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For Guy and Jenn

Thanks for your generosity. You’re both super.


From the New York Post, page 3:

MIDTOWN HALLUCINATIONS HAVE POLICE SEEING DOUBLE

Doug Drury and Kim Woody were enjoying a wonderful day exploring Manhattan when the California couple decided to grab some lunch at the Carnegie Deli. That’s when their afternoon took a turn for the bizarre.

“This guy sitting at a table near the window jumped out of his chair and started yelling for everyone to hide,” Doug Drury said. “He claimed there were flying sharks circling above us; then he dove under our table and grabbed on to my legs like they were a life preserver and he didn’t know how to swim.”

The man in question, identified as Brad Thompson from Manhattan, continued to rant and rave about sharks and other invisible creatures before he was eventually subdued by police and taken into custody.

“I don’t know what happened to him,” Robert Solis said. A longtime employee at Carnegie Deli, Solis said he’s seen it all. “But I’ve never seen anything like this. He totally flipped out. It was like he was on a bad acid trip or something.”

While the afternoon theatrics had everyone at the Carnegie Deli buzzing, it wasn’t the only unusual incident in the neighborhood. Ten minutes later, the patrons and employees at the Starbucks on West Fifty-Second were treated to a surreal striptease show.

According to witnesses, a dark-haired woman who was standing in line waiting to place her order suddenly shouted out, “Oh my God!” and started taking off her clothes. David Kasama of Sacramento, California, had a front row seat.

“She kept shouting, ‘Help! Help! I’m on fire!’ as she pulled off her clothes,” Kasama said. “Then she ran over and grabbed a pitcher of water and dumped it over her head. It was pretty hot, if you know what I mean.”

After dousing herself with water, the woman told everyone in Starbucks they were all melting like wax candles before she ran out the door.

Debra Dunbar was found twenty-five minutes later in the Pulitzer Fountain at Fifth Avenue and West Fifty-Eighth. She was taken to New York Presbyterian Hospital for evaluation.
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I’m sitting on a chair in an examination room with a disposable thermometer in my mouth and a blood pressure cuff around my upper left arm. On the walls around me are posters of vascular systems and reproductive organs. Fluorescent lights wash away any shadows. A clock ticks away the afternoon. Outside the closed door, someone asks for a breath mint.

My lips have gone numb.

This has never happened to me before. Usually I don’t get anything more than cotton-mouthed, drowsy, or light-headed. Occasionally I develop rashes or feel like I have food poisoning. More often than not, I’ll get a headache. Nothing major. We’re not talking migraine and vomiting. That would be serious. What I get is pretty typical, nothing 400 milligrams of ibuprofen won’t fix.

But numbness in my lips? That’s definitely a first.

The medical technician sitting across from me removes the thermometer and the cuff, then records my temperature and my blood pressure on a chart attached to a clipboard.

The technician is male. Mid-thirties. Prematurely gray. He has a zit coming in on his chin. His breath smells like nachos.

“How are you feeling today?” he asks.

“Good,” I say, though my lips feel like they’re made of rubber.

“Any problems with your vision?” he asks, looking down at his clipboard.

I shake my head and say no.

“Cognitive functions?”

No.

“Speech?”

No.

“Numbness or tingling in any of your extremities?”

Technically my lips aren’t my extremities, but I tell him just in case and he writes it down in his notes.

“Have you experienced any nausea or flu-like symptoms?” he asks.

No.

“Memory loss?”

No.

“Hallucinations? Seizures? Rashes?”

Sometimes just hearing the word rash makes me want to itch, but I answer in the negative three more times.

“Any bloating or rapid weight gain?” he asks.

No.

“Are you feeling dizzy or light-headed?”

Most of the time, the questions are the same.

Nausea. Headaches. Dizziness.

Frequently they’ll throw in night sweats or loss of appetite, with an occasional sinus inflammation and the odd sexual-performance question. But I’ve never been asked about an irregular heartbeat. Or renal failure.

“No,” I tell him. “No dizziness.”

The tech takes a few more minutes to run through the rest of his questions. By the time he sends me off for my blood and urine tests, my lips have returned to normal.

In another room, a phlebotomist wraps an elastic tourniquet around my arm and sterilizes the soft flesh just inside my left elbow.

The phlebotomist is female. Early forties. Blond with frosted tips. She’s had Botox injections around her eyes. Her breath smells like peppermint.

I’m not a big fan of needles. Even after more than five years, I still have to look away. So I take a deep breath and stare at the wall as she draws half a dozen blood samples into evacuated tubes. Normally before drawing samples, she’s supposed to ask a list of questions and record my answers on a form:

Am I on anticoagulation therapy?

Do I have a history of fits?

Do I have any bleeding disorders?

Have I fasted?

Instead, she asks me the questions while taking the samples, except for the one about fasting. This test doesn’t require me to fast. I’m not a big fan of fasting. I’m not Baha’i or Buddhist, and I’ve never spent forty days and nights on a mountain with God, so abstaining from food and drink has never been my strong suit.

After the phlebotomist draws my blood, she hands me a sterile plastic specimen container and points me to the bathroom.

“Try to catch the urine in midstream,” she says. “It makes for a cleaner sample.”

I nod as if this is something I’ve never heard before. As if this is my first time.

Urine samples are standard procedure. While I’m not always asked to give blood, I almost always have to leave a sample of my urine. I’ve heard some guys have a hard time peeing on command into a cup. I’ve never had a problem, so I provide a midstream catch, deposit the specimen container in the cabinet, grab my backpack, and head to the waiting room—not a waiting room in Brooklyn with soft-cushioned seats and diffused lighting and copies of Rolling Stone and National Geographic, but a waiting room in Queens with hard plastic stacking chairs and fluorescent overhead lights and copies of Us and People.

Randy stands at the front desk, hitting on the receptionist.

The receptionist is female. Late twenties. Jet-black hair. She’s wearing too much foundation. Her breath smells like cloves.

“Cardio is my nirvana.” Randy clasps his hands behind his head and flexes his biceps. “I run every day. I love working up a good sweat.”

Randy is a six-foot-tall, two-hundred-pound walking erection. In the three years I’ve known him, I’ve never seen him pass on the chance to chat up a woman.

“I hear sweat’s a big turn-on for women,” I say.

“Lloyd, my man!” Randy gives me a bro shake followed by a pound hug, even though we’ve seen each other almost every day for the past week.

Randy may not be subtle, but he wears his affability, like his muscles, for everyone to see.

“Where’s Vic and Isaac?” I ask, looking around the otherwise empty waiting room.

“Totally Eagles,” Randy says.

Randy likes to make esoteric references to song and album titles by classic rock bands, leaving out the titles and figuring everyone knows what he’s talking about.

“Already gone,” he says, with a wink to the receptionist.

“Thank you for coming in, Mr. Prescott.” She ignores Randy and hands me some discharge literature and an envelope with my name on it. “We’ll see you for your follow-up on Tuesday.”

“What about me?” Randy asks. “I’m free Friday night.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Ballard. I don’t date patients or clients. Plus I have a boyfriend.”

“What if I wasn’t a patient or a client?” Randy asks.

“I’d still have a boyfriend.”

“Que sera, sera.” Randy shrugs and turns to me, his face lighting up with a smile as big as Long Island. “Hey, wanna grab some grub?”
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Randy and I head back to Manhattan on the J train after chowing down on a couple of slices from Alfie’s. It’s a forty-five-minute ride back to the Lower East Side and we’ve used up most of that time talking about baseball and sex and playing a few games of Guess That Prescription Drug.

“Can it cause suicidal thoughts or actions?” I ask.

“Yes,” Randy says.

“Hallucinations?”

“Yes.”

“Seizures?”

“Yes.”

“Shortness of breath or trouble breathing?”

“Yes.”

That could be any number of antidepressants or antibiotics, but I’m guessing Randy didn’t pick an SSRI.

“Yellowing of the skin?” I ask.

Randy shakes his head. “Nope.”

That rules out most of the antidepressants, though it’s not like you’ve won the lottery just because your medication doesn’t turn you into Homer Simpson.

When playing Guess That Prescription Drug, we tend to stay away from side effects like diarrhea, dizziness, headaches, loss of appetite, nausea, and vomiting, because almost every pharmaceutical drug can possibly cause at least two or more of those. Instead, we focus on the more severe side effects.

“Severe blistering, peeling, or red skin rash?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“Burning, numbing, or weakness in the extremities?”

“Yes.”

“Inability to move or bear weight on a joint or tendon?”

“Yes!” Randy says. “You are so Van Halen right now.”

I run through a possible list of Van Halen songs in my head. “Hot for teacher?”

“On fire,” he says, as if it should be obvious.

“Right. How did I not know that?”

“I don’t know. It’s only the final track on one of the greatest debut rock albums of all time.”

Randy’s knowledge of classic rock is rivaled only by his enthusiasm for getting laid.

“Is it cipro?” I ask.

“Nailed it!” Randy gives me a fist bump as the train pulls into the Marcy Avenue station. “Speaking of nailing it, did I tell you about the cute little blonde technician who works at the Montefiore Medical Center in the Bronx?”

Randy proceeds to tell me about the cute little blonde technician in more detail than I care to know. While he’s telling his sordid tale, three young white punks get on and stand in the middle of the car wearing sunglasses and wife beaters, with their pants halfway down their asses like they’ve never heard of a belt.

“So how are things with you and Sophie?” Randy asks.

“Good,” I say, as the doors close and the train continues toward Manhattan.

“You two been together what? Four years now?”

“Five,” I say.

Randy nods and whistles. “I don’t think I’ve been with the same woman for more than five hours.”

Randy’s not a big fan of long-term commitment.

“You ever think about getting married?” Randy asks.

“Sure,” I say.

When I think about marriage, it’s always more in theory. Like time travel. Or the conspiracy to assassinate JFK.

It’s not that I don’t like the idea of marrying Sophie. I like it just fine. And when I graduated from high school, I figured I’d be married by the time I hit thirty. But now that I’m here, getting married seems like something grown-ups do.

“Yo man,” one of the punks says, loud enough for everyone to hear him. He has a buzz cut and a soul patch growing on his chin like black mold. “This car smells like piss.”

“Yeah,” the second punk says, this one with a clean-shaven face and blond cornrows. “Like someone rolled around in it.”

“Or took a bath in it,” the third punk says, his head shaved down to a cue ball.

They laugh at their show of bravado and continue to stand in the middle of the car, daring anybody to make eye contact. Cue Ball makes a show of sniffing at the air and takes a few steps in our direction, while Cornrows and Soul Patch follow his lead, sniffing at some of the other passengers like dogs.

Marcy Avenue is the last stop on the Brooklyn side of the East River, and it’s about an eight-minute ride to the Essex Street station, so our only options are to avoid eye contact or move to another car for the next five minutes. But New Yorkers like to act as though nothing bothers them, so everyone stays put and keeps their eyes trained on their books or on their iPhones or on the advertisements above the windows on the opposite side of the car, one of which is for depression.

Are you feeling anxious? Have you lost interest in activities you used to enjoy? Are your dishes piling up in the sink? You just might have clinical depression. We can help!

“I think it’s that motherfucker over there,” Cornrows says, nodding toward an apparent homeless man sitting by himself at the other end of the car. The three punks make their way toward where the man is sitting and start harassing him.

“Yo man, you stink,” Soul Patch says.

“Yeah,” Cornrows says. “Why the fuck did you bring your smelly ass onto this fuckin’ car?”

“Now we have to breathe your fuckin’ stench until we get to the next fuckin’ stop,” Cue Ball says.

“Leave me alone,” the man says, his voice high-pitched and pleading. “Just leave me alone!”

They continue to berate the homeless man, who cowers in the corner, taking their abuse. No one in the entire subway car says anything. No one does anything. It may as well be happening on another planet.

I feel bad for the guy. The problem is, I don’t know if the three assholes are carrying knives or guns, and I don’t really want to find out. I’m not much for fighting, especially when the odds are in favor of me getting my head kicked in.

While my cupboards might be full of empathy, I haven’t exactly stocked up on heroism.

The thugs keep at the homeless guy for a couple of minutes. When it starts to look like they’re about to escalate their verbal abuse to something more physical, Randy stands up.

“Hey,” Randy says. “You heard the guy. Why don’t you leave him alone?”

The three punks stop their badgering and turn to look at Randy.

Cue Ball takes a step forward. “What the fuck did you say?”

He stares at Randy from behind his sunglasses, flanked on either side by his buddies. Everyone in the car seems to be holding their breath, as if anticipating someone getting hurt. I’m sort of anticipating the same thing.

“I asked you to leave him alone,” Randy says.

While Cue Ball is a couple of inches taller, I’d say Randy outweighs him by a good twenty pounds. But I don’t know how much size matters in a street brawl, even if it’s on a subway train.

“We’re not looking for any trouble,” I say, trying to think of something to keep Randy from ending up in the hospital. But even to my own ears, I sound like a pussy.

“Yeah, well, trouble is what you got.” Cue Ball starts to walk toward us, with Cornrows and Soul Patch following his lead.

The people sitting in our general proximity finally decide this would be a good time to get up and find another place to sit. I’d like to join them, but I can’t bail on Randy.

Shit, I think. Then I stand up to let Randy know I have his back.

Randy flexes his hands and fidgets, shifting from one foot to the other, like a boxer dancing around on his feet. While Randy occasionally moonlights as a bouncer, he’s always struck me as more of a lover than a fighter, but he’s not backing down. Me? I’ve never been in a fight before in my life, never even thrown a punch, and I don’t really want to break my perfect record. Or my face.

It’s only another minute or two before we reach the next station, and I’m hoping we get there fast enough for me to avoid words like fracture and contusion and hospital.

“You should mind your own fuckin’ business,” Cue Ball says as he and his buddies close in.

Yes. I agree. We should mind our own fucking business. But it’s a little too late for shoulds.

I take a deep breath and curl my fingers into fists as my heart pounds inside my chest like it knows I’m about to get pummeled and is trying to warn me. My own personal robot shouting, Danger! Danger, Will Robinson!

Next to me, Randy continues to fidget while Cue Ball gives us a cold, icy smile. Then the smile vanishes and I tense up, expecting the first blow to follow. Instead, Cue Ball gets this look on his face like he’s having a heart attack or crapping his pants. The next moment his face and arms break out in hives and he starts scratching at himself and shouting “What the fuck!” over and over.

Cornrows and Soul Patch don’t want any part of whatever’s happening to their buddy and back away. Randy and I do the same, just in case whatever Cue Ball has is catching, and watch as he continues to suffer from what appears to be some kind of allergic reaction. To what, I have no idea. Maybe he used the wrong detergent. Or ate Moroccan food. Or wore a cheap polyester blend. But at least it looks like no one’s getting pummeled.

When the train pulls into the Essex Street station, Cue Ball’s skin has turned bright red and blotchy, and he’s covered in hives. No one offers him any comfort or sympathy, not even Cornrows or Soul Patch, who have retreated to the other end of the subway car as if their buddy is a nuclear bomb.

The doors slide open and all the passengers scramble out of the car as fast as they can, including Randy and me. Even Cornrows and Soul Patch make themselves scarce in a hurry, leaving Cue Ball behind to deal with his own shit.

“Hey!” he shouts. “Hey, man! Someone fuckin’ help me!”

As we head for the exit, Randy says, “What the hell do you think happened to him?”

“I don’t know,” I say, checking my hands and arms. “Whatever it is, I hope it’s not contagious.”

“No doubt,” Randy says. “Hey, speaking of contagious, did I tell you about the receptionist at the med-lab facility in Brooklyn?”
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I’m a professional guinea pig.

I take generic painkillers, heart medications, antidepressants, and other experimental drugs being developed and tested for consumer use.

Drugs for ADHD, insomnia, and urinary tract infections.

Drugs for schizophrenia, impotence, and Parkinson’s disease.

Drugs with names like clonazepam and naproxen and Adderall.

Not exactly something you go to college for, or intern at a prestigious law firm to gain experience as, or dream of being when you’re a kid.

“What do you want to be when you grow up, Lloyd?”

“I want to test drugs that might make me vomit or experience uncontrollable flatulence.”

This is why they have high school guidance counselors. Someone to give you direction and a sense of purpose. Someone to help you come up with a plan for a future that doesn’t involve selling yourself for medical research or starring in bad porn. Not that I’ve ever had sex for money, but sometimes you do what you have to do in order to make ends meet.

And sometimes you end up doing it for so long that you can’t figure out how to stop.

Most prescription drugs go through three trial phases before they hit the market. In Phase I, experimental drugs and treatments are tested on more or less healthy subjects in order to determine efficacy and study possible side effects. Phase II clinical trials deal with dosing requirements and effectiveness, while Phase III trials involve test subjects who suffer from the condition the new drug intends to treat.

I’m in the first category.

Over the last five years, I’ve participated in over 150 clinical trials. During that time, I’ve consumed chemically enhanced sports drinks, been given pills laced with radioactive tracers, had extensive X-rays, worn a twenty-four-hour catheter, and taken a medication that turned my sweat and urine a bright, fluorescent orange.

I was like a human highlighter pen.

While test subjects in Phase III trials often enroll in a study in order to gain access to a new drug that might help them, healthy guinea pigs in Phase I trials can’t expect any medical benefits from the drugs we’re testing. And every time we volunteer, we take a risk that something might go wrong.

I suppose no matter what you do for a living, there’s always a chance something might go wrong. You could get hit by a bus. Or suffer a brain aneurysm. Or have a gas main blow up beneath your cubicle.

You never know what wonderful surprises life has in store.

But chances are, when most people go to work, they don’t have to worry that their jobs might lead to multiple organ failure. Or cause permanent damage to their immune systems. Or result in the amputation of their fingers and toes.

These aren’t hypothetical worst-case scenarios. This is what happened to half a dozen guinea pigs who participated in a study for a prospective treatment for rheumatoid arthritis and leukemia.

So yeah, shit happens. But sometimes life provides options you never thought you’d have to take, so you take them in spite of the risks. Plus it’s not like I’m volunteering just to accumulate a bunch of karmic brownie points.

In a typical month I make over $3,000, sometimes twice that, but I’ve never made less than $2,000. Generic testing studies usually take place over a couple of weekends and pay anywhere from $600 to $2,000. One time I took home $5,000 for a study on a new prostate drug, but I had to spend two weeks in a research dorm getting prodded by lubricated index fingers. Another time I was paid $4,500 for a twenty-eight-day sleep deprivation study. While I only received $500 for a one-week Paleolithic diet study, it didn’t require a washout, which is the thirty-day waiting period required between some studies to make sure you don’t have any drugs in your system that might impact test results.

This is presuming guinea pigs tell the truth about the drugs we’ve tested. Since there’s no shared database among all of the various research companies to keep track of who’s volunteering how many times a year, most of us bounce from one research facility to another to maximize our earnings.

While honesty may be the best policy, it doesn’t always help to pay the rent.

The best-paying studies are lockdowns: inpatient trials that require volunteers to check into a research facility for several days or weeks. That way, researchers can control diet, check blood and urine on a regular basis, and monitor medical status around the clock.

I’m not a big fan of lockdowns. One, I can’t stand institutional food. And two, you usually end up rooming with other guinea pigs, not all of whom are people you want to be around for two weeks in a row, 24/7.

But the money is hard to turn down.

A few weeks ago, Randy and I and five other guinea pigs we know each earned a $3,300 paycheck for taking part in a twenty-two-day lockdown in which we were tested to see how multiple drugs interacted with one another. The drugs, which have already been approved by the FDA, are used to treat schizophrenia, depression, and bipolar disorder.

A lot of these drugs I’ve tested—the ones that have already passed the final stage of clinical trials and are now legally available by prescription and advertised on television—come with a host of common side effects in addition to their advertised health benefits.

Diarrhea. Nausea. Vomiting.

These are the less serious side effects. The ones that don’t require you to call your doctor or make you wonder if it’s too late to take out life insurance.

But then there are the more serious side effects, the ones you hear rattled off on a commercial like a contest disclaimer.

May cause seizures. May cause loss of consciousness. May cause severe or persistent cramps. Only one entry per household. Must be eighteen or over to be eligible. Residents of California and Arizona must pay sales tax.

Then there are the drugs that actually cause the very problem they’re supposed to be treating.

Drugs to treat diarrhea that can cause diarrhea. Drugs for sleep disorders that can cause insomnia. Drugs to combat depression that can cause suicidal thoughts.

One drug—an anti-inflammatory taken for arthritis, tendinitis, bursitis, gout, and menstrual cramps—suggests that you stop taking the medication and seek immediate medical attention if you experience any of the following:

Slurred speech.

Blistering or peeling of the skin.

Coughing up blood or vomit that looks like coffee grounds.

There’s more, including jaundice, bloody stool, numbness, and chills. But if I’m having trouble speaking and my skin is blistering and I’m throwing up something that has the consistency of Starbucks Breakfast Blend, I’m thinking maybe this drug needs to be taken off the shelves.

It makes you wonder how something like this gets approved by the FDA while the federal government continues to debate the benefits of medical marijuana.

Still, the safety of these drugs is dependent upon a pool of willing volunteers who have a lot of time to spare. This isn’t something computer engineers or college professors or lawyers or CEOs or members of Congress do. This is something the poor, uneducated, and desperate do, so that others who can afford it get new and improved drugs.

We’re like pharmaceutical soldiers, fighting on the front lines of medical science to defend your right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of antidepressants.
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Anyone else sign up for the lidocaine spray trial?” I ask.

I’m at Caffe Reggio with Randy, Frank, Charlie, and Vic. We get together once every month or so to share information on clinical trials and the companies who run them. Guinea-pigging can be a lonely existence, so it’s nice to have a support group of your peers to help navigate the waters of clinical trials. We’re kind of like our own little brood. A family of professional slackers living on the fringe of acceptable employment.

“Is that the study on premature ejaculation?” Charlie asks. “The one where they numb your penis?”

“Don’t say penis,” Vic says. “It makes you sound like my mother.”

Charlie is a twenty-four-year-old high-school dropout with freckles and red hair that has never met a hairbrush, while Vic is a former middle-school math teacher with a shaved head and black Ray-Ban prescription glasses that make him look like the offspring of Mr. Clean and Buddy Holly.

“What should I say instead of penis?” Charlie asks.

“I don’t know,” Vic says. “How about cock or dick?”

“Okay,” Charlie says. “Then you’re a dick.”

Charlie and Vic are like a married couple who are always getting on each other’s nerves. It would make sense if they were gay, but they’re not. At least not openly. Still, sometimes I wish they’d go to couples counseling.

“Maybe you should sign up for the trial,” Vic says. “Give them some pointers on premature ejaculation.”

“I don’t have a problem with premature ejaculation,” Charlie says, without much conviction.

Charlie dropped out of high school after his junior year to take care of his father and stepmother, both of whom had developed lung cancer. His father lasted another year, leaving his estate to Charlie’s stepmother, who died before she could update her will, so everything passed on to Charlie’s stepsister, leaving him with nothing. After flipping burgers and delivering pizzas for a few months, Charlie volunteered for a one-week study on antiseizure medication for $1,500 and has been guinea-pigging ever since.

“Who’s behind the lidocaine spray trial?” Randy asks.

“Covance,” I say.

Trials for new drugs used to be held at universities, which tended to conduct their research in a deliberate fashion. When the universities couldn’t keep pace with the growing financial pressures to bring drugs to market faster, pharmaceutical companies moved most of their clinical trials to the private sector, creating contract research organizations that specialize in drug studies. And they’re always looking for healthy test subjects—more than ten million in any given year.

“I got disqualified from one of their trials,” Charlie says. “They told me my cholesterol count was too high.”

“What was your diet like the week before the test?” Frank asks. “Did you eat a lot of foods high in salt or saturated fats?”

“I don’t know,” Charlie says. “I don’t remember.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Frank takes a bite of his cannoli. “You either know or you don’t. Jesus, Charlie. Don’t you keep track of what you’re eating?”

Frank, our stocky guinea pig patriarch with a receding hairline and a fluctuating waistline, is always telling us to pay attention to everything we put into our bodies, since it can have an impact on our livelihood. He takes being a guinea pig very seriously.

“I try to keep track,” Charlie says, looking like a scolded puppy. “But sometimes I get distracted.”

“Excuses are the currency of the weak-willed,” Frank says. “Take responsibility for your actions, Charlie. No one owns them but you.”

Frank had a business with his former wife selling her artwork out of their home in Queens. When she filed for divorce, she kept the business and the house and Frank got a severance package. Out of a job, a home, and a marriage, Frank took a ride on the depression train from Burger King to Dunkin’ Donuts to the Aqueduct Racetrack, where he lost his entire divorce settlement. Facing homelessness, he signed up for a four-week gastrointestinal disorder study that gave him room and board for a month and paid him $3,200. The rest, as they say, is history.

“Have you gained weight?” asks Vic.

“What the hell does my weight have to do with Charlie’s inability to keep track of what he’s eating?” Frank says.

While Frank’s always been a little on the before side when it comes to his weight, he does look like he’s packed on a few extra pounds.

“Maybe you shouldn’t be so hard on Charlie,” Randy says.

“Maybe you shouldn’t bother to take pride in what you do.” Frank stuffs another bite of cannoli into his mouth.

Frank seems to be a little more irritable than usual, although he’s not the only one who runs low on a sense of humor every now and then. When you spend your existence taking experimental prescription drugs that give you headaches and constipation and insomnia, irritability is just a comment away.

“So is Frank being more of a dick or a cock?” I ask.

“It’s a matter of semantics,” Vic says. “A personal choice, really. It just depends on what you’re comfortable with.”

“Yeah, well,” Frank says, “I’m comfortable with the both of you kissing my ass.”

“Speaking of kissing asses,” Randy says. “I hooked up with that hot phlebotomist from the research facility over by Murray Hill.”

“You mean Megan?” I ask. “The redhead?”

“That’s the one.” Randy leans back in his chair with his hands behind his head, the proud purveyor of promiscuity. “I ran into her at Billymark’s West and we started talking and drinking and doing shots of Jägermeister. The next thing I know, we’re back at her place and she totally lets me Led Zeppelin her.”

“What does that mean?” Charlie asks.

“You know,” Randy says. “In through the out door.”

Frank throws his fork down on the table. “Great. Now I can’t eat the rest of my cannoli.”

“You can also call it the Pink Floyd,” Randy says.

“Because you’re comfortably numb?” I ask.

Randy rolls his eyes. “No. Because you’re going to the dark side of the moon.”

“Of course,” I say.

Charlie looks around the table. “What’s in through the out door?”

“That reminds me,” Vic says, adjusting his glasses. “The Bauer Research Facility in Newark has a serious issue with fecal matter.”

And the conversation turns back to business.

Vic taught math in middle school for seven years until he got fed up with a bunch of bureaucratic policies that handcuffed his ability to actually teach, so he offered to beat some sense into his new principal. It didn’t matter that Vic never physically touched anyone. The fact that he threatened his boss was enough to get him fired. While criminal assault charges were eventually dismissed, none of the school districts in New York or New Jersey wanted anything to do with him. Eventually Vic discovered the glamorous life of guinea-pigging.

I met him a few years ago during a one-week lockdown to study the effects of several different antibiotics. Once the study was over, we went out for drinks to celebrate our payday. Vic brought along Randy, whom he’d known for about a year. Not long after that, Charlie and Frank joined the club.

Sometimes Blaine and Isaac show up, expanding our number to seven, though they usually only make it to poker nights. More often than not, when we’re talking business, it’s just the five of us.

“When’s the next poker game?” Charlie asks.

“We’ll get to that in a minute,” Frank says, the patient father, his earlier rancor about Charlie’s lack of attention to detail forgotten. Or more likely shelved. Frank’s never far from his anger. He likes to keep it handy.

All of us have been guinea pigs for at least five years, and over the past three we’ve met on a semi-regular basis to talk about recent and upcoming trials, comparing notes and grading clinics, factoring in variables such as the friendliness of the staff, how much they pay, and whether or not the receptionist and venipuncturist are hot. At least that’s one of Randy’s criteria.

Randy blew out his knee playing pickup basketball six years ago. Since his injury wasn’t on the clock, neither of his part-time jobs—as a bouncer and working the counter at a liquor store—paid health insurance or unemployment. While he received some temporary disability payments, they weren’t enough to cover his rent. When his medical bills piled up and forced him to file for bankruptcy, one of his former coworkers told him there was easy money to be made volunteering for a testosterone study. After that, he was hooked.

Once the business portion of the meeting is over, talk turns to poker night, which Charlie volunteers to host as Frank orders another cannoli.

“You planning on leaving any for the rest of us?” Vic asks.

Charlie laughs through a mouthful of cappuccino, which he sprays across the table.

“Goddamn it, Charlie!” Frank says, wiping Charlie’s cappuccino off his face.

“Don’t blame Charlie,” I say.

“Yeah,” Vic says. “He’s not the one eating all the cannoli.”

“Fine,” Frank shoves the plate away from him. “You want my cannoli? You can have my goddamned cannoli.”

“I don’t want your cannoli,” Vic says.

Charlie raises his hand. “Can I have your cannoli?”

“Sure,” Frank says. “Have it all.”

“Thanks!” Charlie says.

While being a professional guinea pig wasn’t on my short list of dream jobs—which included professional golfer, travel writer, general manager of the Mets or Yankees, and Playboy photographer—it does offer a low-stress work environment and a flexible schedule with a minimum amount of responsibility. Plus I get to enjoy hanging out with a group of misfits like me and sharing moments like this.

“Totally Simon and Garfunkel right now,” Randy says.

Vic looks at Randy over the top of his glasses. “You realize nobody has any idea what you’re talking about.”

One of the drawbacks, however—other than the risk of multiple organ failure and getting your fingers and toes amputated—is that you can’t always depend on a steady monthly income to pay the rent. And it’s hard to hold down a part-time job when you have to take three weeks off so someone can collect your blood, urine, and semen while pumping you full of antipsychotics.

So sometimes you have to find other ways to make ends meet.


[image: Images]

Get a job you lazy bastard!” a middle-aged man says as he drops a dollar into my hat.

I thank him and wish him a nice day.

“Shove this up your ass!” A twenty-something guy displays a George Washington around his middle finger before flicking the dollar at me.

I give him a nod and a smile.

“You’re lousy in bed.” A thirty-something woman throws a handful of singles in my face. She gets a couple of steps away before she turns around and marches back over to me. “You’re the worst fuck I’ve ever had!”

I press my hands together in front of me and bow my head.

I’m sitting on a bench in Central Park near the Naumburg Bandshell, watching the tourists and locals walk past. Summer is in full bloom, delivering warm days and blue skies, which is good for business. Any panhandler worth his alms can make enough from Memorial Day to Labor Day to support himself for the rest of the year.

None of the other guinea pigs panhandle in order to earn some extra cash. Randy does some part-time gigs as a bouncer to help during the lean volunteer months, while Charlie, Vic, and Frank pick up temporary shifts here and there making deliveries, working flea markets, putting up drywall, or taking any other short-term work they can find. But I don’t like driving in Manhattan, I hate flea markets, and my carpentry skills peaked with Lincoln Logs. Besides, why would I want to work for someone else when I can be my own boss?

On a typical four-hour shift, I earn $10 to $12 an hour, which is better than minimum wage, and I don’t have to pay any taxes or deal with any corporate hierarchy or worry about making an off-color joke and getting sued for sexual harassment. And during the summer and peak tourist seasons, I can take in $15 an hour without even breaking a sweat—$20 an hour if I put a little effort into it. You can’t earn that much slinging mochas or working on a burger assembly line at McDonald’s. True, I don’t get any health benefits or food discounts and I have to deal with getting heckled by teenagers, but I get fresh air and sunshine and the chance to meet new people.

“I hope you rot in hell, you son of a bitch,” a man says and gives me the change out of his pocket.

I give him the peace sign and tell him to come back again.

Other than writing words on a piece of cardboard and picking high-traffic locations, panhandlers don’t need any specific skill to earn a living. You don’t have to know how to juggle or perform magic tricks or play a musical instrument. Those are buskers, performing for tips and gratuities in parks and plazas and transit centers. Sometimes even in restaurants, bars, or cafes.

Billy Joel was a busker who cut his musical teeth working in piano bars. Some other famous buskers include Joan Baez, Bob Dylan, George Burns, Steve Martin, and Penn & Teller.

Most decent panhandlers tend to steer clear of buskers and respect their space, choosing instead to find locations where they can benefit from the crowds without encroaching on the performance. But there are panhandlers who hover around buskers, intercepting customers and taking the potential donations for themselves.

In the busking community, these are referred to as spongers.

Other panhandlers run little extortion schemes, harassing marks until the busker pays the panhandler to go away. Some panhandlers also steal donations, instruments, and props.

These are the ones who give the rest of us a bad name.

I could earn more money if I learned a skill like juggling or playing the harmonica or making balloon animals, but performing for my tax-free donations would mean having to practice, and I’ve never been a paragon of self-discipline. Plus large crowds give me performance anxiety. And most of the guys I know who make balloon animals are pedophiles in training. So instead I just come up with creative signs that help me to generate some supplemental income.

MY PARENTS SNORTED MY COLLEGE FUND CREDIT AND DEBIT CARDS NOT ACCEPTED MY OTHER JOB IS GETTING HIT BY A ROLLS-ROYCE

That one doesn’t always work, but it makes me laugh. And a happy panhandler is a prosperous panhandler.

“You deserve your miserable existence.” A woman crumples a dollar into a ball and flings it at me.

I thank her for stopping by.

The sign I’m displaying today says:

WILL TAKE VERBAL ABUSE FOR MONEY

When I first started using this sign a couple of years ago, I received the standard insults and derogatory comments meant for me and my wasted life. For what I represented. For what I’d become.

A social tumor.

A rash on the ass of civilization.

An oozing pus bag of failure.

More often than not, the insults weren’t accompanied by a donation but by malicious laughter. Sometimes people spit on me, which isn’t technically verbal abuse, but when you’re a panhandler, you can’t expect everyone to be on the same page.

But after a while, once people saw me around Central Park with my sign on a regular basis, they started to feel comfortable with me, to understand the freedom I was offering, and they started to open up. Now when most people approach me, rather than showering me with personal attacks and derogatory invectives about my existence, they vent their frustrations about anything that’s troubling them. The problems that they’re unable to deal with.

Jobs. Relationships. Family.

“I hate you, Mom.” A young woman wearing a Columbia University sweatshirt tosses a dollar into my hat. “You’ve ruined my life.”

I get that a lot.

It doesn’t matter if the object of their frustration and anger is male or female, mother or father, husband or wife. I’m an androgynous receptacle of disparagement. An ambiguous catchall of angst.

Sophie is concerned that I’m allowing myself to take on the projected anger and frustration of the people who pay me to hear their confessions of hostility and resentment. She thinks I’m putting myself at spiritual risk.

“The human psyche is like a sponge,” she says. “You can’t help absorbing some of their negative energy.”

While I appreciate Sophie’s interest in my spiritual health, I don’t share her concerns. It’s not like I’m holding on to any of the rancor directed at me. I don’t take it personally. I don’t bring my work home. Plus, in a way, I feel like I’m providing a valuable service. Earning the money they toss and fling and throw at me.

I’m kind of like a mendicant therapist. A panhandling priest. Absolving my flock of their sins in exchange for whatever they care to leave as a contribution; offering a sliding scale of emotional succor.

“Go fuck yourself, Kaufman.” A guy in a suit donates a dollar to my cause. “I don’t need this job or your bullshit TPS reports.”

In some countries, begging is tolerated and even encouraged. In Buddhist countries like Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam, monks and nuns traditionally live by begging for alms, as did Buddha himself. A number of religions hold that a person who gives alms to a worthy beggar gains religious merit—a sort of spiritual credit they can cash in when their time on this plane of existence has come to an end.

Even in traditional Christianity, the rich were encouraged to serve the poor. Talking about criminals, prostitutes, beggars, and other people generally despised by society, Jesus is supposed to have said, “I am the least of these.” So apparently giving to a beggar is the equivalent of giving to Jesus.

Not comparing myself to the Son of God, but at least it’s good to know he thought so highly of panhandlers.

So I sit and I listen and I smile and I thank my flock for their words and their donations and their abuse, and after four hours, I’ve earned eighty-seven dollars and change—which is a good seven dollars more an hour than I typically earn using any of my other signs. At that rate, doing this full-time, I would earn more than forty-five grand a year.

Tax-free.

But if I used the same sign every day, it wouldn’t carry the same weight. I’d become just another unimaginative panhandler, preying on the goodwill of my customers—which is why I like to mix things up. Plus it makes me appreciate days like this.

Besides, with all of the competition out there, HOMELESS & HUNGRY: PLEASE HELP just doesn’t cut it. You have to be more original. You have to come up with something that stands out in the crowd. Otherwise, you might as well be a mime.

As I start to collect my money and my sign, a teenager on a skateboard rides up, calls me a dream-crushing asshole, then throws a handful of quarters at my feet.

At least I know I’m making a difference.

I pick up the quarters, which have scattered across the concrete, and call out a thank-you as the kid rides away. At the same moment, my lips go numb like they did at the research facility in Queens last week. This is followed by an overwhelming sense of exhaustion, as if I got run over by the Sandman.

The kid glances back and gives me the finger as I close my eyes and let out a yawn that seems to last forever. When I open my eyes again, the numbness in my lips is gone and I feel refreshed. As if I just took a power nap. I’m wondering what the hell that was all about when I notice the kid on the ground in an unconscious heap, his skateboard rolling away.
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