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PREFACE

The book you’re holding in your hand is, as Huck Finn once said, “mostly a true book, with some stretchers.” I’m supposing you are holding the book in your hand, either in paper-and-ink form, or encoded in binaries and magicked into an electronic device, but even in the unlikely event you’re ingesting this a hundred years from now as a lozenge, you’re still going to find a few things that are hard to swallow. But they did happen. With stretchers.

Huck Finn of course is a famous fictional character. Whereas the Mark Goldblatt who inhabits these pages is a creature of flesh and blood, not famous but not altogether obscure, subject to the usual set of human frailties whereby recollection is clouded by time and warped by ego. I have tried, insofar as possible, not to misremember to my advantage. When the seltzer goes down anyone’s pants, I want it to be mine. Nonetheless, there is more than enough here to give offense. Therefore: To friends, relatives, and occasional lovers who find themselves, or facsimiles of themselves, in the narratives that follow, I apologize abjectly and in advance.

Do I flatter myself to think a few readers may know me already … as a novelist, or a children’s book author, or a right-of-center political columnist, or (that rarest of rarities) a tenured conservative at a public university? If fame can be gauged by Google searches, I seem to rank somewhere between a middling rapper and an Investigation Discovery murder-porn victim. It’s enough. Several years ago, I was riding the subway in Manhattan when I noticed that the woman sitting across from me was reading one of my novels. Yeah, I was feeling pretty good about myself right then, debating whether or not to ask if she wanted an autograph. Before I could decide, however, she got off … and the British actor Jeremy Irons got on and took her seat. Every atom of his being, the look on his face, the angle of his head, the slouch of his shoulders, the fold of his arms, the tightness of his jacket, seemed to cry out, “Please, please, please, for once, let me ride the train in peace!” Real celebrity carries a cost. And he was only Jeremy Irons. Not Sean P. Puff Diddy Daddy Combs …

So, for the record, I’m neither Sean P. Puff Diddy Daddy Combs nor Jeremy Irons. I ride the train safely cocooned in anonymity, content with my lot. Why wouldn’t I be? I was born a grand-prize winner in that greatest of all secular lotteries—I’m an American—and have arrived at late middle age in decent health and relative prosperity. My good luck goes beyond that: I’m a 1957 baby, the very peak of the boom. Too young to be drafted into the war in Vietnam, too old for the Middle East skirmishing and invading of the last two and a half decades. The most daunting challenges I’ve confronted in adulthood have been paper cuts, pulled hamstrings, and the odd defriending on Facebook. Remember that Chinese guy who stared down a column of tanks? I once had to stare down a three-hour flight delay.

Prufrock’s got nothing on me …

Standing in front of the bathroom mirror each morning, we confront the truth. The receding hairline, the hangdog expression, the rounded gut … didn’t I go to school with that guy? Geez, what happened to him? But the mind’s eye sees what it wants to see. The dashing scoundrel. The leading man. The crazy bastard. Hey look! Isn’t that me chasing Cathy Earnshaw across the moors … or urging Ilsa Lund onto the plane … or Tarzaning through the homecoming parade, getting even with the squares on the reviewing stand? Well, maybe. But how many of those moments crop up in a lifetime? Meanwhile, there’s a lot of grocery shopping, shoelace threading, and sitting on the train reading hemorrhoid ads. It’s in that gap, between our imagined selves and our actual selves, between the heroic and the humdrum, that comedy lies. This is a book about the moments when that gap is yawning.


TURKISH BATH

The memory is simultaneously blurred and seared in my mind. I was seven years old, built like a pond newt, and altogether startled to be spending a Sunday afternoon in 1964 with Morris Goldblatt—who, as a rule, devoted his weekends to solo breakfasts at the Horn & Hardart, marathon poker games at his friends’ houses, horse racing at Aqueduct and, after he got home, the Million Dollar Movie on television. For whatever reason, my dad decided that he and I should bond on this particular Sunday. He mentioned the Turkish bath, which meant nothing to me, but he promised that there would be an indoor swimming pool, and afterward, if I wanted, a hot dog with spicy brown mustard, so I pulled on a pair of swimming trunks and a tee shirt and followed him downstairs. Six blocks later—parking was tough in Flushing, Queens—we came to the grimy white Plymouth he was driving that year.

The bathhouse was located in lower Manhattan. I remember a long drive with the sun in my eyes; it must have been around two o’clock when we set out, and we hit patches of traffic. My dad was smoking Camel cigarettes the entire trip, filling the space above the dashboard with a noxious haze, but that seemed normal enough. Then, as we rode across the Brooklyn Bridge, I remember a sudden glimpse of the bleached spires of the Woolworth Building. Now that was a sight, a castle fortress jabbing into the cloudless blue sky. What the view must be like from that peak! Once we reached the city, I recall alternating waves of shadow and light bathing the front seat of the car. Then came more driving, very bumpy, more shadow now than light. Then at last we arrived at an underground parking garage, left the car, and walked for two blocks.

I don’t remember the facade of the bathhouse itself, only that it didn’t look like the kind of place that would have a swimming pool. But I had no reason to think things amiss—or at least no reason until my dad led me through a black metal door, and then down a long echoing hallway and into a dingy gray locker room that smelled of old-man sweat and cooked cabbage, where he told me, in a matter-of-fact tone, as he unbuttoned his trousers, to take off my bathing suit. To which I replied, and this, I am certain, is an exact quote, “Nooooooooooooooooooooo!”

He ignored me, but a moment later he thrust a single white towel in my direction, which I pulled at once around my waist, and I determined not to remove it until we were back once again in the locker room, and I could replace it once again with my bathing suit.

“C’mon,” he said, looming naked in front of me. “Let’s the two of us have a good sweat.”

How do I describe what came next? Let me begin with the facts, unembellished. What came next was an elevator ride to the sauna and baths on an upper floor. The elevator was roughly six feet wide by six feet deep. There were perhaps a dozen men, middle-aged and older, crowded into that space. They were all naked.

I was four feet tall.

The sensations of that elevator ride! If I could douse my brain with rubbing alcohol, if I could disinfect the recollection, even at a distance of five decades, I would. Oh, I would in an instant! The undulating cloud of cigar smoke. The baritone laughter from above. The moles and scars. The tufted gray hair. The dimpled, creased and puckered flesh. The crevices.

Whiffs of bowel wherever I turned.

The elevator doors parted, and we stepped out to a smoggy universe of sweating Semites. My dad led me by the left hand into dryheat rooms and wet-heat rooms, rooms with cracked wooden benches that glistened with film, rooms with hissing, steaming black rocks, rooms with checkerboard tile floors whose central drains were half stopped with furry, seething, coagulating clogs of … well, if ick were a noun, that would be what the drains were clogged with. With my right hand, as we moved from one room to another, I clung to the white towel cinched around my waist.

I remember my dad grinning down at me and saying, “No one cares about your pee pee, Mark.”

Oh, but I did.

We came, in due time, to the swimming pool. It wasn’t much, no larger than an average backyard pool, and no deeper than five feet—I gauged this by the fact that the main activity seemed to be arguing rather than swimming. There was a rotating cluster of old men standing in the center of the pool, smoking cigars and cigarettes, thrusting fingers into one another’s soggy-haired chests, debating whether Willie Mays was faster than Mickey Mantle in his prime, whether Joe Louis was tougher than Jack Dempsey in his prime, and whether Sandy Koufax was the greatest Jewish athlete who’d ever lived. The last topic was the most contentious. Several argued for Hank Greenberg, and a lone voice kept bringing up Marty Glickman, whom I did not know at the time but later learned was a world-class sprinter and an All-American football player.

Poolside was where my dad and I spent the next hour. He claimed a lounge chair and began to read the Sunday edition of the Daily News; I don’t know how he acquired it, whether he’d found it on the chair or borrowed it from a passerby. Once he was distracted, however, I hunkered down. Literally. I squatted on the tile floor, positioned parallel to his head, in a kind of diminished catcher’s crouch, still clutching the towel around my waist, averting my eyes from the enormity of his nakedness. (Ham, I would later discover, was cursed in perpetuity for a lack of such courtesy toward his father, Noah.) I can recall vividly the burning in my calves and ankles, but I would not relinquish the position. My dad said to me at one point, “Why don’t you go for a swim, for God’s sake! Look, there are other boys in the pool!”

Yes, I had noticed them. There were two red-headed boys, probably brothers, wrestling and splashing shamelessly at the shallow end of the pool. The younger one looked roughly my age; the other perhaps two years older. I was in awe of their lack of self-consciousness. Several times, the older allowed the younger to climb onto his shoulders and ride him from one side of the pool to the other. The younger would whoop and yell to call attention to his sudden stature—never mind that his wiener was poking into the back of his brother’s head well above the waterline.

“I don’t feel like it,” I said to my father.

He sighed loudly. “Suit yourself.”

Several minutes later, a short, bald, pot-bellied guy with tufted gray hair on his shoulders and back walked over to us. “Hey, Mac,” he said, “can you spare part of the paper?”

“Sure thing,” my father said. He separated out the sports section and handed it up to the guy.

“You done with it?”

My father nodded.

“What do you think about Koufax?”

“Hell of a pitcher,” my father said. “Wish he was still in Brooklyn.”

The guy looked down at me. “Maybe you got the next Koufax right there. You play ball, kid?”

I looked straight into his eyes. “Sometimes.”

“You pitch?”

“I like the outfield.”

“You a runner?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“You better hope your dick don’t get too long.”

He and my dad laughed uproariously. I tried to smile at him but felt my face burning.

“He’s hanging on to that towel,” my dad said.

“Really?”

“He’s a funny kid.”

“C’mon, kid, loosen up.” The guy took a step toward me with his right arm out; I knew at once he intended to snatch the towel from my waist. I frog-jumped several feet to the right and avoided him. He lunged again, but I dodged him and hid behind another lounge chair. He began to laugh again. “You are a quick son of a gun, aren’t you?”

I managed to smile at him.

“Like a jackrabbit, eh?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Maybe you’ll be the next Marty Glickman.”

I held my position behind the lounge chair, but I liked the sound of that. I still had no idea who Marty Glickman was except that he was a great athlete, and that he was quick as a jackrabbit … and that he and I, come to think of it, had the same initials.

“Maybe,” I said.

He smiled knowingly. “You just keep running.”

“I will,” I said, with conviction.

He turned and walked away. I kept an eye on him until he turned the corner at the end of the pool, and then I exhaled. I glanced from side to side. My dad continued to read his newspaper. The cluster of men in the center of the pool continued their conversation. The two red-headed boys continued wrestling and splashing. No one was paying the slightest attention to me. For the first time since I’d arrived, I felt a measure of relief.

With one hand still on the towel at my waist, I pushed the lounge chair I’d ducked behind next to my father’s. Then I climbed up onto it. My eyes were still darting from side to side in case the hairy-shouldered bald guy made another move in my direction. But he’d settled into a lounge chair on the far side of the pool and was occupied with the sports section.

Paradoxically, the fact that the hairy-shouldered bald guy had tried and failed to take away my towel made me feel more secure—as though I’d defended my turf. I was too fast for him. He could no more take away my towel than he could Marty Glickman’s towel. I sensed the slightest hint of a smile come across my face. As I eased back on the lounge chair, suddenly, I let go of the towel. It was still draped across my waist, but now my hands were free. For several moments, I only sat there, beside my dad. Then, at once, my dad reached over and handed me the comics section from the newspaper. He did this without a word. I took it from him and began to read.

It would be glorious to report that, once I’d finished with the comics, I took another look around, screwed my courage to the sticking place and let the towel slip to the floor … that I rose up as Nature had made me, strode to the shallow end of the pool and cannonballed into the ongoing red-headed fracas. But of course that didn’t happen. My dad and I sat there for another fifteen minutes, reading the paper, and then he tapped me on the shoulder and told me it was time for dinner.

It would also be glorious to report that the Turkish Bath became a regular retreat for us, a genuine father-son experience. But it turned out to be a one-time deal. I’m sure he felt as though he’d tortured me—which, in a sense, he had.

I remember looking up at him a half hour later, as we ate hot dogs with spicy brown mustard in a Jewish delicatessen, rating him against the collection of old naked guys I’d seen that afternoon, and thinking: I could’ve done worse for a father.


MANHOOD, PART ONE

During the second week of May in 1970, two weeks before my bar mitzvah, I wet my pants. It happened during seventh-grade social studies class. I had been rocking back and forth at my desk, dreading a quiz on India and Pakistan that I hadn’t studied for, when I suddenly realized I was soggy.

The first thing I did was … nothing. I sat motionless as the warm soak issued out from my groin. I could feel it running in rivulets in my underwear. After the initial sensation wore off, sheer disbelief set in. I hadn’t wet myself since—well, I’d never wet myself. Or at least I hadn’t wet myself since I was in diapers and thus dressed for the occasion.

How could it have happened? I was a seventh grader, for Christ’s sake! a bar mitzvah boy within the month! And I’d just wet myself? None of my peers had peed their pants since the dawn of grammar school, or at least not to my knowledge, and until that moment I’d figured that that particular form of classroom theater had been laid to rest. The last classmate I could recall shooting the rapids was Georgia, a third grader on whom I had a minor crush, who burst into tears and bolted from the classroom—the backside of her bright pink dress telling the sordid tale as she fled.

Even then, I remember thinking: How does that happen?

I mean, it wasn’t as if the procedure for requesting a bathroom break was difficult to master. You raised your hand. The teacher called on you. You said, “May I go to the bathroom?” You did not say, “Can I go to the bathroom?” The distinction was crucial, according to my mom. The question “Can I go to the bathroom?” meant Does my thingamajig work? Whereas the question “May I go to the bathroom?” meant Am I permitted to leave the room and do what I need to do?

The difference between may and can, my mom said, might not seem like a big deal right now, but it was the difference between good manners and no manners. She told me to mark her words.

So I marked her words.

In any event, getting to the bathroom in time to do your business wasn’t exactly like working a slide rule. You raised your hand. The teacher called on you. Even if you slipped and said can instead of may, the teacher still nodded and let you go. Unless the need arose instantaneously—which seemed, in my experience, highly unlikely—how could you screw it up?

Yet here I was, two weeks from stepping up to the podium in Temple Gates of Prayer, two weeks from leading the congregation through a reading of the haftarah, here I was, in seventh-grade social studies, suddenly awash in my Fruit of the Looms.

Still, I didn’t panic.

Taking stock of the predicament, I quickly realized that I’d caught a couple of breaks. The first was the fifteen-minute quiz that the teacher, Mr. Roth, was handing out at that very moment. The quiz I had no chance to pass. Things dry out in fifteen minutes, I told myself. If I sat still, with my legs slightly parted, and let nature go to work, I might be able to stand up at the end and walk my quiz sheet to the front of the room without urine trickling down the legs of my pants.

The second break I caught was the pants themselves. The material was light cotton, which was bad, but the color was olive green—which would conceal, to a certain extent, the ground-zero stain that was no doubt gathering into a Rorschach pattern below my belt buckle. (I didn’t dare slide back my seat to look.) If I could just get to the front desk, turn in my quiz, then get back to my seat without incident, I’d have another hour to recess until I had to rise from my desk again.

I might pull this off, I thought.

Mr. Roth dropped the mimeographed quiz on the desk in front of me and did not break stride. The smell of flop sweat was strong on him; it was a very grown-up smell, tinged with cigarette smoke. I did not touch the quiz, however, until he was back in front of the room. He sat on the edge of his metal desk, looked down his horn-rimmed glasses at the class, and said, “You may begin.”

The sound of papers flipping over filled the air, and I exhaled. My situation, for the time being, was the last thing anyone would notice. I made a cursory show of skimming down the quiz. Again, there was no chance I was going to pass; I hadn’t read the assigned textbook chapter because the weather had warmed up the week before, and I’d played softball and roundup tag to exhaustion each night since. One quiz question caught my eye, however: “How is the population estimated in the rural towns and villages in India?”

I picked up my pencil and wrote in the provided space: “One little, two little, three little Indians.”

As the minutes rolled past, I was feeling more and more hopeful about my prospects. I was still damp but by no means drenched. I took a casual glance around the room. None of the other students were paying the slightest attention to what I was doing. They were intent on the quiz. Now, I thought, would be a good time to slide back my chair, ever so slightly, and survey the damage.

I’d moved less than an inch when I heard Mr. Roth’s voice. “Mr. Goldblatt?”

“Yes?” I muttered.

Suddenly, I could feel every eye in the classroom trained on me.

“Are you cheating, Mr. Goldblatt?”

I shook my head vehemently. “No.”

“Then why are you looking down?”

“I … I …”

He hopped off his desk and hustled up the aisle in my direction. The flop sweat and cigarette smell engulfed me; I looked up at him in desperation and confusion. “Stand up, Mr. Goldblatt.”

“I wasn’t cheating, Mr. Roth.”

“Stand up!”

“But I wasn’t—”

“I’m asking you for the last time.”

Braced for a wave of laughter, and the end of life as I knew it, I shut my eyes, slid back my chair, and stood up.

There was no reaction. Not a sound.

I heard Mr. Roth say, “I saw you cheating, Mr. Goldblatt.”

I opened my eyes. “I swear I wasn’t cheating, Mr. Roth.”

“Empty your pockets.”

“What?”

“You heard me, Mr. Goldblatt.”

I reached into the right-front pocket of my pants, anticipating its contents would be thoroughly marinated, or at least noticeably moist, but miraculously came out with a bone-dry handkerchief and three nickels. I set the handkerchief and nickels down on the desk, then looked back up at Mr. Roth.

“Now the other pockets …”

“There’s nothing in the other pockets, Mr. Roth.”

“Humor me.”

I pulled my left-front pocket inside out, then both back pockets. There was not a trace of the earlier flood. I smiled up at him. “I told you.”

He grabbed me by the waist and spun me around, then patted me down, front and back. He opened up the top of the desk and rifled through the storage compartment. Then he got down on his knees and checked the floor.

He found nothing.

“All right, Mr. Goldblatt. Sit down … but know that I’ve got my eye on you.”

“Yes, Mr. Roth.”

“I’m watching you like a hawk.”

“Yes, Mr. Roth.”

“The rest of you,” he called, “get back to your quizzes!”

With that, the class went back to work, and I exhaled.

How could it have happened? I knew I’d wet my pants. There was no doubt in my mind. It hadn’t been a hallucination. I’d felt it, not thought that I’d felt it. But how could it have dried so fast? The universe worked according to certain laws; I’d learned that in general science class. My pants were wet, then were not wet. Maybe there was a God, I thought. Maybe He’d looked down on me and cut me slack because of the whole bar mitzvah thing.

I filled in several more answers on the quiz … took wild guesses at names and dates and places; if God had solved one problem for me, maybe he’d solve the rest. Maybe I had a get-out-of-jail-free card good through my bar mitzvah. As the fifteen-minute time limit came to a close, I folded the quiz sheet in half and walked it up to the front desk. Mr. Roth narrowed his eyes at me as he took it from my hand, but he said nothing more.

When recess arrived an hour later, I made a beeline for the boy’s bathroom, locked myself in a stall, and surveyed the accident scene. There was no urine; there was a slight dampness at the front of my underwear, centered at the flap, but the warm rivulets I’d felt against my skin were gone. Could the cotton be that absorbent? I pulled up my pants and left the stall without a rational explanation. For the rest of the afternoon, I put the incident from my mind.

As I rode the bus home from school later that afternoon, however, it began to nag at me again. What had happened? I skipped the Fig Newtons and Kool-Aid my mom had laid out on the kitchen table and motored straight to the bathroom. There, under the strong overhead light, I discovered a curious phenomenon I’d missed in the stall at school. There were dried flecks of what appeared to be Elmer’s glue on the inside flap of my underwear; on closer examination, there were flecks on my skin as well. How could glue have gotten in my underwear? I did have a plastic tube in the storage compartment of my desk, but I hadn’t used it for weeks.

The entire incident, from start to finish, seemed inexplicable. I told no one, of course; I wasn’t about to announce that I’d wet my pants. I couldn’t dwell on it anyway. I had Hebrew passages to memorize.

My poor performance on the India and Pakistan quiz—I scored a fifty-one—had the paradoxical effect of convincing Mr. Roth that I hadn’t cheated … and that he’d shamed me in front of the class without cause. It turned out he had also asked a couple of notorious squealers whether they’d noticed me with a crib sheet, and one of them had speculated that I might have been studying for my bar mitzvah rather than cheating on the quiz. Whatever the case, Mr. Roth pulled me aside the following morning and apologized; he told me that he’d laughed at the “one little, two little, three little Indians” joke, and wished me good luck at temple.

As I was about to turn and walk away, he clasped my shoulder and added, “It’s your big moment. Don’t screw it up.”

Until he spoke those words, the thought that I could screw up my haftarah reading had never crossed my mind. Sure, I’d be nervous; sure, I might get the intonations wrong. But screw it up outright? Freeze at the podium? It wasn’t an outcome I’d ever considered. The more I thought about it, though, the more real the possibility became. I had been working with the original Hebrew texts, but between the lines I’d scribbled full English transliterations—so that even if I blanked on the right-to-left characters, I could fall back on the left-to-right nonsense syllables in my own handwriting. That was my safety net. But by the time I got home, Mr. Roth’s words were ringing inside my head. The four pages of my haftarah suddenly looked like a blur of scratches and doodles, like something you’d find on an abandoned Etch A Sketch. How could a human being stand up in front of his relatives and friends and make sense of that?

Starting at that moment, and for the next two weeks, I was a nervous wreck. I tried to memorize the entire four pages, to rehearse the sounds in my head again and again so that I no longer had to look at the Hebrew or the transliteration—but the more I tried to memorize, the less I seemed to remember. I woke up three days before the event and could not begin.

Literally, I could not recall the first word.

What I could recall, in more and more vivid detail, were bar mitzvah calamities I’d witnessed. Bad things happened at that podium. The year before, for instance, Eric, a kid from down the block, had walked up to the podium, stared down at the crowded pews, opened his mouth—and nothing came out. Dead silence. For a full minute, an eon of a minute, there was dead silence … punctuated, after fifteen seconds, by nervous coughs and whispers from the congregation, until at long last the rabbi stepped forward, put his arm around Eric’s shoulders, and led him through his entire haftarah, three halting Hebrew words at a time.

Then there was Asher, a brainiac I’d known since second grade, who ascended the stage with noticeable confidence and began, at once, to sweat. Beads of sweat formed across his forehead and glistened in the hot lights of the temple stage. They trickled into his eyes one by one, blinding him to the text, until the rabbi stepped forward with a handful of Kleenex. Asher finished his haftarah with his curly brown hair matted to his scalp, his starched pink collar soaked through, mopping his brow like Louis Armstrong after a long trumpet solo.

Then, of course, there were the urban legends, twice-told tales of friends of friends who took to the podium and fainted. Or wept. Or vomited.

Or wet their pants.

So it came to pass that on the twenty-second day of the ninth month of the year 5730—that’s May 28, 1970, if you’re playing along at home—a mere forty-eight hours before I was set to become a man, with random sacred words swirling around in my brain, and with images of imminent humiliation roiling my bowels, I awakened just after sunrise … having wet my bed.

I lurched upright to a sitting position and muttered, “Oh no!”

But I could feel the truth gathering inside my pajamas, pooling in my lap, running down my right thigh, and puddling underneath me. I’d wet my bed, through my pajamas, and I had no doubt, none whatsoever, that I was going to wet myself again at the podium as I recited my haftarah.

I was doomed.

When I pulled back the covers and pulled down my pajama pants, however, I found not urine but a milky white liquid coagulating on and around me. Terrifyingly, it was still dribbling from the aperture of my penis.

Now, at once, the bar mitzvah was the least of my worries: I wasn’t doomed … I was dying.

Two courses of action suggested themselves. 1) Wake up my parents and tell them what had happened; 2) Wait a couple of hours and tell my best friend, Lonnie. After several moments of deliberation, I chose Lonnie because I wanted him to say nice things about me at my funeral, and I knew he’d feel slighted if I turned first to my parents—who had to say nice things about me regardless.

Lonnie was always the last kid to line up for the school bus, rolling out of his house a half minute before the bus itself rolled up Parsons Boulevard. That was part of his mystique. He was a year older than I was and the coolest kid I knew, the coolest kid anyone I knew knew, and every night, when I hit my knees and laid me down to sleep, I thanked God that Lonnie and I had become friends long before either of us had a clear grasp of the concept of cool. Had we met afterward, he wouldn’t have given me the time of day.

Lonnie was still yawning as I dragged him by the sleeve to the back of the bus, to the very last pair of seats, and pinky-swore him to secrecy. Then I told him that I was dying, and he looked at me with extreme skepticism, so I told him the entire sordid history, starting with me wetting my pants in social studies class and ending with me wetting my bed that morning.

As I came to the end, he began to laugh.

“It’s not funny!” I whispered.

“You don’t even know how funny it is.”

“It’s funny that I’m dying?”

“You’re not dying. You’re not even sick.”

“How do you know?”

“You jerked off. That’s all that happened.”

“I did not!”

“You did too. You jerked off.”

“No way!”

“Then you tell me. What else could it be?”

“Not that,” I said.

He looked at me quizzically for a split second. Then a sudden recognition came to face. “You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”

“Yes, I do—”

“You don’t know what jerking off means.”

“I know what it means!”

“All right, what does it mean?”

I tried to hold a look of indignation. But it was no use. He had me dead to rights. I’d heard the phrase hundreds of times; I’d heard it used as a verb and as a noun. Hell, I’d even used it myself. But until that moment, I thought it had to do with wasting time. As in: That guy’s just sitting at home, jerking off … what a jerk-off!

Clearly, there was another definition.

I lowered my eyes. “Okay, I don’t know what it means.”

“I knew it!”

I shushed him. “C’mon, just tell me.”

His voice dropped. “Look, it’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I’m not ashamed—”

“I don’t get why you didn’t just ask me in the first place.”

“What difference does it make?” I said. “I’m asking now.”

He leaned back. “Well, it means … you know, jerking off.”

“Yes—”

“It means getting a boner and jerking off.”

“Okay.”

“Do you know what a boner is?”

I nodded—which was the truth.

“When you get a boner, you jerk off. Not all the time, but sometimes. It’s normal.”

“So you think that’s what happened?”

“No, I’m sure that’s what happened.”

“How do I keep it from happening again?”

“Why would you want to do that?” he said. “Didn’t it feel good?”

“No!”

“Don’t you want to do it?”

“Sure, I do,” I said, ashamed to admit he’d lost me again.

“Then, there you go.”

“What does one thing have to do with the other?”

Lonnie sighed. “You still don’t know what we’re talking about.”

“I do so!”

He shook his head. “Look, are we friends or not?”

“Sure we are.”

“Then why are you lying to me?”

That got to me. “I don’t … it’s just that—”

“What?”

“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t know what we’re talking about.”

The school bus slowed to a stop at a traffic light. Between that traffic light and the next one, a space of perhaps three minutes, Lonnie explained the facts of life. There were no metaphors. No talk of love or connectedness or commitment. Neither a bird nor a bee made a cameo appearance in his disquisition. He used blunt language and occasional hand gestures.

He told me what went where.

By the end of his talk, I had forgotten that I was dying. I had forgotten that I had a haftarah to learn and recite, that my relatives and friends were going to gather in the temple on Saturday, the day after tomorrow, to witness my bar mitzvah. The totality of what I felt, the totality of thoughts and emotions, the totality of my consciousness at that moment, was revulsion.

I stared down between my legs. “I’m not doing that. Not ever.”

“Sure, you will,” Lonnie said. “Everybody does it. It’s natural.”

“No way … no way.”

“Your parents did it. Your mom and dad.”

“Oh, come on!”

“How do you think you got here?” he said.

“I don’t know.”

“Your parents did it. Their parents did it. Their parents’ parents did it. Their parents’ parents’ parents did it, going all the way back to Adam and Eve. That’s how the world works.”

I lifted my eyes up to meet his. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Who told you?”

“My dad told me some. The rest I figured out for myself.”

“You’re okay with it?”

“Not at first,” he said. “I was like you. I thought about my mom and dad doing it, and I thought no way. That’s what everybody thinks at first. But the more you think about it, the more sense it makes. Just think about how things fit together. It’s like when you’re doing a puzzle. You know when it’s right because the pieces just fit …” Each sentence he spoke felt like a punch to the gut. The sounds of the words themselves were nauseating. I wanted him to stop, but I didn’t know how to ask. My head sank lower and lower until at last he interrupted himself and said, “You look like you’re going to puke.”

I glanced up. “I’ve just got a bad taste in my mouth.”

“You’re not going to puke, are you?”

“No, it’s nothing like that,” I said.

“It’s tough the first time you hear it. But then it’s not so bad. Trust me.”

I wanted to trust him. I did trust him. That’s what was making it worse.

Lonnie and I parted company as soon as the bus pulled up in front of the school. He was a grade ahead of me and had a different set of friends at school. He trotted off to meet them at the entrance of the schoolyard, and I went straight to my homeroom. I sat down at my desk and began scanning the room from side to side, wondering which of my classmates, shuffling through their papers, getting their assignments in order, knew the ugly truth. It couldn’t be that many, I decided. Maybe Donald and Sherm … they were tall. Maybe Hector too because he spoke Spanish. Asher was another possibility, even though he’d sweated through his bar mitzvah suit, because he was a brainiac. But none of the girls knew. I was certain of that.
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