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      “My advice to you is to get married. If you find a good wife, you’ll be happy; if not, you’ll become a philosopher.”—Socrates, Athens (married twice)

      

      “How’s my marriage going? . . . You know, about as well as these things can go.”—Don Learned, Houston (married five times)
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      “I want a fucking baby.”

      Cindi Fishman was grouchy.

      Coming out of the shower, one blue terrycloth towel piled up high on her head, a brown one wrapped around her breasts, she accidentally knocked Gabriel, the fat ceramic archangel, to the hallway floor. It had been sitting on the small shelf between the bathroom and the bedroom, where her husband, Jacob, was lying diagonally across the couple’s Tempur-Pedic. 

      “My body is drying up. Do you hear me?” she asked, coming into their bedroom. 

      “Yes,” Jacob Fishman said from the bed, looking up.

      “It was a rhetorical question.”

      “You can’t scream a rhetorical question at someone and not expect an answer.”

      “Fuck you. You promised me a baby.”

      “‘Fuck you’? Very nice. I didn’t promise you a baby. Never did I promise you a baby.”

      “You said you’d think about it,” she said, disappearing into her walk-in closet.

      “I did. I am,” he called after her.

      “And? And?” Cindi came out, topless, grabbing her tits. “I want a baby to suck on these, to get milk, to give life. I’m drying up.”

      Jacob stared at his wife, as she and her breasts approached. She yanked a brown burka from under his feet and body on which he was inadvertently lying. Holding it to her chest, she slammed the walk-in closet door behind her with the back of her hand. Jacob then heard her kick the door once it was closed. And then kick it again.

      “Goddamn it!” she said.

      Jacob shook his head.

      “Honey?” he yelled toward the closet, muttering to himself, “My wife’s a fucking lunatic.”

      “I heard that.”

      “You’re going to break the door if you keep kicking it.”

      She kicked it again.

      “Honey?”

      Another kick.

      “What?”

      The kicking stopped. 

      “You okay?”

      “I hate my life. I want to die or just join the fucking circus.”

      Jacob heard hangers falling and shoes being thrown against the wall and the closed door. He picked up the stack of magazines and newspapers from his lap: The New Yorker, AAPG’S Explorer, a geology magazine for which he did some freelance, and the The Reno Gazette, in which he wrote a twice-weekly column.

      He found his latest column.

      Dawn was (is) in public relations. She was (is) good at it, but she doesn’t know what tense she is anymore after getting laid off six months back. Nowadays, she sits at her desk in her apartment, looking at her résumé, her career, her life, searching for the confidence to hit SEND. This particular job opening wants a mission statement; she wants to smash the computer screen. She has a degree from UNLV. She’s been out of school for 10 years. She’s still $28,000 in debt.

      “A lot of fucking good it did me,” she says. “I want my money back.”

      Her narrative keeps changing. The past, the further away she gets, is a distortion; the present, the longer it goes on, is suffocating; the future . . . what future? 

      “I’m a loser,” she says, the more she thinks about it.

      She tries not to think about it.

      It was from his piece about a single mother who had just applied for, and was now receiving, $76 per month in Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits. He liked reading his own stuff, except when he hated it, which was most of the time. It was an odd time to be thinking about Dorothy Parker, what with his wife screaming and tearing up the walk-in closet, and Parker’s line about “hating writing but love having written,” but it made him smile. He had gone through this particular piece numerous times before sending it in to his editor, a guy named Jezy who wore wide, black-framed glasses and was half his age. Jacob was astonished every time one of his columns actually made it to print, for he usually loathed every word of the finished work, regardless of what he wrote, including grocery lists and birthday cards. Cindi shouldn’t see him reading, certainly not his own stuff, certainly not pondering over them, certainly not now, so he dropped the Gazette on the floor when he heard noise coming from the closet. She was having a nervous breakdown, and he wondered if his writing was ponderous. She bristled at his calm, his ability to block her out, his worldly and smug completeness and certitude. Jacob knew how his peace, sanity, happiness affected her, so lately in their marriage he acted more troubled, more uneasy and uncertain, especially at times like these, when his wife was melting down. All this acting uncomfortably made him actually feel uncomfortable. He started rubbing his neck, pretending it was sore, hoping she might take pity on him. He moaned. 

      He moaned louder.

      She exited the closet, looked at him.

      “What’s with your neck?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Why you rubbing it?”

      “It’s sore.”

      “From what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She went back into the closet.

      “What are you doing in there?”

      “Fuck you!” she said again.

      The door crashed open again and this time, the hinges shrieked. Cindi’s face, damp, contorted, focused in wildness. She flung off the towel from her head and on to her side of the bed. She glared at him, then picked up a brush, full of hair, for she never cleaned them, and began violently stroking her head. Only forty, Cindi Fishman, while having the breasts of a teenage girl, was ten years older when she was angry.

      “God, I look like shit,” she said into the mirror. “It’s all this negative energy. I have to get my own thing going on.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re a tenured professor. It’s going on. What more do you want, need? What else has to go on?”

      He knew better than to ask.

      “A fucking baby is what I need, what I need to go on. What do you know? You’re just a writer,” and with the statement, Cindi turned to face her husband and in an exaggerated motion swept her hand up from her waist in front of her head, as if she were a five-year-old drawing on a wall. “You don’t know what it’s like to research and read and figure anything out. You just write,” and then she repeated the motion.

      “You couldn’t even give me a small script-like motion with your fingers with tight strokes and concentration? You needed to go that big like I was a child with a crayon?”

      “You know what I meant.”

      “Jesus!” 

      This woman, Jacob thought, his wife, my wife, as he watched her hands and fingers punch and fly through the air around her, couldn’t even give him that.

      “When did you take that off?”

      “What?”

      “What? You know.”

      “What?”

      “Really? What? The wedding ring—that’s what?”

      His wife was no longer wearing her wedding ring.

      “I took it off. I don’t like being branded.”

      “Branded? Are you cattle? You think a wedding band brands you? Where is it?”

      Gabriel, a cherub with no distinguishing genitalia, the same one she had nearly knocked over, had been holding it, and had been ever since she deposited her $1,695 engagement/wedding combo on its wing eighteen days earlier. Jacob went to look. Getting out of bed, he saw the angel, with its Wayne Newton-like pompadour and Buddha-like paunch, holding it. He picked up the ceramic figure. With the ring perched on its outstretched wing, Gabriel appeared to be giving him the finger. 

      “Do you hear me?” she asked again, ignoring his moment with the angel. 

      “About what?” He glared at the angel. “Fuck you, too, Gabriel.”

      “What?”

      “Not you, Cin, I’m not talking to you.”

      “Then who you talking to?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Who are you talking to? Are you on the phone?”

      “Holy fuck, I’m not on the phone.”

      “Don’t change the subject. I want a baby, do you hear me?”

      “I’m not changing—I’m begging you, Cin, can we not talk about babies?”

      “I don’t care anymore.”

      “Of course you care.”

      “I don’t,” she said, coming out of the closet again, sitting on the floor in front of the mirror and violently brushing her hair again. So much hair, so much anger.

      “Doesn’t that hurt?” he asked, pointing to her head.

      She brushed harder.

      “So why aren’t you wearing the ring? Honestly.”

      She stopped brushing.

      “I told you.”

      “I know. You don’t want to feel branded, but c’mon.”

      “C’mon? What do you mean, ‘c’mon’?”

      “What do I mean, ‘C’mon’? You know what I mean: C’mon. Why are you not wearing the ring?”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Are we going to do this all day? You know what I mean. You’re not wearing the wedding ring, which is bad enough, but why are you leaving it out so I’ll be reminded that you’re not wearing it?”

      “I’m not doing that! I went swimming today at the Y. Let me get some coffee.” She disappeared into the kitchen.

      “It’s not just today,” he called out to her. “You know that. It’s been off for a month.”

      “It hasn’t been a month.”

      “Three weeks.”

      “Two weeks.”

      “Fine. Two weeks. But it’s been longer.”

      “I forgot to put it on. Don’t make a big deal about it. Besides, I bought it,” she answered.

      “You just forgot? For four weeks you forgot?” Jacob said, not addressing, for the moment, the business about who paid for it.

      “It hasn’t been four weeks, Christ, but, yes, I forgot,” she said, coming back into view, holding a cup she put down on the vanity in front of the bed.

      “You forget things. You forget I want a baby. Besides, you know, as I told you when we first got married, I might not wear it, that I don’t like the symbolism of my belonging to you—your chattel, so to speak.”

      “My chattel? You’re not wearing the ring because you’re tired of being my property? I make you feel like . . . branded property?”

      “It’s not that. It’s just I don’t want to wear it right now. And don’t be mad at me!”

      “How long will ‘right now’ last? Days, weeks, months? By the way . . . chattel? Who says chattel anymore?”

      “It just came to me.”

      “Amazing.”

      Cindi picked up her coffee and the wet towel, left the bedroom, and put the mug on the shelf next to Gabriel, on her way to the bathroom with the towel, but this time she did knock Gabriel and the ring to the floor. She quickly retrieved both. Gabriel, though ceramic, didn’t break.

      “Enough,” Jacob said, hearing the crash, getting up. “Give me the ring!”

      “No,” she said, backing away.

      “Why don’t you just smash it with the fucking mug?” 

      “It’s mine.” She held out her hand like a Heisman Trophy winner to block him. Convinced he would stay put, as if her outstretched hand held some magical powers, she stood tall.

      “I command you to stop.”

      Jacob started laughing. “You command me to stop?”

      Cindi rushed by him with the ring and Gabriel and went into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. “You’re not taking my ring. You didn’t pay for it,” she said from inside.

      “We don’t have a lock on the door,” Jacob said, walking through it. “You’re not preventing me from following you. Would you come out of the bathroom now?”

      “No,” she said, coming out of the bathroom.

      “If I stopped wearing mine, it’d bother you, right?” Jacob asked, lying down on the bed again. “And if I unceremoniously threw coffee cups at it, you’d be a little pissed, yes?”

      “I didn’t throw a coffee cup at it. It was an accident. And why are you wearing jeans in bed?” she asked, standing over him. “Don’t you realize how unsanitary that is?”

      “You’re changing the subject,” Jacob asked, sliding up and down on the sheets. 

      “You’re such a child.”

      “The ring . . . let’s get back to the ring,” he said, as he continued sliding up and down on the bed, rubbing the denim over the sheets.

      “What are you, nine? And, no, let’s not get back to the ring. Let’s get back to the baby.”

      “Why are we having this discussion? I had a vasectomy. You knew that. You know that.”

      “My body wants a baby.”

      “My body can’t give you one, so what do you want me to do?”

      “Forget it. I have to go anyway. You never want to talk about it.”

      “Talk about what? I had a—”

      “Forget it.”

      “Before you go, though, please, tell me, what is your problem with the ring—”

      “For Chrissakes, not again. I’m not wearing it because I’m losing weight and the ring keeps turning on my finger. I don’t want to argue about this. I’m going out now to buy your fucking birthday present, and then I’m taking your sweet, fat ass to dinner, so do me a favor and leave me alone. Portofini, right?”

      “O! Portofin-o! It has an ‘o,’ not an ‘i.’ Yeah.”

      “Okay, but I still hate that place.”

      “I know.”

      “Can’t you eat anything without tomato sauce or cheese?”

      “It’s my birthday.”

      “Fine. I can’t afford it, but fine.”

      “You don’t have to buy, then.”

      “Oh, yes, I do, because you’ll keep a record of it.” She blew him a kiss, waved, and walked through the kitchen.

      “Where, may I ask, are you going, anyway?” Jacob asked, following her.

      “‘May I ask?’”

      “I was being polite.”

      Cindi looked at him, rolled her eyes. “I just told you. And aside from everything else I have to do, I am going to school, which starts in a few days. It’s some shitty orientation. I don’t really know.”

      “You’re going to meet students in this mood? Is your goal to scare them?”

      “Always.”

      Thank God she was smiling.

      “Will you be home the rest of the day?” she asked.

      “Where else would I be?”

       “Why can’t you get a job like a normal human being?”

      “I have a job.”

      “I know. You’re a—”

      “Don’t do it again,” Jacob told her, as she started to swoop with the hand. “I write from home. What’s your problem?” 

      “Bye.”

      Cindi kissed her husband and walked out the back door. The female virtual voice on the alarm informed him: Back door open.
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      They lived on 1336 Codel Way in Reno, Nevada. Built in 1926, the house had been owned by two gay men when the Fishmans bought it a week before their marriage. When she and Jacob first came to see it, the gay men’s Chihuahua tried to bite her, so immediately after buying the place and moving in, she burned incense in the upstairs bedrooms and then had her best friend, Sage, who taught pottery in the arts department at UNR—but who was not wholly qualified—do an exorcism on the home and property. Sage placed angels around the house, too, ceramic ones—she called them objet d’arts, including Gabriel, to ward off the evil spirits who’d come down periodically from the attic to turn off lights, slam doors, and change the settings on Cindi’s printer—at least, that’s how she explained it. When Jacob’s first wife, Elena, came to offer them a Jewish housewarming gift—Elena wasn’t Jewish—of bread, salt, and wine, Cindi threw them in the trash the minute Elena drove off.

      “Why did you do that?” Jacob asked.

      “Bad luck to accept a gift from an ex-wife.”

      “Where do you get this from?”

      “Do you want a gift from your ex-wife?”

      “It’s fucking bread.”

      “I’ll go get it out of the trash, then.”

      “Right. Because that’s what I want. Bread that has been sitting in trash.”

      The Fishman marriage was a series of skirmishes before a war they never actually waged. They mistook this fighting, both did, the bickering, their increasing incompatibility for passion, as passion, as glue that held them together. Cindi didn’t hate her husband as much as she hated being his wife, and Jacob hated that she hated it.

      From the bedroom window, Jacob watched his wife’s Toyota Scion back out of the driveway. Even when simply trying not to hit the fence and/or the house, Cindi rushed through life, always exhaling, trying not so much to function in the moment but to wrestle it to the ground and strangle it. As she drove away, Jacob walked into her closet and found Gabriel and the ring in a box containing a pair of Frye boots.

      She had paid for it.

      The ring sitting on the fat angel’s wing replaced the origami-dollar ring he made for her at a Reno Silver Sox-Yuma Scorpions Pacific Coast League baseball game. 

      “What’s this?” she asked at the stadium.

      “It’s a promise ring. I promise to marry you,” he said, as he slipped the immaculately folded bill onto her finger.

      “You better promise to get me a better one,” she said with a laugh, as she held up her hand to see how it looked.

      The real engagement ring, the one Gabriel guarded so jealously, was found at a pawn shop on Virginia Street, in Reno, near the Nugget Casino. The pawnbroker told them it had belonged to an heir to the Polish throne who was in Reno for a seminar in the early 1980s, but the princess—her name was Catherine—had to sell it to acquire enough money to get back to Łódź and reclaim her crown. Cindi loved the story, as insane as it was—Princess Catherine of Łódź stranded in Northern Nevada—so she gladly paid $1,695, a full $795 more than she and Jacob had agreed to spend, for the platinum and white-diamond ring. 

      “It’s just something I want,” she said to him as they walked out of the store. “I know we said we weren’t going to spend much on these things. I’m not asking you to buy it for me. With your five hundred, you got me about thirty-five percent of it. You supplemented that with which you have betrothed me.”

      Cindi Fishman actually spoke like this.

      Jacob always knew it would be a delicate topic, how he made his wife, the story would go someday—as the story went this morning—buy her own wedding ring. She could do what she wanted with it, then, she would tell him some day, like today, including not wear it.

      Chattel? Weight loss?

      Still, Jacob removed the ring from Gabriel’s left wing, tried to slide it down his pinkie. He flexed his finger, slowly at first, then faster, repetitively, trying to crush it in the fleshy folds, until it dislodged and propelled off his finger, ricocheting off the wall, hitting the floor, bouncing twice, and rolling along the hardwood hallway toward the heating and air-conditioning grate. 

      He ran toward it.

      Place is haunted, he thought.

      Knowing he couldn’t reach it in time, he extended his leg, trying to corral it with one of his toes; instead, he wound up kicking it into the office door, opposite the bedroom. It pinged when it hit the floor, but this time it lay motionless, as if dead. 

      The imagery didn’t escape him. 

      He picked it up, checked for damages, and not finding any, he wiped it on his shirt, then returned it to Gabriel. Standing there, Jacob couldn’t remember which wing had been holding it—neither one looked correct. Gabriel was once again mocking him. Jacob thought of murder mysteries and how the ring on the wrong wing would be the clue that broke the case, but he knew Cindi wouldn’t remember either, much less start another argument, even if she did, by revisiting the topic.

      He put Gabriel and the ring back in the Frye box.

      During Jacob’s first marriage, twenty years earlier to Elena, he didn’t wear a ring at all, though he had bought one—a cheap band with an onyx stone from a soon-to-be-bankrupt Service Merchandise. That it was out of business, and had filed Chapter Eleven during the marriage, was something Cindi said cast a marital pall over that marriage. Elena told him that had always hurt her, his not being proud enough of her to wear one, so he had decided that in this marriage to Cindi he would wear his. 

      And he had. 

      Jacob stood on the bed, staring at himself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror. Not bad for fifty; not good for fifty.

      He went back into her closet, pulled out Gabriel again, and, on the eve of his fiftieth birthday, Jacob Fishman slipped off his one hundred ninety-five dollar Israeli Diamond Supply wedding ring and placed it on the angel’s other wing. Perfect, he thought of the symmetry—right before thinking how petty and infantile he was being. 

      He removed his ring from Gabriel, leaving hers with the angel, and went back to the bedroom and buried it in his dark-sock drawer, next to a Best Buy receipt and a plastic shoehorn. 

      And, maybe, if Cindi hadn’t said in bed later that night after dinner (a dinner she didn’t eat) that she didn’t want to have sex with Jacob because she was gaseous, hadn’t complained about her rheumatoid arthritis, which she assumed she had but had never been diagnosed with, hadn’t given him a twenty-five dollar iTunes gift card for his birthday, along with a pair of SAS beige walking shoes that didn’t fit, and, oddly, some blueberries she said he should plant, he would have let the matter drop, let this wife have the same freedom with her wedding ring that his last wife had given him . . . might even have put his back on. But as Jacob Fishman lay there, staring at a ceiling that was of little help, exaggerating his hand movements, hoping Cindi would notice his ring was gone too, he decided his dark socks could have his ring for the time being.

      If only I had a new wife.

      But that wasn’t it, not entirely. He didn’t want a new wife without gas, with greater tastes in birthday gifts—he wanted this one, Cindi, but a better Cindi.

      A better Cindi. 

      He rubbed the curve of her back as she lay next to him. He was possibly the only married man in America, he told himself, celebrating a birthday and not having sex; the only married man, period, with an iTunes card he wouldn’t use and a gaseous, self-diagnosed arthritic wife next to him.

      The only man of any age being tormented by a fat ceramic angel. 

      After not having sex on his birthday, or the morning after, and after Cindi left for the university, Jacob once again entered Cindi’s walk-in, found and then took Gabriel, still holding his wife’s ring, up to his office and placed both in a file cabinet, behind a green Pendaflex hanging folder that contained the Fishmans’ previous years’ late-filed tax returns. It was about then, as he walked down the stairs from his office to his bedroom, that Jacob Fishman decided to write a novel about a writer in a bad marriage. He already had the names of his lead characters: Jacob and Cindi Fishman.
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      After walking around the campus at the University of Nevada, Reno, something he tried to do most mornings, Jacob got back to the house and, finding Cindi in bed, still sleeping, went to his office. He opened the Scrivener program, planning to start his novel about Jacob and Cindi Fishman, but could only think of Ampara, the Peruvian girl in the country illegally, whom he had dated before Cindi. If not for Ampara, he and Cindi might have had a child, a possibility that ended when he got a vasectomy. It was that decision, more than his behavior in his present marriage, that fueled Cindi’s rage.

      Fuck You

      Thank You

      One of those would be the title for chapter one.

      At Flavors!, the buffet inside the Silver Legacy, he had once asked Ampara, “How many of these servers are here legally?”

      “None,” she said.

      “None?”

      “Chancho, they are all illegal.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I am illegal.”

      “Yes, I know that.”

      “That’s how it is possible.”

      Ampara was at the moment pregnant for the third time. She was either unlucky, fertile, or manipulative, for the first time she got pregnant, she said she forgot to take the pill; the second time, she said she didn’t know she had to take them every day and couldn’t just double up when she was ovulating. This third pregnancy, this one, as it would turn out, ended when she went back to Peculpa in Peru and got an abortion. And even then, Jacob didn’t break up with her, but got a vasectomy instead, such was the state of his passive-aggressiveness. Had he any balls, he told himself, as he created a file called JACOB FISHMAN’S MARRIAGE, Cindi could have been awash in live, motile sperm.

      “Your soul is cold,” Ampara said to him when he finally did break up with her. “My love is flying away. I will find a man who wants babies.” 

      Two months later she did and was pregnant almost immediately.

      Jacob would write a book about Ampara, Peruvian Express, the name coming from the coyotes who brought her and her family to America from Peru. He made $22,500 off the book because Sony Pictures had optioned it for three years. His agent, Lara Izenberg, had been after him for years to write something else. 

      Now he was.

      “Would you ever consider having kids again?” Cindi asked on her and Jacob’s second date, after she sucked his cock in her Toyota Land Cruiser down the block from where she lived. 

      “Absolutely,” he lied. 

      He lied when she asked him in Fiji, on their honeymoon, the same question.

      They had just taken a motorboat from the hotel to a small island, where they ate grapes and cheese and sausage and drank sparkling water.

      “You have quite an appetite after sex,” he told his new wife, who sat down in his lap and fed him a grape.

      “Keep that in mind, buddy boy. I do want a baby, though. We should go through the Gateway.”

      “The what?”

      “The Gateway, like Isaiah.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “In the Bible. ‘Go through the gates; prepare the way for the people. And then we lift up a signal.’ That’s the signal to the people, our people. We should have a baby. The signal happens twice a day—at eleven a.m. and eleven p.m.”

      “What people are we signaling? We have people?”

      “Fuck you. I’m serious. Don’t make me laugh.”

      “I won’t. Don’t laugh.”

      “Think about it.”

      “I will.”

      “Jacob!”

      “Really, I will.”

      “Lisa will love her brother or sister.”

      Lisa was his daughter from his marriage with Elena.

      “You don’t know her that well. She’s very competitive.”

      “Do you always do this?”

      “This?”

      “Yeah, this. This thing you’re doing in the conversation.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Taking a word from a conversation and making it about that?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “But you do. You deflect, and you’re really bad at it. It’s also weird and a little troubling. Anyway, we don’t have to decide now, but my body wants one. I can feel it wanting one.”

      Even in Fiji on their honeymoon, when the moon and ocean and fresh lobster and fucking were glorious, Jacob was bothered by the lack of enormity and inexplicableness between them. She was beautiful, his new wife, on a beach in Fiji, post-orgasmic, eating fruit, but there was something completely explicable about her and about the two of them. The marriage, the reason for the marriage, were both decisions at which they arrived—rationally. It all made sense. It was the perfect marriage, she an associate professor of philosophy, he a writer. If plotted on graph paper, even on that Fijian island with his naked wife cutting up sausage with a plastic knife, he knew it wouldn’t, feared it couldn’t, last. So if they had children, if he had the vasectomy reversed, who would get custody of their daughter, which he knew they’d have? Of course she’d get custody. She was the associate professor; he was a local columnist with seven grand in the bank from an option on a book that was never made into a movie. They would name their girl Chloe—that would be the compromise. He would want Sylvia; she would want Pleione. Chloe would have curly black hair and green eyes and a dimple so pronounced it would look like someone had driven a tenpenny nail through her cheek. He’d get visitation on weekends after the divorce, and when he’d drive her back on Sunday nights to Cindi’s new duplex, he’d stop first for pizza, a food he would teach his little girl to love. Cindi would soon be living with a guy named Ray—Jacob only thought it was strange that he didn’t think it was strange he already knew the name of his wife’s lover on his and Cindi’s honeymoon—whom Jacob would ultimately like. Chloe would like Ray, too, and call him Daddy Ray, which Jacob would pretend didn’t bother him.

      Ray would have long, thick hair. Jacob would continue losing his.

      “You like my tits?” Cindi asked, standing over Jacob.

      “What?” Jacob said, closing one eye to block out the sun. “Your tits? I do. Why are you thinking about your tits?”

      “Why aren’t you? You’re not even looking at them.”

      “I love your tits.”

      “No, you don’t. They’re little-girl tits.”

      “European.”

      “Little European girl tits, then. You have a really strange look on your face. What are you thinking about?” 

      “Ray.”

      “Who?”

      “Your future lover.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We should name our daughter Sylvia.”

      “We’re having a daughter?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t like the name Sylvia.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t.”

      “Maybe Pleione “

      “Wow, that’s weird.”

      “What is?”

      “I just thought—never mind.”

      “I so hate that fucking Ampara for ruining my life. Why did you get a vasectomy?”

      “Because I didn’t know I’d meet and marry you.”

      “How long have you been carrying that line around with you?” she asked, lying down next to him.

      “Not long. Look, I didn’t know I’d want kids, marry someone who wanted kids.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Why are we fighting about it now? We’re on our honeymoon.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I know it’s important to you. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t want kids.” She sat up. 

      He rubbed her lower back. “I didn’t say that. I just . . . I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about it now.”

      “Promise me we will.”

      “I promise.”
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      Jacob Fishman’s Marriage

      I want a fucking baby

      The angel, Gabriel, a chubby, emotionless cherub, sat on a shelf outside the bedroom, its hand outstretched, but Jacob thought it was giving him the finger. Cindi Fishman’s wedding ring, a $1,695 band that her husband, Jacob, bought her from Rogers Jewelry on Virginia, was on one of Gabriel’s wings and had been for the past six months. 

      Cindi was in her walk-in closet, just out of the shower, half-naked, a towel on her head, sounding as if she was kicking something. 

      “You okay, sweetie?”

      “I want a fucking baby.”

      “Huh?”

      “I want a fucking baby.”

      “I thought that’s what you said.”

      “So?”

      “So. What do you mean, ‘So?’ You want me to decide right now?”

      “Yesterday. I wanted you to decide yesterday.”

      Jacob couldn’t remember the exact conversation he had with Cindi, but he did recall her being in the walk-in after a shower with a towel on her head and her distinctly saying, “I want a fucking baby.”

      It looked like a conversation you’d find in a novel, he concluded, after reading it over a few times. He decided, yes, to call it Jacob Fishman’s Marriage. He and Cindi would be joined, a Craniopagus foursome of sorts, and lumber through the narratives together—of course nobody would be writing about him and Cindi, the real ones, so he would be the only real Fishman spending time with the fictional Fishmans. Jacob would cherry-pick his life’s moments (Cindi’s desire for a baby, certainly), re-plotting his actual marriage, and build a better Jacob and Cindi Fishman—that was the hope, anyway. He sat back in his chair in his office, then leaned forward and took an open palm to his computer screen. It shook back and forth. This fictionalized version of the Fishmans would be the penumbra and palimpsest of the real Fishmans, the verisimilitude, the indignities and corrosion, where he would not only be its author but its subject.

      He reread what he’d written. He deleted it all.
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      “What are you doing?” Cindi, the real one, said, standing at the office door in one of his long black V-neck T-shirts, looking the way he always wanted a wife of his to look in one of his black V-neck T-shirts.

      “Nothing,” Jacob said, “trying to write something.”

      “What are you writing?”

      “Thinking about a novel.”

      “Autobiographical?”

      “No other kind.”

      “Am I in it?” his wife asked.

      “In it? It’s your story. It’s your liberation.”

      “Don’t make me out to be a cunt, okay?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Jacob Fishman’s Marriage: A Novel

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1. The Birthday

      

      

      “Hey, hold it, birthday boy, don’t come in yet!” Cindi Fishman called, running through the kitchen in her husband’s gray boxer briefs and black T-shirt, toward the back door, holding a shoe box, just as Jacob, her husband, pushed it open from the outside, grazing her face with the side of it.

      “Jesus, Jacob!” she cried, dropping the box. A shoe fell out. “Fuck!”

      “Oh, sorry,” he said. “I didn’t see you.”

      “Ow! You broke my nose. I got you a fucking birthday present,” she said, rubbing her nose and kicking the shoe by her foot toward him.

      It was Jacob’s fiftieth birthday.

      “Here, let me see your nose.”

      “No, it’s fine. Christ!” 

      “Did I even hit you? I could have sworn I missed.”

      “I’m making it up.”

      “No, I didn’t say that. I’m just saying that I don’t think your nose is broken. I mean . . . sorry. You got me something for my birth—”

      “Fuck!” she cried, still holding her nose.

      “—day. Oh, come on, stop acting like I punched you. It’s not that bad.”

      “Fuck you. Here,” she said, handing him an SAS Time-Out® shoe box, now with just one shoe in it, and moving back into the kitchen. “I didn’t get a chance to wrap it.” She came back toward him, bent down, and picked up the loose shoe, thrusting it into his chest. “Here’s the other one. My septum is deviated.”

      “For the love of Christ, would you stop it? Shoes,” he said, having removed the one from the box, moving them up and down, as if they were walking on air. “Thanks.” He put his headphones, hat, and sunglasses on top of the refrigerator. He had just come back from a walk around the University of Nevada campus. “I mean, don’t worry about not wrapping them.”

      “You don’t have to be shitty.”

      “How am I being shitty? I’m serious. Don’t worry about not wrapping them. I remember these shoes.”

      “You hate them.”

      “I don’t hate them. SAS, I like the brand. I’d put them on, but, well . . . I’ll wear them next time. I love them, really.”

      “You don’t. I knew it.” 

      He took his hat back from the refrigerator and inexplicably put it back on.

      “What are you doing?” Cindi asked. “You going out again?”

      “No, I’m just putting my hat back on,” he said, walking through the kitchen.

      “Why are you— okay, wow. Jesus! Anyway, these are the grandpa shoes? Remember?” 

      “The grandpa . . . ?”

      “We called them grandpa shoes.’”

      She followed him. 

      “Beige?” he asked, putting them on the counter in front of the pizza oven. “What made you decide on beige?” 

      “The company calls them bone,” she said.

      “Yeah, well, they’re beige, don’t you think?” he asked, picking up the shoe off the counter. “They look beige.” He smiled at his wife and put it back down.

      ”You hate them and are not going to wear them—”

      “I am going to wear them. Bone is good.”

      “You said they were the most comfortable shoes you’ve ever worn, and I know it’s not romantic and . . . Goddamn it, I knew it. I’m such a loser. What did you want, Italian dress shoes?”

      “Italian . . . what? Huh? I like them. I like these. Why would I want Italian dress shoes?”

      “Because you have a pair.”

      “But . . . why? Anyway, I like them. These. I like them.”

      “That’s the only color they fucking had, and I don’t even know why I bother. So, you’re not ever going to wear them, I can tell. Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me! I don’t know what to buy. My family, we don’t—”

      “Honey, stop, I like them. They’re just the wrong size.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look.” He picked up the shoe again and made her look inside. “I don’t wear a nine.”

      “A fucking nine? Why did they give me a nine? Christ! Okay, I’ll bring them back. And I don’t know how I’m going to do that because I lost the receipt. This is why I hate birthdays. What if I just give you the money and you can buy what you want and we’ll just, I don’t know, do something with the shoes? Throw them out!”

      “Cin, I don’t want the money. I like the shoes. We’ll take them back. They’ll exchange them without a receipt, and I’ll get a bigger size. Don’t worry. Thanks, really.” 

      Jacob went to kiss his wife, but she held her hand to her mouth.

      “Don’t kiss me.”

      He kissed the back of her hand, tasting her knuckles, as she gently rapped his face. 

      “You are so tough to buy for.”

      “Why would you say that? A pair of shoes, size thirteen. That doesn’t seem that difficult. Thank you for these. I would like to kiss you now, so move your fucking hand,” and with that, he grabbed her face and kissed her on the lips. He tried sliding his tongue into her mouth. Cindi pulled away.

      “No, no, my breath.”

      “Your breath is fine.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s very interesting.”

      “Your breath is interesting?”

      “It’s putrid, okay?”
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      Beige walking shoes? She got me beige walking shoes for my fiftieth birthday? Jacob repeated to himself, hours later, as he left their house on Codel Way on this, the eighteenth day of August, and headed toward Manzanita Lake at the University of Nevada, Reno, for his second walk of the day, something he almost never did. He had been walking every morning for the past few years, ever since suffering what he thought was a heart attack at a Sacramento Denny’s, which landed him at Mercy General Hospital, which turned into a $1,879 tab for the emergency-room visit, which indicated mild hypertension (but no heart attack) and severe indigestion, which annoyed and scared him enough to start an exercise regimen (this exercise regimen). Even though the walks did little for his weight or his blood pressure, he found them, usually taken before noon, to be relaxing enough, even when he was followed by the ducks that would leave the lake and inexplicably join him, often shitting alongside him.

      Crossing South Virginia Street, he thought about the seven thousand dollars he had left from the sale of Peruvian Express, a novelized version of the book he wrote about his ex-girlfriend Ampara and her family’s struggles with coyotes to get into this country. With that money and Cindi’s salary from the University of Nevada, where she was an assistant philosophy professor on a tenure track, the Fishmans managed. Jacob got along on freelance work, mostly writing for a geology magazine, Explorer, put out by the American Association of Petroleum Geologists, even though he knew very little about the oil-and-gas sector and repeated the same joke to anyone who inquired about such work: that he could hurt himself pumping his own gas. Mostly, he filled his days with trips to the casinos in Reno, playing nickel keno, or walking. When the weather was bad, which it often was in Reno, Jacob would go to the Silver Legacy and walk through the corridors between it and the adjoining Circus Circus and Eldorado casinos, dodging senior citizens in motorized carts and conventioneers with name tags. He always loved walking, even as a child back in New York, when he used to walk the Flatbush section of Brooklyn with his grandfather, along the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, back when the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge was being built. He and Grandpa Nat would then walk over to the department store Korvettes and buy snacks and little glass bottles of Coca-Cola and sit on the bench and look out toward Staten Island.

      “Jacob,” his grandfather would tell him, “Staten Island is a dump. I don’t even know why it’s part of New York City.” 
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      “You know, Cindi,” Jacob told Cindi on a walk through the campus, “Reno is now behind Henderson as Nevada’s largest city. Las Vegas, of course, is first.” 

      “You do know I work at the university, right, that I’m an assistant professor of philosophy, so I do know some of this?” Cindi told him. 

      “What would a philosopher know about the population density of Nevada’s major cities?”

      “I read other shit, you know. You don’t have much of a life, do you?”

      “You have to ask?”

      For months after the “heart attack,” as Jacob kept referring to it, Cindi in fact did join him on these daily walks, even though she hated the university’s predilection of naming buildings after senators and silver barons, a complaint she never failed to mention as she passed those buildings. 

      “White men blowing other white men,” she said outside Paul Laxalt Mineral Engineering Building, striking a defiant pose with one hand raised high, beating her chest. The university had for the past year been in the midst of a beautification campaign, which entailed the uprooting of many old trees to make way for new ones, which looked remarkably similar to the ones they were replacing.

      “Alto, alto,” she had yelled to the Spanish illegal workers cutting down a large sycamore in front of the library the last time they walked, three weeks earlier. “Alto el árbol!”

      “Why do you always scream at them? They can’t understand you. Besides, I think you just said, ‘Tall the tree.’”

      “They know, they know. And by the way, fuck the government, too. I don’t want to pay my taxes.”

      “May I remind you where you are. You work here. Quiet down.”

      “I don’t care what they think.”

      “I don’t, either, but since your tenure is coming up and the tenure police—”

      “Committee. Not police.” 

      “I know, I was joking. You might want to stop acting like you’re about to call in a bomb threat. With your luck, the grand high exalted Grand Poobah of Tenure will be out for a morning stroll when he starts hearing about your desire to overthrow the government and burn down the Laxalt Building. And what do you mean, you don’t want to pay your taxes?”

      “I never had to pay taxes before.”

      Their pace picked up.

      “You do now. And I need the tax stuff the university sent you and your W-2. And wait a minute. You’re blaming me that you have to pay taxes?”

      “I’m just saying that I never had to before and I think we should just not pay them.”

      “Yeah, okay. Let’s get that cabin in Ketchup—”

      “You know it’s Ketchum. Stop!”

      “Fine. Wherever. Let’s go to some secluded part of Idaho, too, while we’re at it and wait for the Rapture and the return of Jesus and/or Hemingway. Meanwhile, I have to file by, like, tomorrow, so you want to help me or what?”

      “Slow down,” she said, out of breath, putting her hand on his arm. “Your heart, don’t forget. Just tell me what I owe.”

      “I’m not your accountant. Half. You owe me half. You always owe half. Of everything. Probably about $2,300.”

      “Why is it half?”

      “Why shouldn’t it be half?”

      “You make more than I do.”

      “I don’t make anything, remember?”

      “Just put it on my tab.”

      “I’m not your bartender.”

      She didn’t walk with him the next day. And he didn’t ask her to.

      The ducks were waiting for him.

      It was his birthday. As exhausting as she could be on these trips, he found himself missing his wife’s rants about government interference, the gamma rays coming from computers and cellphones and satellite dishes that control thought processes and cause glioblastoma. There was also her latest conspiracy theories involving the Saudis and those “pulling the strings,” who were not, inexplicably, the Saudis but someone who controlled the Saudis. As Jacob completed his second lap around the lake, he became increasingly bothered by the unimaginative scope of Cindi’s present. 

      An unwrapped box of beige walking shoes?

      He headed toward the quad, walking by the Mackay School of Mines Building, the Science Hall, yes, the Laxalt Mineral Engineering Center, Morrell Hall Alumni Center, and Silas E. Ross Hall, all the buildings and all the names Cindi hated. He headed north to the Lawlor Events Center and then Mackay Stadium, before walking back to the Frandsen Humanities Building, Thompson Hall, the Nobel Getchell Library, and Jot Travis Student Center, where he finished.

      “Hey, Annie,” he said to the Asian girl, as he paid for his twenty-ounce Diet Dr Pepper, package of Dentyne Ice gum, and bag of pretzels.

      “You eat bad, Jacob. And you old now. Your colon.”

      “Sweet of you to worry about my colon, but not today, it’s my birthday.”

      He handed her a five. She gave him back change, held his wrist.

      “What?” he asked, as she rubbed her hand over his. She flipped his hand over to trace her forefinger through his palm.

      She studied it.

      “What?” he asked again, thinking she would tell him he was going to live a long, productive life.

      She smiled, kept rubbing.

      “You no work hard.”

      Jacob laughed. “What do you mean?”

      “Look at hand. Smooth, no callouses. You no work hard.”

      Still smiling, outside the student center, he turned on his iPhone and sat at a cement table across from a girl with auburn hair and a yellow highlighter who was reading Critical Perspectives in Sociology. 

      Beautiful.

      He tried not to stare. 

      He stared.

      She mouthed, “Hi.”

      He turned off his iPhone.

      She smiled. “Hi again.” She spoke.

      “Hi.”

      “What are you listening to?”

      “Van Morrison.”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind. Before your time.”

      “A lot is.”

      “What are you reading?”

      She lifted up the book.

      “For the summer?” he asked.

      “I took it this spring, but I didn’t go to class and, apparently, the professor took it the wrong way and failed me. Have to retake it.”

      “My, uh—never mind. Why didn’t you go to class?”

      “I may have slept with him.”

      “What could go wrong there, huh?”

      “Then I stopped. That he really took the wrong way.”

      “Unreasonable bastard.”

      “Exactly.”

      Jacob wanted desperately for the conversation to continue.

      “I don’t mean to bother you,” he said, “but I have to tell you, your teeth are astonishingly white. I was going to offer you some gum, some Dentyne, which is good for whiter teeth, but it would be redundant.”

      “You often comment on a girl’s teeth?” she asked, looking up, flashing a wide smile.

      “Unless she’s missing some teeth, then I don’t mention it. I usually go to a part of her body that’s, you know, intact.”

      “Your teeth aren’t bad, either.”

      “Mine? Nobody’s ever mentioned my teeth before. Eyes, calves, sure, but never my teeth.”

      “Calves?”

      “Yeah. What do you think?” he asked, sticking out his leg.

      She gave him a thumbs-up.

      “Good thighs. Firm, yet not intimidating.”

      Christ, she’s perfect. And she’s flirting back.

      His and Cindi’s anniversary, if they made it, was in September, and while he watched this girl highlight what looked to be an entire page (was nothing unimportant?), he couldn’t remember if Cindi had ever been this perfect. He couldn’t remember, and why he was thinking this he didn’t know, if he and Cindi had ever had a month, thirty consecutive days, in their five years together with no anger or histrionics or threats or thrown cookware?

      That wasn’t right. They had been married six years.

      How could I forget a year of my marriage?

      He looked at the girl again—he figured she was in her early twenties—but she was working and he didn’t want to disturb her. He took a breath and, when exhaling, felt his chest tingle. He took another. Another tingle, almost a chill. It started to rumble. Indigestion. He couldn’t belch. He couldn’t catch his breath.

      The hell is this?

      Jacob put his head on the cement tabletop. He felt cramps, gas, something. His mouth was dry. The pain he felt at Denny’s felt like indigestion. This felt like a four-foot marble slab was sitting on his chest.

      I’m going to have a heart attack on my fiftieth birthday? How is this allowed to happen?

      He opened the Diet Dr Pepper, took a swig, and immediately belched, quietly, hoping the girl with the perfect teeth and overactive yellow highlighter wouldn’t notice. He felt his heart thump, groan, and then a pain shot down his right arm.

      Here it comes. Fuck! This is what a heart attack feels like.

      He put his hand to his chest to see if his heart was beating. It was then he felt his forehead to see if he was sweating. He was.

      “You okay?” the girl asked, looking up with the yellow highlighter now in her mouth like a cigar.

      She noticed me. She cares. Wonderful! I’ll be dead soon.

      “Think I’m having a heart attack.”

      “Really?” she said, getting up.

      “No, no, no, I’m okay. I’ll be fine, thanks. Sit, sit, sit.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.” He wasn’t.

      She sat.

      She sat. Fuck! Why wasn’t she more concerned?

      “My dad had one. He died.” 

      Jacob thought this was a strange way to calm him down.

      “Mine, too,” he said, which wasn’t true. His father was very much alive.

      “Look, I have to go, but I can call someone, if you want.” She took a step toward him. 

      “Oh, it’s okay. Really, thanks. Sorry you have to go.” His chest, he was certain, was about to cave in on itself, but he thought, considering he would probably be dead within a few minutes, he was handling the moment well and she would be impressed by that.

      She got up, waved a little, and bounded away. Jacob watched her and thought about that moment Lillian Hellman wrote about in Pentimento when she describes the time in a woman’s life where she would never be more beautiful.

      To be thinking of Lillian Hellman moments before death. Who does that?

      He wondered if he was foaming at the mouth.

      The pain subsided. Jacob took a breath. He looked at the girl, now farther away, her perfect ass and gait, and wondered if this girl knew this was her moment in life. How her body, teeth, the quality of sex, the taste of peaches would never be better, never sweeter. Of course she doesn’t know. 

      He then remembered it was the left arm that was the danger arm, not the right.

      The pain left as quickly as it came. Nothing. 

      He sat, drinking diet soda and eating gum and pretzels, exhaling deeply, as if his respiratory and circulatory systems were new toys he was playing with. He wondered what it would be like to sleep with this girl in her dorm and then take her to lunch and then be shown off to her sociology friends a few months before she would break up with him because he had failed to maintain an erection on successive occasions or because she just got tired of dating someone older than her father, who died of a heart attack.

      He belched again.

      He checked his pulse, thought about death, more specifically dying and how Tennessee Williams, alone, choked on a medicine cap in a hotel room and how suffocation was the one way Williams feared death would come. 

      First Hellman and now Williams. He would have preferred, if he was going to die and going to have two twentieth-century writers on his mind at the end of life, Philip Roth and Joan Didion—or maybe Faulkner without all that Southern incestuousness. What if he had an actual heart attack, near the ducks, which would surely come and corral the pretzels and gum around his dying body, before anyone would notice—what then?

      He had no identification on him.

      Cindi said something in the kitchen about going out after she gave him the beige shoes, but he hadn’t listened. Did she say she was going out? To her parents’, errands, school? Maybe she’d walk by him on her way to her office on campus in a few days and see him dead, if nobody came across him earlier, or incapacitated or lying in duck shit as the ducks ate his snacks.

      How best to be seen dead. How best to be found?

      He started home and thought about the vacation they were not on.

      “I am not staying in a cabin,” he told Cindi a week before his birthday, when she handed him some brochures of cabins in Idaho.

      “Why?”

      “Because they’re cabins in Idaho. I’m a Jew.”

      “Stop being a baby and stop doing Woody Allen. My treat. It’ll be part of your birthday present.”

      “A birthday present is supposed to be something the person celebrating the birthday wants.”

      “I’ll just go myself, then. I have some work I have to do anyway.”

      “You’re going to take yourself away on my birthday?”

      Tenure. Cindi, in her sixth year at UNR, was up for it, and while there was no reason to think she wouldn’t get it, Jacob knew she wouldn’t. Her yearly evaluations were solid, if not spectacular, and, in parlance only understandable in the world of universities, she was considered to be on trajectory, but something was not right. UNR required six scholarly articles and/or a book to be published, and while her book was years away, she did have the six articles published, even if two had appeared in less-than-stellar publications.

      “Are you worried?” he asked a few weeks earlier.

      “You think I should be?”

      “No,” he lied. “It’s in the bag.”

      “In the bag? That’s a dollar.”

      They charged each other for using clichés. 

      “Why would you go to Idaho by yourself? The tenure stuff is out of your hands, right? It’s in committee and . . . departments and stuff?”

      “And departments and stuff? Glad you’re so concerned about my life.”

      “I am. The philosophy department.”

      “Yeah. Wow. Okay, it’s not important. You don’t get it—or don’t want to get it. The process starts in, actually, it already started, and everybody knows things you don’t, your status, so you walk down the hallways and Howland, let’s say—”

      “The chairman?”

      “Yeah, let’s say he smiles, but not as big as he used to. What does that mean? And then you get shitty sections, survey courses, which I’ll probably get in the fall. What does that mean? It’s just one awful year, and I’m probably going to be even crankier and bitchier than ever, if that’s possible, so let me apologize now for everything I’m going to do. For now, though, I just want to go away. By myself.”

      “To Idaho?”

      “Stop it. We’re not going to Idaho. It was an idea.”

      Unwrapped beige walking shoes in the wrong size. 

      I should have taken the Idaho trip, he thought, still sitting outside the student center, now certain he wasn’t going to die. But now there was something else bothering him. It was an argument three nights earlier about babies and vasectomies and how she wanted the first and how he had the second. 

      Chewing on three pieces of gum now and washing it down with his diet soda, he couldn’t remember exactly why Cindi called his daughter, Lisa, a skanky little whore weeks earlier, or why she threw a cast-iron skillet, depending on whether you believed Cindi or Jake, at the wall or his head. 

      “I didn’t say she was a ‘skanky little whore.’ I said if she kept dressing in torn hose and short skirts and acting like one, people would think she was a skanky little whore, but I did not call her that!” Cindi said, following him into the kitchen that night. 

      “‘Your daughter is a skanky little whore.’ I remember those words.”

      “I did not say that!” Cindi said, stomping her foot.

      “I know you want children. And I know my having a daughter is difficult—”

      “It’s not difficult. That’s got nothing to do with it. I love Lisa.”

      “Then why did you call her a skanky—”

      “I did not call her—” and then Cindi picked up the skillet that was on the stove and hurled it in his direction. He ducked. It hit the wall and broke at the handle.

      “Why don’t you leave?” he asked as calmly as he could, as anyone could, he thought, after having a skillet hurled at one’s head.

      She did, rushing by him, slamming the back door with such force that it knocked magnets off the refrigerator, sending a yoga schedule, a drawing from Cindi’s niece, Elise, and two tickets to a road show of Spamalot onto the floor. 

      Jacob stood with his back to the kitchen sink, arms behind him, trying to push the countertop through the floor. He didn’t know if she was coming back, didn’t know if he wanted her to, but did know he wasn’t picking up the broken skillet from the floor.

      The back door opened. 

      “What?” he asked.

      “I wasn’t trying to hit you.”

      And then she slammed the door again.

      Later that night, after Jacob watched The Late Show with David Letterman and two episodes of The West Wing from Season 2 on DVD, Cindi returned with a half-gallon of Häagen-Dazs® Strawberry, an ice cream he didn’t like, to make up. This was how Cindi apologized when the arguments were her fault, as most lately, even she would agree, were. She’d bring home a snack or agree to eat at Nu Yawk Pizza, another restaurant, like Mario’s Portofino, she hated but he loved. 

      The day after the Skillet Incident, as they agreed it would be known, Jacob went out and bought her another one, which Cindi dropped on the kitchen floor to see if it could take her wrath. After it landed, she jumped up and down on it and rocked back and forth, one leg on the pan, one on the handle.

      “What are you doing?” Jacob asked, laughing.

      “You just can’t get a good skillet anymore,” she said. “They should be able to take a little PMS rage.”

      “Is that what that was? Most people don’t have problems with skillets. Sure, the coating comes off and people die from eating asbestos or mercury shavings that wind up in their omelets, but handles falling off from being hurled at walls, not really a problem for most. By the way, you should have seen the expression on the guy’s face at Bed Bath & Beyond when I told him that the other one had broken.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said, ‘But they’re cast-iron.’ And then he asked me to keep you away from the store.”

      She laughed, which was good.

      “I told my father I broke the old one by throwing it against the wall,” she said.

      “What’d he say?”

      “He was impressed and scared.”

      “Smart man.”

      This was fine, Jacob thought, this exchange. 

      Not fine, necessarily, but better, for Cindi’s tirades were becoming vile, irrational, and tougher for him to forgive, but then, as the Fishmans sometimes did, they called a truce and they sat together in bed, eating Häagen-Dazs® Strawberry Ice Cream. His wife had called his daughter a skanky little whore and had thrown a skillet at him, but he found himself joking with her and scraping the spoon up her chin as ice cream dripped out of her mouth.

      “A skillet, honey, really,” he continued. “Most women, plates, an occasional lamp, but breaking off the handle on a cast-iron skillet?”

      “I have a bit of a temper. I did mention that when we got married, didn’t I?”

      “No.”

      “I didn’t?”

      “No.”

      “Sorry,” she said in a singsong little-girl voice he found both endearing and infuriating.

      “It’s a good thing, honey,” she continued, “that we can talk about this.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Don’t you think so?” 

      “I don’t know.” He could feel her getting angry again.

      “You don’t, do you?” she asked again.

      “No, I do, I just . . .”

      “What?”

      “Communication, like loyalty, is overrated.”

      “What?”

      “Eichmann and Himmler were all loyal,” he said. “As for communication, it’s good we’re talking about flying skillets. Better, I think, if they’re not flying at all.”

      Jacob waited.

      Cindi laughed. “You’re referencing Nazis? Quite the relationship-builder.”
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      Jacob headed home. He saw Argenta Hall, a dorm on the north side of Artemesia Way, something he saw every day on these walks, but he stopped in front of it and scanned as many windows as he could, as if the girl with the perfect teeth and yellow highlighter would be standing in her room, looking out, ruminating about the man she met with the good calves who had suffered a heart attack. He thought about the last time he and Cindi had made love, two months earlier, in the guest bedroom with Cindi on top of him.

      Sex would be nice. An affair would be nice. Sex on my birthday would be nice. Sex with the yellow-highlighter girl was what he wanted.

      His mood darkened, looking at the building. There was the sex the Fishmans weren’t having, sure, but there was also the $1,695 wedding ring he had bought Cindi from a pawn shop and that she had stopped wearing and had placed on a ceramic angel with an extended belly in the hallway. The angel appeared to be flipping him off, so he took it and hid it, along with his own ring, in a sock drawer. There was now the matter of the skillet and the “skanky little whore” comment, which he could no longer bring up now that they had joked about it, ostensibly putting that breach behind them. There was the business about the blueberry bushes he had inadvertently mowed down a few weeks back and the three packages of seeds he bought to replace them, which, upon seeing them, Cindi said, “Thanks, but I’m not planting anything anymore, ever. Things die.”

      And there was the Idaho trip, which was bound to come up again.

      Now the beige shoes. 

      By the time Jacob got to the bottom of Codel, he was furious and promised himself the next time she threw a tantrum, he would throw her out of the house for good. He’d tell her to come get her stuff the next day. He’d change the locks, move the furniture around. He’d file for the divorce. He’d find the girl with the perfect teeth and yellow highlighter and thank her for saving his life and ask her out. And he wouldn’t accept Cindi’s calls or ice cream when she begged to be forgiven. 

      He’d show her.

      He opened the front door. 

      Cindi, who had spent most of the afternoon on the chaise, covered in an afghan, had forgotten she had an appointment with Howland, her chairman, so she’d gone to the university after his office called. She left a note on the kitchen counter: “B back” with a heart and the letter C. Jacob went into the living room, sat on the sofa, and noticed the afghan on the floor. He picked it up and put it back on the chaise. He noticed something under the chaise cushion. It was her diary. She must have been writing. He knew she kept one, knew she kept a stack of them under the bed, but he’d never looked at them. It was her privacy, her business. But it was right here. He pulled it out, remembering its exact placement under the cushion for when he had to return it.

      

      3 May 2011 

      I can’t fucking win. I thought I was doing the right thing by getting J these SAS shoes for his birthday. It’s the most unromantic present ever. J bought me a tennis racket one time, but this is worse than that. I knew it when I bought them and I didn’t care. I’m getting worse about the baby. He’s not going to give me one, but I can’t let it go. Men and their fucking sperm control everything and yet—YET—women are still expected to be nice, to buy presents. I don’t know what he wants from me. I don’t know what I want from him. I have to get my own thing going on. Finally, he’s gone . . . to the university to walk. Maybe he’s having an affair, I don’t know, but he sure walks a lot. I don’t care if he is. I mean, of course, I care.

      We had a really tough couple of days, which, as usual, was my fault, but I am getting tired of apologizing for myself all the time. I should have done more for his birthday, but I didn’t have time. I also didn’t want to.

      I wish I were dead. 

      It’s Jacob’s birthday and I’m ruining it for him, and I don’t care about that, either. My tenure review has started and, yes, you guessed it, I don’t care about that, either. They can take their tenure and shove it up their collective university ass. Anyway, Jacob and I had this enormous fight where I threw a skillet against the wall and broke it. Jacob thinks I threw it at him, which I didn’t, and thinks I called Lisa a ‘skanky something or other,’ which I didn’t.

      Or maybe I did.

      Still, I have been an absolute bitch lately, a monster, and someone should just shoot me.

      I don’t want to be married; I love my husband, but I DON’T WANT TO BE MARRIED. He hid my ring, which I’m sure he doesn’t think I’d notice, but I don’t know how to ask because I don’t want to wear it and then he’s going to make a big deal about “Well, why did you want it back, if you’re not going to wear it?” 

      IT’S MY FUCKING RING, THOUGH. I PAID FOR IT, EVEN THOUGH HE NOW TAKES CREDIT FOR IT. 

      I hate this FUCKING marriage, this FUCKING house. I’m a prisoner here. I love my husband . . . I LOVE MY HUSBAND, a lot more earlier in the marriage than I do now but I still love him, but I can’t stand this thing we’re doing. His daughter, who’s been acting like a slut, and his ex-wife are all part of my life. I wanted to break up with him after our first date, I wrote that five years ago—exactly that. Why didn’t I? I checked. I really did. “I do not want to go out with him anymore.” And then this, ‘ . . . met a guy, nice, but I’m not going out with him. He had his life’—my exact words. I should have. I should go live in a cave. I need a vacation, too, and maybe that will help, but it’s not that. 

      I WANT A BABY!!!!!!

      And I’m not going to have one with Jacob because he had to have the vasectomy. I could shoot that Louisa or Blanca whatever her name is—oh, yeah, Ampara (what kind of stupid name is that?). She doesn’t take her pill, she gets pregnant, and so Jacob decides to get a vasectomy after she miscarries so it won’t happen again. HOW ABOUT BREAKING UP WITH THE CUNT INSTEAD? But I’m angry at myself for marrying him when I knew he had a vasectomy and a family. I really didn’t think it was going to bother me this much, but I’m forty now, and I’ve got to do something. I WANT A BABY! I tried to talk to him about a reversal, but he talks about the money and the insurance and being fifty, but I don’t think he believes I’d be a good mother—and maybe I wouldn’t be. But fuck him, he’s not such a great father. Oh, he thinks he is, but it’s all pomp and circumstance when he does something—‘look at me be a good dad.’

      I have to stop. I have to get in a better mood because it’s his birthday—his fucking birthday, something he keeps reminding me of. It’s all I’ve been hearing about for a month. I bought him the shoes—like I need to spend $139 so he can walk. What does he do? Opens the box, picks them up, studies them like they’re the key to the Grail and puts them back in? Why do I bother?

      He is everywhere. He’s suffocating me, sucking the oxygen out of the room. I can’t go anywhere without him being around. His presence is huge, like a storm that’s always approaching. Even though it’s not raining, you know it will and it’s all you think about. Well, when he’s in a room, he’s the only thing that matters—like a cat on stage, like an owl sitting above everyone and everything watching, commenting. It’s all anyone looks at. I can’t work. His presence is everywhere. And everybody loves him. 

      STOP, Cynthia. (Thought I’d call myself what my mom calls me.) ☺ 

      Saw Sage the other day, she looked great. I think she’s divorcing Dave, had an affair on him. She’s got six kids! How can she not be happy? I don’t know anything anymore. I don’t.

      And now I have to go to some awful Italian place tonight, which sucks. Between the shoes and dinner, this day is going to cost me over $200.

      Sometimes I think I should just die, for all the good I’ve accomplished in my life. What a waste I have been. I have no progeny, I am useless. And this world hates women who are not mothers. Women are the niggers of the world!! Of course when I tell Jacob that, when I try to get some sympathy, he always says, “You enjoying yourself?” or tells me to stop stealing a title from a bad John Lennon song. My husband can be such a smug, sanctimonious bastard sometimes.

      I’m not sleeping with him anymore. And I don’t mean that as a declaration—just a fact. I have no sex drive, nothing. And to be truthful, the sex hasn’t been great—not since we were dating. It’s all a performance with him. I think he fantasizes about other women. But I have no libido, no interest, and nobody to fantasize about. 

      Someone has got to give me a baby.

      I hate needing him so much. I can’t decide which credit card offer to take without asking him or which laptop to buy. He makes me coffee, even though he doesn’t drink any. I told him to stop, and he said, “You’re just telling me to stop so you won’t have to feel guilty for not doing anything for me”—which may be true. I don’t cook, I don’t clean, I’m a bad wife. I know it. I care, but I’m not. Maybe if I had eight kids to look after, having to wipe their noses, their asses, it would be different. This marriage is an albatross, my work sucks (I’m not getting tenure, I can feel it, even though I should).

      I WANT A BABY!!!!

      I WANT A BABY!!!!

      I WANT A BABY!!!!

      

      He heard her car pull up and stopped reading and returned the diary under the cushion.

      He knew all this, except the part about Sage. He actually was relieved she wasn’t having an affair—or maybe she just wasn’t thinking about it today. He walked into the bedroom, feeling less ashamed than he thought he might.

      Cindi came in the back door.

      Back door open.
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