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For Tom




The emergency room is decorated for Valentine’s Day. Plastic roses sprout from metal bedpans. Glitter sawdusts the floor. Overhead, colored streamers ribbon out of paper hearts like veins, all the bright colors blown flat by the hospital fluorescents. Love, it seems, is alive and well at St. Vincent’s Hospital in New York City. Inside the waiting room, the sick and wounded sit in orange bucket-bottom seats, cradling the parts of themselves that ache or bleed, consoled by friends and relatives. Their moans mix with the piano music of the man in the tuxedo T-shirt sitting in the corner. He’s playing electric keyboard and singing sentimental love songs: Your love is lifting me higher … You are so beautiful to me. It has to be one of the worst gigs in history, right below the band that played while the Titanic sank.


Time is elastic in emergency rooms under normal circumstances, but the usual slow-motion syrup of minutes and hours becomes surreal when given a soundtrack. Right now the clock says 6:15 P.M. In the back of the room, two men sit on hard-bottomed chairs, side by side. They are both in their mid-thirties, both wearing suits. One has his head back. He holds an ice pack to his broken nose. The other clutches ice to his broken hand. They are brothers, Scott and David Henry, but they don’t speak to each other. They won’t even look at each other.


A broken nose.


A broken fist.


You do the math.


And yet, despite the clear antipathy between them, and though there are plenty of empty chairs in the emergency room, they sit side by side.


Looking at them, you might think you understand what they’ve been through—a routine spat, words that escalated—but you’d be wrong. This was no simple brawl. No petty disagreement over inheritance or who said what to whom. These brothers—David the older, Scott the younger—have traveled thousands of miles together in the last few days. They’ve confronted death and strippers and the sudden life-altering emergence of God. They’ve drunk too much and sprinted into oncoming traffic.


Worse, they’ve had to spend time with their mother. Far, far too much time.


A white-gowned orderly emerges from behind a dirty yellow door.


“Hernandez?” he says. An elderly Latino man gets to his feet, assisted by a young woman, probably his daughter. Following behind is her son, playing a Game Boy. They disappear behind the door. The brothers go back to waiting.


With his chin tilted up at a forty-degree angle, all Scott can really see is the ceiling and the top eight inches of the walls. This is where most of the decorations hang, tacked up in a moment of seasonal zealotry by some love-struck orderly. The hearts have pithy sayings on them—True love is blind, Love is a many splendored thing, that sort of thing. It doesn’t seem so far off, this decorating schematic. All of them there, the bloodied and cramping, the sneezing and moaning, could just as easily have stumbled in off the street following some love-related mishap. They could be heartbroken, starved for attention, crushed by rejection.


Scott considers mentioning this to his brother, but the time for words between them has passed, swallowed by a black-hole acrimony familiar to combatants in most of the planet’s age-old ethnic conflicts. The Jews and Arabs, the Hatfields and McCoys. From here on out it’s broken bones or nothing.


In the last few days Scott has learned that sometimes in life you land on your face instead of your feet.


David has learned that he is the kind of person who sees a cliff coming and speeds up.


The orderly emerges, calls another name. A woman who has been vomiting into a plastic bucket rises weakly to her feet and shuffles forward. The brothers watch her go, ice melting, to the tune of “Wonderwall” by Oasis. They’re beginning to wonder if their time will ever come.


Speaking of time, there is a theory of time that goes like this: Chronological time is just a concept invented by animals. It is our way of understanding the universe. Sentient life could not exist without it. How would we navigate a universe in which things didn’t happen in some kind of order, in which there was no beginning, middle, or end? Empirically, however, says the theory, all events exist simultaneously, and the entire span of time is just one infinitely dense dot exploding all at once.


Time, in other words, is subjective. There is no such thing as past, present, or future. And if there is no such thing as past, present, or future, then the fight that divided these brothers is still happening. And because it is still happening, they feel no shame about it, no guilt or remorse. Because it is still happening, it does not color the rest of their lives one bit. Without time, you see, there is no memory. Memory exists exactly because time is linear, because the past recedes. The human brain collects the things you do and see and feel and hear (both good and bad) and chases you with them into the future. But without time, events would never recede into the past because there would be no past. People would not be forced to relive their mistakes over and again, the things that haunt them.


And yet, because they are animals, Scott and David see time in a narrow linear light. They believe their lives have a beginning, a middle, and an end. They believe the things they’ve done, the choices they’ve made, have led them to this place of physical, emotional, and (most likely) economic bankruptcy.


A punch was thrown. A nose was broken, and (at the same time) a hand.


And so now, as a result, two brothers sit side by side in a New York City emergency room. They will not speak to or look at each other, but both find something reassuring about the closeness of the other.


Because, the truth is, each is all the other has left.




Part One:


CAGES





Joe Henry is dead. In his prime he was a tall man, fat around the middle, with a red beard. He had a smile like a pirate. Now his ashes are stored in a garage in Portland, Oregon, zipped up in a plastic bag, sealed inside a cheap wooden box. He lived for sixty-eight years, which in the age of the pony express and the steam engine would have seemed like a good long time, but now, with our modern medicine and cutting-edge technology, seems like a gyp. Joe was born in Ohio and died in Oregon. He spent most of his life in New York City. He was a soldier in the army during the Korean War (though he never fired a shot). At different times in his life he was a copywriter, an industrial filmmaker, and a salesman. And for the last seven years of his life he was a very sick man. He had what the literature refers to as multiple organ failure—heart, liver, kidneys. Because of this, he went to dialysis three times a week for four hours a day. There they literally drained the blood from his body, stripped out the toxins, and fed it back to him. What a thing to watch—your own blood flowing out of your body into a machine, the sight of it, hot and red, draining from your arm through a clear, shallow tube (does the machine suck it out, or is there a discomforting feeling of evacuation, of your blood rushing out, escaping?). It is like something fundamental about you is being rewired right before your eyes. How many days did he sit there wondering Am I still me without my blood, without the impurities they strip out?


Joe died with a huge zipper scar running from his clavicle to his belly. This is where the heart surgeons opened his chest and spread his ribs. He had smaller scars on his arms and legs where veins had been extracted and arteries bypassed. There was a shunt is his right arm, taped closed, and a strange subterranean bulge in the suicide vein of his right wrist, tubes lurking just under the surface. His teeth floated in a glass by the bed. A mess, in other words. He was a mess. He had never been a particularly healthy person. He smoked and drank. He never exercised, never went to the doctor. At sixty-one his heart, liver, and kidneys faltered. Over the course of the next seven years he went from hospital to nursing home, losing body mass, folding inward. He contracted liver cancer, a tumor the size of a walnut that was removed by surgeons with a glowing poker.


But still he kept going.


Then he was diagnosed with lung cancer, which, if you think about it, leads you to one of two conclusions: Either (A) there is no God or (B) God must have really, really wanted Joe Henry dead. Joe Henry must have owed God money or slept with his sister or something, because say what you want about heart failure, liver failure, and kidney failure, lung cancer is a motherfucker. Which is why, just three months later, Joe Henry died, restless and mumbling fitfully in his nursing home bed.


Now he is what you might call a passive character. The sum total he can contribute to the world is this:


Zero.


By coincidence, zero is also the current level of confidence Joe’s son Scott has in the girl he has been dating since his father’s death. As our story begins, Scott is drunk and seated in the VIP area of a San Francisco strip club. He is watching a woman in a thong give a lap dance to Kate, the girl he’s dated for the last two months. The two of them are in the club as part of a foursome (though, in truth, it is more of a threesome, with Scott just along for the ride). It is the end of a long night of drama and humiliation. Certain truths have come to light (details of Kate’s extracurricular activities, unflattering information about her character) and Scott is exhausted, emotionally, physically. He is beginning to think he isn’t in Kansas anymore, by which he means he is off the map, has sailed past all known landmasses over the lip of the page (past the signs that read THERE BE DRAGONS HERE). It is all blackness now, and fog.


He orders another tequila, another beer, and watches as the man who brought them here, a fifty-three-year-old captain of industry, negotiates price with a blonde, top-heavy stripper. Scott watches as the Captain takes his girlfriend’s hand and retreats with the stripper to a back room for a private session, which Kate tells him will involve actual penetration (Kate and the Captain and his girlfriend come to this place often, it turns out). The VIP area is smoky, filled with the thundering confusion of electronic beats. It is two o’clock in the morning. They have already been to two gallery openings and a party. Kate leans over and tells Scott that the last time she was here with the Captain and his girlfriend, she made three hundred dollars lap-dancing for strangers. She says it with a smile on her face, pride in her voice. She is hot the way a knife is hot when you hold it over a fire, then press the blade against an open wound. When she looks at Scott, he feels like an egg cooking on the sidewalk. His dad has been dead for twelve weeks. All he wants is to be loved like a puppy. Instead he is locked in some kind of twisted dating deathmatch. He feels dizzy, a hot electric coil in his stomach frying up his guts.


No one ever told him there was so much sadness in the world. It is a smothering syrup that coats the land and sea, a cherry-red sludge you can’t escape. The catch is, you can’t see it all the time. When things are good, when the world is normal, the varnish of sadness is almost invisible, but then, when you least expect it, like an egg, the world cracks open and sadness coats your hair, your clothes. It comes in the mail. It seeps into every electronic transaction, a binary sadness of ones and zeroes. It pours out of the faucet when you brush your teeth, fills the air like pollen, reddening your eyes, making your nose run.


Right now what fills the air is the smell of pineapple and coconut, artificial, cloying. It’s the smell of cheap perfume the strippers carry in their boxy purses, like little cans of Mace. Food, they smell like food.


Seven hours from now—after the strip club, after a long cab ride home, after they tumble into bed, and Kate herself smells like food, like coconut and pineapple (like a stripper)—he will tell her she has to go. That she’s killing him. And right in the middle of his speech he will break down crying, feeling at once humiliated and liberated, because finally it’s all coming out, all the grief and anger, seven years of suffering and regret (heart failure and liver failure and kidney failure and liver cancer and lung cancer, Jesus Christ!). Death. He will be crying because of death. I just want to be happy, he’ll say pathetically, and she will hold him like she cares (stroking his hair, whispering soothing words), but she doesn’t. It is a lie. A beautiful lie. And he will tell her to get out, will throw her clothes at her, push her out the door, then lie on the bathroom floor panting, dizzy with booze and loss.


In case you haven’t figured it out by now, this is not going to be a love story about Scott and Kate. The truth is, she is just another in a long series of crazy ladies, narcissists. Same bullet, he will say later. Different gun. She is like a shirt you keep trying on because it looks great on the rack, but on you it is misshapen, hideous. The colors are not your colors. The cut makes you look ridiculous. But you can’t walk away from it, can’t stop trying it on, because in your mind you think, This shirt is so cool! It is a shirt that looks profoundly stylish on a shaved-headed Italian soccer player modeling in a Dolce & Gabbana ad. And looking at it, you think it should look good on you, too, but it doesn’t. On you it looks like a clown costume. It is the same with these women. They are the perfect girls, yes, but for someone else.


Scott sits in a dark, humid strip club watching as a topless Asian dancer presses her tits against Kate’s face, as she spreads Kate’s legs and rubs her naked thighs against Kate’s denim-clad groin. Seeing this, Scott closes his eyes and for one overwhelming moment thinks, I miss my dad.


I miss my dad.


Or maybe the story begins here, at six A.M. in a house in Portland, Oregon, where Scott’s mother, Doris, emerges slowly from her bedroom, checking the hallway for signs of life, moving furtively, sneaking into the kitchen to pour herself another glass of wine before anyone else is up. She is having anxiety attacks these days, experiencing shortness of breath, feelings of panic and hopelessness. Her husband of almost forty-two years has been dead for three months, and his ashes are locked in a cheap wooden box in her sister-in-law’s garage, and the idea of this—the knowledge that all she has to show for four decades of having and holding, loving and obeying (though let’s face it, she was never that good at obeying), is a box of human kitty litter—keeps her up at night, makes her feel like an elephant is sitting on her chest. The deep-organ certainty that he will never again call her at eight in the morning from his nursing home and tell her his pancakes are cold, will never again kiss her forehead, hold her hand, and call her beauty, makes her want a cigarette, two, six, ten. But because of the emphysema she isn’t supposed to smoke, isn’t supposed to light up, close her eyes, and inhale that deep, chemical sense of calm. And yet, give me a fucking break. If there was a big glass case on the wall with a pack of cigarettes inside and a sign that read DO NOT BREAK EXCEPT IN CASE OF EMERGENCY, now would absolutely be the time to smash it open. Because if not now, then when? The man is dead, for God’s sake. All the information stored in his meaty gray brain has been returned to its original sources. All those memories, all the history books he used to pore over, now may as well have been unread. It is thoughts like these that drive Doris into the kitchen to uncork a bottle of Merlot at six o’clock in the morning.


Or maybe the real place to start this story is in Los Angeles, at the home of Doris’s other son, David, the eldest, the family man who, on a cold, unforgiving Valentine’s Day, will break Scott’s nose. He is a tall man with sandy brown hair and straight white teeth, a sales executive for a major pharmaceutical company. As our story begins, it is six-thirty in the morning and the kids are awake, running amok—Christopher, ten, and Chloe, eight, and the new baby, Sam—and it is time for brushing and dressing and eating. Time to pack lunches and buckle up. His wife, Tracey, isn’t a morning person and so David rises with the first rustle and herds the kids through their routines. He makes their breakfast, ties their shoes. His days are scheduled down to the millisecond. He has meetings to go to and sales strategy memos to write. His father has been dead for three months. He is stressed out and overwhelmed but has no time to deal with it, so he tells himself to man up. At this point, with a new baby and a full plate at work, grief is a luxury he can’t afford. Since his father died there hasn’t been a single moment to stop and take it in, to cry or scream or punch a hole in the wall, and it doesn’t look like there will be a moment in the foreseeable future. So he locks it away and steps into his underwear. Yesterday his brother, Scott, called and laid out this long, rambling monologue about some girl who’d broken his heart, the latest in a series of obviously unreliable lunatics, and it was all he could do not to tell him to shut up. Not to tell Scott to call back when he had some real problems—kids who need braces or a mortgage that needs paying.


David’s wife shifts under the covers, murmurs something encouraging, like Have a nice day or I love you. David knots his tie, unravels it, knots it again until the dimple is perfect. This is what he needs, for everything to be perfect, to be just so. But the truth is, David’s life isn’t perfect. Far from it. In fact, he has a secret. A big one, and the secret is this: He has a second wife in New York City. He never meant to have a second wife in New York, or anywhere else for that matter. It just sort of happened. He met a girl on a business trip last winter (Joy. Like how could you not fall in love with a girl named Joy?), and had a fling, and somehow she got pregnant. She wasn’t supposed to get pregnant, but she did. And when she told him, he found himself asking her to marry him, heard the words coming out of his mouth, even as this polite, semi-English-sounding voice piped up in his head and said, Excuse me, sir, but aren’t you already married? Like a butler was reminding him of some minor engagement he was late for, instead of the reality, which was HE WAS ALREADY MARRIED. He had two kids and a third on the way. He couldn’t get married again. There were laws against that kind of thing, not to mention all the moral implications. And yet there he was, proposing. And the next day he and Joy went to City Hall and stood before a justice of the peace—a foppish man with a comb-over—and Joy floated an inch above the floor, beaming, while David swayed on his feet, sweating, tugging at his tie. And now there is a baby boy, also named Sam. (He tried to stop her. Sam was, coincidentally, Joy’s father’s name. Like what are the odds?) And so in just twelve short months, David has turned into one of those Montel Williams Show subjects (Next up on Montel: Bigamy!). But it’s not his fault. He swears. He never meant for any of this to happen. Things just kind of … escalated.


But that’s not even the worst of it. The worst of it is, in three days his mother and brother are going to arrive carrying a cheap wooden box of ashes. They’re going to show up with all their chaos, their alcoholism and tragic love disorders, and turn his life upside down for two days. And then, as if that wasn’t bad enough, the four of them (David, Scott, Doris, and Joe’s ashes) will wing to New York City for Joe’s memorial service (big party, historic location, towers of shrimp). After which, if they manage to survive, the four of them, exhausted and cranky, will pile into a rental car and begin the seven-hour drive to Bailey’s Island, Maine, where on a rocky, winter beach they will open the box and spread Joe Henry’s ashes into the sea.


It’s enough to make a grown bigamist cry.




There was an article in the New York Times recently about a survey given to scientists around the country. In it they were asked to answer the following question: What do you believe is true even though you can’t prove it?


Kenneth Ford, a physicist, wrote, “I believe that microbial life exists elsewhere in our galaxy.”


Roger Schank, a psychologist and computer scientist, said, “I do not believe that people are capable of rational thought when it comes to making decisions in their own lives. People believe they are behaving rationally and have thought things out, of course, but when major decisions are made—who to marry, where to live, what career to pursue—people’s minds simply cannot cope with the complexity.”


Scott Henry is an expert on the complexity of life’s decisions. He knows these kinds of choices—who to marry, where to live, what career to pursue—are not easy. In his job, he hears a lot of waffling. Scott is a spy. A corporate mole. When you call customer service for any one of a dozen companies, he is the one who monitors the calls. Quality assurance, they call it. Day after day he sits in a cubicle in Emeryville, California, surrounded by other spies in cubicles. They all wear headsets and listen in real time to the conversations of others. Standing in that room, surrounded by bodies, one hears nothing but the collective breathing of a hundred eavesdroppers.


Right now Scott is at the Oakland airport waiting to board a flight to Portland, Oregon. He is going to see his mother. This is the first stage of his dad’s final trip, the four-city tour (like his father’s ashes are some kind of rock band: Hello, Portland! Hello, Los Angeles! Hello, Madison Square Garden!) that will put to rest his father’s physical remains. Scott wants to do this as much as he wants to take an electric drill and bore a hole in his head. He remembers reading an article about people who do that, who drill holes in their heads. The rush of air on their exposed brain tissue is supposed to get them high. He wonders if any of those people ever called customer support while he was listening. If, as they were on hold waiting to speak to a friendly, conscientious salesperson about a faulty microwave they bought online, they revved up the old Black & Decker and set the drill bit to their temples. It wouldn’t surprise him.


His phone rings. It’s his brother, David, calling from L.A.


“Are you there yet?” David asks.


“I’m at the Oakland airport. I’m considering drilling a hole in my head to relieve the pressure. What do you think?”


He can hear his brother typing at the other end of the line. That’s the thing with David. You never have his full attention.


“I’m supposed to tell you that we have plenty of room if you want to stay here once you reach L.A.,” David says.


“Supposed to?”


“Tracey thinks it’s the right thing to do. To have the family all together.”


“Is she crazy?”


“That’s what I wondered, but of course you can’t say that kind of thing out loud. Not to my wife.”


Scott watches a woman wipe chocolate off a toddler’s face. The toddler is the size of one of those yoga balls you roll around on to stretch your back. Outside the window, his plane looks like nothing except a giant, passenger-laden missile. Not for the first time in the last few years Scott longs for a simpler era, the 1980s or ’70s, when terrorism was someone else’s problem and hijackings were quaint, semicivilized political acts, the start of a conversation. He remembers reading a survey of common passengers’ responses to hijackings back in the mid-’70s. The answers people gave were straight out of Leave It to Beaver:


1) “History is being made and I’m part of it.”


2) “Gosh, I wonder what I’ll see in Cuba.”


3) “If they put us in a hotel, will there be any women?”


Scott hunkers down in his seat. He says, “You can have Mom if you want, but I’m staying at a hotel. Something hip and fabulous. I think I’ve earned that. I think I’ve earned starlets in bikinis drinking screwdrivers poolside.”


“You’re going to put Mom at a hip L.A. hotel?”


“Oh, no. Once we get to L.A. she’s your responsibility.”


In his six years listening to other people’s phone calls, Scott has overheard all kinds of dialogue. He once listened slackjawed as a technical service question from a bored housewife to an Internet provider turned into a multiorgasmic phone-sex session. What kind of operating system are you using? Windows 2000. What are you wearing? A camisole, some pedal pushers. Do you know what I’m doing to you right now? I’m fucking you. Oh, God. Don’t stop.


“Do you still have that drill handy?” his brother asks.


“Very funny,” says Scott. “I’m serious. I’ll be in Portland for three days and then we’re coming to you, and once we get there I expect to scrape her off at your house and go to my hotel for a very large drink.”


“Fine. I’d put her up here, but she can’t do the stairs, which I told Tracey, but she says, Can’t you carry her? Like this is what I want to do, carry my sixty-five-year-old mother up and down the stairs for three days.”


“Sixty-three.”


“What?”


“She’s sixty-three.”


Silence. Scott worries he has lost his brother’s interest entirely. In fact, David has just gotten an instant message from his second wife in New York, Joy. MISS U. CALL ME. This is what happens when you don’t deal with things head on, he thinks, deleting it, erasing the trail. When you don’t nip problems in the bud.


On the other end of the line, Scott hears David crumple up a piece of paper and throw it in the trash. This is how fine-tuned Scott’s hearing has become in the last six years: He can tell that the paper is a sheet of eight-and-a-half-by-eleven laser-printer paper, not a piece of newspaper. He is like one of those submarine sonar men who can differentiate between thirty kinds of whale farts.


“Are you there?” he asks.


“Just a second. Okay. What was I saying?”


“The stairs.”


“Right. I’ll put her up at the Hotel Bel-Air or something swank.”


“She’ll hate it.”


“She hates everything.”


“At least we know we’re talking about the same mother.”


A flight attendant comes over the PA to announce the preboarding of Scott’s flight. He panics. He sees the world now for what it truly is, an uncontrolled assault. How is he ever going to survive the next two weeks? He needs more time, more time to prepare, to get his head together. The flight is too short. Why couldn’t his mother live in Boston instead of Portland? Why couldn’t she live in Florida? Japan? Scott checks the clock on the wall. Barring an act of God or some kind of mechanical failure, he will be in Portland in two hours, pulling his rental car up to his mother’s apartment—a soulless condo in the Pearl District—fumbling in his pockets for change for the meter. Standing by the front door, his suitcase at his feet, he will take a deep breath and pray silently (not to God. He doesn’t believe in God. But to some kind of fickle, punishing fate. He will stand there for ten minutes, eyes closed, begging the Universe for a break. Just one break. Come on. You owe me) before ringing her bell, before beginning the elevator ride that will finally and irrevocably prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that his father is dead. Not just dead, but cremated and stored in a Ziploc bag inside a cheap wooden box in his aunt’s garage. At the airport, Scott feels the egg of sorrow crack open, feels sadness seep down slowly over the crown of his head. Sitting in the terminal, he prays for engine failure, for faulty landing gear, a crucifix-shaped crack in the wing.


“That’s my plane,” says Scott. “I gotta go.”


He joins the line snaking its way slowly onboard. He has never been the kind of man who drinks on planes, but right now he’s wondering how many beers he can consume before the landing gear descends and he finds himself in Oregon, as if that isn’t bad enough, being in Oregon, without a dead father and a clingy, punishing, drunken mother to contend with.




At six P.M. Scott parks his rental car outside his mother’s apartment building. It is misting out, a classic, gray Pacific Northwestern winter dusk. His luggage is on rollers, and the wheels make a steady thrumming drone as he walks around the block for the sixth time, trying to get up the courage to go in.


“Didn’t you just come by here?” asks a woman with a stroller sitting outside the Starbucks on the corner.


“My suitcase needs the exercise,” he tells her.


In his job he has heard every personal detail you can imagine about strangers: their dates of birth, Social Security numbers, their wives’ maiden names, how much money they have in the bank, which communicable diseases they suffer from. He eavesdrops while people are on hold, cataloging the private interactions of the average American household. People mumble to themselves on hold. They sing. He has heard men batter their wives while waiting to make flight reservations, has heard women shout at their children and punish their dogs. One woman, calling in to the headquarters of a home-pregnancy-kit manufacturer, spent her time on hold talking to a woman in her kitchen about how the baby’s father was, in fact, her own father, and what the hell was she supposed to do about that.


The operators he monitors live in all parts of the world. He has eavesdropped on technical services personnel in India, has overheard inmates in federal penitentiaries in Wyoming take telephone orders for cookwear from people in Hawaii. He listens to customers in New York talking to operators in Frankfurt. He scores operators on their openings, grading them on the friendliness of their greetings. He flags annoying habits, redlining operators who speak in monotone or use run-on sentences. He black-marks operators who transfer callers without asking, blackballs those who purposefully give out faulty information.


He cannot begin to quantify the number of angry callers he has heard since he started the job, the sheer volume of verbal abuse, the death threats. Profanity, forget about it. After six years on the job, he knows how to say motherfucker in twenty-one languages. People lose their minds on hold. They go crazy talking to machines, pressing 2, pressing 3, speaking their account numbers, answering questions asked by robots. They curse and belittle. They fume and gnash their teeth.


Scott Henry believes but cannot prove that, at heart, people are inherently rotten.


Riding up in the elevator, he checks his reflection in the mirrored doors. Not bad, he thinks. He is thirty-five, medium height, hair thinning slightly on top, but basically handsome. He works out, goes to the gym. His stomach is pretty much flat. Things could be worse. Except that the two beers he had on the plane have now worn off entirely, and he’s not sure how he feels about this. On the one hand, it seems morally and strategically dangerous to face your alcoholic mother drunk. On the other hand, it does take the edge off.


He takes a deep breath, rings her bell. He hears footsteps. The door opens. A strange man is standing there, mid-fifties, bald on top with hippie hair hanging down from the back of his head. Scott doesn’t know what to say. He thinks maybe he got off on the wrong floor, but then the man, who Scott now notices is wearing glasses and a tattered green army jacket, says, “You must be Scott.”


Scott manages a nod.


The man turns around, leaving the door open.


“He’s here,” he says, retreating inside.


Cautiously, Scott enters the apartment. His mother is sitting at the kitchen island, a glass of red wine in front of her, a thin plastic oxygen line looped over her ears and positioned under her nose.


“Here he is,” she says, smiling.


Scott gives her an awkward hug. She feels like a bag of sticks. The man has taken a seat on the sofa and is reading the paper.


“Who is that?” Scott asks, voice low.


“Oh, that’s Joe,” she says. “He’s my roommate.”


“Your roommate.”


She sips her wine.


“I told you about Joe.”


In the past three weeks she has, in fact, referred to Joe on numerous occasions, but since Joe was also her dead husband’s name (Scott’s father’s name), Scott assumed she had simply lost her mind and was hallucinating. That in her grief-stricken, alcoholic haze she imagined her dead husband going grocery shopping twice a week and running downstairs every afternoon at three to get the mail. Now Scott sees that there actually is a Joe, and he’s some kind of aging hippie who’s living with Scott’s mother, probably stealing every penny she’s got every time he goes to the ATM.


“Doesn’t he have a middle name or something?” Scott wants to know, leaning in, lowering his voice. “I can’t call him that. Dad’s name.”


She turns to Joe.


“Do you have a middle name?” she asks.


Joe looks up from the paper.


“Roscoe,” he says.


Roscoe? thinks Scott. Wasn’t that the sheriff’s name on The Dukes of Hazzard?


“Roscoe,” says his mother, “this is my son Scott.”


Roscoe gives Scott a gap-toothed smile and winks, returning immediately to the paper.


“Can I talk to you for a minute?” Scott asks his mother.


“What?” she says.


He glances at Roscoe, takes his mother’s arm, pulls her into the bedroom, the thin, clear oxygen line dragging on the floor behind her.


“Who the hell is this guy?” he wants to know.


“Who? Joe? He’s Cindy’s father. You knew that.”


Scott thinks about this. Cindy is the home-health aid who takes care of his mom three days a week.


“Her father?”


“He’s a documentary filmmaker, a little down on his luck.”


Scott feels a tic start up in his right eye.


“As opposed to all the documentary filmmakers buying tuxedos at Barneys.”


“What?”


“Nothing. Just, what do you know about this guy?”


“What do you mean, what do I know? He’s harmless.”


“Maybe, maybe, but how do you know? Did you check his references?”


“What references? He’s Cindy’s father.”


“That doesn’t mean he’s, you know, on the up-and-up. Does he know your PIN number?”


“Of course. He has to get me money.”


“Mom, no. You don’t just—you can’t go around giving everybody this very important, this very secret number. Believe me, I listen to a lot of calls, people who’ve been ripped off, had their identities stolen.”


“Oh, please. Roscoe’s not going to rip me off. He’s not that bright. And he voted for Nader. People like that don’t lie or cheat or steal. That’s why this country’s being run by Republicans.”


Scott rubs his face. He’s been here ten minutes and already he’s wishing he’d drilled a hole in his head when he had the chance. That way this pressure wouldn’t be building up behind his eyes at such an alarming rate.


“Is he staying here?”


“He sleeps in the guest room. I figured we’d put you on the couch.”


The thought of sleeping on his mother’s couch for three nights while Roscoe luxuriates in the guest room makes Scott want to take a belt sander to his own face.


“I could go to a hotel,” he says. As he says it, the words give him a shock of pure happiness. It’s perfect. If he went to a hotel he could control his exposure, come over around lunchtime, stay till dinner, then head back to the hotel, or better yet, out to find a beautiful woman who would make him forget his dead father, his alcoholic mother, his emotionally absent brother, the girl who doesn’t love him, his dead-end job. Right now he feels like he needs that more than anything, to press his head against a woman’s breast, a sweet, freckle-faced girl who’ll stroke his hair and tell him everything’s going to be okay. He’s willing to pay a lot of money to hear this lie. It has nothing to do with sex. If he were a little more clued in, a little more objective, he would realize that what he really wants in this time of ultimate despair is his mommy. He wants creamed carrots on a spoon, a mother’s cool lips pressed gently to his fever-hot brow. He wants a note excusing him from school, from work, from life. And yet the mother he has is just not the reassuring type. She’s not about to make him cocoa or scratch his back. You feel bad? What about me? This is more her speed.


“No hotels,” she says. “You’re staying here and that’s final.”


He sighs. It would never occur to her to make Roscoe sleep on the sofa. A strange man she met three weeks ago. He gets the guest bed, while her own son will have to fold into the deep slouch of her old sofa.


Scott believes but cannot prove that whatever maternal instinct his mother once had dried up sometime around 1990, when he went off to college.


“Open another bottle of wine for me, would you?” she says.


He goes back into the kitchen and gets the corkscrew. He’s been opening wine bottles for his mother since he was tall enough to reach the counter. Cutting the foil from the bottleneck, he has that familiar muscle memory, feeling before it happens the slow corkscrew bite as it grabs. He remembers being a kid, fetching wine for his mother, getting his dad another beer from the fridge. Picture a ten-year-old boy, laden down with booze, walking slowly, tongue jutting from the corner of his mouth, trying not to spill. Black Label, that was his dad’s brand. A couple of shots, Jameson, neat. Scott’s mother would drink Johnny Walker Red, or, as the years went on, Merlot.


When Scott was thirteen, his parents started sending him to the corner store for cigarettes. Camel unfiltered for his dad, Vantage Blue for his mom. He would watch them rap the virgin pack against their wrists, tamping down the machine-packed leaves. Somehow the cellophane wrappers always ended up on the floor and the cat would chase them around, batting them. It seemed funny at the time, but then all their cats had to be put to sleep before they were nine, giant tumors protruding from their bellies, their hips. At camp, when other kids were making coffee mugs for their parents in ceramics class, Scott was molding ashtrays. This is how early the training starts. You know the cigarettes are killing them, but when they ask, you run to the store to buy another pack, anyway. In this way, Scott feels he has not been so much a son as an accomplice.


Every summer their father would rent a car and they’d make the seven-hour drive up to Bailey’s Island, Maine, the windows closed, air-conditioning on. Scott and his brother would spend the entire ride ducked down in the backseat footwells, trying to stay under the smoke.


When Scott’s dad got sick, when his liver went, he had to stop drinking, but he still smoked. Even after he was diagnosed with lung cancer he smoked. On the last day of his life, when he had to be carried to dialysis on a stretcher, when he had only eight hours to live, Joe made the orderlies stop in the parking lot so he could have a final cigarette. He was on liquid morphine at this point, a skeletal lump shivering under a blanket, but he asked them to stop, and they did, and the two orderlies stood patiently in a misty drizzle, waiting while Scott’s father smoked one last cigarette. When Scott thinks about this he feels something like pride at what a tough guy his father was. This was a man who believed in controlling his own death. Fuck the doctors. Fuck the government with their ban on smoking indoors. You could have put a skull and crossbones on the front of the pack next to a picture of a withered, blackened lung and his dad still would have smoked.


And then Scott thinks, That doesn’t make him tough. That makes him weak. He was an addict. He needed that cigarette. He was powerless against the yearning. Each cigarette was a mile marker on his father’s scenic road to death.


Maybe that’s why they decided to cremate him. Why men in overalls took Joe’s sixty-eight-year-old corpse, put it in a big cardboard wrapper, and smoked it. Because what was Joe Henry in the end but a giant cigarette?


When Scott’s mother was diagnosed with emphysema, she had to quit smoking. What once she and Joe were able to achieve alone—that smoky, boozed-up hum—they now needed each other to manage. She inhaling his delicious secondhand smoke, he trying to build some kind of contact high from her dark, grapey breath. Together they made one fully dysfunctional person.


Scott finishes pouring his mother another glass of wine, then excuses himself and goes to the bathroom. Inside he checks his phone to see if Kate has somehow called and he missed it. She hasn’t. He sits pants-up on the toilet and thumbs through his contact list. He has one of those PDA phones where you can take pictures of your friends and the pictures come up onscreen when they call. He goes through his directory and finds Kate’s picture. Looking at it calms him. Her slim, aquiline face, the seductive crazy of her eyes.


Almost as soon as it starts, the calm recedes, replaced by panic, by the deep-marrow certainty that she was his last chance at happiness. That from here on out all he has to look forward to is rejection and loneliness, and the only woman in his life is going to be his mother. She will move down to San Francisco and they will get a place together. He can open wine bottles for her around the clock, and every morning she can needle him about when he’s going to get a real job.
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