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PRAISE FOR THE ASK





‘The kind of book that gets passed around, underlined, dog-eared … It makes one laugh out loud while pondering  all the ways in which all lives, invariably, go wrong’


Esquire




 





‘A great comic novel’


GQ




 





‘There isn’t a funnier author working today … The carefully nuanced look at our own world, at our phobias and obsessions and stupidities, forces us to understand them all too clearly’


The Believer




 





‘If you’re the sort of person who underlines amusing or thought-provoking lines in books, you’d best gird yourself, as Lipsyte is an inexhaustible fount of eloquent prurience, deftly mingling high-and low-mindedness. The Ask can be easily devoured in one sitting’


Village Voice




 





‘Generally, novels make us turn the pages because we want to know what happens next. But with Sam Lipsyte’s The Ask we turn the pages because we want to know what’s going to happen in the next sentence. Here rants become arias, and vulgarity sheer poetry’ Washington Post




 





‘We search in vain for a novel that will make us laugh. We gaze fondly at the Amises, reread the best passages of Scoop and A Handful of Dust, salute Joseph Heller, give Vonnegut a friendly page riffle, and end up where we always do … Might I suggest a new place to stop? The collected works of Sam Lipsyte’ Slate
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One





America, said Horace, the office temp, was a run-down and demented pimp. Our republic’s whoremaster days were through. Whither that frost-nerved, diamond-fanged hustler who’d stormed Normandy, dick-smacked the Soviets, turned out such firm emerging market flesh? Now our nation slumped in the corner of the pool hall, some gummy coot with a pint of Mad Dog and soggy yellow eyes, just another mark for the juvenile wolves.


“We’re the bitches of the First World,” said Horace, his own eyes braziers of delight.


We all loved Horace, his clownish pronouncements. He was a white kid from Armonk who had learned to speak and feel from a half-dozen VHS tapes in his father’s garage. Besides, here at our desks with our turkey wraps, I did not disagree.


But I let him have it. It was my duty. We were in what they call a university setting. A bastion of, et cetera. Little did I know this was my last normal day at said bastion, that my old friend Purdy was about to butt back into my world, mangle it. I just figured this was what my worst teachers used to call a teachable moment.


“Horace,” I said. “That’s a pretty sexist way to frame a discussion of America’s decline, don’t you think? Not to mention racist.”


“I didn’t mention anybody’s race,” said Horace.


“You didn’t have to.”


“P.C. robot.”


“Fascist dupe.”


“Did you get avocado on yours?”


“Fattening,” I said.


“Don’t worry, baby,” said Horace. “I like big women.”


“What about hairy ones?” I said, parted my shirt to air my nipple fuzz. Horace let me be a cretin with him. You could call him my infantilism provider, though you’d sound like an idiot. Otherwise, I was ostensibly upstanding, a bald husband, a slab-bellied father.


“Gentlemen,” said our supervisor, Vargina, coming out from her command nook. “Did you send off those emails about the Belgian art exchange?”


Horace swiveled back to his monitor with the mock panic of a sitcom serf. Vargina took scant notice of our talk, tolerated foul banter for purposes of morale. But the fact remained, we had forgotten the afternoon’s assignment. The gods of task flow did not easily forgive.


Where we worked was in the development office of a mediocre university in New York City. It was an expensive and strangely obscure institution, named for its syphilitic Whig founder, but we often called it, with what we considered a certain panache, the Mediocre University at New York City. By we, I mean Horace and I. By often, I mean once.


Our group raised funds and materials for the university’s arts programs. People paid vast sums so their spawn could take hard drugs in suitable company, draw from life on their laptops, do radical things with video cameras and caulk. Still, the sums didn’t quite do the trick. Not in the cutthroat world of arts education. Our job was to grovel for more money. We could always use more video cameras, more caulk, or a dance studio, or a gala for more groveling. The asks liked galas, openings, recitals, shows. They liked dinner with a famous filmmaker for them to fawn over or else dismiss as frivolous.


An ask could be a person, or what we wanted from that person. If they gave it to us, that was a give. The asks knew little about the student work they funded. Who could blame them? Some of the art these brats produced wouldn’t stand up to the dreck my three-year-old demanded we tack to the kitchen wall. But I was biased, and not just because I often loved my son. Thing was, I’d been just like these wretches once. Now they stared through me, as though I were merely some drone in their sight line, a pathetic object momentarily obstructing their fabulous horizon. They were right. That’s exactly what I was.


A solitudinous roil, my bitterness. Horace, after all, was their age. He had no health insurance, just hope. Our rainmaker, Llewellyn, seemed born to this job, keen for any chance to tickle the rectal bristles of the rich with his Tidewater tongue. He was almost never in the office, instead sealing the deal on a Gulf-stream IV to Bucharest, or lying topside on a Corfu yacht, slath-ered in bronzer.


Llewellyn delivered endowed chairs, editing suites, sculpture gardens. My record was not so impressive. My last big ask, for example, had failed to yield a few plasma TVs from the father of a recent film graduate.


Mr. Ramadathan had mortgaged his electronics store so his son could craft affecting screenplays about an emotionally distant, workaholic immigrant’s quest for the American dream. But the father’s giddiness had begun to wear off. The boy was unemployable. Now Mr. Ramadathan was maybe not so eager to relinquish his showroom models.


I’d made the hot, khaki-moistening hike past all the car dealerships and muffler shops on Northern Boulevard in Queens, stood in the sleek, dingy cool of the store. Mr. Ramadathan sat near the register in a wicker chair. The plasmas were not on display. Sold or hidden, I had no idea. Mr. Ramadathan stared at me, at the sweat patches on my crotch. He pointed toward some old video game consoles, a used floor fan, dregs of the dream.


“Please,” he said, “take those. So that others may learn.”


Unlike the time Llewellyn secured a Foley stage for the film department, there was no celebration on the Mediocre patio. No sour chardonnay got guzzled in my honor, nor did any lithe director of communications flick her tongue in my ear, vow to put me on the splash page of Excellence, the university’s public relations blog.


If not so ecstatic in her position as Llewellyn, Vargina seemed happy enough, or at least adopted a mode of wise, unruffled decency in the office. She’d been a crack baby, apparently due to her mother being a crackhead, one of the early ones, the baking soda vanguard. Vargina was a miracle, and that’s maybe the only time I have used the word sincerely. Her mother had named her the word her name resembled. A sympathetic nurse added the “r.”


“Milo,” she said now. “How is the Teitelbaum ask going?”


Vargina had enormous breasts I liked to picture flopping out of a sheer burgundy bra. Sometimes they just burst out in slow motion. Sometimes she scooped them out with her slender hands, asked me to join her reading group.


“Making progress,” I said. “Chipping away.”


“Maybe you need a larger tool,” said Vargina, appeared to shudder slightly, perhaps worried her innocent metaphor would be misconstrued as sexual. Her words, however, were not misconstrued at all. I had already begun to picture my cock in high quiver, sliding up the lubed swell of her chest. We were in a library of lacquered wood. Viola tones rose from a carved alcove. Baby oil beaded on rare folios.


“Well,” said Vargina, tapped the plastic parapet of my cube wall. “Just stick with it.”


“Will do.”


Truth was, the Teitelbaum ask was going nowhere. I was barely hanging on here in development. I wasn’t developing. I’d done some good work at a non-profit a few years ago, but the South Bronx Restoration Comedy Project never really took off. The university snapped me up at a bargain rate. I’d become one of those mistakes you sometimes find in an office, a not unpleasant but mostly unproductive presence bobbing along on the energy tides of others, a walking reminder of somebody’s error in judgment.


But today some karmic adjustment seemed due. Just as Var-gina slipped back behind the particleboard walls of her command nook, a painting major we knew a bit too well around here charged up to my desk, planted her bony fist on my Vorticist mouse pad. McKenzie was one of those girls who didn’t eat enough, so that all one really noticed about her were the mole-specked rods of her arms, the lurid jut of her skull. Students had no reason to visit our office, but her father had paid for our crappy observatory upstate. She was in here a lot, to preen, complain. I guess it beat making her putrid art.


“Hello, McKenzie,” I said.


“Hi, yeah, sorry, I can’t remember your name.”


“Milo.”


“Sure, okay. Milo. Listen, Milo, we talked last week and you promised I’d be able to take the Impressionism to Regressionism seminar even though it was full.”


“Excuse me?”


“Yeah, you know, you promised you’d talk to the painting department and sort it all out. I mean, if I told my father—”


“Hold on.”


“Hold on?”


“I made no such promise. We have nothing to do with academic decisions, with curriculum or enrollment.”


“Okay, maybe it was that guy,” said McKenzie, pointing.


“Horace?” I said.


“Yeah, Whore-Ass,” said McKenzie.


Horace wore a pained grin at his terminal.


“Horace hasn’t been well,” I told McKenzie. “Now, as I mentioned, we have no jurisdiction over any of these issues, but maybe we can all get together with painting and figure this out.”


“Meaning what?”


“Meaning we can figure this out.”


McKenzie stared. How could she know I myself had once been a fraud, chockablock with self-regard, at an overpriced institution just like this one, still had the debt to prove it? How could she know she stared down at the wispy pate of a man who once believed he was painting’s savior, back in a decade that truly needed one?


She spoke quietly now: “Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but you really are here to serve my needs. My father taught me that the consumer is always right. I am the consumer. You are actually the bitch of this particular exchange. But don’t think I don’t respect that you are just a guy, like, doing your shitty job.”


“Thank you,” I said.


“But maybe you aren’t cut out to work with artists.”


I guess what set me off was her effort to be polite. I should have just leaned on the painting department to make room on the roster for her, ruin the semester for some pimple-seared hump who shared his name with no stargazing facility. Nobody cared. I would be doing my shitty job. It was a good shitty job. I’d done it for a few years and it paid pretty well, enough to let Maura go part-time since the baby. There was a quality family plan, plus a quality theft plan, the paints and brushes I smuggled home for those weekends I tried to put something on canvas again, until the old agony would whelm me and I’d stop and briefly weep and then begin to drink and watch Maura cruise up and down the cable dial all night, never alighting on anything for more than a moment, her thumb poised like a hairless and tiny yet impressively predatory animal above the arrow button, Maura herself bent on peeking into every corner of the national hallucination before bedtime.


She liked reality shows the best, and then the shows that purported to be about reality.


So, yes, I should have just surrendered, cinched the entitled scion her little pouch of entitlements, put in my calls to the name shufflers, done my duty.


I thought about that moment later on. Maybe I got extra-tuned to the concept of bitchhood once I became Purdy’s, though I must confess I’ve always found such usage of the term for female dogs distasteful. My mother was a second-wave feminist. I wasn’t comfortable saying “cunt” until I was twenty-three, at which point, admittedly, I couldn’t hold back for a time.


Or maybe it’s just that I’ve always despised phrases like “that fateful day,” but as time went on I found it hard to deny that the afternoon Horace launched his E Pluribus Pimpus oratory and McKenzie tried to reify my servility and I pictured titboning Vargina in a rare books room was pretty damn fateful. Or was it, in fact, just another random day, and it was I who did the fool thing, forced my hand?


What I said to McKenzie, there is no point repeating. It’s enough to report my words contained nothing an arrogant, talentless, daddy-damaged waif wants to hear about herself. When I was finished she did not speak. A thickish vein in her pale head fluttered. The blue thing seemed to veer and switch direction. Then she took a few steps back and, still staring at me, phoned her damager. What was done to me was done in hours. My outburst was deemed hate speech, which called for immediate dismissal. I could hardly argue with them. I think it probably was hate speech. I really fucking hated that girl.

















Two





You could say I had experienced some technical difficulties. There had been bad times, years trickled off at jobs that purported to yield what superiors called, with true sadism, opportunities. These yielded nothing, unless you considered bong slavery, a few bogus spiritual awakenings, and the unswerving belief I could run a small business from my home, opportune. Still, before my outburst at the bastion, I had made great strides. No more did I pine aloud for that time in the past when I had a future. Yes, I still painted on occasion, or at least stood at the easel and watched my brush hand twitch. It made for an odd, jerky style I hoped would get noticed someday.


I never confessed this last part to Maura. Our intimacy was largely civic. We spoke at length about our shared revulsion for the almost briny-scented, poop-flecked plunger under the bathroom sink, and also of a mutual desire to cut down on paper towels, but we never broached topics like hopes, or dreams. Hopes were stupid. Dreams required quarantine.


Still, Maura was a devoted mother, which, even if that often amounted to being helplessly present for the ongoing thwarting of a child’s heart, meant something. Bernie was a beautiful boy. Good thing, too, as he’d become an expensive hobby. Preschool, preclothing for the preschool. Then there were the hidden costs, like food. Funny, isn’t it, how much you can detest the very being you’d die for in an instant? I guess that’s just families. Or human nature. Or capitalism, or something.


But the price of Bernie wasn’t Bernie’s fault. It wasn’t Maura’s, either. I was the fool who let the starveling have it, who couldn’t find another job, though I came close at a few places. The interviewers could maybe tell I had the old brain. Jobs weren’t about experience anymore, just wiring. Also, my salary demands might have been high. I lost out to kids who lived on hummus and a misapprehension of history, the bright newbies bosses exploit without compunction because these youngsters are, in fact, undercover aristocrats mingling with the peasantry, each stint entered on their résumés another line in the long poem of their riskless youth.


Not that I resented them.


Besides, there really wasn’t work for anyone. The whole work thing was over. I’d even called up my last employers, but there were no further plans for powdered wigs and brass-buckle shoes in the Bronx. I’d grown morose, detached, faintly palsied. I stopped reading the job listings, just rode the trains each day, simmering, until dinnertime.


Back in high school, I remembered, a soothing way to fall asleep after picturing tremendous breasts in burgundy bras (yes, the image pre-dated Vargina) had been to conjure the crimson blossom of bullet-ripped concert tees, the hot suck and pour of flamethrower flame over pep rally bleachers. Typical teen shooter fluff, though I worried I’d inherited my grandmother’s nutcake gene. I was fairly popular. Why did I slaver for slaughter?


The visions had stopped in college. Some huge and dainty hand peeled them off my skull walls.


I became a painter, at least at parties. I was happy for a time.


But now, riding the trains, or else home sitting with the bills, the old terrible feeling returned. Whenever I checked my bank balance the terrible feeling welled up in me. The goddamn asks, I’d sweep them with a Maxim gun or some other wipeout device whose history I learned of late at night on the war channels, a glass of Old Overholt rye on my knee. I was not bad off compared to most of the world. Why didn’t anybody do anything? We could get a few billion of us together, rush the bastards. Sure, a good many of us would die, but unless the asks popped off some nukes, eventually they’d get overrun.


What was the holdup?


The terrible feeling tended to hover for a day or so, fade. Then I’d fantasize about winning the lottery, or inheriting vast fortunes. Sometimes I was a flamboyant libertine with plush orgy rooms, personal zoos. Sometimes I jetted around the world building hospitals, or making documentaries about the poor.


It all depended on my mood.


Days I didn’t ride the trains, I’d take long walks in the neighborhood. We lived in Astoria, Queens, as close to our jobs in Manhattan as we could afford. One afternoon I made a mission for myself: stamps for the latest bills (I’d ask for American flags, stick them on upside down in protest against our nation’s foreign and domestic policies), paper towels, and—as a special treat to celebrate the acceleration of my fatal spiral—a small sack of overpriced cashews from the Greek market.


I’d cure my solipsistic hysteria with a noonday jaunt. Sights and smells. Schoolkids in parochial plaids. Grizzled men grilling meat. The deaf woman handing out flyers for the nail salon, or the other deaf woman with swollen hands and a headscarf who hawked medical thrillers in front of the drugstore.


This was a kind and bountiful neighborhood: the Korean grocery, the Mexican taqueria, the Italian butcher shop, the Albanian café, the Arab newsstand, the Czech beer garden, everybody living in provisional harmony, keeping their hateful thoughts to themselves, except maybe a few of the Czechs.


A man who looked a bit like me, same eyeware, same order of sneaker, charged past. They were infiltrating, the freaking me’s. The me’s were going to wreck everything, hike rents, demand better salads. The me’s were going to drive me away.


The Greeks were out of cashews. I bought pistachios, ate them in line at the post office. Or on line at the post office. I could no longer recall which phrase came naturally. Either way, there was always a line at the post office, people with enormous packages bound, I assumed, for family in distant, historically fucked lands. What were they sending? TVs? TiVos? Hamburgers? Hamburger Helper? The exporting of American culture, did it continue at this level, too? It couldn’t for much longer. Not according to Horace’s calculations. The line hardly moved. People couldn’t fill out the forms. Others did not comprehend the notion of money orders. Come on, people, I thought-beamed. I’m on your side and I’m annoyed. Doesn’t that concern you? Don’t you worry your behavior will reduce me to generalizations about why your lands are historically fucked? Or does my nation’s decline make my myopia moot? They should produce a reality show about how much this line sucks, I thought. Call it On the Line. Or In the Line. A half hour later I reached the teller. I was about to ask for stamps when I realized I already had a book of them in my wallet. I did not need stamps. I needed a job. I needed to cool it with those pills from Maura’s root canal.


Home beckoned, but so did a coconut flake. I was due back an hour ago, felt the admonishing telephonic pulses in my jeans, but instead crossed the avenue to the doughnut shop. There was a high school boy behind the counter, maybe saving up for the video game where you gut and flay everybody in the doughnut shop and gain doughnut life points. He wielded his tongs with affecting delicacy.


I thought again of my brutal visions of yore. My mother had always said I reminded her of her mother, Hilda. Since therapy, my mother had maintained that her issues, which prior to treatmenthad been known as her demons, stemmed from the fact that Hilda “withheld.” I never knew my grandmother well. She had badly dyed hair and a persecution complex exacerbated toward the end of her life when she was fired from the culture beat at her synagogue’s newsletter.


“That pig rabbi should have died in the camps,” she said.


Most of Hilda’s utterances weren’t so venomous. Most of her evil she must have withheld.


Now I took a booth near the window, watched the afternoon bridge traffic. Trucks piled up at the off-ramp, trailer sides browned with exhaust.


Not long ago Bernie said “beep-beep” every time he heard a car horn. Later his favorite word was “mine.” Now he was fluent in the cant of his tiny world. His leaps in speech had seemed otherworldly. What else was he mastering behind our backs? Little Judas. Maura and I had worked so hard to dig the family ditch for the three of us to rot in and now here came the rope of language to haul the boy out. “Beep-beep” begets “Mine,” which begets “I hate you, Dad.” Then, if you’re lucky, there’s a quick “I love you, Dad,” followed by “Let go, Dad,” these last words whispered under the thrum of ventilators, EKG machines.


My father had been that lucky.


Some natty loon sat alone at the next table. He wore a pilled herringbone blazer, crusty at the cuffs, guarded a shopping bag packed with neatly folded shopping bags. A notebook lay open on his table. It looked full of sketches, apothegms. His pen still had the wire on it from where he’d maybe snipped it at the bank. The loon muttered, picked white scabs on his head.


I could picture my colleagues back at the Mediocre development suite, Horace at his desk, unwrapping the outer, non-edible wrapping of his turkey wrap, Vargina holed up in her command nook, poring over ask dossiers and budget spreads, Llewellyn patched in from Zanzibar with the skinny on a give.


But I was at my new office now, my Formica workstation smeared with jelly and Bavarian cream. This scab-picker was my potential partner. We could make an ace development combo. And the ask? Maybe the ask was that boy over there at the far booth, the one with fluorescent earbuds, a forehead full of leaky cysts. There was a horrible glitter in his eyes that looked like murder, or maybe just higher math.


The loon caught me staring at the boy, winked.


“What was that for?” I said.


The loon winked again. Teen brooder stood. I felt the glare of the leaky child, decided to meet the boy’s gaze, try my best to transmit this thought: I’m not the enemy, just an earlier iteration of our kind.


“Goddamn fucking faggots!” the boy shouted, careened out the door.


Poor kid was a wild child, a homophobe. He might as well have been illiterate, guessing at supermarket signage. For all my adolescent rage, I had never included the marginalized or oppressed in my dream carnage. I never said gypped, or Indian giver, or paddy wagon, or accused anyone of welshing on a bet. If there ever evolved a tradition of locutions such as “She tried to tranny me on that real estate deal,” you would not hear them out of my mouth. I never even called myself a yid with that tribal swagger I envied in others, though I had a right, or half a right, from my mother’s side. I nearly spoke this truth aloud when the loon cackled.


“Don’t mind the boy,” he said. “I’ve known him since he was a child. A marvelous little specimen.”


The man’s voice had odd nasal authority. He sounded like some mandarin of vintage radio, and hearing him I suddenly recalled certain items from my childhood, a particular carton of laundry detergent, the mouthfeel of a discontinued cola.


The man dove back into his notebooks, his boy doodles and prurient runes. Even from here his sketches looked quite accomplished and insane.


Maybe someday he’d be heralded, a folk museum folk hero.


Maybe someday Bernie, still getting over his father’s untimely but somehow not surprising death, would take his new girlfriend to see the disturbed but brilliant drawings by the kiddie-diddler who spent most of his adult life guarding a shopping bag full of shopping bags in a doughnut shop not far from where he, Bernie, grew up, but who also, unbeknownst to the world, inhabited a fabulous and secret universe of the mind.


My phone pulsed again. There were two messages, one from a number I recognized: the Mediocre development suite. The other was a text from Maura: How’s the donut, Fat Heart? Find a job yet? Buy milk for Bern. Also p. towels.


The bile was a good sign.


It’s when they stop trying to destroy you, my mother once said, that you should really start to worry.

















Three





Home, hidden by the refrigerator, I hovered over the garbage bin, gulped down a bottle of Vitamin Drink. We still dreaded the day that little Bernie, asquat now on the kitchen floor spooning oatmeal into the body cavity of a decapitated superhero, might spot this iridescent liquid, demand a sip. Vitamin Drink may or may not have contained vitamins, but it was too polluted for the tykes. They needed wholesome nectars humped back from the wholesome food empires in Manhattan. This sugary shit was for the dying. I was dying, surely, sugary-ly.


I made to speak before I did.


“A call. A message. From work.”


“What?” said Maura. “Work? What work?”


Maura sat on a stool, fresh from the shower and still unclothed, pecked at her laptop.


She had been raised in one of those happy, naked families from Vermont. I looked at her body now, remembered Bernie’s weaning, that era of inconsolable sobs and farewell fondles. Maura’s breasts, large and milk white when they’d been full of milk, had darkened, pancaked a bit, but they were still beautiful, and I was not just saying that, or thinking of saying that, to be kind.


“Wait,” said Maura, “what?”


It was her I’m-downloading-a-crucial-file-from-the-office tone.


“A call from work on my voice mail,” I said. “From old work. Vargina and Llewellyn. They want me to come in.”


“Why would they want that?”


“I don’t know.”


“Wasn’t firing you enough? Is this a legal thing? Do you need a lawyer?”


“I said I don’t know.”


I leaned out from my trash niche. Bernie pointed at the bottle in my hand.


“Daddy, what are you drinking?”


“Coffee, Bern. Why, do you think I need a lawyer?”


“Do lawyers have foreskins?” said Bernie.


“I’m talking to Mommy,” I said.


“I have a foreskin.”


“I know, Bernie.”


“You don’t.”


“True,” I said, opened the refrigerator door, sneaked the bottle back into the door rack.


“How come I have a foreskin, Daddy?”


“We’ve talked about this, don’t you remember? Your mother and I decided that—”


“Hey, that’s juice. I want some, Daddy! I want some juice!”


“Shit,” I said. “Sorry. Bernie, it’s not juice. It’s for grown-ups. It’s like coffee.”


“You said it was coffee.”


“That’s right.”


“But it’s pink!”


“It’s pink coffee, Bernie. It’s what I drink. It’s what grownups drink.”


“Do superheroes have foreskins? Like my guy?”


He held up his headless hero.


“Yes. No. I don’t know. Probably. So, who would I call, Maura? They want me tomorrow.”


“Do they, Daddy?”


“I don’t know, Bernie. It’s possible.”


“Do foreskins help you fly?”


“Maybe,” I said.


“All I’m saying,” said Maura, “is you don’t have to play it their way. That’s all you’ve ever done.”


“Excuse me?” I said.


“Give me some juice!” Bernie called again. “I want it!”


“Ask nicely.”


“Please.”


“But it’s not for kids, Bernie.”


“Don’t confuse him like that,” said Maura. “Daddy’s going to give Bernie some pink coffee juice that’s not really coffee. Would Bernie like Daddy to give Bernie some pink coffee juice that’s not really coffee? Daddy, would you please give Bernie some pink coffee juice that’s not really coffee?”


“Fine!” I said.


“Fine!” said Bernie.


He flicked his guy and a cold gob of oatmeal slapped my cheek. I could see this was the beginning of something. Like sudden sympathy for Goliath. What was the phrase? Tell it not in Gath? How about we start telling it?


“What?” said Maura.


“Was I mumbling again?”


“Who’s Goliath?” said Bernie. “A superhero? Is he a bad guy? A masher?”


“He’s a masher, for sure,” I said. “Whether he’s a bad guy depends on your politics.”


“What’s politics?”


“Well, let me see. It’s—”


“Does Goliath have a foreskin?”


“Not for long. Not when David’s done with him.”


“Who’s David?”


“A foreskin collector.”


“What are you telling him!” said Maura.


“Nothing,” I said. “He should know about the Bible. He lives in a fucking theocracy.”


“Jesus, language, Milo.”


“Daddy! Juice!”


“Okay, Bern, but first, how about some water?”


I filled a cup from the tap. Bernie batted it away, lunged toward the refrigerator.


“Give me pink coffee juice, Daddy!”


“Okay,” I said. “Okay.”


I dumped out the tap water, took the Vitamin Drink from the refrigerator. Back turned, I mimed a long pour, added a drop for color, refilled the cup from the tap.


Bernie stared up at me.


“Let go, Dad,” the boy seemed to be saying, but his beautiful mouth wasn’t moving.


*


Later, in bed, Maura and I cuddled in the way of a couple about to not have sex. It never appeared to bother us much, unless we watched one of those cable dramas about a sexless marriage. Then we’d curse the inanity of the show, its implausibility, switch over to something where the human wreckage was too crass and tan to touch us.


“I still don’t understand why they want to meet with you,” said Maura.


“I don’t, either. Maybe they realized they forgot to take the shirt off my back.”


“It’s not funny. That girl’s father. I don’t know.”


“What more can they do to me?”


“Oh, I’m sure there are all sorts of things we’d never even think of.”


“That’s very calming. Thank you.”


“I’m just saying. You never learned to protect yourself. You always rail against the evil and exploitation in the world but you still act as though everybody has your best interests at heart. I never got it. You’re like an idiot savant without the savant part.”


“I still have faith in the basic goodness of humanity. Shoot me.”


“Don’t be so sure that’s not the plan.”




*





Vargina had reserved the conference room. A tray of turkey wraps sat near the edge of the table. They looked like university wraps, from the cafeteria downstairs, not the deli across the street. They had no avocado.


Llewellyn and Vargina sat across the table. We took turns popping the tops of our sodas, listened to the sounds reverberate in the wood-paneled room. The word “reverberate” reverberated in my mind, which I could now picture as a wood-paneled room.


“It’s nice to see you again,” said Vargina.


“Hear, hear,” said Llewellyn. “So, hoss, what have you been doing to yourself?”


“Excuse me?”


“Just shitting you,” said Llewellyn. “Seriously, how’s it going?”


“I didn’t see Horace when I walked in,” I said to Vargina.


“He’s at a lunch.”


“A lunch?”


“He’s working on an ask.”


“Horace? He’s a temp.”


“No longer,” said Llewellyn. “He’s looking like a little earner.”


“Very exciting possibility, Horace’s ask,” said Vargina. “Very worthy. The lady is a major admirer of our dance program.”


“Where’s the money from?”


“Her husband’s company. Private security. Military catering.”


“Blood sausage, anyone?” I said.


“Oh, please,” said Llewellyn. “We can’t wash the bad off anybody’s money, now, can we? But we can make something good out of all the misery. That’s what you never understood.”


“I understood it. I’m just not sure I believed it.”


“Oh, some kind of martyr now, are you?”


“A martyr has to give a shit.”


“Get over yourself, Milo. You’re a sad man. A born wanker. You were born into the House of Wanker. You’re a berk, and you probably think I’m just saying your last name.”


Llewellyn’s Cambridge year was the stuff of office legend, thanks to Llewellyn, but I’d always suspected he lifted most of his lingo from the British editions of American men’s magazines.


“Wanker,” I said. “Don’t know that word. Is that a Southern thing? What is that, Richmond? Newport News? Is that like peanuts in your Coke?”


“You have a provincial mind, hucklebuck.”


“Pardon?”


“It’s a global globe now,” said Llewellyn. “We sink or swim together.”


“It’s a global globe?”


“That’s right.”


“Moron.”


“Gentlemen,” said Vargina.


“Why am I here?” I said. “I thought I was fired.”


“You were,” said Vargina.


“You are,” said Llewellyn.


“Then what’s going on?”


“We have special circumstances,” said Vargina.


“You have special circumstances,” I said.


“Yes.”


“I have not-so-special circumstances,” I said.


“If you help us with our circumstances,” said Vargina, “we might be able to assist you with yours.”


The door opened and in walked a large man with a moist pompadour and a tight beige mustache. Dean Cooley was not a dean. He was Mediocre’s chief development officer. Several groups worked under him, and he spent most of his energy on the more lucrative ones, like business, law, or medicine. His art appreciation did not reach much past the impressionistic prints from the Montreal Olympics he’d mounted on his office wall. He’d been a marine, and then some kind of salesman, had started with cars and ended up in microchips and early internet hustles. Here in the cozy halls of academe, as he had put it during our first team talk, he meant to reassess his priorities. Meanwhile he would train us maggots how to ask asks and get gives. Cooley was a hard-charger who often began his reply to basic office queries by invoking “the lessons of Borodino.” He was the kind of man you could picture barking into a field phone, sending thousands to slaughter, or perhaps ordering the mass dozing of homes. People often called him War Crimes. By people, I mean Horace and I. By often, I mean twice.


“Dean,” said Vargina. “This is the man we were telling you about. Milo Burke.”


“Nice to meet you.”


We’d met a dozen times before, at lunches, cocktail receptions. He had stood beside me while his wife explained a project she’d embarked upon in her student days, something to do with Balinese puppets and social allegory.


“I assume you are wondering why, after being terminated for cause two months ago, we’ve asked you to come in,” Cooley began.


“A fair assumption,” I said.


“What you need to understand is that the incident with Mr. Rayfield’s daughter was very serious. Mr. Rayfield is still angry. You made his daughter doubt herself, artistically. He had to buy her an apartment in Copenhagen so she could heal.”


“I’m sorry, sir.”


“The whole debacle nearly cost us a new, working telescope for our observatory.”


“I do understand that.”


“But what you also need to understand is that we are not simply some heartless, money-mad, commercial enterprise. We are partly that, of course, but we are also a compassionate and, yes, money-mad place of learning. And while we’re on the topic of learning, we think people can learn from their mistakes. We believe in redemption.”


“As long,” said Llewellyn, “as it is not tied to a particular ideology or religious tradition and promotes inclusiveness.”


“Is that from the handbook, Lew?” said Dean Cooley. “Anyway, the point is, we are a family.”


“A family dedicated to furthering science and the humanities in an increasingly meaning-starved culture,” said Vargina.


“Well put,” said Dean Cooley.


“But may I remind us all,” said Llewellyn, “that here in development our task is to raise money for said furthering. We can’t hug all day. We’ve got to get out there and work.”


“Also well put. Especially these days. We need every drop of philanthropy we can get. We must fasten our lips to the spigot and suck, so to speak. Which is where you come in, Mr. Burke.”


“Pardon?”


“It’s an ask,” said Vargina.


“A big one,” said Llewellyn. “Not quite Rayfield range, but big.”


“Why me?” I said.


“Good question,” said Vargina.


“Yes,” said Cooley. “That is the question, as the Bard might say.”


“The Bard?”


“What’s so funny?” said Cooley.


“Nothing, sir,” I said. “I just didn’t know people still used that term.”


“Well, I’m a people, Burke. Am I not?”


“Of course.”


“If you prick me, do I not bleed, you scat-gobbling, mother-rimming prick?”


Occasionally Dean Cooley reverted to a vocabulary more suited to his marine years, but some maintained it was only when he felt threatened, or stretched for time.


“Yes, sir,” I said.


“Trust me, Milo,” said Llewellyn. “Nobody wants it to be you. You were nothing but dead weight since the day you arrived. Nobody respects you and your leering got on people’s nerves.”


“My leering?”


Vargina shrugged, tapped her pen against her legal pad.


“Listen,” said Cooley. “I don’t give a slutty snow monkey’s prolapsed uterus for your office politics. The point is that Burke needs to come back and complete this mission.”


“Why?” I said. “Why me?”


“It’s the ask,” said Vargina. “The ask demands it.”


“Excuse me?”


“He says he knows you. His wife is an alumnus of our extension program and they want to be donors, but when he found out you were in our office, he requested your presence. He wants to work with somebody he trusts.”


“Who is this person?” I said.


“His name is Stuart. Purdy Stuart. You do know him, don’t you?”


“Yes. I know him.”


I said nothing more, felt now like the boy in the fairy-tale book I often read to Bernie, the polite farmer’s son who stands before the cruel ogre’s castle.


Each time Bernie would ask: “Daddy, why does the boy have to knock on the door? Why can’t he just turn around and go home?”


Each time I’d chuckle with stagey amusement, say: “Well, kid, if he didn’t open the door, we wouldn’t have a story, would we?”


Odds were good I was, in the final analysis, nothing but a scat gobbler from the House of Wanker.


“I mean,” I said now, “I used to know him.”


“Well, that’s just swell,” said Cooley, rose, petted his mustache with a kind of cunnidigital ardor.


“I’m late for another meeting,” he said. “Tell our contestant what he’s won.”


The door clicked shut behind him. It did not reverberate.


“What have I won?” I said.


“Your old job back,” said Vargina. “If you make this work.”


“And if I don’t?”


“You’ll be finished,” said Llewellyn. “Forever. Do we have clarity?”


“Obscene amounts.”


Llewellyn stood, stalked off. It would not be the last I saw of him, I knew. The ogres, they just lurk behind those gnarled oak doors so ubiquitous in fairy-tale carpentry, wait for gentle lads to knock. Trolls, on the other hand, they must have a paging device. Either way, the odious is ever ready.


Vargina and I sat there for a while, a new, electric awkwardness in the room.


“Can you make it happen?” said Vargina.


“When have I ever disappointed you?”


“Nearly every day that we have worked together.”


“Listen,” I said. “I just want to apologize.”


“For what?”


“For the leering.”


“The leering?”


“You know. That stuff Llewellyn said.”


“Don’t apologize to me. Apologize to Horace.”


“Horace?”


“He’s the one who reported you. But don’t worry. He wasn’t vindictive. He just said he didn’t understand why somebody would need to be in the closet in this day and age. At least around here.”


“In the closet,” I said.


“But he’s a kid. He doesn’t know how complicated these things can get.”


“No,” I said. “I guess he doesn’t.”

















Four





There is art to the ask. There is craft. There is lunch. There is also research, but Purdy did not require much. I had been following my old college friend’s career for years.


Purdy had made his own money, or so he told the reporters from those magazines about fellating rich whites, those rags with names like Wealth, or Capital, or Fellating Rich Whites. This was true to a point. Purdy made his own money out of some of his father’s money.


Still, he had been ahead of his time with his online music outfit. It might sound ridiculous now, but he had been one of the first to predict that people really only wanted to be alone and scratching themselves and smelling their fingers and staring at screens and firing off sequences of virulent gibberish at other deliquescing life-forms. So for us he provided new music and photographs of fabulous people making and listening to the new music, as well as little comment boxes for the lonely, finger-smelling people to comment on the looks and clothing of the fabulous people who had managed to achieve some sweaty, sparkly proximity to each other and to life as it was lived in more glamorous eras.


Purdy even had a loft packed with stoned designers. He’d offered me a spot in his posse, doing God knows what, maybe just fetching lattes and shooting hoops on the office half-court. But I turned him down. My painting, I believed, was poised on the precipice of genius, though I never would have phrased it like that. “Thanks, but I’m cool” is how I probably put it, sealed myself in my schmucky dome. Purdy sold his company for a few hundred million.


I missed out on a nice little nest egg. A nest latte.


Since then Purdy had become a venture capitalist, a philanthropist, an occasional gossip-site item. He dated models, married one. That was no surprise. I recalled a conversation we had in college, after he’d fallen for the beautiful, plumpish Constance, realized he had to dump her.


“I’m not attracted to her,” he told me.


He’d come out of his room in the sagging off-campus Victorian we shared with some others, joined me in the kitchen for a late evening bowl. Through the slit in the door I could see Constance asleep in his bed.


“If the chemistry’s not there …” I said through smoke, as though I knew anything about sex and love other than the hard-won certainty that if I ignored the sore on my penis, it would probably go away.


“Oh, the chemistry’s there,” said Purdy. “The fucking is fantastic. I’m just not attracted to her.”


“Huh?” I said. “Is it the teeth? I like the teeth.”


“It’s societal.”


He said it had something to do with fashion magazines, cultural conditioning. We were big on this kind of thing.


“But, Purdy,” I said, “the point is you subvert the codes, not adhere to them.”


“I’m trapped, man,” he said.


Purdy stood, wandered out into the garden. I sneaked into his room, slipped my head between Constance’s knees. I was big on that kind of thing. Constance and I were together for a while after that. I was crazy about her, her fierce horsey mouth and chipped teeth and black braids and high shelf of an ass, but I don’t think she ever got over Purdy.


Many didn’t, though he never acquired the cad tag he might have deserved. Maybe his attachments were too diffuse. He lived with us, the faux-bohemian alcoholics, but he also had ins with engineers and future hedge fund managers, or political science types who believed in the American exception, that there was something dirty about a dirty martini.


He’d disappear with the children of the super-rich—his tax bracket, if not exactly his people—make weekend visits to the family compounds of ambassadors or early software titans or progressive oil sheikhs, which he’d later describe to us in rather cryptic and astonished terms, so that we might come to know the features and dimensions of a Saudi squash court but still not understand how petrochemical influence was wielded in Washington, or we might snicker at the gestures a major political family made toward the folkways of ordinary Americans—the cheapest sort of beach equipment, off-brand knockwurst on the grill—but still not comprehend how dynastic service shaped electoral outcomes. We were just glad that he ended his nights with us, the pretentious wastrels. He had insomnia. We stayed up the latest. I think that’s mostly what it was.


He had mystery, this boy. He didn’t need a persona. I might have been the painter, the way our friend Maurice was the drug dealer, or Constance was the Marxist feminist who fucked, or Charles Goldfarb was the larkish Frankfurtian who desperately wanted to fuck, but Purdy was simply Purdy.


There was nothing striking about him. His clothes weren’t spattered with paint. His teeth weren’t nicked. He didn’t, like Maurice, have a tattoo on his arm of a man inking a tattoo on his arm. He didn’t, like Billy Raskov, my rival, the artist who didn’t paint because painting was dead, have a possibly affected case of Parkinson’s, nor was he, like Sarah Molloy, timber heir and environmental feminist who did not fuck, a hater of his kind.


He was just Purdy, and though he was loaded—ruling class, in the parlance of our insufferable set—his father a knight-errant of a CEO, dashing from one corporate damsel to the next, slaying those dread dragons Health Plan and Pension wherever they preyed upon the margin, Purdy himself lived modestly, much more modestly than his family stipend allowed. He lived then pretty much how Maura and I lived now.


I suppose there was a certain glory in it, this slumming with the middle and upper-middle classes. Maybe not the glory of rushing a Nazi mortar position, or braving municipal billy bats to stop a war in Indochina, but the privileged of our generation did what they could, like the rest of us. We were stuck between meanings. Or we were the last dribbles of something. It was hard to figure. The fall of the Soviet Union, this was, the death of analog. The beginning of aggressively marketed nachos.


True, there was nearly no glory in my paintings of that time. They featured some dribbles themselves, some drips, some glued-on porcelain and politically meaningful popsicle sticks, though I could not now recall what they looked like, not really. I doubted anyone could, even Lena, the professor who anointed me our liberal arts boutique’s aesthetic hope, took me to bed. Purdy wouldn’t remember, either, but I certainly recalled his kindness to me, and not just the money he’d loan without that whiff of vassalage, of fealty, most rich kids required, but then maybe he feigned belief in all of us, in some ultimate utility to our mannered flailings. Somehow he helped us pretend we were all anointed, could become the icons wearing sunglasses in the dorm hall posters of the future, pioneers of jackass phenomena, ancestor gods of cool.


A sad dream, but it sustained us.


Purdy and I, we’d smoke those late-evening bowls while I bitched about Billy Raskov suddenly getting attention, or a student prize, for shitting on a Rand McNally atlas to interrogate hegemony.


Once Purdy just chuckled his trademark chuckle, which was really just the trace of one.


“He’s a charlatan,” said Purdy.


“Fucking Raskov,” I said.


“A shitterton,” said Purdy.


“That’s it.”


What he might have said to Billy Raskov about me I didn’t want to know, though in a sense it hardly mattered.


He was somehow both of us and beyond us. He did not need to be anointed, ordained. He had powers of cajolement, a gentle, quasi-Christ-y authority. Maybe he just knew how we’d all turn out. He would guard our spasms of shame, of ego, from the others, wait with patience, forgiveness, for us to slip free of our charades, embrace our destinies, as bond lawyers, dental surgeons, new media consultants, housewives, househusbands, or unemployed development officers. Then he would stand there in his beautiful truth, the truth of money.
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