer feel as if he is “in the room.” Or 

perhaps makes the viewer feel as if he is just in a really weird room, or as if 

he is in the room having recently ingested a psychedelic drug. Let’s face it, 

nobody is mistaking a virtual tour for “reality.” At the stitched seams there 

are strange wavy disturbances that look not unlike small rips or tears in the 

space-time continuum. In smaller rooms like kitchens and spare bedrooms, 

the distortion is exaggerated and impossible to ignore—floors are slanted, 

Landing on yet another planet 
that is stark and barren and 
inhospitable and very windy.
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walls get wider toward the ceiling, and refrigerators and chests of drawers 

are spookily rhomboidal. Opponents of the Fun House Theory occasionally 

ask just what is so creepy about a Fun House, but come on. They probably 

wouldn’t think clowns, ventriloquist puppets, or dolls are creepy, either. 

THEORY #3: Distortion Theory. 

This is a pointy-headed spinoff of Fun House Theory. Distortion Theorists 

apply FHT to the fairly uncontroversial claim that a Model apartment is 

a very creepy representation (or distortion) of real life. Thus, they argue 

that a virtual tour, with its “stitched,” Fun House distortional effect, is a 

creepy counterfeit of a creepy counterfeit, that it is a combination of social 

and technological distortion, and that in effect the tour spins us wildly, 

retrogressively, and creepily away from reference, meaning, coherence, 

sense, and reality. The creepiness of the tour is the viewer’s vertiginous and 

alienating sense of a falling away from the real. The tour is inhuman, and 

not simply because it lacks people.

THEORY #4: Hidden Control Theory. 

This theory holds that the virtual tour is creepy because it dominates the 

viewer in the name of placing the viewer in total control. Viewers can see 

a property without visiting it and can click on one of six locations to take 

a tour, and thus they would seem to possess power, control, and freedom. 

However, or so argues the Hidden Control Theorist, the tour is actually 

imperious and didactic: it sets you down, locks you in, spins you. You see 

what it wants you to see, the way that it wants you to see it. The virtual tour, 

say the followers of HCT, is disguised as order and meaning and freedom 

and dynamism and reality, but it is the opposite of all these things. Behind 

the seams, the yawning void.

THEORY #5: Shameful Desire Theory. 

An oft overlooked theory, the Shameful Desire Theory posits that virtual 

tours are creepy because the viewer is as attracted as he is repelled by 

what he sees, and this ambivalence causes shame and a creepy sense of 

discomfort. Sure, it’s easy enough to sit in traffic in your Plymouth Reliant 

and create clever and amusing theories about the creepiness of virtual tours, 

but the bottom line, friend, is that you are strangely drawn to the circular 

neatness, the cleanliness, and the seamless safety of the virtual tour. The 

uninterrupted and unentangled passivity of it. There is no unpleasantness, 

no messiness. There are no snags or surprises. There is a long enough lever 

and a place to stand and Helpful Hint: You like it because there are no 

people. But you need to imagine yourself, young warlock, alone, safe inside 

the condemned brick, with each small noise ringing and lingering in the 
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high empty space. And there will be no pretty sailboat and you will miss 

her, the way her hair smelled like bread in the mornings and your hand on 

her warm bare hip.  
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Lesson 44

How to Shoot a 
Virtual Tour 

1.  Set up a mile-high tripod in the rich, mythical loam outside of 

Lebanon, Kansas.

2.  Turn.

3.  Turn.

4. Turn.

The Byrds.
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Lesson 45

How to Not Sleep 
(Advanced)
Always remember from freshman English that sleep is:

1. The death of each day’s life

2. Sore labor’s bath

3. Balm of hurt minds

4. Great nature’s second course

5. Chief nourisher of life’s feast

Important Safeguard: Also please keep in mind that sleep knits up the 

raveled sleeve of care.

Slide out of bed, trying hard not to wake the Estranged Girlfriend. 

Dress quietly by the city-lit window and tiptoe out of the bedroom and 

into the dark kitchen. Open the refrigerator door and lean inside with face 

and shoulders. The cold clean humming light from the refrigerator should 

wash you like the low-watt glow of afterlife. Helpful Hint: If the cold clean 

humming light from the refrigerator does not wash you like the low-watt 

glow of afterlife, it’s time to replace the old bulb with a new one.  

There should be fewer beers therein than you remembered. Take one. 

Leave the apartment. Shut the door quietly and lock it. Descend the dark 

and creaking stairs, take a seat on the front steps. Open the beer. It should 

be a can. Hear the faint pre-recorded laughter of studio audiences. Keep 

in mind that your care sleeve should be pretty raveled by the Estranged 

Girlfriend’s a.m. retching. There should be a great heavy crane hook of 

Desire swinging wildly, pendulously, dangerously. The guy in the crane (you) 

should have no idea of how to operate the thing. Sit. Be restless. In the dark 

wet center of the Magic Eight Ball, the answers to unformed questions float 

like a fetus. Without A Doubt or Don’t Count on It or As I See It Yes. 

Stand and walk. Two blocks and it’s a different universe, it even feels 

cooler. The dark condos are filled with what must be wine and foreign 

cheese and probably those tiny French pickles, sticky notes for the maid 

(“Make sure to get UNDER here”), thick rugs, pets without claws or voices. 

Rubies and emeralds, sconces and runners. Small, bright lights stare out 

like lasers from above garage doors, making rainbows in the accurate 
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mists from computerized sprinkler systems. The small fenced yards smell 

like fresh mulch and peat. The shrubs and plants are nursery grown and 

haven’t yet wilted or faded in the heat. They are perky and vertical in the 

urban night. The moon should be of indeterminate phase, spinning behind 

banks of clouds and smog, theoretical and irrelevant. There should be a 

man (actual) in a white v-neck t-shirt and plaid pajama pants sitting on 

his front step, smoking, elbows on knees. There is a symphony of sprinklers. 

You would think he’d be wearing slippers, but he’s not. The front door 

behind him is heavy dark wood with stained glass panels. The iron fence is 

ornate and foreboding, as beautiful as it is necessary. Form meets function 

ten feet up, at the rococo thrust of the spike. There are competing fence 

companies. There are catalogues and models, a user-friendly website. There 

is an aesthetics and a rhetoric of home defense. You dislike the man in 

principle and from behind his moat of mulch and night blooms he should 

say, “Can’t sleep?”

He’s talking to you. Stop in the street. Walk toward his fence. Look at 

him through the polished bars. Say, “What?”

He should blow smoke and say, “Trouble sleeping?”

Nod. Say, “Yes.” Take another step forward.

He should say, “Watch that fence. There’s a current.”

Note: Watch that fence. There’s a current.

The air between you is mist and light and smoke and electricity. 

He should say, “It’s a hell of a thing.”

Be unsure whether he means insomnia or tall fences that electrocute 

people. Nod.

He should say his name. Tell him yours.

He should say, “What do you do?”

Wonder what you do. Note: What do you do? All Signs Point to Yes.  Say 

this: “I’m a photographer.”

He should smile and say, “Ah, an artist.”

His hair should be white, though he should not be very old. His face 

and shoulders sag, as if he’s subject to a different gravity than the freshly 

planted mums and azaleas.

Stand there. Take a drink of beer.

He should say, “And what can you tell me about your work?”

Say, “My work.”

He should say, “And keep in mind I know next to nothing about 

photography.”

Say this: “I’m interested in space.”

He should stub out his cigarette on the front step. He should point 

upwards to the ceiling of smog and clouds and say, “Outer space?”

Shake your head.
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He should chuckle half-heartedly and say, “Well isn’t every photographer 

interested in space?”

Say, “I’m interested in the ways that people manipulate space to create a 

home. To create the idea of home.” Say that your work is obsessed with the 

notions of authenticity and desire. Say something about ten fake pillows 

on an artificial bed. Say panoramic, say digital, say ironic project. Keep in 

mind that you should forget the Italian term for the play of shadow and 

light.

He should say, “So you photograph people in their homes?”

Say, “No. No people.”

He should say, “Just their homes.”

Say, “Apartments, mostly.”

Through the mist it should be unclear whether or not he is interested in 

your ironic project. He should say, “Has your work been shown?”

Say, modestly, “Yes.”

He should say, “Good for you.”

Wish that you had your camera with you, the strap of the case across 

your chest. Wish that you held that sweet tripod. Wish that you were a 

photographer. Wish that you had brought another beer.

You should actually ask, “What do you do?” It’s not a question you’ve 

ever asked anyone.

He should tell you. You should nod and wonder.

He should laugh and say, “Don’t ask. It’s an ironic project, too.”

Say, softly, chiaroscuro.

He should say, “Are you new to the neighborhood?”

Say yes.

He should say, “Well I guess we all are.”

Stand outside his fence.

He should say, “They’ve really cleaned this place up.”

Say, “That’s what I hear.”

He should say, “This neighborhood used to be bad news.”

Say, “I heard there used to be shopping carts rattling through here all 

night long.”

He should say, “Makes you wonder where those poor devils went.”

You should agree. It does make you wonder about the poor devils.

One Archimedes … two Archimedes … three Archimedes.

He should stand with effort. You should want to go inside his house and 

play billiards on red felt. And peruse the library, those old volumes with 

their plot and their sentiment and their exclamation points. Note: When 

you get back to your apartment at Eyesore Heights, the door will likely be 

chained. 

He should say, “Well, I’m sure I’ll see you around.”
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Nod.

He should open his big wooden door and say, “Good night. Good luck.”

Up close to the fence you should think you can hear the murmur of the 

voltage. Say, “Good night.” 



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 105

Lesson 46

Frequently Asked 
Question
Is she pregnant?

Most Likely.

Is she pregnant?

Concentrate and Ask Again Later.

Note: Concentrate.

Is she pregnant?

Cannot Predict.

Is she pregnant?

Outlook Good.

Good meaning yes or good meaning no?

Better Not Tell You Now.

Helpful Hint: Tell me now.

Is she?

Outlook Good.

Yes?

Most Likely.

?

You May Rely On It.

?

Very Doubtful.

It’s very doubtful?

Very Doubtful.

Doubtful’s doubtful?

Reply Hazy Try Again.

Is she?

It is Decidedly So.

She is?

Yes.

Yes?

Yes.
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Well just what am I supposed to do about it?

Without A Doubt.



LESSON 47

HOW TO SPEND THE NIGHT IN A 
MODEL APARTMENT

FRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE
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The virtual tour photographer should be prepared to spend a night, at 

some point during his brief career as a freelance Internet real estate digital 

photographer, in a Model apartment at a sprawling mid-rent complex 

called The Legacy at Palm Cove or, perhaps, Fox Run Suites. It’s just that 

the virtual tour photographer will come home late from a midnight stroll 

and the door to the Estranged Girlfriend’s apartment will be chained. You 

should be able to see Isaac Newton through the door. You should be able 

to kneel down in the dark hallway and scratch his ears. Note: Her ears. 

Important Safeguard: Do not knock loudly on the door. You do not want to 

wake up Roy, who is sleeping across the hall with staples in his gut. Whisper 

loudly through the opening in the door. Keep in mind that she won’t hear 

you over the rattle of the AC unit.  

Go back down the stairs. For best results, get in the K Car and drive to 

an enormous and brightly lit commercial center that is open every hour 

of every day. It should be called, probably, Wal-Mart. The electric doors 

should slide open as you approach and you should feel the cool air inside. 

Walk inside. Many of the aisles should have just been mopped. Important 

Safeguard: Watch your step. In each aisle there should be kits, little families 

of items packaged under shrink wrap. There should be a car-washing kit, 

a barbecue kit, a children’s travel kit, a clothing repair kit, a bird-feeding 

kit. You should want most of these kits, they should seem perfect in a 

way. There’s always t-shirts, there’s always socks. There’s always fishing 

tackle. Do not purchase anything. Do not make eye contact with the other 

customers, those sad shufflers. Keep in mind the Founding Fathers. Exit the 

commercial center.

As you pull out of the parking lot, you should see the signage for Fox 

Run Suites, a property you should have recently shot or perhaps re-shot. It’s 

a little gated kingdom of asphalt and Bermuda grass and thumping bass. 

Note: No foxes! The Property Manager’s name is, you think, Angelique, 

and she rides about the duchy in an air-conditioned golf cart. The Model 

apartment, if you remember correctly, has a nautical/safari motif that 
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really sets the mind adrift. Drive to Fox Run Suites and park the K Car. 

Note: If you lived here, you’d be home right now. Climb the fence and try 

to remember which building the model is in. Keep in mind that all the 

buildings look alike. Sneak through this property, stay off the sidewalks. 

You should locate the Model by finding the apartment with a plush and 

immodestly inviting welcome mat. Helpful Hint: The key is under the mat 

like the purloined letter in freshman English.

Enter the Model. It should be dark but there will be yellow light coming 

in from the parking lot, enough so that you can make out the big fake oar 

on the wall of the living room. There should also be a big fake wooden 

steering wheel from a ship, you know the kind we’re talking about, matey. 

On a coat rack, you should see a pair of fake binoculars. As your eyes adjust 

to the light, you’ll be able to make out the fake elephant tusk, as well. Note: 

Angelique!    

On television you can see the startlingly vivid picture of the sailboat; it 

will stay on all night.

Always remember to walk backwards to the kitchen, bending down to 

wipe away your footprints from the carpet. In the kitchen, there should 

probably be a stenciled border of pineapples. Maybe grapes on a vine. This 

is fine. Keep in mind that Khrushchev asked Vice President Nixon, “Don’t 

you have a machine that puts food into the mouth and pushes it down?” 

Stare out the window at the gleaming hubcaps, the barbecues chained to 

the patios. Beyond the parking lot, there should be a volleyball net and a 

horseshoe pit because the residents recently voted for them. There should 

be a guy sitting on steps, shirtless and smoking.

The next step is important. Bend down, open the cabinet beneath the 

fake sink and crawl inside. There should be plenty of room because there 

are no pipes. It should be dry and cool in the cabinet. There should not be 

any mildew or rat poison or dead cockroaches. No shriveled sponges. There 

should be the faint scent of cinnamon. Make yourself comfortable, friend. 

Say quietly, in response to an imaginary interviewer’s question, “It’s a bit 

more complicated than that.” 

Always remember that in the morning a cute bulimic rental agent 

(Debbie?) will show the Model apartment to a young couple. You will wake 

up and hear Debbie telling this young couple that this is her favorite floor 

plan. Of all the floor plans. There will be talk of square footage, of laundering 

facilities. They will walk into the kitchen, you will hear their steps on the 

linoleum. Debbie will talk about the electric range, the stainless steel sink, 

the space-saving microwave, the dishwasher, the crushed-ice feature on the 

refrigerator. Note: Enough space under the sink to sleep one comfortably. 

The woman will say nice a lot, and the man will grunt and pivot. Debbie 

will assure the couple that Fox Run Suites is a pet-friendly community 
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with a non-refundable pet deposit and fifty extra dollars per month. She 

will say, “I love dogs. I’m such a dog person.” They will leave the kitchen 

to check out the bedroom, the walk-in closet, the master bath. You will 

hear the woman saying, “Nice. Nice.” They will leave eventually and then a 

Mexican housekeeper will come to dust the oar, to vacuum their footprints 

from the carpet. 

But don’t worry about that right now. Close the cabinet door. Listen to 

the muted lullaby of car alarms. Lie still and imagine that in every spinning 

AR tour there is a real person under the bed, in the closet, behind the couch. 

Imagine an underground network, a circuit of Models and Mini-Models 

for former photographers, maintenance workers, housekeepers, pool guys, 

tennis pros. Imagine Friendswood, Imagine Sugarland. Virtual hoboes, riding 

the fake rails, patched pockets jingling with spare change and labeled keys. 

Note: The crumbling sugar cookies tied into handkerchiefs.  

There should be something inside you, friend, difficult to name, difficult 

to trust, something unscrolling like the map to a really big place. Best not 

to let it, Cap’n. Best just to go to sleep. Best to sleep, it’s sore labor’s bath.       
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Lesson 48

How to Be the Sage 
of Fox Run Suites
Always remember that if, in the middle of the night, Ralph Waldo Emerson 

comes to visit you beneath your fake sink, if he kneels down on the gleaming 

linoleum, if he gently opens your cabinet door and peers inside at you and 

says, “[Virtual tour photographer], what on earth are you doing in here?”—

why then, you should reply, “And tell me, dear Waldo, what on earth are you 

doing out there?”

Ralph Waldo Emerson.
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Lesson 49

Why Are Virtual 
Tours So Creepy?:
Another Theory, 
Previously Omitted
THEORY #6: Omission Theory. 

Omission Theory grew out of Hidden Control Theory, but its subscribers 

cannot really be called a faction or a splinter group, because they don’t 

really like being part of a group or hanging out with other people. Manic 

and moody, the Omissionists emphasize all that is left out of the tour: 

parking lots studded with crushed glass, sidewalks garnished with clipped 

grass, hallways and breezeways under burned-out bulbs, the dim alley and 

illicit back path, stairwells and storage spaces, all of the interstices of the 

Rental Empire, the tissue and transition. There is no order or progression 

to a virtual tour. There is no arc, no narrative spine. No tension, no context, 

no hierarchy. Everything exists at once, all that is available is available 

now. Try distinguishing plot from subplot, theme from motif, motif from 

coincidence. You click on a bedroom and you’re in a bedroom. You click 

on a swimming pool and you’re by the swimming pool. You click on a 

playground and there it is, childless and pristine. Quoth the melancholic 

Omissionist: It is unsettling, this fragmentation and simultaneity, this lack 

of connectedness and flow. This impatience. This American primacy of the 

main menu. Man, they’re going to knock your building down.
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Lesson 50

Another Warning 
about the Sex Act
Wake up. It will be dark. She will be in a chair beside the bed, her legs 

pulled up to her chest in the stock pose of someone damaged and alone 

in the night. A director might ask her to rock slightly—no, not too much, 

don’t overdo it, that’s it. The air conditioner window unit will be rattling 

the pane.

Say, “Hey.”

You won’t know what comes next.

Say, “Do you want some Kleenex?”

She will shake her head.

Say, “Water?”

She will point with a finger to a full glass on the bedside table.

Say, “Club sandwich? Valium?”

The digital clock will give the garish red time. The minute will switch 

from a two to a three, or from an eight to a nine. You will want her all over 

again, it’s your only way of giving.

Rub your eyes. You should not have the slightest idea of what to say or 

do. Say, “Do you know what the weather’s supposed to be like tomorrow?”

She will look at you. She will say, “It’s summer in Texas. Experts are 

predicting high temperatures.”

Say, “I mean, sunny? Rainy?”

She will say, “I don’t know.”

Say, “I hope it’s sunny.”

She will say, “I know you do.”

Keep in mind that if it’s not sunny, you won’t make your share of the 

rent. Helpful Hint: Again.

Say, “Because if it’s cloudy—”

She will say, “I know. I’ve heard your jokes about clouds. I’ve heard your 

jokes about shadows. I’ve heard your jokes about sailboats.”

Say, “Have you heard the one about the farmer’s daughter?”

She will sit there in the dark behind elbows and knees. She will not be 

rocking.

It’s a big city. Wonder how many couples are making love, how many are 

sleeping tangled, how many are talking to each other about weather from 
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different pieces of furniture. Your troubles are not unique, probably.

She will say, “I’ve heard so many jokes.”

On the sheet beneath you there will be a faint and faded bloodstain, a 

Rorschach blot in the shape of something abstract and beautiful, something 

abstract and ominous. You will feel the stain in the dark. 

Say, “Why are you crying?”

She will say, “I’m not.”

Say, “Come back to bed.”

She will say, “In a while.”

There will be a night-long silence that might have only been a pause.

INSTANT EXERCISE

Hey, here’s a good one. A man walks into a diner. 

he sees a woman behind the counter in front of 

a big sign that says, “CHEESE SANDWICHES $3, 

HANDJOBS $10.” The mans asks the woman be-

hind the counter, “Listen, are you the one who 

gives those handjobs?” And the woman looks at 

him and says, “ I sure am.” And then the man says, 

“Well, why don’t you go wash your hands and then 

make me a cheese sandwich.” Note: Probably 

best to save this one for later.
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Lesson 51

Authenticity:
A Handy Reference 
Guide

ITEM AUTHENTICITY

Peace Lily Fake

Fruit Fake

Orange Juice Fake

Property Manager’s Bra Not Fake

Jodhpurs Fake

Epee Fake

Migrant Workers Not Fake

Traffic Not Fake

Gleaming Tripod Not Fake

Virtual Tour Fake

Roy’s Peebag Not Fake

Televised Sailboat Fake

3:30 a.m. Not Fake

Hand-Crafted Cabinets Not Fake

Authenticity Fake

Wriggling Wasps (in Swimming Pools) Not Fake

Professionalism, Expertise, Artistry Fake

The Model Fake

The Mini-Model Not Fake

Headaches Not Fake

Property Manager’s Tan Fake

Morning Sickness Not Fake

Urban Mockingbirds Not Fake

Swaying Oaks Fake

The Low-Rent PM’s Difficult Child Not Fake

Interviewer Fake

Edward Albee ?

Majestic Eagle! Fake

You (Just Everything About You) Fake

Brandy Snifter Fake
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Lesson 52

One Habit of Highly 
Successful Virtual 
Tour Photographers
One Archimedes … two Archimedes … three Archimedes … four Archimedes 

… five Archimedes … six Archimedes … seven Archimedes … eight 

Archimedes … nine Archimedes … ten Archimedes … eleven Archimedes … 

twelve Archimedes … thirteen Archimedes … fourteen Archimedes … fifteen 

Archimedes … sixteen Archimedes … seventeen Archimedes … eighteen 

Archimedes … nineteen Archimedes … twenty Archimedes … twenty-one 

Archimedes … twenty-two Archimedes … twenty-three Arch— 

“OK, OK. Here’s a key to the Model.”

Say, “I appreciate that.”

“Jesus.”

Say, “And thanks for the cookie.”

“Whatever you do, do not shoot the hot tub until Armando gets that 

squirrel out of there.”  
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Lesson 53

How to Play House
There should come a bad time when the virtual tour photographer and the 

Estranged Girlfriend don’t really speak to each other anymore, but rather 

communicate through the cat, Isaac/Gertie.

As in, “Gertie, I don’t guess you’re going to chip in for rent this month, 

are you?”

As in, “Isaac, I totally understand if you just need a little extension this 

month. Like a week or so. Ten days, tops.”

As in, “Oh, Gertie, your father’s just got a big soft heart.”

As in, “As you know, Isaac, it’s not a quality that God doled out equally 

among His children.”

It’s no way to live, friend. The nice couple that walked through the Model 

at Fox Run Suites would never treat each other this way. 

Please keep in mind that there are some subjects that should probably 

not be discussed through a cat. One example of this is the Estranged 

Girlfriend’s pregnancy.

She should tell you. She should say, “Look, you probably already know 

this, but I thought we should discuss it.”

You should feel very tired. It should be getting dark outside. She should 

be sitting in a chair. You should be across the room, sitting on the futon.  

She should say, “I’m pregnant.”

Say, “I know.”

She should say, “We’re idiots. Both of us, idiots.”

Sit with your hands in your lap. Stare at the fringe of a rug on the 

hardwood floor. Either feel like laughing or going to sleep, rolled tightly 

inside the rug. 

She should say, “Look, I’m not blaming you. It’s my fault, too. You 

knocked, I let you in.”

Stare at the fringe of the rug on the hardwood floor.

She should say, “Do you care?”

Say, “Yes.”

She should say, “Do you?”

Look up. Say, “I care.”

She should say, “I’ve made an appointment. At a clinic.”

Say, “You’ve already made it?”

She should say, “Yes.”

Say, “So then I guess we’re not really discussing it.”
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She should say, “What?”

Say, “I’m just saying.”

She should say, “You want to discuss it? You?”

Say, “You said.”

She should say, “You’re feeling ready to settle down, is that it? Ready to 

paint the nursery? You’ve filmed enough of your tours, saved up a little nest 

egg?”

You should say, “That’s not it.”

She should say, “Fuck off. ” 

Say, “They’re not filmed.”

The fat man should be roller skating. The low sun should give him a 

long, lean, and graceful shadow. Keep your head down. Keep your hands in 

your lap. You will live with this moment.

Always remember the silence. Best not to count. 

She should say, “Is there anything you want to say?”

Say, “I will help.” Say, “I will help with the money.”

She should say, “That’s what you want to say?”

Say, “Keep it down. Please.”

She should say, “That’s what you want to say?”

Say, “And I’ll go with you. When you go, I’ll go with you.”

She should laugh, it should be an awful sound. She should say, “Well that’s 

really big of you. Taking time out of your career. In my time of need.”

You will both apologize, but later.

She should stand up then, and when you stand, too, she should say, “No. 

Don’t.”

She should walk to the bedroom and slam the door with sufficient 

negative feelings that the old brass door knob should fall off and roll in 

circles on the wood floor, round and round, for much longer than you’d ever 

think it could.
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HELL AND OTHER SUMMER GAMESFRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE
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At a mid-rent complex called Meadowside Landing (or perhaps Swiss 

Acres), the virtual tour photographer will set up his tripod in the center of 

the living room of the two-bedroom, second-story Model apartment (Note: 

driving gloves, goggles), and as he is shooting the virtual tour he will look 

out the sliding glass door and see, past the balcony in the playground down 

below, the young children playing. It is a nice scene, the children in Gap 

clothing enjoying a summer day outside, away from their televisions and 

video games. Your lateness notwithstanding, you will leave your tripod 

and stand at the door and watch these children play. You will not heed the 

ringing phone (Note: Josef!). It should dawn on you only gradually that the 

children below are playing Hell. There will be one kid with a red shirt and 

a big board, seated high on top of the monkey bars. There will be other kids 

making their fingers into claws and dancing stooped over around what will 

appear to be prone and penitent sinners, damned for eternity, writhing in 

the sand box. There should be wet hair stuck to red foreheads; there should 

be smooth faces upturned in howl.

A week or so later, keep in mind that you will return to this property 

(perhaps Swiss Landing) for a rare re-shoot and you will find the children in a 

nice courtyard area, playing firing squad. You will see a pig-tailed, blindfolded 

girl in skorts, an unlit cigarette in her mouth. She will be a keen student of 

violent death: When she is shot (“Bang!”) by a row of boys with long sticks, 

she will crumple convincingly, subtly, sadly, without the bathos and flailing 

histrionics and final gasping words of the other executed children. She will 

lie bent on the sidewalk for quite a time. You will have to stand above her and 

pull up her blindfold and ask her politely to leave the courtyard area. No real 

people are allowed in virtual tours, especially little executed girls.

There will be another fun game, too, one that you won’t learn about until 

you go home at the end of the hot day and download your labeled disks to 

your outmoded computer so you can upload them to Archimedes Realty so 

that they can stitch them together and “Make the World Move.”TM When you 

download your disks, you will begin to see those familiar children, hidden in 

the courtyard and by the pool, flipping you the bird. Note: Those little rascals! 

You lose. You will need to return to the Swiss Bayou for a rare re-shoot.     
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Lesson 55

A Pretty Good 
Example of 
Maintenance Guy 
Humor (Or, How to 
Play the Straight Man 
Just One Damn Time)
MAINTENANCE GUY: Hey fella.

YOU (startled): Me?

MAINTENANCE GUY (pointing to a cemetery across the street from 

the property): Know how many dead people are buried there?

YOU: What?

MAINTENANCE GUY: Know how many dead people are buried over 

there?

YOU (staring at a Mustang Mart): Where? There?

MAINTENANCE GUY (sighing, putting a hand on your shoulder, 

pointing to the cemetery): There. How many dead people.

YOU (squinting, considering): Oh. Um. I have no idea.

MAINTENANCE GUY (walking away): They all dead.
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Lesson 56

How to Reduce 
Work-Related Stress 
(Or, How to Root 
Root Root)
When the virtual tour photographer strings together a couple thirty-hour 

workweeks, he runs the risk of exhaustion or “burnout.” To avoid a job-

related burnout, the virtual tour photographer should make sure to take 

time for relaxing activities on the weekend. Helpful Hint: Go to an Astros 

game with Roy on a Sunday afternoon. Follow these simple rules to have an 

enjoyable and stress-reducing day at the ballpark.

1. Arrive at the stadium early enough to see batting practice. Just 

look at that grass. You should not care what they put in it to make 

it look like that, what sort of dye or gene-mutating agent. It should 

be beautiful. Say, “Would you look at that.” Roy should say, “My 

God.”

2. Speaking of 360 degrees, that should be about how hot it is. The 

stadium’s retractable roof should be open. Start drinking gigantic 

foamy beers. Don’t start thinking about how many times you 

would have to press the button on the digital camera to pay for 

one beer. Start thinking about it, but then give up because the 

math gets tricky and discouraging.

3. Roy’s peebag should be hidden in a backpack. Security should 

check the backpack as you enter. Helpful Hint: The security guy 

should say, “We see these from time to time. Enjoy the game.”

4. Get the peanuts in the shell. Break the shells by squeezing them 

with your fingers. Dump the peanuts into your palm and then eat 

them. Drop the shells at your feet in a big pile. Look around. It 

should just seem like every third woman at the park is in a family 
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way. 

5. It may sound completely corny, but go ahead and catch a foul ball 

in the third inning. Stretch over the teenaged girl beside you and 

barehand it. It should sting a bit. Turn the ball in your hand. Grip 

it. Stare at it. Put it away and then get it back out and play with 

it some more. Roy should say, “Let’s see.”

6. The Astros should be working those bums over pretty good. What’s-

his-name should be 3-for-4 with four RBI. His big face should be 

up on the thing. A big smiling planet above centerfield, teeth like 

sidewalk squares. 

7. Yell at the tiny blue umpires about balls and strikes way down 

there. Parents in your section should look at you disapprovingly. 

When your gigantic beer runs out, purchase another one. Roy 

should say, “Easy there, chief.”

8. Stand up during the seventh inning stretch and sing “Take Me Out 

to the Ballgame.” You should forget some of the words. Sit down. 

It’s last call. There are funny bloopers up on the scoreboard with 

blooper noises. Dropped balls, birds on the field, skull-rattling 

collisions. Roy should ask if everything is OK at home. Always 

remember that you and Roy should be facing the same direction, 

it’s the way men talk. Wish he were your father. Feel drunk and 

sunburned and weepy. Say, “Fine. Yeah. Fine. Why?”

9. Before the game ends, Roy should gather his backpack and say, 

“Let’s get you home.” Go home to Doomed Village. Climb those 

dirty stairs. Don’t use the railing. In the apartment, the Estranged 

Girlfriend should say, “Your face is fried.” Make a noise. Lie down 

in bed at six o’clock and go to sleep. When Monday morning 

comes, you should be refreshed, relaxed, and ready to face that 

workweek.
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Lesson 57

How to Be Stuck in 
Traffic (Advanced)
This time it should be because of the dead guy.

The dead guy, prior to becoming dead, should have stolen something 

from Wal-Mart, hopped the guardrail, and been hit by a beer truck. You will 

hear this later on the news. 

The dead guy should really slow things down in terms of south-bound 

traffic. You should be driving to Dickinson. You should be late for your 

appointment. It should take you forty minutes to go less than a mile. 

When you pass the dead guy, there should be four lanes bottlenecked to 

two, impassive cops waving you on, the dead guy lying under a sheet that 

billows to reveal a gray hand, a floppy sock. Note: As awful as it sounds, 

the virtual tour photographer needs to be prepared to see pieces of the dead 

guy in the road—organs, entrails—and they should remind him foremost of 

guts in a movie. Things in real life, friend, should have a way of reminding 

you of stylized, high-budget representations of real life. And not the other 

way around. You should think about taking a picture of the dead guy, but 

decide against it. Drive past.

Your phone should ring, it should be Ivan Turgenev (?) calling from 

the AR home office in California. He should be curious about your recent 

shootsky in Humble.

Say, “There’s a dead guy in the road, Ivan.”

Ivan should say, “What?”

Say, “I just saw a dead guy.”

Ivan should say, “OK.”

Say, “Under a sheet. Just dead.”

The K Car should be screeching, it’s the air conditioner.

Ivan should say, “Please be trying to arrive on time.”

Say, “Hot guts in the road.”

Ivan should say, “Check in later.”

Say, “Guy was alive an hour ago.”

Ivan should say, “Is that your car making such a noise?”

You should try to tell Patty, the haggard PM at the Chateaus of Savoy 

Glen. Patty should say, “Bad luck.” You shouldn’t know if she means you or 

the dead guy.



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 123

Later, in the apartment, while you download your disks to your computer 

so that you can upload the images to Archimedes Realty, you will try to tell 

the Estranged Girlfriend about the dead guy, but you will do it through the 

pet cat, Isaac Newton, and thus the story will lose considerable force. 



LESSON 58

THE VANDALIZED CLOCKFRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE
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When you pull into the ravaged, war-torn parking lots of certain low-rent 

properties such as The Chateaus of Savoy Glen, you should notice that your 

shrieking, steaming K Car is more functional and more stylish than most of 

the cars in the lot. Note: If your K Car is not more functional and stylish than 

most of the cars in the lot, you have arrived at the wrong property and keep 

in mind that you are late. Many of the cars in the parking lot should be up 

on jacks, tireless, with bumper stickers that deride rival car manufacturers. 

You should long for polo and freckled shoulders. You just saw a dead man 

on the highway and what you should crave most is counterfeit beauty. The 

heat should just be incredibly hot, with everything wavy and ticking.

Always remember that the rental office should be a cinderblock shed, 

and there should be a sign on the door with that kind of adjustable clock 

face that indicates when the office person will be back. Note: You know 

what kind of clock. Except, young sorcerer, this clock should have been 

vandalized, lewdly mistreated, there should be no discerning the hour hand 

from the minute hand. Both should have been terribly disfigured, just stubs 

now, really, and each number on the clock face should have been scribbled 

out and replaced with a really crude drawing of a penis. Helpful Hint: 

Twelve penises in a circle, cave-drawing style. Keep in mind that if the 

clock does not have cartoon genitals on it, you are as lost as Columbus. Try 

so very hard not to think about the Kingwood deer, wearing an ascot and 

shaking his head disapprovingly. The deer would not be amused by this 

defaced clock, not at all. This vandalism would affirm certain of the deer’s 

strong convictions about people like this. You should stare at the maimed 

hands and the ring of dicks; it’s a new way of thinking about time. It should 

be very difficult, based on this clock, to tell when the Property Manager will 

return, or if she will return at all. Note: Consider leaving and not coming 

back. But then consider the thirty-five bucks. Imagine the crisp twenty, the 

ten, the five. 
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Lesson 59

How to Talk about 
Virtual Realty to Two 
Really Old Guys
in a Cheetah Mart 
Parking Lot in 
Dickinson, TX
If you should meet with a vandalized clock and a locked rental office, always 

remember to drive about half a mile down the road to a Cheetah Mart to 

get something cold to drink. The parking lot should be littered with losing 

lottery tickets. There should be bars on the windows. Take the camera case 

and digital camera with you into the store. The woman working in the 

Cheetah Mart should call you darlin. She should be wearing a store vest 

with tigerish stripes. There should be glistening hot dogs and an angry sea 

of fruit punch and Note: Don’t cheetahs have spots?   

When you come out of the store, notice the two old guys sitting on the 

bumper of a pickup truck parked next to the K Car. Keep in mind that they 

should both be wearing overalls and long-sleeve shirts and baseball caps 

with mesh backs. One of the old guys should look in your direction and say, 

“What you got there, junior, a purse?”

Turn around to see to whom he was talking. Note: To whom he was 

talking was to you.

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “Time was, a boy purse down here would get 

you in trouble.”

Be friendly. Respect your elders. Say, “It’s a camera case. It’s a camera.”

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “What?”

Say, “A camera case.” Unzip the case and take out the digital camera. 

Both old guys should look a little scared of it. Scared and disdainful.

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “You take pictures?”

Say, “Yes.”
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The Russians at Archimedes Realty, who “Make the World Move,”� 

should call. Both old guys should look at you suspiciously. They should spit 

tobacco onto the hot asphalt.

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “What do you take pictures of?”

Begin to understand that having a camera is not really any better than 

having a purse. Say, “Apartments.”

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “Apartments?”

Say, “Yes.” Say, “And I’ve got an appointment right now, in fact.”

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “With people in them?”

Say, “No. No people. Just apartments.”

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “Why?”

Note: That’s sort of what you want to know, too.

Say, “People look at the pictures of apartments and decide whether or 

not they want to live there.” Get your keys out of your pocket. Say, “I really 

should get going.”

Both of the old guys should laugh and spit. Old Guy No. 1 should say, 

“Son, what the hell are you talking about, anyway?”

Breathe. Grip your camera case with both hands. Say, “I sort of take a 

little tour of the property with my camera.”

Both old guys should begin shaking their heads. If you only had your 

tripod. Look down. Through the window see it gleaming on the burgundy 

bench seat of the K Car. Imagine the closeup. Feel like the action hero who 

can’t quite reach his sword/gun/phaser.

Say, “Then, see, people look at the pictures to see if they want to live 

there. Or not.”

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “Who looks at them?”

Say, “Just people who need a place to live.”

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “Why don’t they just go and see the property 

for themselves?”

Say, “I guess they don’t have time.”

Old Guy No. 2 should slap Old Guy No. 2 with the back of his hand and 

say, “Show me a picture of a woman and I’ll tell you if I want to marry her.” 

He should say pitcher.

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “And now you just show me a pitcher of a 

pickup truck and I’ll tell you if I want to drive it.” They should both cough 

and spit and chuckle.

Open the car door. Say, “You guys take it easy.”

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “You get paid for this?”

Say, “Handsomely.”

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “Can’t nobody live in a pitcher.”

Say, “Internet.”

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “That is a silly job, son.”
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Say, “There are opportunities for travel.”

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “Hey young man, want to take our pitcher?”

Always remember to take a picture of the two old guys on the bumper of 

the truck. Show it to them on the screen of the camera.

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “I see you here, Gene, and I reckon I want to 

be your acquaintance.”

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “How’s it done already?”

Say, “It’s digital.” 

They should stare at you. 

Say, “I’ve really got to go.”

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “Young man, can I have this pitcher?”

Eject the disk and hand it to the old guy. He should take it and stare at 

it. He should turn it over and stare at the back.

Open your car door. Say, “It’s on there.”

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “I don’t see it.”

Tell him it’s in there. In the disk.  

Keep in mind that the guy should shake the disk up next to his ear like 

a Christmas present. 

Tell him it’s not really like a photograph.

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “You just finished telling us you take 

pitchers.”

Say, “I do.”

Old Guy No. 1 should say, “Here, you keep this.” He should hand the disk 

back to you. He should say, “Put that back in your purse.” 

Old Guy No. 2 should say, “Silly job.”

Note: Depart already. As you pull out of the parking lot, always remember 

to leave the cool refreshing beverage on the roof of the K Car.



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 128

Lesson 60

How to Confer with a 
Low-Rent PM
When you enter the cinderblock rental office at low-rent properties such 

as The Chateaus of Savoy Glen, you should barely be able to make out the 

Property Manager across the small dark room. She should be in a turbid 

haze of smoke, talking on the phone to her son’s summer-school teacher. She 

should have her elbow on the fake wood table, her hand on her forehead. She 

should wince at the bright light coming in through the open door, but in no 

other way acknowledge your entrance. She should exhale smoke through 

her nose and say, “Believe me, there’s just not a damn thing I can do with 

him.” Note: Her voice should be hacksaw on steel pipe. As your eyes adjust 

to the dim, smoky room, you should see the log cabin of cigarette butts 

in the ashtray on her desk. She should be blonde, dark at the roots, with 

the kind of lifeless, resigned strands that shampoo commercials promise to 

address. She should say, “He doesn’t have any hobbies.” Her name should 

be stitched in cursive on her shirt, but the stitching should be frayed and 

worn. It should look like Pulty. Her name should probably be Patty. Sit in 

a cracked plastic chair and extend the legs of your tripod. Patty should say, 

“And now I can’t find the damn cat anywhere.”

There should be a rattling air conditioner unit blocking the sunlight 

from the one window and there should be a wet towel on the floor beneath 

it. There should be one desk. There should be no other rental agents. No 

bunting, no balloons. It should not appear that Patty is a member of any 

professional organizations. Keep in mind that there should be a faded and 

wrinkled poster scotch-taped to the wall. It should probably be a picture of 

the Grand Canyon. Fidget in your seat.

When Patty hangs up the phone, she should not welcome you to The 

Chateaus of Savoy Glen. She should not ask how she might exceed your 

expectations today. She shouldn’t talk about the heat.

Patty should stare at you and your tripod. She should say, “Please don’t 

tell me you’re here to do that tour.” 

Say, “Afraid so.”

She should say, “Nobody tells me these things.”

Say, “Sorry.”

Patty should say, “Look, there’s nothing to see. Place is a dump.” Her 

INSTANT EXERCISE

Name five places the cat could be hiding, as-

suming it is still alive.
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voice should sound awful. Warning: Cigarettes are not any good for you. 

There should be no pictures on her desk. No smiling children, no hunky 

fishermen. In general it’s just way better for your morale to use the term 

freelance, as opposed to part-time. 

Carry on, magic man. Think of the Chateaus of Savoy Glen as gritty and 

rustic and bohemian. Tell Patty that her property will get charged for your 

visit whether or not you take the pictures, which may be true. Ask Patty if 

there is a pool.

She should say, “With water in it?”

Blink. Nod.

She should say, “No.”

Ask if there is a fitness center.

“No.”

Ask if there is a nice courtyard area.

“No.”

Ask if there is a clothes care center.

“You mean laundrymat?”

Say, “Yes.”

“No.”

You should not have the heart to ask about a conference center, a 

gazebo, a duck pond, a club room, a billiards room, a large-screen movie 

projection room with cushioned, stadium-style theater seats, a covered bus 

stop, a sauna and tanning bed, or an espresso bar. At properties such as the 

Chateaus of Savoy Glen, it can be difficult to choose six locations. 

Patty should say, “We have a playground.”

Say, “Excellent. That will work.”

Be bold. Say, “Do you have a Model?”

Patty should say, “Yes.”

Now you are getting somewhere. Say, “Terrific.”

Always remember that Patty should say, “Well, it’s a Mini-Model.”

Patty should lead you out into the bright hot world and point you toward 

the playground and the Mini-Model, which should be unlocked. Tell Patty 

that you just saw a dead guy on the road. She should say, “Bad luck.” 

There should be no clouds, no breeze, no hope. Patty should say, “So you 

just drive around all day and film these tours?”

Say, “Essentially.”

Patty should light a cigarette. There should be creases in her face. Know 

that in her high school yearbook she is beautiful. She should exhale and 

say, “That sounds like a pretty crappy job.”

It’s probably better all the way around if you didn’t smile at Patty and 

bum a smoke.
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Lesson 61

How to Make a Silk 
Purse
Always remember that you are a vital cog, really the most important cog, 

of an organization that is way out there in the Great Tomorrow with long 

enough levers and also magic.

At low-rent properties such as The Chateaus of Savoy Glen, you can 

expect a dirty child to appear from the dark open door of an apartment. He 

should join you and Patty as you confer outside of the rental office. The kid 

should offer to be your helper. Patty should ask if you if you want her to get 

the kid out of your hair. Say no. Patty should say that you’re the expert and 

she should return to the rental office. Say, “What about the key?”

She should say, “It’s unlocked.”

Walk with the dirty kid along treacherous, crumbling sidewalks toward 

the Mini-Model. The grass should be patchy and seared. Note: If the grass is 

healthy, you could be at the wrong property or in the wrong U.S. city.

Take three sad, dark 360-degree tours inside the Mini-Model. One in the 

bedroom, one in the living room, and one in the kitchen/dining room. Keep 

in mind that these terms are used loosely here. At one point, you should 

absentmindedly leave the tripod and camera set up in the living room 

while you walk down the hall to examine the bedroom. As you stand in the 

bedroom, you should suddenly realize that the child has stolen your camera 

and tripod. Helpful Hint: He hasn’t. You should find him in the living room, 

peering at the image on the camera, making clicking noises with his tongue, 

holding your disks like you asked him to. There should be an old radio and 

a Nancy Drew book on the dirty floor and an umbrella propped in a corner. 

Note: Mini-Model chic. The bed in the bedroom should not be fake but 

implied. There should be no TV, no Sailboat Network. The dirty boy should 

be a good helper. He should ask you what you are doing and when you tell 

him, he should say, “Place stinks.”

Say, “I’ve seen worse.” Note: Where? When?

The child should say, “You seen the pool?”

Nod. Try to think of a lie the child won’t see through.

As you leave the Mini-Model, the boy should say, “Can I have that thing 

there?”

Say, “What, this tripod?”
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The boy should say, “Yeah.”

Say no but give the kid a dollar. He should put the dollar in his pocket 

and say, “How much is a tripod?”

Say, “A lot.” 

Outside, look at the barbed wire and the overflowing dumpsters, the 

dead cars and the rotting boards of enclosed patios. Fire ants should be 

a hazard. Even using the most advanced deception technology, what do 

you have to work with? Just shoot the tour, the Russians will make this 

wretched slum spin.

The boy should lead you to the playground. See its broken and dangerous 

pieces of equipment. There should be a woman sitting on a chipped and 

faded rhinoceros, while two men move all of her belongings out of her 

apartment and into the parking lot.

Say, “There was a dead guy on the interstate.”

The kid should say, “Cool.”

You can’t shoot the playground. Real people, especially weeping evictees, 

are not allowed in virtual tours. It is part of your job to ask this woman to 

move but there’s just no way. 

Keep in mind that you should have seen the Estranged Girlfriend’s 

appointment scribbled on a note pad in the kitchen.  

The two movers, their faces should be expressionless. It should be the 

same face that people who do experiments on monkeys must have. One of 

them should be skinny and one should be fat. Their shirts should be soaked 

through and their faces should be red. They should be trying to get a ragged 

sofa through the front door. It should be a sleeper sofa, and the stained 

mattress should keep sliding out.     

The skinny guy should say, “Watch the arm. Watch the arm. Don’t force 

it.”  They should be being very careful with a hopeless couch they are moving 

to the parking lot. Keep in mind that it’s an absurd code, but it’s the only 

code they have.

The fat guy should gasp and say to you, “Hey buddy, can you give us a 

hand here?”

Say no, like Bartleby in freshman English.

Krvevde (?) should call to remind you of your appointment at an 

apartment community in Dickinson called, wait a minute, called the 

Chateaus of Savoy Glen.

Say, “I’m considering giving my tripod to my little friend.”

Krvevde should say, “Try being not so many hours late. Call later and 

check in.”

Say, “OK.”

Level the tripod on the brown grass and shoot the playground—it’s 

a virtual tour, it’s not filmed, it’s eight overlapping pictures in a circle, 
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Russian-stitched, it’s the crying woman, the rhinoceros, the two movers 

and their couch, your thirty-foot shadow, and the dirty kid, who smiles and 

waves at the camera.  
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Lesson 62

Some Key Features 
of Your Archimedes 
Realty Digital Camera
She should be sitting on the futon, reading a magazine, her legs tucked up 

beneath her, a strand of her hair curling into her mouth. She should look 

small, portable. It is important that the virtual tour photographer’s sperm 

should have already reached the Estranged Girlfriend’s ovum.

She should put slender fingers in front of her face. She should say, “Do 

not take my picture.”

The virtual tour photographer should say, “I’m not.”

She should say, “Don’t.”

Say, “I’m just making sure it’s set on wide angle.”

She should say, “Is that supposed to be a joke?”

You should say, “No.” 

Note: No.

She should smile and say, “I didn’t think so.” 

Always remember to label your disks.  

Helpful Hint: And later, friend, you will have your labeled disks but you 

will have no way to view them. It will be like the gift of the magi. It will be 

like a tale told by an idiot.

You will stand at the window. The futon will still be damp with your 

sweat. There will be no air conditioner, there will be no electricity. The sun 

will be diamonds and shapes on the scuffed wooden floor. There will be a 

lot of dust on the sill. Outside there will be no surveyors, no contractors, 

no developers, no demolitionists. It may be Sunday morning. You will listen 

carefully for the sounds of pre-recorded church bells ringing through high-

end belfry speakers. You will try to open one of the windows that has been 

painted shut since Gerald Ford. You will curse, drip sweat on the sill. You 

will take your shoe and smash the window, which will feel satisfying, will 

increase airflow, and will create a more authentic look of condemnation. The 

cell phone will have stopped ringing. You will carefully sweep the shards of 

glass into a pile. You will toss to the ground below a vase of rotting flowers. 

The woman staring up at you will be, in all likelihood, a nanny.
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THE FAKE PET DIVISIONFRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE
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Go ahead and just put the K Car in park (P). You’re not going anywhere 

anytime soon. Helpful Hint: I-45. 

The thing is, in Model apartments throughout the Rental Empire, you 

will see fake pet paraphernalia: A leash and collar hanging from a hook, 

empty food and water bowls on the kitchen floor, unchewed chew toys piled 

into a plush mail-order bed. Fake messages on refrigerators to take Rex or 

Buster to the vet.

What you will not see are fake pee stains, fake claw marks, or fake 

clumps of hair. Nor will you see the fake pets themselves. There are spooky 

traces of pets, but no actual fake pets. Note: What happened to Peppy? 

Did Peppy run away? Did Peppy bite a child and have to be put down? You 

should imagine that they’re working on this somewhere, the fake pets. You 

should imagine that there exists a Fake Pet Division, a gaunt team leader 

(Roger) who is trying to get results on a shoestring budget. This is not as 

easy as a fake stereo or a fake fern. The great challenge, of course, is not 

to make the fake pet look dead. The internal review was adamant: All four 

prototypes (Fido, Queenie, Socks, and Napoleon) appeared to be deceased. 

The open eyes made them look somehow even more dead, and not even 

peacefully dead. And look, we don’t need a focus group to tell us that a 

dead pet on a loveseat will just bring everyone down. It’s depressing. It’s not 

going to move any real estate. A dead furry pet at the foot of a fake bed will 

just remind apartment seekers of certain unpleasant realities (e.g. the life 

cycle). So it’s back to the drawing board, Roger. (Roger, he’s always rubbing 

his eyes with the heels of his hands.) They’d like to see Napoleon II by the 

autumn stockholders’ meeting.   
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Lesson 64

How to Shoot a 
Virtual Tour
Well don’t just stand there, dummy, help the alcoholic tennis pro pick up all 

those golden balls. You do not want to be late for the Estranged Girlfriend’s 

appointment.

The tennis pro should be working on his serve, alone, it’s a thousand 

degrees and he’s sweating expensive scotch on the beautiful and true court 

at The Crescent.

He should confide in you. He should lean against chain link and tell 

you he has not had a promising student in nine years. There should exist 

nothing as white as his clothes, his shoes. 

Toss the balls in the hopper. Wipe the sweat from your forehead. You 

should not know what to say. Say, “Maybe tomorrow.”

He should have sandy, boyish hair and a wrecked face. He should wear a 

thin smile. He should say, “Yes, that’s it. Maybe tomorrow.”

Ask him politely to leave the court. You should feel sick. You should 

imagine that she’s not really pregnant after all. There’s been a big mistake. 

She has some type of hyphenated and totally curable syndrome. 

Level your tripod by the middle of the net. Take eight overlapping 

pictures in a circle. While grasping the panhead, silently ask Whomever 

to deliver unto this community, tomorrow, a prodigy, some thin-wristed 

geometer with a wooden racket.

Click on Tennis Court and see for yourself: the sun always shines at The 

Crescent.
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Lesson 65

How to Wait in the 
Clinic: Notes
There are eleven steps to waiting in 

1.

a.

2.  Imagine the hilltop in Manassas (note: slices of boiled egg) 

3.

 4.

 

5.  Worker guys in blue shirts

  6.  Fake flowers

7.

8. Click on clinic / thin carpet (note: mints)

Keep in mind that there are as many ways to wait in a clinic while 

the Estranged Girlfriend has an abortion as there are clever virtual tour 

photographers. The important thing is to find a style and an approach that 

work best for you. A style and an approach that

Imagine every protestor as Ivan Lendl – the wristbands and conviction

Note: There are three Approaches to Being There: 

1. Cinematic

2. Sick

3. Virtual

4. Stuffed Animal
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Lesson 66

The Virtual Tour 
Photographer’s 
Handy 
Troubleshooting 
Guide

PROBLEM Possible Solution

You can’t fit the little bubble inside 
the circle to level the tripod. 

Level the tripod by putting that 
little bubble inside the circle.

Tripod is glittering at the bottom of 
the pool.

Extract the tripod from the pool 
with a leaf net.

Eight images in virtual tour don’t 
overlap.

Set camera on wide angle.

Can’t move the world. Get a longer lever and/or a better 
place to stand.

PM is completely opposed to shoot-
ing virtual tour.

Hypnotize her with tripod, not-
withstanding.

Traffic is just so fucking bad. Be ironical.

The Mini-Model is completely 
crushing your resolve and the heat 
isn’t helping things one bit.

Be ironical.

A deer who has never worked a day 
in his life tries to humiliate you.

Drive on past, friend. That deer 
doesn’t know you. What mat-
ters most is that you believe in 
yourself and also that you dress 
professionally and arrive at each 
appointment on time. (Majestic 
eagle!)

The Russians never leave you alone. Try counting.

You accidentally shoot someone. Rare re-shoot.

You accidentally shoot yourself. Rare re-shoot.

You accidentally shoot directly into 
a window.

Rare re-shoot.
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Just never quite sure how to use the 
word notwithstanding.

Best just to avoid the word be-
cause using notwithstanding can 
feel not unsimilar to attaching 
jumper cables to a car’s engine, 
whereby, to the virtual tour pho-
tographer’s admittedly limited 
understanding, there are a couple 
of variations involving the red 
and black cables and the positive 
and negative battery nodes, with 
the correct variation resulting in 
the dead-batteried car’s trium-
phant start and the wrong varia-
tion resulting in a gruesome and 
sparky electrocution and maybe 
an explosion. It is a dangerous 
and stitched-together word with 
hairpin curves that means some-
thing or the opposite of that, 
whichever, so just be careful.

You just thought it would turn out 
different than this.

Everyone thinks that. (Wear the 
camera case across your chest.) 

But— Shoot the tour.

The bed of the pickup truck ahead 
of you is filled with migrant work-
ers, wind-whipped and resigned, a 
dozen dead eyes on your windshield.

Pass the truck. (Watch out for 
your blind spot.)

There’s another truck just like it. 
Always another one.

Hide behind a large piece of exer-
cise equipment.

You and The Estranged Girlfriend 
have conversations through the cat. 
Like she’ll say, “Gertie, how hard is 
it to pick up a plate and take it to 
the kitchen?” and you’ll say, “Isaac, 
man, I’m just tired. It was a long 
day, you know how it is.” And she’ll 
say, “Well, Gertie, it wasn’t that long 
of a day. And it seems like—” And 
you’ll say, “Ike!” And she’ll say, “—
like driving around and taking pic-
tures would be a hell of a lot better 
than sitting in an office.” And you’ll 
say, “Big Ike, I’m so glad you’re not 
the kind of person who nags people 
all the time.” And she’ll say, “Tell 
me, Gertie, how did we get into all 
of this?” And you’ll say, “Don’t an-
swer that one, Isaac. Do not answer 
that one.”

Either feel very tired or feel like 
laughing. 

(Note: Keep in mind that you are 
late for your next appointment in 
Sugarland.)

Headache: a black dumbbell, span-
ning the lobes.

Advil.



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 139

Parents got divorced when you were 
little.

Everyone’s parents got divorced 
when they were little.

You hear on the radio that they 
want to turn the Astrodome into a 
casino.

Always remember that that’s the 
solution, not the problem.

They told you on a warm summer 
evening, just as you were ready to 
go out to play with friends in the 
safe neighborhood of your youth. 
They asked you to sit down. You 
were in the kitchen. They were 
standing together at the counter, 
your mother crying, the soft sun-
light streaking the formica, the 
linoleum. The oven and the stove 
were brown. They said it wasn’t 
your fault and they loved you and 
did you have any questions. You 
shook your head and then went out 
to play in the last available minutes 
of sunlight.     

(Totally different e-book.)

Duffel bags, science fiction, step-
mothers.

“We Make the World Move.”™

Can’t fall asleep without having a 
drink.

Have a drink.

Peebag is just about full. Well, empty it.

The Estranged Girlfriend is preg-
nant and the apartment where you 
live is going to be knocked down by 
a big ball on a crane.

Stay high above your life, friend, 
like the blue-blooded picnickers 
at the Battle of Bull Run.

The Employee Manual is ridiculous.
A relatively inexpensive download 
is available. 

The Estranged Girlfriend has been 
in there forever, in a room you don’t 
want to have to think about. A table 
full of gleaming instruments, care-
fully arranged. Outside the window-
less clinic, a group has gathered, 
probably with signs, probably with 
candles. You actually think you can 
hear their chants faintly above the 
hiss of central air, the quiet horror 
of light rock.

  Vogue. Redbook. People.

The K Car sounds terrible. Probably the compressor.
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Lesson 67

Waiting
There should not be any windows, first of all.

There should be reading material, a library of pamphlets. On the covers 

there should be photographs of ethnically diverse women, aspiring actresses, 

each with a slightly anxious but brave gaze that makes it clear that she, 

like the reader, wants some straight answers about her cervix. They stare 

straight out of the pamphlets, no profiles. Always remember that the arms 

of their sweaters should most often be tied around their necks. 

Keep in mind that the ceiling should be made up of square tiles, each 

tile maybe 2’ x 2’, the kind of tile that you could push up on and slide to 

the side, revealing a square black hole above the clinic, the kind of square 

black hole that you could crawl up into before kicking the ladder down or 

pulling up the knotted rope and then sliding the tile back over the hole and 

lying there in the warm, still, insulated dark with the faint humming of the 

lights and the faraway crinkly sound of magazine pages below. The smell 

of pine and damp fern. When your eyes got adjusted to the light, you might 

see an empty bottle, some dried flowers, a boot, a waterlogged Playboy from 

the late 70s. Some ashes and blackened logs from a camp fire, that kind of 

tile.

Some of the ceiling squares should not be tiles but square fluorescent 

lights, dispersed among the ceiling grid in a pattern that should remain 

unsettlingly mysterious even after five minutes of study and after twenty-

five minutes of study. Time should be strange and the patterns of ceiling 

light should be random. There should be a flickering. It should be cold, with 

an occasional draft from the air conditioning and the swirling concern. 

Note: Your cold hands.

There is no need to worry about stitching. The music is bad. The chanting 

is worse.

Two maintenance men in dark blue work shirts should be fixing the 

sliding Plexiglas window that separates the compassionate receptionist 

from the stoic patients with insurance cards. Always remember that how 

did it get broken? The men look uncomfortable. They work too quickly, 

make mistakes. They knock to the carpeted floor a wicker basket full of 

individually wrapped mints. There is static from the region of their belts.

Yes, there should be fake flowers on a low table. These flowers should be 

unfamiliar to the virtual tour photographer, not indigenous to the Rental 

Empire. In the fake flower catalogue, there should be clear organization, a 
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helpful index. Waiting Room, Automotive. Waiting Room, Medical. Lobby, 

Hotel. Each commercial zone its own fake flora. 

Helpful Hint: Focus groups of pregnant teens and just one more question, 

ladies: Which of these do you find most soothing? 

Women of many generations should be waiting. Like you, they look for 

patterns in the ceiling, in the carpet. They flip through colorful magazines. 

They sit with open purses on their laps and they dig one-handed for 

something they never find. Note: What maladies of the womb?

The maintenance men should clean the new window with Windex and 

then leave quietly. When they open the door, they should let a chant in.  

There should be one other man in the waiting room and he should not be 

able to sit still. He should pace the room with a small, stuffed bear. A man 

in need of a window, a man not at all self-conscious about his incessant 

pacing, his small, stuffed, blue bear. Definitely not AR material.

Sit low in your seat. You should be breathing, your heart should be 

beating. In your mind you should set up your tripod over the corner of the 

low table in the center of the room. Level the tripod by putting the bubble 

inside the circle. No windows or mirrors. It’s eight pictures in a circle, it’s 

360 degrees of magic and fun. Of course, these people would have to move. 

People are not allowed in virtual tours, especially terrified people with 

abnormal pap smears.

Note: She should come out, finally, after two hours or four hours or 

three hours. She should come through a door pale and slouching. It should 

be difficult to look at her. It should be very difficult. She should stop at 

the receptionist’s clear window and schedule a follow-up appointment. 

Say, in response to an imaginary interviewer’s question, nothing. Say, No 

comment. 

Stand, you. Stand and walk. You should feel like you are inside yourself, 

deep inside yourself in a sound-proof control room, operating your limbs 

and digits like a big crane. From inside yourself, move your hand up to her 

shoulder. That’s it. Squeeze, but gently. She should turn to you and smile 

faintly but note, she’s as far away as you are. Hold her hand as you leave the 

clinic. It should feel more wrong than the sex act, but just hold her hand.

She should be two days in bed with the chills, shades drawn, saying she’s 

fine, saying people survive this, making unbearable jokes about diapers. The 

real flowers you should have bought from the neighborhood flower market 

should sit on the dining room table, unseen and unheeded. Then the third 

day she should be gone.
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Lesson 68

How to Shoot a 
Virtual Tour 
Distractedly. Outside, in a real tree, a mockingbird should sing like a cell 

phone, should sing like an ambulance. 

Note: Should sing like a truck in reverse.  



LESSON 69

HOW TO SAY GOODBYE TO THE 
GRIZZLED NEIGHBOR

FRONT LINE EXCLUSIVE
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Sit at a dimly lit bar with Roy in late afternoon. The peebag should be 

resting on a seat in between you and should be about half full. There should 

be country music on the jukebox. Johnny Cash from prison, or perhaps 

Townes Van Zandt. 

Behind you there should be a single coin-op pool table. One of the legs 

of the table should be too short and there should be a phone book wedged 

beneath it. The green felt should be faded, knifed, cigarette burned, and 

stained with beer and what should look to be blood. One guy should be 

playing by himself with a warped cue. He should break and the balls should 

explode and disperse, two should drop in pockets with that satisfying thud, 

followed by the slow rumbling roll inside the table. The others balls should 

roll and bounce according to physical laws unique to this table, following 

grooved tracks and coming to rest, finally, in small depressions or against 

dead rails. He should then run that slanted table with stripes, reading the 

warp and tilt like a golfer reads a green. Note: Like a good golfer. His final 

shot on the eight should be a miracle, a slow uphill parabola around a solid, 

picking up speed as it rolls downhill toward the pocket. It is a stunning 

exhibition that should have you thinking about halftime entertainers: 

unicyclists, jugglers, acrobats, stunt riders, trampoliners, fire eaters. The 

countless hours spent perfecting ridiculous skills. The nobility of it. You 

should wish suddenly that you could spin plates on your chin and knees, 

delighting children with chocolate on their faces. Feel wistful. 

You and Roy should turn back around to face the bar. Roy should say, 

“That guy must have had a troubled childhood.”

When the bartender opens a door behind the bar, you should actually 

glimpse a small cot in the back room. (The Empire!) Note: Beerside Manor. 

Note: The Spinning Cot at Drunken Estates. Note: When you want to get 

away from it all … Forever. You could go on and on and on. On and on. 

Knock yourself out. The thing is, and it’s true, the ironic worker is actually 

a pretty good worker. He learns quickly, he does the crappy work, and he is 

unlikely to make waves because he is, at bottom, a coward. This, too: The 
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virtual tour photographer can, of course, be replaced easily enough (though 

Archimedes Realty will obviously need the equipment back). 

Roy should say, “They ran off Francis today.”

Say, “Francis who?”

Roy should say, “Francis. That fat guy who roller skates across the 

street.”

Say, “I didn’t know his name.”

Roy should say, “I was packing up boxes and he was skating. That faggot 

is good. I mean, have you seen him?”

Nod. Drink. 

Roy should say, “You’ve seen him, right?”

Say, “I’ve seen him.”

Roy should say, “He had some new stuff worked up. Spins and jumps and 

shit. He’s got a sense of style, too.”

Say, “He is good.”

Roy should say, “And then I looked up and there was a cop car and two 

cops got out and talked to Francis. They were kind of making fun of him, I 

could tell. Makes me glad to be moving. I’m glad.”

You should look at Roy through the mirror behind the bar. His shirt 

should have stingrays on it. His hair should be nearly white. The mirror 

would pose a problem for a virtual tour photographer, but there are ways 

around that problem, little tricks that you learn.  

Say, “How are you feeling, Roy?”

He should shrug.

Say, “You’re looking pretty good.”

He should say, “I can’t do what I used to do.” He should laugh. “Like piss. 

Or fuck. Or lift anything. My niece and her husband had to carry all the 

boxes and furniture down those stairs. I feel old.”

Say, “You shouldn’t be drinking.”

He should say, “You can’t take that away, too.”

Say, “Sorry I wasn’t around to help. I was working.”

Roy should ask if the Estranged Girlfriend is OK. He should not call her 

this, of course. He should call her by her name. 

Shrug. Say, “I guess.”

He said, “I knocked on your door today. Her car was there, but she didn’t 

answer.”

Say, “She’s feeling bad.”

Roy should say, “You two aren’t staying together.”

Finish your beer. It wasn’t a question.

A guy in a wheelchair at the end of the bar should be playing one of 

those video trivia games. He should ask you and Roy, “How far from the 

Earth to the sun?”
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Roy should say, “In miles?”

He should say, “Yeah.”

Roy should say, “Fuck. Ten thousand?”

The guy in the wheelchair should look at you. Say, “One billion.”

Roy should say, “No, wait, wait. More than that. Hundred thousand.”

The guy in the wheelchair should make a face. He should touch a button 

on the screen, then look back up and say, “It’s ninety-three million.”

Roy should say, “Well damn, what’s the difference?”

The bartender should bring new beers in frosty glasses.

Keep in mind that the peebag should be filling up. It should sit there 

between you and Roy like a mascot or talisman. It should feel like it is 

attached to both of you somehow. Yellow in, yellow out. This thing that 

should be hidden, inside, private, has become public and communal. It 

should make you want to open yourself up, as well, it should make you 

want to turn yourself inside out and bear what is hidden. Want this. Realize 

that it’s not something you can do, any more than you can spin a plate on 

your chin.

Say, “Where will you go?”

He should say, “My niece lives in League City. She’s going to let me stay 

with her and her family for a while. She’s been helping me look for a new 

place. I meant to tell you, we took some of those tours. The virtual tours.”

Say, “Oh yeah? I probably shot those.” Note: Your sense of pride is of 

indeterminate sincerity. You are on the front lines of magic.  

Roy should say, “I know you did. Great work.”

You should drink to that.

Say, “See anything you liked?”

Roy should say, “I don’t know, everything looked good. Everything 

looked the same. Spinning pools. Spinning flowers. Everything was bright 

and clean with a stupid name.”

Say, “I know.”

There is no way around it, saying goodbye to Roy is just really hard. 

There are no easy-to-follow steps to follow easily. 

Roy should say, “Where are you going?”

Tell him you’re not sure.

Sit there together with your elbows on the bar.

Say nothing. 

Roy should not say anything.

Say nothing.

After some time, Roy should say, “We ought to go fishing down on the 

Gulf some time. You ever done that?”

Say, “No.”

Roy should say, “You never have?”

INSTANT EXERCISE

What else have you not done?
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Shake your head.

Roy should say, “We really ought to do that.”

Tell Roy that you’d like that a lot. 
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Lesson 70

Another Thing That 
Probably Would Have 
Happened If You Had 
Opted for Catering 
Instead of Virtual 
Photography
You would have been working an afternoon fashion show at an art museum. 

After serving lunch to a room full of high class ladies, you would have had 

to wait, out of sight, behind large screens that you had helped set up hours 

earlier and which you would have to take down hours hence. There would 

have been a lot of you caterers piled back behind the screens while the 

fashion show went on, waiting to go pick up the lunches that the high class 

ladies did not touch. 

Behind the screen, you would have heard the music and the announcer 

and the applause, but you would not have been able to see anything. At one 

point, many of your co-workers, community college students with better 

cars than yours, would have pressed against the screens, peeking through 

the cracks and whispering. From what you would have been able to gather, 

some of the models on the runway would have been topless. Your young 

male co-workers would have rushed the screens, jostling for position, 

trying to catch a glimpse of the flat-chested models. You would have really 

wanted to see the boobs, too, just as much as anyone, but you would not 

have wanted to seem immature, so you would have remained back from 

the screens with the young women caterers, rolling your eyes at these boys 

and secretly wanting very much to look at the models’ tits, no matter how 

small they probably would have been. There would have been a crush of 

bodies and the screens would have been teetering. There would have been 

caterers actually jumping into the air to try to see over the heads of their 

coworkers. Finally a gay team leader, who had earlier exhorted you and 



Lessons in Virtual Tour Photography by Chris Bachelder page 148

your coworkers to go “beyond the extra mile” for this event, would have 

scream-whispered, “People! Knock it off! My God, it’s just breasts.” Just 

like that: “It’s just breasts.”   
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Lesson 70

How to Get the 
Archimedes Realty 
Tripod and Camera 
Stolen
Getting your tripod and camera stolen on a hot, bright afternoon at a large 

mid-rent complex called the Huntington Arms or, perhaps, Huntington 

Manor, is not difficult. Keep in mind that the threat of theft is greater at 

a large mid-rent complex because its tenants carry the greatest debt of 

any citizens in the Rental Empire. Note: Polished cars and entertainments 

systems. Keep in mind that the Ex-Girlfriend is at this very moment 

moving out, she has friends to lift the large items. Imagine a split screen: 

you, damp and slouched in a rental office, tripod in your lap, wiping sugar 

cookie crumbs from the corners of your mouth / her, shutting the apartment 

door for the last time and walking gingerly down the filthy stairs. And: 

Long sleeves even in the heat. When you go home later to The Condemned 

Lodge at Nanny Pointe, the apartment will be nearly empty. She will leave 

you the futon and the flowers. You will walk to her bedroom closet, open the 

door, and sit down inside. You will say, “Isaac?” and your voice will ring in 

the high empty apartment. Isaac will be gone. There will be metal hangers, 

jangling. There will be no air conditioner. You will look for a note. In most 

movies, there would be a terse, three-line note in a black, hurried cursive. 

It’s the futon that should really get to you, that final ambiguous gift. 

Helpful Hint: In many ways, getting the tripod and camera stolen is 

easier than shooting a virtual tour. The preparation is similar; the key 

difference is that instead of shooting the tour you allow the equipment to 

be stolen by a juvenile delinquent with a high car payment. Follow these 

dozen or so steps.

1. Set up the tripod in the center of a beautiful courtyard area with full 

sun and no shadows. There should be mosquitoes, the grass should 

be spongy and virtually green. You of course should know by now 

that if you don’t tighten those screw things on each of the tripod’s 
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legs, the tripod will collapse onto the grass. Note: Like a newborn 

horse. It should be as startling, tripod in grass, as the bright, blood-

soaked pads, wrapped in toilet paper, buried in that bathroom 

trashcan that you should have sifted through, with fingertips, late 

last night, tight-chested and breathless, sneaking up on your life, 

tremulously, furtively, sneaking up from behind, picking up your 

life’s trail, its wakes and waste, like some kind of detective or stray 

dog. Sitting on the edge of the tub with the door locked. Pick up the 

tripod. Tighten the screw things on the legs. They’re called foals. 

2. Level the tripod by putting that little bubble inside the circle. 

Spongy grass won’t help things one fucking bit. Note: If you 

haven’t affixed the camera yet, then it’s difficult to even know 

what to say.

3. Affix the camera to the tripod. You have inserted a disk already, 

haven’t you? As you screw the camera onto the tripod, you should 

inadvertently un-level the tripod in the spongy grass. You’ll need 

to level the tripod by trying to fit that nervous little bubble inside 

the goddamn circle.

4. Curse and drip sweat onto the equipment. Feel as though you’re 

being watched. Note: You are now ready to get the tripod and 

camera stolen.

5. Your phone should ring. It’s Nikita Kruschev (?) at Archimedes 

Realty. He is wanting to remind you.

6. For best results, there should be no disk in the camera and you 

should have no disks on your person. The disks should be in the K 

Car. Important Safeguard: Always remember to exit the courtyard, 

leaving the expensive equipment behind you on the front lines of 

magic. Take one last glance over your shoulder at the gleaming 

tripod in the spongy grass. Look around you, look up onto the 

second-floor balconies, the NASCAR towels limp on railings. Note: 

The towels with faded parrots. Hear the distant wail of a child who 

has gotten his big toe stuck in a poolside grate. It hurts, distantly. 

There should be hidden robbers in the shrubbery. There should 

be the buzz of mowing, always mowing. Imagine this courtyard 

spinning slowly, creepily, sadly, like a dancing bear in a tutu.

7. You should have lain awake on the futon the night before. The light 
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on the VCR should have flashed, illuminating all of her packed 

boxes.  There should have been sprinklers outside, nourishing 

the vibrant sod. When you heard the Estranged Girlfriend come 

back from the bathroom again, you should have gone into the 

dark bedroom and said something. You should have said, “Are you 

OK?”

She should have said, “Yes.”

You should have said, “Do you need anything?”

She should have said, “No.”

There are things you should have said. You should have said 

that you are sorry, for one. It’s a feeling that you should have had, 

that you should have, a dark, heavy, indistinct feeling of sorriness. 

You should have said, “I’m sorry.”

She should have said, “For what?”

You should have blinked. You should have opened your mouth. 

You should have said, “For everything.”

She should have made, perhaps, the sound of disgust or 

impatience you can make by exhaling air through the nose. But it 

should have been difficult to hear over the vibrating noises of the 

window AC unit. 

She should have said, “I’m moving. Tomorrow.”

You should have said, “Do you need any help?”

She should have said, “Thanks. But I’ve got it covered.”

The old wood floors should have creaked beneath you and your 

massive black tumor of regret. You should have been nervous. You 

should have said, “Do you think it would be OK if I slept in the 

bed tonight?”

She should have said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

8. Go back to the K Car to the get a disk. Since the property is 

surrounded by a high fence, you’ll have to pass through the rental 

office. When you walk through the office, a rental agent on the 

phone should smile at you. She should be young and lovely, but 

too thin. She should probably have an attribute name—Charity 

or Hope or Chastity. You might want to live with her under a fake 

sink. You could come out at night and forage for fruit and cereal 

in the bounteous kitchen. Always remember that she should be 

wearing a large engagement ring.

9. In the parking lot, there should be shirtless men washing their 

cars. Keep in mind that you should never leave your equipment 

unattended because it can get stolen.
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10. In the dark she should have said, not angrily, “If you’re sorry for 

everything, you’re not really sorry for anything, are you?”

11. Finally: Return to the courtyard with a disk. The thing is: The 

tripod and camera should have disappeared. Note: Like magic. 

Wonder if you are in the right courtyard and you are. Currently 

you are late for your next appointment; it’s in Humble. Always 

remember to walk slowly to the spot where the tripod had rested 

just moments ago. Look around you. There are no people, no 

lingering swatch or scent. There is just the sound of mowing, the 

humid tarp of the air. Look down. See those three dents in the lush 

mid-rent turf. Drop to one knee and then two. Lie down. Lie down 

and press your face into the real grass. It should smell like you 

remember. Do all of this and do it in sequence. Feel the vibrations 

of the approaching mowers. Feel the slide of earthworms beneath 

you. Press down into the grass, do this, press lower and lower, 

burrow deep into the courtyard, below the sweep of the blades 

and that’s all there is to it.     
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Lesson 71

A Partial List of 
Harbingers and 
Portents 

1. Note: The power should have been turned off. Anything in the 

refrigerator would have spoiled, so it’s a good thing there’s nothing 

in the refrigerator.

2. The Ex-Girlfriend should have taken the air conditioner unit when 

she moved out, and so the nearly empty apartment should feel as 

hot as the top floor of a condemned building in Texas summer, 

which it is. Note: Even if you did have an air conditioner unit, 

which you do not, you could not use it because you would draw 

attention to yourself and also there is no electricity.

3. And the notices, all those notices should be strewn in the hallway 

and stairway like, what, autumn leaves.

a. Informative blues

b. Concerned yellows

c. Urgent reds

d. The hallway itself haunted by the ghost of Roy’s prostate.

4. Occasionally the men in ties should drop by for a few words with 

the men in hard hats. There should be muddy boots, hushed voices, 

a general air of demolition. There should be no breeze through 

smashed windows.

5. Sit on the floor in a trapezoid of sunlight, notwithstanding. If the 

headache could hold water, it could hold a lot of water. You should 

hate to admit it, but it looks like a Mini-Model in here, empty but 

for a futon, a bowl and spoon, a duffel bag, a blanket and pillow, 

and the printed pages of this downloaded guide to virtual tour 

photography strewn across the floor like, what, eviction notices. A 

Magic Eight Ball in the dusty corner. A cell phone. A dozen or so 
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labeled disks masking-taped to the gray walls, a small gallery of 

favorites: Roy 6, Lightning, L., Jose, Old Guys, Morgan, Peebag 2, 

E. Albee (?), K Car, Tripod, Isaac Newton. The dried-out flowers.

6. A development: From the kitchen window you should be able to 

see a distant billboard, two giant words, white on black: Try Jesus. 

Some grammatically savvy teen punks should have spray-painted 

a big white comma between the words.

7. And it should occur to you only now, friend, that perhaps it was 

eccentric Danish astronomer, astrologer, and alchemist Tycho 

Brahe—and not Isaac Newton at all—who lost part of his nose 

in a duel and then fashioned a prosthesis out of a metal alloy. 

Brahe, with his meticulous astronomical notes and charts, based 

on twenty years of painstaking, naked-eye observations from his 

opulent observatory on the island of Hveen. Brahe, who thought 

the Earth stood still at the center of the universe and was wrong 

about that. And it should occur to you, too, that Tycho Brahe would 

also be an excellent name for a cat.

8. Gather your belongings. Keep in mind that you are not going down 

with this ship. No, you are not. There are places to go. There are 

fake cabinets, there are fake closets, there are dark places beneath 

fake beds. You have traveled far and wide in the Rental Empire. 

You are the expert. Note: Like Marco Polo. And you are invisible, 

virtual. You have no reflection. You’ve learned the tricks and the 

hiding places like a master magician.

9. Do not imagine the tripod in some cluttered pawnshop, bent and 

dented, languishing beside guns and guitars. Just don’t. 

10. There should be a crack in the Magic Eight Ball. The magic juice 

should seep out beneath the duct tape. You should puncture the 

porthole and dump out the plastic oracle. It is a cheap thing to 

hold. Kneel down, shake it in your palm like a desperate man, roll 

it across the long wooden floor. It’s your lucky die. Your sources say 

Yes.    

Tycho Brahe
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Appendix A

Five Ways to Feel 
Appropriately Sorry

1. Imagine the wide net of your sorriness spread across dark, deep 

waters. Note: Now imagine hauling the huge net to the surface, 

the flash of silver scales in the sun, the hectic applause of slapping 

tails.

2. Imagine, in a dark ditch, the waddling possum of regret, rat-like 

and horrible. Note: Now imagine, clinging with tiny claws to her 

underside, those dozen hairless worms, pink and specific.

3. Imagine the brightly colored piñata of contrition and rue. Note: 

Now imagine a lever long enough and a place to stand, the gaudy 

explosion of individually wrapped apologies.

4. Imagine the blanket of your apology. Note: Make it a quilt. Now, 

imagine dozens of small panels, each one representing a facet of 

error.

5. Imagine the Trojan Horse of your regret, moonlit by the moat, and 

etc. 

Possum (regretful).
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Appendix B

Eight Photographs 
That the Virtual Tour 
Photographer Would 
Sincerely Love to 
See the AR Russians 
Stitch Together Using 
the Big Lever of 
Technology

1. Defaced penis clock, low-rent complex, Dickinson, TX

2. Virtual tour photographer and Girlfriend, sunburned and smiling, 

San Fernandino Beach, FL

3. K Car odometer at 00000

4. Virtual tour photographer, age 6, with cotton candy and mother 

(and shadow of photographer/father), Gatlinburg, TN

5. Ivan Lendl, accepting second-place platter, Center Court, 

Wimbledon

6. Fake peace lily in glossy catalogue

7. Pretty young actress, cover of “So You’re Pregnant: Options and 

Resources”

8. Virtual tour photographer, self-portrait, traffic jam, LaPorte, TX
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Appendix C

How to Have Named 
the Cat (A Glossary 
of Key Terms)
Before your brief career with Archimedes Realty, before your freelance tour 

on the front lines of magic, before the tripod and sugar cookies and PM 

dreams, before pregnancy and eviction and trespassing, before the condos 

and nannies, before getting started (Lesson 1), you should have helped the 

Girlfriend move to Houston. You should have moved boxes and furniture 

into the upstairs apartment all day. The winter weather should have been 

pleasant. You should have met Roy, the other upstairs tenant. Roy should 

not yet have known about the cancer inside him. He should still have had 

his prostate and he should have lifted the heaviest boxes, the books and 

plates. At the end of the day, you and the Girlfriend should have sat outside 

on the front step of the old gray brick apartment building while the sun 

drifted low into the smog. You should have eaten pizza and drunk beer. You 

should have felt tired and satisfied. You should have tried very hard not to 

worry about the old building, the ambient hints of gentrification, or about 

your scheduled departure the following day.

Always remember that there should have been a scrawny and affectionate 

cat with a missing nose and no collar. It should have appeared from around 

the side of the building. The virtual tour photographer, who should know 

that the auxiliary modal can be used to express obligation or duty, should 

have fed the cat some cheese from the pizza.

You should have said, “It’s deformed.”

The Girlfriend should have said, “It’s full of love.”

The cat should have been (and still should be) gray with a patch of white 

under chin and other white patches on the paws. Its ribs should have been 

(but no longer should be) visible. 

She should have said, “Sweet kitty.”

You should have said, “Isaac Newton had a nose like that.”

She should have said, “What?”

You should have said, “I mean, Isaac Newton didn’t have a nose. He lost 

most of his nose in a duel over mathematics.”

She should have said, “Isaac Newton the scientist?”
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You should have said, “He made a fake nose out of a metal alloy.”

She should have accused the virtual tour photographer of lying.

You should have said it is true, all of it.

The cat should have eaten quite a bit of melted cheese, then cleaned its 

strange face with a paw, eyes closed

“Sweet kitty.”

You should have said, “Look at his face.”

“I think it’s a her.”

You should have said, “Isaac.” Should have said, “Come here, Ike.”

Keep in mind that Ike should have come.

And then later—always remember—the virtual tour photographer and 

his Girlfriend should have lain together on the mattress on the floor of 

the cluttered bedroom in the new upstairs apartment of the old gray brick 

building. There should have been soft light from the street. There should 

have been boxes scattered all around with a path cleared from the door 

to the bed. You should have plugged in the AC unit, it should have been 

rattling and slowly cooling the room. Both of you should have showered; 

you should have been clean and exhausted, lying on your backs, naked and 

wet-haired and uncovered on the mattress on the floor.  

Keep in mind that you should have had your fingers in between each 

other’s legs, gently tracing and rubbing.

She should have said, “Tell me something.”

You should have said, “What do you want to know?”

She should have said, “No, just tell me something. Not a joke. Something 

true and not useful.”

Isaac Newton should have been exploring the apartment, jumping softly 

on top of labeled boxes.

You should have said, “You know how Joe DiMaggio had a fifty-six game 

hitting streak?”

She should have said, “No.”

You should have said, “He did. It’s a record. The longest hitting streak 

ever. In 1941, he got at least one hit in fifty-six straight games.”

She should have said, “Yes, soft like that.”

You should have said, “Sixty years and nobody has come close.”

She should have said, “Is that it?”

You should have said, “But that’s not it. What most people don’t know is 

that after the game in which he failed to get a hit and his streak ended, he 

then got a hit in the next seventeen straight games.”

Note: DiMaggio was twenty-six years old that summer. You should not 

have thought about that and you shouldn’t now.

The Girlfriend should have made little noises. Her eyes should have Joe DiMaggio.
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been closed.

You should have said, “So during one seventy-four game span that 

season, he got a hit in seventy-three games.”

She should have said, “Mm.” 

You should have said, “You tell me something.”

She should have said, “About anything?” 

You should have nodded.

She should have been quiet for a time, then said, “Do you know about 

penguins?”

You should have said, “I’ve seen pictures.”

She should have said, “Do you know about what penguins do?”

You should have said, “I don’t know all of the things that penguins do.”

Both of you should have been squirming, aroused. The city should have 

made far-away sounds. You should have said, “Squeeze.”

She should have said, “What they do, when it’s feeding time, they sort 

of get in a pack and run together down the ice—not yet, wait—toward the 

water.”

You should have smiled. Running penguins. You should have said, 

“And.”

She should have said, “And then when they get to the edge of the water, 

the group sort of pushes one of them in to see if the water is safe for them 

to feed.”

You should have laughed. You should have said, “That’s horrible.”

She should have sucked in her breath. Should have said, “They watch 

and if he gets eaten by like a seal or something, then they know it’s not 

safe.”

You should have said, “God.”

She should have said, “We don’t understand how they determine which 

one gets pushed in, if it’s just random or if they have pre-selected one. We 

may never. Understand this.”

She should have said we as if she were part of the scientific community. 

She should not, endearingly, have been a part of the scientific community.

And keep in mind that you should have fucked then, each of you taking 

so hungrily that it should have became a form of giving. Note: She should 

have asked the virtual tour photographer to pull out the tampon and he 

should have pulled and it should have been more difficult to remove than 

he had imagined. Always remember that he should have feared the string 

would break, but the string should not have broken and the feeling of it 

coming out should have been exhilarating and terrifying and probably 

symbolic, and he should have wished then that there were something bloody 

that she could pull from him, some option for reciprocity.

Afterwards, remember this, she should have rolled on top of the virtual 

A penguin.
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tour photographer and pounded hard on his sternum, where his heart and 

guts should have been. It should have made a hollow thud. She should have 

said, “Say you’re coming back.”

There should have been the sound of wheels over rubble, the steady 

metallic jolt of a shopping cart.   

You should have stroked her hair, traced the welts on her back. You 

should have said this: “I am.” You should have said, “I’m coming back.” 
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