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      one

      
      the night before everything changes, an earthquake jolts me out of my sleep and I instinctively reach over for Tamara, but
         it isn’t Tamara, of course, it’s Hope. There was never even a time when it might have been Tamara. And yet, lately, whenever
         I wake up, my first, dazed instinct, before real life comes back into focus, is to assume it’s Tamara in the bed beside me.
         I suppose that in my dreams, not the one or two that I can recall, but the millions that vanish into oblivion like flies when
         you’ve barely even begun to move your cupped, ready hand in their direction, in those dreams, she must be mine, over and over
         again. So there’s always this vaguely troubling notion when I wake up like this, this sense that I’ve somehow been transported
         to an alternate universe where my life took a left instead of a right because of some seemingly insignificant yet cosmically
         crucial choice I made, about a girl or a kiss or a date or a job or which Starbucks I went into … something.
      

      
      Meanwhile, back in real life, the Upper West Side of Manhattan trembles like a subway platform, rattling windows and uprooting
         corner trash cans, the shrill wail of multiple car alarms rising up over Broadway, piercing the night at its stillest, in
         the hour just preceding dawn.
      

      
      “Zack!” Hope shouts, reaching out urgently for me, the volume of her voice almost as startling as the quake, her manicured
         nails slicing painfully into my shoulder. Hope, not Tamara. That’s right. Beautiful Hope. I open my eyes and say, “What the hell?” It’s the best I can manage under the circumstances. We look up at the ceiling as
         the bed shimmies lightly under us, and then quickly climb out of bed. My trusty Felix the Cat boxers and her satin Brooks
         Brothers pajamas belie the postcoital nature of our broken slumber. The tremors have stopped by the time we run downstairs
         to the living room, where we find Jed, my housemate, standing naked and peering out the window with mild curiosity.
      

      
      “What happened?” I say.

      
      “I don’t know,” Jed says, rubbing his toned abdomen absently. “I think it was an earthquake.” He turns from the window and
         moves lazily toward the couch.
      

      
      “Oh my God!” Hope cries, simultaneously spinning around and covering her eyes.

      
      “Oh,” Jed says, first noticing her. “Hi, Hope.”

      
      “Can you put that thing away for a minute?” I say on Hope’s behalf.

      
      “I didn’t know she was here,” Jed says, making no move to conceal his kinetic nakedness.

      
      “Well, you do now,” Hope says in that high, aristocratic whine that never fails to bug me.

      
      I love Jed, but he’s been pulling this naked shit more and more lately. I can’t recall the last time I saw him wearing a shirt.
         One of the few downsides to living with an unemployed millionaire is that he has nothing to do but watch television and cultivate
         eccentricities. On the other hand, I live in a newly renovated brownstone on the Upper West Side and haven’t paid rent in
         over three years. In Manhattan, this makes me nothing less than fortune’s son. When you do the math, I am being highly compensated
         to tolerate the occasional flapping phallus. I grab a pillow off the giant leather sectional that runs the perimeter of our
         ridiculously large living room in a wide crescent, and throw it at him. “Cover yourself, Jed. For the sake of the nation.”
      

      
      Jed sits down on the couch and wipes the crust out of his eyes while I gag inwardly at the thought of his naked ass on the
         mushroom-colored Italian leather. He crosses his legs and perches the pillow comically over his genitals, flashing me his
         trademark laid-back grin. Hope sniffs, audibly and with great inflection, before walking over to the window. Jed has made
         a lot of money, but Hope comes from money, which carries with it a distinctly different flavor. Having done neither, all I
         can do is sigh a this-is-my-life kind of sigh, resigned, but not without some trace of contentment. Jed is my best friend,
         and sometimes a bit of an asshole. Hope is my fiancée, and while I don’t think she’s a snob, I can see why Jed might. They
         are polar opposites, triangulated by my central presence between them. Physically, though, they could be siblings. Both are
         effortlessly beautiful, tall and lean, with thick hair and chiseled features. Jed’s prominent forehead and thick nose lend
         him a vaguely European look, like a Calvin Klein model, and he cuts his hair short so he doesn’t have to brush it. Hope’s
         hair is thick, obedient, and often suspiciously similar to Gwyneth Paltrow’s latest style, although she would never admit to such pedestrian influences. I stand between these two
         attractive people as something of an oddity, like the guy taking the light readings at a photo shoot, miraculously connected
         to both of them, conspicuously average; the man in the middle.
      

      
      Jed and I met in Columbia and became roommates after we graduated, in a run-down junior four on 108th and Amsterdam. At the
         time, he was working as an analyst at Merrill Lynch and I was writing long, boring press releases full of disclaimers for
         a PR firm specializing in pharmaceuticals. Then Jed quit his job to join a hedge fund investing in Internet startups and,
         like everyone else except me, became a millionaire on stock options by the year 2000. By the time the bubble had burst, he’d
         already bought the brownstone, inviting me to move in with him, and sold enough stock before the fall to bank a healthy few
         million to boot. For a while he talked about going back to work in the financial sector or maybe starting his own hedge fund,
         but then our buddy Rael got killed and Jed pretty much forgot about all that, and announced that he was going to just stay
         home and watch television for a while. That was almost two years ago, and as far as I can tell, he seems to have found his
         true calling. The nudity is more of a hobby.
      

      
      Rael, my best friend since the third grade, lost control of his BMW on his way home from a night of gambling in Atlantic City.
         The car swerved up an embankment on the Garden State Parkway and crashed through the woods before flipping over into a gully.
         It was two in the morning and the parkway was empty when it happened, so it took a while for help to show up, and by then
         he was dead. I doubt they could have saved him anyway, since his internal organs were pretty much crushed on impact when he
         was impaled on the steering wheel. It would be comforting to think he died instantly, but it actually took a while. I know, because I was sitting next to him.
      

      
      “Did we really have an earthquake?” Hope says, sounding like a little girl as she peers out at Eighty-fifth and Broadway.
         Her whine is gone, and I love her again.
      

      
      “So it would seem,” Jed says.

      
      He turns the television to one of the local channels while we gaze out the window, considering the possibility of terrorist
         actions. Since 9/11, we take nothing for granted. The din of the car alarms is starting to lessen, and a few hardy souls have
         ventured out onto the street to assess the situation. They’re showing an old Clint Eastwood film on channel 55—urban Clint,
         as opposed to grizzled Western Clint—and after another minute, the crawl appears at the bottom of the screen confirming that
         yes, in fact, we did have a minor earthquake. No injuries or damages have been reported.
      

      
      “Since when does Manhattan have earthquakes?” Hope says in a tone that suggests she’s inclined to write a letter to someone’s
         supervisor about this. “I’ve lived here my whole life, and I don’t recall there ever being one before.”
      

      
      “Maybe not on the East Side,” Jed says. “Here in the West, we get them all the time.” He never misses a chance to needle Hope
         about her privileged roots. “Teach you to go slumming.” He winks at me, a quick, effortless wink that I have fruitlessly tried
         to cultivate from time to time. My facial muscles apparently lack the required flexibility, and my cheek always manages to
         get dragged into the fray, lending the gesture a ticlike quality guaranteed not to impress.
      

      
      Hope looks down her perfect nose at Jed. “You are an ass,” she declares sincerely.

      
      “No,” he says, standing up briefly to bend over and flash her some moon. “This is an ass.”

      
      “Oh, for God’s sake,” she squeals exasperatedly, turning to me like it’s my fault and flashing me her what-lovely-friends-you-have
         smirk. Her genteel origins did not prepare her for guys like Jed, or me for that matter, and I have to say that she’s adjusted
         rather admirably in the name of love. “Let’s go back to bed,” I say, taking her hand. Jed plops back down on the couch, the
         leather farting as it scrapes against his skin, or else he’s actually let one rip, which would hardly be out of character.
         We won’t wait around to find out. He flips on the television, surfing aimlessly through the vast desert of late-night programming.
         “Night, Jed,” I call to him from the stairs, but he’s already gone, swallowed up in the numbing blue-green glow of the fifty-two-inch
         plasma screen, his true home for the last two years.
      

      
      “X-Files,” he announces exuberantly. “Damn. I saw this one.” He’ll sit there until morning, watching reruns and infomercials, effectively
         doubling his odds of encountering Chuck Norris. At some point he’ll take a nap and a shower, order in some breakfast, and,
         thus replenished, resume his mindless vigil.
      

      
      Back in my room, I try to capitalize on our unscheduled wakefulness and extract Hope from her pajamas, but although she lets
         my hands roam blissfully under her shirt, she obstinately refuses to relinquish it. “I have to be at work early,” she says.
      

      
      I gently rub her left breast in what’s intended to be a seductive motion, running my hand across her nipple and down to where
         the softness disappears into her ribs and then back up again, her breast filling my palm, overflowing against my fingers like
         a rising cake when I press inward. Hope has the greatest body of anyone I’ve ever been allowed to touch. Her long, toned torso
         is crowned with two remarkably pert, grapefruit-size breasts whose tall, barrel-shaped nipples jump to attention at the slightest manipulation. Her legs are lean and toned from
         her thrice-weekly spinning workouts at the Reebok Club, and above them sits a Magritte apple of an ass, firm but deliciously
         yielding. “Come on,” I say, already popping out of my Felix the Cat fly. “Earthquake sex.”
      

      
      She looks at me skeptically. “Earthquake sex?”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      I am forever cataloging the vast cornucopia of the various kinds of sex there are to have. New Partner Sex (basic and always
         fun), Shower Sex (more technically difficult than it appears on Cinemax), Platonic Friends Dry Spell Sex (the sexual equivalent
         of emergency rations), Sloppy Drunk Sex (self-explanatory), Hotel Sex (make all the mess you want, since you won’t have to
         clean it up), and Wake-Up Sex (absolutely no tongue kissing), to name a few. When it comes to sex, my inner teenager pretty
         much has the run of the place.
      

      
      Hope remains unimpressed. “I’ve got a maritime auction tomorrow,” she says, firmly removing my hand from under her pajamas.

      
      “Do you realize what a rare opportunity this is?” I say. “What are the odds of another earthquake in Manhattan?”

      
      “Only slightly better than the odds of your getting any right now,” she says with a yawn, rolling over and closing her eyes.

      
      “Come on, I’ll be quick.”

      
      “Sorry. I need to sleep.”

      
      “But what about my needs?”

      
      Hope opens one eye and rolls it at me. “We had sex three hours ago,” she says.

      
      “And wasn’t it great?” I say.

      
      The other eye opens. “The earth moved,” she says, and smiles lovingly, a rare smile devoid of her habitual irony. I love that smile, and how it feels to be both its cause and effect.
      

      
      “There you have it, then,” I say.

      
      She leans over and gives me a quick peck on the lips. “Good night, Zack.” Her tone leaves me no wiggle room. Not that I’m
         keeping count, but I suspect I’ve been getting a lot less sex since this whole engagement business started. I roll over painfully
         onto my vestigial erection, and then turn to watch her drift off to sleep. I love the way she folds her hands under her cheek,
         like a child pantomiming sleep, the way she rolls her knees up, curling herself into a compact ball. Hope at rest is a rare
         thing, and it gives me time to contemplate her beauty, to wonder, as I often do, at the dumb luck that has brought this angel
         into my bed. “Why do you love me?” I’ve asked her repeatedly.
      

      
      “Because you have a big heart,” she’s told me. “Because you’ve spent your life taking care of your brothers, and you don’t
         even understand the strength and love that that must take. Because you think you have to earn everything, that nothing is
         coming to you, which means, among other things, that you’ll never take me for granted. Because,” she has said, “every boyfriend
         I ever had loved me for my potential, for what they expected me to become once we were married, an accessory to affluence.
         But you have no great plans for me. You love me for who I am right now, which means you’ll always love me, no matter what
         I become.”
      

      
      “Why do you love me?” I whisper to her now.

      
      “Because I knew you were going to ask me that right now,” she murmurs without opening her eyes.

      
      When I fall asleep, I dream of Tamara.

      
      •••

      
      Life, for the most part, inevitably becomes routine, the random confluence of timing and fortune that configures its components
         all but forgotten. But every so often, I catch a glimpse of my life out of the corner of my eye, and am rendered breathless
         by it. This is my own doing, this life, with my millionaire-playboy housemate and my stunning fiancée with blood as blue as
         the clear winter sky. I spend my days toiling in my office, and then come home to a spectacular brownstone where I hang with
         rock musicians and beautiful people. This is no accident. I made this happen. I had a plan.
      

      
      I am about to fuck it all up in a spectacular fashion.

      
      Morning. I don’t have to open my eyes to know that Hope is long gone. She’ll have awakened at six, preferring to shower and
         change in her own apartment before going to work. Hope works at Christie’s, evaluating nineteenth-century paintings that will
         ultimately be auctioned off to the rich and stuffy, and although she won’t come out and say it, she’s mildly disgusted by
         my shower, with its gooey shampoo bottles, dented Irish Spring bars, scattered Q-tips, and disposable Bic razors planted strategically
         on every available surface. I’ve repeatedly offered to stock her Bumble and Bumble hair care products and Burberry body wash,
         but she blanches at the impropriety of the whole premarital bathroom thing. In truth, she’s only recently begun sleeping over—mostly
         on weekends—a gracious concession to the diamond I recently, unbelievably, placed on her finger.
      

      
      I roll over and survey my room lovingly, and with a touch of wonder, as I’ve done almost every morning for the last three
         years. It’s a large, square room, about eighteen by eighteen feet. I’ve furnished it sparingly to maintain the feeling of open space. It contains my queen-size bed, a small cherrywood desk
         from the Door Store upon which sit a black eighteen-inch flat-screen computer monitor, a cell phone charger, a cordless phone
         and charger, scattered pictures, receipts, dry-cleaning stubs, and approximately six months’ worth of miscellaneous mail and
         papers that I fully intend to get to, although I probably never will. The floor-to-ceiling bookcases are crammed with an eclectic
         collection of trade paperbacks, contemporary fiction mostly, some of the classics for show, a handful of the better Star Trek
         novels, screenplays printed off the Internet, and three or four years’ worth of Esquire and Entertainment Weekly. Opposite my bed is an entertainment center containing a thirty-two-inch Panasonic flat-screen with built-in DVD player,
         a VCR, and a Fisher stereo. The center of the room contains only an expanse of thick wine-colored carpeting that is more than
         occasionally littered with discarded clothing. On one wall hangs a framed, original Rocky movie poster on which a bloodied, pre-steroids Stallone collapses into Adrian’s arms, and on the opposite, a well-known Kandinsky
         print, a gift from Hope. The door to the bathroom is between the bookcase and the desk. The bedroom in my last apartment was
         roughly the size of my bathroom.
      

      
      On my way to the shower, I see that Hope’s hung one of my suits on the bathroom doorknob with a yellow Post-it note in her
         elegant script. Perfect for the party, but it needs to be dry-cleaned. Love you, H. Her parents are throwing a party in our honor this coming Saturday night in their apartment, to officially announce our engagement.
         This despite their evident disappointment in their daughter’s selection of a mate, although I think I’m starting to grow on
         her mother, Vivian, who finds my suburban middle-class sensibilities humorously quaint. I consider Hope’s note and the somber
         dark suit she’s selected, clearly having overlooked the Moe Ginsburg label or she’d have rejected it for sure. Today is Monday. “Fuck,” I say for no
         readily apparent reason.
      

      
      My bathroom is all done in a soothing gray, the tiles, the wallpaper, sink, bath, and toilet all peacefully monochromatic,
         contrasted nicely by the white towels that hang on the brushed chrome rack. It’s like a halfway house between sleep and consciousness,
         muted, functional, and unchallenging to the eye.
      

      
      While I’m taking a leak, I notice something disturbing. My piss, usually a vibrant Big Bird yellow in the morning, is colorless,
         except for what appears to be the occasional flash of a cola-colored thread within the stream. When I look into the bowl,
         the colors have separated and I see a small floating nebula, which is now an unmistakable blood red. I feel an icy sensation
         in my belly, a tremor in my bowels. I study myself in the mirror for a minute, my brow furrowed in consternation. “That can’t
         be good,” I say.
      

      
      When I step into the shower, I find myself wistfully wondering what it could be, and if it might somehow get me out of the
         engagement party.
      

   
      
      two

      
      my father has an erection. I haven’t seen him in at least six or seven years, and he shows up on my doorstep at breakfast time
         with a hard-on that lifts his suit pants like a tent pole. “Hello, son,” he says, like Pa Kent to my Clark. Fathers from New
         York generally refer to their sons by their proper names. “Son” definitely requires a sun-drenched cornfield in the background.
         And fathers all over the planet generally tend to maintain a substantial distance between their offspring and their erections.
      

      
      “Norm.”

      
      “That’s right,” he says as if pleasantly surprised that I recognize him. “How are you, Zack?”

      
      “I’m okay. How are you?”

      
      He nods slowly. “Shipshape. Shipshape.”

      
      But seaworthy? I wonder. “You have a hard-on.”
      

      
      “Yeah,” he says, looking down and shaking his head sheepishly. “I took some Viagra a little while ago, and it just won’t quit.”

      
      “Of course,” I say, like it makes all the sense in the world. “I always like to sport some wood when I visit the family.”

      
      My father grins, wide and devilish. “I had a sudden change of plans,” he says by way of explanation.

      
      “Well, I don’t think all of you got the memo.”

      
      He smiles good-naturedly, his perfect teeth gleaming white like a toothpaste commercial. “Teeth and shoes,” he used to say.
         “Teeth and shoes. You show up to a meeting with lousy teeth or shabby shoes, you’ve already made a bad impression, before
         you say word one.” He’s sporting a day or two’s worth of stubble that’s tellingly whiter than the ring of unkempt hair that
         encircles the radiant center of his balding head. He’s allowed these few remaining strands to grow ridiculously long in the
         back, and the effect is kind of like Jack Nicholson playing Ben Franklin, which would actually be an inspired bit of casting,
         if you think about it. Despite Norm’s pronounced gut, he’s somehow smaller and altogether less substantial than in my memories.
         I don’t keep any pictures of him around.
      

      
      “I heard you’re getting married,” he says. “Heard she’s a beautiful girl.”

      
      I don’t know how he could have possibly heard about it, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of asking. “She is,” I say.

      
      “Listen,” he says. “Can I come in?”

      
      “What for?” I say.

      
      His smile falters. “I’d like to talk to you.”

      
      “I’m late for work.”

      
      “Have you been getting my messages?”

      
      “Sure.” He’s been calling sporadically ever since the Twin Towers came down, leaving long, rambling messages saying that the tragedy had made him realize what was truly important, and
         that we needed to get together and talk. It’s typical of Norm to see the annihilation of some three thousand lives as an opportunity.
         I’ve taken to screening my calls.
      

      
      “Well, I can certainly understand why you don’t call back, but I am suggesting that I’m here in the interest of getting past
         all of that. I know I’ve let you down before. I’ve been a lousy father, no doubt about it. But I wanted to tell you, in person,
         that I’m sober now. Just hit my ninety-day mark—”
      

      
      “So now you’re an alcoholic?” I say skeptically.

      
      “I am,” he says with an air of practiced humility. “And I’m up to step nine of the twelve steps, which is making amends.”

      
      “Nice tactic, Norm,” I say, unable to keep the sarcasm from creeping into my voice. “The nine-eleven thing didn’t work, but
         who can say no to a recovering alcoholic, right? It’s brilliant.”
      

      
      “Naturally, you have every right to doubt me.”

      
      “You think?”

      
      He sighs. “Listen, I’ve been on my feet for a while already. Can I please just come in for a glass of water?”

      
      I peer down at him, trying for a moment to look past all of my issues and his bullshit and just see him for who he truly is,
         but all I can see is a sixty-year-old con artist in a worn, wrinkled suit, down on his luck, with the bad sense to play the
         sympathy card while sporting a chemically induced erection. He looks dirty, decrepit almost, and even though I’m disgusted
         with myself for the sudden wave of sadness and pity that washes over me, I let him into the brownstone, and he waits in the
         living room while I fetch him a glass of water.
      

      
      “Great place,” he says, impressed. “You own, or are you renting, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      
      “It’s Jed’s,” I say, handing him the glass. He drinks the water quickly, wiping his wet lips with his sleeve as he hands me
         back the cup.
      

      
      “You feel that earthquake last night?” he asks me.

      
      “Sure.”

      
      “You know, in ancient times, some cultures believed that earthquakes were occasions for intense introspection, the gods shaking
         up the fates, giving you the opportunity to change your destiny.” He looks at me meaningfully.
      

      
      “Or maybe it was just the gods gangbanging the thirteen-year-old virgin that had been sacrificed the night before,” I say.

      
      Norm grins ruefully. “Listen, Zack,” he says. “All I’m asking for is a half hour, an hour at the most. I know you’re angry,
         and I’m certainly deserving of your anger, but I’m still your father, and like it or not, I’m the only one you’ll ever get.”
      

      
      I have no time for this. I’m still thinking disconcertedly about the blood in my piss, wondering if I should do anything about
         it. “I really have to get to work,” I say.
      

      
      He stares at me for a moment and then nods slowly. “Okay,” he says. “Now’s not a good time.” He fishes into his suit pocket
         and hands me a bent business card. Few things are more pathetic than an unemployed man with a business card. “My cell,” he
         says. “I’m headed down to Florida in a few days. A guy I know down there wants me to run his sporting goods store. But I came
         here first, because this is important. Please, Zack. I’m staying with some friends downtown. I’ll stay a few days more if
         that’s what it takes.”
      

      
      “I’ll think about it,” I say, ushering him toward the door.

      
      “I am suggesting that that’s really and truly all I could ask for,” he says solemnly. Over the years, Norm’s developed this
         odd manner of speech, his sentences festooned with flowery malapropisms that he thinks make him sound better educated, the distracting patter of a bad salesman. He extends his hand. I shake it, not because I want to but because what the hell
         else can you do when someone extends his hand. “It’s great to see you, Zack. You look wonderful, really terrific.”
      

      
      I’m pissing blood. “Thanks,” I say coldly.
      

      
      He grins widely, as if he’s achieved a minor victory. “How, then, is your mother?” he says.

      
      I tell him that’s none of his business, not because I care but because I want to see if I can wipe that shit-eating grin off
         his face.
      

      
      I can.

      
      As a young boy, I would wake up scared in the middle of the night, terrified that I’d been left alone in the house, and I
         would come running into my parents’ room, always to his side of the bed. His large arms would hoist me up and onto him, where
         I would lie with my head pressed flat against him, listening to the beating of his heart through his soft, fleshy chest as
         he rubbed my back, pulling my pajama shirt up in the places where it clung to my small, sweating trunk. And then, as my staggered
         breaths became slower and deeper, he would sing to me, his voice hoarse and dulled with sleep.
      

      
      
         Good night, sweet baby, good night

         
         I’m right here to watch over you

         
         And the moon, stars, and I

         
         And this old lullaby

         
         Will make all your sweet dreams come true

         
      

      
      You can never totally hate someone who sang you to sleep like that, can you? Who calmed you down and eased your fears. You can feel angry and betrayed, but some part of you will always love them for being there on those scary nights, for giving
         you a place to run to where your nightmares couldn’t follow, the one place where you could descend finally into slumber knowing,
         at least for the time being, that you were completely safe.
      

   
      
      three

      
      my mother did all the household accounting, so when my father started sleeping with his secretary, Anna, he rightly worried
         that paying for motel rooms two or three times a week could lead to discovery. He decided the smarter move would be to simply
         bring Anna home during his lunch hour to fuck her in the familiar comfort of his own marital bed. While this precluded the
         possibility of a money trail, it nevertheless must have left some forensic traces, because when my mother finally stepped
         into the room to catch him in the act, she was prepared. Rather than get hysterical and throw things, she simply snapped some
         damning pictures with the Nikon she’d bought him as an anniversary gift a few years earlier, when he’d declared a newfound,
         if typically fleeting, passion for photography. As he and Anna scrambled for their clothing, my mother walked calmly down
         the stairs of our attached house and then three blocks over to the Ace Pharmacy, where she dropped off the film to be developed. The Nikon hanging from her shoulder
         irritated her, so she tossed it into a corner trash can, bought herself a diet soda, and took a long walk.
      

      
      In the days that followed, an eerie calm beset our house, none of us willing to shatter the inscrutable, fragile truce that
         had somehow been forged in the aftermath of this event. My siblings and I were able to piece together what had happened, because
         the walls of our attached townhouse in Riverdale were paper thin, and my parents’ whispered bedroom arguments, my father’s
         desperate pleas and my mother’s bitter recriminations, were easily discernible from the hall bathroom.
      

      
      I was twelve years old, Pete nine, and Matt an already angry seven. We all knew this meant trouble. Even Pete, who was mildly
         retarded and didn’t always catch on, knew some bad shit was afoot, but none of us really believed this might be the watershed
         event. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. We all knew the drill, even Pete. Dad screwed up, things got tense for
         a while, and then Dad made up for it. He’d once even confided in me that when it came to him and my mother, he was the comeback
         king.
      

      
      But there would be no comeback this time. A few weeks later my mother sent out her Jewish New Year cards, and instead of a
         family portrait, that year’s picture was my father and Anna at the horrifying instant of their discovery. No airbrushing,
         no posing, just the raw, messy truth of middle-aged coupling captured from a blunt angle, anatomy as nature never intended
         it to be seen.
      

      
      Norman King, my father, was a popular character in the neighborhood. He walked the streets like a politician, greeting everyone
         he passed by name, and if he didn’t know your name, he’d either introduce himself or say, “Good morning, chief.” He was the sort of man who was on a first-name basis with all the shopkeepers, and knew to ask after their wives, children,
         or parents with perfect specificity. He would draw the men into lengthy discussions of their businesses, offering suggestions
         and tax-planning strategies. His job in the bookkeeping department of a large Manhattan corporation lent him the aura of white-collared
         big-business expertise, and he took great pains to burnish that image, not in the least because he believed in it, often throwing
         on a tie even just to run out to the grocery store for a carton of milk. He came across as a guy who knew how everything was
         wired, who had the inside track. His own slew of failed entrepreneurial ventures never seemed to diminish this perception,
         even to him. “Your failures are the foundation upon which your success is built,” he would say grandly. Occasionally, as I
         grew older, it would occur to me to wonder what success, exactly, he was referring to, but he spoke with such assuredness
         that I instantly doubted my own doubts, and that, in actuality, was his greatest gift. He was the most believable bullshit
         artist I’ve ever known.
      

      
      Norm was also abundantly chivalrous to the ladies, greeting them with a gallant flourish and flattery, always able to point
         out a new haircut or dress. He was on friendly terms with most of the women in our neighborhood, and if it ever seemed to
         me that there was an inappropriately sexual nature to some of these relationships, I dismissed the thought out of hand and
         chalked it up to my own immaturity, until he started getting caught. Mostly, I enjoyed walking the streets with him, basking
         in his popularity, feeling like the son of a king.
      

      
      So it had to have been a devastating blow to Norm when my mother sent out those cards. It went well beyond the public documentation
         of his infidelity; it was a humiliation of the highest order, the emperor exposed, warts and all, in the unforgiving clarity of 200 ASA Kodacolor. She knew what she was
         doing, my mother. After years of silently suffering these betrayals, not only had she hatched a plan that trashed his reputation,
         shattering forever the carefully cultivated persona he’d been refining for years, but she was also forcing her own hand, making
         further reconciliation impossible. Because now, when she felt herself weakening and leaning toward her customary forgiveness,
         the pressure from the community would keep her from relenting. And even if she managed to overcome that, she knew that now
         Norm would never be able to stay in Riverdale.
      

      
      We forgave my mother for this, and for failing to realize, in the haze of her flaming rage, that the inflammatory pictures
         she’d sent out to her friends would find their way into the hands of their children and ultimately into the halls of our elementary
         school, not only making a laughingstock of her sons but affording them the ineffaceable view of their father in mid-coitus,
         his hairy, dimpled ass, his guilty, shriveled penis, and the unrestrained rolls of his belly fat frozen for all posterity
         as he flung himself off Anna, who lay engorged and spread-eagled beneath him. I’m here to tell you, you don’t forget something
         like that. Ever.
      

      
      Until then, the only nudity I’d ever seen was in the National Geographic magazines my friends and I pored over in the public library, studying the oblong taffy breasts of aboriginal women, their
         square, sandpapery asses, so unlike what we thought an ass should be, what we imagined lurked like buried treasure beneath
         the skirts of the high school girls we jerked off to. Then I happened upon Mike Rochwager and Tommy Chiariello in the boys’
         bathroom, copiously examining the New Year’s card purloined from Mike’s parents’ mail drawer. They wordlessly handed me the picture and watched me as I looked at it, my face carefully blank. Beneath the picture was calligraphy, in Hebrew and
         English, wishing the recipient a happy and sweet new year.
      

      
      “Is that really your father?” Mike asked.

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “My dad says your mom’s going to take him for every red cent he has.”

      
      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      
      “You know,” Mike said. “In the divorce.”

      
      “They’re not getting divorced!” I shouted, tearing the photo in half.

      
      “Hey, that’s mine!” Mike yelled, pushing me against the wall, wresting the two halves of the picture from my fingers and handing
         them to Tommy for safekeeping.
      

      
      “Give it back!” I screamed, lunging at Tommy, but he’d hit puberty in the fifth grade, and the head start put him a good head
         taller and twenty pounds heavier than me. He deflected me easily, holding the pictures above his head in one hand while shoving
         me to the sticky tiled floor with the other. I jumped up, fully prepared to get my ass kicked by Tommy, but at that moment
         the bathroom door swung open and Rael stepped in. He sized up the situation in an instant and quickly walked over to stand
         by my side. “Is that the picture?” he demanded. Rael wasn’t quite as large as Tommy, but he was close, and his sharp fearlessness
         bridged the gap.
      

      
      “It’s mine,” Mike whined, cowering behind Tommy.

      
      Rael ignored him, his eyes never leaving Tommy’s. After a few seconds, Tommy said, “Whatever,” and tossed the two halves of
         the photo disgustedly to the floor. “Let’s go,” he said to Mike. “He probably wants to beat off to his father’s whore.”
      

      
      After they were gone, Rael handed me the pieces with a sympathetic frown, and then leaned against the door as I tore furiously at the photo until it was scattered like confetti
         at my feet, hot tears running down my face in a steady stream. Who the fuck said anything about a divorce?
      

      
      This is what happens. Your father shreds the family with his repeated infidelities and then takes off for parts unknown, leaving
         you and your siblings to stumble into a new philosophy as to what life is all about. You’re the oldest and therefore feel
         the greatest sense of betrayal as you witness the extinguished eyes of your mother, the sullen glare of your younger brother
         Matt, who denies that he’s crying himself to sleep at night even though you can plainly hear him, and Pete, whose lack of
         comprehension should be viewed as a blessing in this instance, but in whose uncompromising, sweet demeanor you see only a
         reminder of the depth of your father’s transgressions. You see the members of your family floating in their own separate orbits
         of misery, and you vow to replace your worthless father, to provide the strength and guidance your siblings need, to take
         what weight you can off your mother’s shoulders so that maybe the light will return to her eyes, the easy laughter and affection
         you’d always taken for granted. Maybe Matt will start smiling again, and stop playing alone in his room with his action figures,
         and maybe it will feel like a family again, instead of an ongoing funeral. You’re twelve years old, and you don’t yet know
         that you don’t know shit. You’re just determined to be everything your father wasn’t, for them and for yourself, and it takes
         a while for you to understand that it’s not within your power to undo the damage that Norm did, that the injuries go much
         deeper. By then, your determination not to emulate him has become something of an obsession, and it’s a point of pride whenever you can point to the ways in which you’re avoiding your progenitor’s defective character. I’m not like him becomes your mantra, and while you would never cop to it, it may very well have become your universal philosophy boiled down
         to its absolute essence.
      

   
      
      four

      
      i ride the subway in misery, my thoughts condensed into a chain of four words repeated in an endless loop to the beat of the
         rhythmic drumming of the subway car. Blood in my urine–blood in my urine–blood in my urine. I disembark at Times Square and head east to Sixth Avenue, arriving at work only a half hour late, tense and distracted,
         the dash of crimson against white porcelain still haunting me. What does it mean?
      

      
      I work for the Spandler Corporation. We are a three-hundred-million-dollar business, with offices in twelve states. We have
         over five hundred employees. We are known throughout the country as a leader in the industry. Our customers rely heavily on
         us. We produce nothing. We sell nothing. We buy nothing. If we didn’t exist, Kafka would have to invent us.
      

      
      We call ourselves supply-chain consultants. We call ourselves outsourcing specialists. But our true vocation can be summed
         up in one word. We are middlemen.
      

      
      We service the world’s largest companies in the overseas manufacturing of their products. We know where to go for everything
         you need. We have relationships with every possible type of manufacturing facility you can imagine, and many that would never
         occur to you. We might order ribbons from China, fabric from Italy to be upholstered in Canada on die-cut metal from Los Angeles,
         injected molded plastic tags from Korea, acrylic trays from Taiwan, brushed-aluminum signs from Providence, custom wooden
         hangers from Slovakia that will be silk-screened in Weehawken, New Jersey. We know who’s reliable and who isn’t, who’s expensive
         and who’s cheap. We know what to watch out for, the pitfalls to avoid. You can try to do it yourself, but if you want it brought
         in on time and under budget, you’d be well advised to call us.
      

      
      I am a middleman. I hate my job.

      
      I am the conduit between the client and the vast, stratified world of design and manufacturing. I translate abstract needs
         into reality, concept into construct. I am the voice of reason and experience. I bring to the vendor much-needed work, and
         to the client desperately sought product. I get yelled at a lot.
      

      
      When you’re a middleman, everything is always your fault.

      
      My computer monitor tells me that I have fifty-seven new e-mails. I delete the spam and the forwarded jokes from associates
         with too much free time, and now I’m down to eighteen. I dash off a few quick reports to a handful of my clients, updating
         them on the progress of their ongoing projects, and then call some vendors to remind them of impending deadlines. At the Spandler
         Corporation, we spend our days making three kinds of phone calls. We call our vendors to hound them about schedules and late deliveries; we call our clients to reassure them that everything is on schedule or to get blamed because
         it isn’t; and we call potential clients to kiss the asses of the people who will one day blame us for everything. When you’re
         a middleman, the only good phone call is no phone call, and there are never no phone calls.
      

      
      Craig Hodges, my contact at Nike, has already left me two urgent voice mails. I am manufacturing a quarter of a million acrylic
         versions of the Nike logo, referred to reverently as the “swoosh,” that will be mounted on the top of a new sneaker rack Nike
         will be rolling out to shoe stores across the country. Craig had asked to see a preliminary sample before we shipped the order
         from China, so I had them FedEx him a boxful. According to his messages, something is wrong with the samples.
      

      
      “The color is off,” he tells me when I call him back.

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      “I mean it’s the wrong color,” Craig says testily. “It’s supposed to be blue, and these pieces are purple.” Craig is a few
         years older than me, tall, angular, and uptight as all get-out. I took him out to dinner once, and he drank too much and told
         me how lonely he was. Nike has him doing the job of three men, and he always sounds inches away from shouting.
      

      
      “Hang on a second,” I say, leafing through my file. I find Craig’s spec sheet, on which he’s listed the PMS color, and then
         look up that number in my Pantone color chart. It’s purple. I check again and am flooded with a sense of relief as it becomes
         apparent that the fuckup wasn’t mine. “Craig,” I say. “You specified PMS number 2597. According to my chart, that’s purple.”
      

      
      “What are you talking about?” Craig says, his voice flying up a few notches on the hysteria meter. I hear the frantic shuffling
         of papers on his desk. “Holy crap,” he finally says, having located his copy. “That’s not the right number.”
      

      
      “It’s the number you gave me.”
      

      
      “This won’t work,” he says. “The fixture is done in blue. The entire rollout is done in the blue. The swoosh has to be blue.”

      
      I remain silent as I check the ship date of the order. It’s this coming Friday, which means a quarter of a million purple
         swooshes have already been produced in Qingdao, China, packed into custom cartons, and loaded into four containers, which
         may still be sitting on the factory grounds or may have already left by truck to the port. The fact that the order is on time
         would normally be great news, would be cause for goddamn celebration, but today it is nothing less than a catastrophe. Somewhere
         there will be a quarter of a million sneaker racks unable to ship because the crowning swooshes are the wrong color. Late
         racks mean no product in the stores, which means lost sales for Nike, which means Craig is fucked. There is ironclad documentation,
         in both hard copy and e-mail, that this is clearly not my fault, but now it’s definitely my problem.
      

      
      “Where are you in production?” Craig asks. It’s a stupid question. We both know the order is scheduled to ship this week.

      
      “I’ll have to check with the vendor,” I say. “But based on the ship date, I would have to say that they’re either shipped
         or waiting to be processed at the port.”
      

      
      “Fuck.” A silence grows between us and I can almost hear Craig’s mind racing, not for a solution but simply to come up with
         a way to make the whole thing my fault. “You know,” he says after a bit, and I can feel his sweat dripping through the phone,
         “the whole point of getting a sample is to be able to approve it before the production run. I never would have allowed production
         to go forward if I’d seen this earlier.”
      

      
      “You asked for an accelerated lead time,” I say. “You got your production sample less than two weeks after placing the order. That’s standard. The only reason you can’t make changes
         is that you moved your ship date up by three weeks.”
      

      
      Thrust and parry, but all very pointless. The middleman can never win these duels. If I stick to my guns, I’ll never do business
         with Nike again.
      

      
      “Zack,” Craig says, adopting a false tone of rationality. “Get in touch with your vendor and see what you can do for me, okay?
         There’s a lot more business behind this order, but the first one has to be a home run for me to keep you in the system here.”
         Translation: Craig will blame this on me when he speaks to his bosses, I’ll lose my largest account, and the Spandler Corporation
         will be blackballed.
      

      
      I sigh. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      
      “Thanks, man.”

      
      “Don’t thank me yet.”

      
      “Thanks, man,” Craig says firmly, and hangs up.

      
      It’s deep-fried fuckups like this that keep the burnout rate so high here. Just last week, Clay Matthews, who sat three cubicles
         down from me, became the latest casualty. First we all heard the screams. Motherfucker! You fucking bastards! Will you just fucking die! By the time we’d all gotten off our conference calls or e-mails, the demolition had begun. Clay’s phone came flying out of
         his cubicle at a fearsome velocity, leaving a cone-shaped dent in the plasterboard wall before it hit the floor. Then he came
         charging into the hall, crazed and red-faced, his combover flapping maniacally behind him, stomped on the phone until it
         lay in barely connected pieces, and then kicked those pieces down the hall. If he noticed the lot of us rubbernecking, he
         didn’t let on, but stormed back inside, yelling “Fuck!” at the top of his lungs. Who knew Clay had such range? He ran the
         office football pool with such calm efficiency. His computer monitor soon followed, and that made a hell of a noise, a small explosion
         really, when it hit the ground. Bill, our boss, was too economy minded to spring for flat-screens, so Clay had the full benefit
         of a forty-pound Dell monitor to punctuate his fury. When the HP LaserJet 2200d followed a few seconds later, the mild, crumpling
         sound it made as it hit the floor paled by comparison. After that, Clay disappeared into his cube for a bit, and all we could
         do was listen to the mayhem as he tore up files and threw framed pictures at the wall, kicking and overturning his furniture
         as he went. Finally, he stepped into the hall, sweat-stained shirt untucked, tie wildly askew, face dripping and throbbing,
         and sank down to the floor, leaning against the wall, head in hands, quietly sobbing. He had calmed down somewhat by the time
         security arrived to escort him from the building, and actually appeared happy and relaxed as they led him to the elevators,
         nodding his head as if he could give a shit.
      

      
      Clay had it coming. He broke the 80/20 rule and he broke the lead-time rule. There are many principles we live by here at
         the Spandler Corporation, and you can maybe bend a few of them when the moment demands it, but there are some rules that can’t
         be bent at the same time, or they’ll bury you. Clay depended on less than twenty percent of his client base for over eighty
         percent of his revenue. He allowed his largest client to become his only client, and he compounded that error by allowing
         his client to pressure him into a lead time he couldn’t live with. Poor schmuck was living on borrowed time.
      

      
      I shook my head and pursed my lips solemnly like everyone else, but the truth was, I envied Clay. I envied him his violence,
         his release, and most of all his escape. He needed to get out, to alleviate the pressure that was closing in on him from all
         four sides, and goddamn if he didn’t do just that. Clay lost it, Clay was insane, Clay went postal, but the bottom line was this: Clay had stepped out of the middle. He was free.
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