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            The Dinner Party

         

         On occasion, the two women went to lunch and she came home offended by some pettiness. And he would say, “Why do this to yourself?” He wanted to shield her from being hurt. He also wanted his wife and her friend to drift apart so that he never had to sit through another dinner party with the friend and her husband. But after a few months the rift would heal and the friendship return to good standing. He couldn’t blame her. They went back a long way, and you got only so many good friends.

         He leapt four hours ahead of the evening and saw, in future retrospect, that he could predict every gesture, every word. He walked back to the kitchen and stood with a new drink in front of the fridge, out of her way. “I can’t do it,” he said.

         “Can’t do what?”

         The balls were up in the air: water coming to a boil on the stove, meat seasoned on the butcher block. She stood beside the sink dicing an onion. Other vegetables, bright and doomed, waited their turn on the counter. She stopped cutting long enough to lift her arm to her eyes in a tragic pose. Then she resumed, more tearfully. She wasn’t drinking her wine.

         “I can tell you everything that will happen from the moment they arrive to the little kiss on the cheek goodbye, and I just can’t goddamn do it.”

         “You could stick your tongue down her throat instead of the kiss goodbye,” she offered casually as she continued to dice. She was game, his wife. She spoke to him in bad taste freely, and he considered it one of her best qualities. “But then that would surprise her, I guess, not you.”

         “They come in,” he said, “we take their coats. Everyone talks in a big hurry, as if we didn’t have four long hours ahead of us. We self-medicate with alcohol. A lot of things are discussed, different issues. Everyone laughs a lot, but later no one can say what exactly was so witty. Compliments on the food. A couple of monologues. Then they start to yawn, we start to yawn. They say, ‘We should think about leaving, huh?’ and we politely look away, like they’ve just decided to take a crap on the dinner table. Everyone stands, one of us gets their coats, peppy goodbyes. We all say what a lovely evening, do it again soon, blah-blah-blah. And then they leave and we talk about them and they hit the streets and talk about us.”

         “What would make you happy?” she asked.

         “A blow job.”

         “Let’s wait until they get here for that,” she said.

         She slid her ﬁnger along the blade to free the clinging onion. He handed her her glass. “Drink your wine,” he said. She took a sip. He left the kitchen.

         He sat on the sofa and resumed reading his magazine. Then he got up and returned to the kitchen and poured himself a new drink.

         “That’s another thing,” he said. “Their big surprise. Even their goddamn surprises are predictable.”

         “You need to act surprised for their sake,” she said.

         “Wait for a little opening,” he said, “a little silence, and then he’ll say, he’ll be very coy, he’ll say, ‘Why don’t you tell them?’ And she’ll say, ‘No, you,’ and he’ll say, ‘No, you,’ and then she’ll say, ‘Okay, okay, I’ll tell them.’ And we’ll take in the news like we’re genuinely surprised—like, holy shit, can you believe she’s knocked up, someone run down for a Lotto ticket, someone tell Veuve Clicquot, that bastard will want to know. And that’s just the worst, how predictable our response to their so-called news will be.”

         “Well, okay,” she said. “When that happens, why don’t you suggest they have an abortion?”

         He chewed his ice and nodded. “That would shake things up, wouldn’t it?”

         “Tell them we can do it right here with a little Veuve Clicquot and one of the bedroom hangers.”

         “Delightful,” he said. “I’m in.”

         The kitchen was small. He would have done better to remain in one of the other rooms, but he wanted to be with her. She was sautéing the garlic and the onion.

         “He’s okay,” he said. “They’re both okay. I’m just being a dick.”

         “We do this, what—at most, once or twice a year. I think you can handle it. And when they have the baby—”

         “Oh, Christ.”

         “When they have the baby, we’ll see even less of them.”

         “Holiday cards. Here’s our little sun-chine. See our little sun-chine? Christ.”

         “You aren’t the one who’s going to have to go to the baby shower,” she said.

         “How much you wanna bet they buy a stroller?”

         “A stroller?”

         “Yeah, a stroller,” he said. He put cheese on a cracker. “To cart the baby around in.”

         “I’m going to wager the odds of a stroller are high,” she said. “But you, if you had a baby, there’d be no stroller, am I right? Because it would be oh so predictable to have a stroller, wouldn’t it.”

         “I was thinking we could duct-tape the child,” he said. “It would be cheaper.”

         “Like a BabyBjörn, but duct tape.”

         “Exactly.”

         “Would the baby face in or out?”

         “If it was sleeping, in. Not sleeping, kind of kicking its feet, wanting to see the world, duct-tape it out, so it has a view.”

         “Allowing the child to be curious,” she said. “Feeding its desire to marvel at this new experience called life.”

         “Something like that.”

         “The child must be so relieved that I’m barren,” she said.

         He left the kitchen. He stood in the living room with his drink, listening to the sounds of her cooking.

         They should have invited Ben and Lauren, too, like last time. Ben and Lauren were more his friends. With Ben and Lauren there, time didn’t move as it did in funeral parlors and in the midwestern churches of his youth. But she had wanted it just the four of them this time, probably so that they could more freely revel in their big news, and there was a limit to how many times he could say, unprompted, “Hey, should we invite Ben and Lauren?” At least he was doing Ben and Lauren a favor.

         He returned to the kitchen. “When they come in,” he said, “let’s make them do a shot, both of them.”

         “A shot?”

         “Of tequila.”

         “Her, too?”

         “Both of them.”

         “To sort of…fortify the baby.”

         “We’ll force them somehow,” he said. “I’ll ﬁgure it out.”

         “Better hurry,” she said.

         “All this talk of folic acid and prenatal vitamins. Give me a break. Do they think Attila the Hun got his daily dose of folic acid when he was in the womb? Napoleon?” She was going back and forth across the kitchen while he kept his drink close. “I could go on.”

         “George Washington,” she said, “a Founding Father.”

         “See? I could go on. Moses.”

         “I don’t think she’s going to be willing to do a shot,” she said.

         “We trick her somehow. Tell her it’s full of prenatal vitamins, and she shoots it down.”

         “Because she just graduated from the third grade,” she said, “and she’s blind and retarded.”

         “I’ll think of something,” he said.

         He left the kitchen again. On his way back in, he said, “Okay, I’ve got it.”

         But the kitchen was empty. Her wedding ring and the one with the diamond were on the counter, where she always put them before starting to cook. The sink had filled with dishes. On the stove, the big pot and the smaller one unfurled steam into the rattling vent. The door under the sink hung open.

         “Amy?” he said. No answer. Where was she? He turned and walked back the way he came, through the apartment, in the unlikely event that she had passed by without his noticing as he was lying on the sofa. Then he returned to the kitchen, to the animated appliances and stewing ingredients. She came in through the front door.

         “Where’d you go?”

         “Took the garbage out,” she said.

         “I would have done that.”

         “But you didn’t,” she said.

         He had come into the kitchen with a whole new approach to the evening, but after she went missing, he was no longer in the mood to provoke her. Instead, he set his drink down and went up to her at the stove. He threaded his arms around her waist as she stirred one of the pots. Years earlier, they’d had a name for this hug. He couldn’t remember what it was now. He kissed her neck, then the back of her hair. Her hair smelled of steam and shampoo and fake wildﬂowers. “What can I do?” he said.

         “You can set the table,” she said.

         He set the table. Then he stood with his back to the refrigerator and with a new drink. “So I’ve ﬁgured it out,” he resumed. “They bring the bottle of wine, right? We thank them, but we don’t open it. We tuck it away in the kitchen. They never see it again. We start the evening. We don’t ask them what they want to drink. Like it’s just an oversight on our part. Because I know him. Even if she’s not drinking because of the big news, he’ll want a drink. I tell him we ran out. I tell him we’ll open their wine at dinner. But then we don’t. We just have water for the table. Then, in the middle of the meal—”

         “No alcohol,” she said. “You should work for al-Qaeda.”

         “—in the middle of the meal, I get up and go to the kitchen and I bring back a beer for myself. I open it at the table and take a long drink. What do you think?”

         “Sounds promising.”

         “He says, ‘Hey, got another one of those?’ and I’m like, ‘Oh, actually, this is the last one.’ And then I kill it. Do you think they would leave?”

         “Leave? No.”

         “Really? They wouldn’t leave after that? Where the hell are they, anyway?”

         “They might never come back, but no. They would not leave.”

         “You know, they’re good people,” he said. “Ultimately.”

         “She’s my oldest friend,” she said. “And he can be very funny.”

         “You’re right, he can be funny.”

         Later, he came out of the bathroom just as the toilet was completing its roar. She was no longer in the kitchen. He took another cheese and cracker. He walked past the dressed table to the living room. She sat on the sofa reading the same magazine he had been reading. He stood in the middle of the room and held out his hands. “Where are they?”

         “If there’s one thing that’s predictable,” she said, “it’s her running late.”

         “Sure, but it’s going on forty-ﬁve minutes.”

         “They’ll be eating some very cold appetizers.”

         “Have you cooked the meat?”

         “Everything but.”

         She casually ﬂipped through the magazine. There was no outrage or impatience. She seemed resigned to waiting as long as it took.

         “You should maybe call her,” he said.

         
              

         

         “Isn’t this what you wanted?” she asked. “Something unpredictable?”

         She was on the phone, calling around. It was nine o’clock, and then it was ten, going on ten thirty. She tried to reach them a dozen times in a dozen different ways. She sent texts and emails. They didn’t pick up and they didn’t reply.

         “Not when it interferes with dinner,” he said.

         “Nice,” she said. “Magnanimous and humane.”

         “Listen, don’t worry about those fucking drips,” he said. “They have fallen asleep watching Friends on DVD, for which they have locked their doors and silenced their phones.”

         “Yes?” she said. She was speaking into the phone now. “Okay, thank you. Can you take my number just in case one of them comes in? Thank you.” She left her name and number and hung up.

         “Is it really possible,” she said. She was dialing the next number. “Is it really possible that you care about no one but yourself?”

         “I’m trying to be helpful.”

         “Your help isn’t worth a good goddamn anymore,” she said.

         He didn’t like to be reminded. He left the room. “Sure,” she said to the phone. “I love to hold.”

         “Is this meat going bad?” he called out. He was in the kitchen. He had ﬁnished the cheese and crackers, the mini caprese salad she’d made with grape tomatoes, and the ﬁgs wrapped in bacon, caramelized with a homemade glaze. Now he was sitting on a bar stool eating a saucer of the mushroom risotto that was meant to go with the lamb, while staring at the meat on the butcher block. He had opened another bottle of wine. “Hey, babe, this meat? Should we do something with this meat?”

         “Stick it up your ass,” she said.

         He stopped chewing. He looked with raised eyebrows at the two mustard-seasoned racks of lamb and thought how unpleasant it would be to insert one of their bony ribs into his butthole, but how much fun to walk out into the next room and moon her with a rack of lamb between his cheeks. “Stick it up my ass, huh,” he said. “You know who should stick it up…whose asses…up whose asses it should be stuck up is, are your two friends of yours, their asses. They should stick it up their asses,” he said.

         Another hospital had no record, either, and again she left her name and number. She walked into the kitchen. “What are you muttering?”

         “There are two racks there, one for each of their asses.”

         She put her ﬁngertip on his forehead. “This isn’t like them,” she said, pushing his head back, “and you know it’s not like them, and you’re not being helpful.” She released him, and he sprang back on the stool to an upright position.

         “I’m sorry, am I supposed to be helpful?” he said. “Because I thought my help was no longer worth a good goddamn.”

         She left the room.

         “Wait,” he said. He dropped the risotto to the counter and got off the stool. “Hold on.” He followed her through the dining room. “Obviously, I’m not saying—will you stop? will you listen to me, please?—that I don’t want to be helpful. Will you please turn around and listen?” She stopped and turned. “They just got their dates wrong, is all,” he said, “and tomorrow, when they call, they’ll tell you how sorry they are. They had to turn their phones off during the late showing of Kung Fu Panda or something.”

         “So they went to see Kung Fu Panda tonight,” she said.

         “Something like that.”

         “My adult friends went to see Kung Fu Panda tonight, and they turned their phones off so they wouldn’t ring during Kung Fu Panda. ”

         “Or,” he said. “Or.” He put up a finger. They were standing near the bedroom doorway. There was dim light coming from the dark room and he was suddenly irrationally afraid, as he had been as a child, that if anyone stepped inside, if she stepped inside, she would plummet to the center of the earth. He lowered his ﬁnger. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t think they went to see Kung Fu Panda.”

         “You do not think, period,” she said.

         She stepped inside the bedroom. She did not plummet down but floated across the murk into the bathroom. She waited until the door was shut before switching on the light.

         He sat on the kitchen floor for thirty minutes. Then he said, “Hey!” He got no response. He stood and went into the bedroom.

         He found her in bed. She was in her pajamas. She was propped up against the headboard, reading a book in the lamplight. “What are you doing?”

         “Going to bed.”

         “The meat is still on the counter,” he said. “There’s food everywhere. Are we just going to let it go to waste? And aren’t you worried about your friends?”

         “I’m not hungry,” she said.

         “Should you really be reading a book right now?”

         “What else would you suggest I do?”

         “I don’t know. Go over to their apartment? See if they’re there?”

         “I need to wait here in case I get a call from a hospital, or in case they show up.”

         He sat down on the bed. He put his head in his hands. He heard the slow turn of one page after another, and then, deeper in the ears, the squishy beat of his sobering heart.

         “Well,” he said, looking up. “Would you like me to go over there?”

         “What are you going to do about it, big man? Man of steel? Gonna get inside the Absolutmobile and go ﬁnd the big danger?”

         He stared at her.

         “It’s too bad we can’t have children,” she said. “If she was ever abducted, what better daddy to go and save her?”

         “Her? Is that right? Is it a her?”

         “I guess it would be important for you to have a boy, wouldn’t it? So you could pass along all these masculine skills of yours. All your big-man powers.”

         He stood up from the bed.

         “Do you want me to go over there or not?”

         
              

         

         He had been to their apartment a handful of times, but never with so many people in it. It was a sizable apartment with a quirky ﬂoor plan and a proliferation of rooms that seemed to spool out one after another. He stepped inside and saw the first of the bedrooms pulsing with a lot of carefully curated candlelight. He saw silhouettes of people there and more in the room to his right. People were coming and going from the kitchen, some louder than others. He did not recognize the man who had opened the door for him.

         “Is there a party going on?” he asked.

         “Are you a neighbor?”

         “Old friend.”

         “There’s beer in the fridge,” the man said. He closed the door and turned back to his conversation.

         The noisy talk was now crisper than it had been in the hall outside, where he had ﬁrst picked up on its underwater strains and thought it must be coming from some other apartment. He hesitated before finally drifting down the small corridor to the kitchen. Here, too, the light was dim. More votives cast shadows against the chrome appliances and the ceiling-mounted pots and pans and all the people standing in clusters against the black marble counter. Someone reached into the fridge. The bright, telescoping light broke the ambience, and the door falling shut just as quickly restored it. “The last one of those, you bastard?” someone said. The one addressed mimicked smashing the bottle on the speaker’s head. There was more mimicry of hand-to-hand combat as he drifted out of the kitchen.

         He made his way through the rooms. He saw no one he recognized. It was hard to see in the low light, and some people, in the middle of conversations, had their backs to him. He did not want to go around tapping on shoulders or craning his neck conspicuously. He felt self-conscious despite the anonymity afforded by the darkness. He regretted not getting a drink while he was in the kitchen, not only because it had been a while, and because alcohol was helpful in these situations, but because without a drink in hand he felt that much more out of place.

         He ended up by the gas ﬁreplace below the mantel and mirror. Solid blue ﬂames licked over fake logs with bulky knots, radiating a dry and passionless heat. No smoke, no ash. Just a steady dull and decorous burn. He stared at it until his eyes began to hurt, letting the competing voices behind him blend into one festive, gibbering blur. When he looked up again, his eyes had hung a scrim of ﬁre between him and the world. He could see only the vaguest shapes, the crudest outlines of people and walls, and then only at his periphery. He waited for the image to dissolve, but before it did completely a familiar voice said, “Well, look who it is.”

         He blinked to quicken his vision, which helped, but he didn’t think it could be possible. “Ben?” he said.

         “Lauren and I were just wondering where you could be,” Ben said.

         “We had plans,” he found himself saying, “earlier in the evening.”

         “Where’s Amy?”

         “She’s home,” he said. He added, “Not feeling well.”

         “Oh, no,” Ben said. “The ﬂu?”

         “Flulike,” he said. “Where’s Lauren?”

         Ben turned around as if to locate Lauren. When he turned back, he spoke at a much lower register. “Listen, buddy, to your left, at ten o’clock? I’m going to pivot you, okay?” Ben reached out with his beer in hand and turned him a fraction. “Now she’s at noon, right over my shoulder. See her? Do you know who that is?”

         “She’s beautiful.”

         “Beautiful? Buddy,” he said, “do you have any idea who that woman is?”

         “I don’t know who any of these people are,” he said.

         Before he could study the woman any closer, he felt a hand on his arm. The grip was thin and hard, shrill, and when he turned to face the gripper, he was face-to-face with Amy’s old friend. “Well,” he said. “Do you know that we’ve been looking for you?”

         “Stay right where you are, Ben,” she said. “I have something important to tell you.” She turned from Ben and addressed him. “Walk with me.”

         With her grip on him now tighter, she led him through the rooms quickly, much faster than he’d meandered through them on his own. “What the hell’s going on?” he asked. “We’ve been looking for you all night, and you’re having a goddamn party?”

         “You promised to wait for me!” she said to a group of people who turned to her all at once.

         “Oh, I won’t tell it without you,” a man said, and someone laughed.

         She turned back with a smile that quickly disappeared.

         “Hey,” he said. “Are you listening to me?”

         “Can you please wait?” she asked, without looking at him.

         “Where are we going?”

         She returned him to the foyer. She ﬁnished what was left in her glass and placed it on the ﬂoor.

         “Should you really be drinking?” he asked.

         “It’s cranberry juice,” she said. She opened the door, and they stepped out into the hallway. She waited for the door to close behind her.

         “Who invited you to this party?” she asked.

         “Who invited me?” he said. “No one invited me. We had dinner plans tonight, the four of us, and you stood us up.”

         “I’m sorry,” she said. “We did not have dinner plans.”

         “I’m afraid, yes, we did,” he said. “We made a huge spread for you guys and bought some very expensive meat, and then I come here and ﬁnd out you’re having a big party.”

         “Now, why would we throw a big party on a night we had plans with you?”

         “Why wouldn’t we get an invitation if you were throwing a big party?” he asked.

         She didn’t have an answer. People considered her pretty, but she had puffy cheeks and a pouty mouth that had annoyed him from the beginning, even against his will. He had wanted to like her at ﬁrst, but her kind of mouth he associated with spoiled brats, and her voice didn’t help, nor did the words she spoke. He felt sorry for that baby.

         “Can’t answer that, can you?” he said.

         “Let me ask you something,” she said. Her mouth, trembling a little, had never looked more punitive or ugly. “Why do you pretend to like us? Why do you invite us to dinner parties when everyone knows you don’t like us, that you’ve been full of contempt for us from the very beginning?”

         He was surprised by the forwardness of the question. He was tempted to argue the point. How could she know for certain who he did and did not like?

         Instead, he said, “For Amy.” She was silent. “Well, you asked,” he said.

         “This party is by invitation only,” she said, “and we speciﬁcally did not invite you.”

         “So you don’t invite me or Amy, your oldest friend Amy, but you invite my friend Ben?”

         “We met Ben at one of your dinner parties.”

         “I know how you met him.”

         “And he and Lauren have since become friends.”

         “Who was that woman?” he asked.

         “What woman?”

         “The woman standing in front of me when I was talking to Ben.”

         “I must not be making myself very clear,” she said.

         “Okay, forget it,” he said, “forget it. You don’t want me here. That’s ﬁne. But I came because Amy was worried about you when you didn’t show up for dinner. So what am I supposed to say to her when I go home knowing that you couldn’t come to our dinner party because you have a big party going on yourself, and that you speciﬁcally didn’t invite her?”

         She stared at him. Her arms were folded and her head was a little cocked, as if they were having a lovers’ quarrel, but her face was suddenly calm and expressionless.

         “You want to know what I think of you?” she asked.

         He was having a hard time reading her face. It was now so blank and ﬂat and calm. He had no idea what she was thinking. It was as if she were a different person.

         “I think Amy made a terrible mistake marrying you,” she said. “I tried to tell her that, but I couldn’t do it the way I should have. Amy and I have nothing, absolutely nothing in common anymore, and I’m sorry but I blame you for that, because it’s so awful to have to see you and talk about you, and to think that she’s going to be alone with you for the rest of her life just breaks my heart.”

         He began to walk away. He stopped and turned back. “You’re barbarians,” he said. “Both of you.”

         “Don’t come here again,” she said to him as he was walking away. “Don’t call, either. Not tonight, and not tomorrow.”

         “I can’t wait to go home and tell Amy. She’s going to love this.”

         “I wish I could say I cared,” she said.

         
              

         

         He took a taxi home. In the backseat, he replayed the conversation again and again with such intensity that he began to grit his teeth. He couldn’t believe all the many awful things she had said to him. They were outrageous, offensive, and ﬁnal. He hardly saw anything out the car window, but he could vividly picture her mouth and then the blank expression that had preceded her outburst, which worked him up even more.

         When he paid the cab and stepped out, his anger had lessened considerably through too much concentration on it. He wanted it to take hold again with its strangling grip, so he thought of the kitchen: all those dishes in the sink, the expensive meat spoiling on the butcher block.

         He walked through the front door and called out to her. He went through the apartment to the bedroom. The bed was unmade in that corner where she had lain reading her book, and the book itself was on the duvet, but she was not there. He glanced in the bathroom before leaving the bedroom and walking back through the apartment, this time turning on all the overhead lights. He stopped at the closet and took an accounting of the coats, then he hurried on to the kitchen, where everything was as it had been a few hours earlier, including her rings on the counter. He was that future self in search of her that he had many times foretold but always dismissed as an impossibility. She had left him. It was dizzying. He had to steady himself against the fridge. He wanted nothing more than to have her there so that he could tell her everything about the evening—what cruel fun, what compensation—but she was gone.

         When he returned to the bedroom, she was there. How, he didn’t know. She was sitting upright on his side of the bed with her back to him. His relief was immense. He crossed the room and saw in the light coming through the blinds that her eyes were open. She must have known he was there, but she didn’t look at him. She just continued to blink in a distant way.

         “They were home,” he said. He let that sink in. “Can you believe it? They were home that whole time.”

         She closed her eyes. He prepared what delicious thing he was going to say next. He wanted to go back now and start at the beginning, at the strangeness of those ﬁrst few party sounds he had picked up on in the hallway. With an economical and unsentimental gesture, she wiped a tear away before resettling her hand on her leg. He wasn’t expecting her to cry.

         He thought about how worried she had been when they didn’t show up. He thought about how much pride she took in her cooking and how much effort she had made for them. It couldn’t have been easy, knowing the nature of their good news.

         He sat down beside her on the bed and put his arm around her. “They were sleeping,” he said. “I had to buzz them so many times just to wake them up. And she was so sorry. She said to me so many times how sorry she was.”

         She got off the bed and went into the other room. One minute he was holding her, and the next he felt the enormity of the empty bed. He called out to her. She didn’t respond. He called out to her a second time. He thought about getting up and going to her, but that was usually no longer helpful. He heard her rummaging through the closet. When she came back in, he was lying down. She switched on the overhead light, which he happened to be staring at. His eyes burned and he turned away. The next thing he knew, she had placed a roller bag on the bed and was unzipping it.

         “What are you doing?” he asked.

         He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It was a totally predictable thing to do, to pack a bag, and yet completely outrageous. It was both dramatic and futile. Where did she plan to go?

         “You’re being ridiculous,” he said. “Please stop. What does this have to do with me?”

         She slowed down. She moved a few more things into the bag, and then, with a gesture that was full of rage and yet halfhearted, she threw in a pair of socks. She seemed to recognize that what she was doing was preposterous, though nothing else appropriate or imaginable had come to her. She stood still in front of the bag. He got off the bed and took her in his arms.

         “She just forgot,” he said. “That’s all. You know her.”

         She began to sob. She heaved into his shoulder as he held her. Hot tears came through his shirt.

         “Why do I have this life?” she asked.

         Her arms dropped to her side and she went limp. She cried as if he were not holding her, as if he were not in the room with her, as if he were not in the world at all.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Valetudinarian

         

         The day after Arty Groys moved to Florida to pursue the leisures of retirement in that paradisal climate, his wife was killed in a head-on collision with a man fleeing the state to escape the discovery of frauds perpetuated for a dozen years under the guise of good citizenship. Arty found himself bereft in a strange land. He knew none of the street names or city centers. His condominium was underfurnished and undecorated. The cemetery where Meredith was buried was too bright and too hot, both on the day of interment and every visit thereafter. Whenever Arty had imagined one of them at the other’s funeral, he pictured rain, black-clad figures under black umbrellas, the cumbersome dispersal of the gathered through mud in the lowest of spirits. He saw Meredith leaning down to grasp at one last incorporeal memory as their daughter Gina bent to encourage her to stand, both women weeping—for it was always Arty who had died in Arty’s daydreams. But on the day they laid Meredith to rest, golf and tennis were beckoning to retirees in radiant waves of sun, and the fishermen of Tarpon Cove were sporting cheerfully with the devilish snook.

         To the surprise of his children, Arty didn’t return to Ohio. Over the course of time, they got the sense that their father had stalled, then that his wheels had shifted into reverse, and then that he was heading backward at full speed, toward some oncoming atrocity—their mother’s death in reverse, this time entirely psychological. He was without responsibilities after a long professional career, and now he was without the one person, helpmeet and bickering companion, who could shake him out of the recliner and into the world.

         His worst instincts claimed him. He started a feud with Mrs. Zegerman, his neighbor in Bequia Cove Towers, a tall condominium building overlooking Naples Bay just south of the Tamiami Trail. Arty suggested in a note slipped under Mrs. Zegerman’s door that her Shih Tzu, Cookie, whose incessant yapping came right through the walls, deserved to be shot by Nazis. Mrs. Zegerman accused him of being an anti-Semite; Arty countered that he was not an anti-Semite but an anti–Shih Tzu and that all Shih Tzus should be rounded up. A few days later, Mrs. Zegerman found an unopened box of rat poison near the potted phlox beside her welcome mat, and tensions escalated from there.

         In other respects, Arty withdrew. His brooding caused him to lose golf partners and other acquaintances and alienated him somewhat from his one true friend, fit and generous Jimmy Denton. Jimmy had come down to Florida after making a killing in the Danville (Illinois, not Connecticut) real estate market. Jimmy had taken Arty golfing and talked baseball with him, but now it was growing late on Arty’s birthday, and he had not yet received a call from Jimmy or from any of his children. He was starting to feel as unloved as he had the day of his ninth birthday, when only two of the eleven guests showed up to his party, a pair of twins who took off their shirts and came together at the arm to show where they had been surgically separated.

         He was instantly relieved to hear the first ring of the phone, an old rotary that vibrated with the vigor of the Mechanical Age. He let it rumble and stop, rumble and stop, three full times so that the caller would not suspect how lonely he was. After the third ring he snatched it up. He let the pause grow and then said a very casual hello. It was his daughter, Gina, who lived by herself in a horse stable in Belmont.

         “Happy birthday, Daddy!” she cried into his ear. “Happy birthday, happy birthday!”

         “Is that you, Gina? God bless you for calling, my girl,” said Arty. “Happy birthday to me. Yes, happy birthday to your old man.”

         “I’m sorry I didn’t call earlier, Daddy.”

         “Oh, I didn’t even notice,” said Arty.

         “We had to put a horse down today. It was very difficult. His name was The Jolly Bones, and he was absolutely everyone’s favorite. He was almost sort of human. This one time—”

         “My gallbladder’s ruined,” declared Arty.

         “Your gallbladder, Daddy? How did that happen?”

         “Yes, my gallbladder. Dr. Klutchmaw says it has to be removed. First a low glucose plasma concentration, then the heart, now the gallbladder. I have never given a thought to the gallbladder my entire life, but evidently it wears down like an old tire. I didn’t mean to make such terrible decisions.”

         “What decisions were those, Daddy?”

         “Klutchmaw tells me I could have prevented this if I had stayed away from fatty foods forty years ago, but no one gives you a manual, Gina. No one hands you a manual.”

         “I wish you wouldn’t be so gloomy, Daddy. Not today. Not on your birthday.”

         “I want you to do yourself a favor and stay away from fatty foods, my girl, because a worn-out gallbladder is no walk in the park. Klutchmaw has a man who plans to remove it, and that means going under the anesthetic, and I may be diabetic. I’m waiting on the test results.”

         “Well, that sounds good,” said Gina. “But what about today, Daddy, what do you plan to do on your birthday?”

         “If I had known about any of this forty years ago, I wouldn’t be so gloomy today, but no one gives you a manual. The cigarettes ruined my bowels, and I smoked them only ten years before I heeded the warnings. When I go, I have a feeling it will be because of the lungs or the bowels and not the heart after all.”

         “Do you have a golf game lined up today, Daddy?”

         “I’m too fat to play golf anymore,” said Arty. “It’s a good thing you called when you did, sweetheart. I was just about to go into the kitchen and attack the Oreos.”

         Gina stayed on the line until she was called away. They were having a little ceremony for The Jolly Bones. She encouraged Arty to get out of the house for what remained of his birthday and to have a good time, maybe by riding his bicycle.

         
              

         

         The sun was never so part of the earth’s essence as when its golden meniscus quivered at the edge of the horizon just over Arty’s balcony, coloring the clouds and restoring to the sky all the pastoral visions of the earliest era, and filling his condo (furnished with wicker and cushion) with the light of a dying day.

         After finishing the Oreos and three glasses of milk, Arty struggled with himself not to dial a number long committed to memory. Doing so went against Klutchmaw’s express instructions, and it might tie up the phone right as someone was calling to pass along kind birthday wishes. But in the end he reasoned there was no point aging another year if you couldn’t spoil yourself. A familiar voice answered after only half a ring. It was Brad. Brad put in the order for a large meat-lover’s pizza and a two-liter Sprite. Anxious about tying up the line, Arty nevertheless announced that it was his birthday.

         “Happy birthday, Arty,” said Brad. “How old are you?”

         “Yes, happy birthday to me. Thank you, Brad. I’m a composite sixty-six, but that doesn’t tell the whole story. I’ve lost much of my aerobic potential and put the lungs at about a hundred. I put the legs at eighty-five. How old are you, Brad? They don’t give you a manual, you know. I don’t want you to be shocked when they tell you they’re coming to pull out all your teeth.”

         “Arty, man, the other lines are screaming. Can we talk tomorrow?”

         “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Brad, you bet. God bless for calling. Happy birthday to me.”

         “Happy birthday, Arty.”

         By one of those good fortunes of timing that lonely people long for, the phone began to ring just seconds after Arty set down the receiver. This racket of activity gave the impression of momentary pandemonium and brought joy to Arty’s big day. Again, he let the phone ring three interminable times before answering, and then, as the mouthpiece traveled through the air toward his lips, said casually, as if to someone in the room with him, “…think they’re going to have a wonderful season this year. Hello?”

         “Dad!”

         It was his son, Paul, calling from San Francisco. Paul worked in a hospice where he sat among the terminally ill and watched them die. Arty was proud of him—Paul had given his life to a good cause—though not as proud as he would have been if Paul were the owner of a chain of hospices scattered across the country, pulling in profit margins of 30 percent or more.

         “Oh, Pauly, God bless you for calling,” said Arty. “Happy birthday to me.”

         “Is there someone there with you, Dad? Should I call back?”

         “No, it’s just my friend Jimmy Denton. You know Jimmy. We’re sitting here talking baseball. You know how I love talking baseball with an old friend.”

         “Well, I’m just calling to wish you a happy birthday.”

         “I talked to Dr. Klutchmaw’s office today,” said Arty. “It doesn’t look good.”

         “Remind me,” said Paul. “Which one is Klutchmaw?”

         “Dr. Klutchmaw is my internist. He tells me the manufacturer is recalling the stent. There’s a flaw in the damn thing. It’s not fair, Pauly.”

         “They don’t hand out manuals, do they, Pop.”

         “No, they don’t. You think your heart stent is going to last you forever, and then the manufacturer recalls the damn thing.”

         “Well, everything’s okay here. The children are fine, Dana’s fine. Matter of fact, she’s sitting next to me and wants to wish you a happy birthday. Here she is.”

         “Hold on, Paul, hold it just a second before you give the phone to Dana. I want to tell you something, son. Now listen to me, Paul. Odds are, you’re going to get fat. You’re going to get goddamn fat and you’re going to get the gout. You’re going to have hypertension and high cholesterol, and you’re going to be put on drugs with the worst side effects. They’ll make you sweat in odd places. You won’t be able to focus or count. Your children will grow distant. Dana will be dead. And you’ll be lonely, Paul. I should have told you this years ago, to prepare you, but I didn’t know it myself. I just want you to be prepared.”
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