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We must forget in order to remain present, forget in order not to die, forget in order to remain faithful.


—Marc Augé, Oblivion


The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.


—Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting




Satan’s Interviews


Death


There is a dignity in decay, Satan thought, as he regarded the terra-cotta planter basking on the kitchen windowsill. The sage shrublet growing within was silver-green fresh, yet seemed puerile and fatuous, like an ill-mannered child compared with its cracked, aging container. From the living room, Satan could just see the only window in the dim kitchen, a small rectangle above the always dry dish drainer that had not held more than a single plate in months. Jacob ate his lonely dinners standing next to the counter every night of the week, staring at the blank wall like a waiter in an empty restaurant.


“Are we ready?” Satan asked. “Shall we begin the interview?”


He leaned forward a little in his seat, a black olefin armchair that contrasted with his white suit, and reached for the mini digital recorder on the coffee table, a gesture to emphasize his question; he placed his thumb on the red button but hesitated before he pressed, waiting for some sign from Death that they could begin.


“Wait,” Death said. “What interview?”


“You can’t have forgotten already,” Satan said. “You agreed to do this interview. It’s why you’re here.”


“Sorry, I was thinking of something else.” All in black, of course, Death shifted in his chair to a more comfortable position. He had an unmistakable whiff of history about him, and of formaldehyde. “I wish it on record,” Death said in a slightly amused voice, a glint returning to his eye, “that you wanted me here. Your asking for my help is highly unusual. It makes me feel so—I don’t know exactly—needed, maybe even happy. I want to shout from rooftops, from mountaintops: you like me, you really like me. You want us to work together, Father. I want that in a memo.”


“Fine, most fine,” Satan said. “Let’s tape your gloating for the record, shall we?”


Satan disliked the machine’s unobtrusive silence. Long gone were the days of cassette tapes, or better yet, reel-to-reel players whose fluttery noises might have unsettled his interviewee. He had made sure to place himself between Death and the door, anything to discomfit his nemesis. Almighty Death, Lord of the Underworld, Master of Lethe, imperturbable Death, whose pale angular face and bloodless lips rarely exhibited anything but frosty inviolability, whose usual demeanor was imperiously incurious, looked interested, maybe eager.


“Go ahead,” Satan said. “The machine is recording. Tell everyone that I asked you here to negotiate.”


“Negotiate?” Death said. His black beret drooped rakishly over one ear. “What’s to negotiate? You’re losing Jacob and you want my help.”


Satan rolled his eyes in an exaggerated manner. He allowed himself a long sigh. “On this evening my first interview with Mr. D dealing with Jacob.”


“Wait,” Death said, fixing his pert green eyes on Satan. “What do you mean ‘first’? Will I be required to meet with you again? I agreed to an interview—just one. You said we must help your protégé. Fine. Though why I should help him or you is beyond me. Work with me, you said. We need you, you said. We haven’t even started and you want more. What will I get for all my troubles? Tell me.”


“You get my company and so much else,” Satan said. “You could have rejected my invitation, but you’re here. You may not wish to admit it, but you love him as much as any of us. Look, I can’t do this project without you. It’s our dance, you and I.”


Death sat up in his chair, a grimace flickering briefly across his face. “Do you think this is going to work?” he said, contemplating his finely tapered fingernails, recently manicured and polished in glossy blue-black. “You don’t know, do you, Father? A shot in the dark is what this is. Tell me you have a plan at least.”


“I do have a plan,” Satan said, emphasizing his statement with a grin and a simple eyebrow lift. “Let us begin.” He spoke into the microphone. “On this evening, this thing of darkness joins me.”


“And you’re the prince of light,” Death said with a sneer.


Satan dismissed the interruption. “We conduct this interview in Jacob’s apartment, which we both know intimately. My partner is unshaven, seems harried and duressed, for in his look defiance lurks. He can’t seem to remove his tormented gaze from the photos on the fireplace mantel, all the young men he snatched well before their time. This interviewer believes that guilt nibbles at my friend’s usually arid heart, that heinous acts and egregious errors have been committed.”


“Oh, come, come,” Death said. “Why are you lying? Well, that’s a silly question.” As he lifted his arm to flick a bony finger, his sleeve dropped and revealed an intricate forearm tattoo: the rape of the Sabine women collaged with various other slayings, Daisy Duck hanging from the gallows, Nietzsche roasting on a spit, Peter Pan drawn and quartered. “Did you bring me here to provoke me? I can play that game. But tormented gaze? Me? Please.”


Death stared at the pictures, six of them in silver frames with filigreed roses, Jacob’s friends looking young and deathless. He saw everything that had been on the mantelpiece before Jacob’s roommate began to spend every night with her lover, before the recent rearrangement: two netsuke Buddhas, one lounging and laughing, the other meditating; a black onyx rosary with twenty-two beads plus one; a small, suffering Jesus with his cross on a short pedestal; and a sand-colored seashell that whispered its longing for home. All were now bunched closer together, a mismatched potpourri, in order to make room for the photographs, each with a small branch of dancing lady in a tiny silver vase before it, yellow oncidiums. The poet mourned anew.


“I’m sorry,” Satan said. “I was trying to set the scene. This is for Jacob, not for us. He needs us to help him remember, to harrow the soil and dislodge the silt.”


“But you’re doing such a magnificent job,” Death said. “Too magnificent. You’ve been back in his life for a year and some, and already your spade-fork has unearthed so much of what he long ago buried. He remembers so often now that he’s seeking professional help.”


“And thou art most gracious,” Satan said. “Yet my role here is not done.”


“He will probably check himself into that nuthouse called St. Francis.”


“I loathe that narcissistic nincompoop of a saint,” Satan said.


“We can agree on that at least,” said Death. “Holier-than-thou, PETA-idolizing numbnuts.”


“On that convivial note,” said Satan, “and without further ado, we begin. How long have you known our boy?”


Death sighed. “Since conception, of course. Where there is congress, I am.”


“Why do you remember him?” Satan asked. “What was so special? Of all conceptions, why his?”


“Well, I remember him for many reasons,” Death said, “probably the same as yours. He is an Arab, so I would have to attend to his loved ones sooner rather than later. He should have accompanied me early on, such a sickly child he was, but you chose him.” He inclined his head against the chair, shut his eyes for a moment, remembering; when he tilted his head back, the beret returned slightly off-kilter, his eyes were brighter, and a rascally grin creased his face. “I tell you, Arabs make my life worth living, such pleasure they have given me through the years, just as much as Jews. Arab Jews are the best, of course, their lives full of suffering and dying and no little whining, Yemeni Jews, my, my. But back to Jacob, he is a strange pervert. Obviously, he was wedded to me, so I kept watch, as you have.”


“Conception?”


“Oh, that,” Death said. “I remember his wondrous conception because of the carpet, what a treasure, what a fucking glorious masterpiece. How could I forget that carpet?”




At the Clinic


Carving Poems


After letting me off, the taxi driver reversed out of the alley at an unholy speed, almost as if he were going to take off into the quilt of lowering clouds now that he was unburdened. I watched with a certain level of dispassion. I had to remind myself that most likely, his risking so much to leave quickly had little to do with me. Perhaps he was in a hurry, hoping to find another fare before returning to his small one-bedroom apartment, or maybe he always drove that way when he did not have a client in the backseat. I had said not a word after I told him where I wished to go. Maybe he wanted to be as far away from the Crisis Psych Clinic as possible.


I turned around, had to pay attention to where I placed my feet because of the numerous puddles around me. It had just stopped raining, so maybe the driver wished to get home before the storm rebooted. Fresh rain ameliorated some of the noxious odors of the alley, less urine, less decay, less putrid human soup. The aging spherical lamp above the clinic’s door graced me with a soft, diffuse light, made a sump on the sidewalk glimmer. I walked into the brick building, wondered if it was earthquake-safe since its sloping floor did not inspire confidence.


An older receptionist with frizzy hair dyed satanic red was manning three windows, two under signs that read TRIAGE, and the other REGISTRATION. She was Triage at the moment, yet gave the impression that she could slide over to register me before you could say Mephistopheles, or even just Poodle, which was how Satan made his first appearance to Faust, as a black poodle, Here I am! The redhead receptionist smiled awkwardly, kept updating her cheerful demeanor even though I was unable to reciprocate. In reply to whether she could help me, I told her that I needed to see a psychiatrist, I was having hallucinations, hearing Satan’s voice again—again after a long absence, and his voice was becoming more insistent. My employers wanted me to seek help, it seemed I made the attorneys uncomfortable even though I had little if any contact with them and preferred it that way. I’d had contact with Greg, also a redhead and a lawyer at the firm, but he’d been dead for a quite a while, almost twenty years now. Her face did not change expression, stuck in smile. Yes, having hallucinations and being in contact with dead redheads qualified me to see someone at the clinic. I passed Triage, praise be. Let me get you to fill out this form, she said, handing me a stack of sheets in small print, which told me that it might be time to update my eyeglass prescription.


A sign on the peeling white wall to my right promised that the clinic would provide quality medical and psychological services with compassion, dignity, and respect for its clients in a collaborative environment. In the spirit of collaboration, the receptionist said she considered my employers wonderful for allowing me to take time off to deal with my little problem, for not firing me, because so few people, and fewer companies, understood that people like me needed to see a doctor to work things out like everybody else. She went on and on while my pen tried to jot the right words on the correct line and check the appropriate boxes. Her voice seemed déjà vu, or rather déjà entendu, but I couldn’t place where I had heard it before; it seemed to emanate independently of her, as if she were speaking not out of her mouth but out of the miasma surrounding her, as if the air particles themselves vibrated to carry her voice, which they did, or so science told us.


I was lost, Doc. I would not have come to the clinic had this horrid day not dawned with the news of another drone strike in Yemen, this morning’s killings closer to home. Six men, one woman, two boys, and one girl, smithereened with one Hellfire, all al-Qaeda militants according to a Yemeni military official but not according to the CIA, which rarely commented on its killings, in the southern province of Abyan, in the small village of Mahfad, my mother’s village, which may or may not have been where I was born, my mother could not remember, because even though she had just returned there, she left or was kicked out as she was unwed. Drone killings were so regular these days that they merited barely a mention in the newspaper or on news programs, but I had yet to grow inured.


Redhead receptionist spoke loudly, so I paid attention and noted that she had black Frida Kahlo eyebrows and a squint nose, she told me I didn’t remember her but she did me, she didn’t recognize me at first, it had been twenty years maybe, I had grown older, she had grown older and redder, ha-ha, but as soon as she heard my name she recognized me as the one and only Jacob, the clinic’s infamous poet. I had no idea what she was talking about. I had arrived at this clinic one night years ago, I remembered that fact but not her, I was in some form of fugue, delivered here by Jim or another worried friend, I was exhausted and strung out, probably from speed, unable to cope with the dying. I remember coming here before being admitted to St. Francis Hospital for three days. That was all I knew before she reminded me. It seemed that while I waited for the doctor I had carved a four-line stanza into the wall of a room and signed my name. I had used an unfurled paper clip, or so everybody decided after the fact, because they had searched me before putting me in the room as protocol required, and I should not have had anything that would cause damage to a wall or to a vein, and they had to change their search procedures because of my fabulous stunt. For months, whenever regulars complained about having to suffer the new indignities, they were told to blame the poet, which I thought was delightful, and the receptionist laughed and laughed, a joyous sound, and earthy. I didn’t remember the act or the poem. It was an original, she said, and one of the residents thought it was strangely amusing if not terribly good, he copied it before the patch of wall was spackled and repainted, he handed it out to each visitor to the clinic as he or she was peeled and poked, but then the resident died, and everyone just assumed I was dead like all the rest of us.


What was the poem? She could not remember exactly, it had been so long, but she remembered I was Egyptian, and she had thought of me when millions of my people gathered in Tahrir Square and toppled our dictator. I told her I wasn’t Egyptian, which confused her. Wasn’t I with my mother Catherine in Mount Lebanon, which was in the Sinai? I did not wish to explain once again that the Middle East was not one country, that Saint Catherine of Alexandria was only a metaphorical mother, I told the receptionist of course everything was in the Sinai, we were all there, the Middle East was one big jumble of odoriferous trash. My father was Lebanese, my mother Yemeni, I spent a few years of my childhood in Cairo, so you could say I was Egyptian, I was all Arabs, look how dark. We laughed and laughed, and I asked whether she was going to search and poke me with the procedure I had inaugurated, whether we should call it autoeroticism, and we laughed and laughed some more, and she said not her, but the big guy was going to, and on cue, the big guy arrived in the waiting room, looking like no one if not Lou Ferrigno, in an ill-fitting white T-shirt that highlighted every steroid-inflated bulge, a teal Lipitor logo emblazoned above his prominent nipple. Would I be able to take him home with me after I was done here, I asked, and all three of us laughed and laughed, and Ferrigno was much bigger than me, his hand could have wrapped twice around my biceps, but only once was needed as he led me into a room.


Together alone Ferrigno’s eyes avoided me, I thought he wanted me naked but I felt bare already, as if I were skinless. I, Marsyas, you, hulky hunky Apollo. He would not look at me and that was all right. I closed my eyes, and you know who was there in my head, sitting next to the examining table. Don’t worry, Doc, I’m not crazy, I knew Satan wasn’t there, I knew I was imagining the indefatigable Iblis as I saw him, I needed company, he was always there. His blazing, insanely blue eyes would not leave me as he said, Let’s get out of this goddamn place.




Jacob’s Journals


Restless Heart


The beating of your heart kept me awake one night, for months after you died I saw you everywhere, heard you, your voice, sonorous, throaty, reverberating in my ear. I wasn’t crazy, I knew you were dead, I buried you after all—I mean, I burned you, cremated you. But I kept seeing you, doing dishes in the kitchen with your back to me, I’d call you as you stacked each plate in our plastic dish rack, but you didn’t look back and then you were gone in a flash and I was left with nothing, not even an afterimage. I didn’t mistake you for anybody, I never saw you in a crowd, thinking someone else was you, no, it was never like that. I saw you in the hallway, in our hallway, under the Turkish lamp you brought back from Istanbul when you were there so long ago, remember the trouble they gave you at customs for a twenty-dollar lamp, and when you emerged from the swinging doors you were furious, I kept telling you to calm down but you wouldn’t, you went on and on because you were angry and you were an American and you could ruffle feathers at airports. While I was alive I loved you while you were alive and I loved you still but I forgot for a while. Forgive me, I couldn’t obsess about you all the time, so you disappeared as if I’d bleached my memory, but you came back, you know, like a fungal infection—remember thrush, the white stains that attacked your innocent tongue, looked like the snowy down on old strawberries, we couldn’t get rid of it, and you hated it and I hated it and you wanted it over. When, to make you feel better, I joked that the furry fungus matched your white lab coat, you turned apoplectic, wanted to strangle me, I still regret that, I thought it was funny at the time.


You’ve been gone for decades, you hid deep in my lakes, why now, why infect my dreams now? What flood is this? Once as I was buying groceries in a store where a young third-worlder mopped the floor, back and forth, back and forth, around a yellow sign that announced Piso Mojado, the mephitic aroma of disinfectant assaulted my senses, and you jumped the levee of my memory. Proust had his mnemonic madeleine, but bleach was all ours, Doc, all ours. The tomatoes didn’t look too good and I just went home. I’d been a coward, I was scared, do notice I said scared and not frightened, you taught me the difference, you said, Children get scared, men might feel afraid, might even feel terror, but men don’t get scared. I’d been so lonely since you died, you left me roofless in a downpour. You gripped the bedrail when you took your final breath and I had to pry open your fingers one by one to free you, it took seventeen minutes because my hands were shaking so much. Even in death you were stronger than I, and more obstinate, the mortician told me it took forever to burn you, thrice he had to put you in the incinerator, you refused to turn to ash. You sincerely believed that the distance between you and me would one day disappear. You told me I was not my mother and you were not my father, but how could we not be, how could we not be, the stones over her cenotaph still felt so very heavy. You held out your arms and said, Join me, but I couldn’t, and you said, Let me love you, and I couldn’t because you wanted to be so close. You held out the fireman’s net and said, Jump, and I couldn’t, I felt the fall was much too great, I chose to go back into the fire. You said, I like it when you doze on my chest, but I said, The hair on your chest irritates my cheeks and makes it difficult to sleep. I could hardly bear the beauty of you.


You were gone for so long and I moved along and everyone told me I was alive, but that night, in my bed, each time my ear touched the single pillow I heard your heartbeat once more, once more, once more, once more.


My heart is restless until it rests in thee.


The Congenital Immigrant


I’m the congenital immigrant, Doc, think about it. I left parts of me everywhere. I was born homeless, countryless, raceless, didn’t belong to either my father’s family or my mother’s, no one could claim me, or wanted to. I was a rug-burn baby, a Persian rug burn—my father, all of fourteen at the time, fucked my not-much-older mother right there on the Mahi from Tabriz while sunbeams played hide-and-seek amid the furniture. Both pairs of knees chafed since they stole each other’s virginity canine-style and my mother could admire the exquisite deep blue rosettes surrounded by gold lancet leaves repeating all around her, her body on all fours right above the carpet’s main medallion, which looked like a fish rising to the surface of a pond at midnight to admire the reflection of the moon. I’ve never seen the carpet, not once did my eyes fall upon that masterwork, or the penthouse apartment in Beirut’s Achrafieh neighborhood, yet my mind’s eye rewove the century-old treasure thread by silk thread since my mother never tired of describing it to me when I was a child. In luxury I came to be, she used to tell me, in remarkable beauty I was conceived, deep blue water, gold, cobalt violet toothed leaves that represented the scales of the fish, repeating patterns, ogees and swoops and arabesque arcs, over and over and over. When his parents—I can’t call them my grandparents, Doc, I just can’t—saw me beginning to form in the belly of their short maid from the deserts of Yemen, they tortured a confession out of my father, they went insane, the wrath of frothy-mouthed Hera boiled in their blood, but they did not bring the shotgun out of the rifle room. They were curious enough to ask how many times the sexual act was consummated—quite a few, it seemed, since my mother’s dark blood was insatiable—but didn’t think of asking where their son’s drone first found its Yemeni target, which was lucky for me because had they discovered that filthy bodily fluid had assuredly soiled their priceless chef d’oeuvre, they would have strung my mother from the balcony and Beirut’s bourgeoisie would have applauded in unison and I wouldn’t have been born.


You, Doc, wait, I need someone to hear this, listen to me. My mother was kicked out of the palace, which meant I was unceremoniously exiled while still in utero. Think about that, an early immigrant, I learned to travel light, always just a carry-on, never checked my luggage. Do you know the difference between an expat and an immigrant? You’re an immigrant in a country you look up to, an expat in one you consider beneath you. I don’t know why I tell you all this about me, I need to, I guess, but with this need to tell comes the concomitant desire to forget everything, to bury it once more and forever, to remember my story into some microphone or digital thingamajig and then take the recording to a field in Sonoma or a cemetery in Colma and inter it along with my so-called poems that no one reads and no one should. I would walk to my burial ground, not ride the bus, no matter how long it took, because it would be a ritual of pilgrimage. My memories would blur with my poems, each image would meld with a clod of dirt, each word dissolve into the earth.


I was forced to emigrate while I was still my mother, while I was within someone else’s flesh. You never emigrated, Doc, you were born and raised in this town, but I tell you, when you leave, a section of your heart withers on its vine, you start over again, over and over, you mispronounce your name once and once again, Ya‘qub becomes Jacob and then, heaven forbid, Jake, you get on with your life, but each time you bid farewell to a place, voracious flesh-eating fish swim up from your depths, vultures circle your skies, and your city’s dead quiver with fury in their graves and bang on their coffins, but then your homeland feels too paltry, a canoe tied to a branch by your mother’s hair. A caisson of regrets, Doc, a caisson of regrets is all I have left.


For a few years my mother Hagared the desert: from the Imamate to the Aden Protectorate, Abyan, Hadramawt, from one corner of the southern peninsula to the other, I in her arms, or so she told me, from a desiccated village at the border with Oman to an irriguous one across the strait from Djibouti, hoping to be taken in by one part of her family or another. They would feel sorry for her at first, adopt her for a brief period before someone felt horrifically offended by being in the presence of an adulteress and her offspring of sin. North and South Yemen may have waged wars against each other, roosters who cock-a-doodle-dooed at dawn from dunghill to dunghill, but the two cocks united in finding me repulsive. My mother hid behind her veil, I behind her skirt, and we kept on leaving, which might have been traumatic at the time, but it was a good thing because really, can you imagine this faggot growing up in some obscure hovel with no running water, let alone air-conditioning, and where would I have found products for this nappy hair? Every night as we wandered the desert among my mother’s tribes, golden jackals howled about the five million ways she missed my father, jackasses brayed urging her to move to the city, that’s what she used to tell me and I believed her. She told me she many a time considered discarding me. The moon when full and camels with gibbous humps whispered in her ear to offer me, her mark of shame, to the wide womb of the night, a sacrifice to the Arabian leopard. Without me she would have stayed, she had a man to take care of her, a husband, well, many husbands, other women’s husbands, but she kept me and kept me away from the desert’s hunters and carrion scavengers.


On a rainy night as bucketsful of water sluiced the dark and local roses hung their dripping heads in sorrow and brackish runnels muddied the floor of her shack, she wistfully recalled the luxuries of that Beirut apartment, the carpets, the Laliques and Limoges, the white faience chandelier and its Louis XVI sister in crystal luster. The next day she was on the bus out of whichever urine-soaked, dust-plagued village we were in at the time. The first big move for immigrants is usually from the country to the city, and we did the same, except ours wasn’t the first move or the second or the third, and I can’t tell you how old I was, maybe a toddler, maybe two or three.


You ask what I remember of my mother’s country? I remember nights falling so fast you felt as if you were bungee jumping. Stars above, impervious stars and more stars, awe-inspiring, infinite and indifferent, histrionically spectacular, I felt I was a child of the universe. What else? Morning skies that held no secrets, harsh suns you could almost touch, plunging down and exploding, gushing blood and gold in the evening. Browns and beiges and creams, pinks so divine they would convert an atheist, I remember untrammeled nature in its many guises, dales and plains and hills and many a rill that watered hanging gardens, you could wring the sweetness of jasmine out of the soft air. Qat, chewing qat, drinking it, and then more qat, and death, yes, death and funerals, I was so young, but I remember the funerals, so many, and at one for a teenage boy, men took turns carrying the coffin all the way to the grave, and everyone recited the Sura of Yasin over it as always, villagers wailed about a future that would not occur, a marriage that would not happen, grandchildren that wouldn’t arrive, and I turned to my mother’s covered face and asked her when her grandchildren would arrive.


I don’t have to mention how my mother supported herself without a family, we can both surmise what she resorted to. Yes, Doc, she resorted to that, I’m the lowest of the low, I’m an Arab, I’m the son of a whore.




Satan’s Interviews


Death


“Is it true?” Satan asked.


“Which part?” replied Death. “That Jacob’s mother was a whore? I’m surprised you ask. I thought she was the reason you became involved in this saga. She was the harlot of all harlots. She was the whore of Babylon, a prostitute with a good heart.”


Jacob’s cat jumped out of the closet, landed on the hardwood floor with a sizable thump, big boy. His favorite napping place was on the T-shirts on a shelf behind hanging jackets. He glanced at Death for a moment, found him unworthy, ever so dramatically sauntered over to Satan’s hand draped over the armrest, and arched his back. Satan scratched beneath the lush black hair with long fingernails. The cat rolled onto his back, paws in the air, and spread himself for belly ministrations. His loud purring included a strange nasal hiccup.


“He calls this boy Behemoth,” Satan said, smiling.


“Of course he does,” Death said, “and that’s why the cat likes you so.” His tapered fingers reached toward his newly grown mustache, curled and black and blatantly waxed. With his hand raised, the sleeve dropped once more. Death chuckled, noticing that Satan seemed enraptured with the tattoo. “What were we talking about? Wait, I remember. We were talking about the boy’s mother, but you weren’t asking about her, were you?”


“No,” Satan said, shaking his head, still smiling. “I loved her. She was so good, so adept, she could make Denis blush, and you’d think nothing could embarrass that preening pervert of a saint. I meant the funerals, so many of them, his memories. Wasn’t he too young to remember all that?”


“Probably,” Death said. “I don’t know. There were many funerals, but I can’t tell what he remembers. Yemen is one of my favorite places, it’s an octopus with each of its tentacles dipped in a different century.”


“In one of his poems,” Satan said, “he compared Yemen to a poor African nation without Bono or Nicholas Kristof.”


“Funny guy, our Jacob,” Death said. “One of the reasons he has survived for so long is that his mother took him out of that ill-starred country.”


“In Yemen,” Satan said, “you could get killed for having a dust mote in your eye and blinking at an inopportune moment. I frequently played with sandstorms just for the hell of it.”


“That nation has refreshed and rejuvenated me for centuries,” Death said.


He produced a tan leather pouch out of his sleeve. With thumb and forefinger he extracted a pinch of tobacco and began to roll a cigarette. “Yet, that Egyptian hellion Badeea happened to come to Yemen and she took the whore and her son back to Cairo. Things have a habit of working out, as the cliché goes, especially if you had a hand in those things. Badeea was your doing, right?”


From his other sleeve Death produced a match, flicked it lit with his manicured fingernail. The smell of Tartarean sulfur floated in the air between them.


“Are you going to interview the others?” Death asked. “Denis and Pantaleon? Maybe Eustace? You must do Catherine too. She probably knew him best, screwed him up the most—well, after you.”


He took a long drag, the tip of his flimsy cigarette growing and glowing, almost afire, yellow flame, red ember, gray ash.


“Jacob doesn’t like anyone smoking in his apartment,” Satan said.


“Fuck him,” Death said.




At the Clinic


White


I shut my eyes, if only for a moment, trying to reduce the vivid whiteness of the walls, I wished for an eye mask of felt that would keep the light at bay, and I wondered how I ended up here in this vesper hour. I was slowly wilting in the waiting room, drooping in a plastic chair that would tax the most robust of backs. Perfect name, the waiting room, waiting, waiting, we were waiting, wait with me, Doc, wait and hope was the motto of Edmond Dantès, the Count of Monte Cristo, and did you know that the Spanish word for waiting and hoping is the same, so why couldn’t we call this the hoping room, or would that be too depressing, why introduce our desires into the mix, who wants to be reminded of his longing?


The clinic had a zero-tolerance policy for use of profanity, verbal threats, or any act of violence, or so the white sign above the door insisted, yet when the man with rickets and ringworms to my right yelled Fuck, no staff member made an appearance to admonish him, and the elderly bespectacled lady and the young trans man with the bland and chinless mug who hiccupped incessantly turned their heads at the same time, same angle, like sheep in a pen upon hearing the sharpening of a butcher’s knife. The man was irritated about something, and he seemed to have quite a few simultaneous tics, his piggish eyes blinked Morse, his arms jerked constantly, he probably suffered from some form of chorea.


Ask me, Doc, ask me how I know, well, don’t you remember Greg’s last days, he was shaking all over and nothing could make him stop and the nurse told me he had a specific form of chorea, what was sometimes called Saint Vitus Dance, and I wish I could have shared with you what I felt the moment I heard that, but every time I mentioned my saints you turned away, even though everything that had to do with the plague always referred back to them, always. Why couldn’t you hear me? Because you talk too much, Satan told me, and I ignored him, and he said, Listen, mortal, lest ye die, if you like your fourteen saints so much, why don’t you talk to them instead of your dead hubby? You did hear me at times, Doc, you mocked me but you listened. The Fourteen Holy Helpers, I told you, my saints, I grew up with them, I know you heard because whenever you downed a shot of Jägermeister you said, Down the hatch with Saint Mustache. You knew that the glowing cross between the antlers of a stag is the symbol of Saint Eustace, and you knew about Saint Margaret, who escaped the belly of the dragon that swallowed her because the cross she was wearing irritated his stomach, you dressed up as her for one of our parties, not a good look for you, but still, you knew my fourteen.


In the seat next to me, Satan kept smoothing his jacket since these chairs had a tendency to crimp even the sturdiest article of clothing, and his white linen suit with blood-red piping was not sturdy by any means, delicate and diaphanous as gossamer. And Satan said, Anyone who believes a teeny cross can upset a dragon needs to have his head examined.


Repeat after me, Doc, when at night I go to sleep, fourteen angels my watch do keep, two my head are guarding, two my feet are guiding, two upon my right hand, two upon my left hand, two who warmly cover, two who over me hover, two to whom it is given, to guide my steps to Heaven, and Satan said, Now that’s one hell of an orgy, hmm, I wonder which two will lead you to Heaven, probably headless Denis and Pantaleon, no, no, Pantaleon always wants to be under the covers, it’s Denis and Eustace, who can light the path with his absurd cross.


The irritated man talked to the palm of his hand. He sat in the farthest corner of the room, schizophrenics always do, which meant that I was not one because the other two patiently waiting were a mere three feet across the waiting room, while he was in Siberia.


Look, I said to Satan, I am not like him, yes, I talk to you, but you’re only in my head, and once I get rid of you, I’ll be back to normal, get thee behind me, Satan.


Walmart sells an oil for that, Satan said, it’s called Satan Be Gone, a little dab will do ya.


I was exhausted, in the uncomfortable seat I wondered how long I had to wait, I glanced at my phone for the umpteenth time, no change. The irritated man moaned, informed his hand he needed to pee, and the bespectacled lady discreetly tried to move her chair a bit but realized that it was nailed to the floor, a newbie. We heard careful human steps in the corridor just outside the door, someone was being led out of the clinic, a black man with white face, balancing a towering turban on his head, his strange footwear light on the linoleum in a laggard pace, he waved as he passed by. I had seen the man numerous times before on the downtown streets near where I work, always with theater makeup white on his face, always with a homemade turban, it kept the voices out of his head, he told passersby, it kept the National Security Agency from spying on his thoughts, two for one, good deal, he announced to anyone and everyone. He wore rubber waders, open-toed, obviously hand-cut to show his white nail polish. At the exit, he turned toward Ferrigno, who was showing him the door, and asked, Will you visit me?


Why don’t you wear a turban to keep me out, Satan said, and I told him to go home, Hell in his case.




Jacob’s Journals


Walter Benjamin


I thought of you. I miss you. Of all things, the catalyst was Didion, our sweetheart. Remember her? How could you not? Slouching Towards Bethlehem was how we met. I became mortal when I met you. You stood before one of the shelves of the gay bookstore on Castro Street with her book in your hands, the light from the picture window on the left fragmenting on your face, chiaroscuro meets cubism, Caravaggio cum Picasso. You were squinting to read the back matter. You always took your glasses off while cruising in those days, remember? I was the one who convinced you how sexy smart is. Fuck me with your glasses on. Look at me when you’re inside me. Look at me. Cruising in bookstores dates us. They have practically all disappeared now. I stood next to you, as close as I could get, shoulders almost touching, hips almost conjoining, on your face sprang a line of a smile that didn’t wish to appear too eager.


It’s not a gay book, I said in a voice just above a whisper, wanting to keep my options open in case you rejected me—I wasn’t speaking to you, no, truly, I wasn’t. Foxlike, your eyes glittered and darted, expressed false surprise—yes, even then I knew you were mocking me. How many fucks did you wait, weeks later you finally admitted that you used Didion’s book because you thought I was just the kind of boy who might be a devotee. You joked that the book was about aging Jewish gay lads heading to the old city of Bethlehem, then you mentioned something about an original that I couldn’t decipher because my dick was so hard. I wondered whether you were talking about “The Second Coming.” Your thin nose twitched, your face lit up. Oh, I’m going to make you come a second and a third and probably a fourth time, you said, and dragged me home. I have to tell you that was a horrid come-hither line, just horrid, but it worked, and now Joan Didion has written memoirs for Oprah. It didn’t bother me, I mean, we’re all getting old and sentimental, nostalgia overwhelms our defenses, floats over our moats and scales our walls. She’s not the writer she was when younger but few are. Don’t allow your prose to reach forty should be the motto of every writer, commit Mishima.


A few weeks ago I was going to have dinner with my roommate, Odette, and her girlfriend, Sue, and as was my wont, I arrived early at the crowded restaurant, aggressively trendy of course, one of many that were popping up like noxious mushrooms in what used to be our old haunts. This one was sparkly new but meant to look old—the walls, everything had an unnatural tinge of gray, which was supposed to be the faded trace of some earlier lost color. I was on edge, the music was thumping loudly and it wasn’t disco, and the restaurant was pretentious like everything in this drippy city that brimmed with self-congratulation, and the waitstaff were obnoxious and the customers more so and I so hated San Francisco. Oh, I live in the city by the bay, so I must be cool, I live in a cretinous provincial dump surrounded by pretentious superficially amicable cretins, so aren’t I wonderful?


As the maître d’ manqué led me into the bowels of the establishment, I felt a tug at my hand, a diner held my wrist trying to slow me down as I passed. I didn’t notice at first and my shoulder was almost dislocated from its customary socket. I was stopped by two young gay writers—two rude writers, both remaining seated in the deafening cacophony, a Tom Something and a Something Bernhard was all I could remember of their names, two artistes of the nouveau-bland movement whose manifesto consists of defending the rights of white gay boys to have dating anxieties and live homo-happily ever after. Tom Something with his pink, studiedly pleasant face called me Jake, asked how I was doing, and, without waiting for a reply, proceeded to inform me that he had finally fulfilled his lifelong dream of visiting Burning Man, and no, he wasn’t burned at the stake, ha-ha, but he had problems with ubiquitous sand in his underwear so he dispensed with bottom clothing altogether on the second day. I was first confused, then bored, then annoyed, and he must have noticed since he abruptly segued into the fact that he had also recently fulfilled his more important lifelong ambition of being interviewed by Terry Gross. His voice was coloratura irritating, and I couldn’t understand why he was talking to me, let alone regaling me with such trivia. He was gleefully enjoying his rather small turn as one of those writers who accidentally happen to get acknowledged during the short literary cycle.


If all that wasn’t upsetting enough, his tablemate, Something Bernhard, had a tickle in his throat that needed clearing every few seconds, a phlegmy warbling frog sound. He relaxed somewhat when he saw my eyes slide across the table toward the book he was unconsciously yet reverently caressing with the palm of his hand. His nostrils flared, his face lit up, his dyed blond hair seemed to turn two shades lighter, sprouting more frosted tips with every ticking moment. He interrupted his pretty friend’s Burning Gross monologue and informed me that this was Didion’s book, except he called her the goddess, his gay eyes rose toward the ceiling in Pierre-et-Gilles devotion, I could imagine a halo or at least a tiara above his head. He never missed reading any of her books, he said. I admit that I was surprised by both the insipidity of this pair and their assumed intimacy. I wished them gone, I wished me gone, get thee gone, get thee to a nunn’ry, why woulds’t thou be a breeder of sinners? Odette and Sue were yet to arrive, and the maître d’ had returned to his host station, and I was about to walk away, my habitual leave-taking. Ever since I turned fifty, I have been able to extricate myself easily and painlessly from such situations, for none of these unripe boys care for much beyond their groins or their navels, but I wasn’t so lucky this time. The other young one, noticing that they were about to lose their audience, piped up, Can you imagine, she lost her husband and within a year and a half lost her daughter as well, how horrifying is that?
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