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I want to live and I want to love.  I want to catch something that I might be ashamed of.

—“Frankly, Mr. Shankly,” the Smiths

Chastity is as great a perversion as libidinousness . . .

—Manuel Narciso Lorenzo Hernandez y Sanchez,  addressing a disinterested passenger in a safari truck


Part One

The flight to South Africa is scheduled to depart in approximately two hours. I am at the airport, waiting at the end of a long check-in line, when I see him from across the terminal: a lone police officer, pushing four enormous designer suitcases stacked on a rickety metal luggage cart. The cart’s loose front wheels dart from side to side like the eyes of the village crazy. The cop is wearing a dark blue uniform and matching hat. There is a nightstick hanging from his belt and a shiny badge over his heart. His polished shoes are standard-issue black. When our eyes lock he removes the nightstick from its holster and begins rapidly swinging it in the air in a circular motion. A mother grabs the back of her young son’s red suspenders and pulls the boy toward her. “Get out of the way, Jimmy!” she screams and shields his head.

I squint at the police officer then glance at my friend Libby, who is sitting beside me. She is perched on her suitcase, wearing sunglasses, her head tilted back like she’s relaxing on a beach of fluorescent lighting. She turns over her piece of watermelon bubble gum, pops a pink bubble, then holds out the pack. “You want some, babe?” she asks in her lulling voice, the auditory equivalent of two NyQuil doses. “I bought a bunch of packs so our ears won’t hurt from the cabin pressure.” I tell her not yet and with my foot absently push her an inch closer to the counter. Just then someone taps me on the shoulder. I turn and flinch. It’s the cop. “How goes it?” he asks. “Ready for our safari?” I do a double take. It’s my friend Max. Um, he’s a personal trainer, not a cop. Libby pulls her sunglasses to midnose. “Why are you dressed like that?” she asks. He frowns at her: “I don’t know, Fonzie. Why are you wearing sunglasses in an airport? You need a job.” It’s true. Libby does need a job. She was laid off a few months ago and hasn’t made progress in finding a new one. I have unemployment check envy. But now’s not the time to discuss that.

Max twirls his nightstick like he’s a Keystone Kop then gently pokes me in the stomach with it. “The reason I’m dressed this way is because I just came from Richard’s apartment building,” he explains.

Revulsion slowly spreads across my face like a blot of black ink on paper. Richard Stein is the guy I dated for two months. He made a fool of me this past Valentine’s Day, which was just three days ago. I haven’t fully recovered.

“I knocked on all his neighbors’ doors,” Max coolly continues. “I told some of them that Richard is under investigation for organ trafficking, I told a few others that he is a convicted flasher and that, if he is seen around the building in a coat, neighbors should under no circumstances make eye contact, although it would not hurt to say ‘We know about you’ under their breath as he passes. My crowning moment occurred at apartment Nine-C, where I told a sweet granny that Richard is running a retirement home scam. She was taking notes.” He tips his hat. “He’s not going to be popular there. You’re welcome.”

I put out my hands. My mouth falls open. Wait, what? Max puts the nightstick under my chin and manually closes my mouth. “I must have forgotten to tell you,” he says. “Did I forget to tell you? Yeah, I’m getting revenge on Richard. I’m not going to physically injure him, just really, really annoy, confuse, and inconvenience him.” He begins stripping off his uniform, underneath which he is wearing civilian clothes better suited for a sixteen-hour plane ride. “The plan is to loosen the screws in his brain just enough so that pieces start falling out and it hurts to think straight.” He stuffs the uniform in a suitcase then removes two stacks of papers. He places one on each arm. Suddenly he looks like Moses via Charlton Heston holding up a pair of Ten Commandments tablets. “Okay, I have no time for you two right now,” he says. “I have to pass out these flyers. On my right I have five hundred with Richard’s name and phone number advertising cheap laptops for sale, fifty dollars or best offer, and on my left I have five hundred advertising Richard’s male escort service. Yes, he has one. He just doesn’t know it yet. And as long as you’re asking I should mention that this morning I put up flyers on street lamps all over town advertising an open house at Richard’s place and about fifty advertising sheepdogs and greyhounds for sale. I’d love to be there when people start calling him up.” He tilts his head and lets out a burp, thoroughly pleased with himself.

“Gesundheit,” Libby offers. I turn to her and ask if she knew about this. She crosses her legs and nods. “Kind of,” she admits. “But not about the police thing. The other day I walked in on him while he was on the phone making doctors’ appointments in Richard’s name for oozing blisters or something.”

Max corrects her: “It was bunions, not oozing blisters, although that’s not bad, Lib.” She blows a bubble. He points at her mouth. “You got gum?” he quickly asks.

She hands him the open pack she’d been holding. “You can have the rest,” she tells him. “I bought a bunch for the plane.”

He takes it and stuffs it in his pocket. “Thanks. I’ll need this when we get back from South Africa,” he says. “I can smear it on Richard’s doorknob.” He pauses. “Come to think of it, I’m also going to need Vaseline so I can grease the handlebars of Richard’s bicycle and some itching powder so I can send it to him inside a greeting card.”

I fold my arms over my chest. “What the fuck is going on here?” I ask. “Who are you all of a sudden, Red Buttons? Harpo Marx? You’re going to send Richard itching powder inside a card?”

Max eyes me disinterestedly. “Uh-huh, sure am.”

When I ask the obvious question—Shouldn’t I be the one exacting revenge? I’m the one who dated Richard—Max responds that I would never properly exact revenge because I’m by nature too nervous of a person (this is true), and that, furthermore, I lack the creative vision for what he has in mind, something I do not doubt. He gives me a serious look. “Richard is . . . ,” he starts to say.

Max is momentarily distracted by a cute guy dragging a compact navy suitcase. The guy stops in front of a monitor displaying departure times. He studies his ticket, then studies the monitor. Max addresses Libby. “Libbers,” he says, “I need your help.” She stands up. He pulls her closer. “Is that cool drink of water straight or is he—” He whistles instead of speaking the word. Libby fixes on the cute guy. She takes off her sunglasses. She puts her hands on her hips, raises a manicured eyebrow, and pushes out her chest. Max stares at her expectantly. For a gay man, he has a shocking lack of gaydar, whereas Libby’s gaydar may as well be approved by NASA. She never misses. “He’s one of mine,” she quickly concludes and sits back down.

Max sighs with disappointment. I again try to get his attention. “Richard is what?” I ask.

He looks over at the cute guy one last time. “Richard,” he says, “is not an upstanding guy. He’s a douche bag. He needs a valuable lesson, and I want to personally deliver it to him. He messed with your head, and now I’ll mess with his.” He tells us to watch his bags and walks off whistling with the flyers.

Well, Max is right about one thing: Richard is not an upstanding guy. It was shameful what I put myself through waiting on his call. Bear with me for a moment as I explain how it went down, and then it’s off to Africa.

So there I am, on Valentine’s Day, in quite a mood . . .

I am lying on my lumpy deathbed in my studio apartment staring up at the huge piece of poster board that I duct-taped to the ceiling, with the words DON’T CALL RICHARD (AGAIN), YOU BIG EMBARRASSMENT scrawled in black Magic Marker, when the phone rings. Music to my ears! I jump up to answer, praying that it’s Richard. I check the caller ID. It’s not Richard, it’s my mother. Fucking Richard, useless noisy phone making all that noise. I get back in bed.

“Hello, Kas?” my mother calls out from somewhere inside the answering machine. “Do you light mood candles in the apartment? It’s dangerous.” Kas. My name rhymes with ass. I’ve always resented that. I cover my face with a pillow. I’m twenty-eight years old. If I want to fire up a mood candle, whatever that is, I’ll fire up a mood candle. “I was watching the news. A woman left one of those scented mood candles unattended in her apartment and burned down the building. I’ll call later. I love you.”

I throw off the pillow. Valentine’s Day is today, and I have not heard from Richard in fifteen days. They always get you just as you’re letting down your guard. Fifteen days ago he’s telling me he’s never met anyone like me and the very next he’s gone. Poof. If he doesn’t call today then it’s official—I’ve been rejected. Thank God we didn’t sleep together because that would make this moment really painful. Okay, we slept together, you got me, but no one tell my mother because I’m still a virgin. Besides, it only happened once. Fine, three times, we slept together three times. But the third time was a misunderstanding, if only because I thought there’d be a fourth and fifth time. I’m glad we didn’t have three misunderstandings because that would have meant sleeping with him four times, which would have amounted to multiple mistakes, not to mention a lot of confusing math. I just don’t get how he could stop caring about me so fast. I should call him. I’m calling. I need an answer. No, I said I wouldn’t call. I promised myself I wouldn’t call. I put up notes all over my studio apartment telling myself not to call (again) ((I already called three times, once for each of the nights we had sex)) (((I figured that was reasonable))) ((((by the way, I don’t roll around like a sweaty pig with just anyone. I really liked this guy—he was smart, we had chemistry)))). Anyway, after calling repeatedly and not hearing back I put notes on the toilet, on the TV remote, in the freezer . . . everywhere, to remind myself not to do it again—after all, I have dignity. I even got one sign custom-laminated for the shower. Cost me twenty bucks. I drained an entire Magic Marker on that sign. I should have put a sign near the phone, that would have made sense. Now I’ll let him call me. That’s what I’ll do. He’ll come around. He has to! I’m an attractive girl: light brown hair, light brown eyes. It’s an interesting combo, even though it may not sound like much. I’m fairly slender, and I know how to dress for my body type—which is to say I know enough to wear pants to cover any cellulite. Not that I have . . . yes, I do, a little, more every day, to be fair. In any event, it’s not like I’m shedding skin in clumps while my nose hairs grow wildly like octopus tentacles. My gums don’t bleed; I have all my own fingernails—which I trim regularly, if that needs to be said. Other guys like me. They’re always guys I don’t want to like me but they’re guys . . . Maybe he fell for me so hard he can’t bring himself to call and tell me how hard for me he fell. He did mention that he loves kids. Maybe he wants to get married and have kids. I should call and tell him it’s okay, people fall in love all the time (I don’t, but people do). Unfortunately I’m not ready to get married but if we take it one decade at a time, maybe we can get married and have a child. I like kids. Well, that’s an exaggeration. Not all kids. Are Haley Joel Osment, Dakota Fanning, and Lil’ Bow Wow still kids? If they are then I hate kids. But I might eventually be talked into a kid if he takes care of it . . . Okay, gives birth to it. If that’s not too much to ask . . .

I light a cigarette just as my apartment door flies open. In walks Max holding a DON’T CALL RICHARD sign. Max, that red bouncing ball in the otherwise static world. He thinks fast, he talks fast, he moves fast. “That cigarette smells,” he informs me and fans his nose. “You might as well crap on yourself.” I ash my cigarette. He gestures in my direction with the DON’T CALL RICHARD sign. “Why was this thing taped to your front door?” I shrug and sheepishly explain that sometimes I need a reminder not to call Richard before entering the house. Dignity! It’s called dignity! I can’t call a fourth time! He tears it in half and looks around the kitchen. I cringe. I hope he doesn’t notice . . .

He points up at the light fixture. There’s a sign tied to it instructing me not to call Richard (ever again) ((because I’m the asshole who already called three times)). “What’s that up there for?” he asks with a frown. I give him a look. He slams the door and drops his gym bag on the floor. “Get up, fatty-back-fat,” he says. “We’re out of here in ten.” Max, whose ass is so firm it could double as a regulation Olympic gymnastics mat for the Bulgarian team, has many flattering nicknames for me: triple XL, chunky chuck, muffin man, hog-gone-wild. I’ve heard them all. He claims that because I don’t work out I should prepare myself for the verbal humiliation that will one day come with a soft midsection. I think he might be trying to motivate me and, you know what? It’s not working. I’m a tremendous fan of banana crème pies. And you know what else I’m a fan of? The crispy skin on fried chicken. I want to find a restaurant that sells just that and then I want to live under the counter.

He drags a chair into the center of the kitchen, stands on it, and unties the DON’T CALL RICHARD sign. He tosses it on the table. “You have nine minutes to get up and get dressed, chop, chop,” he orders. When I hesitate he impatiently runs a hand through closely cropped brown hair (Max has had the same military haircut since college; it suits him, and he knows it), then walks over to the bed. He widens his green eyes, which are framed by his best feature, long curly lashes (I think he has twice as many as anyone else), and leans in until our noses bump: “It’s Valentine’s Day. I have tickets to a concert. You’re not staying in, we’re going, it’s not an option.” It’s never an option with Max. The man wears confidence like a tuxedo. The fact that he’s short, that his nose is a bit too pointy (don’t tell him I said that), that he has a crooked smile,  doesn’t prevent him from hooking better-looking men than anyone I know. Because with Max, you’ll never be sure where the day will take you, and everyone wants to be around that kind of promise.

When I don’t move he pulls something out of his back pocket and sticks it in my face. I lean back. What the hell? It’s the brochure for South Africa he’s been flashing at me at every opportunity, on the front of which is a lion frolicking in tall grass. “Are you packed yet?” he asks. I take the brochure and open it. Three park rangers wave at me from a safari truck; one of them is exceptionally good looking. I gaze at the ranger for a moment then hand back the brochure. I’ve never been on a South African vacation, much less one I didn’t have to pay for. Max got the trip—three days on safari inside Kruger National Park, three more sightseeing in Cape Town—for free from his father. Max’s father originally planned to take the trip with business partners. When scheduling conflicts intervened, he simply gave Max the tickets, the way I might pass someone a Kleenex. I guess rich people can do that.

As I reluctantly get up, Max plops down on the couch, which emits a long groan, followed by a longer yawn. “Babe, get off me,” says Libby. “You’re sitting on me.” Ah, Libby. She’s Max’s cousin on his mother’s side. They are both only children and bicker like siblings. Max introduced us during our sophomore year of college, and she’s just been around ever since.

Libby has been on that couch all day, lying facedown on the cushions, arms and legs splayed like a skydiver whose chute never opened. She came by this morning to offer moral support in the form of baked goods and never left, which is just as well. Libby lives directly across the hall. “Babe, get off,” she again pleads. Max doesn’t budge. She begins struggling under him, contorting her body this way and that as if she were being electrocuted. He looks over his shoulder: “Oh, you again,” he says, pretending to be surprised. “I thought you died last November in a tragic car accident.”

“You saw me last night,” Libby reminds him. Her mouth is pressed against the cushions. The words are slightly muffled. Max starts bouncing up and down on her like he’s test-driving a mattress. “I thought that was your ghost,” he informs her as she groans.

When he finally gets off she lifts her head and peers around the arm of the couch at me. Libby always looks good, even  just after waking. She has pale, flawless skin, red rosy cheeks, long black curly hair wound like coils, and green eyes (like  Max’s but a little brighter). She’s petite but curvy and has huge boobs. Huge. She likes to dress up in skirts and heels and won’t leave the house without makeup. She’s a girly girl, and the boys like her. In fact, guys often completely lose it around her. Last week, for example, she went on a date—bowling—and her date rolled the bowling balls for her so she wouldn’t strain herself. Pretty funny, I think, particularly considering that she won the game.

“I had the weirdest dream just now.” She pauses, then puts her head back down. “I dreamed that I swallowed a bar of soap and started flying around.” A yawn. “What day is it today, Thursday or Friday? I forget.”

Max grabs her by the wrists and pulls her off the couch. She begins to sway back and forth on three-inch red heels. “Get to your apartment and change,” he commands her. “Eight minutes and counting. We’re all getting laid tonight.” At the sound of this Libby’s eyelids begin to flutter like those of a patient emerging from a coma. Laid? Max gives her a nod as she shuffles toward the door: “By the way, it’s not Thursday or Friday, it’s Saturday.” Libby crosses the threshold and turns around. “What is, babe?” she dreamily asks. “Never mind,” he responds and slams the door. He walks back into the living room and heads toward the closet. “You know what?” he says to me, reaching for the closet door handle, “last time I was here I think I left my Puma sweatshirt. Did you happen to—” As soon as he opens the closet door ten DON’T CALL RICHARD signs fall from the top shelf onto him—ones I didn’t put up because I ran out of space. He looks down at the floor then back up at me. He puts his finger to his lips like he’s thinking hard about something and furrows his brow. “Um”—he points at my face—“get a life.”

We arrive at the club’s entrance an hour later. Libby, who always takes a long time to get dolled up, had to try on a dozen pairs of heels and a dozen outfits to go with them, not to mention give herself a facial and tie up her locks with a flowing pink ribbon. I take a pull off my cigarette and tell them I’ll meet them inside after I finish smoking. (I would never discard an unfinished cigarette. Unheard of!) They nod. Max opens the glass door. Libby turns to him. “So you really think I should lie on my résumé?” she asks in wonderment. “Of course!” he cheerily responds as the door closes behind them. I move several feet from the entrance, lean against the graffiti-covered brick wall, next to a pay phone, and take a long drag. While watching the crowds walk by I recall the pep talk Max gave me on the way over: It’s stupid to get hung up; there are plenty of men in this city; it’s not rejection if I don’t look at it as rejection. Max is happy to remind anyone who will listen that it’s a do-it-yourself world: No one thinks highly of a person who doesn’t think highly of himself. Be confident and fabulous no matter what. And he’s right, which is why I’m going to stop looking at my feet when I walk; I’m going to raise my head and make eye contact the way Max has always told me to do; I’m going to be more open-minded; I’m going to smile at every man that passes—oh God, not that one. Sorry, sir. Ouch, he was ugly, looked like some kind of serial killer with that greased-back black hair and pockmarked face. I hope he didn’t think I was flirting with him. Anyway, whatever! Maybe it’s better that I not be too open-minded. Still, life is okay. I have supportive friends, I have a dangerous yet satisfying smoking habit, I have sultry, smoky eyes—that’s what I was told by Richard. And just because he doesn’t want to see them anymore doesn’t make them less smoky and sultry. Hell, my eyes are so smoky and sultry there’s practically a blazing fire between my ears. And there are definitely cute guys to spy with my sultry—

Are my sultry eyes fucking with me right now?

What do I see? I’ll tell you what I see. I see Richard, walking past me, lovingly holding some ugly girl’s hand. I don’t blink. What-the-fuck? He hasn’t called in fifteen days. I can’t believe him. And why did someone hit his date with the ugly stick? Geez, on closer inspection it looks like she got crushed by the whole forest. I’m better looking than her! This is too much—and she’s too much. Look at that makeup job! And that short messy hair! And there he is. Richard, fucking Richard, wearing a gray coat and gray wool cap, looking all matchy matchy. It takes me a moment to recover. That no-good son of a . . . Hey! He never tried to hold my hand when we walked the streets.

Richard and Ms. Ghoul America walk past. They don’t see me. When they get to the door of the club they begin giggling like idiots about something. What’s so fucking funny? You want funny? I’ll give you funny. I’ll give you a laugh attack, just give me a second to toss this cigarette. I sneak up behind Richard as the ghoul opens the door. Richard, fucking Richard. I tap him on the shoulder. He turns and immediately goes pale. I give him my most convincing smile even though my entire body is starting to shake.

“Oh, hi,” he says tentatively as the ghoul turns to see what’s happening behind her. Richard looks back at her and then pushes, and I’m not exaggerating here, pushes her into the club, closes the door behind her, and just stands there, looking at me, while the ghoul stands inside the club, industrial-strength glass separating her from the philanderer of my dreams. “What are you doing here?” he casually asks.

“I’m going in,” I say, still smiling stiffly. “My friends are inside.”

“You’re going to this concert?” he asks. I answer with a nod: this very one. “Who are you going to see?” he asks, as if he might catch me not knowing who is playing, as if I might realize my mistake, turn around, and leave. I look at him: “I’m going to this concert. Same as you.”

“Weird,” he says.

“It’s not that weird,” I point out.

I follow Richard into the club. He has no choice but to let me. The three of us, one big, loving family, are together at last. I don’t give the girl a second look. I get my ID checked, hand over my ticket with trembling fingers, and move past them.

The club is divided into two sections: the bar on the first floor, the music venue on the second. I march upstairs to look for Libby and Max. I don’t see them. There are people milling about, all conspiring to block my view. There’s a stage loaded with instruments and musicians scrambling to tune them. I need a drink. Badly. I walk back downstairs to the bar. I stand at the very end, near the staircase. “A double whiskey on the rocks,” I hear myself say. I’ve never ordered a double whiskey on the rocks, but there’s a first time for everything. And I’m only hoping that rocks mean ice.

The bartender pours and hands me my drink. I down the thing. “I’ll have another,” I say, wiping my mouth. “Keep those rocks this time. They’re getting in my way.”

“Should I bring the bottle?” he says with a hearty laugh. I think he means to be friendly, but now’s not the time.

“Don’t smirk, just serve,” I warn him.

“Coming up,” he says with a nod. He pours again and cautiously slides the drink toward me like a zookeeper unloading raw meat at feeding time. I take a sip of my second drink. Feels good. I entertain the idea of going back upstairs. But Max and Libby can wait. Richard can’t. Something has come over me. “Hey, don’t look so down,” the bartender says. “Let me tell you a joke. Why did the lettuce blush?” I look at the other end of the bar and spot Richard. I don’t care about lettuce.

I make my way past the long line of occupied stools. Everyone has their backs to me. I need a cigarette. Richard is sitting at the front of the bar, near the door, nervously cradling a drink. The ghoul has vanished. I bet she does that on occasion so she can rob graves. I take the opportunity to reintroduce myself. Remember me, fathead? Because I remember you. Come here often?

“Wow, this is really weird,” he says. When I remind him that he already said that he apologizes for not calling me. I don’t take my eyes off him when I lie that it’s quite all right and that it’s clear to me now why he didn’t. Richard is silent.

“So where is she?” I ask, looking around for the sheriff of ghoul township.

“Oh, she’s just a woman I recently met,” he dismissively says.

I push hot air through my nostrils. This is getting old. If my competition were attractive I might be more interested. I clarify: “I didn’t ask you who she is, I don’t care who she is. I have some idea who she is. I was asking where she is. I don’t want to make a scene. Wouldn’t want to spoil your night.” (Like you spoiled mine.)

Richard informs me that she’s in the bathroom. “The bathroom,” I repeat. I picture the ghoul desperately trying to make herself more attractive. She’d need a team of technicians slaving day and night with chisels and paint thinner but whatever. Not my problem. It’s not like I’m sleeping with her. “So Richard”—I put my hand on the bar—“I wish you had told me you were dating someone new.” Richard stares at me as if I were a wall. I continue: “I mean not that it matters anymore, because obviously it doesn’t, but you fed me some serious lines, Richard. You told me you’ve never met anyone like me. And I—fuck, man, I’m a little embarrassed now—I think I believed you.”

“It’s complicated,” he says, “and this is not the best time to discuss it.” Oh, really? It isn’t? This comment strikes me as especially annoying. Who is he to dictate when the best time is? “I don’t know about you,” he continues a bit uncomfortably, “but for me this was a casual thing.”

Casual. Now it’s casual? It wasn’t casual before. Regardless, and I make sure to emphasize this next point loudly: “It’s kind of odd when you tell someone ‘I’ll call you tomorrow’ as you are leaving their apartment right after having sex with them and then never call them again. I mean what the fuck is wrong with you? How casual are you?”

Richard thinks about this, or at least pretends to. “Well,” he says, looking behind him at the bathroom door, “I think we’re better off as friends. I realized it wasn’t going to work out, don’t take it the wrong way.” I shift my weight from one foot to the other. Richard seems a tad distracted by that bathroom door. He continues: “. . . It’s just hard to have serious conversations with you. It’s always about some joke with you. Don’t take it the wrong way . . .”

Where is this even coming from? I stomp my foot, then start rambling to save face: “Slow down, Richard. What, you think everything is a joke to me? You never had a problem before. What do you want to talk about: Armageddon, nuclear waste, Bulgarian orphanages? Why would I want to talk about that shit? Am I campaigning? . . .”

Richard rubs his forehead. “See, there it is again,” he curtly observes.

“What is ‘it’?” I ask, incredulous. “‘It’s’ how my mind works—‘it’s’ called personality. How do I change who I am? Everything is a joke to me? Do I look like I’m laughing now? Because I’m not.” My chest starts to heave and at this point the words are just coming out, I have no control over them. “I’ll tell you what the biggest one-liner of them all is, man, it’s you and your clown-faced girlfriend who puts on lipstick with a paint roller during an earthquake in front of a fun-house mirror.”

Richard again glances at the bathroom door. “You—” he starts to say.

I cut him off. “What? I what? Please enlighten me. Because that last bit you delivered was news to me.” I take a drink of whiskey. My hand is shaking. I urge him to go on. I’m listening. “Perhaps it’s a problem of garrulity,” he says. I stare at him. Grrrrrrrr what? “You talk too much,” he says in a whiny voice. “Everything is about you. I don’t feel like I’m being heard.”

I lower my cup. Who talks too much? I talk too much? I talk too much! What am I talking too much about? “Richard,” I say, “let me ask you a question. What’s the name of the company I work for?” Richard just stares at me and shrugs. “Uh-huh,” I continue. “Good answer. But I, I know the name of the company you work for. And do you know how I know that?” He again shrugs disinterestedly. “Because the last time we went out you talked about your job for three hours straight!”

Richard makes a face and again rubs his forehead. I’ve always hated that big forehead. The forehead talks too much. All of a sudden I realize that Richard is not at all attractive—it’s like someone flipped a switch. His hairline looks like it’s receding, his brown eyes are too close together.

I look beyond his shoulder and see the ghoul. She’s coming toward us. I look back at Richard. I consider pouring my drink over his head but don’t. I’m better than this; I’m out of here.

I start to turn around but can’t get out of there fast enough. The ghoul is now upon us and seems intent on a chat. She demands to know what is going on. I try ignoring her. Obviously she feels threatened because, unlike some people, I actually combed my hair before showing up to the club. “Nothing,” I mumble in her direction, “I was finishing up with your boyfriend, I’ll be on my way.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” the ghoul abruptly states. I look at her. Man, does she have too much makeup on. I can see the right angles of foundation. The ghoul thrusts out her cat-woman nails in my direction. I take a step back. Easy, my dear, I’m not here to fight you. My eyes trail upward, in the direction of her thick wrist. I am staring at a colored glass bead. What is it, a memento from Cancún spring break? You know, people will buy anything after consuming a tray of Jell-O shots . . .

“I’m his fiancée, Noreen,” she clarifies. “Richard and me are getting married next month. Who are you?” I hear Richard grumble that the grammatically correct way of saying it is Richard and I, not Richard and me.

Fiancée? I look from the ghoul to Richard and try to process what just happened. I point out that Richard just got through telling me that they had only recently met. Is that not true? Upon hearing that she just met her fiancé the ghoul drops her left hand to her side. I’d get that ring appraised if I were her. She gives him a hard look: “We’ve been engaged for two years,” she says.

My mouth drops open. Is she actually reminding him that he’s engaged? I’ve been dating him for two months. Richard points to me: “She’s a woman I recently met,” he tells her, which is when my head jerks back involuntarily. I am? Where did we meet, in my bed? I hiss that he needs to stick that finger up his asshole. Richard drops the finger. Good idea. He tells the ghoul that this is all a misunderstanding. He wants to leave. As he starts to get up from the stool I push him back down. Not so fast, cheapskate, you and me ain’t through.

The ghoul responds by pushing me. “Don’t you push my fiancé!” she orders. I shout that she needs to get her hands off me and go join the navy if she’s such a muscleman because this part doesn’t concern her. I look down at my drink before taking a swallow. I’m not appreciating Richard right about now. “You lying piece of shit,” I say with a nod, as if understanding what those words mean for the first time. “You tried to make a fool of me.” Before I can curb the impulse I raise my plastic cup over his head and turn it upside down. I’m waiting to see the look on his face as liquor runs down his cheeks, hopefully into his eyes. Only problem: My cup is empty. I shake the cup over his head. Not one drop. I shake it again, just to be sure. I lower the cup. Ah, hell, how thirsty was I? I’m a fucking camel.

The ghoul pushes me again. I can’t believe she’s pushing me. I’m not the one she needs to be attacking here. I extend my free arm like a linebacker to keep her at bay. “Let’s switch gears,” I announce, trying to accomplish two tasks at once. I turn to the ghoul. I now have the palm of my hand pressed against her collarbone. “First of all,” I say to her, “your dreamboat here slept with me not three weeks ago. He’s a filthy pig. I would advise against an expensive wedding.” The ghoul gasps. It’s like staring at Munch’s The Scream. I turn to Richard: “As for you . . .” Richard tries to defend himself but it’s too late. Before he can stop me I smash the plastic cup against his gigantic forehead. I crush it like an aluminum can, fraternity-style, then throw the cup in his face. “Don’t fuck with me,” I warn as a big red circle forms on his forehead. “There’s your scarlet letter, dickhead. Eat it.”

I let go of the ghoul and stumble off to find my friends. My mind is reeling. As I make my way across the bar I look over at the bartender. He smiles at me. I start thinking of all the times Richard stood me up at the last minute because he was “busy at work”; of all the errands I ran with him; of the time he told me that he hates condoms because sex doesn’t feel as good—I was this close to letting him not wear one! I lean over the bar. “You want to know why?” I ask. The bartender looks at me expectantly and nods. I lean in closer: “Because he saw the salad dressing. That’s why. It’s an old joke, and it’s not even funny.”

Max, Libby, and I abandon the club in favor of a dive bar around the corner. I cry like a baby out of humiliation, even showing them the card, still in its envelope, that Richard sent to say how much he likes me (like a loser I’ve been carrying it in my purse). Max points out that there are flecks of Wite-Out visible by my name. Libby rubs my back to comfort me. “I can’t stand people like him,” Max says, quickly growing impatient. “He is the sort of human being who makes people afraid to trust. He is a liar and a cheater, and don’t think he hasn’t done this before. The difference is that now he got caught.” He picks up the envelope. “Is this his address?” he asks, pointing to the left-hand corner. I nod absently. He leans back in his chair and puts his hands behind his head. “It’s on,” he says with a nod, “and he begged for it.”

“What’s on?” I hopelessly ask. “It’s off.”

He puts the envelope in his pocket and orders a round of drinks.

. . . And that’s how it happened. But today is February 17, and for now I am leaving Richard behind—albeit slowly.

Max returns sans flyers. We inch our way forward in the check-in line for another twenty minutes. He notices that the lace of Libby’s left gym shoe is untied (she’s usually in heels; the gym shoes were bought especially for the trip) and tells her to tie her shoe. “I don’t feel like it,” Libby responds. “You tie it.”

“Next!” the ticketing agent finally calls. Max maneuvers past us with his cart. “Hello, lover,” he says to the man behind the counter from a distance. “I’m on Flight Twenty-nine Thirty to South Africa. First name Max. That’s M as in malaria, A as in Arlington Cemetery . . .”

As soon as we board the plane Max begins looking around nervously. I can read his mind: He’s trying to locate the children. He already mentioned that he doesn’t want to be stuck next to any screaming toddlers. There’s some irony in this, considering his highly evolved personality; right before we boarded he entered a magazine kiosk and pulled subscription cards out of thirty-some magazines—Cat Fancy, Dog Fancy, Car Enthusiast, et cetera—so he could fill them out in Richard’s name and drop them in the airport mailbox. “Tie your shoe,” he again says to Libby, whose shoelace trails behind her like a dying but still-faithful dog. We are walking down the narrow aisle, trying to find our seats. Libby abruptly stops. I run into her, Max runs into me. “Don’t tie it now! Get with the program,” he says. “Tie it when we sit down.” She turns around. “I’m not tying it. We’re a few seats back,” she explains, holding up her ticket. “I misread.” I turn around. A line is starting to form behind us. Oh well. We push back against the current. I hear Libby behind me saying sorry to everyone as we pass. She is holding her carry-on in her arms like it’s a newborn. She accidentally hits a few passengers in the stomach. I know this because I can hear people moaning when they pass her. Followed by a “You hit me in the stomach. Watch it!” and an “I am so sorry, babe.”

When we finally take our seats I immediately wrap a blanket around me. But I have Max and Libby on either side and they won’t stop arguing about the shoelace.

“Tie it!” Max orders. “Pick up your leg already. You’re sitting down.”

“Forget it,” she responds, digging through her purse. “I’d rather leave it untied. We’ll talk about it later.”

“What’s there to talk about later?” he says. “You’re two inches from the lace. Move your fingers, you robot.” Max tries to pick up her leg.

She tries to pull it away. “What are you doing?” she yells. “It doesn’t bend that way! That hurts!”

He tells her that it doesn’t hurt and does it again. Libby makes a fist and swings repeatedly. A young girl in braids, about seven or eight years old, sitting across the aisle, glances over. If this keeps up we’re going to get kicked off the plane. Why do I have to be mature? I don’t like it. Maturity doesn’t suit me. Expensive clothing suits me. A monogamous rich husband who’s away 99 percent of the time suits me. “That’s it,” I say. I throw off the blanket, get out of my seat, and tie Libby’s shoe. I sit back down and rewrap myself. “You didn’t have to do that,” Libby says to me. “I don’t know what he’s on about. It’s just a shoelace.”

“It was annoying,” Max retorts. “Keep your shoes tied or wear Velcro.”

Libby slips a sleeping mask over her head. Max calms down and starts doing some kind of stretching exercise in his seat. By the end of the flight he’ll be using a NordicTrack. I bet there’s one in his carry-on. When his cell phone rings he jumps to answer it. “Hey, Peter!” he says. “Can you score those pigeons for me? Because I checked again and I think it’s possible.” Pigeons? He pauses, waiting for the answer. “Excellent news! You’re a stylish man, Peter. Very nice!” he says. “And listen, do me a favor, while I’m gone order Chinese food to this address every day.” He rattles off Richard’s address. “Order the craziest shit on the menu, lots of lo mien . . .”

The flight attendant walks by and sternly reminds him that we are about to take off. He ends the call—in his own good time, much to the flight attendant’s annoyance—and shuts off his phone. As the plane speeds down the runway he asks if we know what time it is. Libby slowly turns her head toward me. “Tell him it’s none of his business what time it is,” she says from behind her blindfold. “And tell him that he hurt my leg.”

“I’m sorry!” Max calls to her. “I just don’t get how you can leave a shoe untied. You wouldn’t leave your pants unzipped, would you?”

“Maybe I would, babe,” she says with a chuckle.

Many hours later, after a plane change in Johannesburg, we arrive in Hoedspruit, South Africa.

Af-reeeee-ka.

We are standing outside the airport, which is basically a shack next to a long strip of dust that serves as the runway. In the distance a single-engine plane is parked near a tree. Off to my right is a small parking lot with about ten cars. A group of drivers is chatting in a circle, presumably awaiting orders. One of them, a short black man in a white button-down dress shirt and black pants, takes the initiative and approaches. I smooth the gravel underfoot with my gym shoe: nice gravel, nice gravel. Max addresses him: “Hi-there. We-need-to-go-to-the-Ak-uji-Game-Re-serve.” He’s speaking slowly and incorporating a bit of pantomime, not being sure if the man understands English. The driver’s lips barely move: “Five hundred rand,” he says.

If it’s one thing a New Yorker is always suspicious of, it’s a stranger quoting a figure. “Five hundred!” Max challenges. “That’s way too expensive.” He turns to us. Not in a million years would it occur to him to buy a guidebook. It’s one of the things I like most about him, this insistence that life will lay itself out smoothly, somehow, someway, without the use of a guidebook. “Isn’t it? How much is five hundred rand?” he asks. “I can’t do this kind of math.”

Like I can. I thumb through my guidebook—of course I brought one. I drop my bag and squat down. I begin frantically turning pages. Where is it? Max takes the opportunity to push me. Good one, bud. I put out my hand to stop from tipping over. I stand back up—now my palm has gravel indentations—and announce that there are seven rand to the dollar.

“Seven rand to the dollar,” Max repeats to himself, then glances at Libby.

“I’m terrible at math,” she says. “Don’t look at me.” I remind Max that I’m not good at math, either. The only reason I passed calculus was because he stole the final exam for me.

Max turns to the driver and holds up a finger: This will just take a minute. But this will take longer than a minute. This will take a correspondence course. My Barbie doll never did arithmetic. She was too pretty. I venture that we need to divide, multiply, add, or subtract something and then do something else.

Max takes the guidebook from me. “That’s helpful,” he says with an eye roll. I hesitate: “It’s like one over seven times five hundred over x,” I continue, “or is it one over seven times x over five hundred?” Libby is puzzled. She demands to know what this x business is. I explain that x is the number we are trying to find. That’s how you solve these kinds of problems. You need an equation.

She puts her hands to her hips. “Look at you,” she says with admiration. I quickly add that that’s all I know and that I didn’t even follow what I just said. I’d rather be popular.

Max squeezes his eyes shut and begins mouthing something; I start moving my finger over an imaginary chalkboard like a savant; Libby repeats over and over the equation “One over seven times x over five hundred” while applying sunblock.

After a painful moment I put my hand to my cheek as if nursing a toothache. “I’m totally confused,” I admit before reaching for Libby’s sunblock. “The numbers are all jumbled up in my head.” Libby informs me that that’s a sign of genius. I’m sure it is. It feels like it. I squirt a drop of her sunblock onto my index finger and dab it underneath my eyes. I throw the tube back at her. She doesn’t catch it. It hits her left boob and falls to the ground. Uuuuhhh, someone has to pick that up. I stare at the tube, which will probably still be lying here in three thousand years, when they begin excavating the site, looking for evidence of former civilizations. When it’s finally unearthed, every news source throughout what’s left of the world will run a story announcing that Coppertone SPF 45 was invented in Africa. For that they’ll have Libby to thank.

Max smiles at the driver, who’s standing with his arms folded over his chest, watching us. “Excuse me,” Max says. “Do you happen to have a pen and paper we could borrow?”

Libby finally picks up the tube of sunblock. “Or one of those things,” she suggests. “Those things where you move the beads from one side to the other.”

I look at her. What is she talking about?

“It’s like an ancient calculator,” she explains, “and it’s got these circle things you move around every which way.” I lift the guidebook over my head like a visor to block the sun. I know what she’s talking about. It starts with an a. Libby adamantly shakes her head: No, it doesn’t. I tell her that I think it does. It’s an ab, ab something. Max lifts up his shirt and points to his stomach: Perhaps it’s abs. He does have very nice abs, but, no, not abs.

The driver looks at him with a blank expression. Every one of his stereotypes about American tourists has been confirmed. He’s probably nailed down a few new ones in the past two minutes. He nods at Libby. “You’re thinking of an abacus,” the driver finally says, “and, no, I do not have one. The ride to the game reserve will cost each of you approximately twenty-four dollars.”

Max is relieved. “Why didn’t you say so?”—he offers a smile—“that’s nothing. Libby here thought you were ripping us off. She was raised by wolves.” He turns to us. “Ready?” he asks, already moving.

We’re ready. Lead us into South Africa so we can damage its natural resources.

We are barely out of the parking lot when Libby shouts that she just saw an elephant. “Where?” Max and I scream in tandem, craning our necks. Libby taps her finger against the dusty window. We begin picking up speed down a two-lane road. If there was an elephant Max and I didn’t see it. “Over there,” she continues more softly. “Now it’s gone but it looked like it might be an elephant.” We all press our faces against the glass. She pipes up a second time. She thinks she saw something again. It’s hard to tell, she admits. It looked like some sort of brown animal but it could have just been a rock. I turn away. I bet it was a rock. Max concludes that it was definitely a rock. “What is that?” she shouts, pointing again. “That big brown thing, there, there, there, hurry up!” She points to something on the left side of the road. The driver slows and looks over. He reveals that it’s nothing more exotic than a termite hill. “Oh,” Libby says. “That looks like what I saw earlier. Forget I mentioned it.”

I continue gazing out the window. The landscape is not what I imagined it would be. When they talk about being in the bush they mean that literally. These are really bushes, low-to-the-ground tangled bundles of dry twig. I tell Max that I was expecting something more cinematic. He accuses me of complaining and threatens to slap me one. Is he kidding? I’m not complaining. I’m excited to be here. I’m merely observing. I’m ordered to observe in silence because he happens to like the bush. He takes out his camera, snaps a picture, and continues looking through the viewfinder. “I just said I like bush,” he marvels.

Libby rummages through her purse for her sunglasses. When she takes them out Max snatches them from her and tries them on. Before she can protest he tosses them in her lap—his are better—and goes to take my picture. I cover my face with my hand. “Come on and smile,” he urges. “I want to steal your soul.”

“Get away from me,” I order, keeping my face covered, “pictures of me never look good.”

“Is that the fault of the pictures?” he asks as the flash goes off.

Libby, sunglasses resting on the tip of her nose, asks if I want a cigarette. I nod. Libby is one of those mystery people who has been smoking on and off for years but has not gotten addicted. She can go for weeks without. She leans forward and asks the driver if we can smoke in the car. To Max’s great dismay, he gives permission. “For you,” the driver says to her with a smile. “Okay.” Ah, the benefits of being Libby. She smiles at him warmly. “Thanks!” she says. “I like your shirt,” she adds for no reason and pulls out two cigarettes. Max gives me a dirty look and pinches his nose before we even have a chance to light up. “Smells like roadkill,” he offers.

After struggling for a while to light her cigarette (she pulls it out, stares at it to see if it’s lit, then tries again when she sees it is not), Libby finally hits gold. “I’m so happy we’re here,” she says, blowing a gust of smoke at the closed window. It bounces off the glass and hits Max in the face, or so he claims. “We’ll be able to see the stars at night,” she continues unfazed. “Do you realize that?” I rest my head against the back of the seat and mention that we’ll soon be able to hear birds chirping. I forgot what that sounds like. Max rolls down the window all the way, creating a tornado effect. “It sounds like a car alarm with wings,” he tells me as my hair blows around wildly, whipping me in the face, “now put out your pipe.” When I refuse to cooperate he leans over me so that he can roll down the other window. He jerks the handle so hard that it comes off in his hand. Broken. He stares at it. I look up at the rearview mirror to see if the driver noticed. His eyes appear to be focused on the road. Max stuffs the handle between the seats. That’s a much better place for it.

It’s late afternoon when we pull up to the lodge. Max jumps out first and lifts his shirt to his nose. “I stink like smoke,” he complains. “You two have a serious problem.” Well, at least I didn’t rip off a piece of the vehicle with my man grip.

After climbing out of the van we pay the driver (the tip comes out of Max’s pocket and I think we all know why). He removes our luggage from the trunk and offers a quick good-bye. “See you soon, babe!” Libby says and waves. A group of uniformed staffers are already waiting to greet us at the entrance of the lodge, under an ornate arch that reads AKUJI GAME RESERVE in gold script. Everyone is smiling like it’s their job. “This is going to be fancy,” Libby comments. Max tells her it better be for the money it cost: The rooms are six hundred dollars per night. We need to get ready for the royal treatment.

A businesslike woman in white shorts and a starched white blouse marches over, checking her watch. Her movements are as sharp as knives, creating perfect geometric angles. “Late arrival,” I hear her say from a distance. I throw my purse over my shoulder. “My name is Helga, the director of the lodge,” she says in what sounds, at least to me, like an accent from some really mean country full of really mean and jealous light-skinned people who want to conquer Europe, or at least blow up Warsaw, Poland, rendering it unrecognizable. She squeezes my hand. “I trust you will have a pleasurable stay,” she threatens. “We will soon be taking you to your individual chalets. Please follow me.” Libby asks what a chalet is. I explain that it’s a six-hundred-dollar-per-night room.

We are following the officious Helga over to the group of staffers for what we are told will be a brief introduction when Max gasps. I ask what’s the matter while keeping my eyes trained on Helga, whose spiky haircut reminds me of a hedgehog. “Well, well, what do we have here?” Max adds. I turn to him. “What?” I repeat. “Look in front of you,” he says loudly. I look in front of me. There are about ten uniformed individuals standing in line, yet I know immediately which one Max is referring to. Tall, I’m guessing about six foot four, lean, tanned, light brown hair, blue eyes, dazzling—there is no other word—white smile. It’s the ranger, a vision in khaki short shorts. I recognize him from the South Africa brochure. Holy shit, hotter in person. I have two thoughts; they come in rapid succession. One—he must be a playboy. I want nothing to do with him. Two—he’s the most beautiful humanoid I have honestly ever seen. The brochure picture was cute but it didn’t do him justice. Libby sees him, too. It’s not like you could miss him. “Wow,” she marvels in a discreet whisper. When Max asks her if the ranger is gay or straight she flips open her compact. “Straight as an arrow,” she says, staring at her reflection. As she applies blush to her cheeks Max again points a finger. “I need to lie down,” he loudly says. “With him. I’m trying anyway.” I elbow him to shut up; he’s so inappropriate. I try to distract myself from what’s in front of me. I try casually looking at everything but the ranger’s face. But it’s so hard and, well, the lookin’ is pretty fucking good. We’re all undressing him already. How’s my hair?

Helga, who is not wearing a whistle around her neck but should be, introduces us to the people whose job for the next three days, at least according to her, is to make our stay as relaxing and enjoyable as possible. Helga is very adamant on this point. We are there to have a great time, like it or not. I briefly wonder if she has ever dropped sniffling employees through a trapdoor that leads to a cold basement. The introductions begin and I go down the line like a politician. I shake the first hand, I shake the second hand, I shake the third hand—I think of Max and start chuckling. I wonder what kind of tip he’d have to leave if he ripped someone’s arm off right now—the fourth, the fifth, the six . . . “William,” he says, extending his arm. I take his hand and tell him my name. “Pleasure,” he says with a smile. You wish, I find myself thinking. Wipe that smug expression off your beautiful face right now, player. I can see that you’re trouble and I’m not falling for it.

Following the introductions we gather around Helga, who will be escorting us to our respective chalets. When William picks up one of Max’s suitcases she steps forward and, if I’m not mistaken, reprimands him. He nods and walks off. Damn! A group of porters take his place. They carry our bags while Helga describes some of what we will be seeing in the next few days. There will be loping giraffes, tamboti trees, and various other things that will relax us into a stupor. Libby points out a monkey jumping in the grass as Helga reiterates that our stay will be pleasurable (I think we get it). She stresses that the professional staff—porters, rangers, cooks—must cater to every whim. We are strongly encouraged to immediately report any concerns regarding their performance. One of the porters carrying Max’s bag of dumbbells begins sweating profusely while trying to keep smiling. I don’t blame him, though I could. According to Helga it’s within my rights as an asshole on an expensive vacation.

OEBPS/images/9780446537766.jpg
'm With(sw? /

ELAINE
SZEWCZYK

Some flings were meant to last. Theirs wasn't one of them.





