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Suspicion fought with thirst, and thirst was

winning. It always does.


—Raymond Chandler, Farewell, My

Lovely


 



… How could he


help loving what smiled at him.


—Rainer Maria Rilke, The Duino Elegies,

The Third Elegy
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Caroline looked at the watch for a moment,

then over her shoulder, before she took it. She read the back.


“I never got around to pawning this. At the

time, I wasn’t sure if I should. I’ve been meaning to get it back

to you,” Marv said.


Something happened to her eyes. They crossed,

then bulged then became watery and distant. She stood up like she

was falling, jarring the table. The champagne glasses wobbled like

flowers in a breeze but decided to remain standing. She ran around

Marv, to the bathroom, shoving past a waiter on her way. His

mimosas spilled onto the tray and fell to the floor, but he said

nothing.


From how her big brown eyes had watered and

bulged, and from how her tan face had gone pale by way of green,

Marv guessed she was vomiting. She was in the bathroom for a

while.


In those quiet moments alone at the table—a

middle-aged man without his brunch date—he wished Caroline’s

reaction could make another kind of sense. But it only added up if

a handful of things long-suspected were true. One of those

long-suspected truths was that Marv had been a terrible and

tremendous fool. He was beyond fighting that conclusion. The other

was that Caroline had probably done it.


A well-dressed blonde came out of the ladies’

room and told the maître that someone was sick in the bathroom. But

Marv stayed where he was, poured himself some coffee, and ate some

more of his lukewarm steak and eggs.


Ten minutes later, Caroline came out of the

bathroom, looking alert and healthy, like nothing had happened. Her

lipstick was fresh and glistened in the shafts that fell from the

skylight. At the table, she covered the watch with her napkin.


“So tell me about your job. Are you still a

travelling salesman, going town to town with a spit-shine and a

sample case?” she asked, blinking her eyes in her best imitation of

naiveté.


Marv had every reason to press her. He had

every right to interrogate her harder about Troy and Cody, maybe

even about Lynn. But the thought of it made brunch lurch in his

stomach.


So he let her steer them away from the dark

water. He called it politeness. She’d either lie or tell the truth.

And either way, he’d know the same thing. She’d done it.


And it didn’t really matter to him much more

than it did all those years ago. But it didn’t matter for different

reasons. He called it politeness. But there were worse words for

it.


Is it possible to lose interest in your own

life? he wondered.


Marv told her more about his wife Becky,

their daughter, their plans to buy a house in Forest Hills, and

maybe have another kid. For all of their courtesy, Caroline didn’t

touch any more of her food. The hollandaise sauce formed a shell

over her eggs, tuna sashimi and brioche.


When it was time to go, he insisted, against

Caroline’s protests and his own best interests, on paying half of

the three-figure bill. They hugged, and then parted. Caroline went

home to nap off the mimosas and get ready for dinner. Marv walked

uptown, to run the errands that were the condition of his parole

from the house.


They each lived a long time, but never spoke

again.
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But our story starts years before that

almost-fateful brunch. So forget what you just saw.


“Newsweek Magazine called my narcissism a

natural wonder and a national resource. You can look it up,” Lynn

said over the running faucet. “I wake up every morning and wonder

how the other people do it—how they live.”


Lynn was procrastinating with the toothbrush

in his hand. He was preparing for an interview in some fantasy

world. He sounded pretty good, he thought.


“Like, it’s Saturday today. But a lot of days

are Saturday, when you’re me. Yesterday, for instance, was

Saturday. And tomorrow, too,” he said, flexing a skinny bicep in

the mirror and gritting his teeth.


Lynn had a lot of talents, doing things in

the morning wasn’t one, even when the morning started in the

afternoon.


It was early spring. But it was already

shaping up to be one of those days that points the finger at God or

nature or blind chance and accuses it, saying: Consciousness is

overkill. Lynn put the paste on the brush, and got to work,

regarding the affair malignly.


He had to get going. Marv was coming. And

Marv was never late.


That done, Lynn pulled off the T-shirt he

slept in. A shower was out of the question. Sunshine was already

well into its siege of his apartment. Lynn turned on the lights and

picked a few T-shirts off the floor, smelled them and threw them

back down. Most of the T-shirts were black, like the one he woke

in.


Lynn mumbled “fuck” and pulled a black

T-shirt out of a big, beat-up cardboard box and pulled it on. It

was tight. He was down to the mediums. He took a deep breath, as if

that would stretch it. If nothing else, the smell of the brand new

T-shirt dulled his own earthy musk, like wet clay.


The T-shirt had a big picture of Lynn’s face

on it. In an expression somewhere between joy and electroshock, his

face covered the whole front, from neck to navel. Not even a very

good picture, Lynn thought. All the T-shirts in the boxes and in

the big pile in the middle of the room had the same picture.


I should have said something before they

spent all that money, he thought, stretching the T-shirt out from

his stomach and sneering at it. That money was, he knew, actually

his money, according to the details of his shitty record deal.
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Business trips were dreary and lonely, but

still somehow magical to Marv. There were small surprises, and a

yearning without a name that drew him on, through the boredom. In

the airport, at meetings, in the stores, buying clothes for work,

or a new gadget, it too often felt like someone told him they had

set up a scavenger hunt, but never hid any prizes.


“I am about to be whisked into the sky by a

huge machine I do not understand. And I don’t have to pay for my

food,” Marv told himself in the vast Atlanta airport.


Evelyn called him hungry, called him darkly

hopeful. He felt she knew him then. But, he wondered, isn’t

everyone those things, like in some bullshit fortune-teller’s

trick?


The yearning upon him was like matter,

indestructible and uncreateable. But now it was Evelyn’s face on

all that yearning. And after what? A few e-mails, dinner and then

some drunken groping in the street. All that desire, all that force

on one flimsy creature. Like a tender face on the front of a

hundred-car locomotive. And that face couldn’t stay that tender

very long.


Marv realized what a kindness it had been not

to know where all that hunger was pulling him.


Now Evelyn, where are you? It does not take

two days to return a phone call. I should know because I’ve fucking

done it, Marv thought.


He stared out at an autographed hockey jersey

behind thick glass, the framed photos of local athletes on the wall

of the airport sports pub and wondered how the hell he was going to

eat all the soggy nachos the waitress had brought.
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The sense of adventure that started with her

eye makeup, excessive like she was wearing a costume-party mask,

followed them, two strangers, from the club, down the late night

busy streets of the East Village, up the worn and slanted staircase

of her apartment, past the living room where an insomniac roommate

watched a made-for-TV-movie, into the smell of her beery spit,

underneath her shirt, into the painted jar on the windowsill where

she kept the condoms and onto her bed, had evaporated.


Halfway through the act, Lynn despaired.


It was dark in the half of her room where the

bed was. It was cloudy, so the city’s reflected light came in pink

through the window. Lynn’s torso cast a shadow on her. In that

darkness she could be anyone. Her name, though, was Miranda, or

Amanda, no, Miranda.


Lynn closed his eyes and thought of the bass

player from a band he saw that night—pale with dark circles under

her eyes. She looked like a sexy zombie. He thought of the drunk

girls from Queens or the Upper East Side he’d seen on the sidewalks

of Avenue A. He thought of his girlfriend, Riba, for a second. But

her beautiful face could only accuse him.


Finally, his mind settled on one girl he saw

while walking Miranda to her apartment. The girl stood out because

she was wearing a double strand of pearls on Avenue A. She

was chunky and blonde and had a tit spilling out of her shiny white

blouse. She was drunk and trying to either tell great truths or

vomit. From the reaction of her business-casual friends, it could

have been either. He imagined luring her into a bar bathroom. He

thought of kissing her puke-scented mouth and having a go at her

sweaty ass right there, through a hole in her pantyhose.


The scenario kept him going. He looked down.

Miranda bucked under him. Her eyes were closed. He was on a roll

now. She took one of his arms from over her shoulder and guided his

hand to her neck. Jesus, not one of these, Lynn thought. Nothing

killed an erection like the question ‘she’s still breathing,

right?’


So he clenched his eyes shut and finished

working on the drunken office pig/sibyl in the red light of the

filthy bathroom of his mind. He consented to placing a gentle

pressure on Miranda’s neck. She strained against it, toward

asphyxiation. Lynn pumped with a frenzy, and having found the image

and the rhythm that would take him home, decided against staying

the night.


 



 



5.


 



 



Marv was not late for work, but he told

himself he was. He had gotten too fat for his pants, which would

add a new layer of discomfort to his day, which promised

discomforts galore. It was a long time sitting with the waistband

and the belt digging into the underside of his thickened stomach.

He thought of the cost of all the new pants, and then of the effort

of exercising or eating according to some sort of program. They

weren’t good thoughts.


He sucked it up. The pants came on. He sucked

it up and walked to the train. Suck it up was a gym-teacher saying.

He never had a clear idea of its origin. But its whole import was

clear: Emotions are not real—What you may feel is not real—Only the

task at hand is real, so shut yourself up and bend yourself to it.

When Marv first heard the saying, the task was probably volleyball.

But the import stuck. It was a good mantra for bad mornings when

very little in life made sense.


It was late March and the weather was

straining to be hospitable. The Dogwood trees were starting to

bloom. He could either walk down the street with Dogwood trees or

get coffee on the avenue. He chose coffee.


The train platform was packed, like it was

minutes away from spilling over. The public address system crackled

and then a voice full of distortion blared that the trains were

delayed because of a sick passenger.


Sick passenger delays could last for an hour

or more. If I’m ever on a train with a sick passenger, I am going

to drag them off the train and drop them on the platform. Fuck

them, Marv thought. We’re all sick now and then. But we do not hold

the public transportation system hostage for it.


I’ll even drag them off if it’s a pukey,

mucousy kind of sickness. That will be my sacrifice in the name of

my fellow commuters. I don’t expect applause, or recognition, I

just want to get to work, Marv thought, rising from the train

platform to walk a few more blocks to another train. They included

the block with the Dogwood trees. Now he would be late.
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Lynn had his shirt on for a few minutes when

Marv knocked on the window of his apartment. Lynn grabbed some

sunglasses and stepped out into the sunlight, wincing like it’s an

inhospitable planet and not springtime outside.


“Don’t you have any other shirts?” Marv said

when Lynn came out onto the sidewalk.


“This is all I got that’s clean.”


“You could do some laundry, maybe mix it

up.”


“Mix it up like you? That doesn’t play here.

People see you coming to this neighborhood all

business-casualed-out like that and think the rents are rising.

What kind of shirt is that—a tennis shirt?”


“It’s actually a polo shirt.”


“You are the face of gentry that gentrifies,

my friend,” Lynn said.


“And what do they think of you, in the same

shirt every day? It’s like you’re in a cult devoted to

yourself.”


“I was thinking just that last night. That

and the shirts. I was up late on mushrooms. I thought about a lot

of things. Laundry was just part of it. Laundry and time and chaos.

How we leave a trail in the world, of dirty laundry and feelings.

That’s why we need to keep looking forward, even to the apocalypse.

Those end-timers are really just optimists, I think, optimists with

no patience at all. They were really killer mushrooms.”


“They sound good,” Marv said. “Where do you

want to go for breakfast?”


“How about that diner place that’s not really

a diner? The one with the cute waitresses.”


“Okay.”


It was early April and the afternoon was

warm. The world seemed renewed as the weather turned. But it wasn’t

as renewed for them as in previous years. Marv liked visiting Lynn

in Brooklyn on days like this. There was a little more light and a

little less noise than in Manhattan. It made spring a little

sweeter.


“Jesus, last night was intense,” Lynn said,

as they walked down the uneven sidewalk. “I was thinking. What if,

instead of drinking, we just ate mushrooms? It could work. Like

right now, I’m not hungover. I actually feel good, kind of clean.

And it cost less than the bars. And you get so much higher.”


“You actually have a good point there. And

some cultures actually have tried just that and it’s worked out

pretty well—except for a nasty problem with human sacrifice.”


“What do you mean?” Lynn asked.


“Well, you feel great. You’re high as hell.

And you just have to pluck some caps out of a field to stay that

way. But after a few months, you’re cracking open your buddy’s

ribcage, tearing out his heart and offering it up to some cackling

sun god so the world won’t end.”


“Really? Who did that?”


”The ancient Mexicans,” said Marv.


“Well, that could have just been the weather,

like, the heat.”


“Let’s eat.”


The diner was one of those old-fashioned,

streamlined chrome boxes. It still called itself a diner, but now

the menu was just two pages, including drinks. And it was closed

around four days a month when they needed an old-fashioned diner

for a cop movie or an antacid commercial.


A burger was the simplest thing on its menu.

Most entrees had at least two lines of typed description. Even the

burger had one and a half. Marv ordered it from the tattooed

waitress who avoided eye contact with him.


Lynn just ordered a tea and kept talking, now

awake and excited. Sunlight poured through the old-fashioned

blinds, and he kept taking off his sun glasses, then putting them

back on.


“So I’m all like ‘so this is just a soul

farm?’ And she says ‘No, that was just a nice hallucination. But if

you’re going to think things like that about it, then I’m just

going to take it away.’”


“Who was this again? Who were you with?”


“No one. I mean, it wasn’t a person, exactly.

I was alone.”


“Oh.”


“Like I said, they were killer

mushrooms.”


 



 



7.


 



 



“If that’s all, I have to get back to some

things before lunch,” Marv said to his employee, Carl.


“Yeah, I think so.”


“Alright. Let’s touch base after lunch. Close

the door after you.”


Touch base—do I really talk like that?

Marv wondered.


What the hell am I doing with my life? Marv

wondered.


He jumped through his favorites on the

Internet. War, sports, business, celebrities, jokes. He decided for

the hundredth time that there was no home for him on the Internet.

There were three hours to kill until his next meeting. Lunch could

bear some of that. He always knew life was a joke, but this was

ridiculous.


The day drifted by like a piece of

half-chewed food that swallows hard. All day, Marv was haunted by

something he forgot to do.


After work, Marv met with an old friend from

another job—Ross, who had just broken off an engagement. Marv had

been on the other end of a broken engagement a year ago, which made

him a candidate for commiseration in Ross’s eyes.


“So Hannah sits on my lap and musses my hair.

Then she kisses me and says that, realistically, I should be

looking at a twenty-grand ring instead of a fifteen-grand ring,”

Ross explained. He always peppered his conversations with dollar

signs—how much he made, how much he spent, and sometimes both. Marv

had known him long enough not to be irked by that.


“What was her justification?”


“It’s supposed to be 20 percent of my annual

salary.”


“Pre- or post-tax?” Marv couldn’t help but

inquire. His former bride-to-be hadn’t made any such stipulations

before she left him.


“Pre, she said,” Ross said.


After almost enough drinks, Marv left Ross

and walked west. It was after ten and things were quiet around the

Empire State Building, except for the Pakistanis selling tourist

trinkets in sullen resignation and an assortment of scavengers

lingering in the Burger King. He crossed all the way to Ninth

Avenue, then went down town past Chelsea, the projects, the

Meatpacking District. It was early spring and Marv wore just a

sweater.


A yearning had him hooked from his sternum to

neck and he didn’t want to go home. He called Evelyn, for the very

last time he told himself, but it just rang. Time to take a hint,

he murmured and walked down the stairs to a train that would not

take him home.


Lynn was awake when Marv buzzed, executing

his own defiant plan to get high and stay up late watching TV, then

hobble into the next day’s afternoon sunlight with sleep still on

his cheeks.


“Hey man, you busy?” Marv asked.


“Nah. Just hanging out. Everything okay?”


“Yeah,” Marv said and gestured at Lynn’s

shirt. “Wow man, is that the same shirt?”


“Yeah. Intrinsically anyway. It’s a different

one from the other day.”


“You better do some laundry,” Marv said.

“Before you’re down to the smalls. You don’t want to lose

circulation in your arms.”


“So what’s up?”


“Nothing, just walking around. I just hung

out with Ross.”


“Oh yeah? What’s his watch worth nowadays?”

Lynn snickered.


“Yeah, same old, same old. It was a ring this

time.”


“And you?” Lynn asked. “You want to wash off

the stink of his success with a visit to your fuckup friend?”


“Maybe I should be asking you what’s up.”


“Just great balls of bullshit, coming down

like hail. The record company sent me a letter saying I owed them

thirty grand.”


“I thought they owed you thirty grand.”


“Me too.”


“Well shit,” Marv said. “How about we get

some sixers and drown our troubles?”


“Sounds like a plan.”


They picked up two six-packs from the deli

down the block and plopped in front of the TV. A cartoon character

was cursing on the screen.


“Anyway, fuck it, I’ll be fine. Even if it’s

not a mistake, they can’t get blood out of a stone,” Lynn said.

“Anyway, what are you doing out here on a school night? This a

suicide watch or you just don’t want to go home?”


“Lynn, buddy, we’ve been friends since the

fifth grade. Can’t it be both?”


They polished off the six-packs, cracking

jokes about the movies on TV. The bed and couch in Lynn’s apartment

were close enough that they talked till Lynn fell asleep. Marv kept

on a minute or two after.


“I guess it was my apartment. The Ukrainian

girl just cleaned it. And the new office is so clean that it reeks

of carpet cleaner, paint and drywall. It’s just some days I feel

like I’m living in a hotel the size of the whole world. Like I’m

just a piece that fits a slot, just more junk running through an

old pipe. That, and I think that thing with Evelyn is done.”


But Lynn was asleep. Marv set the alarm on his cell phone so he’d

have time to buy a fresh shirt on the way to the office.
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Lynn’s girlfriend Riba was moving out of town

in three days, and the two of them were out with her friends. You

could count the hours until she left—and we’re here, doing this

shit? Lynn thought. He grimaced a grin into place and kept talking

to some classical musicians at the going-away party they were

throwing for her.


Most of the people at the party had gone to

the conservatory with Riba. They tried to be polite when Lynn told

them he was a rock musician, but their effort showed more than

their politeness. It was no fun. At the bar, one guy was bragging

about how he’d found a way to place his fingers to make a

Shostakovich piece easier to play. Two other guys were standing

around waiting for their turn to boast. That was the conversation

at the party.


Lynn acted like he was listening and tried to

flag down the bartender, who focused like a surgeon operating on an

astronaut as he made a Cosmopolitan.


Riba was at a table with a group of

girlfriends who had the peacock-like look of opera singers to them,

laughing and letting everyone around know that they were laughing.

After the two months he’d had with her, he could not fathom why

she’d want to see these people in the last days she was in town. He

hated the opera singers, hated how Riba acted around them. But

really, he was pissed off that she was leaving, and that she wasn’t

alone with him that night. He knew all that, but knowing doesn’t

always matter.


After a good long time, the bartender finally

made it over to Lynn, acting exasperated like he’d sprinted the

plain of Marathon to get there.


“Two Beams and a margarita,” Lynn said,

surprised at his order.


“Beam as in Jim Beam?”


“The one and only,” Lynn said, struggling not to insult the

bartender.


He put down thirty dollars, scooped up a

dispiritingly small amount of change, and downed one of the Beams

quickly. He turned and mimicked close attention to the music nerds

with their tucked-in dress shirts and their abstruse one-upmanship.

He decided he hated the men talking around the bar as well, and

brought Riba her margarita. It was her second. He kissed her, and

sat down next to her on the bench against the wall. Her friends

were talking about fellowships and touring companies


Lynn drank, and when no one engaged him in

conversation, he stared at the TV. It was a baseball game. He

didn’t like sports much, but pretended to watch the game. The music

crowd made him feel like a coal miner by comparison. The

conversation mixed easily with the gentle music—was it Joni

Mitchell?—in the background, which mixed with the wood walls and

the flickering of candles in little glasses. It was all so gentle.

Sitting there was like being chewed to death in a toothless mouth.

Maybe he just needed another drink to relax, he thought. He got

himself a fresh drink.


That sequence of events repeated itself until

the party ended a little after midnight. Lynn had spent more money

than he ever intended to spend on a night he so thoroughly failed

to enjoy.


As for Riba, she’d barely finished her second

margarita by the end of the night. Being a classically trained

singer, she hardly drank.


Lynn was cross-eyed and surly by the time

they got back to Riba’s apartment. Most of her apartment was

already boxed up for the move. He kissed Riba sloppily, until she

excused herself to use the bathroom. She was in there a while. Lynn

spotted a bottle of Makers Mark left on a shelf above the kitchen

sink. He pulled up a chair, took it down and poured himself a drink

in one of the glasses Riba had not yet packed.


The drink was harsh after a night of drinking

Jim Beam, so he put in some ice, then some more bourbon. Lynn was

refilling the drink again when Riba came out of the bathroom, her

makeup washed off. Despite the weather and it being one of their

last nights together, she was wearing long cotton pajamas.


“You’re drinking more?” she asked.


“It’s just, like, a night cap,” Lynn slurred,

trying to act like they weren’t mad at each other. “No need for

alarm.”


“Hell, why stop there?” she said. She took

the bottle off the kitchen counter and filled up his glass past the

halfway point.


“Good point, sweetums,” Lynn said. He took

two big gulps that almost made him choke. But he swallowed, blinked

and managed a hostile smile.


“You should enjoy yourself.”


“I’m doing the best I can to do just that,”

Lynn said, defiantly drinking the rest down.


“Here, have another,” Riba said, refilling

Lynn’s glass. It was an obscene amount of whiskey.


“Well, thanks, I sure could use it, ma’am.

It’s awfully hospitable. I hardly know how to thank you.”


Lynn choked the drink down in three fiery,

sickening gulps.


“That was dee-licious, sweety face,” he

slurred.


“Well then have another, by all fucking

means,” Riba said.


She rarely cursed, so the charade that this

was not a fight had ended at that point. She refilled the glass

again. Lynn barely managed to get the drink down. But he did, and

gave another big phony smile after he did.


“You’re a goddamn alcoholic,” Riba said into

the smiling, uncomprehending face. He could tell there was more she

wanted to say, but couldn’t quite get it out.


“Oh yeah, if I’m such an alcoholic, then how

come you have a whole bottle of whiskey in your kitchen?” Lynn

said.


“You brought that bottle here, Lynn.”


“Oh.”


Then, the things she couldn’t or wouldn’t say

won the day. She said they should just get some sleep. She resisted

his clumsy attempts at sex and he passed out. But when he woke a

few hours later, her head was on his chest.


Nauseous and crippled by drink, Lynn thought

he could feel Riba crying. But he didn’t say anything. At that

moment, Lynn felt the same desperate sadness that made him say an

awkward hello to her on the day they met. But this time he didn’t

say anything. There was no way anything could sound right. He just

felt the sadness until he slept.
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Flight delay at LaGuardia. No rain in New

York or Chicago, no good explanation, but at least an hour and a

half, maybe more, the intercom said. Marv ate some chicken

quesadillas and drank some beer he wouldn’t have to pay for. The

Centurion on his American Express corporate card winked at him.

Take it easy, things were always like this, his wink seemed to

mean.


Eventually things began to move. But no

prodigy of storytelling could make Marv’s trip from LaGuardia

Airport to his hotel room in Evanston, Illinois, into an

interesting tale. Oh how the age’s marvels come to naught! Marv

thought with whatever is the opposite of wonder.


At the hotel, Marv unpacked his clothes and

pecked across the room’s twenty TV channels a few times. A hungry

feeling was heavy on him. The setting sun bore down on the street

outside, taunting him with the prospect of another wasted day. The

air was fresh with the smells of early April. He heard a voice in

the street. It was young, loud and high with excitement. He turned

up the TV, put on his shoes and left the room, fearful of a

moment’s silence.


A lifetime of airports and hotels—at least

the other guys in the office have families. They do this for other

people, people they reputedly love, for a tranquil and comfortable

life. Maybe that life isn’t always close by, but they can reach it

in a car. There was no map from the way he felt to the way they

lived, Marv muttered on the sidewalk.


But he still got excited in the cab to the

airport. He still got so excited to walk around a strange town.

Maybe that was just conditioned response. It felt like an escape.

But it just took him farther into the trap.


Marv decided Chinese food would take the edge

off, and drinks. Sweet drinks, vacation drinks, without the

bourbon-scotch sting, were what he needed. He found an upscale

Chinese place, part of a national chain. He sat at the ornamented

bar and ordered appetizers and dinner. His thighs strained hard

against his pants, reminding him to buy a bigger pair, and soon. He

drank lichee martinis, with lichee fruit like miniature pears in

them and a kick he could taste through the syrup. The bill said he

had five with dinner. It all went on the pale green corporate card.

The Centurion in the upper left hand corner smirked to ask if he

wanted any more, knowing that he did.


The Centurion is no accident, no cynical

marketing ploy, Marv thought, calculating the tip. I’m no different

than any merchant’s agent, gliding along the Mediterranean coast

with papyrus, purple dye and an Imperial decree of safe passage.

The thought offered him some comfort.


We all want to be someone, but we can’t all

pull it off, the Centurion said from above Marv’s and his

employer’s names on the card. And if you think you have a shot for

more than this, you’ll mostly suffer for it, he told Marv. You

ought to take the long view and relax. The world has plenty of

places for you—hotels, rental cars, suburbs with high property

taxes and good schools, upper west side apartments to hold you,

along with a half-dozen cats or a thousand old newspapers, the

Centurion said.


Marv left the Chinese restaurant and

wandered, somewhat unburdened, into the warm air. He was almost

thirty. His birthday was two months off, and the calendar already

had him on a sales call to some suburb of Detroit that day. Oak

Grove, one of those town names that seems like it was picked out of

a grow-your-own-suburb manual. It seemed too early to be getting

fat, bald and blind, but there he was.


He wasn’t yet sloppy, but drunk enough to be

a shabby guardian of tomorrow. It was 8:30, his cell phone told

him, after he deleted all the numbers his thigh had dialed vainly

during dinner.


There was a jazz club in town a colleague had

told him about. He remembered the name and asked a college girl

with big eyes, big acne, big breasts and a big backpack where it

was. He found the place after asking one more college girl. Was

that excitement or fear he saw in their faces? Could be either.

Could be both.


The heavy oak door with its brass handle gave

way to the very picture of upper-middle class leisure the Centurion

had promised. The room smelled of wine and steaks. The band played

Autumn Leaves. Marv skipped to the circular bar, ordered a

beer and a bourbon, handed the bartender the Centurion, and said to

run a tab.


A few bourbons later, it wasn’t a business

trip or even a vacation Marv was on, but an adventure. The

bartender was a tall, black man who was friendly in a highly

professional sort of way. The band played Begin the

Beguine.


There was a boozy time before the hippies

came, Marv slurred to the kid next to him. The kid was a few years

younger than Marv, but carried himself even younger than that. He

was in grad school and came to see his friends play, and so forth.

His name was Matt, Mike, Mark, it hardly mattered. And in that

boozy time before the nineteen sixties, people were satisfied, or

at least they kept it to themselves, Marv explained.


He had the Centurion buy the kid a drink and

the kid said thanks with sneaky eyes.


Marv and the kid did some bumps of the kid’s

coke in the bathroom. It took the slur out of Marv’s drunk. He told

the kid he wasn’t always this fat. The office work sat him still

and made him tired. It did that for years, and he took the rewards,

the food and drink, with both hands. He buried himself like a

murdered body in all of it. It should seem obvious, but now he

didn’t even know if he should try to dig himself out, he said.


He gave the kid $40 to go get some more and

set down to work on drinking all the bourbon in North America.

That’s when his cell phone rang.


He didn’t recognize the number or even the

area code. He was afraid and answered “Marv Stanson” as

professionally as he could muster.


“What?” the voice in the phone said. It was a

woman.


“What what?”


“Who are you?”


“Marv … Marv Stanson.”


“What do you want?”


“Many things, really. How do you mean?” Marv

said.


“Why do you keep calling me?” the woman’s

voice asked.


“Did I? Who is this?”


“Bonnie Germain—do I know you?”


“I don’t think so.”


“So why did you call me seven times in the

last half hour?”


“I didn’t. I was just sitting here talking to

my friend Matt Mark … Wait. Let me check.”


Marv fiddled with his cell phone and saw that

his thigh, keys and tight pants must have pocket-dialed her number.

He struggled to explain this in short coked-up bursts and long

tangents. This somehow sounded charming to her. They stayed on the

line for a long time. She talked him through the drunk and through

the coke depression. The bill was paid, the kid was gone with his

cash and the jazzy steak club was closed when he hung up.


It was late and the streets of Evanston empty

when he asked her exactly where she lived.


“Oak Park, Michigan, it’s outside Detroit.

You’ve never heard of it,” Bonnie said.


Well fuck me with a fiddle, Marv thought.


“Actually, I have …”


 



 



10.


 



 



“Despite my best efforts, I am obscure,” Lynn

said through his teeth at the mirror in the performer’s bathroom at

a club in Toledo. The sloppy paintjob done long ago on the medicine

cabinet mirror left smears of pink paint on the edges of the

glass.


“But that’s for the best. I couldn’t make

music in the harsh glare of fame. I need the Toledoes, with their

shitty gymnasium acoustics and no beer in the dressing room. I need

to soak up my own stink in a van for weeks. I need bugs in the

mattresses to make it impossible to sleep, and to live on food from

vending machines and drive-thrus.”


But maybe he wasn’t just bitching in the

wind. The crowds in the Toledo Ohioes were excited to see him. The

small crowds knew his songs and believed, unlike big-city

audiences, that excitement was cooler than restraint. He was

touring without a band, and selling his own merchandise, which

consisted of his CD and the T-shirts with his enormous face on them

that he hoped no one would notice had been worn and laundered.


It took two hours to pack up, talk to the

lingerers in the crowd. None of the women left were too attractive,

or eager, for that matter. It was warm outside and they all

dispersed fast into the spring evening. That was well enough. Lynn

was more tired than lonely and drove his van back to the Best

Western.


Once he’d locked up the van in a spot he

could see from his window, he went to his room and stretched out on

the bed. There was an old action movie on one of the few channels

on the TV. That and some food from the vending machine and his

night would be grimly complete.


Lynn took the elevator down the one floor to the lobby and got

change from the brown change machine by the soda and snack

machines. Between the change machine and the rack of brochures

about the wonders a tourist might explore in northwestern Ohio, was

the door to the pool. The lights were off and the sign on the glass

door said the pool had closed more than three hours earlier.


But when he pushed the door, it opened,

revealing a dark, silent place. He looked toward the front desk,

and seeing no one, he went into the big, echoing room and quietly

closed the door behind him.


Orange light came in through the picture

window that faced onto the hotel parking lot. A fainter glow came

from the skylight above the pool. It was clear and moonless outside

that window. Lynn walked silently around the pool to make sure no

one was in there and then stripped down to his underwear. He walked

down the steps into the water.


Floating, it felt like the chlorinated water

was removing a grime that had been accumulating for weeks. His neck

and shoulders relaxed as he drifted out into the middle of the

pool, under the small skylight. He looked up and saw a few stars,

less than ten. But it was enough to make him calm, and to make him

grateful.


Under the stars, it was incredible that

anything had gone wrong. It seemed incredible how he had to fight

to get the record company to pay for the bargain-basement tour,

incredible how the landlord of his crappy apartment was hiking the

rent, incredible how hard it was to get musicians in for him to

record new songs with, and incredible how badly he and Riba had

parted ways. It was all unbelievable, and he enjoyed not believing

it.


The stillness of the water and the stars

above made him believe he could fix the situation with Riba. Lynn

thought about the day before she left the city, two days after he

drank all of her bourbon in that stupid fight. They had planned the

day as their big romantic farewell-for-now. But she had said that

she was busy, she could only do dinner, and early. All through

dinner at the romantic and too-expensive restaurant he’d chosen,

she hardly looked at him, and then said a quick and cold good-bye

outside her apartment. It was a kiss, but hard on the lips.


In the silence and the darkness, Lynn was

hopeful. He took that hope and peered into the next day and the

next show, in Indiana. And the hope somehow held.


The record company had set him up with a

final show in Chicago, but then the club closed. So South Bend,

Indiana, was his western-most destination. He was playing a spring

festival at a big Catholic college with a golden dome, opening up

for a band that was opening up for a band that was opening up for a

band that had a big hit song about dancing.


The tour had been a sad slog, except a few

great shows, like the one in Pittsburgh, and the occasional

companionship, like the kind Chinese woman in Buffalo with scars on

her forearms, and now, the pool in Toledo.
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The day after he had pocket-dialed Bonnie

Germain of Oak Park, Michigan, Marv had a hangover that said a

simple and unequivocal “No” to every human activity.


But he sucked it up, dragged himself out of

bed, and showered until he smelled more like soap than booze. He

put on his clothes like an undertaker dressing a corpse, then drove

to the suburban corporate campus of his prospective client.


A pair of equally scrubbed, middle-aged men

met him at the front desk of the sprawling three-story office

building.


The older one walked off after a quick hello,

preoccupied with what his PDA had to say. And the younger, fatter

one apologized that they’d have to postpone the meeting until the

afternoon. He gave a reason in what may have well been a foreign

language. It hardly registered with Marv. He said that would be

fine, doing the math on all the sleep he could have gotten, if only

he’d known.


For the day, they put Marv in an empty

cubicle to wait. The floor he was on spread in all directions. He

went to the bathroom, half to piss and half to hide. On his way

back to the cubicle, he got hopelessly lost among the nearly

identical aisles of cubicles, fax machines, small offices and

copiers.


By the time he finally found his way back, he

felt like an insect that had crawled into a DDT factory. He sucked

it up, and called the hotel, car rental agency and airline to

extend his trip. Then, all that was left was to fight the old,

doomed battle against boredom with e-mail, online news and baseball

standings.
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The show in South Bend was downright scary to

Lynn. There were farms all around and the sky was so big that it

seemed like the real boss of the land. The place was like an

anti-New York that way. The college seemed strange as well, lacking

any of the sullen brooders or chic radicals he had among his fans

on the other campuses.


The student body, mostly wearing school

apparel, was healthy, ruddy, polite and seemed genuinely happy to

see him. They listened to his whole set so intently and cheered so

enthusiastically that it unnerved him. Looking out over the crowd,

he couldn’t fathom their interest in his music. Playing his

too-cynical songs into their bizarre, undivided attention, Lynn

couldn’t help but think this is the kind of silence you get before

a stampede.


During his set, he closed his eyes when he

could and focused on Riba. She blotted out the too-watchful and

too-affable beast in the auditorium. She countered the deep fear

that the Midwest stirred in him, as well as the lonely feeling that

dogged his whole trip. She animated the yearning in his songs and

led him to their ends. Riba was just a state away. Lynn sang toward

her, and with each breath his yearning and his regret

intensified.


Lynn’s set ended at nine. He had collected

the money from the few T-shirt and CD sales he’d made and the van

packed by eleven. For such an attentive audience, the college kids

didn’t have much use for him when he was done playing. They had

their eager, not-yet-drunk gaze fixed on the stage for the next

act, who was, admittedly, a bigger name. He was in his van and on

I-80/90 by eleven, according to the van’s digital clock. He was

exhausted, but excited. He took some diet pills Marv had given him.

Too edgy was Marv’s reason and disclaimer for passing them on.


Speeding west into the spring night, he

dialed Riba’s number and pressed on the accelerator until the van

trembled.


“Hey Riba, I’m sorry about everything. I’m on

tour, and I’m not far from Chicago. Can I come to see you?”


“Lynn?”


“Yeah. It’s me. I’m here, I’m on my way.

You’re in Chicago, right?”


“Yes, I’m in Chicago. But it’s kind of late,

and I have a busy …”


“I’m coming to see you,” Lynn interrupted,

feeling heroic, like a real swashbuckler.


“When?” she asked, without the enthusiasm

he’d expected.


“I’m in Indiana. I just finished a big show

at a college. The tour is going great. I’ve been playing big venues

all over, and starting to make some good money on them,” Lynn lied.

“Anyway, I want to see you. We’ll go someplace nice when I get in.

I’m on my way.”


“You’re coming tonight?” Riba said, sounding

alarmed.


“Yeah, I’m on my way. I’ve been thinking a

lot lately out here on the road, and in the hotels and even on

stage, and I want to see you.”


“Tonight’s not so good.”


“But I’m already on my way. I just want to

see you. We left things the wrong way. I want to talk to you. But I

have to be back in New York in two days,” Lynn said.


After imagining her throughout the show and

getting onto the highway, he couldn’t imagine his inspired plan not

working out.


“I have some good news,” Lynn said as a last

ditch lie. He’d come up with something.


“Okay. I guess you can come over,” Riba

said.


Not exactly the over-the-phone orgasm Lynn

had anticipated, but it fired his desire for her.


Too little sleep and too little encouragement

could not dampen Lynn’s excitement. Riba’s presence hung over the

flat land, sweet air, in the straight road, among the scattered

farms and beckoned him onward. The van was clumsy on corners.

Luckily, there weren’t any in Indiana. He got the heap up to ninety

and kept it there until he ran low on gas.


The service plaza bathrooms were maintained

by Hardees, in case you’re curious. The sign said so. Maybe they

deserve some of the credit or some of the blame for what happened

next.


The last stall on the left, the one farthest

from the door and the sinks, was the one Lynn picked. He always sat

at the back of class, the back of the bus, the back of the theater.

He was twenty-nine years old and it was still second nature.


He locked the silver door, sat down and found

himself in the sad cockpit of a trucker’s fantasy. There were a

half-dozen used scratch tickets on the toilet paper dispenser. They

were all losers. Lynn checked. If one horseshoe had been a rainbow,

one dirty piece of cardboard would have been worth ten thousand

dollars. But it wasn’t and it wasn’t.


The real bonanza was the Penthouse magazine

on the floor by the base of the toilet bowl.


What the hell—opportunity knocks, Lynn

thought, picking up the glossy magazine. Maybe he shouldn’t have,

but the communal service-area turnpike porn, the dirty bathroom,

the public-ness (both in the nasty and democratic senses of the

word) of it turned him on. He was communing with the lonely soul of

the road. Women posed on poker tables and velvet couches, vaginas

aloft.


He flipped the pages with one hand. And with

the other, the same hand that had picked up the scratch tickets, he

worked himself to climax. If he got a disease out of that absurd

misadventure, he’d at least deserve it.


When the climax did arrive, some three

minutes in, it caught Lynn off guard. He had nowhere to put the

arrival. So he aimed it into the magazine. There was a lot of it.

He covered most of an ad for Penthouse brand lingerie. It’d been

two days.
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