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"Being a male is a matter of birth. Being a man is a matter of choice." 

Edwin Louis Cole
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The Afflictions of Men





Meditations in a Bathroom


Joe went into the bathroom one day and refused to come out. It was early spring and one could hear the chirping of song sparrows and yellow warblers distinctly through the open windows. Joe's sister knocked lightly at first on the old brown door as she rubbed her eyes and yawned. When there was no response a louder and more persistent knock followed, and this roused her mother. Soon their combined banging and yelling made her father grunt out of bed. At his father's voice Joe replied that he did not want to be bothered.

After the threats, the promises and pleadings, and the futile attempts at reasoning, the family conferred hurriedly and under much physical duress. They realized that a solution must soon be found, or they must take turns using the woods, and as Joe's father suggested, their top-loader washer in the basement could double as a lavatory, provided that everyone agreed it was only for urination. At this suggestion Ella, his daughter, gave a puzzled look and then grimaced in disgust. She was the first to lose her equanimity.

"Joe, you better get out of the bathroom this very minute, you hear?"

"Are you all right, son?" queried his mother.

Joe's father, overcome with frustration, and compelled by powerful physical needs, produced a hammer and a screwdriver from his toolkit and knocked admonishingly on the door.

"Now, look here son, if you don't come out I'm gonna hafta tear this door down. We're all waiting to use the can here, you know." He paused, kneeled, and put his eye on the keyhole, but a towel disrupted his view. He took a deep breath and sighed. ''All right son, get away from the door.”

"Couldn't we get a locksmith, George?" suggested Joe's mother.

"This early on a Sunday, and in this town? C'mon Margie! It would be cheaper to put up a new door."

"Let's hurry this UP already!" stamped Ella impatiently, shifting her weight from one foot to another.

Joe had been sitting in the bathtub since five a.m. that morning. By six-thirty he had noted that there were 763 4" x 4" blue, 308 white, and 12 partial tiles. The white tiles bordered the blue and acted as a medium between the blue of the tiles and the ivory paint on the wall. He also observed that the bathroom floor was decorated with square patterns enclosed by hexagons. There were 458 such hexagons, and 57 partial hexagons where the floor met the wall. These facts impressed him as noteworthy, and he wished he could jot them down before forgetting. He had just finished cataloguing the contents of the medicine cabinet into five distinct categories when Ella had knocked on the door. But this was a slight annoyance, and it meant focusing even harder on attaining fresh insights and observations of the old and familiar bathroom he had used for years. Ella's knocking suddenly saddened him, for he realized that neither his family nor anyone else understood his reasons for cherishing the bathroom; yet he was also amused by the thought that all these years the bathroom had seemed to him a trivial and even--it was hard to believe--a disgusting place. Madness! He remembered reading somewhere that the mind was its own place, and in itself could make a heaven of hell, and a hell of heaven. How true, he reflected, as the door came crashing down.

George ran toward Joe and shook him violently. "Have you gone out of your mind, boy?" he shouted. George hit Joe on the head and slapped him across the face, until Joe felt the tingling sensation of blood rushing up to his cheeks. Then he lost consciousness. But his subconscious was searching for something, and suddenly he knew--he was fumbling for pen and paper but could not find any. All the pens were rotten to the core. He used one pen to write 7, another to write 6, and wrestled with another till it blew up in his face, the color red streaming across the bridge of his nose and getting into his eyes. It's 763 goddammit. 763! 763! 763!

“Wake up, Joe! Wake up!" cried Ella as she splashed him with cold water. I have to use the bathroom for Chrissake!"

"Snap out of it, son--" began George.

His mother glared at George. "You shut up and leave my son alone! Look what you've done to him. Ella call 911!"

"Oh, he's all right, the little prick," muttered George as he gathered up his tools and left the bathroom.

Joe's mother grabbed his legs, and with Ella's help carried him into his bedroom with considerable effort. The white bed sheet on Joe’s bed was slowly getting drenched from the heavy drops of water that, after being distilled by Joe's thick and curly hair, glistened on his neck an instant, and then dropped ponderously, making a miniature dripping sound.

After relieving herself, Ella crawled back to bed; but Joe felt his parents hover around nearby. His consciousness mingled with theirs and he felt as if he had inhaled the smoke and exhaust of a city bus. Margaret reentered Joe's room and sat beside him as he scribbled in his journal. She began to stroke his hair, but Joe just shrugged her away. She cocked her head to one side and frowned.

"What were you doing in there all this time, Joey?"

But before Joe could look up, his father popped his head in the doorway. “What I would like to know is, when is he gonna get a job like everybody else around here?" For an answer Margaret glared at George, and he withdrew into their bedroom. "You better talk to your boy and knock some sense into that fat head of his," he said, as if in reply to Margaret's admonishment.

"I want to stay in the bathroom as long as possible Ma," confided Joe.

"But why, Joey?"

"You wouldn't understand."

Margaret inhaled deeply and sighed.

“Well, it's, uh, you see, a project. It's research that I have to do for my psych class."

"I don't believe it. Research for your psychology class? That sounds a bit too far-fetched to me, Joe. What's the good of such an assignment?"

"Like I said, Ma, you wouldn't understand. I hardly understand it myself. It's technical stuff. It's got something to do with the subconscious and theories of the emerging self. Like, what kind of dreams would you get after staying in the bathroom for a week and stuff."

"A week? Hmmm. Well, it's a good thing you get financial aid, Joe," she teased. "You know your father doesn’t like it one bit, and then there's only one bathroom and we all have to use it . . ."

“I know, I know. And I am sorry Dad had to tear down the door on my account. But I will come out as soon as someone has to use the bathroom. Will you talk to him for me?"

"I will," she promised.

"Say what?" asked George in incredulity and bewilderment, as the family sat around the breakfast table. “What kind of dreams? You're gonna sleep in the bathtub from now on? I'll tell you what kind of dreams, son: shitty and smelly dreams you're going to get, that's what. Soggy, fungus dreams. What the hell is this world coming to, Margie?"

"Oh, have some patience George," said Margaret. "I'm sure you did some crazy stuff, too, when you were in college. I admit, it's a bit out of the way, but--"

"Out of the way! It's downright crazy, that's what it is. It's bizarre!"

"Oh, how bizarre, how bizarre!" chimed Ella as she buttered her English muffin and remembered the lyrics to her favorite song.

"Now listen, George. I've got it all planned out–" said Margaret.

“Well, that's a relief!" interjected George.

"Listen! All the boy needs is a couple of herbs to get him through this week. A little thyme, a little parsley--things that he can put to his nose and smell, but we cannot. That's the trouble with these room deodorizers you know--once you spray that stuff, it lingers in the air like a musty odor. And it doesn't have any 'fragrance,' it's just a smell, only different."

"I’ll say! You are a genius, you know that hon?" said George sardonically.


​​


◆◆◆

Joe was lying inert in the bathtub. His father had fixed the door last Sunday, and Joe noted with sadness that today marked a week that he had been in the bathroom. His week was up! But was it possible that they had forgotten the details? After the family had showered and finished their business today, he had rushed back into the bathroom to claim it as his own. And this possession had seemed sweeter to him when he contemplated that for the first time today, and lasting the rest of the workweek, there would be no more inopportune knocks and pleas to step out of the bathroom and leave behind, even for a moment, his concentrated psychic energy for the edification of others. His grandfather was sick, and George had packed up the family in a huff and they had all driven off to Vermont. His mother had feebly protested that they couldn’t just leave Joe by himself and go, but George had neither the patience nor the time for his son's foolishness anymore. His mother had told Joe that they would likely return by Friday evening before rushing off to the car, since George was honking nonstop. Joe now felt thankful and relaxed. From the moment they left, Joe had begun to consider the bathroom as his second bedroom–and for a week now as his only room--he had showered in the mornings, no matter how cold or miserable he felt, so that the bathtub was sufficiently dry and clean by night to serve as a comfortable bed. But he noticed that quite frequently now he had begun to have considerable trouble getting in and out of the bathtub.
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