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FOR BC AND SCOTT



PREFACE

John Aboud

I don’t want to brag or anything, but you are reading this book thanks to me.

The volume you now hold in your hands—edited, managed, and guided by Ms. Meredith Broussard—sprang from the success of her previous anthology, The Dictionary of Failed Relationships: 26 Stories of Love Gone Wrong. This fact won’t surprise you if you are even a casual reader of our country’s finer book-reviewing publications or of this book’s jacket. However, what only the most astute and careful of readers could know is that all of the contributors to The Dictionary of Failed Relationships were writing about their failed relationships with me. Anyone could tell that The Dictionary included work by some of today’s most acclaimed young female authors, but only true insiders could know that it included work by some of today’s most acclaimed young female authors who have loved and lost John Aboud.

None of the contributors were so blatant as to use my name. Believe me, my legal team and I checked. But evidence of a deep longing for John Aboud is everywhere once you read with an eye toward finding it. In decoding the essays and stories in The Dictionary, I’ve had to rely on subtle textual clues, information from the contributors’ biographies, and the principle of logic where you eliminate everyone else a story could be about until the only possible subject left is yourself. If not always ironclad, I think you’ll find my reasoning thought provoking and competently proofread.

         

Contributor Judy Budnitz and I were friends in college, but we were never involved romantically. And if I’m reading her piece in The Dictionary correctly, that fact is killing her. Lazy or slapdash readers might not pick up the signs, but to someone as versed in the workings of the female psyche as I, Judy’s yearning is as obvious on the page as her innovative use of hyphens. (Nice work, Judy! I regret not seducing you, too!)

Heidi Julavits and I have never met, but I was an avid reader of her literary magazine, The Believer, from the day it launched. Alas, you know how things go: I got busy and accidentally missed a few issues, and eventually I stopped looking for it. I read her piece in The Dictionary, and oh my god, is her anger evident. God? She’s really pouring it all out there, completely beside herself that I’m now eight months behind. You might argue that I’m reading too much into it, but honestly, isn’t there enough arguing in this country already?

About two years ago, I spotted a “Missed Connection” ad that read “Ranch 1 Chicken last Thursday. You said you know it’s a good place when the cops eat here, ordered third helping of fries. Would like to book you for being a sexy rebel. Call me.” There was pretty much no one that ad could have been about but me. And based on what I interpret as a love of sexy rebels in her Dictionary contribution, “Berniced,” that ad could only have been placed by Eliza Minot. So essentially, she was writing about me without even knowing me. And that’s so awesome.

My relationship with Dictionary contributor Pam Houston certainly qualifies as “failed.” She and I fought for three straight years and squeezed in a few dates along the way.

Do you like that line? Personally, I’m very proud of it. Technically, though, it’s utterly false. The full truth is our relationship only existed over Yahoo Messenger. We never met face-to-face, let alone genital-to-genital. And the person I exchanged messages with called herself “Pam from Houston.” But come on, what are the chances? And, yes, we only IM’ed over a Labor Day weekend, but we IM’ed with such intensity, it was easily the equivalent of three years. So I will continue to let rueful wit trump truth. And Pam “Houston,” if you’re reading this, could you unblock me from your buddy list? Thank you.

While reading Erika Krouse’s contribution, entitled “Zero,” I was struck by the stark eroticism of her prose, its teasing use of pronouns, and downright salacious employment of the subjunctive tense. I instantly remembered another woman who could use the Mother Tongue (and a tongue stud) to such powerful effect. Admittedly, I connected with the woman in question through a charmingly obscene massage ad in the back of the Village Voice, not from reading the Atlantic Monthly, Ploughshares, or the New Yorker, where Ms. Krouse has apparently published work. Still, I was convinced that Ms. Krouse and the “new in town,” “ready to play” gamine who so comprehensively abused my body were one and the same. And then I realized why Ms. Krouse would consider our relationship a failure: I am a very bad tipper.

Amy Sohn is a fixture of the New York magazine world and of my fantasies. She likes to have sex—lots of sex—and then write about it. I, too, like sex. Writing I could take or leave. To the best of my knowledge, Amy Sohn and I have not had sex. But there are certainly some wild evenings spent with anonymous strangers in my past, and, no, I’m not talking about online gaming. So purely on a statistical basis, I’m confident we have indeed had sex, said sex was really great, and because I haven’t been in touch with her since, Ms. Sohn is mad at me. It’s not rocket science, my friend.

Las Vegas. The Imperial Palace Casino. When a bachelor party meets a bachelorette party, stuff happens. And for me, “stuff” took the form of two bachelorettes named Martha and Mary-Beth who utilized me in a by-the-book threesome they felt a joyless obligation to try. Hey, I’ll take it. During the rote couplings, “Martha” made no mention of winning a 2003 NYFA award for fiction. Nor did “Mary-Beth” in any way hint she’d published in The Georgia Review, Ploughshares, or the St. Ann’s Review. But if those dutiful partiers were not, in fact, Dictionary contributors Martha Southgate and Mary-Beth Hughes, I’ll eat the costume shop tiaras I took from their room as a memento.

Colleen Curran, who wrote a piece entitled “LDR” for The Dictionary, lives in Richmond, Virginia. I grew up in Richmond, so I was thrilled to see a Richmonder make good. Then, I read “LDR.” I might have totally misinterpreted this, but it struck me as a clear rebuke to “certain people” (me) leaving Richmond and not visiting often enough. I get that from my parents, now I have to get it from Colleen Curran, “whose fiction has appeared in JANE and Meridian”? Back off, Colleen Curran. Why did you have to preemptively cause our relationship to fail?

The contributors’ notes in The Dictionary reveal that Anna Maxted lives in London with two cats, Disco and Natascha. Could it be mere coincidence that “Disco” and “Natascha” were two words that came up quite frequently on a special night I experienced in St. Petersburg? Not one of the potential brides corralled for my perusal mentioned publishing a novel called Getting Over It in 2000. But it seems one of them had, and her name was Anna Maxted. Or should I say . . . Maxtedkova? Considering that most men who travel to Russia in search of eligible ladies aren’t of a literary bent, it’s not surprising that the women I met downplayed any ability to navigate the competitive publishing market. Instead, they emphasized such skills as dancing, “cook you the food” and “ride ’em cowgirl with the penis.” Anna, I’m sorry I didn’t bring you to America.

One name among the contributor bios leapt off the page and practically punched me in the face: Leslie Pietrzyk. Her contribution, “Pain,” practically punched me in the junk. There’s simply no other conclusion than that Leslie Pietrzyk is very mad at John Aboud. This probably all started after I wrote a (hilarious, of course) humor piece intended for the New Yorker’s “Shouts and Murmurs” page called “Children’s Letters to University of Nebraska Athletic Director Steve Pederson.” Wow, I chuckled just typing that. One of the letters in the piece was from “Leslie Pietrzyk, age 8. Cozad, NE.” I just thought the name was a product of my infinite creativity. In retrospect, I might have seen a mention or two of Ms. Pietrzyk’s novel Pears on a Willow Tree. So sue me. (No, please do not.) What continues to amaze me is that my piece (inexplicably) never ran in the New Yorker! Obviously, it’s a small literary community out there, and some troublemaking punk at the New Yorker slipped my work to the real, live Leslie Pietrzyk. You may cancel my subscription, Mr. David Remnick. Call off your dogs!

A similar miscalculation must have been what ruined my relationship with contributor Susan Minot. I had no idea she wrote the screenplay for the movie Stealing Beauty, a movie that I once remarked “looked like a total chick flick.” Well, clearly she found out, because her piece in The Dictionary has been called “a literary evisceration of self-proclaimed movie authority John Aboud” (my phrasing).

Rachel Resnick’s brief bio in The Dictionary covers her many travels, her career in film, her many publishing credits, and her 1998 Pushcart Prize Special Mention. But conspicuously absent is any reference to her time as an ace girl reporter . . . and my ex-wife. She was going to turn her back on the ink-stained life—and me—to marry some cloddish oaf. And then it hit me! I’d lure her back to the newspaper biz with the scoop of a lifetime! There was this anarchist, see, a real worker’s champion type, who was sitting on death row an innocent man. No way a gal with a nose for news like Rachel’s could pass that up. Except she did. Totally didn’t work. I assume that anarchist met his end in Old Sparky, I stopped paying attention. But, oh, if you could have heard our banter when she told me to fuck off. Anyway, I assume this is the same Rachel Resnick. I don’t think it’s that common a name, is it?

There are four writers in The Dictionary whom I knew from Brooklyn’s thriving writer scene, if not by face then by reputation. In fact, Maggie Estep, Shelley Jackson, Lucinda Rosenfeld, and Darcey Steinke have downright sterling reputations among the young literati of the Borough of Kings. But none of the four have reputations as sexually insatiable Amazons who deem men fit only for servitude and humiliation. Well, they should, as I found out the hard way. I was enjoying, perhaps a bit too much, an evening at Sunny’s, the bar in Red Hook that’s a favorite of writers and people who say they’re writers. Red Hook once had a reputation as one of the most dangerous neighborhoods in New York, but in this post-Giuliani, Gawker.com era of ours, I felt certain I could stumble home without being seized by muggers, drug dealers, or hot young female authors. All I know is, when I woke up in my apartment it was three days later, and I was naked. Reading that predatory foursome’s contributions triggers fleeting, dreamlike visions of the comely prose stylists working my body in ways that only respected novelists can.

I understand this all sounds absurd, but let me assure you, this is not merely another instance of me getting drunk and fantasizing about Jhumpa Lahiri.

I was new in Los Angeles, lonely and desperate to fit in, so it was only a matter of days before I fell in with a gang—a pocket bike gang. We were the Westside Itty Bitties, all of us addicted to the rush of tearing along at thirty-seven miles per hour, fifteen inches off the ground, our 47cc, two-stroke hogs between our legs. We respected no laws, least of all those of physics. I fell hard for the leader of La Pequeña Unas, a girl gang with which we had an uneasy coexistence. I only knew her by her gang name, “Mini Chopper Minnie.” She was a fiery vixen who lived fast and rode fast, as fast as a non-street-legal pile of fiberglass with a half-gallon tank would allow. When we made love, we did so without helmets. But the day came when I no longer got joy from annoying neighbors with the dull, droning buzz of my nine-horsepower steed. I had to get out, and every Westside Itty Bitty knows the only way out of the pocket bike life is in a pocket hearse. It wouldn’t have been safe to say good-bye to Minnie, so I just drove a doughnut in her yard with my eight-inch tires. That would have to do. Based on her story “Threesome” in The Dictionary, it’s all but certain that my Mini Minnie was Dana Johnson, winner of the Flannery O’Connor Award in Short Fiction in 2000. “Threesome” could only have been written by someone with vast knowledge of both pocket bikes and how I kiss.

Four years ago, I traveled to Paris for a visit to the City of Light’s picturesque cafés and discreet laser penile rejuvenation clinics. And it was in one such clinic that I met “Jennifer,” a nurse whose job it was to hold my hand during the most excruciating phases of the procedure. A cursory reading of her piece, “Islands,” was all I needed to realize that my Jennifer was the story’s author, Jennifer Macaire. Her bio informed me Jennifer was a former model for Elite in Paris. You’re telling me, I thought. I don’t think I’d have made it through my operation without Jennifer’s delicately accented words of encouragement and her soft gray eyes reassuring me from over her surgical mask, the extra-thick mask they use when there’s going to be a lot of smoke. I felt an unmistakable spiritual connection grow between Jennifer and myself in those harrowing minutes as the laser blasted away years from my flesh, giving me the supple cock of a twenty-three-year-old in place of my withered twenty-seven-year-old stump. I made my fatal error a few hours after the procedure was complete and Jennifer visited my recovery room. “You were very brave. Très courageux,” she said. “Thank you,” I replied. “What say we try this puppy out?” Her face, so warm and welcoming before, set into a stony Gallic frown. She stormed from the room. I’d have given anything, except my newly pearlescent manhood, to take back those words.

Now, if this evidence hasn’t convinced you that my romantic escapades inspired The Dictionary of Failed Relationships, and thus made The Encyclopedia of Exes possible, I have one final revelation that should seal the deal. Consider for a moment: What would inspire a young lady to edit, manage, and guide something called The Dictionary of Failed Relationships in the first place? Yes, the talented writer/editrix Ms. Meredith Broussard and I have a history. What baroque circumstances conspired to bring us together and then drive us apart? Sadly, of all my tales of relationships gone wrong, my relationship with Meredith is the most sordid of all. She is a gifted editor, I am an infrequently sober writer who is always making excuses for missing a deadline. We were doomed from the start.

I sincerely hope you will enjoy reading The Encyclopedia of Exes and guessing which of its contributors I’ve made sweet love to. (It’s not Lethem.)



INTRODUCTION

Meredith Broussard

In truth, this book is a direct response to a question I was asked over and over during the summer of 2003, when I was out on the road promoting The Dictionary of Failed Relationships: 26 Stories of Love Gone Wrong. “What about the men?” a radio host asked me during a live interview in Iowa City. I made something up in response—I didn’t have a good answer. You’d think I might, since I’d flubbed the question when it was asked by a television host the week before. But no, I was still unprepared. This is the thing that media trainers tell you never to do, just like career advisers tell you never to go into an interview without a preset answer to the question “Tell me about yourself.”

The truth was that I didn’t know what men thought about relationships or breakups. I was pretty good on what women thought, since I’d been through so many myself and nursed so many girlfriends through breakups. But guys? A big mystery. Most of my guy friends ended up being boyfriends, or we ruined the relationship by sleeping together. I felt like the furthest thing in the world from an expert.

However, the question kept coming—not only from interviewers, but from people I met at readings. Former coworkers whom I ran into at coffee shops. Single relatives. Gradually it became clear that I was expected to know something. So, I turned to the only problem-solving arena I know: literature. I’d encountered what felt like the full spectrum of women’s experiences with failed relationships over the course of doing the first anthology. Putting together another anthology, I reasoned, would put me in touch with the full spectrum of men’s experiences of relationship disasters.

Art seemed to be the only interesting medium through which I’d get any accurate representation of men’s feelings about breakups. Nobody is honest in person. Psychologists have found that people lie in a quarter of their daily social interactions. However, the written word reveals the most bald-faced truths about the psyche. Hence, the collection includes both fiction and personal experiences. Even though the prohibition against confusing the author and the narrator is well known, every reader speculates privately as to what might be true or not true in first-person narratives. Have fun speculating while you read these stories. It’s all fiction. Really.

The methodology for selecting these authors was simple. I asked some of my favorite writers for stories, then asked them to recommend their favorite contemporary or up-and-coming writers. I asked my female friends for recommendations, and a few suggested their ex-boyfriends. I called up writers I’d seen doing readings at bookstores, writers whose work I’d admired in magazines, as well as writers who had bylines in shows and publications that made me laugh. Everyone was presented with the same challenge: send a story or a personal essay that somehow involves a failed relationship. The result is the eclectic collection before you.

For my generation, the earliest expression of affection was making the loved one a mix tape. I tend to think of anthologies as literary mix tapes—and, like most of the mix tapes I’ve ever made, the selection is made of mainstream and indie artists. There’s a little something for everyone, and certain stories will appeal to certain moods.

Over the course of assembling this anthology, I discovered that the literature of contemporary young men’s heartbreak is limited. To my mind, the current crop of “dick lit” and “lad lit” novels don’t plunge deep enough into the psyche to leave me with any lasting impressions—they’re a lot like potato chips, really. In small doses, they’re satisfying. Read too many of them at once, however, and you’ll feel a little ill. I wanted the stories here to be quality literature, but also fun to read.

Men’s heartbreak literature is also plagued by a peculiar role-reversal tradition: from Flaubert’s Emma Bovary to D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley, some of the most eloquent men’s writing about relationships is expressed through female characters. You’ll find that in abundance in this anthology: Jonathan Lethem’s story “Five” takes the case of a woman whose repeated dalliances with a stranger turn the world into a steadily more inhospitable place. Adam Langer’s contribution assumes the narrative voice of an oversexed, underloved teenager who equates sex and love, then pursues both in her favorite rock star. In Darin Strauss’s story, an older woman looks at her teenaged son’s first love affair and hears the siren call of her own first love. In these cases, the authors are not writing about ex-girlfriends—they are taking the position of the ex-girlfriend as an imaginative jumping-off point. It is compelling to imagine what men think when they write about love; I found it just as fascinating to look at how male writers imagine women think about love.

There turned out to be a stunning amount of sex in all the stories—infinitely more than I expected. Ask a man to write about love, and he writes about sex. Not just in an indirect way, as many of the women authors in the first collection did; but dead-on, right-on-the-nose, perfectly frank writing about sex. News flash: guys think about sex all the time. Like everyone else, I’ve heard the urban legend that guys think about sex every six seconds. I also find it amusing that, according to the most recent Chicago Sex Survey data on frequency of sexual intercourse, men average 65.5 times per year and women 57.5 times per year. Because I wanted to present a scrupulously authentic, unmediated rendering of masculine romantic imagination, most of the sex survived the editing process intact. Enjoy.

Women’s curiosity about why men behave like they do—specifically, why they behave so badly in the dating world—is boundless. Women spend hours after a breakup imagining what the former lover is doing, constructing complicated scenarios wherein the ex is pining away, drinking beer and watching football, or chasing after other women. It’s so consuming that it’s easy to forget that the imaginary man doesn’t necessarily correspond to the actual man—the actual man with thoughts, feelings, and a social calendar left achingly empty when a lover departs. Actual men are here, in all their glory and shame, doing the quirky, romantic, comedic, and poignant things that actual men do. And hopefully, these stories will provide some insight into what happens at the end of a relationship. I hope that for you, reader, it provides an answer to the question of what about the men? Because the next time somebody asks me that question, I plan to just shove this book at them and hightail it out of there.
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ANTHONY

Steve Almond

(ăn’tho-nē), saint. a.d. 250?–350? n 1: Egyptian ascetic monk considered to be the founder of Christian monasticism 2: Roman general under Julius Caesar in the Gallic wars; repudiated his wife for the Egyptian queen Cleopatra; they were defeated by Octavian at Actium (83–30 b.c.) [syn: Antony, Mark Antony, Mark Anthony, Marcus Antonius] 3: loutish neighbor responsible for illuminating deficiencies in relationship (2005)

Anthony and his girl were at it again. She was in the backyard, making her awful noises, directing them up at the second floor where Anthony was. We could hear him clunking around up there. She yelled. He clunked. This was their unique talent: to sustain a heated argument without using any actual words.

“Why doesn’t she just knock on his door?” Mona said. She was stirring rice.

“Maybe she’s retarded.”

“I told you: I talked with her.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s not retarded.”

“She’s not retarded,” Mona said. “Stop saying that.”

“You want me to call 911?”

“Please don’t, Timothy.”

The last time I’d called, the cops insisted on taking statements from us, which meant entering our apartment, which meant Mona had to run to the bathroom and flush my stash down the toilet, while I used the word officer several hundred times. And then, also, there was Anthony and his girl. They glared at us as the cops lectured them out on the porch. Every day for the next week, they left little gifts on our doorstep. A strip of rancid bacon. A salted slug. Those kinds of things.

I told Mona I wanted to confront Anthony, but she pleaded with me not to. I was incredibly grateful. Anthony was terrifying. His arms were covered in dark, matted hair. He wore clothes too small for him and his pale gums showed when he grimaced. He made Mona shiver. Shit, he made me shiver.

Anthony’s girl looked like an overstuffed Kewpie doll. Her eyes were blank and sort of sinister. She always smelled strongly of baby oil.

When we first moved in, we’d found Anthony and his girl fascinating, part of the local color. We speculated on how they might have met. (At the Pink Floyd laser light show? Cruising the local flea market?) They didn’t seem violent. It was only her noises that set them apart, these strange, comic wails of grievance. Some nights, drawn close under the sheets, our skin still ripe with the smell of sex, I would lie there in the dark and translate.

Wait, I’d say. She’s telling him he forgot to pick up laundry detergent.

She’s asking him why he isn’t more supportive of her macramé.

She’s saying: Let’s do it with the lights on this time, you big lug.

I can see now that we should have left the house on Mont-ford, moved on to a place where Mona and I could have run our natural course. But I think at that time we wanted most of all to feel solid with each other. And living beneath Anthony and his girl, withstanding their terrible fights, made us feel like paragons of romantic tranquility.

There were other factors. Our place was cheap. Mona liked the afternoon light that cut through the alcove where she wrote poetry. When she wasn’t writing, Mona worked at a Greek diner. She came home smelling like lamb and mentholated cigarettes. I loved that scent, though Mona couldn’t stand it. She jumped in the shower the second she got home. 

I enjoyed proximity to my suppliers. We spoke of the arrangement as temporary. Soon enough, we would make off to some nicer address, one with central air and water that wasn’t brownish.

“I can’t listen to this anymore!” Mona announced. She looked as if she were going to tear at her hair.

“Shall we dine out?” I said. “The Dash, perhaps.”

“How about somewhere else? Somewhere nicer.”

I showed her my wallet, turned it upside down and let the bills, all three of them, flutter to the ground.

“Fine,” she said. “Let’s just go.”

On the way out, I locked the new deadbolt. It had cost more than forty bucks, but it was worth it, just for the feeling of security. We both suspected Anthony was breaking in while we were out.

         

The Dash Inn was a Mexican place in Tempe, across the street from Arizona State University, where Mona was in graduate school. They made about 80 percent of their revenue selling pitchers of Bud Light to the underaged. The food was an afterthought. Jalepeño poppers. Nachos with mountains of government-issue cheddar. Eating out there, amid the college blowhards and their pointless ruckus, made me feel worldly. And another thing: it was easy to make connections at the Dash Inn, to cut the small-time pot deals that served as my income.

As soon as we sat down, my friend Ethan appeared. I figured Ethan would be at the Dash. He was almost always there. We’d been undergrads together at ASU, blood brothers and all that, and we’d both received perfectly useless degrees in sociology. He took Mona’s hand in his own and planted a kiss on her knuckles. He knew Mona didn’t like him much, so he was always overdoing it a little to impress her.

Ethan had been gaining weight these last few months, mostly in the gut. He blamed his metabolism—another way of putting it would be that he was drinking too much. Mona told me I should talk with him about this. And I planned to do so, only it was taking me some time to think of how to approach the issue. Ethan could be pretty touchy that way.

I put my arm around Mona and asked him how it was going.

“Well, you know, okay. Things could be better, I guess. I saw Franny this morning.”

“Where?”

“In front of her place, you know.”

“What were you doing over there?” Mona said.

Ethan shook his head to avoid answering the question. “She looked perfect, man.”

We’d known Franny back in college, before Mona was in the picture. She was a thin girl, sweet, insecure, bad teeth and a heavy hand with the mascara. The Bonesack, I’d called her. Ethan had, too. Then they’d started going out, toward the end of senior year. Ethan had been embarrassed, had played the whole thing down, said they were just fucking, just fuck buddies. Even after it was obvious they were a couple, he refused to acknowledge they were going out. Then she’d gotten tired of his act, grown up a bit I guess, and dumped him. This was six months ago. He’d spoken about her incessantly ever since, long, indignant tributes to his own wounded vanity.

“She’s been getting sun, Timmy.”

“What about a beer?” I said.

“Just perfect,” Mona murmured.

“A pitcher,” I said. “For the three of us.” It was always a balancing act with the two of them. I wanted them to like each other. Secretly, I hoped Mona would regard my concern for Ethan as an indication of my loyalty.

We drank one pitcher, then another, and waited for our enchiladas. Mona and I sipped our beers. We hadn’t eaten much that day, so we were both a bit loopy. She felt for my hand under the table. “Why is it,” Ethan said, “that the good old days never feel so good when you’re in the middle of them?” A sappy song came on the jukebox and Ethan began to sing along.

“Quiet down,” I said.

“I’m twenty-three years old,” Ethan said. “I’m so damn twenty-three it hurts.”

“You should try meeting someone,” I said. “Someone new.”

Ethan swung his big head toward Mona. “What do you think?”

Mona looked at Ethan for a long moment. A complicated glance passed between them, a glance that said a number of things at once. Said: self-pity will get you nowhere. Said: you don’t miss your water till your well runs dry. Said: you should have loved her as a person, not a possession. It was as if Mona were regarding the part of Ethan too wounded to love anyone, or to love them sufficiently, and I might have seen, from the depth of sorrow in her eyes, that her concerns were broader than just Ethan: that she didn’t want to be here, in this crap-ass college dive, with a boyfriend she explained to her folks as “very artistic” and “full of potential,” but who was, in point of fact, dealing pot out of her apartment.

“Maybe you should spend some time on your own,” Mona told Ethan.

But I was missing the connection, of course. I looked at Mona and saw only her beauty and her sadness, which made her more beautiful to me, because it suggested depth of feeling, and the possibility that I might comfort her.

“Easy for you to say,” Ethan said. “The happiest couple on earth.”

“What about that girl from the sandwich place,” I said. “What was her name?”

“The girl from a sandwich place?” Ethan said. “Would you listen to this guy? What are you, the comic relief?”

Mona finished her beer, a final dainty swallow, and excused herself. We watched her sway to the bathroom, her legs making that calm scissoring motion.

“Don’t let that one get away,” Ethan said suddenly. “She’s the real deal.”

“I know,” I said. “I’m working on it.”

Mona returned a few minutes later and Ethan offered to walk us home.

“We’ll be fine,” I said. “Really.”

Ethan shook his head. “That neighborhood you live in, Timmy. Shit.”

Mona looked at me and lifted her chin. “We were supposed to have that talk,” she said to me.

This was true. We were supposed to have That Talk about the future, which meant my plans, whether I was going to apply to graduate school this year or let another deadline slip past. I feared That Talk, as I was fairly certain it presaged a larger, more final Talk, meaning Mona’s exit, stage left.

Ethan looked at his shoes. “Hey, no big deal. If you guys have something heavy on the agenda.”

It was a cheap little guilt trip, horribly obvious, right down to the hangdog grin. But it was also full of loneliness, the brisk hunger not to be alone. And again, I expected that my loyalty might be seen as heroic.

While Ethan waited there on the sidewalk, I whispered to Mona, “He doesn’t have to come inside. We’ll just say our good-byes and we can talk. I promise.”

“Not the point,” Mona said. “Not the point at all.”

         

Anthony’s girl was in the front yard, hunched on the brown grass. Her face was wet and puffy and her miniskirt was bunched around her. This was often how her fights with Anthony ended. It wasn’t that he hit her. He didn’t need to hit her. She did most of the damage with her voice. Such pipes! It was like opera, as sung by a Manson girl.

“What’s with her?” Ethan said.

Mona tugged at my sleeve. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go inside.”

Anthony’s girl glared at us with her yellow eyes.

I turned to Ethan. “Don’t let all this shit with Franny get to you, man. You have to know when to move on. Listen, I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Yeah, hey. I was wondering if I might hang with you guys for a while.”

I felt Mona let go of my sleeve. She hurried across the porch and slipped into our apartment.

Ethan stood on the stairs, the darkness fanning out behind him. His face looked like a desperate little moon. The dog next door, a boxer mix that occasionally bit, began to bark savagely.

“Aren’t you gonna invite your fat friend inside?” Anthony’s girl shouted. “Hey fatso, make a wish.” She held up a dandelion and crushed it in her hand.

“Okay,” I said to Ethan. “Just for a minute. Mona’s tired.”

Inside, Mona was perched before the window unit, letting cool air billow beneath her skirt. Her eyes were closed and she looked, for that moment, content. Then she heard Ethan’s boots and I could see the skin around her eyes bunch.

I walked up behind her. I had this sensational idea that I might rub myself against her, let her know just how sexy she was. But Mona wanted nothing to do with my desire. She slipped away and hurried into her study, pulling shut the curtain she’d rigged for a door.

“One beer,” I whispered, through the curtain. “That’s all.”

From the kitchen, I could hear Ethan pop one beer, then another. I found him plopped on the couch, with a beer in each hand. “Looks like it’s just the two of us, pardner.”

“You should take off,” I said. “Seriously.”

“Come on, now. We’re having an aperitif.”

I could hear Mona scratching at her notebook and I imagined her little golden shoulders hunched and tense. Outside, Anthony’s girl let fly with a round of her signature howling.

“Christ,” Ethan said. “What’s with her?” He marched to the window and pulled it open and stuck his head out into the warm night. “Shut your fucking mouth!” he shouted.

“You’re going to make it worse,” Mona called out.

“She’s right,” I said. “Chill out.”

But Ethan had found his mission. He was not blind to his own imposition and now he took it upon himself to handle this problem for us, the problem of the nutcase on our front lawn. “Nobody wants you around,” he told her. “You’ve overstayed your welcome. Do you understand? Beat it. Scram.”

Anthony’s girl quieted down for a few seconds and for that brief interval I wondered whether I hadn’t taken the wrong tack with her, after all. Then she began howling, louder than before.

Ethan shook his beer at her. It was an idiotic thing to do.

“You’re spilling,” I said. “I want you to go to the kitchen and get a sponge and clean that up. And then I want you to head out. I mean it.”

“Don’t be like that,” Ethan said.

I went to check on Mona. She was staring at the wall, taking long, measured breaths. “I told Ethan to beat it, okay baby?”

She nodded, without turning to face me.

         

When I went back out to the living room, the door to our place was open. Through the open window, I could see Ethan on the lawn with Anthony’s girl. The two were circling one another slowly and muttering the sort of insults that can only end in trouble.

He said, “I got friends in there trying to have a nice, quiet evening, you imbecile.”

“Fuck you, fatboy.”

“Who are you calling fat, you psycho-betty.”

“Wipe my ass and use it as gravy on your hot-fudge-faggot-sundae.”

I shut the window and glanced down at the classified section left open on the coffee table. Mona had circled a bunch of ads with a red pen and placed my initials next to them. I went to the stereo and put on one of her classical CDs. My first instinct was to pop my head in on Mona again. What I really wanted was to curl up next to her and wait for the trouble to pass. But I felt, somehow, that it was my responsibility to keep Ethan from doing something stupid—that joining her was a reward I was going to have to earn. When I looked outside, Ethan and the girl were nose to nose, their jaws red and bunched.

Mona called out my name. Timothy.

I knew what she wanted: she wanted me to forget about Ethan and his self-destructive bullshit. She wanted me to lock the door to our place. She wanted to have that talk about graduate school. It was a perfectly reasonable desire. But I wasn’t ready to be improved just then.

Overhead, we could hear Anthony taking the stairs a couple at a time.

Mona shouted, “Don’t go out there.” At least, I think that’s what she said.

But I was already heading for the porch, down the stairs, onto the front lawn. Anthony was a few paces in front of me. For a tall man, he moved slowly, which implied deliberation. His girl and Ethan were no more than a few inches apart. Their bellies were touching. And then—and this happened with an abruptness no one quite expected—Ethan pushed Anthony’s girl down. It wasn’t much, just a light shove. But it caught her off guard and she toppled onto the dried grass and landed heavily on her backside.

Ethan looked proud of himself, that same dumb, half-embarrassed grin he used to wear on those mornings after he’d first starting sleeping with Franny. But then he saw Anthony—the thick, mottled arms, the slope of his brow—and his grin disappeared. He began to back up immediately, out into the street, and then he simply turned and ran. I figured Anthony might give chase. But he wasn’t that sort of guy. His girl shook and spastically wept, and I wondered if I had been right at first, if perhaps she was mildly retarded.

I walked toward her, hoping to apologize. But Anthony turned on me. He took hold of my arm. “You,” he said. “You.” And then, quite suddenly, I was on the ground and Anthony was stepping over me and seating himself on my chest. He weighed a thousand pounds.

I kept saying things like, “Be cool. I didn’t do anything. Be cool, man.” But he wasn’t hearing any of that. He had a queer look of concentration on his face, of needing to complete a task. He pinned one of my arms beneath his knee and held the other one in his fist.

“Be cool,” I said. “Come on, man. Chill out.”

Then I turned my head, preparing to be punched.

But Anthony did not punch. He turned to his girl. She had quieted some. And now I could hear her crawling toward me, the wet heaving of her breath. Then I saw her face above mine, the spots of angry red acne and smeared lipstick. I watched as she reared back and, with a rattling from her throat, spat on my cheek.

Anthony leaned close. The pores on his nose were tiny black craters and his breath smelled like kerosene. “Do not,” he said, “mess with my girl.” Then he lifted himself off me and lumbered back to the porch with his girl on his arm, perched there almost primly, as if he were escorting her to a cotillion. I looked up and saw Mona staring through the window. Her big green eyes were sad and unsurprised.

         

For years afterward, when I recalled these events, I told myself things would have gone differently if I’d been hurt, bloodied; that Mona would have been given reason, by my injury, to see that I had been, in some misguided way, defending her, defending us. This is the sort of shit I said to myself. It is human nature to say such shit.

What Mona said was this: “You should have locked the door, Timothy.”

We were lying on our mattress, trying to settle in for sleep.

“We’ll laugh about this someday,” I said.

“No,” she said. “We won’t.”

I could feel that something had been broken between us, some bond of trust or indulgence, though I was young enough then to suppose that such breaks, with the proper attention, can be mended.

Upstairs, through the ceiling, Anthony’s girl begin to wail again. Was it ecstasy or grief? I couldn’t tell.

And so I made a joke, just to demonstrate my poise. “She’s saying that she wants to spit on me again, that it turns her on.”

Mona, who felt good beside me, who felt like every good intention I might have held back then, and whose skin glowed with the absurdity of our evanescent joy, who never failed to giggle at my jokes, now sat up in bed and looked at me for long time, with her hair shining under the moon and her sad, green eyes.

“That’s not what’s she saying,” Mona said. “She’s saying: ‘Listen to me, you asshole: I have a name. Listen to me: If you don’t say my name, right now, this minute, you’ll never see my face again.’ ”


THE BREAKUP CEREMONY

Touré

(break’-up ceremony) n 1: a formal act or set of acts performed as prescribed by ritual or custom, marking the termination of a relationship [syn: dissolution, separation, detachment]

“If you don’t have anything bad to say about a relationship, you shouldn’t say anything at all.”

—GEORGE COSTANZA

Coltrane Jones and Amber Sunshower are breaking up today. They’ve been dating for most of three years, living together for two, talking about marriage for one, and, for the last six months, they’ve been breaking up slowly, Chinese water torture slowly. A breakup of this sort, after so much time and so much dreaming and so much pain, is a shift of the tectonic plates of two lives. That’s why today, this warm late June Saturday afternoon, at a borrowed home in Soul City’s ritzy Honeypot Hill, the end of this long, momentous relationship is being marked by a Breakup Ceremony.

This is a relatively new custom in Soul City, but it’s been gaining popularity over the past few years among couples that have been together long enough to have gained that plateau where people are watching and wondering if or when they’ll marry. When a breakup seems inevitable, the couple will pick a date, invite their friends, and hold a public ceremony commemorating their end. The ceremony usually starts just as the sun is beginning to make way for evening. The couples emerge together, though not touching and usually not looking at each other. They are always dressed so as to give off the appearance of doing well in that trying moment, though on many occasions it’s clear that one of the parties had been well dressed and then, consumed by their grief or finality or the grip of chemicals or both, proceeded to paw away at their dress or suit all the way to disheveledness.

They assemble in front of their friends, who are divided by affiliation—his friends on one side of the aisle, hers on the other. This is an important segment of the young ritual, giving members of the community a chance to choose a side, to silently declare their loyalty.

During the ceremony two preselected members from the audience come forward to say a few words about the couple (“I always knew you guys would never make it,” or “I told her to leave you nine months ago”). Then each member of the couple gets one sentence to vow, that is, to publicly state their main gripe with the other. “I vow that you are just too plain selfish” or “I vow that you never really listened to me.” But both must say their vow at the same time so no one can say they didn’t get the last word. Then a photograph of the two is burned and dropped to the ground so the ashes can mix with the dirt and be lost forever. Attendees are invited to stomp on the spot where the ashes fall, symbolically pushing them down farther. Then the group breaks into two parties. The men rumble off to a stripper-clogged rebachelorization party. Women retreat into a bridal shower without a bride, giving the newly single woman gifts she’ll need in her now manless life (maybe a VCR, a health-club membership, a set of tools). The women’s event sometimes includes a black-leather-masked male who is whipped on his bare buttocks with a thick leather strap. This whipping often lasts hours, often draws blood, and, women say, is quite therapeutic.

Some from the outside of Soul City are amazed at these ceremonies, amazed that a volatile separating couple can occupy the same space for the ten minutes it takes to conduct a Breakup Ceremony. But many in Soul City choose to have a Breakup Ceremony because of its cotillion aspect. The ceremony spreads the word that it’s over, freeing the two from many awkward questions, sending a tacit message to anyone who’s maybe been waiting for the relationship to dissolve. Body language speaks volumes, especially when standing beside that other person, and goes a long way toward improving one’s stock within the community and shifting the perception of fault, even though most who’ve attended more than one Breakup Ceremony know that the during-ceremony stoicness of most breaking couples owes much to large quantities of Mr. Valium and Dr. Jack Daniels.

Coltrane and Amber’s ceremony proceeded almost exactly according to plan. Almost. Their friends knew it would be difficult for the tumultuous pair to stand beside each other for those last ten minutes and so they added a few touches to the ceremony in hopes of eliciting their best behavior. Reverend Hallelujah Jones was tapped to officiate, though really there was nothing for him to do besides stand there, barely five foot two and as fragile as a man made of aluminum foil, with a little curly gray hair clinging to the sides of his head and so much curly gray hair bursting from his ears he appeared to have the frayed ends of a Kleenex peeking out of them. He’d baptized nearly everyone in Soul City under thirty-five, including both Coltrane and Amber, and thus commanded a certain amount of respect. But even he was not enough, on this day, to keep a Jerry Springer show from breaking out.

Amber’s friends also added her mother, Peaches, to the program, giving her the job of walking up the aisle toward the couple at the end of the ceremony, taking her daughter’s hand and escorting her down the aisle and away form Coltrane, symbolic of taking her back. Amber has never been married and thus never been given away, meaning the gesture did not really make any symbolic sense at all. The hollow symbol was merely window dressing for the concrete attempt to extract ten minutes of peace from the fiery pair.

At a few minutes to six the couple emerged from the back door of the borrowed country home, each on one side of Reverend Jones. Coltrane was impressively cool in a navy tailored suit with a mint green silk tie, matching shirt, and pricey leather shoes. Amber looked luminous in a red Versace dress with a plunging neckline, her shoes frighteningly high brown Jimmy Choo open-toe slingbacks, her ears twinkling with diamond studs, her hair swept up and laced with miniature pink roses. At Breakup Ceremonies couples dress to arouse jealousy of the other party (as if to say, look at all this you’re gonna miss), and to possibly arouse someone in the crowd because a Breakup Ceremony is always the start of an unspoken race. People in Soul City believe whoever starts the next solid relationship first is proven to be more desirable and less troublesome member of the couple, ergo, the winner.

At the appointed time Coltrane, Amber, and Reverend Jones came out of the house and moved into view at the Reverend’s slow pace and stopped at the top of the stairs. “We are gathered here today,” the Reverend said, “to witness the conclusion of a wonderful relationship between two wonderful people.” Amber leaned away from the Reverend, afraid his lies might earn him a thunderbolt. He offered a few more fabrications intended only to put the best possible bow on a bad situation, but his fictions fooled no one. At every Breakup Ceremony, during the cocktail reception that precedes the main event, people feel compelled to swap the most gory bits of gossip about the relationship and its failure, knowing this is the last chance to spread such information. It’s a sort of going-out-of-business sale on gossip. After his final falsehood the Reverend invited Amber’s best friend, Camilla Clothespony, to come and say a few words. She was supposed to be followed by Coltrane’s friend Huggy Bear Jackson and then Amber’s mom, Peaches, but Camilla already knew she would be the day’s final speaker.

It’s been said far too often that hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. But in so many cases that fury is a wet matchstick compared to the roaring blaze that is the fury of a woman scorned’s best friend. Camilla took her place at the foot of the steps and faced the couple. “If ever there were two people who should not be together it was these two,” she began with an acid voice. “You’re weak, spineless, pathetic, and ya know what, Amber lied: it’s not all about the motion of the ocean!” The Breakup Ceremony is the place to expunge one’s feelings about the breakup and so Camilla had every right to speak publicly of her anger; however, her toast, barely one sentence old, was already evidencing ire well beyond the appropriate. “And you know what she said? Sex with you is like math class! Very boring and filled with mistakes!” She was far beyond control now, eyes soaked, teeth clenched, a momma bear fierce in the face of an attacker. The crowd was paralyzed, torn between stopping her and enjoying the show. “And did you think,” Camilla yelled, looking right at Coltrane, her voice breaking from tears, “I would let you just walk away scot-free, you little rat? Amber, you would not listen to me during this so-called relationship, but now you’ll hear me when I show you what a lying little boy he is!”

Camilla whipped around and motioned for three women from the Amber side of the aisle to step forward. The three moved from the crowd and into the open, self-righteously stuck their hands on their hips and made circles with their necks as if to say, Whatcha ya got to say now? Coltrane’s jaw dropped and his eyes sunk back into his head and his shock made it clear even to Amber that these were three women of whom Coltrane had carnal knowledge.

The Reverend called out, “Miss Clothespony, please! This is a day for closure!”

To which Camilla shot back, “Oh, we gettin’ closure right now!”

And with that Coltrane dashed off into the house, trailed by Amber, her eyes burning with homicide, followed by Camilla screaming, “Get that rat!,” followed by the three neck-swiveling women, followed by most of Amber’s friends. Coltrane’s people stood their ground, seeing no way to save him from the beating of his life. As Coltrane raced through the house, zigging and zagging, breaking stuff and denting shins and tripping and falling and bolting up to sprint off, a single file line of fire-eyed females chased him up the front stairs and back down the back ones, nipping at his heels like a murderous hi-speed conga line. Soon Coltrane found himself running through Vietnamish hallways that were a jungle of broken glass and grabbing hands and flying chairs and kicking legs and spitting fires, unable to find a path out of the house, every moment less and less able to avoid the swarming bloodthirsty mob.

Later, at the hospital, Coltrane said he had no idea Camilla had planned to ruin the day (though Amber felt Camilla had done “the perfect sisterly thing”). He winced as a nurse tended to the cuts on his face and chest from being kicked by high heels and secured the cast on his twice-broken left arm.

“What happened to you?” the nurse said.

“Oh, I had a Breakup Ceremony.”

“What are you stupid? What did you think would happen?”

“Well, I dunno. I guess I thought my Breakup Ceremony would be different.”

“I’ve been to maybe five Breakup Ceremonies,” she said, “and I don’t even know how the ceremony’s supposed to end because every single time someone goes postal.”

“Yeah,” Coltrane said. “I’m not really sure if these Breakup Ceremonies are such a good idea. My dad always said, ‘It’s cheaper to keep her,’ and I never really knew what he was talkin’ about cuz he was always broke. But now I get it.”


CAR

Matthew Sharpe

(ka:(r)) n 1: a wheeled vehicle or conveyance desired by American teenagers upon receipt of a driver’s license; bone of household contention; can cause schism between generations

Our daughter’s body is a reproach to us. She has recently turned into a little monster of physical fitness and moral rectitude. Which doesn’t mean that I don’t know there are shifts in a family, and that no one is ever prepared for them. I remember, for example, the entire year when I was ironic. Maybe I hit upon irony because it is the thing that terrifies me most. Irony is like an evil twin that clubs you over the head, gags you, throws you down the basement stairs, and takes your place at the breakfast table with your family. And it says exactly what you would say, only instead of saying, for instance, “I love you,” it says, “ ‘I love you.’ ” I was ironic for a year because that was the period during which I was infatuated with a certain woman in my office. I would like to point out that even during that year, I was loyal to my wife and daughter even to the tiniest scruple. It must have been awful for them.

Still, my infatuation ended, and so did my irony. Our family mended and moved on. It’s different with Susie, our daughter, who is sixteen years old. We’re afraid her current behavior is not merely a mood but a temperament.

The three of us have had a tradition of eating breakfast in our pajamas, but lately Jane and I teeter down the stairs stiff and weary on our skinny legs, rubbing the crust out of our eyes, and Susie is already in some absurd yoga position on the floor of the breakfast nook. One morning we showed up and Susie was kneeling on the clean, bare linoleum floor in her little exercise getup, thighs smooth as plastic. Without ceasing to kneel, she lay back with her legs tucked back underneath her. The back of her head and the nape of her neck were touching the floor. We could see her ribs and the outline of her hard little abdomen under her soft cotton jersey. She inhaled deeply and said, “You two are like a furnace of foul odors.” She said it with such good humor that we didn’t know how to take it. The whole thing was very odd. From her position on the floor, all lean and contorted, she had this power over us. Jane and I looked at one another, and I could see that it was a bad day for Jane. We turned around and walked slowly up the stairs, no doubt with terrible posture, and we got back into bed and we fell asleep.

She runs ten miles, she swims three miles, she rides her bike forty miles, she does her homework, she works at a tanning salon after school and saves her money, she goes out with her nice friends and has a good time engaging in moderate activities. She’s going to buy a new car. I want to say to her, “Susie, get a fake ID and have a few drinks. Buy a quart bottle of Wild Turkey and get sick. Borrow my car without asking. Skip school. Smoke pot. Have an affair with a forty-year-old alcoholic woman with a ring in her nose.” But Susie runs fifteen miles. She runs thirty miles.

         

My wife’s body fits my own so nicely, our ungainly, saggy bodies, as we lie in bed holding each other and talking. It’s a bit of solace against this stinking world. The other night we were discussing Susie’s impending purchase of a new car. Jane said, “Can’t you take her aside for just fifteen minutes and tell her what kind of crazy circus she’s going to encounter in car sales?” We were lying on our backs, angled slightly to face one another. Her head was resting on my arm, and our bodies were in gentle contact all the way down to our ankles. The lights were off, but I could see Jane’s face as it was illuminated by the street lamps our town government had put up and by the small lantern we have in our front yard, both of which are on timers that turn them on an hour after sunset and off an hour before sunrise. Jane’s face is not beautiful, but there is nobody’s face I would rather look at. Show me the most gorgeous twenty-eight-year-old model for eyeliner or moisturizing cream—my heart might race for a couple of seconds, but don’t make me face her for an hour. Familiarity is better than beauty. The extra grooves in Jane’s skin, the puffiness around the eyes, the small amount of flesh that has accumulated below her jawline during the twenty years of my having looked at her steadily: these things are a life’s work. Jane and I own each other’s skin.

“Yes, that’s good,” I said. “Circus. That’s just it. It is a circus. But how am I gonna tell her? You know how she is.”

“Please. Don’t tell me how she is. I’m her mother. It’s worse for the mother. With the father I don’t think there’s the same humiliation.” I could see the echo of the word humiliation in the muscles of her face the instant before she smiled in that pained way. “Humiliation” has a particular meaning to us. Rather, it has a particular meaning for me that Jane is aware of. She doesn’t know the details of the single event in my life that makes the word resound at the very core of my being—namely, the ending of my infatuation with the young woman—but she understands. This seems to be the gift of women: to know the feeling of an event without knowing the event. Thus, Jane can say, “Oh, I saw the most wonderful movie on public television the other night,” and I’ll say, “What was it called?” and she’ll say, “I can’t remember,” and I’ll say “Who was it by?” and she’ll say, “I don’t know, I think it was Australian,” and I’ll say, “What was it about?” et cetera. (In this regard, by the way, our daughter, Susie, is more like a man.)

“Okay,” I said, “now tell me what you mean by circus.”

“You know, they’re a bunch of clowns, car dealers. They’ll deceive her with illusion and falsehood. They’re famous for it. The whole enterprise is just going to be another defeat for our family. Could you go with her maybe?”

“You mean accompany her while she shops for the car? First of all, she probably won’t let me. Second of all, it’s a deadly dreadful prospect, spending a goal-oriented day with that supercilious American girl.”

Jane laughed. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, we’ve got to help her.”

A car went by on our street in front of our house, and we both watched the crucifix-shaped shadow of our window frame move from one side of our bedroom ceiling to the other.

“My arm is asleep,” I said, and tried unsuccessfully to wiggle it out from under her heavy head.

“It’s funny that you say, ‘My arm is asleep.’ What you really mean is that your arm, as the result of a trauma, has fallen unconscious. Your arm has fainted. It’s been overtaxed. Your arm’s getting older, dear.”

We laughed. Jane didn’t move her head, and I didn’t move my arm. We fell asleep.

         

I made a point of getting up early, showering and deodorizing, shaving, and putting on a fresh, crisp shirt and pants before going down to breakfast. As I approached the door to the kitchen I saw Susie’s two tall, clean, golden legs sticking up side by side from behind the table in the breakfast nook, toes pointed. “Morning, sweetheart. I’m all clean and not smelly.”

“Look, this is the candle position, Dad. Can you touch your toes?” Her entire weight was balanced on her shoulders and neck and the back of her blond head. I don’t know where she got her coloring from, since Jane and I are brunettes. She exhaled and rolled forward one vertebra at a time. When her legs were flat out in front of her she continued to move forward until her fingers were holding the bottoms of her feet and her face was between her knees.

“Susie, are you going to start your car hunt today? I thought that we should talk over your strategy on buying this car.”

She didn’t answer. Her breathing was steady and slow. It was clear that these idle greetings and questions of her father’s were an annoying distraction.

After she had held the same position for a couple of minutes, she unfolded herself and stood up. She went to the cupboard and got a glass, which she held under our refrigerator’s automatic ice dispenser, and then she took a carton of orange juice out of the fridge and poured some into the glass. “We should stop buying this stuff,” she said. “Consumer Reports rated a couple of new electric juicers really high. I think we ought to invest in one. Most of the nutrients are lost in the concentrating and rehydrating process, not to mention the flavor.”

“What, do you just casually flip through Consumer Reports in your spare time? Most girls your age are languishing in their rooms listening to Janis Ian over and over, reading Seventeen magazine.”

“Most girls my age don’t read. They also don’t save their money or spend it wisely.” My daughter talks this way, like Benjamin Franklin or something.

“So about the car,” I said.

“The Japanese cars seem good,” she said. “There’s that new American car company that seems to have a lot of integrity. I’m looking at the area between compact and midsize. Gotta have passenger-side airbag. Gotta have antilock brakes. I’m thinking four-wheel drive for winter safety, but I’m not sure the terrain in this area demands it.”

“You don’t know where you’re going to college,” I said.

“Good point, Dad. Excellent point,” she said thoughtfully.

It’s pretty rare that she finds something I say worthy of consideration. I could feel myself blush. I had momentum, so I said, “I just want you to be careful because even though you may know a lot about the cars, the car dealers are tricky and deceitful. A car dealership is like, you know, a circus. You go in there, they throw a lot of jargon at you. They say, ‘reclining bucket seats’ and ‘V-6 engine’ and ‘ergonomic design’ and ‘hard-body steel construction’ with big smiles on their faces.”

“Dad, give me a little credit for knowing something. Also you’re exaggerating the evil in human nature as usual.”

“No. You know what? You give me a little credit. I’m not paranoid. I have actual experience with car dealers. I’ve bought cars. I even once knew a car dealer. If you do this all on your own, you’re gonna get hurt.”

She was silent for a moment. “It sounds like you relish the idea of me getting hurt,” she said. “Excuse me, I’m going for a bike ride.”

As she walked out the back door I called after her, “I do not relish the idea of you getting hurt.”

         

I often have this sensation after talking to Susie or Jane that I’ve left out the most important thing. I can never put my finger on what it is, but I feel that if I were to say it, even once in the conversation, it would make us a winning family instead of the other.

         

“She resented my input,” I said to Jane that night.

“Don’t say ‘input,’ ” she said. “ ‘Input’ is like ‘reclining bucket seats.’ ”

“You’re right,” I said. “ ‘Input’ is a dirty word.” We were lying in bed again. Inertia is the epitome of our marriage. I don’t mean that we don’t change or that we’re frightened of progress. I mean that our last moments of conciousness each night, when we talk and lie together, amount to a dark nest of quiet truth amid all the racket. Our conversations are the opposite of a car.

Jane smiled and snuggled against my soft, hairy shoulder. “What did you say to her?” she asked.

“I said the thing about car dealers being clowns.”

“But what was the point? What were you hoping to persuade her to do?”

“Let me come along and protect her.” As soon as I said this I pictured Susie’s body, which is like a coat of armor, and I realized how absurd a thing it was for me to protect her, and so did Jane, and we had a good laugh.

“So I guess she turned you down.”

“I guess so.”

“Are we just going to let her go through with this by herself?”

I sighed. We were silent for a moment, and I could hear the alarm clock ticking on the night table on Jane’s side of the bed.

“I mean what are we going to do with her?” Jane said.

“Pack her off to boarding school?”

“I think she really needs the opposite of boarding school.”

“What’s the opposite of boarding school?”

“Maybe she could climb in bed and sleep with us the way she used to?”

“Maybe we could accidentally push her down the stairs.”

Jane gasped and rushed to put her forefinger to her mouth and say, “Shhh,” as if suddenly Susie could hear our whispers from down the hall. But I saw that smile breaking out behind her finger.

         

The following day was a Saturday. At 8:30 A.M. on my way to the bathroom I saw that the thermometer outside our bedroom window indicated sixty-five degrees. In anticipation of Susie’s subtly perfumed limbs at breakfast that morning I lost all hope and went back to bed for an hour and a half. Jane and I were feeling so embattled that when I finally did get up, we agreed that I would scout out the breakfast nook. If she were still there, I was to grab a box of cereal, some milk, a couple of spoons and bowls, mumble something about “your mother’s menopause,” and retreat to the bedroom.

“Dad,” she said, before I had caught sight of her, “let’s go, get a move on, shake a leg, I want to have a car all picked out by five o’clock this afternoon.” She had evidently finished with her yoga. She was wearing a new pair of fancy jeans, an off-white short-sleeve silk blouse, a delicate gold necklace, and elegant brown pumps: a car-hunting outfit.

“What?” I said. “You want me to go with you?”

“Of course I do, Dad. How would I be able to do this without you?” There it was: Susie’s evil twin.

I showered. I put on a polo shirt, khaki pants—the Dad outfit.

As we were walking out the door Susie threw on a blue blazer, put a Walkman in her pocket, stuck the tiny speakers in her ears, and proceeded to listen to music that only she could hear.

“You gonna wear that thing when we talk to the salesmen?”

“What do you think I am?” she said, louder than she needed to.

         

The first place we went was to the showroom of the American Car with Integrity. We walked in. No one approached us. All the walls were made of glass. The lighting was subdued. The air smelled processed. The cars were shiny and resting gently on the gray carpet. I felt as if we were in a fancy restaurant that had cars instead of food. I became nauseated. What did she need a car for? She was sixteen, she could ride her bike. I prepared myself to forbid her to buy a car.

Susie marched us over to one of the sales offices. When I caught a glimpse of the salesman sitting behind his desk, I put my hands over my face. In a few moments my face remained covered by my hands, I gave up on Susie; I gave up on her altogether. Then I turned so that my back was to the salesman, dreading that he had seen my face, and I asked Susie to step away from his office for a moment.

Very quickly and monotonously I said, “I’ve decided to let you handle this by yourself. I think this car company is different and they won’t take advantage of you. This will be a good experience, too, for you to buy a car on your own. If you can do this, you’ll be ready for adulthood.”

“What? Excuse me, Dad, but this is very weird.”

“I’ve thought this over, this is what I want you to do. Here are the keys to my car. I’ll take the bus home.”

“Thought it over? It seems like you, like, are freaking out on the spur of the moment. You said you were gonna buy a car with me.”

“You really didn’t want me to.”

“Yes.” Her face was red. She looked confused. It was all I could do to walk and not run for the door of the showroom.

The salesman, you see, was the husband of that young woman who had caused me to be ironic with my family for an entire year seven years ago. I had known way back that the guy was a car salesman, but it must have slipped my mind. Not only had his wife worked in my office, she had been my secretary. I cannot put into words how beautiful she was. I had thought that any life with her in it would be better than what I had, no matter how high the price.

I had wanted to fire her, but there were no grounds. For a year I practiced self-restraint. Then, one warm Friday in spring, when everyone else in the company had gone home, she wore a sleeveless blouse into my office to water the plants, and I got down on my knees. She was standing above me, and I took her hand and told her that I loved her, and I asked her if she would go away with me the following weekend. She ran out of the office and never came back.

For several months after that, I came home from work, ate dinner, and went to bed; on weekends I slept as much as possible and rarely left the house. I did not tell Jane what had happened, but my irony was gone and I’m sure she understood, in that way she understands without knowing. What she did was remarkable. She spent the time in bed with me. If I lay in bed until noon on a Saturday, she lay in bed until noon. If I went to sleep at eight o’clock on a work night, she climbed in next to me and held me in her warm arms. It must have been tough on nine-year-old Susie, her two parents hiding in the bedroom, cohabitating in their defeat.

         

Jane was not at home when I arrived. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I sat at the kitchen table. I saw ahead of me an afternoon of sitting and waiting, and I was afraid.

At this point I had the following thought: “What would Susie do?” The answer was that she would run ten to fifteen miles, and then go for a thirty-mile swim. So I actually went up to our bedroom and found a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt and put them on. On the way down the stairs I felt hopeful. Then, in the driveway, I felt stupid. I was in my pajamas, practically. Then Jane came up the driveway in the station wagon.

She got out of the car and laughed. “Say it isn’t so!” She was referring to my jogging attire.

As a kind of preemptive strike, I scrutinized her outfit. She never dresses well. She had on an old pink T-shirt with a worn, frilly hem. It was too small for her. Her jeans were baggy, and her tennis shoes, which she had worn to play tennis about twice, were dirty and frayed. Her graying hair was stuck up on top of her head with a random assortment of bobby pins and barrettes.

“What happened? Did you get kicked off the car-hunting team?”

I nodded.

“Ooh, you look so cute in your getup.” She came over smiling and grabbed my shoulders and kissed me all over my face, making each kiss an enchanted, artificial kissing noise—“mwa”—as if we were a brand-new couple in our twenties.

“Frankly, you don’t look so great at the moment yourself,” I said, before it dawned on me that she was not being ironic.

Her face looked pained, and then calm. “So it really smarts that Susie wouldn’t let you shop for a car with her, eh?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” I said. “I guess it really does smart.”

Now she squinted, which meant she knew there was a discrepancy between what had happened and what was being said. “Why don’t you come inside,” she said, “and we’ll split a beer while we wait for her to come home.”

There was such assurance in the way she said that, and in the way she hooked my arm with hers and steered us toward the front door, that I was afraid of her. Surely when Susie got home my lie about getting kicked off the car team would be found out. And if I sat across the kitchen table from Jane just waiting for Susie to come home, it was conceivable that all my lies would soon be found out. “I feel disgusting. I’m going to take a shower,” I said.

“Do whatever you want.”

         

As I was dressing I looked out our bedroom window and saw Susie coming up the driveway in a brand-new economy-size hatchback from the American car company. I ran downstairs and out into the driveway. Susie got out of the car. Her face was flushed. I gave her a big hug. “I’m sorry, honey,” I whispered before Jane caught up with me.

“Dad, it’s fine. It worked out for the best. You’ll never believe what happened. Mom,” she said to Jane, who was strolling toward us, “you’ll never believe what happened.”

“What happened?”

Sweat was pouring form my armpits onto my freshly laundered polo shirt.

“So, we’re in the car taking a test drive, just me and the salesman, right?”

Jane and I nod eagerly. Here was this beautiful new car in our driveway that Susie had purchased all by herself. Jane was infected by the car and by Susie’s radiance. The two of them made their mouths into these big alarming smiles.

“So we’re on the highway, right? And I’m driving? Well, this guy puts his hand on my knee. The car salesman does. For real.” Jane stopped smiling. “And then he starts asking me things and saying things to me. I can’t even tell you what they were because I’d be too embarrassed. But he said like five separate gross things to me. I had no idea what to say to him, so I didn’t say anything. I just concentrated on getting back to the lot as fast as I could, but I also didn’t want to get a ticket or anything.

“And then, check this out. Mom, Dad, when we get back to the lot I have this brilliant idea. Dad, remember how I had that Walkman in the pocket of my blazer that you were giving me a hard time about? Well, I jump out of the car and show him the Walkman, and I like press one of the buttons like it had been on the whole time, and I say, ‘Look, mister, I just recorded everything you said to me in that car, and that is totally sexual harassment. Not to mention I’m a minor.’ So you know what I made him do? I made him sell me the car for fifteen hundred dollars below list price. I got the Achilles for six and a quarter! Is that awesome or what?”

Susie laughed with sheer joy and jumped up and down, and she wanted her parents to jump up and down with her, but we were too old and out of shape, and her story was actually pretty depressing.

Even though I thought it might still emerge that I had abandoned Susie at the door of the salesman’s office, among other things, I feigned happiness, as Jane seemed to be doing, and I said I’d like to take everyone out for a nice celebration dinner, only we’d have to go in Jane’s or Susie’s car because mine was still parked outside the dealership.

         

Susie went up to her room, and Jane and I sat down across from each other at the dreaded table in the breakfast nook.

“What do you make of this?” Jane asked.

I had my hand over my mouth. I shook my head.

“Did you meet this fellow, the pervert?”

I shook my head again.

“You didn’t see him.”

“I saw him.”

“But you didn’t meet him.”

“Right.”

“You didn’t really get kicked off the car-hunting team, did you? You resigned, didn’t you?”

I thought this was it. I saw everything collapsing. “How did you know?”

“Please,” she said. “I understand.”

“You do?”

“Well, no,” she said. “I really don’t understand. I believe there’s something . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence. She stood up and walked to the window that overlooks our driveway and stared down at Susie’s new car. Then she came back to the table. “Whatever else happened, it’s clear to me that Susie’s story is false,” she said. “Let’s get ready for dinner.”

I tried to take Jane’s hand and walk up the stairs with her, but she pulled her hand away and went up by herself.

When I got to the top of the stairs, I heard water running in the bathroom down the hall. Susie was taking a shower, though she had taken one just before we left to buy the car. I have since verified that Susie did indeed pay six and a quarter for the car, but, like Jane, I don’t think it happened the way Susie said it did. Behind the sound of the shower was another sound, a funny noise. I walked down the hall and stood outside the bathroom door and I realized what the noise was. It was Susie sobbing. That means she’s not as good a liar as her father is. Surely this fact alone constitutes a victory for our family.


DEVOTION

Adam Langer

(dĭ-vō’shən) n 1: ardent, often selfless affection and dedication, as to a person or principle; see synonyms at love 2: the act of devoting or the state of being devoted 3: commitment to some purpose; “the devotion of his time and wealth to accumulating a large collection of obscure blues albums”

I had a fucked-up relationship with my father, but so does everyone, so let’s not get into that. My mother and I get along fine, but she’s no better. Not really.

Can you tell that I like Springsteen? Did like Springsteen. Can you see me? Cutoff denim jacket, Marlboros in the front pocket, boots. Teachers, they were like “Pass her. Get her the hell out of my class.” Except the one who tried to bone me. Mr. Hull. Wanted to marry me. Kept on pestering me: “Marry me, marry me, marry me.” I only said yes to shut him up. Once we said the vows, I split. I don’t think it was legal anyway, because I lied about my age. He was like, “Where should we spend the honeymoon?” I was like, “Hell with you, pal; I’m honeymooning on my own.”

It’s about this time that I got the idea that I should hump Bruce Springsteen. I’m not talking about Born in the USA vintage Bruce. I’m talking about Nebraska vintage Bruce. The introspective period—dark songs about killers and the road.

When I was thirteen or fourteen I had this fantasy that I would marry a killer. Like a Bonnie and Clyde thing. Like a Badlands thing. I used to sit around in my room imitating Martin Sheen: “Suppose I shot ya. How’d that be?”

I digress.

We were talking about Bruce. And how I boned him. Not really. That was the fantasy. That was the maturation process—from falling in love with real killers to falling for the guy who sings about them.

It’s 1983. I’m seventeen years old. And I’m feeling good about my future. It’s summer. I’ve got some money saved up from my job at Friendly’s. They canned me when I told off the manager—this little shit named Scottie Ricket. Scottie was a pathetic little shit with a pencil-thin, blond mustache. He wore those cheap, short-sleeved dress shirts you can see right through after you wash them once, and he’d wear them in colors like sky blue, pale yellow, or beige. Like a beige short-sleeve shirt with a white T-shirt underneath. And stretchy Hagar slacks. And I told him—’cause he was asking for it—because he’d always come in with that real patronizing tone when he was explaining obvious shit. Like he’d tell me “remember to ask if they’ve left room for dessert” or “don’t forget to ask if they want free Coke refills” and he’d always add, “You see why that works?” I’d always say, “Sure, Scottie,” and flip him off behind his back.

But, I don’t know. I was punchy. So he said some shit. Like “Don’t give ’em extra napkins unless they ask for ’em,” and I didn’t say, “Sure, Scottie.” I said, “Hey listen up you junior college dropout little fuck, if I hear one more piece of patronizing bullshit out of your putrid yap, I’m gonna take this squeeze bottle of syrup and ram it through those Hagar slacks and right up your ass, so why don’t you just keep your sage observations to yourself, motherfucker.”

So he canned me.

And I was thankful, frankly. ’Cause to be honest with you, I think I was actually looking to get fired. No, really. But hell, I had my two weeks coming and I had about a grand saved up before I was gonna start up at Princeton.

Yeah, Princeton. So maybe I lied a little bit. About my test scores and my extracurricular activities and shit like that. It was the ’80s. The era when you could still make up bullshit and not have some tight-ass call you on it and drag you before some investigative committee. The era when you could do a bong hit and people wouldn’t give you that Nancy Reagan “Just Say No” look, the era when you could just go out and bone somebody and not worry that you were gonna die from it. 1983. It was the time of Kajagoogoo, the Tubes, Soft Cell. It was a century ago. People still thought Eddie Murphy was funny. That’s a long fucking time ago.

But Bruce, man. Bruce was it, man. He was it. And the thing is, I had seen him live a couple of times, like at the Uptown in ’81 and the Horizon when he was starting to do the bigger gigs. And I dug the tunes, but it wasn’t like I was attracted to the dude. Not yet. ’Cause I don’t have that whole starfucker mentality, like Sheila Price who came back one night after blowing Jimmy Page and thought she was hot shit and I was like “Don’t take another step toward me until you disinfect your mouth, ’cause I am not about to breathe in those Led Zeppelin semen germs.” But somehow, the Bruce thing eventually hooked me. It was something about the song “Atlantic City.” The first time I heard it was at the Horizon and when I heard him sing it, I got this weird feeling of what I guess you’d call reverse déjà vu, this feeling that what I was feeling hadn’t happened yet, but it would soon. And that was me humping Bruce Springsteen. Me on top of him.

Gross, right? Way gross. ’Cause that’s a New Jersey fantasy, a New Jersey mall girl fantasy. I mean I liked guys, but not in a mall girl kind of way, not in a “this gives me validation” kind of way, not in a “boning this guy gets back at my dad” kind of way. I mean, I told you about my dad. I mean he and I, we’re fucked up, but not like that. It’s just ’cause he’s an asshole; it’s not a sex thing. ’Cause I know chicks like that and it’s like, “Whoa. Your dad’s six foot four and this guy’s six foot four and your dad’s got a beard and this guy’s got a beard and your dad wears Hathaway shirts, too.” Fuck that. I know about that. This is not about that. I’ve boned five or six Chinese guys, so this is not about that.

I screwed guys because I thought it was funny. And that always intimidated people. I mean, you’d have these guys and I don’t know where they learn this shit, but they’d be turning the lights down low, turning on Marvin Gaye, standing there with two glasses of Chardonnay and body liqueurs. This one guy had body liqueurs; I couldn’t stop roaring. They’d all get those frog-eyed faces going. Eyes all big and sad and dumb and those sexy bedroom voices, saying “I’m so glad we did this.” And I’d be like, “Of course you’re glad; you got a blow job out of it, shithead.” They all were shitheads. There was one cool guy I boned who liked to wear a Nixon mask while we were doing it. But for the most part, shitheads.

Which is why the idea of boning Bruce Springsteen was so appealing, because you heard those songs on Nebraska and he didn’t sound full of shit. I mean, he probably was, but you figured he was one of those guys who you wouldn’t figure that out about until the fourth or fifth date. Me, I was only planning on one.

So next thing I know, I’m out on Highway 94, heading north for Milwaukee, driving my girlfriend’s car and I’m playing “Atlantic City” and I’m trying to get to this hotel, this one hotel called, I kid you not, the “Pfister.” I figure this is an omen. It’s where all the rock stars stay. It’s Milwaukee; there’s not much choice.

Oh, by the way, just as a point of information, can we stop all this muttering about nymphomaniac this and sex addict that? I don’t know where all that got started. Seems to me like some name some asshole thought up to call chicks who slept with everyone but him. Or maybe it was a woman who thought it up. Who knows? Some tight-ass. And well, maybe there are chicks like that, who’re addicted to it, but they shop at Wal-Mart, okay? And well, tell you the truth, they’re probably the ones who want to fuck Bruce Springsteen, too, but you know, Born in the USA Bruce, Tunnel of Love Bruce, “Streets of Philadelphia” Bruce. No one wants to bone “Atlantic City” or Nebraska Bruce. Least of all some dumbshit nympho, if you buy into the terminology. Which, as I’ve already said, I don’t.

But what the hell; I’m no psychotherapist. I was a West Rogers Park chick with too much energy and too much money in her wallet and nothing to do except follow a fantasy to Milwaukee, so she could get naked and get up on some scrawny folk rock guy with rank cigarette and coffee breath. I mean, he was all right. But naked? Well, not totally naked. Scratch that. I didn’t see him totally naked. I mean, if you see a guy’s dick and balls but he’s still wearing a ratty-ass T-shirt, does that count as naked?

I better back up.

It’s no trick to go out and screw some rock guy. I mean, maybe it is, if you’re some nasty scumbag mall chick. I mean, then maybe you’ve gotta content yourself blowing third-rung rockers. Like maybe you can only do Bachman Turner Overdrive or Grand Funk Railroad or Captain and Tennille—I don’t know what the fuck—but if you’re reasonably attractive and if the guy isn’t married or a douchebag, you’re gonna get some play. I mean, you watch that old Beatles footage and you think they’re out boning Nancy Sinatra and Petula Clark and Ed Sullivan, but do you know what rock stars really do? They sit in hotel rooms. They drink whatever’s in the fridge. They watch Batman reruns. They pull their puds. You think there’re a hundred nubile supermodels banging on their doors in Wisconsin? What planet are you from? In general, rock guys are dorks. They’re not poets. They’re not artists. They’re fucking morons.

I mean, it’s like high school. You’ve got a couple smart ones. But the rest are plodders and dopes. You want to tell me that Paul McCartney’s smart? You want to spend some quality time with Axl Rose? How long is a song, when you think about it? What do you think? About a hundred words? Maybe? So an album’s what? Ten songs? A thousand words? Maybe? Come out with one of those every other year. What’s that? It’s like a word and a half every day. These are not people with a profound range of verbal skills.

So there’s this potbellied dwarf sitting in the lobby, and he’s wearing a River shirt, and I go up to him and he’s like, “What?” I got right to the point. I said, “I’m here to do Bruce.” He says, “Get a room and come back and see me.” So I get the room and I come back and he’s like, “All right, let me come up and see it.” And I’m like, “What for?” This stumps him. I say, “Look, I’m not screwing you, pal. I’m here to screw your boss, the Boss, so don’t be nosing around sniffing out an appetizer.” He’s like, “But that’s how it works.” So I said, “No, let me tell you how it works. I decide who I screw. I decide when and how I do it. I’m here for Bruce Springsteen and if screwing some zit-faced nineteen-year-old fat shit who spends his spare time fucking his fat, sweaty hands is part of the deal, then you know what? The deal’s off.”

“Bruce is gonna like you,” he says. “Room 707. He ain’t up there, but he’ll be back for his lunch. He likes having his lunch alone in his room. You can bring it up to him. He’s expecting it at 1:30.”

“What’s he having?”

“Turkey and Swiss.”

He hands me a brown paper bag with mayo grease stains on it.

“1:30,” he tells me. “Make sure you let him know I got it with the Russian dressing on it, ’cause he always bitches when I forget it.”

I take the sandwich up to my room and I snarf it down, ’cause what the hell? I’m starved. And his cheap ass should be doing better for himself than turkey and Swiss. 1:30 comes. I knock on the door. Here’s how I’m dressed. Not like a tramp. Well, kind of like a tramp. But I’ve got this innate intelligence that registers on my face when people see me, so what’s trampy on some mall chick doesn’t look trampy on me. I’m not the only one who says this; this is what people tell me. So I’ve got on Levi’s, boots. Black boots. Shirt. White T-shirt. A nice one. Like, a Hanes Beefy-T, sleeves rolled up. I was gonna do the denim jacket, but I don’t want to look like some biker chick.

So, like, knock knock. Somebody says come on. It’s not Bruce’s voice. I know that. I walk in and there’s some gnarly jagoff in a suit, some stroke, some hanger-on, some pud rock ’n’ roll journalist, I don’t know who it is—someone cut-rate, someone at the bottom of whatever profession he’s in.

“You have the sandwich?” he asks.

“I did,” I say.

“What do you mean?”

“I ate it.”

He’s dumbfounded.

“It was rank, too,” I say. “Tell Bruce he wasn’t missing anything.”

“So what’s in the bag?”

I take out the slaw and the pickles and the napkin and put them on top of the TV. This guy’s inspecting them, like he’s with the Health Department, picking up the slaw, sniffing it, shifting the pickle from hand to hand, like he wants to know what it weighs. I’m like, “What do you want? And, uh, by the way, who the hell are you?”

“No,” he says. “Who the hell are you?”

“No,” I say. “Who the hell are you?”

“You wanna know who I am?” he asks.

“No,” I say, “I know who you are. You’re an asshole. That’s who you are. I just want to know who you think you are. I am here to screw Bruce Springsteen. At the very least, I am entitled to a shitty $2.95 sandwich. Now, do I get to screw Bruce or do I get in line behind you?”

At this moment, the door to the john opens and there he is. I am standing here arguing about a sandwich with some glorified bellboy while Mr. Atlantic Fucking City was sitting on the throne, taking one. And then, he walks out in all his ratty-ass T-shirt, barefoot, dick-swinging-in-the-breeze glory, a folded-up newspaper in his hand. Sports section? I don’t know, maybe. Are you getting the picture? Black T-shirt. Nothing else.

I have a problem with this. Not even from a hygiene standpoint, which is a whole other issue entirely, but just from a “You’re taking one, you’re reading the sports section, yuck” kind of way.

“This girl,” the guy tells Bruce, “she ate the sandwich.”

“A’right,” Bruce says.

“She left you the pickle and the slaw,” he says.

“Oh. A’right,” Bruce says.

“She wants to fuck you,” the guy says.

“Oh. A’right,” Bruce says. “I don’t really do that kind of thing.”

“Yeah,” I say. “From the looks of you, you probably don’t.”

“We could get a meal, though,” he says. “Since you ate the sandwich, we could get a meal.”

“Sure, why not? What do you have in mind?”

I am not making this up.

“There’s a Friendly’s around here, I think,” he says.

So here I am, at Friendly’s again, which, as you know, is exactly the same everywhere in the country. I mean I’m not talking about the design. I mean the design, yeah, right, all right, the design, I mean, the menus, yeah, right, the logo, yeah, all right. I’m not talking about that. I mean the old geezer with the red St. Louis Cardinals cap eating the Canadian Bacon Deluxe sandwich. The mechanics from the auto shop down the road with grease on their shirts, eating Denver omelets, the little rugrat pair eating muddy cricket sundaes. There is a chick—I kid you not—there is a chick working the tables who is a carbon copy of me. I kid you not. I mean, a little trampier, no doubt. Coulda used a little dental work, I grant you. But fuck, man. Close enough.

The only thing missing is Scottie Ricket. You know, the little piece of shit, pencil-thin mustache geek manager who canned me? His clone is nowhere to be seen. Until I look at Bruce. Oh my God. It’s Scottie Ricket’s long-lost twin brother. Same height, same build. Holy fucking shit. And I want to screw this guy? I want to screw the manager of Friendly’s? Is this what all fantasies come to?

And the bitch of it is that Bruce is being really nice. I mean, like a normal person, which isn’t really my type, you know. I’d be willing to forgo the whole sports-page-on-the-throne thing and, you know, just write it off to bad manners or lack of pretension or plain utter cluelessness. But here he is talking about, you know, hopes, dreams, new song ideas, and he doesn’t mind that I’m being real frank with him. Like he’s telling me about this idea he’s got for a new song called “Dancing in the Dark” and I’m like, “Fuck that, man. That sounds like Lionel Richie pop bullshit. Do more ‘Atlantic City.’ And he’s laughing at that and I’m laughing, too, and we’re having the best fucking time. But I’m like, how the hell do I get out of this gracefully, ’cause I don’t want to bone this guy because I know now that a chromosome here, a chromosome there, and you’re managing a Friendly’s and telling me to refill the ketchup bottles and asking me, “Do you see why that works?”

So he polished off his apple pie and I’m still fucking around with this bullshit ham and bean soup ’cause, what do you tell the guy? That meeting you was everything I wanted it to be, but you know what? You could just as easily be some jagoff managing a franchise restaurant and now everything’s ruined. How do you tell a person that he’s destroyed the idea of sex for you, because you realize that one guy walking down the street is just the same as anybody else, and what’s the point of trying to screw the President when you could just as easily be screwing a bagboy at Dominicks? How do you say that? I mean, without being rude?

Fuck, I don’t know. You tell me. But you know, it was getting to be about that time and Bruce is like, “I got a couple hours before the show. You’re gonna come and hang out, right?” And I’m like, “You know what, Bruce? I’m gonna have to take a raincheck on that one.” And he’s like, “Well, why?” And I’m like, “You know, I got these plans and I can’t break them.” And he’s like, “Sure you can. Tell them you’re with me.” And I don’t know what came into my mind. But the first thing out of my mouth, I’m like, “You know what? I’m way behind schedule. I gotta get to Minneapolis by 10:00, ’cause I’m meeting a couple of girlfriends who’re gonna try to get up on Bob Dylan.”

“Oh,” he says and shakes his head. “Yeah, man. Bob’s always a step ahead of me. Man, say hey, man. Tell him I said hey.”

I even blew off the good-bye kiss. Just got in the car and got back on I-94. My first impulse was to turn back, you know, and go back to Chicago. But then, I’m like, what the hell? I’m in the prime of my youth. I got a full tank of gas, I got a wallet full of money, I got the whole summer ahead of me. And you know what? Screwing Bob Dylan? That could be fucking hilarious.


EGGING

Jeff Johnson

egg (ĕg) n 1: something having the ovoid shape of an egg 2: Slang. A fellow; a person: He’s a good egg. 

tr.v. egged, egg·ing, eggs 1: to cover with beaten egg, as in cooking 2: Slang. To throw eggs at.

Idioms:

egg on (one’s) face Informal

Embarrassment; humiliation: If you do that, you’ll end up with egg on your face.

lay an egg Informal

To fail, especially in a public performance.

put/have all (one’s) eggs in one basket Informal

To risk everything on a single venture.

Here’s espionage: It’s fermented peach. It’s mustard. It’s rearview asphyxia. It’s teamwork.

Okay.

Radloff had the kid. The kid rode shotgun. Compliments of a Radloffian stray dollar, the kid chowed. Chewed a hot dog. Entertained between bites. Provided Radloff some rudimentary twelve-year-old-boy theories. (1) A bright-y about why male femmes always get roped career-wise, into cinema security and confections. It went nowhere, but was charming nonetheless. (2) Who knows? Radloff tuned it the hell out. Why? He and the kid (whom Radloff defensively referred to as a chatterbox, when genius might have been apropos) were officially on a mission. And mission involved theories, but not the kid’s. Not tonight, anyway.

“Say we get pulled over,” the kid segued, carefully, from slipshod philosophies into The Now. The kid, by the way, looked like a young, anemic Jack Lemmon. At least to Radloff, he did. Roll a preteen-goof into a Days of Wine and Roses–era manic, slavering Lemmon, and you get the kid. He didn’t have much in the way of money or parenting, so he could’ve easily slid into dirtball- or fake gangsta–mode. But he didn’t. The saddest part was that the kid tried to do well. He was still earnest enough to believe things would work out, even though he dressed grubby and his close-cut black hair was often styled with nothing more than its own grease. His peers couldn’t even work up the energy to ostracize him. He was invisible to all but a handful of corrupted, lonely geeks. Early on in Radloff’s doomed relationship with the kid’s mother, he took to calling the boy Jack, though that wasn’t even close to his real name.

“Huh?” Radloff groaned. He was mentally wading through the A–Zs of the mission. The attendant nuts and bolts of making it a success. Radloff was a wire in a jean jacket and tie. Unlike the young, anemic Jack Lemmon riding next to him, Radloff had long abandoned the illusion that he was anything remotely more lovable than a forty-three-year-old, wicker-boned conspiracist operating on a juggle of Sanka, One-a-Days, Newports, and stale cinnamon Chewels.

“Hypothetically speaking,” Jack continued, stringing out the question. He paused for a second in deference to Radloff. Waited for an official Radloff-based policy regarding interaction with law enforcement. Jack checked his hot dog. Mustarded an index finger. Guided it toward his mouth, thought better of it.

“Wait a second,” Radloff snorted. Snapped to. “Pulled over? Wait—” Jack had done it. Unceremoniously liberated Radloff from the ticker-tape portion of his mission fantasy. They crept past a fossilized Toyota Cressida that was pluming out violet clouds.

“Now just shhh,” Radloff scolded. Jack was completely pissing on Radloff’s moment. A moment that had been roasting in the oven for twenty-five years, and now some sexy, moderately voluptuous gal in a checkered apron—who also, like Radloff, adored Conway Twitty songs—had pulled it out, set it on a beautiful Italian marble countertop, sweetly cooed for Radloff to come and get it. And Jack was mucking it up. Poking it with a rusty butter knife. Radloff shook his head from side to side. Severely. Kept his eyes on the road. Jack clammed up.

It was 9:45. Wednesday night. Moonless. November something. Twenty-six-odd degrees Fahrenheit. Jack and Radloff were tooling along in Radloff’s Cutlass on the beltway. A beltway usually belts a city. This beltway belted nothing. It was just an asphalt airstrip bisecting, among other things, the community college from the real college. The Wendy’s from the Hardee’s. The Perry Shemenauer Realty from Odegaard Transmission. Then a slight incline, marked by concrete abutments, moist creek bed. Then the postdivorce eightplexes from the predivorce ranch-style dwellings. Gas station left. Gas station right. BBQ joint versus Christian Clothing Outreach. Still, everyone called it the beltway. Harbored aspirations for it to belt something. A viable community.

“I’m saying we get nabbed,” Jack started up again. He wouldn’t be shushed. “Are you my dad? Or are you the babysitter? Batshit uncle? How’s this break down?”

“In terms of?” Radloff parried, pretend clueless. If Jack was gonna dwell on the negative, Radloff’d make him work for an answer. They had time to kill. Plenty of it.

“In terms of guardianship, Radloff,” Jack pitched the remains of the hot dog (bun mostly) into the backseat. “Jesus Christ. With respect to guardianism? Are the cops actually gonna buy that a responsible adult dad and a son go out vandalizing? Hucking eggs at, what,” Jack paused a second struggling to comprehend the full retardation of Radloff’s scheme, “trailer houses?”

They drove for a minute in silence. Radloff felt Jack should be focused on the Jack part of this mission, which was, last time he checked, having some fucking fun. Radloff changed the subject.

“Say, who do you think your mom hates more, you or me?” Radloff hit the turn signal. Left. They suckled over to the westbound turn lane. Onto West Thorndale. Headed toward the outskirts. The perimeter. The light turned red before they could make it through. They sat and waited. Radloff supposed that in this instance he was in fact contributing to the delinquency of a minor. That’s the way it’d look to the cops, at least, friggin’ squares.

“You obviously,” Jack answered, “especially if she ever finds out about this.” Radloff knew Jack was right. If he and Jack’s mom were still getting along, they’d all be at the indoor batting cage or shopping for rubberized fishing waders. Radloff slept on the couch most nights nowadays. Jack’s mom didn’t hate Jack. Their dumpy little cottage, miles away from the trailer park, was becoming a two-against-one household, and Radloff was the one.

Jack adjusted his sweatpants, sighed impatiently. Radloff had picked him up from basketball practice and didn’t even pretend to be driving him home. As a result, Jack was only wearing sweat clothing and a nylon anorak that was petrified by its own filth. “This heater is doing a number on my feet. Sahara-style. But my nose is freezing.”

“Blame GM.” Radloff fiddled with the heater level, coughed and took the left.

Background: Radloff moved in with Jack (and, more important, Jack’s mom) seven months ago. The honeymoon had expired. It was a Robin Hood deal, according to Radloff’s own personal history of himself. He thrust himself into their lives as a helper, but was now waist-deep in the reality of the situation. The parceling out of responsibility. The zero thanks in return. He felt used. To be honest? To look upon it as an outsider? They all felt used. Radloff’s goodwill dried up early, like clockwork. That’s how it had been every time out of the gate for Radloff. Weak finishes. Jack saw him as a tool. His mother was mentally filing her nails. More on her later. 

Jack kept at it. “Just have an idea, Radloff,” he pleaded. “Have one idea. ’Cause it’s a school night, and ’cause what we’re up to is bulls—” He paused. “Trouble. You even said both of us should stick to the same story. You anticipated trouble.” He slid his feet away from the dry blast and used his mustarded finger to slap the heater off.

“Well, number one, we’re not gonna get caught,” Radloff looked at Jack, winked. Nodded. “Sure, a backup plan’s nice. But I’m amending that as of now. And my outlook is: we’re fine.” Radloff brought the heater back up to low.

“Gee, I admire your confidence, Dad,” Jack said. He stretched the “a” out on the “dad” part. It was a little dagger, Radloff felt, a little judgmental dagger. Radloff sighed with disgust.

“Why,” Jack continued, “did you say stick to the same story, which we don’t fuckin’ have by the way . . .”

“We’re fine!” Radloff screamed, paused, exhaled. The stitches were coming out of the britches. “Just time out for a second.” Radloff jabbed his thumb at the abandoned hot dog in the backseat. “How’d ya get that dinner? Me! Me. Lookit your basketball shoes. Me. I’m on your side—”

“Whoop de shit,” Jack interrupted, threw a glance back at the hot dog. It rested nicely on the classifieds. Radloff lately had the classifieds peeled open, hunting and pecking for a $14.62-an-hour escape hatch in a neighboring community.

“Work with me, okay?” Radloff pleaded. “In lieu of actual, official baby-making acts, and court documentation, yes, I’m your dad. I’ll take the full heat in legal situations.”

“Good.”

“Which won’t happen anyway. You always wanna point out how I am messing things up.”

“Chill out, Radloff. Let’s get the job done.”

“You know, pardon me for not actually providing the semen,” Radloff rambled in lame defense attorney-ese. “Your real dad did that. The one who named you Jimi with an ‘i’. Where’s he?”

Jack shrugged.

“Life’s not perfect,” Radloff continued, convincing only himself. “But believe me, I’m this close to being your long-term guardian, kid,” He lied, pinching fingers. “Sickness and health. Your mom and me.”

“All right,” Jack said, rolled his eyes, semi-bought it, hatched an additional theory of his own. “Okay, so this mission is like a trust pact for us?”

“How ya mean?” Radloff asked. The car traveled along Thorndale. Old houses, new houses. Most of ’em dark. Phony chalet-type facades. Crumpled, frosted lawns.

“Say I help you on this,” Jack proposed, “you do my science quiz when we get home.”

“Deal,” Radloff lied again.

“Good,” Jack said and stuck out his hand to shake on it.

“I’m shitty at science, though,” Radloff confessed and gently elbowed Jack’s hand away. They went under an overpass and kept driving.

“Come on!” Jack snapped, reached back for the hot dog, put it in his mouth. Had another brainstorm. “Say Radloff, how’d ya like prechewed hot dog bun all over this heap?”

“Slow down,” Radloff said, put his right hand up, and wiggled it in the vicinity of the hot dog. “I’m good at, let’s see . . .” He took the Cutlass across Devine. The road turned curbless. A touch more rural. “The rains. The weather chapters. Cloud formations. The effects of the placebo. Some intestinal stuff. Kidney charts. Table of the Elements. Many of those are two letters. Pb being your iron, so forth. What are you on, anyway?”

“We’re on the speed of light. Formulas. Something over something else. Divided bys—”

“Oh, nuts,” Radloff chuckled. “Better lace your shoes up tight. We’ll break into the middle school after this. Nab the quiz.” The Cutlass picked up speed.

“Thanks for nothing, Radloff.”

“I’m kidding,” Radloff groveled. He sensed he was losing Jack’s confidence, not that there had been much to begin with. “Look, you’re built like a shithouse made of lightning. Those track shoes . . .”

“Basketball.”

“They make you fly. I bought ’em.”

“Medal’s on its way.”

“Just like the hot dog. Anyway, you’ll fly. No cops. No trouble. End of story. The science stuff we will address at, say, ten-ish. Once we’re home. Safe and sound.”

More Background: The couple spent a lot of time on the couch. She composed eloquent fan letters to Soap Opera magazine on burnt umber stationery. Radloff read the sports page and his beloved classifieds, mentally composed irate missives to the editor, area businessmen. Never followed through. Jack, ignored by both of them, noodled on the floor with the Xbox. Someone microwaved something.

The earliest seeds of hatred took root under the beer cans in the sink. Behind the replacement roll of toilet paper in the closet. In the not-plugged-in, but still stretched-out electrical cord of the iron. Radloff figured, at this stage of things, it was easier to get Jack excited over a project that involved light vandalism than it was to get Jack’s mom in a viable postcourtship stage that involved happiness. Hence the night trip, the driving.

“Look, when you’re fifteen,” Radloff pontificated, paused. He wanted to give Jack something. Some kernel of something gleaned. Some rite of passage. “It’s just a queer age, kid. All I’m saying is watch out,” Radloff looked straight ahead at the road. There were no houses now. Zero cars.

“There’s a lot of aggression, ’cause you can’t technically drive and yet you need your freedom. But bikes, bikes are over,” Radloff said, nodded at his own logic. “Mainly because middle school has taught you that the good pussy is in another part of town. Therefore,” he scrambled to make a valid point, “there’s lots of pubed-out, uh, pedestrian animosity. Fights for no good reason other than power frustrations.”

“Great,” Jack said, looked out the window, not even attempting to decipher any of this bullshit. He thumbed the bun. “Why are we egging this dude’s abode, anyway?”

“What we’re doing tonight, is a couple of things: we’re remembering fifteen, we’re acting fifteen ourselves, then we’re putting a lid on it,” Radloff explained. “Permanently.” He belched softly. He wanted to sound cool. Smooth things over. “Incidentally,” Radloff said, belched again. “When you get to fifteen, do whatever the fuck you want.”

“Remembering fifteen, huh?” Jack considered this for a moment. “What happened when you were fifteen, Radloff?” Jack seethed in Hannibal Lecter fashion. Silence of the Lambs had been on HBO a lot lately. “Tell me, Radloff, tell me about fifteen.”

“Oh, nothing too crazy,” Radloff lied.

“Oh, nothing too crazy,” Jack mocked. “Which totally explains why we’re out here tonight. Shit. Quid pro quo, Radloff,” Jack insisted. “Quid pro quo.”

“Well, what’s the quid part of it?” Radloff asked. “You aren’t quidding shit. I asked about your ma—”

“Like throwing eggs isn’t quidding,” Jack huffed. “It is so fucking quidding, Radloff!”

“All right. All right. Let none of this be an example for your life patterns. When I was fifteen, there was this kid who was, by all accounts, a friend,” Radloff said and fished in his breast pocket for a cigarette, slapped the car’s lighter. “I mean, not a tight pal, but he . . .” Radloff paused for a second to let the emphasis of this part of the sentence build. “Little fucker took a handful of Kool-Aid, ran through a crowded Taco Amigo parking lot—post–football game, hussies up the wazoo—took the sandy grains of Kool-Aid, and threw it, Nolan Ryan–style, right in my goddamn peepers.”

“So?”

“Obviously, you do not know the pain of granule-on-retina contact,” Radloff fumed. The lighter popped. He lit the cigarette.

“Then what?”

“I dropped to a fucking set of knees, kid. Even that hurt. Tar lot and all. I howled. My corneas were scorched,” Radloff fumed, while Jack cackled. “Quit snickering.”

“Did you go blind?”

“Am I driving a vehicle? Yes. So no, I didn’t go blind,” Radloff said, shook his head. “I mean, for four brain-screwing minutes? Yes, I was blind as a sea otter in an oil spill.”

“What are you now anyway, forty-three?”

“Forty-one.”

“Ever hear of an eye doctor?” Jack laughed. “You’ve only had about twenty-five years for ’em to heal up, right? Why didn’t you just beat the shit out of him then?”

“He was a friend,” Radloff lied. “Plus, hello? I was blind. It took awhile for my anger to really blossom on this deal. But let me say that a Radloff, once crossed, is vengeful. And patient. I’ve waited for the prime opportunity.”

“Why not sue? Why didn’t you ever sue?”

“That’s coward shit, kid.”

“So now we’re gonna egg this poor bastard’s trailer?”

“Yes. Fucking piece of shit. Sunny side up.”

“Ever think that he might have gotten what he deserved, Radloff?”

“Is your mom sending you to some kinda socialist school?” Radloff asked. He didn’t wait for Jack to answer. “His living in a trailer doesn’t mean shit to me. The guy nearly blinded me. You can think Radloff is a pushover. Go ahead, do as you please, then one day, when you are at the depths of your misery, along comes a little bird named—”

“Radloff—”

“Cor-rect, Rad—”

“Just shut up, Radloff.”

Radloff would not shut up. Radloff was on a roll. He hadn’t even considered working this bird monologue into his mission. It just came to him. More came to him. “Huevos rancheros on aluminum?” Radloff seethed to an imaginary foe. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you. You did order huevos rancheros, correct?” Then he laughed, extinguished the butt. Jack sat on his hands, did nothing to encourage additional bizarre dramatic monologues.

The car continued as the road turned back into a county highway. The two said nothing. Three more miles tacked on the odometer.

“This is turning into a friggin’ road trip,” Jack complained.

“We’re right there, Science Underachiever, we’re right—”

“Do we even have eggs?” Jack interrupted, just as the rural desolation gave way to a small scattering of ranch-style homes. A fringe community. Lots of painted plywood lady legs wearing polka-dotted bloomers doubled over in the front yards. Some even had red reflectors screwed into them. Maybe the reflectors served a purpose. Maybe some residents got too drunk. Maybe a pizza guy, if pizza guys even traveled this far, could better negotiate the driveway in a snowstorm.

“Under the newspapers in back. Buy ’em the day before, on the other end of town, and no one is the wiser,” Radloff explained, and he fished around in the backseat with his right hand. He pulled out a mask, not eggs. “Merry Christmas. Wear this Arctic Cat thingamabob. I’ll let you out fifteen yards in front of the trailer, paratrooper-style.” Jack shrugged. Radloff put both hands back on the wheel and drove silently for another minute.

The car coasted into the trailer park, Classic Heritage Acres. Radloff tapped the brakes as the car crept over some patchwork tar and through the gates. The Cutlass made very little noise; Radloff had had the muffler perforated. A little superfluous shop trick performed by a deviant troll for whom Radloff hid porn.

The troll’s wife was Baptist. Staunch. Shunned porn. Had porn radar. Radloff had an empty closet, miles away. The troll’d give a call. Radloff’d ferry the jerk books over to the garage. The troll did some self-pleasuring, then some auto surgery. At a discount. It got to the point where Radloff’s Cutlass had endured so many nips and tucks, the troll finally resorted to tight-ening the mirrors, recapping the nozzles on the tires with tiny, after-market chrome disco balls, and tricking out the muffler. It paid off.

“Game time!” Radloff whisper-yelled. I’ll kill the lights and drift along.” He let his right arm drift across the dashboard, in a mock survey of the battleground for Jack. “You hurl as many eggs as possible. Make as many strikes as you can.”

A light wave of gravel percolated beneath the back fender. They passed some grizzled, junkyard, flat-faced, weatherbeaten pooches. A stray growl or two barely volleyed off the tin shoeboxes. The whole trailer park was a series of concentric cul de sacs. A curbless maze. A cyst-ooze yellow GMC pickup truck passed them and exited. There was, thankfully, no other traffic.

Jack tried on the mask, unzipped the marsupial front pouch of his anorak. Radloff continued to navigate the maze and used a free hand to feed some eggs into the pouch. He lined the packed eggs with crumpled paper towel. Fed a few more eggs in on top of it. Again with the paper towel. Again with the eggs. Once it was stuffed, Jack zipped up the pouch, made for the door handle.

“What the hell you doin’?” Radloff asked and grabbed for Jack’s arm, pulled it off the handle.

“I’m gonna jump out and egg, doy.”

Radloff shot Jack a pained glance. He let go of Jack’s arm and yanked the pouch’s zipper open. “Here, why give yourself an additional hurdle?” he whispered harshly. “You have to be able to reach in for the goddamn eggs, right?”

Jack rolled his eyes, slapped Radloff’s hand away. “You done yet?”

“I’m just getting started,” Radloff rasped.

“Whaddaya mean?”

“Well,” Radloff lightly pinched Jack’s left arm through the anorak, “which trailer you gonna egg, pal?”

They both looked around the lots, made eye contact with each other, scowled.

“Why don’t you tell me?” Jack shrugged.

“For starters, we’re not even there yet. It’s up ahead on the right. Miami Dolphins’ colors.” Radloff pointed to an aqua trailer half a block away.

“That light blue hunka shit?”

“Correct.”

“You’re sure?”

“It’s my mission,” Radloff insisted, even though, in truth, his intelligence on this matter was thirdhand and more than a little suspect, seeing as it came from a friend’s brother who’d been fired as a rural postal carrier for throwing his mail satchel in a creek and claiming he’d been mugged. On three different occasions. The ex–postal worker was on serious meds now and not employed.

The trailer sat back fifteen yards from the street. An old black lawn lamp yellowed a withering halo near the road, and the light from a Humvee-sized console TV flickered through the curtains of the trailer’s bay window. Other than that, nothing. The nearest streetlight was burnt out and the ones that were lit stood thirty yards away in either direction. The burnt streetlight was a lucky coincidence.

“Let’s do this,” the kid groaned.

The trailer was perpendicular to the street and the bay window faced out toward Radloff’s car. On the left side of the trailer, midway back, some fiberboard had been sawed and hammered to make a staircase that led to a door. The car crept closer to the house. Radloff tapped the brakes. He looked at Jack. Jack looked out the back window at the red brake lights. Radloff threw the car into park.

“Ever see Full Metal Jacket?” Radloff whispered.

Jack ignored the question, opened the car door, and slowly skulked away. He also ignored the unrelenting instinct that he was not supposed to do this. He turned back to the car and shut the door almost all the way. It didn’t quite catch. Radloff heard the impotent grab of the latch and took it as a gesture of Jack’s will to ultimately wuss out. To go about his mission half-assed. He sucked his teeth and yanked the door snug. Radloff, of course, constantly took survey of his life. Mental inventories. Were he asked for a summary, he had one at the ready: Who hasn’t failed me?

As Jack fidgeted outside with the eggs, Radloff reminded himself that the whole genesis of this mission was to put some points on the scoreboard. Whining and moping about the car door wasn’t what got him and Jack out here with a backseat full of eggs. Whatever would transpire from this moment on was pure frosting. He looked out the passenger window at Jack, made two air pistols with his fingers and fired them skyward. Jack sneered, faked tripping, losing the precious eggs. Radloff tapped his watch. “Your quiz, your quiz, you little fucker. Give this asshole his medicine.” He strained to think of something to motivate the kid. “Then science! I’ll help you out, get you into DeVry.”

Jack paused, squinted at the car. He couldn’t make out what Radloff was mouthing. “I’m not gonna cry! What the fuck?”

“DeVry!” Radloff mouthed hard. Squinched his hatchet face. “The tech institute. Sciences! That’s attainable for you, with a little elbow gre—”

“Stan-ford,” Jack interrupted, shook his head. “You’re DeVry material. “

Jack turned away from the vehicle once again and looked at the trailer. He heard a semitruck rumble in the distance, then nothing but wind. Even the smush-faced guard dogs at the gate had probably burrowed in the wheel-well of something. It was an owls-only kinda night. Fat things with glowing eyes and sharp beaks excelled in this weather. Attached their faces to fleeing rodent spines and snapped ’em.

Throw, run, and then hop in the safety of Radloff’s Cunt-less, Jack thought. He patted his egg-belly. The vandal in him was giving the total pussy in him a guilt trip. This was a cinch, the vandal insisted. Jack began to agree. How could it not be? Part of his science class involved making dioramas. Scale things down to get a better understanding of how they function. Jack had a pretty good idea on this situation. On his odds of a clean getaway. In fact, if someone asked him to make a diorama, to put scissors to a shoebox and construct a mini–trailer home for museum-like viewing, dollars to dogshit it would be stocked with a tiny glass bong, a seventy-two-inch TV set, a sectional sofa resembling the Pentagon, and some lard-bellied blood-pressure victims chain-smoking teensy generic Menthol 100s.

“Medicine time!” Radloff interrupted. “Give this faggot his oats.”

That did it. The total pussy and diorama-making vandal were in agreement: if Jack couldn’t outrun or outwit anyone within a two-mile radius, especially the schlub that Kool-Aided Radloff’s peepers, who probably now weighed four hundred and fifty pounds, then he was a solid gold retard who’d flunk his science quiz and be stuck cleaning the shitters at DeVry until he was seventy-five.

Jack turned and made his way across the lawn. He started humming the intro to Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust.” He slipped, briefly, into the splits on an oily dog turd—or possibly mud, he didn’t have time to get olfactory about it—and quickly corrected his footing. His heart rate quickened.

Radloff gently shifted the Cutlass back into drive and the sedan inched forward, away from the Dolphins’-colored trailer. “See?” he said to himself and cackled. The whole thing was playing out just as he imagined.

Radloff’s Thoughts on Eggings

As a Child or Teen: Egg and run. (See earlier “When you’re fifteen, do whatever the fuck you want,” paragraph.) He had a laissez-faire approach on all youth matters, except of course Kool-Aid to the eyes of a compadre. That remains a no-no.

As an Adult: When an egging is attempted as an adult, miles from your own home, it is a two-person job. Why? Such a distance facilitates the use of a car. And (1) Can you throw an egg out of a car, from a seated position, with a steering wheel in the way and even come close to hitting your target? No. (2) Do you want to leave the vehicle to egg and have to make a sprint back to it, start it, and drive off? No. Why not just leave it running, you ask? Do you want to leave your unattended vehicle running in a strange neighborhood while you are vandalizing property nearby? No.

Radloff convinced himself this mission was a two-person job. A family job. A relationship saver. Having Jack along made sense. You’d simply never send two adults on an egging, unless one was stealthy, no-nonsense Baltimore Ravens linebacker Ray Lewis, or maybe famed MLB base-stealer Rickey Henderson. Why? Actual non–professional-sports-playing adults sprain too easily. Tear important cartilage. Complain. Go to jail if caught. Besides, Radloff didn’t know any adults who even remotely had the sense or the balls to tackle this egging with him. None who could empathize with the torment he’d suffered. Best to get a youngster. Someone who existed in the vicinity of the random adolescent lash and recoil.

         

Jack was now ten feet from the house. He could see his breath. He could see Radloff’s taillights creeping away, but he didn’t freak, told himself that Radloff’s feather-foot on the gas was necessary. Jack’s feet could make him vanish in a nanosecond; by the time the turkey in the trailer hobbled to his window, there’d be nothing, no kid, and certainly no getaway car. If Jack chucked his eggs now, it would just be a forty-yard dash to Radloff’s Cunt-less.

So Jack calmly reached into the anorak. Pulled out one of the eggs. Felt like having a look at it, but didn’t. Felt like squeezing it so hard it’d crack in his paw just so he could gauge the shell’s tensile strength, get an idea of the materials he was operating with, but didn’t. Instead, he cocked his right arm, placed his left foot forward and hurled the egg so hard the trailer’s whole bay window shattered. Dropped like a fucking curtain. That definitely surprised him. In retrospect, the cold air probably helped a little bit. That and the fact that Radloff’s vehicle’s heat only worked on feet, so the eggs had gotten nice and cold on the drive. Whatever. A jolt of glee and accomplishment briefly warmed Jack, followed quickly by a massive wave of guilt. He paused to imagine a glass company pickup truck beeping in reverse across the lawn up to the window in the dead of night.

The smushed-face dogs howled once again, but besides that it was still eerily silent. The song in his head was the stomp and clap intro to “We Will Rock You.” As Radloff’s Cunt-less drifted farther down the road, Jack could hear the TV noise bleeding out of the hole. Full House. Radloff had the car idling six trailers down. Jack figured, he might as well get rid of all the eggs. He started launching them through the window’s hole and into the living room of the trailer. The curtain quivered. Jack then launched a few precision shots above the trailer’s door, so that whoever came out would get a head full of yolk. Radloff got impatient and began driving the car slowly away from the whole mess.

“Okay, kid, start running. Time to move out,” Radloff mumbled. He craned his head over his right shoulder, trying to get a read on the destruction. He considered laying on the horn, but didn’t. He took his foot completely off the brake and let the car pick up a little more speed.

Jack stood on the lawn admiring his work. He was dumbfounded by the fact that besides the Queen numbers in his head and the trailer’s TV, the only thing he could hear was a light breeze softly rustling through the few remaining dead leaves still attached to nearby trees. There were no sirens, no shouting, no alarms. It got to be too much quiet. For some odd reason, he wanted to make Radloff proud.

“Come out and get me, you fucking sad ass!” Jack shouted.

It didn’t take long. The broken window had looked like a movie screen to Jack, but now a guy in a shitty V-neck T-shirt came right out of it like a crazed, giant, ballsy rat. He was definitely never a Kool-Aid thrower. He was more biker. More steel cutter. More prison tattoos, rendering plant foreman kinda guy.

He wouldn’t have used beverage granules on Radloff. He’d have used chains. Hurricane fence. Pliers. A little girl stood watching from the window, bawling in pistachio-colored footy PJs. The guy worked his way across his lawn like a navy Seal. Jack could smell onions on him.

Jack decided to put the basketball shoes to work, sprinted toward Radloff’s fleeing car. He figured it would be close, but if he hauled ass, he’d hit the car running. Maybe claw on to the trunk and ride out of the lot that way, anything to get away from this fucking zombie. That thought evaporated when a nylon dog leash corkscrewed into the soil on a steel triangle spike got him. It was camouflaged by the overgrown dead grass. Jack was thrown into a dive.

The road had a pretty nice left-winding bend in it. Radloff’s foot was on the gas now, hard. Since he could not see Jack—parallel to the ground, flying in midair—Radloff fooled himself into thinking his cursory glance in the rearview was more than just a token look at other nonegged trailers nearby. Radloff was stuck on two thoughts: (1) The kid took things too far, and maybe deserved some punishment. After all, he’d said nothing about breaking glass, and Radloff was certain that he definitely heard some glass breaking. (2) He’d better just keep driving.

Before Radloff could refocus on the road in front of him, the car crunched a bike with training wheels. Radloff took consolation knowing that probably no one was on it. He motored out of the trailer park and figured at some point there might be some explaining to do. But not now.


FIVE

Jonathan Lethem

(fīv) n 1: the cardinal number equal to 4 + 1 2: the fifth in a set or sequence 3: something, such as a quintet or a basketball team, that has five parts, units, or members 4: a five-dollar bill 5: number of sexual encounters necessary before nihilistic urges overtake the relationship

1.

“I feel different from other people. Really different. Yet whenever I have a conversation with a new person it turns into a discussion of things we have in common. Work, places, feelings. Whatever. It’s the way people talk; I know, I share the blame, I do it, too. But I want to stop and shout, no, it’s not like that, it’s not the same for me. I feel different.”

“I understand what you mean.”

“That’s not the right response.”

“I mean what the fuck are you talking about.”

“Right.” Laughter.

She lit a cigarette while E. went on.

“The notion is like a linguistic virus. It makes any conversation go all pallid and reassuring. ‘Oh, I know, it’s like that for me, too.’ But the virus isn’t content just to eat conversations, it wants to destroy lives. It wants you to fall in love.”

“There are worse things.”

“Not for me.”

“Famine, war, floods.”

“Those never happened to me. Love did. Love is the worst thing that ever happened to me.”

“That’s fatuous.”

“What’s the worst thing that ever happened to you?”

She was silent for a full minute.

“But there, that’s the first fatuous thing I’ve said. Asking you to consider my situation by consulting your experience. You see? The virus is loose again. I don’t want you to agree that our lives are the same. They aren’t. I just want you to listen to what I say seriously, to believe me.”

“I believe you.”

“Don’t say it in that tone of voice. All breathy.”

“Fuck you.” She laughed again.

“Do you want another drink?”

“In a minute.” She slurped at what was left in her glass, then said, “You know what’s funny?”

“What?”

“Other people do feel the way you do, that they’re apart from everyone else. It’s the same as the way every time you fall in love it feels like something new, even though you do the exact same things over again. Feeling unique is what we all have in common, it’s the thing that’s always the same.”

“No, I’m different. And falling in love is different for me each time, different things happen. Bad things.”

“But you’re still the same as you were before the first time. You just feel different.”

“No, I’ve changed. I’m much worse.”

“You’re not bad.”

“You should have seen me before. Do you want another drink?”

The laminated place mat on the table between them showed pictures of exotic drinks. “This one. Anyway, this place makes a terrible zombie.” He ordered two more margaritas.

“You’re such an expert.”

“Only on zombies.”

“On zombies and love is bad.”

“You’re making fun of me. I thought you promised to take me seriously, believe me.”

“I was lying. People always lie when they flirt.”

“We’re not flirting.”

“Then what are we doing?”

“We’re just drinking, drinking and talking. And I’m trying to warn you.”

“And you’re staring.”

“You’re beautiful. Oh God.”

“That reminds me of one. What’s the worst thing about being an atheist?”

“I give up.”

“No one to talk to when you come.”

2.

Morning light seeped through the macramé curtain and freckled the rug. Motes seemed to boil from its surface. For a moment she thought the rug was somehow on the ceiling, then his cat ran across it, yowling at her. The cat looked starved. She was lying on her stomach in his loft bed, head over the side. He was gone. She lay tangled in the humid sheets, feeling her own body.

         

Lover—she thought.

She could barely remember.

She found her clothes, then went and rinsed her face in the kitchen sink. A film of shaved hairs lined the porcelain bowl. She swirled it out with hot water, watched as the slow drain gulped it away. The drain sighed.

The table was covered with unopened mail. On the back of an envelope was a note: I don’t want to see you again. Sorry. The door locks. She read it twice, considering each word, working it out like another language. The cat crept into the kitchen. She dropped the envelope.

She put her hand down and the cat rubbed against it. Why was it so thin? It didn’t look old. The fact of the note was still sinking in. She remembered the night only in flashes, visceral strobe. With her fingers she combed the tangles out of her hair. She stood up and the cat dashed away. She went out into the hall, undecided, but the weighted door latched behind her.

Fuck him.

The problem was of course that she wanted to.

It was raining. She treated herself to a cab on Eighth Avenue. In the backseat she closed her eyes. The potholes felt like mines, and the cab squeaked like rusty bedsprings. It was Sunday. Coffee, corn muffin, newspaper; she’d insulate herself with them, make a buffer between the night and the new day.

But there was something wrong with the doorman at her building.

“You’re back!” he said.

         

She was led incredulous to her apartment full of dead houseplants and unopened mail, her answering machine full of calls from friends, clients, the police. There was a layer of dust on the answering machine. Her address book and laptop disks were gone; clues, the doorman explained.

“Clues to what?”

“Clues to your case. To what happened to you. Everyone was worried.”

“Well, there’s nothing to worry about. I’m fine.”

“Everyone has theories. The whole building.”

“I understand.”

“The man in charge is a good man, Miss Rush. The building feels a great confidence in him.”

“Good.”

“I’m supposed to call him if something happens, like someone trying to get into your place, or you coming back. Do you want me to call?”

“Let me call.”

The card he handed her was bent and worn from traveling in his pocket. CORNELL PUPKISS, MISSING PERSONS. And a phone number. She reached out her hand; there was dust on the telephone, too. “Please go,” she said.

“Is there anything you need?”

“No.” She thought of E.’s cat, for some reason.

“You can’t tell me at least what happened?”

“No.”

She remembered E.’s hands and mouth on her—a week ago? An hour?

         

Cornell Pupkiss was tall and drab and stolid, like a man built on the model of a tower of suitcases. He wore a hat and a trench coat, and shoes that were filigreed with a thousand tiny scratches, as though they’d been beset by phonograph needles. He seemed to absorb and deaden light.

On the telephone he had insisted on seeing her. He’d handed her the disks and the address book at the door. Now he just stood inside the door and smiled gently at her.

“I wanted to see you in the flesh,” he said. “I’ve come to know you from photographs and people’s descriptions. When I come to know a person in that manner I like to see them in the flesh if I can. It makes me feel like I’ve completed my job, a rare enough illusion in my line.”

There was nothing bright or animated in the way he spoke. His voice was like furniture with the varnish carefully sanded off. “But I haven’t really completed my job until I understand what happened,” he went on. “Whether a crime was committed. Whether you’re in some sort of trouble with which I can help.”

She shook her head.

“Where were you?” he said.

“I was with a man.”

“I see. For almost two weeks?”

“Yes.”

She was still holding the address book. He raised his large hand in its direction, without uncurling a finger to point. “We called every man you know.”

“This—this was someone I just met. Are these questions necessary, Mr. Pupkiss?”

“If the time was spent voluntarily, no.” His lips tensed, his whole expression deepened, like gravy jelling. “I’m sorry, Miss Rush.”

Pupkiss in his solidity touched her somehow. Reassured her. If he went away, she saw now, she’d be alone with her questions. She wanted him to stay a little longer and voice the questions for her.

But now he was gently sarcastic. “You’re answerable to no one, of course. I only suggest that in the future you might spare the concern of your neighbors, and the effort of my department—a single phone call would be sufficient.”

“I didn’t realize how much time had passed,” she said. He couldn’t have known how truthful that was.

“I’ve heard it can be like that,” he said, surprisingly bitter. “But it’s not criminal to neglect the feelings of others; just adolescent.”

You don’t understand, she nearly cried out. But she saw that he would view it as one or the other, a menace or self-indulgence. If she convinced him of her distress, he’d want to protect her.

She couldn’t let harm come to E. She wanted to comprehend what had happened, but Pupkiss was too blunt to be her investigatory tool.

Reflecting in this way, she said, “The things that happen to people don’t always fit into such easy categories as that.”

“I agree,” he said, surprising her again. “But in my job it’s best to keep from bogging down in ontology. Missing Persons is an extremely large and various category. Many people are lost in relatively simple ways, and those are generally the ones I can help. Good day, Miss Rush.”

“Good day.” She didn’t object as he moved to the door. Suddenly she was eager to be free of this ponderous man, his leaden integrity. She wanted to be left alone to remember the night before, to think of the one who’d devoured her and left her reeling. That was what mattered.

E. had somehow caused two weeks to pass in one feverish night, but Pupkiss threatened to make the following morning feel like two weeks.

He shut the door behind him so carefully that there was only a little huff of displaced air and a tiny click as the bolt engaged.

         

“It’s me,” she said into the intercom.

There was only static. She pressed the button again. “Let me come up.”

He didn’t answer, but the buzzer at the door sounded. She went into the hall and upstairs to his door.

“It’s open,” he said.

E. was seated at the table, holding a drink. The cat was curled up on the pile of envelopes. The apartment was dark. Still, she saw what she hadn’t before: he lived terribly, in rooms that were wrecked and provisional. The plaster was cracked everywhere. Cigarette stubs were bunched in the baseboard corners where, having still smoldered, they’d tanned the linoleum. The place smelled sour, in a way that made her think of the sourness she’d washed from her body in her own bath an hour before.

He tilted his head up, but didn’t meet her gaze. “Why are you here?”

“I wanted to see you.”

“You shouldn’t.”

His voice was ragged, his expression had a crushed quality. His hand on the glass was tensed like a claw. But even diminished and bitter he seemed to her effervescent, made of light.

“We—something happened when we made love,” she said. The words came tenderly. “We lost time.”

“I warned you. Now leave.”

“My life,” she said, uncertain what she meant.

“Yes, it’s yours,” he shot back. “Take it and go.”

“If I gave you two weeks, it seems the least you can do is look me in the eye,” she said.

He did it, but his mouth trembled as though he were guilty or afraid. His face was beautiful to her.

“I want to know you,” she said.

“I can’t let that happen,” he said. “You see why.” He tipped his glass back and emptied it, grimacing.

“This is what always happens to you?”

“I can’t answer your questions.”

“If that happens, I don’t care.” She moved to him and put her hands in his hair.

He reached up and held them there.

3.

A woman has come into my life. I hardly know how to speak of it.

I was in the station, enduring the hectoring of Dell Armickle, the commander of the Vice Squad. He is insufferable, a toad from hell. He follows the donut cart through the offices each afternoon, pinching the buttocks of the Jamaican woman who peddles the donuts and that concentrated urine others call coffee. This day he stopped at my desk to gibe at the headlines in my morning paper. “Union Boss Stung In Fat Farm Sex Ring—ha! Made you look, didn’t I?”

“What?”

“Pupkiss, you’re only pretending to be thick. How much you got hidden away in that Swedish bank account by now?”

“Sorry?” His gambits were incomprehensible.

“Whatsis?” he said, poking at my donut, ignoring his own blather better than I could ever hope to. “Cinnamon?”

“Whole wheat,” I said.

Then she appeared. She somehow floated in without causing any fuss and stood at the head of my desk. She was pale and hollow-eyed and beautiful, like Renee Falconetti in Dreyer’s Jeanne d’Arc.

“Officer Pupkiss,” she said. Is it only in the light of what followed that I recall her speaking my name as though she knew me? At least she spoke it with certainty, not questioning whether she’d found her goal.

I’d never seen her before, though I can only prove it by tautology: I knew at that moment I was seeing a face I would never forget.

Armickle bugged his eyes and nostrils at me, imitating both clown and beast. “Speak to the lady, Cornell,” he said, managing to impart to the syllables of my given name a childish ribaldry.

“I’m Pupkiss,” I said awkwardly.

“I’d like to talk to you,” she said. She looked only at me, as though Armickle didn’t exist.

“I can take a hint,” said Armickle. “Have fun, you two.” He hurried after the donut cart.

“You work in Missing Persons,” she said.

“No,” I said. “Petty Violations.”

“Before, you used to work in Missing Persons—”

“Never. They’re a floor above us. I’ll walk you to the elevator if you’d like.”

“No.” She shook her head curtly, impatiently. “Forget it. I want to talk to you. What are Petty Violations?”

“It’s an umbrella term. But I’d sooner address your concerns than try your patience with my job description.”

“Yes. Could we go somewhere?”

         

I led her to a booth in the coffee shop downstairs. I ordered a donut, to replace the one I’d left behind on my desk. She drank coffee, holding the cup with both hands to warm them. I found myself wanting to feed her, build her a nest.

“Cops really do like donuts,” she said, smiling weakly.

“Or toruses,” I said.

“Sorry? You mean the astrological symbol?”

“No, the geometric shape. A torus. A donut is in the shape of one. Like a life preserver, or a tire, or certain space stations. It’s a little joke of mine: cops don’t like donuts, they like toruses.”

She looked at me oddly. I cursed myself for bringing it up. “Shouldn’t the plural be tori?” she said.

I winced. “I’m sure you’re right. Never mind. I don’t mean to take up your time with my little japes.”

“I’ve got plenty of time,” she said, poignant again.

“Nevertheless. You wished to speak to me.”

“You knew me once,” she said.

I did my best to appear sympathetic, but I was baffled.

“Something happened to the world. Everything changed. Everyone that I know has disappeared.”

“As an evocation of subjective truth—” I began.

“No. I’m talking about something real. I used to have friends.”

“I’ve had a few, myself.”

“Listen to me. All the people I know have disappeared. My family, my friends, everyone I used to work with. They’ve all been replaced by strangers who don’t know me. I have nowhere to go. I’ve been awake for two days looking for my life. I’m exhausted. You’re the only person that looks the same as before and has the same name. The Missing Persons man, ironically.”

“I’m not the Missing Persons man,” I said.

“Cornell Pupkiss. I could never forget a name like that.”

“It’s been a burden.”

“You don’t remember coming to my apartment? You said you’d been looking for me. I was gone for two weeks.”

I struggled against temptation. I could extend my time in her company by playing along, indulging the misunderstanding. In other words, by betraying what I knew to be the truth: that I had nothing at all to do with her unusual situation.

“No,” I said. “I don’t remember.”

Her expression hardened. “Why should you?” she said bitterly.

“Your question’s rhetorical,” I said. “Permit me a rhetorical reply. That I don’t know you from some earlier encounter we can both regret. However, I know you now. And I’d be pleased to have you consider me an ally.”

“Thank you.”

“How did you find me?”

“I called the station and asked if you still worked there.”

“And there’s no one else from your previous life?”

“No one—except him.”

Ah.

“Tell me,” I said.

         

She’d met the man she called E. in a bar, how long ago she couldn’t explain. She described him as irresistible. I formed an impression of a skunk, a rat. She said he worked no deliberate charm on her, on the contrary seemed panicked when the mood between them grew intimate and full of promise. I envisioned a scoundrel with an act, a crafted diffidence that allured, a backpedaling attack.

He’d taken her home, of course.

“And?” I said.

“We fucked,” she said. “It was good, I think. But I have trouble remembering.”

The words stung. The one in particular. I tried not to be a child, swallowed my discomfort away. “You were drunk,” I suggested.

“No. I mean, yes, but it was more than that. We weren’t clumsy like drunks. We went into some kind of trance.”

“He drugged you.”

“No.”

“How do you know?”

“What happened—it wasn’t something he wanted.”

“And what did happen?”

“Two weeks disappeared from my life overnight. When I got home I found that I’d been considered missing. My friends and family had been searching for me. You’d been called in.”

“I thought your friends and family had vanished themselves. That no one knew you.”

“No. That was the second time.”

“Second time?”

“The second time we fucked.” Then she seemed to remember something, and dug in her pocket. “Here.” She handed me a scuffed business card: CORNELL PUPKISS, MISSING PERSONS.

         

“I can’t believe you live this way. It’s like a prison.” She referred to the seamless rows of book spines that faced her in each of my few rooms, including the bedroom where we now stood. “Is it all criminology?”

“I’m not a policeman in some cellular sense,” I said, and then realized the pun. “I mean, not intrinsically. They’re novels, first editions.”

“Let me guess, mysteries.”

“I detest mysteries. I would never bring one into my home.”

“Well you have, in me.”

I blushed, I think, from head to toe. “That’s different,” I stammered. “Human lives exist to be experienced, or possibly endured, but not solved. They resemble any other novel more than they do mysteries. Westerns, even. It’s that lie the mystery tells that I detest.”

“Your reading is an antidote to the simplifications of your profession, then.”

“I suppose. Let me show you where the clean towels are kept.”

I handed her fresh towels and linen and took for myself a set of sheets to cover the living room sofa.

She saw that I was preparing the sofa and said, “The bed’s big enough.”

I didn’t turn, but I felt the blood rush to the back of my neck as though specifically to met her gaze. “It’s four in the afternoon,” I said. “I won’t be going to bed for hours. Besides, I snore.”

“Whatever,” she said. “Looks uncomfortable, though. What’s Barbara Pym? She sounds like a mystery writer, one of those stuffy English ones.”

The moment passed, the blush faded from my scalp. I wondered later, though, whether this had been some crucial missed opportunity. A chance at the deeper intervention that was called for.

“Read it,” I said, relieved at the change of subject. “Just be careful of the dust jacket.”

“I may learn something, huh?” She took the book and climbed in between the covers.

“I hope you’ll be entertained.”

“And she doesn’t snore, I guess. That was a joke, Mr. Pupkiss.”

“So recorded. Sleep well. I have to return to the station. I’ll lock the door.”

“Back to Little Offenses?”

“Petty Violations.”

“Oh, right.” I could hear her voice fading. As I stood and watched, she fell soundly asleep. I took the Pym from her hands and replaced it on the shelf.

         

I wasn’t going to the station. Using the information she’d given me, I went to find the tavern E. supposedly frequented.

I found him there, asleep in a booth, head resting on his folded arms. He looked terrible, his hair a thatch, drool leaking into his sweater arm, his eyes swollen like a fevered child’s, just the picture of raffish haplessness a woman would find magnetic. Unmistakably the seedy vermin I’d projected and the idol of Miss Rush’s nightmare.

I went to the bar and ordered an Irish coffee, and considered. Briefly indulging a fantasy of personal power, I rebuked myself for coming here and making him real, when he had only before been an absurd story, a neurotic symptom. Then I took out the card she’d given me and laid it on the bar top. Cornell Pupkiss, Missing Persons. No, I myself was the symptom. It is seldom as easy in practice as in principle to acknowledge one’s own bystander status in incomprehensible matters.

I took my coffee to his booth and sat across from him. He roused and looked up at me.

“Rise and shine, buddy boy,” I said, a little stiffly. I’ve never thrilled to the role of Bad Cop.

“What’s the matter?”

“Your unshaven chin is scratching the table surface.”

“Sorry.” He rubbed his eyes.

“Got nowhere to go?”

“What are you, the house dick?”

“I’m in the employ of any taxpayer,” I said. “The bartender happens to be one.”

“He’s never complained to me.”

“Things change.”

“You can say that again.”

We stared at each other. I supposed he was nearly my age, though he was more boyishly pretty than I’d been even as an actual boy. I hated him for that, but I pitied him for the part I saw that was precociously old and bitter.

I thought of Miss Rush asleep in my bed. She’d been worn and disarrayed by their two encounters, but she didn’t yet look this way. I wanted to keep her from it.

“Let me give you some advice,” I said, as gruffly as I could manage. “Solve your problems.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Don’t get stuck in a rut.” I was aware of the lameness of my words only as they emerged, too late to stop.

“Don’t worry, I never do.”

“Very well then,” I said, somehow unnerved. “This interview is concluded.” If he’d shown any sign of budging I might have leaned back in the booth, crossed my arms authoritatively, and stared him out the door. Since he remained planted in his seat, I stood up, feeling that my last spoken words needed reinforcement.

He laid his head back into the cradle of his arms, first sliding the laminated place mat underneath. “This will protect the table surface,” he said.

“That’s good, practical thinking,” I heard myself say as I left the booth.

It wasn’t the confrontation I’d been seeking.

On the way home I shopped for breakfast, bought orange juice, milk, bagels, fresh coffee beans. I took it upstairs and unpacked it as quietly as I could in the kitchen, then removed my shoes and crept in to have a look at Miss Rush. She was peaceably asleep. I closed the door and prepared my bed on the sofa. I read a few pages of the Penguin soft cover edition of Muriel Spark’s The Bachelors before dropping off.

Before dawn, the sky like blued steel, the city silent, I was woken by a sound in the apartment, at the front door. I put on my robe and went into the kitchen. The front door was unlocked, my key in the deadbolt. I went back through the apartment; Miss Rush was gone.

I write this at dawn. I am very frightened.

4.

In an alley that ran behind a lively commercial street there sat a pair of the large trash receptacles commonly known as Dumpsters. In them accumulated the waste produced by the shops whose rear entrances shared the alley; a framer’s, a soup kitchen, an antique clothing store, a donut bakery, and a photocopyist’s establishment, and by the offices above those storefronts. On this street and in this alley, each day had its seasons: spring, when complaining morning shifts opened the shops, students and workers rushed to destinations, coffee sloshing in paper cups, and in the alley, the sanitation contractors emptied containers, sorted recyclables and waste like bees pollinating garbage truck flowers; summer, the ripened afternoons, when the workday slackened, shoppers stole long lunches from their employers, the cafés filled with students with highlighter pens, and the indigent beckoned from the change that jingled in incautious pockets, while in the alley new riches piled up; autumn, the cooling evening, when half of the shops closed, and the street was given over to prowlers and pacers, those who lingered in bookstores and dined alone in Chinese restaurants, and the indigent plundered the fatted Dumpsters for half-eaten paper bag lunches, batches of botched donuts, wearable cardboard matting and unmatched socks, and burnable wood scraps; winter, the selfish night, when even the cafés battened down iron gates through which night-watchmen fluorescents palely flickered, the indigent built their overnight camps in doorways and under side street hedges, or in wrecked cars, and the street itself was an abandoned stage.

On the morning in question the sun shone brightly, yet the air was bitingly cold. Birds twittered resentfully. When the sanitation crew arrived to wheel the two Dumpsters out to be hydraulically lifted into their screeching, whining truck, they were met with cries of protest from within.

The men lifted the metal tops of the Dumpsters and discovered that an indigent person had lodged in each of them, a lady in one, a gentleman in the other.

“Geddoudadare,” snarled the eldest sanitation engineer, a man with features like a spilled plate of stew.

The indigent lady rose from within the head of refuse and stood blinking in the bright morning sun. She was an astonishing sight, a ruin. The colors of her skin and hair and clothes had all surrendered to gray; an archaeologist might have ventured an opinion as to their previous hue. She could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty years old, but speculation was absurd; her age had been taken from her and replaced with a timeless condition, a state. Her eyes were pitiable; horrified and horrifying; witnesses, victims, accusers.

“Where am I?” she said softly.

“Isedgeddoudadare,” barked the garbage operative.

The indigent gentleman then raised himself from the other Dumpster. He was in every sense her match; to describe him would be to tax the reader’s patience for things worn, drab, desolate, crestfallen, unfortunate, and so on. He turned his head at the trashman’s exhortation and saw his mate.

“What’s the—” he began, then stopped.

“You,” said the indigent lady, lifting an accusing finger at him from amidst her rags. “You did this to me.”

“No,” he said. “No.”

“Yes!” she screamed.

“C’mon,” said the burly sanitateur. He and his second began pushing the nearer container, which bore the lady, toward his truck.

She cursed at them and climbed out, with some difficulty. They only laughed at her and pushed the cart out to the street. The indigent man scrambled out of his Dumpster and brushed at his clothes, as though they could thereby be distinguished from the material in which he’d lain.

The lady flew at him, furious. “Look at us! Look what you did to me!” She whirled her limbs at him, trailing the banners of rag.

He backed from her and bumped into one of the garbagemen, who said, “Hey!”

“It’s not my fault,” said the indigent man.

“Yugoddagedoudahere!” said the stew-faced worker.

“What do you mean it’s not your fault?” she shrieked.

Windows were sliding open in the offices above them. “Quiet down there,” came a voice.

“It wouldn’t happen without you,” he said.

At that moment a policeman rounded the corner. He was a large man named Officer McPupkiss who even in the morning sun conveyed an aspect of night. His policeman’s uniform was impeccably fitted, his brass polished, but his shoetops were exceptionally scuffed and dull. His presence stilled the combatants.

“What’s the trouble?” he said.

They began talking all at once; the pair of indigents, the refuse handlers, and the disgruntled office worker leaning out of his window.

“Please,” said McPupkiss in a quiet voice, which was nonetheless heard by all.

“He ruined my life!” said the indigent lady raggedly.

“Ah, yes. Shall we discuss it elsewhere?” He’d already grasped the situation. He held out his arms, almost as if he wanted to embrace the two tatterdemalions, and nodded at the disposal experts, who silently resumed their labors. The indigents followed McPupkiss out of the alley.

“He ruined my life,” she said again when they were on the sidewalk.

“She ruined mine,” answered the gentleman.

“I wish I could believe it was all so neat,” said McPupkiss. “A life is simply ruined; credit for the destruction goes here or here. In my own experience things are more ambiguous.”

“This is one of the exceptions,” said the lady. “It’s strange but not ambiguous. He fucked me over.”

“She was warned,” he said. “She made it happen.”

“The two of you form a pretty picture,” said McPupkiss. “You ought to be working together to improve your situation; instead you’re obsessed with blame.”

“We can’t work together,” she said. “Anytime we come together we create a disaster.”

“Fine, go your separate ways,” said the officer. “I’ve always thought ‘We got ourselves into this mess and we can get ourselves out of it’ was a laughable attitude. Many things are irreversible, and what matters is moving on. For example, a car can’t reverse its progress over a cliff; it has to be abandoned by those who survive the fall, if any do.”

But by the end of this speech the gray figures had fallen to blows and were no longer listening. They clutched one another like exhausted boxers, hissing and slapping, each trying to topple the other. McPupkiss chided himself for wasting his breath, grabbed them both by the back of their scruffy collars, and began smiting their hindquarters with his dingy shoes until they ran down the block and out of sight together, united again, McPupkiss thought, as they were so clearly meant to be.

5.

The village of Pupkinstein was nestled in a valley surrounded by steep woods. The villagers were a contented people except for the fear of the two monsters that lived in the woods and came into the village to fight their battles. Everyone knew that the village had been rebuilt many times after being half destroyed by the fighting of the monsters. No one living could remember the last of these battles, but that only intensified the suspicion that the next time would surely be soon.

Finally the citizens of Pupkinstein gathered in the town square to discuss the threat of the two monsters and debate proposals for the prevention of their battles. A group of builders said, “Let us build a wall around the perimeter of the village, with a single gate which could be fortified by volunteer soldiers.”

A group of priests began laughing, and one of them said, “Don’t you know that the monsters have wings? They’ll flap twice and be over your wall in no time.”

Since none of the builders had ever seen the monsters they had no reply.

Then the priests spoke up and said, “We should set up temples which can be filled with offerings: food, wine, burning candles, knitted scarves, and the like. The monsters will be appeased.”

Now the builders laughed, saying, “These are monsters, not jealous gods. They don’t care for our appeasements. They only want to crush each other, and we’re in the way.”

The priests had no answer, since their holy scriptures contained no accounts of the monsters’ habits.

Then the mayor of Pupkinstein, a large, somber man, said, “We should build our own monster here in the middle of the square, a scarecrow so huge and threatening that the monsters will see it and at once be frightened back into hiding.”

This plan satisfied the builders, with their love of construction, and the priests, with their fondness for symbols. So the very next morning the citizens of Pupkinstein set about constructing a gigantic figure in the square. They began by demolishing their fountain. In its place they marked out the soles of two gigantic shoes, and the builders sank foundations for the towering legs that would extend from them. Then the carpenters built frames, and the seamstresses sewed canvases, and in less than a week the two shoes were complete, and the beginnings of ankles besides. Without being aware of it, the citizens had begun to model their monster on the mayor, who was always present as a model, whereas no one had ever seen the two monsters.

The following night it rained. Tarpaulins were thrown over the half-constructed ankles that rose from the shoes. The mayor and the villagers retired to an alehouse to toast their labors and be sheltered from the rain. But just as the proprietor was pouring their ale, someone said, “Listen!”

Between the crash of thunder and the crackle of lightning there came a hideous bellowing from the woods at either end of the valley.

“They’re coming!” the citizens said. “Too soon—our monster’s not finished!”

“How bitter,” said one man. “We’ve had a generation of peace in which to build, and yet we only started a few days ago.”

“We’ll always know that we tried,” said the mayor philosophically.

“Perhaps the shoes will be enough to frighten them,” said the proprietor, who had always been regarded as a fool.

No one answered him. Fearing for their lives, the villagers ran to their homes and barricaded themselves behind shutters and doors, hid their children in attics and potato cellars, and snuffed out candles and lanterns that might lead an attacker to their doors. No one dared even look at the naked, miserable things that came out of the woods and into the square; no one, that is, except the mayor. He stood in the shadow of one of the enormous shoes, rain beating on his umbrella, only dimly sensing that he was watching another world being fucked away.

6.

I live in a shadowless pale blue sea.

I am a bright pink crablike thing, some child artist’s idea of an invertebrate, so badly drawn as to be laughable.

Nevertheless, I have feelings.

More than feelings. I have a mission, an obsession.

I am building a wall.

Every day I move a grain of sand. The watercolor sea washes over my back, but I protect my accumulation. I fasten each grain to the wall with my comic-book feces. (Stink lines hover above my shit, also flies that look like bow ties, though I am supposed to be underwater.)

He is on the other side. My nemesis. Someday my wall will divide the ocean, someday it will reach the surface, or the top of the page, and be called a reef. He will be on the other side. He will not be able to get to me.

My ridiculous body moves only sideways, but it is enough.

I will divide the watercolor ocean, I will make it two. We must have a world for each of us.

I move a grain. When I come to my wall, paradoxically, I am nearest him. His little pink body, practically glowing. He is watching me, watching me build.

There was a time when he tried to help, when every day for a week he added a grain to my wall. I spent every day that week removing his grain, expelling it from the wall, and no progress was made until he stopped. He understands now. My wall must be my own. We can be together in nothing. Let him build his own wall. So he watches.

My wall will take me ten thousand years to complete. I live only for the day it is complete.

The pupfish floats by.

The pupfish is a fish with the features of a mournful hound dog and a policeman’s cap. The pupfish is the only creature in the sea apart from me and my pink enemy.

The pupfish, I know, would like to scoop me up in its oversized jaws and take me away. The pupfish thinks it can solve my problem.

But no matter how far the pupfish took me, I would still be in the same ocean with him. That cannot be. There must be two oceans. So I am building a wall.

I move a grain.

I rest.

I will be free.
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