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    This sleazy piece of fiction is gingerly dedicated to:

    Juana and me, Bill and Audrey, Karen and Mike, Janice and Guillermo, Pop and Jackie, Virginia and Susan and Leo, Marian and Tony, Larry and Carol, Mother and Lou, Jo and Gene, and Ruby, and Ronnie and Carol, Rosa and Alan, Annie and Kenny, Roger and Kathleen, Phaedra and Jim, and all other friends and foes and lovers and strangers (and my children and their children and our step- and step-stepchildren), dear to my life and to my larcenous heart, who are now, or ever have been, involved in the magical and tragic aspects of the garbled and glorious martial—excuse me, marital—transduction of affect.

    I love you.

    I pray that we all survive.

    I worship laughter!

  


  
    STOP! Párale right now! ¡Chingao! The way you two are fighting you’re gonna end up in bed together!

    —Ana Castillo

    So Far from God

  


  
    The fight started this way.

    Moe Bubbles and Susan Dice, Ed Griffin and his wife, Emily, and Zelda’s crazy pal Weezie Bednarik and another couple came over for dinner. It was our six-month wedding anniversary celebration. Half a year, by God! We drank champagne and red wine and ate smoked oysters and tiny little clams and had cheap caviar on crackers. The main course was a veggie lasagna. For dessert we gobbled Häagen Dazs ice cream on slices of homemade cherry pie. In due course somebody passed around a doobie, but I am not a smoker.

    Then the whole thing crumbled when my chubby sidekick, Moe Bubbles, pulled out a vial of cocaine with a little silver spoon attached to it on a chain and offered freebees to whoever wanted. Zelda went into the bathroom to have a snort and I pushed open the door while she was in the middle of it. That pissed me off. All her sanctimonious twaddle against my kids’ using drugs. I was enraged.

    I asked everyone to leave. With her former second husband Zelda had been a real cokehead, but she had insisted it was all over now. She hated drugs. More than once she had implied that my son, Woody, was evil incarnate because there were whispers he worked for a guy who was growing pot.

    And then this. What a fucking hypocrite.

    I got very brusque with all our guests. I really hurried them out. Weezie Bednarik started squawking at me with her new stupid hand puppet. Susan Dice, Moe’s main squeeze, who had diabetes and smoked cigarettes like a fiend and loved anything contraband and chemical, raised a stink, but I was in no mood to trifle.

    After they had all split, Zelda tried to make amends. We were both pretty drunk, I’ll admit. I wanted her to leave me alone, however. I was pissed. “Don’t bug me, Zelda.” But she kept coming at me, playfully giving little punches, saying, “Aw, c’mon, don’t be an old stick-in-the-mud. You know how much I love you. Let’s get it on.” I guess she was pretty high or stoned as well as drunk. She slurred a little. She had the sparkle in her eyes that is usually irresistible.

    But I kept backing away, saying, “No, leave me alone, please.” I was in a rotten mood.

    So she slugged me. Whack! First time ever, by either sex, that I’d been clobbered. It stunned me. I never saw it coming. For a few seconds I didn’t even know what had happened. Momentarily I completely lost my bearings and sort of ineffectively paddled at the air where her hands were pawing.

    “Quit that,” I snapped. “Get out of here. Leave me alone. I don’t like you.”

    Zelda, challenged, got a fierce eagle look in her eyes.

    She was wearing a thick leather mastiff belt sprinkled all over with metal studs. She unbuckled it and wrapped the tongue end around her fist and took a swing with it at me. The thing had a megabuckle. I fended it off, but it really hurt, and, frankly, it scared me, too. So I struck back, real quick, three punches—chop!chop!chop! I actually knocked her down on the kitchen floor. Then I stood over her, utterly appalled, shocked, and paralyzed. I mean, I’m so big and she’s so little. I burst into tears and blubbered, “Oh Jesus Christ, I’m sorry!”

    I expected God to nail me with a thunderbolt right then and there. I had never before hit anybody in my life.

    Zelda is small—five two—and you might even say petite, but she is not exactly a patsy, or an easily intimidated person. She bolted up off the floor and ran out of the kitchen, cursing me in no uncertain terms. She grabbed my latest Sidney Bard manuscript off a coffee table and threw it across the living room: Splat! Flutter!

    Pages everywhere.

    Next, she found a wineglass and fired it at my head. She was swearing and storming around, kicking things, fit to be tied. A tall blue flower vase bit the dust. Cats were leaping out of the way in every direction. Fuck the cats. I hated the cats.

    The dog ran into our Beverly Jog and hid behind the water heater.

    By the time Zelda locked herself in the bedroom, I was sitting on the kitchen floor, my back up against the stove, sobbing. There were pieces of shattered glass all over the place.

    We had been married exactly six months, two days, eleven hours, five minutes, and—

    Thirteen seconds.

    After a while I crawled into the living room and gathered up pages, fitting the manuscript back together. When I pretty much had it in order, I picked up all the other refuse. I swept the kitchen and fed the dog and the cats and washed all the dishes. Then I opened the last bottle of champagne and sat at the kitchen table, drinking it and reading a Bernard Malamud novel called God’s Grace. The novel is about a guy named Calvin Cohn who’s shipwrecked on an island with a few chimps, a couple of baboons, and a gorilla after a second flood caused by a nuclear holocaust.

    Things didn’t turn out so hot on that island, either.

    Soon I heard the bedroom door open and Zelda went into the bathroom. The tub started running. She began sloshing around in there. As always, that sloshing gave me a prickling sensation down in the old groin area.

    Let me explain something before we go any further.

    Zelda is petite, yes, but also voluptuous. She has beautiful ample little tits and an almost hourglass figure. I can squeeze both her buttocks in one hand. She has large velvet brown eyes and dark, dark hair that’s always sort of professionally tousled. At cursory glance her features seem like the kind that are always defined as “delicately chiseled.” But then those eyes light up and there’s something joyously fierce and gleaming in her look, which is tremendously powerful. Sometimes I think of her as a sort of pint-sized legendarily gorgeous Israeli Sabra dressed in desert cammy fatigues, toting an Uzi or an AK-47. And I think her name ought to be Rebecca or Ruth or maybe even Sarah—

    But back to the bathroom.

    When I opened the door, Zelda was lying in lots of steam, eyes closed, soaking up the atmosphere, calming down. Lots of bubble stuff (which I hate) frothed in the water. Truth is, I’m allergic. I can’t stand most soaps and perfumes. Zelda loves perfumes and bath oils and the coconut mousse that tames her wild and crazy hair.

    That had long been a bone of contention. On more than one occasion Zelda had said, “You don’t ever use deodorants, so you always stink to high heaven.”

    I had explained a hundred times that I don’t use deodorants because they are artificial poisons that kill the environment. Talk to a wall. It’s a fact, though: I heartily enjoy a woman’s natural smells. Sweat is sexy to me. Same with the real odor of Zelda’s vagina. Unfortunately, she always uses douches and powders to keep the odors neutral or sweet scented down there. When I tried to explain, she didn’t understand. She was embarrassed to be funky.

    I told her she had beautiful facial skin, leave it alone, quit slobbering on the powder. Her reply? “I’m getting old, Roger, and as soon as I score the money, I’m gonna have a face-lift, and in the meantime I’ll be goddamned if I’ll give in and accept the aging process.”

    Her idol is Elizabeth Taylor.

    Zelda did not open her eyes when I entered the bathroom and sat down on the toilet lid. I said, “I’m sorry.” Her great stoneface didn’t crack. I added, “I guess I overreacted, that was stupid. But you scared me with the belt.”

    Zelda pretended to be deaf and mute. Her lovely breasts were sort of half floating in the water. Naturally, the prominent nipples were stiff. So I undressed and lowered myself into the tub between her legs and began to kiss her. Pretty soon we were fucking. She kept her eyes closed the whole time and didn’t say a word. When I bumped forward, water sloshed all around her throat and her wonderful breasts eddied and changed shape like a pair of incredible pink jelly-fish. I turned her over and had at it from behind. She started making lots of noise, which really turns me on.

    We came together in a truly joyful abandon … I think.

    But in bed later it started all over again.

    It always does.

    Zelda has a mind like a steel trap, she never forgets anything. She never forgives anything, either. Maybe she pretends to, but you cross Zelda, buddy, and that’s like money in the bank, drawing interest. And sooner or later, in one situation or another, that interest is certain to pay big dividends.

    Like, negative dividends.

    “I saw you making eyes at Susan” were the first words she finally said about the k-fuffle. Susan is a Christian Scientist—the diabetic, remember? Zelda added, “I saw you touch her a couple of times, also. I saw you put your arm around her shoulders.”

    I said, “Oh for Christ’s sake.” I could never think of any intelligent retort when Zelda got on one of these jags.

    My wife said, “I know you used to fuck her, even if you deny it. Weezie’s former hand puppet told me.”

    “Weezie’s full of shit. I hate this town.”

    Zelda said, “I hate it, too. It’s full of creeps like you.”

    That pissed me off. I said, “You claimed you loved it before we got married. You said you wanted to move here and live in this house forever.”

    “So I was wrong. How was I to know?”

    Actually, I love my scum-sucking little town. I’ve lived here twenty-two years. That’s a lot of water over the dam. I muttered, “I never fucked her.” And that was the truth.

    Zelda said, “You told me you did.”

    That’s another thing about Zelda’s remarkable memory: she will twist facts at will in order to make a point.

    I said, “I told you we thought about it once, but she has herpes and I was scared.”

    “You said you went to bed together and she sucked you off and you came in her face, and then you masturbated her with your fingers.”

    “That’s not ‘fucking.’”

    I couldn’t believe I had told Zelda all that. But see, things were different when we were just courting, before we made The Commitment. In those days we shared all our darkest secrets. We were still capable of being “best friends.” We laughed at each other’s bawdy adventures with different lovers. We were totally open and unashamed and candid with each other.

    Little did I know the grave I was digging.

    Yup, I lay there in bed beside a clammed-up Zelda, incredulous that I’d ever told her one fact about my former life. Especially my former sex life. But when we were courting, the relationship was friendly and funny and zany and happy and silly and slapstick and unthreatening. Or so I thought. We laughed all the time. We teased each other. She had boyfriends down in the capital, where she lived. I had girlfriends up here. Ours was a lighthearted commuter affair for almost a year. We met on weekends. We joked about our respective paramours. We never took ourselves too seriously. Eventually I concluded: This is the woman for me. Zelda. She’s not jealous or defensive or insecure. She would ask me a million questions about my other lovers and my sex life and my erotic habits. I answered all queries truthfully. Yes, I am a candid man. What have I got to hide?

    I asked her about her lovers, and she answered back, though later, when I thought about it, her replies were never all that detailed. They seemed frank, but in retrospect Zelda had kept the lid on most of the gory details. Zelda enjoys grilling, but she is less ebullient as a grillee.

    No problem. I had always figured in time she would come around. They always do. If you’re open with people, eventually they’ll loosen up. It’s simply a question of establishing trust. Which is a given, soon as they learn there’s nothing to fear.

    Zelda said, “You had no right to throw everybody out. It was humiliating to the max. We were having a good time.”

    “You told me you were through with cocaine. You hate drugs.”

    “Oh God, Roger, get off the soapbox. One hit of toot isn’t gonna shatter the Empire State Building.”

    “I don’t care. After all the times you have trashed Woody for getting in trouble, I feel—”

    “Bag it, Roger. You’re so uptight you make me puke.”

    I bagged it. And I lay there, staring at the ceiling. And I’ll admit it, right then I hated her guts. I wanted to fetch the ax and smash her brains out with the flat side.

    Nobody sleeps.

    By and large, I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in six months.

    Naturally, lying beside Zelda, pretty soon I’m horny again. Like, she is so warm. Not that I’m prejudiced or anything, but Zelda is a very ripe peach. And it happens that all my life I have really loved making love. I used to think I could fuck my way to immortality. Like, sooner or later, right at the moment of an intergalactic climax—boom!—I’m in a heaven populated by millions of Marilyn Monroe, Jane Mansfield, and Anita Ekberg look-alikes.

    Yeah, I hit puberty in the fifties.

    I took Zelda’s hand and closed the fingers over my quivering dick. She jerked her hand away abruptly.

    “You disgust me,” she said. “You really do. I hate you.”

    Okay. I stared at the ceiling, thinking about Susan’s mouth. Susan Dice, Moe’s current squeeze. Though Susan is a Christian Scientist, she loves cocaine, she drinks like a fish. Yes, that is erotic to me, but also crazy. Scary crazy. When Susan becomes obsessed about doing things, she does them. I was once in a car while she drove it at a hundred and twenty miles an hour. I screamed at her to slow down, but she wouldn’t listen.

    Susan carries a loaded gun in her handbag. Once she shot a guy for breaking and entering. She chews bubble gum and lives on a macrobiotic diet and looks anorexic. Anorexic like an erotic snake. I never counted so many contradictions in a single person. Susan smokes dope and cigarettes. She’s a dancer, ballet and modern. You watch her move on stage, it’s like watching death all sinuous and you want to ball it. So what if HIV is abroad, leveling the planet? Susan kisses like an evil beast sucking you into something wonderful, corrupt, decaying. She has thin lips and slightly protruding teeth and a faint Texas drawl. Her mouth is shaped like that movie star’s, Barbara Hershey. She is caustic and cynical.

    Susan and I never went very far because I was afraid of her. I wish I hadn’t been afraid, but that’s life. Moe Bubbles, on the other hand, likes them perverse and crazy and dangerous. So they were perfect for each other, Susan and Moe.

    I asked Zelda, “Are you awake?”

    No answer.

    Zelda can go to sleep after a fight, but not me. I’ll never understand that. The emotional atomic bomb explodes over ground zero—our home—and an hour later she’s cutting Zs. I lie awake in bed all night, arguing back, making my case, chewing her out, trying to explain, bitching about life, planning a divorce, contemplating suicide, worrying about the kids, listening to dogs bark, hating my life, wondering how I got into such a pickle, reminding myself to file quarterly taxes before next Thursday, wanting to fuck.

    But she’s sawing timber, happy as a little old clam.

    So I roll over on top of my wife and start the parade without her. Zelda sort of halfway wakes up and mutters something and eventually gets into it, but moans softly, “You go ahead without me,” so I go ahead without her.

    Then I lie by her side once more, and process the whole damn argument again. While she’s snoozing away, snuggled against me like a milk-fed kitten. I’m still so tense that it feels as if my chest is paper thin and my heart is about to jump out and land in the wastebasket over there by her million-dollar chifforobe—

    “Two points!”

    Around dawn I get up, slouch into the bathroom, and pop two ten-milligram Prazepams. It feels almost as if I’m doing a Dutch act. I am terrified of artificial sopers. And get this: only six months ago I was footloose and fancy free, I had a half dozen girlfriends, I had money in the bank, and life was a bowl of cherries.

    Hey Roger, what happened?

    What happened—to be perfectly straightforward and concise—is that Zelda and I got married.

    It was a great celebration.

    Hang on to your hat, dear reader: we are now jumping back in time six months.

    My friends Betty and Alex came from New York; Zelda’s friends Carol and Seamus arrived from L.A. The idea was to have a regal week-long whoop-de-do after the wedding, the longest reception ever, also a barn raising to fix up the house, making it palatable to Zelda. It would cost me an arm and both legs, but I wasn’t averse. I have an addictive personality. I like all the hoopla and passion around celebrations. If you got it, flaunt it, that’s my motto. Easy come, easy go. As long as I can make it, I never feel a compulsion to hang on tight. Something else always comes along anyway, so you’re gonna spend it no matter what.

    Plus, hey, right about then I was rolling in clover. Last year’s Sidney Bard novel, A Sticky Wicket on Planet Zeus, was going great. The second one in the series, The Catacombs of Luray, was on film option, and I stood to garner two and a half percent of the shooting budget up to one hundred K as soon as they commenced principal photography. Which would be the minute I finished the script (I hoped). Too, I figured I only had about four more months of writing left on the next intergalactic thriller, Return of the Perseid Meteor Thugs, and then I could turn it in for what would be a less-than-immodest advance.

    And I was smoking on the Zane Adams script I’d accepted back in June, when the IRS began to complain about my 1988 and ’89 tax returns.

    But other than that, my mortgage payments were under five hundred a month, the truck was paid off, I had no other debts except a kid in college, so why not get married, ay?

    An aside, here.

    The guests who did not come to our wedding were anybody in her family, and nobody from mine.

    The reasons for this were simple. Zelda and I both come from megadysfunctional bloodlines. Zelda’s mom committed suicide when Zelda was thirteen. Her dad, Budge, an alcoholic, still works in a secret capacity for Dow Chemical, apparently inventing new kinds of tactical napalm. Her sister, Trish, is a thirty-two-year-old topless go-go dancer in San Diego, married to a right-wing body builder, Winthrop Haley, who trains porpoises to jump through flaming hoops at Sea World. Her younger brother, Ken, a genuine Nazi, sells antiquarian condos in Petaluma.

    My father, an accountant for GE, died from pneumonia when I was two. My mother next married a guy named Harold who serviced vending machines in a tri-state area until they chucked him in jail for racketeering. Then Ma got hitched to a very rich stockbroker who violated an obscure provision of the Securities Exchange Act and joined hubby number two in the slammer. Her fourth helpmeet, Gilbert Moffet, was a dentist in Oneonta until he retired three years ago. They bought a Winnebago and live in Montana in the summer, in Arizona when the snows fly.

    I’m the only offspring of my real dad. I have two half sisters from the racketeer—Beth, and Laray Savant. That’s right, Susan legally changed her name to Laray Savant, hoping it would make her a better actress. Instead, she now works as a security guard on the Alaska pipeline. She packs a .357 magnum and also raises sled dogs in hopes of one day winning the Iditarod. Beth is a lawyer in Poughkeepsie, specializing in personal injury. Her husband, Don, an entrepreneur, became filthy rich during the energy boom, buying deep gas wells sight unseen and unloading them at a criminal profit before any drilling began.

    They all think Zelda and I are bona fide weirdos.

    At the time of our wedding, Zelda hadn’t talked to her dad, or her sister and brother, in seven years.

    I still get postcards from my mother and Gilbert about twice a year. Invariably they show jackrabbits with deer antlers, enormous grasshoppers tied over the saddle horn of a quarter horse, or a trout bigger than Moby Dick being hauled on a long flatbed trailer hitched to a Ford pickup truck.

    And sometimes a tipsy mule is kicking over an outhouse.

    The ceremony took place in my (correction, our) own back field on a September afternoon so beautiful it seemed as if cherubs stroking little harps and baby violins were about to descend from the radiant blue sky and play for us while we said our vows.

    Attending the ceremony were only a handful of select friends. Betty and Alex, of course, and Zelda’s buddies Carol and Seamus. Carol is a large, bosomy happy-go-lucky Valkyrie who runs a catering business to the stars. Seamus is a wifty pencil-thin gangster who sells illegal drugs. If I didn’t mention it earlier, Betty is a foot taller than Alex, and she makes a good living “acting” in neo-Nazi sadomasochistic fly-by-night soft-porn films. I used to have a whole collection of her best work. I even tried some of it out on Zelda when we were courting, and it sure seemed to light a fire under her back then.

    Alex teaches philosophy at NYU.

    All the children came too, of course. Woody and Kim, my blood creations; and Gabrielle and Jennifer, hers.

    Then there was Moe Bubbles, also Ed and Emily Griffin (Ed’s my tennis partner), and Zelda’s gonzo friend Weezie Bednarik, who can cathect only through a hand puppet.

    The guy who made our marriage legit was my pal David Barbeau. David is an interesting specimen. He earns a living teaching people how to catch trout. He is also a stone alcoholic who always carries at least a dozen vodka shooters in the Velcroed pockets of his fishing vest. You want poetry with a fly rod, however, David is your man.

    Back in the wild and wonderful seventies, David completed a mail-order course in ersatz theology and, for twenty-five bucks, became a minister in the Church of the Everlasting Gospel’s Ethereal Light. It’s a bogus organization that allows you to legally marry people at close to a couple hundred dollars a pop.

    Which was David’s reason for joining up in the first place.

    Zelda and I choreographed a wonderful ceremony.

    First of all, she had bought me a black silk shirt that would’ve made Elvis envious, so I was of a slightly more tony bent than is my wont.

    Zelda herself wore a low-cut peach-colored jersey minitube that made her look about a hundred times more enticing than the next most erotic/beautiful woman in the world you can name.

    She also sported a pair of silver hoop earrings and three-inch-high fuck-me pumps, and her thick Navajo corn lady bracelet.

    David made it through the formal part of the ceremony without too much New Age tripe. But then he had to call down from heaven a Column of Light in the middle of which he ordered us to stand silently for three minutes. During that part I felt like a royal horse’s ass. Zelda kept running her finger surreptitiously up and down the crevice between my buttocks.

    Then Zelda and I recited together a poem by John Crowe Ransom called “The Equilibrists.” Our favorite part was verse twelve:

    Great lovers lie in Hell, the stubborn ones

    Infatuate of the flesh upon the bones;

    Stuprate, they rend each other when they kiss,

    The pieces kiss again, no end to this.

    We had drawn up our own marriage vows and recited them to each other. They were sincere and loose and high-spirited, not your normal bill of fare. We promised to treat each other with compassion, joy, understanding, humor, flamboyance, erotic derring-do. We promised to respect each other’s freedom and independence.

    We had a ball drawing up the rules and regulations. Zelda testified that if she ever became pregnant, she’d have an abortion. I declared that if I ever got filthy rich, I would buy her three thousand dollars’ worth of racy silk undergarments from Victoria’s Secret.

    It was all clever and irreverent and modern. The onlookers uttered many hearty chuckles during our recitation. We both felt very glamorous.

    Gabrielle (twenty-one), read one passage from Ecclesiastes, another from Baudelaire’s Fleurs du mal.

    My daughter Kim (fifteen) grew all teary eyed and maudlin as she professed great love for me and Zelda and she just knew that all of us in the extended family would love each other forever.

    My son Woody (nineteen), so loaded on liquor and dope he could hardly stand, said, “For the good of all of us, I sure hope this works.”

    Alex was his usual acerbic self. He thought for a long time, puffing on his pipe, then said, “Roger, Zelda—l’chaim.”

    When Betty said, “I trust you assholes know what you’re doing,” Zelda and I squeezed each other and chortled, “We do, of course we do.”

    We said that with all the confidence of Hitler invading Poland.

    Carol went into a long rap about her struggle to release her inner child, and seeing us together so happy made her believe it was possible, if you really worked at it, to find joy on Earth, not just in the hereafter as she had heretofore been inclined to believe.

    Seamus, an oily little sleazebag from Hell, raised his glass of bubbly and said, “You got a helluva deal, Roger. I envy you. You better take good care of the little lady.”

    Implied, naturally, was “or else.”

    The twit added, “You both are great people and you deserve the best.”

    He didn’t know either of us from Adam.

    Weezie Bednarik ran a motorized messenger service that specialized in novelty items, such as birthday strip-o-grams for roué bachelors, and Mr. Bluster Clowns with honking noses who visited sick children in the hospital. Weezie’s hand puppet at this time was a green parrot called Adrian. In real life, Weezie could not express her True Feelings. She was pathologically shy. And terrified of confrontation. About three years ago a local therapist, Madelyn Grinnell, had hit upon the idea of Adrian. Ever since, Weezie could express herself very well, thank you. But only by waggling the hand-puppet parrot in your face and channeling all her words through it. Him. Whatever.

    At our wedding, Weezie was sobbing so hard we could barely understand Adrian’s piffle. Which ran along the line that two people, even ones as beautiful as us, rarely got a second chance in life. So Adrian thought our liaison was a miracle. And the hand puppet concluded, “I think you guys should be on the cover of People magazine.”

    Moe Bubbles struck a heroic pose, one hand on his chest, the other hand raised in oratorical splendor. He crowed, “Oh most merciful God, please forgive these blessed children, for they know not what they do.”

    We all laughed appreciatively.

    Ed Griffin is your basic yuppie nudge. He said, “You two are the most exotic couple I’ve ever seen. I envy you. I bet your adventure together will be joyful to the max. Your happiness makes me so happy I could sing.”

    So he sang that schmaltzy song from Man of La Mancha, “The Impossible Dream.”

    Then Zelda’s youngest kid, Jennifer (eighteen), said, “Dominus pax vobiscum.” And after a major giggle fit, she added, “Shredded wheat.”

    Marijuana.

    It’ll make your children stupid.

    For the ceremony’s pièce de résistance, Zelda and I buried a Barbie and Ken medicine bundle in the middle of the back field. I had purchased the Barbie and Ken at Wal-Mart. We wrote our names in Magic Marker on the appropriate body—Zelda on the Ken, me on the Barbie. Zelda likes Native American mumbo jumbo, so she tied around Barbie’s ankle a diminutive deerskin pouch full of bee pollen, heishi beads, orange coral, a piece of turquoise, a crystal, a Mimbres pot shard, a goshawk feather, and the tiny jawbone of a wee pocket mouse.

    After the wedding was concluded, Alex asked me, “What was that medicine bundle all about?”

    “It’s just theater,” I explained.

    Zelda cackled, “It’s a dance we do with the devil.” She waved a bottle of champagne, already high on the stuff.

    Then she grabbed me by the hand and tugged me into the house, into the Beverly Jog beside the kitchen, where she leaned over my (excuse me, our) medium-sized Sears freezer and ordered me to take her from behind.

    With a hearty “Hi ho, Silver!” I complied.

    So where (and how), you might wonder, given such an auspicious beginning, did it all go so wrong?

    Patience, jackass.

    Friday night, after the wedding and the blowout that followed, Zelda and I bid our guests and children adieu and drove out to the mesa. We parked my truck (correction, our truck) in the middle of a sagebrush ocean. The wind howled but the sky was clear. You could count a billion stars. We lay on a double mattress in the pickup bed under sleeping bags, a duvet, and two comforters and were warm as toast. We held hands and shouted, “Look!” each time a shooting star zipped toward Earth. Coyotes yipped, barked, and cackled.

    We took turns being on top so the other could watch the heavens as we screwed. The wind whipped Zelda’s hair, which was haloed by stars. We stripped naked. Icy wind raised goose bumps all over us, but they felt wonderful. Starshine and moonbeams on Zelda’s lovely breasts made strikingly divine and voluptuous shadows.

    We never quit. Our cadence matched that of the tempestuous air. I thought, Oh God I am so happy I hope this lasts forever.

    One of my orgasms resembled an explosion of the scent of vanilla.

    Another was like falling from a great height into an enormous bin full of peacock feathers.

    Perhaps it was midnight when Zelda said, “I can’t believe how happy you make me feel. My blood has turned into helium.”

    “Me?” I pretended astonishment. “It’s you who make me ecstatic. My teeth are floating. My skin wants to leave my meat and go curl around the aerial and flap like a flag in this erotic hurricane.”

    “Jesus,” she chortled, “I married a writer!”

    “I love you, Zelda.”

    “How much between one and ten?”

    “Twenty,” I burbled, a lunatic in love.

    “Only twenty?” Did I actually catch a hint of irritation in her tone?

    “I mean forty,” I corrected, just to be on the safe side.

    Not safe enough, apparently. “That’s all?” she teased.

    “You said between one and ten,” I kidded back. “I’m already three hundred percent beyond perfect.”

    “That’s nothing,” Zelda cooed into my frozen ear, letting her tongue tip lightly rape the lobe. “I love you at least a hundred.”

    Okay, answer me this please, those of you with degrees in the topic. How come I didn’t just quicklike tell her back, “I love you a hundred too”? How come, suddenly, on this sublime occasion, I felt a prickle of irritation with the fact that she’d upped the numerical ante of our game? How come yours truly required almost a full fifteen seconds to finally admit, “I love you a hundred too”?

    Zelda fell silent. The wind coursed over us like ocean breakers. We listened to the roaring night. Sometimes you could smell little spurts of dry sheep dung. We held hands, squeezing back and forth, rubbing thumbs, staring at the stars.

    Suddenly Zelda asked, “Is it better with me than it was with Christie?”

    Holy Toledo. Christie? One of my former girlfriends. But how did she crop up in the back of our pickup at a time like this?

    “Baby,” I groaned, hugging Zelda with all my might and main, “there isn’t even a remote comparison.”

    Next day the kids departed, returned to college (Gabrielle, Jennifer, and Woody) and high school (Kim), scattered to the four winds.

    Then Zelda donned her General Patton persona, and suddenly—biff, bam, holy kazaam!—we were ordered to attack the house with a vengeance.

    Let me offer a word of explanation: I used to run my pad the way Mussolini ran his army—total anarchy. There wasn’t anything of value in the dump anyway. I had mattresses on the floor, plywood tables, thousands of secondhand paperback books, and ratty ten-dollar couches. The kids and I had water-gun fights and snowball fights inside the house. Nobody ever washed any dishes unless they were hungry. Dirty plates were always stacked in the sink. During their childhood summer vacations Woody and Kim would construct an elaborate “fort” out of the whole house. This mess lasted their entire visit. Upside-down chairs and couches piled over with blankets and mattresses—hey, it never bothered me. It kept them occupied. I didn’t even own a vacuum cleaner. And I swept the place out once a year whether it needed it or not.

    Enter Zelda.

    Within a week of the wedding, our ramshackle dwelling looked like something out of House Beautiful. An old Dutch bread cupboard over here, a lovely Mexican trastero over there, a china cupboard in the corner, a Navajo Two Grey Hills rug on the living-room floor, and candlesticks on the windowsills, and Mexican paper flowers, and pretty little tin mirrors, and Native American art on the walls, and scented soap in all the soap dishes, and a clean bathtub and a clean toilet to boot.

    Zelda actually got down on her knees and showed Alex how to scrub the toilet with a funny gray porous block, I think it’s called a pumice stone.

    She handed me a can of Comet for scouring the tub.

    “Use the entire can if you have to, Roger.”

    We probably hadn’t scrubbed that tub in a year!

    Before I could stop them, Zelda and Betty and Carol had taken brooms and knocked down all the spider webs in the kitchen, including an enormous black creation that extended all the way from over the stove halfway across the kitchen to above the refrigerator. My children and I had been assiduously cultivating that web for almost six years. We called its spider Big Al.

    “Hey,” I yelled, genuinely distraught when I entered my old kitchen now steeped in the throws of transformation. “Who killed Big Al?”

    “I did,” Zelda challenged fiercely, sticking out her chest and brandishing a broom like Friar Tuck. “You wanna make something out of it?”

    No, no, of course not. Nevertheless …

    On the following morning, at breakfast, during our second major planning session, Zelda said that the false ceilings in all the rooms really sucked. “They’re ugly,” she said. “What’s underneath?”

    “Vigas,” I explained. “But when Bonnie and I bought this place, each room had a false ceiling. Bonnie ripped ’em down. We painted and stained the ceiling beams. Looked great. But there’s a dirt roof on the planks overhead, and dust kept dribbling in. It raised havoc with my allergies. So soon as we got divorced and I had paid her off, I nailed up new panels to stop dust from dribbling down. Within days I felt a hundred percent better.”

    “I love vigas,” Zelda said. “I can’t live in a place with such ugly ceilings.”

    “Ask Alex,” I said. “He visited when the vigas were exposed.”

    Alex eyed me unhappily. “Yeah,” he admitted. “I sneezed a lot.”

    Zelda chuckled. “Oh Roger, your allergy rap is just a power-tripping shtick. All your life it’s been something you’ve used to either get attention or manipulate people.”

    “Hey, Alex,” I pleaded. “Go ahead and tell her. Am I lying?”

    Alex glowered at me, then smiled at Zelda. “No, he’s not lying.”

    Zelda folded her arms, grinned right back, and said, “Neither am I.”

    That afternoon we six tore down those false ceilings. Then we stained the beams again so that they looked bright and shiny.

    By suppertime my eyes itched, Alex had started sneezing, Carol’s nose was running, and Betty had a mild rash on the insides of both forearms.

    Of course, we all pretended nothing was amiss.

    Then it happened.

    All of a sudden, out of the blue, two days later Zelda came totally unglued.

    Let me set the scene:

    Alex and Betty and Carol and Seamus are still around, helping to paint and plaster and build sheds and refinish the floors, and the party shows no signs of abating. We’re actually having fun.

    But now it’s evening, the day’s work is done. All of us are gathered in the kitchen, drinking wine, baking cookies, eating tons of garbage, having a jolly old time. Outside it’s raining cats and dogs. But inside it is cozy as all get-out. A half-empty bottle of Wild Turkey 101, Alex’s favorite, is sitting in the middle of the table, smiling at one and all. There’s plenty of kielbasy and mustard and mayonnaise. The cassette player is blaring Tanya Tucker.

    Then the phone rings, and my life changes forever.

    The telephone in the kitchen hangs on the wall by the door. So I pick up the receiver and go outside onto the portal to escape the racket. I sit down on the old blue bench and close the door behind me so I can hear myself think. The dog comes over and humps my leg.

    It turns out my ex-wife, Bonnie, is in a bit of a twit because our son Woody just got busted for DWI up in Boulder, and they also found a little cocaine in a Baggie on the floor of the car he was driving.

    Actually, Bonnie is hysterical.

    I tell her to calm down, calm down, I’ll call a lawyer, send money, pay off all the usual leeches, have him sprung, then talk to the people I need to mollify in order to keep him in school.

    All that has hardly exited my mouth when Zelda slams out the door at a hundred miles an hour, hits the driveway mud and skids, goes flat on her butt with a scream, and slides five yards right into the left front wheel of her Subaru. She rebounds erect, cursing, jumps in, starts the car, backs around spinning every which way, takes off in the downpour (using our north–south runway!), and disappears into the Dickensian night.

    Alex appears in the doorway, seemingly perplexed. Alex is five feet four inches tall and looks like he should wear a Borsalino hat and chew on a Cuban cigar while cradling a tommy gun in one arm. He dresses that way too: black fishnet muscle shirts, tight blue jeans with a twelve-inch peg at the cuff, oxblood Wellingtons with three-inch Cuban heels.

    But in reality he’s a gentle person, also an intellectual. He likes William James, Kierkegaard, and Kant.

    I ask, “What the hell was that all about?”

    He doesn’t know. Zelda just suddenly went ballistic.

    I tell Bonnie, “Listen, I got a little problem here, don’t worry, I’ll call Boulder, I’ll figure it out.”

    I’m good at figuring things out. For other people. I’m not sure if I ever solved anything for myself.

    Bonnie sounds as if she ought to be wearing the Borsalino and toting the tommy gun. “If you would pay a little more attention to our son,” she says, “and a little less attention to your stupid wedding party, maybe Woody wouldn’t get in this kind of trouble.”

    I couldn’t figure that out. Boulder is four hundred miles away. What does my postnuptial fiesta have to do with his DWI?

    I said, “Calm down, Bonnie. Relax.”

    She breaks into tears. She hates me. She hangs up.

    Alex hands me the bottle of 101.

    But I am a civilized human being. I rise, enter the house, locate my glass, drop in three new ice cubes, and baptize the cubes with bourbon. Maybe I’m a schnook, but at least I’m a cultured schnook. I never drink from the bottle.

    I spend an hour in the truck driving all around town in Hurricane Brian searching for Zelda.

    I check all the bars—? Nope. All the eateries—? Nope. The Safeway and Wal-Mart parking lots—? Nope.

    Mostly, then, I drive around aimlessly, worried sick about my kid and about the woman who became my wife only five days ago. It’s raining so hard I can’t see squat, until I notice the blinking cherry-top lights in my rearview mirror. Three sets of blinking cherry tops, to be exact.

    I sigh and steer onto the shoulder and haul out the wallet and roll down the window and hand over the license, then I pop the glove box and find the insurance card and give that to Mr. Macho also. He shines his flashlight on the license, on the insurance card, and then directly into my face. I almost speak impolitely, but instead I simply turn my face away.

    “What’s the matter, officer?” I ask, laying on the sugar. But I am beginning to be aware that this night will not go down in history as one of my finest hours.

    “You were weaving, sir,” says the big damp lummox. “Now, will you kindly step out of this vehicle?”

    By the time Alex springs me from the calaboose, I’m fuming. He informs me that Zelda returned about five minutes after I left. “So what was the matter?” I ask. He shrugs. She didn’t say. She just went to her room and slammed the door and, he presumes, went to bed. He tells me Bonnie rang twice more in hysterics. Woody got to a phone and called her from Boulder in tears. Get him out of there, please. He’s scared. They roughed him up during the bust. His nose is bleeding. Bonnie wants to know did I find him a lawyer? I bellow, “It’s fucking ten p.m., so how am I supposed to produce a lawyer?”

    “Hey,” Alex remonstrates, “don’t take it out on me. I didn’t do anything.”

    “Fuck you, Alex,” I tell him, “you’re guilty by association.”

    We both have a good laugh over that.

    At home, things aren’t so funny. I bang open the bedroom door and ask what the hell was that all about? Zelda is lying on the bed in the dark, fully clothed, arms folded, smoke spewing out of her ears. She says, “You know.” I say, “No, I don’t know, I haven’t got the foggiest.” “Oh don’t you pull that phony naive act on me,” she says. “Don’t you dare insult my intelligence.”

    I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I can’t believe her tone of voice. This is Jekyll-Hyde territory, and I am flabbergasted. This never happened when we were courting.

    “‘Intelligence?’” I say, trying to keep it down to a dull roar. “Excuse me, but I don’t see any intelligence in this room. I don’t even see a sentient human being. All I see is a lunatic.”

    “Get out of here,” she says. “Leave me alone. You are such a liar it isn’t even funny.”

    “No, I’m serious,” I say. “What in tarnation was that all about?”

    “I heard you whispering with her behind my back,” Zelda finally admits.

    “What?” I mean, I really meant it. “What?”

    “You heard me. You’re not deaf, are you?”

    “Whispering with who?” I ask, utterly paralyzed with bewilderment.

    “You and Bonnie,” she says. “Sneaking out of the kitchen like that.”

    I say, “What?”

    She says, “You heard me.”

    I say, “I heard a lunatic. What are you talking about?”

    She says, “In case you don’t know, I happen to be your wife now, and damned if I will have you and your old wife telling tales out of school behind my back. That is betrayal and I will not tolerate it. I will not tolerate secrets. I am your focus in life now, not her. I am nobody’s second fiddle.”

    Ah so.

    I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

    I make odd spastic gestures that are totally aimless and uncoordinated.

    She could have told me almost any old story and I would not have been as astounded as I was by what she actually said. Talk about left field.

    In desperate search for a relevant gesture, I yank off my glasses and throw them through the nearest window. Though made of a lightweight unbreakable plastic, they punch right through the glass with a little crash and a follow-up tinkle.

    When my kids were little, they always used to say it like this: “Uh-oh, SpaghettiOs!”

    But let me back up a minute here.

    You need to know that I once lived with a woman named Gretal who had cancer. We cohabited for three years in the early 1980s. Gretal was a tough cookie. I once sat in a hospital room and heard a doctor tell her she had only three months to live. Gretal told that sawbones, “Fuck you,” then we went out to price wigs.

    She bought a blond curly Dolly Parton number and a long straight black Cher/Elvira ensemble. I didn’t like the latter all that much, but Gretal had a flair for both the theatrical and the macabre. She played jazz saxophone and she was good. Of course, in our little town you make about as much money hawking old Billie Holiday tunes as a migrant worker in the Mesilla Valley makes picking chiles. But Gretal was a girl who would survive, and she always paid her share, and she never took me for a nickel out of line.

    I used to frequent Tony’s Arrivederci and listen to her quartet. Peter on the keyboards, Jaimie on the bass, and Gretal on the horn. The guitarist-singer was Dodie Fenichell. She had great tonsils. She’d mellow you out with “Stormy Weather” and “Stardust,” then whack you over the head with “Strange Fruit.”

    Sometimes they all shut up and Gretal did an a cappella solo of “Amazing Grace.” She could project a husky alto voice that really made me shiver.

    Unfortunately, Gretal did not have a pragmatic approach to her illness. She went on macrobiotic diets, changed gurus every two months, ate apricot pits and sunflower seeds. Name a cancer fad, Gretal tried it. I had to practically mug her and tie her up and drag her to radiation and chemotherapy. But between the two of us we sort of licked the platter clean. The three months that quack gave her, when initially the disaster was diagnosed, stretched out to eleven years and counting.

    We quit living together for a variety of reasons I am not too proud of. Gretal was eight years older than me, and she’d had one of those lives you only read about in books like I, Jan Cremer or The Biography of George Sand. But life takes a toll on everybody, even international jazz courtesans, and Gretal was ready to settle down. Me, however, I’d just broken up with Bonnie, my third Sidney Bard novel was getting some attention, and I had a letch for the kind of high life Gretal had lived.

    In fact, what attracted me to Gretal in the first place was the adventure I craved. We argued about that a lot. Gretal claimed the greatest adventure was in the mind. She said that the high life wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Despite all her glamorous affairs, she insisted that now she was a one-man woman. She lobbied for marriage. I resisted. We had a tempestuous affair.

    In the end, when Christie showed up at our front door in a skintight pink jumpsuit selling Amway products, I was ready to make tracks. I couldn’t reach for my checkbook fast enough.

    Gretal cornered is a saber-toothed tiger, and she fought a rousing battle. But eventually she had to give up, let go, and I traveled on.

    We remained friends, however, and indulged ourselves with an occasional root for old times’ sake.

    Now: during the prolonged fiesta and domestic renovation after Zelda and I took the plunge, Gretal was not having one of her better weeks. In fact, the day after Alex and Moe Bubbles and Seamus and I repaired all the gutters on the roof, the shit hit Gretal’s fan.

    I learned about her problem when I stopped by her house to deliver some mail she was still getting in my post-office box (six years after our breakup!). I found Gretal in bed, in pain, in tears.

    “How long has this been going on?” I asked.

    “About ten days,” she admitted.

    “You asshole,” I said.

    “Shuttup.” She pouted. “I’m sick of your remonstrations.”

    “Well, you’re an idiot.” I was worried sick. “You’re supposed to go in at the first sign of a relapse.”

    “I hate it anymore,” she said. “I’m tired of hospitals and doctors and Oncovin and radiation therapy. I don’t want to lose my hair again. Enough already.”

    So I bundled her up, packed a little suitcase, and lugged her over to the Sisters of the Virgin Mary. I checked her in and called the local quack—Zebulon Morrison—who specialized in leukemia and lymphomas. I made a second run to the hospital, with toothpaste and a toothbrush. Then I had to make another trip for Gretal’s dental floss and a pink silk camisole.

    In Gretal’s immortal words, “I don’t want to lie here looking like some kind of zonkered bag lady from New York.”

    I mention Gretal because of course she immediately became a bone of contention.

    Not the Gretal situation exactly, not at first—Zelda wasn’t that big a fool. But when, on the following afternoon, Christie called in tears to announce that her daughter Cazzie had just tried to commit suicide in a motel room with her lesbian social worker (who was thirty years older), and I pledged five hundred dollars to get Cazzie into a juvenile detox program, Zelda hit the ceiling. Ceiling, nothing, actually she went through the roof.

    Yes, I’d always known that Zelda was proud of being volatile. You bet she liked high drama, it was part of the act. And I had always enjoyed her raucous flair. Above all else, during our courting days, the lady had kept me in stitches. What I hadn’t foreseen, during that halcyon time, was the degree to which her act could change once the situation itself was different.

    “What kind of a stupid situation is this?” she wailed. “Six hundred to bail out Woody. Now five hundred for Cazzie. Why don’t you just invite them all to come and live with us? I’ll go back to nursing school and get my stupid RN and chip in my salary. Gretal can sleep in the guest room, Christie can have the living-room couch, and we’ll put Bonnie in one of the sheds with Woody for her roommate as soon as they throw him out of school!”

    Then she turned to my best friend from New York, who, along with the others, was shelling peas into a salad bowl, and said, “What do you think about that, Alex? Do you think we should invite Megan and María Teresa to come and live here, too? We could stick an Arab minaret on the roof with a gold pennant on it announcing ‘Roger’s Harem.’”

    Alex looked at Betty, who looked at Carol, who looked at Seamus, who said, “Don’t look at me.”

    “You can’t help what happens in life,” I said. I was still trying to be lighthearted. “You cannot simply order up perfect timing. When you’re forty-five like us, you’re toting extra baggage. And anyway, when it rains it pours.”

    “I am not forty-five,” Zelda (literally) spat. “I am a helluva lot younger than that.”

    Instantly I apologized. The one irrevocable taboo with Zelda is age. If I were to reveal her true years, even now in this book being written so long after the fact, she’d hire an expert killer to whack me, preferably very slowly and very painfully.

    Then Zelda said, “I am not going to be married to a man who is still carrying on affairs with every goddamn sleazy street slut west of the Mississippi.”

    “Hey, jeepers creepers,” I protested. “I am not carrying on affairs. When we decided to marry, you know I quit messing around. But these folks are important in my life. They’re my friends. I still care about them.”

    “Fuck your friends!” she explained.

    In unison, Alex, Betty, Seamus, and Carol said, “Hey, Zelda, thanks a lot.”

    Obviously, I did not like Zelda dumping on my friends. Obviously, I was also in shock. Me and Alex and Betty and Carol and Seamus. Those latter four had quit shelling peas and were spectating the holocaust like monkeys watching the atomic bombing of their own private banana plantation.

    I couldn’t remember ever having a serious argument with Zelda when we were courting. Sure, we had teased each other about her boyfriends, my girlfriends, but it had all been in a spirit of good-natured fun. Zelda had never cast an aspersion on Bonnie or Christie or Gretal.

    Well, I told myself, this transition time can’t be easy for Zelda. She’s moving to a strange town. She’s occupying an unfamiliar house that I’ve owned for sixteen years. Many girlfriends and a wife and numerous children have been through these hallowed portals. Only a very balanced person would not have trouble with such ghosts. I don’t blame her for feeling defensive. I would feel the same way in her shoes.

    Alex finally said, “Relax, Zelda. You’re not trying out for The Gong Show.”

    Zelda smiled, lighting up like fuel rods in a nuclear reactor just before meltdown. “I am relaxed,” she insisted. “This is fun.”

    That night I said, “Honey, do you think it’s wise to bring all that garbage up in front of our friends?”

    “I don’t know if it’s wise or not, Roger, but if I don’t say what I think when I feel it, it’ll never get said. I’ve been in two marriages where I was bullied, intimidated, and cheated on, and I kept silent. You told me yourself you and Bonnie could never talk. Well, this time around we both need to express ourselves.”

    I said, “I think our fights are embarrassing them.”

    “We’re not ‘fighting,’” Zelda corrected. “It’s a natural and important process. We’re learning how to communicate. I think it’s exhilarating.”

    “It feels like fighting to me,” I ventured.

    Zelda scooched over and lovingly cupped my testicles.

    “Darling,” she said, “if it ever escalates into real fighting, believe me, you’ll understand the difference.”

    Then she mounted me as if I were a Clydesdale, but no blissful Christmas Budweiser commercial could have held even half a candle to what next transpired.

    Years earlier, my dear friend Alex had suddenly up and married. When he called me and told me he was going to do it, and described the volatile wop who was the lucky lady, I said, “Alex, you’re crazy, don’t do it.” He laughed and did it anyway.

    There followed three years of total chaos. In the end she threw a meatloaf at his head, so he broke her jaw, she called the cops, he wound up in jail, and she ran home to the parental fig tree and tomato plant in Brooklyn and sued him for a hundred thousand bucks. The day the divorce papers arrived, Alex had a heart attack and wound up in intensive care for twenty-three days, where he read Thomas Mann’s book Joseph and His Brothers.

    On Wednesday afternoon of the protracted honeymoon, while Carol, Seamus, Betty, and Zelda were taking the baths at Ojo Caliente, Alex and I rode our bicycles south on Ranchitos Road, through Los Cordovas, onto the sagebrush mesa. We pedaled along a dirt road to the edge of a cliff about two hundred feet above the Pueblo River.

    “Well, ol’ buddy,” I said. “What do you think?”

    “Helluva woman,” he said, lighting his pipe. Though Alex does indeed look like something macho and prehistoric out of Sicily, he smokes a meerschaum.

    “She’s beautiful,” I said.

    “Can’t argue with that.” He puffed some more.

    “She’s a wee bit volatile,” I said.

    He nodded.

    I said, “It’s wonderful between us in bed.”

    He nodded again. “I should hope so. I envy you that. The broad is a real looker.”

    “I never met a woman who’s as funny, wacky, alive, intelligent, and vivacious,” I said.

    Alex stooped over, located a small stone, straightened, and pitched it out into the air. We watched it dive in a graceful arc down to the smooth water of a long, placid pool in the river, where it made a little trout-sized splash.

    “Do you think I should jump off this cliff right now,” I asked, “or wait awhile and see what happens?”

    Alex replied, “What do I look like, a soothsayer?”

    Later on that afternoon, Alex, who is very discreet and not normally an intrusive person, asked me, “Just to be curious, Roger, why did you get married? I thought you had the perfect bachelor existence.”

    So I told him. At least as best as I could figure it out, I related the tale.

    Here’s the gist of that story.

    My life had gotten complicated. I was working on two film scripts at once, including one of my own third novel, The Catacombs of Luray. The other was an hour show for the Zane Adams TV series. I was also humming along way ahead of deadline on my latest Sidney Bard sci-fi detective thriller, Return of the Perseid Meteor Thugs.

    I don’t want to delve into my stuff here, but by now I have earned a living at it for almost twenty years. I don’t think the books are great art, but I do admit that Sidney Bard has become a minor underground cult figure along the lines of Kurt Vonnegut’s Kilgore Trout. Sidney is a detective who meanders through the galaxies at the end of a psychic silver thread, solving space crimes through soul travel while his actual body sleeps in a flotation tank in a split-level ranch palace in Beverly Hills.

    The thing that makes Sidney interesting (to me, at least) is he used to be a professional hockey player of the same caliber as Wayne Gretzky. And he’s still a distinguished lepidopterist renowned for discovering the Sidney’s Hairstreak, which was named, of course, after the great intergalactic sleuth himself.

    So: for starters, I was a very busy man.

    To boot, I had a handful of quasi-serious relationships going: with Gretal and Christie, Megan, María Teresa, Sandra, and, of course, Zelda.

    Long ago, after Bonnie and I divorced, I had sworn never again to be monogamous. But it wasn’t easy to live that philosophy. First of all, I’m not a real handsome guy, nor am I the world’s greatest stud. But I’m full of energy and I love women, I really do. I mean talking and relating, as well as the sex. I really pay attention to women. They fascinate me. I listen. I do the dishes and cuddle and I enjoy foreplay. I like goofing around with their kids, who adore me because I’m warm, I’m zany, I’m funny. I know how to function on their level. I laugh, I think life is a great big bowl of cherries. I’m upbeat. I really have fun. So people have always sort of flocked around because they like my cheerful optimism.

    Okay: I had long-standing relationships with several women. It was all on the up-and-up, no lies, no sneaking around. They had other boyfriends also.

    The glitch was, we sort of loved each other. We had great adventures together. Yet often Megan asked, “How can you be so loving with me, then go love somebody else?” And although Sandra never said a word, one day I discovered that she hadn’t screwed another guy in over a year. When I asked why, she said, “I don’t want to.” Gretal rarely hassled me after our initial blowout when Christie stole me away, but she (Gretal) had revealed recently that for years she’d felt a sexual loyalty to me because I was so understanding about the cancer.

    Christie’s attitude was “Just so long as you give me your undivided attention while we’re together, I don’t give a hoot in hell what you do on your own time.”

    And María Teresa lived in Buenos Aires, so aside from our semiannual get-togethers, she wasn’t really much of a factor.

    And then there was Zelda.

    Zelda was the most recent, the most complicated, the most exciting. An angel, a devil, a quixotic cock teaser. She was the funniest also, a real comedienne. She made me laugh. She was the most glamorous woman I’d ever gone out with. She had chutzpah and daring with clothes, with her wild dark hair, with her sassy no-holds strut. She had that diminutive but perfect hourglass body right out of the 1950s girlie magazines; fanatical jogging and aerobics and Jazzercise kept it that way. She looked a lot younger than her real age, and like I said earlier, she would have offed anybody who had the audacity to reveal her true years.

    Most especially, Zelda’s eyes sparkled. I mean sparkled. When she turned them on, she could slaughter with those eyes. All the time we were courting, those liquid brown orbs literally sizzled with a tantalizing light.

    Her effervescence, effortlessly, slew me.

    Of course, when those eyes went cold, they could make a lion shudder and curl its tail between its legs.

    Zelda loved to order stuff from Night ’n Day Intimates and Victoria’s Secret. She wore that style for me, and for the world. Every male out there with hormones couldn’t help but want to grab her.

    Zelda liked attention in public. She adored the squealing of brakes, the thud of guys colliding against walls, the wolf whistles. When Zelda clickety-clacked along the sidewalk, men broke their necks—Snap! Crackle! Pop!

    The show stopped wherever Zelda swaggered.

    Oh, Zelda had flair, she had panache, she had outrageous hubris, she had rapacious energy. She was an honest-to-God sex symbol. She always made a grand entrance, even in the morning, in our kitchen, for breakfast. Zelda was constantly on stage, the life of the party, the It Girl.
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