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One


Oh, I was all set to blow my brains out and throw them directly into the nearest East River. Well, not “all set” per se, but I was miserable. I was suffering from this horrible cucking sensation. It was terrible. Inimical. Pointed and harrowing. I’m feeling sick just thinking about it—the agony, the irony, my many losses and humiliations, etc, etc, etc, etc. Sorry, sorry. Let me go back a bit. I’ll explain everything.


It was my fault. I had broken up with my Lora Liamant after nearly a year together. Not because I didn’t love her (I still did), or because she wasn’t beautiful anymore (her attractiveness was trending upward, with no plateau in sight), but because I thought it (the breakup) would shock her, stun her, make her realize how good she had had it (with me, Ross), and inspire her to stop smoking weed and drinking alcohol (I couldn’t stand to see her hurting herself like that) so we could get married (like adults) and have children together. It was a tactic, a scheme, I’ll be the first to admit.


Despite my initiating the separation, I was prepared to take her back (with arms ajar) as soon as she came to her sober senses. I waited for weeks. Chatting intermittently with her, forwarding her links to interesting articles, sending her poems, etc, etc, without any signs of progress. And then, a few nights before Flag Day, three months into the breakup, I was roused out of bed, out of my dogmatic slumber, acutely aware of the aforementioned cucking sensation.


Heaving and hawing, I scuttled to the bathroom and knelt within a few scoots of my toilet, mistaking this cucking sensation for a more simple bodily biliousness (it should be understood that I’m prone to bouts of nervous vomiting).


And then, as if placed there by some kind of supernatural daemon, the thought occurred to me, with great clarity and certainty, that my Lora had entered into a newfound tryst of sorts. And after checking that app that people use to send each other money, and finding a number of Lora’s recent transactions with memorandums like “Vino” and “French Fries,” my suspicions were confirmed, with great clarity and certainty, that my Lora had entered into a newfound “tryst” of sorts, with the thirty-year-old brother of network-TV-actor Kiefer Sutherland. Oh, you should’ve seen me rolling around my bathroom floor, pounding my fists, mourning my loss; I wanted to blow my brains out and throw them directly into the nearest East River. I couldn’t sleep all night. Every time I closed my eyes all I could see was Lora and … no, no. I won’t say it. It’s too upsetting.


This was … calamitous. Particularly because I had actually met this gentleman—this network-TV-actor’s thirty-year-old brother—once, four months earlier, at a party commemorating an important annual American football game, hosted at Lora L’s cousin’s apartment in Clinton Hill, Brooklyn. And he was not at all impressive to me. He seemed really very bitter. He accused me, in his lispy monotone, of being “a straight-up psychopath,” all because I said American Beauty (1999) was one of the biggest “pieces of bull” ever made and was “a movie for people who have never had an original thought in their lives.” Lora sided with him and told me I ought not to be so “negative” about things that people “worked hard on.” They then smoked “weed” together on Lora’s cousin’s front stoop later in the evening, making eyes at each other, musing romantically about “life,” or something stupid else that has no wrong answers, I’m sure. Who knows how long she waited to see him after we’d broken up? Certainly not long enough. (It was a slap in the face, how swiftly I was replaced.) Everyone knows it’s cheating to take on a new partner within the same calendar month of a breakup.


So I was hurt. Terribly hurt, and terribly confused.


The adult response, to this discomfiting cucking sensation, was to do some moving on of my own. The next morning, I downloaded All Work and All Play, a new dating app that requires you to submit two recent paystubs and possess a LinkedIn account with over one hundred “connections” in order to sign up. This seemed fitting, as my professional life was at a nine, while my personal life was at a two. In my application, I selected the app’s “The New Classic” mode, which gave me access to a pool of women whose salaries lay between seventy-seven and ninety percent of my own, which I figured would make for a nice power dynamic.


Once I was “in,” I found it was mostly disgusting, filled with ghastly looking women, desperate to meet a man with a purpose. None of the women on there could compare to a Lora L, but in the spirit of revenge, and of moving on, I reached out to a twenty-eight year old Senior PowerPoint Associate at ViacomCBS, whose interests included “books,” and whose bio read: “Diehard defender of the oxford comma!” which at the time I had assumed was some sort of wry, ironic-type of joke, or even something that was genuinely clever when she was my age. But since meeting her, I’m not really sure what she could’ve possibly meant by it. She (her profile) looked sane, very standard—tanned skin, blonde hair, photos of herself drinking wine, wearing dresses, loitering around islands, etc, etc.


Naturally, she was charmed by my advances, and so we arranged to have an after-work dinner together at the Emeril Lagasse 360º VR Experience restaurant in New York’s Times Square.


It was a relief to have found someone so quickly, but hardly a surprise, as I’ve never seemed to have much trouble appealing to women on apps of this nature. Not because of any immediately obvious evolutionarily desirable traits, but because of some more subtle qualities that I think women of the twenty-first century can’t help but appreciate (although I’ve been told I resemble a young Andrew Garfield). What’s most notable is how there’s nothing frightening or alarming about how I look. No piercings, tattoos facial hair, or ostentatious musculature indicative of excessive exercise. I simply look normal. Jewish and nonthreatening. It cannot be said enough that I have the body and face of a non-rapist. My features scream safety. Just by looking at me, you can tell that I’m financially secure, not at all violent, and eager to commit.
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It was around 5:00, warm, still sunny; I was hanging around “midtown,” by myself, and I had so much time to think. I liked to be early for this sort of thing. Demonstrate discipline by budgeting for unexpected delays.


I sat anxiously, tapping on a bench, wearing noise-cancelling wireless earphones, somewhere around 44th and 7th, let’s say. I was waiting for the appearance of this twenty-eight-year-old woman whom I’d met on an app on my phone. This was the night before my twenty-third birthday, three months and a week (or so) after I had broken up with Lora Liamant.


She came out of her building dressed in black, with a big bag on her shoulder, holding in her hand a second, smaller bag, one of those tiny purses that women seem to find fashionable. “Ross! Happy Birthday!” she exclaimed, as she gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. It occurred to me that she was overdressed, that she must have been wearing her Date Night Outfit to work all day, or, more sadly, even, she had just changed in the bathroom of her office. She was mature, physically, and I thought that was a noble thing for me to desire.


“Hey! Thanks!” I replied, “But my birthday isn’t until midnight,” I raised my eyebrows playfully, as if to say I’m pedantic, but at least I’m aware of it! “You still have a few hours to wish me a happy Bloomsday, though!” I said aloud.


“What’s that?” she said with a smile.


“Oh. Nevermind. It’s stupid. Sorry. Are you going to change before we have dinner?”


“Change? Why?”


“Oh,” I said, “I’m just kidding. You look lovely.”


On the walk over, I talked about my job, about stocks, about bonds, about how computers aren’t all that smart, but they’re very powerful.


“They’re like big dumb brutes that can do exactly what you tell them to do. And the only problem is, they do exactly what you tell them to.”


“That’s hilarious,” she said.


Inside I gave my name (“Hi uh, I have a reservation for Mathcamp?”), and we were seated at a booth labeled “Adult Party” and instructed to place Oculus Quest virtual reality headsets on ourselves, which would transport us to the simulacrum of Emeril’s chefside table.


“BAM! Welcome to Emeril Lagasse’s Times Square Virtual Reality experience! BAM! Now who’s already to eat? Are you two lovebirds ready to eat?”


I heard the grown woman across from me say “Yeayuh, Emeril!”


“Now I got three specials for you tonight. BAM!” Emeril said, “We got Emeril’s Chicken Gumbo—melt in your mouth chicken topped with Emeril’s signature filé powder, tossed in Emeril’s Louisiana hot sauce, all on a bed of ghost white rice and baby bella mushrooms. BAM! Second, we got Emeril’s Cajun Style Lasagna—suicide-free pork, grass-fed beef, buffalo mozzarella, and the same KICK you’ve come to expect. BAM! And last but not least, we got Emeril’s Stir Fried Vegetables—for all those vegans out there!” Emeril, very predictably, rolled his eyes at the v word. “So BAM! What’s it gonna be?” Emeril said, as he pointed his large silver pepper shaker at Ross (me). “Use your virtual pin-pad to select from these options!”


I chose the Mixed Vegetables—which my mother used to have waiting for me after school as a small child—paired with an appetizer of Emeril’s Jazzy Jambalaya. After you order, you’re treated to VR video of Emeril preparing your appetizer and entree, although of course, the real meal is being microwaved in the back by someone who has tattoos and smokes cigarettes.


The presentation was dizzying, uncanny. I found it terribly unsettling, to be unable to see my date. I let my mind think of Lora, of the last time I’d talked to her. I told her quote “I love you” on the phone that night, and she replied, “I don’t think I should say it back. I don’t think that would be fair to you,” which at the time I didn’t find terribly discouraging, as men are constantly told they can do whatever they want to women and always be taken back, eventually. But as I watched Emeril slam a fistful of parsley onto my plate of pixely Po’ Boys (and smelled what seemed to be an artificial New Orleans scent being spritzed into our booth), I placed that conversation in the context of my discovery of Lora L’s new “tryst,” and felt horribly humiliated and emasculated. Like an undignified little bug.


As Emeril finished plating everything, a real-life waiter (or waitress) placed real (“real”) versions of our ordered meals in front of us, and Emeril signed off saying, “Thanks for coming! And remember, if you want to eat like Emeril at home, treat yourself to Emeril Lagasse’s Power Air Fryer Pro, now available at Bed Bath and Beyond. BAM!”


My date looked excited to eat. In addition to her food, there was also a glowing green drink in front of her. “It’s an appletini, Ross,” she said to me. This woman was definitely not fat but had pretty clearly gained some nontrivial amount of weight since taking her older younger dating app photos. “Can I ask you something, Ross?” she asked.


I swallowed a 500-mg activated charcoal pill from my backpack, to help handle any impending gluten. “Sure. Why not?” I replied.


“How’d you know I loved Emeril? That’d it get me so hot being here?”


“What?”


“Oh yeah!” she said, as she took a big ecstatic bite of Emeril’s Chicken Gumbo, “He was my first crush! I used to jay off to his show on the Food Network all the time when I was in first grade! Of course, I didn’t know what I was doing … at the time …”


“I’ve heard of that actually,” I told her.


Oy … this made me sick. Thinking of this woman, (now nearly thirty and unmarried) at age six (before I was even born!) grinding against her couch cushions, bellyside down, getting off to the sight of the Food Network’s Essence of Emeril (1994–2007).


“Yeah, just thought I’d share that with you,” she said, “so you’d, you know, know what kind of mood I’ll be in for the rest of the night.”


Now this was just wrong. I felt terrible. I mean, I’d always intended to go home with this woman, but I wanted to have to work for it, really have to show off my many amazing qualities. But this, this was just unrewarding. It felt like getting attention from a dog. Whereas Lora was always cultured and elusive, having descended from a prominent 19th century New York family.


Trying to change the subject, “So you said you liked books, on the app.”


“Oh yeah. Definitely. I’ve always been, like, a ferocious reader. Here.” She proceeded to pry an off brand “eReader” out of her tiny purse, pressed some horrible combination of buttons on its side, and handed it to me.


On the screen, I found not, as I’d hoped, some classic, some novel, some epic feat of female fiction from the likes of Woolf, or Didion, or Ng, but instead, the recently released smash hit self-help manifesto: HOW TO BE A MOTHERF*CKER WITHOUT F*CKING YOUR F*CKING MOTHER: A step-by-step instruction manual for kneeing life in the balls (2018) by Juliette Smink.


“I’ve seen people reading this on the train. I think I saw it won the PEN/Dale Carnegie award. Is it any good?”


“Oh, it’s amazing, Ross. I’m only halfway through, but I’m trying to really savor it, you know? Make sure I really grasp every last word. Like there’s this part I’ve been reading all week, it’s so smart, Ross. She says you have to take what you want. But first, you have to take what you need. One handful at a time, Ross.”


“That makes sense.”


I looked around at the rest of the restaurant. It was full of fellow young people, all seemingly there for some silly sardonic experience. This was regressive. I felt like a horrid cliché, one of thousands of pale cynics having an ironic meal at a “theme” restaurant, laughing at the “tourists”—as if there’s something so funny about people living in places that aren’t New York City. There must have been seven or eight other Jewish-American Zoomers on the premises, with their cocky collegiate chums, Asian lady-friends, etc, etc, paying top dollar to yuck it up at Emeril’s expense. Is it that funny? Is this all they had to laugh about? I felt childish. I felt terrible. I was no better than these people, really. Reaching into my backpack, I took another 500 mg activated charcoal (for my guts) and 200-mg L-Theanine (for my kishkas). “I uh… take a lot of pills, especially around dinner time ha, ha” I said to her.


“That’s weird, but cute, ha ha,” she replied.


She told me some more about her work. “I just published a new info-graphic today. For Pride Month. It was soo cool to do, you know, like working with characters that I’ve loved for so long. Let me see if I have it on here.” She scrolled through her phone (the same phone everyone has, but with a BET branded case on the back), made a frowny face, sighed, then said, “Oh, well, I guess it’s on my work computer. But basically, it’s SpongeBob explaining Crohn’s Disease to Patrick!”


“That’s cool … Hey,” I said, before inviting her back to my home to watch (“watch”) Joel Schumacher’s The Number 23 (2007), starring Jim Carrey as a deranged man who becomes obsessed with the number twenty-three.


“Oh that’s funny, ’cause tomorrow’s your twenty-third birthday!”


“Exactly. Isn’t that hilarious?” I added, but actually, it wasn’t funny at all, now that I think about it.


We left the restaurant without paying (the menu was, as they say, prix fixe, and I had already given a credit card when I made the reservation), then took the F train to my luxury apartment on Roosevelt Island. At the platform she said “Race you up the escalator!” and I shook my head no, as I thought it would be unbecoming of a man my age. Despite all my rage, and all my contempt for this Senior PowerPoint Associate, I was desperate to impress her. I had to feel like I was earning something, that I’d convinced someone of something. I had to make her respect me before I could feel comfortable seeing her nude.


I held the door for her as we walked into my building’s lobby. Inside, I showed her my view of the water and glimpse of the “Pepsi” sign in Long Island City, Queens (“so cool! I love Pepsi!”), my laundry closet (“so convenient!”), my many air purifiers and robot vacuum (“so that’s why it’s so clean in here!”), my Juicero (“so yummy, and healthy, too!”), and finally my library, my wall-mounted IKEA “BILLY” stuffed neatly with assorted “classics.” Each shelf more impressive than the last. Heirlooms like my mint-condition autographed Jacob Epstein novel (1980). Trilogies like White Noise (1985), White Teeth (2000), and White Fragility (2018). My Belloc, my Bellow. My Barthes, my Barth, and my Barthelme. My Thomas Aquinas, my Thomas Pynchon. My Leonhard Euler, My Lauren Oyler. My John Stuart Mill, my Jon Stuart Leibowitz. Etc, etc, etc, etc.


“This right here,” I told her, “is America: The Book (2004), it came out around the peak of The Daily Show (1996—), when he was really giving it good to Bush and his cronies night after night. Of course, I didn’t read it until high school …” I don’t know why I was saying this to her, but she nodded along as if it were interesting, then climbed onto my bed and took off her socks, stretching and sprawling all over the covers with an unsexy grin on her face. I sat down beside her and ran my left hand through her tawny blonde hair, cleared my throat, and said “uh, The Number 23 (2007)” into my voice-activated Chinese TV remote.


Within seconds, she was groping my torso and kissing my neck as if that’s what I wanted from her. Well, I suppose it was, but perhaps now it feels embarrassing to act like I was really enthused by it in any meaningful way, even though I almost certainly was.


I pulled away from an extended series of snogs. “Do you want to take a shower first? I think that would expand our Overton window of … available acts, you know?”


“Oh … oh! Yeah, for sure. I was going to say your shower looked really cool.”


“Yeah it’s nice. I like that there’s a sliding door. My last apartment had a bathtub, but it seems like you have to choose between a door and a bathtub. And I can’t stand shower curtains. I think they’re disgusting.”


She laughed as she walked over to the bathroom and began removing her clothes.


“Oh, and just scream for me when you’re done. I’m putting a towel in the dryer on the ‘Keep Warm’ mode, so it’ll be hot when you’re done. I used to have a heated towel rack, but I think those things might just do nothing. I think they’re just useless. So just scream, just start yelling and screaming at me when you’re done,” I told her.


While she was in there, helping herself to my array of fancy organic soaps and shampoos, I ran over to the kitchen table and began digging around through her bags. Toothbrush, underwear, progestin-only birth control pills, Dentyne Ice, Starbucks gift cards, etc, etc. Her phone had a notification that the latest episode of Girls Talking About Having Premarital Sex (2018—) was available on her podcasts app.


On my own phone, I noticed a few missed calls from my sister Emily, and a voicemail from a number with an 818 area code. But of course, I was far too focused on invading the privacy and well … privacy of this woman to worry about that sort of thing. I took out her “eReader” and started snooping through it. In a queue called “Next Up” she had the following books: The Da Vinci Code (2003), The Slippery Slope (2003), and Dude, Where’s My Country? (2003). I looked at the list of authors in her “library,” and for a small second was excited by the name “Roth,” but it turned out to be the name of a children’s science-fiction writer named Veronika Roth, born in 1988.


“Ross? Ross! I’m all clean now!”


I’ve often wondered if I were destroying some sort of tension or mood or mystery by making these women shower first, but what is the alternative? Just being filthy? After a day of trains and restaurants, just denying that we were covered in sweat and smut? What would separate us from wild animals if we didn’t have rules about this sort of thing?


I brought her a towel and she let out a number of moans and remarks (“ooah …” “aah …”) re: the warmth and comfort it gave her. She dried fairly quickly (that’s the point!) and climbed atop my bed where we began to engage in increasingly impure acts. A real gentleman (such as I) doesn’t kiss and tell, but what I will say, is that she behaved in a way that would make it difficult to have any real-world respect for her afterward. I could only imagine what sort of stunts she’d be willing to pull on a second, third, or even fourth date. She did abominable things to a total Jewish stranger. Most of all, I was stunned by her obsequiousness on bed (obviously I wouldn’t let her in it). I mean, she simply did not know me. Why was she doing these things?


For what it’s worth, I too, I’m willing to confess, gave one of my more effortful performances. (Breaking my back just to know her name, etc, etc.) But did any of that make this more pleasurable? Certainly not for me. It was disgusting—all of it. We simply did not know each other. Don’t you think there’s something wrong here?


As we lay in my shame, side by side, I wished desperately (“I wish I had an honest excuse to get this woman to leave!”) for an honest excuse to get this woman to leave. I wanted her gone. I wanted her to get her arms off of me. I needed Lora Liamant back. I robed myself (I didn’t want this weird woman seeing my nude body walking around upright!) and went to take a shower of my own, grabbing a handful of raspberries and a 50-mg tablet of 5-HTP (to replenish any serotonin I may’ve accidentally ejaculated) out of the refrigerator on the way in, where I noticed she’d sorted my array of fancy organic soaps and shampoos into a neat little grid, which I actually found sort of charming and thoughtful.


While she was taking her second, I spent a minute listening to the hour-old voicemail, from our family lawyer, Robert B Shapiro: “Hi Ross, uhh … [extended pause] it’s Uncle Bobby, call me back as soon as you can, it’s uh … [extended pause] pretty urgent.”


And since he said it was quote “pretty urgent,” I pressed the button to call him back right away.


“Hello?”


“Hi, Uncle Bobby? It’s Ross.”


“Oh, oy gut, Ross. Have you got a minute? You’ll want to sit down.”


“Is everything okay?”


“Oh it’s going to be fine. Long story short, your parents are dead, Ross. Helicopter accident, in Turks and Caicos. Emily’s fine. She didn’t go. I already called her, Ross. The good news is, I think we have a case against Sandals Resorts International, Ross. They’ll settle. I’ve worked with them before, Ross. People die at their hotels all the time. They have insurance for this sort of thing. They’re flying the bodies in for a funeral the day after tomorrow. Are you standing up, Ross? You’ll have to do your kriah, Ross, you know, tear a piece of your clothing. It’s a Jewish tradition, Ross.”


A terrible feeling of regret came over me. Clearly my parents’ death was my punishment for fornicating with this dating app idiot and then wishing for an excuse for her to leave. Punishment from some cosmic force of justice (karma, G—d, etc, etc), either for having sex without love, or sex outside of a relationship, or loveless sex outside of a relationship for the sole purpose of getting revenge on someone I did still love from a previous relationship. Something like that. It couldn’t have been anyone’s fault but my own—my parents’ untimely death.


Try to imagine the panic I felt in this moment. What was I supposed to tell people when they asked where I was when I heard my parents were killed in a helicopter accident in Turks and Caicos? How was I supposed to respond to my family’s lawyer, Robert B. Shapiro? “I’m uh … nude, Uncle Robert.”


“You’re nude? Why are you nude, Ross?”


“Well, I just got out of the shower, I’m wearing a towel.”


“Okay, Ross. So here’s what you do. You go to your kitchen drawer, grab a pair of scissors, kitchen shears, and give about an eight-centimeter snip into that towel you’re wearing.”


“What is this obsession with Jews and snipping things?” I asked as I walked over to the kitchen drawer.


“Oh, that’s a good one, Ross. Oh that’s real good. That’s real funny. I’m gonna tell everyone at the office you said that. What a great sense of humor you got, Ross. Clever as a whip. You’ve got that yiddisher kop, Ross.”


“Okay, I did it,” I said as the blonde-haired dating app woman came out of the shower and did a goofy little dance, trying to be funny, or cute, or sexy. I felt terrible. Terribly alone in her unLoralike presence.


“See, now don’t you feel better, Ross? It’s tradition, Ross,” said Robert Shapiro.


“Yes. I’m going to go now. I’ll see you in California in a day or so, Uncle Robert.”


“Who was that?” she asked.


“I just got some terrible news and you really must go now. I don’t want to talk about it, but it’s terrible. It’s the sort of thing that means you have to get out of here as quickly as possible.”


“Is everything okay? You can tell me, don’t be shy, Ross.” She put her hand on my shoulder as if that could somehow comfort me.


“No. No! Get off.” I threw my hands into the air. “Get out! You have to leave. Can you just leave? Can you just go? Please!”




Two


I was up late into the night, contemplating my loss. Frantically penning a thoughtful eulogy, the thought of which has always excited me. Dazzle everyone in attendance with my wry wit and eloquent reading voice. It would also make a sexy and sympathetic moment to record and send to Lora (my ex-girlfriend whom I miss desperately) later. Let her see how thoughtful and solemn and mature I was capable of being now that I’d undergone such a tragic loss. It’s worth noting that I had wanted to give a eulogy when my Bubbe died two years ago, but for whatever reason, I wasn’t asked to speak at the service. But this time, I was the son, the boy bereaved. Now no one could take away my right to free speech.


The sad thing about my parents dying so unexpectedly was that I didn’t have anything prepared for this big moment, so it would have to be written hastily—and with help.


At exactly midnight New York time, my Watch buzzed with an email from my parents, a prescheduled birthday note with a one-thousanddollar Best Buy gift card attached. It read:




Happy early birthday, son! Remember, nobody likes you when you’re 23. Just kidding! This is going to be your best year yet, Ross. We are so proud of you for living in New York City all by yourself.


Love,


Mom and Dad





I printed it out and left it on the desk in my bedroom, the last thing my parents would ever say to me. The last Best Buy gift card they’d ever email me.


After redeeming the one grand gift card, I took 10-mg amphetamine salts, looked up the rules for discounted airfare for funerals, booked a 9:08 a.m. JetBlue flight from LaGuardia to Burbank, and scribbled down a two-thousand-word eulogy draft into my Moleskine, a thirty-three-hundred-word rewrite into my Muji, and a five-thousand-word final draft into my MacBook Pro. It was brilliant. My prose masterpiece. Every syllable accounted for, every reference highbrow, each anecdote more decorous than the last. I sent it over to Emily (my sister) for line editing around 4:00, then used an app on my phone to schedule a car to bring me to the airport around 7:00.


Between 4:00 and 6:00 I lay in bed, pretending to sleep, but my body remained full of residual amphetamine energy. Slumber was out of the question. A minute before my alarm was set to go off, I barked at my voice-activated smart-speaker “…cancel the six o’clock alarm!” then jumped out of the covers and began preparing my Morning Drink—one tablespoon of cacao powder blended in eight ounces of boiled water mixed with a tablespoon of caprylic acid triglycerides.


In my research, I’ve found that consuming a high-fat, high-temperature beverage early in the morning keeps my mind clear for the next several hours.


After the drink was finished and its mug washed (by hand), I packed a few things into a tiny suitcase, showered, dressed, took my vitamins (D3, B6 (P5P), K2), waltzed into the elevator, and turned on the Blink XT2 Outdoor/Indoor Smart Security Camera with cloud storage included, facing my front door, just in case someone tried to rob me while I was away in Los Angeles.


Downstairs, a black 2017 Volkswagen Passat was waiting to take me to my JetBlue flight. The driver, a slightly balding half-Hispanic-American named Victor, hopped out of the driver’s side seat to load my bag into the trunk. “I got you boss,” he told me.


“Thanks, again, for taking the bags,” I said from the back as I watched him place his huge phone into its magnetic stand affixed via suction-cup to the windshield.


“You hungry? You want something to drink? Snapple? Miniature 3 Musketeers? Phone charger?”


“I’m okay, thanks, Victor.”


He sped out onto Main Street, scratching his head confusedly. “No offense bro, but what is this place?”


“My apartment building?”


“No like this whole island. Like this place is crazy. I never even heard of this place. What’s it called again?”


“It’s uh … Roosevelt Island.”


“Yeah, see. I heard of like Riker’s Island, Governor’s Island. Randall’s Island.”


“Long Island.”


“Yeah that too. I heard of all these islands, but I never heard of Roosevelt Island.”


“Not a lot of people come here,” I told him. “It’s actually one of the city’s best kept secrets. They have a tennis club, a hospital, and a prestigious Ivy League engineering campus. Plus you’re surrounded by river. I love it. I love Roosevelt Island. It’s like my own private island that no one knows about, and even if they did know about it, they wouldn’t know how to get here, and even if they knew how to get here, it would be too hard for them to get here.”


“Yeah, yeah. That’s cool bro. When the app told me I had to take this bridge I was mad confused, you know?”


“Oh, I bet you were,” I told him.


There was silence for a few minutes until eventually Victor looked back at me and said, “I had a crazy night dude. You had a crazy night?”


“No. Not really,” I started. “Actually, wait, yes, I did. I actually did have a ‘crazy’ night. But I usually say no to that question, because I don’t drink alcohol or do drugs, so my nights usually aren’t very crazy, you know?”


“Oh I feel that. I had these two Russian girls staying with me, and they were like mother and daughter, you know? Do you know what I’m saying?”


“That they were mother and daughter?”


“No, well, they weren’t actually like mother and daughter. Just one was old and the other one was young. And hot. And I picked them both up from the airport and they had no bags. Like what’s that about? So I’m just thinkin’ like what are they doing here with no bags, right?”


“Yeah. You’d think they would have bags, if they were coming from the airport, Vic.”


“Yeah exactly. So I ask them, I say ‘What are you two doing with no bags? Are you two stupid?’ you know, kinda like flirting with them.”


“Sure.”


“And they start telling me they’re models, or whatever. Whole time I’m just thinking: what kind of model doesn’t have bags? Don’t you need bags to model? What kind of modeling are they doing? So I told them I was a cop, that their phone got flagged for human trafficking when they requested the car on the app, and that they’re gonna go to jail, for thirty years, blah blah blah, you know?”


“You tell them you’re a cop?”


“Yeah I even got this badge from the Spirit Halloween store,” he said as he showed me a patent leather prop badge, with a plasticky gold sheriff’s star and a photo of himself printed on unlaminated computer paper.


“And you show them this?”


“Yeah and then I tell them they’re gonna go to jail for life if they don’t come back home with me. So I brought them back home and we did some,” and then he honked the horn of his Jetta two times close together like beepbeep.


It wasn’t clear what exactly he meant, but I got the gist of it. “So you just lied to these women and told them you were a cop and that they were in deep trouble? That you were going to lock them up and throw away the key?” I asked.


“Yeah, why not? You never lied to impress a girl bro?”


“No, I guess I have. I guess that’s a fair point.”


I watched as Victor navigated expertly through the tangled mess of cars that constitute the so-called “rush” hour. Leaning back in his driver’s seat, fiddling with blinkers and turn signals, narrowly avoiding collisions, etc, etc. I’ve always thought there was something masculine about being able to operate a car well.


My father, may he rest in peace, was an intimidatingly masculine figure. Oozing machismo. Much taller and stronger than I could ever hope to be. And he loved to drive. He loved to own and operate motor vehicles. “Do you see this, Ross,” he would ask me, “this is called cutting the wheel, Ross. You have to learn how to cut the wheel, and that’s the trick. That’s the trick to getting this Expedition into the garage, Ross. Put that book down, Ross! And watch your father! Don’t you want to be a man some day? A real man’s man? Then watch your father back his Eddie Bauer Edition Ford Expedition into the garage,” he would shout as I stood there, in awe of his ability to manipulate that behemoth backward and forward, contorting it until it slid orthogonally into our home’s slim orifice. Vic, negotiating the Astorian traffic was similarly impressive. I was always too scared to drive in New York. It seems terribly stressful. Like a real opportunity to make a mistake and get yelled at and have to deal with all sorts of pain.


Feeling sentimental, I let my head collapse against the seatbelt and texted Lora Liamant: “hey, just so you know my parents died in a helicopter accident at the Sandals resort in Turks and Caicos.”


As I fell asleep, my Watch buzzed to notify me of an email from JCPenney, announcing their upcoming sale in celebration of National Schizophrenia Day weekend.


When I awoke, we were already deep into Queens, and Victor had tuned his Jetta’s stereo to an FM radio station playing contemporary rock music featuring frightening motifs of blood, suffering, servitude, and love.


“What is that?”


“What’s what?” he said.


“What are you playing on there? That’s horrible. It sounds horrible.”


“It’s worship …”


“What are you talking about?”


“It’s K-Love radio, dude. Their mission is to help everybody have a personal relationship with Christ.”


“You’re a Christian?” I asked him.


“Absolutely. A hundred-fifty-THOUSAND percent, bro. Jesus is my savior.”


“But you were just telling me how you impersonate a police officer to fornicate with confused Russian women.”


“Yeah, but you know … I can do that. Because I’m saved.”


“What do you mean, you’re saved?”


“Martin Luther says I’m saved by faith. Alone. I can do whatever I want. Jesus died for my sins.”


“And you believe this? You really think you can do whatever you want?”


“Martin Luther said you can commit murder and fornication a thousand times a DAY, bro. And still go to heaven. Isn’t that awesome? It’s so amazing what Christ did for us …”


“That doesn’t sound good at all. Why would you want to commit murder and fornication a thousand times a day?”


“Well … what do you believe? Are you saved, bro? Do you want to become Christian? Like me? You just have to say this prayer: ‘I accept Jesus as my savior, thank you Lord.’ You just say it one time and you’re saved forever. You can do whatever you want and never go to hell, as long as you say that one time. That’s what Pastor Jeff told us.”


“You really think you can just do whatever you want as long as you say those words once?”


“Well, you gotta really mean it, or else it doesn’t count.”


“Well I probably wouldn’t mean it then. Maybe another time.”


“So if I may inquire, sir,” he said, adopting what he thought was an impression of an “English” accent, “what are your personal religious beliefs, then, indubitably?”


I contemplated explaining my position of rationalist deism, giving a brief cosmological argument, that since the universe had a beginning, it must have had a cause, and there necessarily ought to have been some Creator, first mover, etc, etc, but that we have no way of knowing whether this Creator cares about us, or whether it has a gender, or a Son, or a consciousness, but this all seemed terribly complicated for Vic. So instead, I just told him, “I’m like, Jewish, I guess.”


“Oh that’s cool,” Vic replied. “So are you like from Israel? Pastor Jeff says we have to protect Israel. That’s like … God’s land.”


“No, I’m from Los Angeles.”


“Oh but you’re Jewish, right?”


“Yeah.”


“So you know like a lot about money, right?”


“Well, I guess I do, but I don’t think it’s just because I’m Jewish. I think you just got lucky guessing that. I know a lot of Jews who don’t know very much at all about money.”


“You gotta help me bro, with this money stuff. Here, put your number into my phone,” he grabbed his huge phone out of its holster and tossed it back to me. I sent myself a message from his device saying “Victor,” and handed it back to him.


“Thanks dude. And if you ever need anything let me know, I do like private security, private investigator detective type stuff, on the side, and I, I got these sick binoculars, night vision goggles, paintball guns, you know, gear. So just let me know if you ever need anything.” He handed me a small manila business card that read:




VICTOR “VIC” BOWFLEX


BRONX, NEW YORK


PROTESTANT YOUTH MINISTER,


DRIVER, PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR





“Thanks, Vic.”


When Victor dropped me off at LaGuardia, he told me I absolutely needed to try a restaurant he loved called Au Bon Pain. But there was no need for me to do that, as I was already smiling and satisfied from my homemade high-fat beverage.


In life, I’ve found it to be helpful to do the same thing every day. Having the same breakfast, wearing the same shoes, shirts, etc, etc, can help minimize decision fatigue. It’s a trivial mathematical fact that with each decision a person makes on a given day, the likelihood of making a bad decision increases, but research from top social scientists like Jonathan Levav has shown that this concept of decision fatigue is a psychobiological reality. That our brains run out of gas as the day goes on. And so I try to stick to routines, and have a strict rule against eating at airports. This helps minimize my daily decision count.


I skipped through security rather painlessly, as the only person in Terminal A’s Unexpected Funeral line, and it occurred to me that most people don’t really travel by air very often. Maybe once a year if they’re lucky. We’re accustomed to seeing depictions of airports constantly in TV and movies, because the megarich freakshows who control our narratives are constantly jetting back and forth—from New York to Los Angeles, from their wintertime orgy-sex islands to their summertime orgy-sex islands, etc, etc—and they’re so self-absorbed that they think their awkward little encounters with security agents and stewardesses are brilliant and literary and worth portraying On Screen. But aside from a small snide comment uttered as my backpack slid through the X-ray baggage scanner (“Damn, why this boy got so many pills?”), my airport experience was entirely uneventful.


On the plane, I sat in an assigned aisle seat, stretching my legs in all sorts of directions, as the rest of my half-row was empty. A few feet away from me, a man excitedly told his wife that the plane’s in-flight entertainment system had the entirety of The War At Home (2005–2007) available on-demand.


Before we took off, I opened the Find My Ex-Girlfriend app and saw that Lora was still at the strange (and by that I mean, it belonged to some man who wasn’t I) address that I’d seen her at the night before. I sent her another message: “hey I wasn’t being ironic or anything before. My parents really did die. The funeral is tomorrow. I feel really weird about it all …” and then turned my phone off so that if she did reply, I wouldn’t be able to see it and reply for another five hours, making me seem sort of busy, and less obsessive, I’d hoped.


On my iPad, I quickly jotted down a sixteen-line ballad about the agony I was experiencing:


Lora left me all alone


Her humble Ross, her heart of stone


Another man, she’ ll be his whore,


Because his bro’s on 24


That love will fade, grow stale and sick


A foolish fling, all over quick


That man, he’ ll drink; he’ ll spurn his liver


While my brains float down the East River


Is there something that I lack?


A famous fam, with Bauers, Jack?


Just normal people, normal jobs,


Not descended from heartthrobs


We don’t kill Muslims on TV,


Do drugs, get drunk on Chablis …


This alcoholic gets rewarded,


While I feel like I’m waterboarded …


I stared at it for a bit, found it to be raw, honest, and most of all, true, but didn’t think it was compelling enough to be able to change Lora’s mind, at least not yet. Even though any rational high-IQ person would be able to tell that I was clearly a better catch than this ridiculous geezer she’d shacked up with. Out of my backpack, I grabbed a green banana (high in prebiotic-resistant starch) and ate it slowly, taking deep breaths between bites to assuage my anxiety about being cucked by Kiefer Sutherland’s thirty-year-old brother, and also, I suppose, the anxiety re: my parents dying in a helicopter accident in Turks and Caicos.


Still on the iPad, I started reading the Wikipedia pages for “Bereavement in Judaism” and “Shiva (Judaism)” to see what sort of weird rituals I’d have to do now that my parents were dead. From what I could tell, Wikipedia wanted me to go a week without leaving my home or looking in the mirror, sitting on a tiny stool, lighting candles and eating hard-boiled eggs.


I clicked around a bit until I got reading about the Jewish afterlife, you know, sheoul, gehenna, etc. And from what I could tell, the expert opinion of most rabbis was that even in the worst case scenario, the maximum time a sinful Jew would have to spend there was only one year, and at that point, any game theorist could tell you it’s just not worth spending seven days of literal suffering to avoid a year (at the most!) of theoretical (let’s say twenty-five percent chance?) purgatory. The expected value calculation was pretty unambiguous about what the smart move was. And it seemed unlikely I’d have to do the whole year, right? I mean, why would I, of all people, get the whole year? If I got the whole year, what would Roman Polanski, Brett Ratner, Charles Kushner, etc, etc, get? Well, the maximum punishment is a year, so they’ d get the year, and I’ d also get the year. So Hashem would basically be saying I’m just as bad as those guys!


I got angry at G-d and fell asleep for the rest of the flight, waking up only occasionally to decline (“Uhh … no thanks”) the silly snacks and sodas the stewardesses kept coming around to offer.




Three


My teenaged orphan sister Emily was waiting for me at the airport, chauffeured by her interim intern Handler, Daniel, a tallish USC prelaw rowing scholarship recipient who was working over the summer at our deceased parents’ law firm, Shapiro, Rubin, Sullivan + Weiss, Attorneys at Law.


In a private message to me, Emily described Daniel as quote “one of those athletic types who acts like he’s in the army, even though he’s really just on a sports team.” The two of us (Emily and I) agreed that this military posture is a neat side effect of spending your formative years under the influence of various “coaches” and “trainers.”


I paused to give Emily a sizable hug while Daniel loaded my bags into the trunk of the firm’s Lincoln Continental.


“Mr. Mathcamp, sir,” he said to me, as Emily and I climbed into the backseat of the American-made luxury sedan, “please, let me extend my sincerest condolences to you for the recent loss of your parents who got blown up in that helicopter. And let me also say, that it has been a privilege to work with your sister this morning. I hope everything went well with your flight, sir.”


“Oh yeah, it was great,” I told him, “my ears didn’t do any of that horrible popping in the air this time. I don’t know what the pilot did differently to prevent it, or whether that’s even something in the pilot’s control, but I’m going to send an email to JetBlue to tell them the pilot did a great job. I started a clap when we landed. Everybody joined in.”


We pulled out of Burbank’s Bob Hope Airport, past palm poplars, through the Hills, down North Hollywood Way, through Magnolia Park, etc, etc, etc, etc. The sun (“el sol”) was brightly beating down onto the all-black exterior of the car, forcing me to squint and press certain buttons that made cool air blow out of tiny holes in the leather backseats of the car.


I found Los Angeles terribly unsettling, haunted, even. The home of my most pathetic teenaged moments, I could feel myself becoming weaker after just a few minutes there.


“So Ross, I mean, uh, Mr. Mathcamp, sir,” Daniel began, “I was telling your sister on the way to the airport, about what’s been going on lately.”


“Yeah?” I replied, “Something’s been going on?”


“Well you know, with all this crap they’re doing.”


“What crap?”


“Like all these pedophiles running the world, and now they’re getting scared, because patriots, like me, we’re finally starting to catch on to what they’re doing. That’s why they’re pushing this new thing, with the bio-chip implant.”


“The what?”


“It’s been all over the news, I’m sure you’ve seen it. How they’re going to try to put that chip in our arms. It’s basically a computer, and they’re putting it inside of us so they can track our every move, control our thoughts, and give us new DNA, and then fluoride. After the election, that’s when it’s going to get really bad.”


“And they’re pedophiles?” I asked to clarify.


“Yeah, pedophiles. And a lot of them are Je—I mean, uh, um … Je…—Je—Junior pedophiles! They’re junior pedophiles which means they go after like really young kids. Like babies. And they eat them, they put the blood of these babies into their … unleavened bread. It’s really sick, the kind of stuff going on. I’m sure you’ve read about it. So if you need like … any private protection, Mr. Mathcamp, I’d be happy to keep working with you. When things get really bad.”


“Okay, thanks,” I replied.


“Thank you so much,” Emily added.


We found ourselves stalled in a buildup of cars, a block or so north of Hollywood Boulevard, on this miserable alleyway that my Watch’s maps app identified as “Yucca Street,” filled with diverse groups of young people taking turns smoking things, playing loud music, etc, etc. Daniel asked us if we wanted to stop at Panda Express, but I told him I was “fine.” Emily said she wasn’t hungry either; she was remarkably mature. Much more composed than I would’ve been under the circumstances, although we’re quite similar, even sharing the same birthday, but ten years apart, obviously.


It took us another near hour before we were at our parents’ SoMel (South of Melrose) house. Daniel kept saying things like “it would be faster to walk, right?” and “We could just be WALKING, right now. And we’d get there faster,” and “I can’t believe this …”


At the house, Daniel carried my bags to the door, saluted us, and made his way back to the car. Inside I asked Emily how she felt about the whole thing, her newfound orphanhood, etc, etc.


“I cried a lot last night,” she told me.


“I haven’t cried yet.” (I had, quite a bit, but I had to appear strong for Emily.) “But I think it’s sad. It’s certainly not good.”


“Well, Ross,” she picked up a stapled stack of paper from the top of our kitchen table, “we need to talk about this ridiculous eulogy you sent me last night. I can’t let you read this at the funeral.”


“What? I have to read that. Those are my sincere grievous convictions!”


“It’s ridiculous, Ross. The first sentence, alone, I mean, what does this even mean? Whom are you trying to impress with this?”


She handed me my own tome, and I looked at the line in question.


As The Very Reverend Jonathan Swift so brilliantly put it, “I shall be like that tree; I shall die from the top.”


“Well, I can see why that might need to be edited out,” I conceded.


“And these, Ross.” She flipped to the second page and pointed at another few howlers of mine, circled in red.


… Growing up, my sister and I certainly heard a lot more about bagels and lox, than Hegel or Locke …


… while other people would stand in the shower, practicing to sound like their favorite singer, I would stand in there, practicing to sound like my favorite, Peter Singer …
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