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			ONE

		

	
		
			Just as some people didn’t discuss their past marriages, their police records, their finances and addictions, Henry Schiller didn’t talk about his health. He’d told no one about the sharp pain that he’d felt in his groin over the past month. Instead, day after day, with legs hung over the bed and hands pressed to ears, Henry, a tired, stooped, pale-faced man, had insisted to himself that he was fine, that rarely ever was the body gravely sick, and he had nothing to fear. Besides, the human race was resilient. Just look at us go, still here after all this time.

			A song writer, a lounge player, Henry had even penned a tune on the subject. At his piano, with his fingers coming down strong on the keys and his breathing hurried, he’d sung the chorus over and over again, in search of calm:

			A thousand curious aches, 
In the course of a lifetime. 
Why get unsettled, 
Mentally?
For the belly rails,
The brain ails, 
The heart, it wails. 
And you keep going.

			But the song, entitled, It’s Probably Nothing, did little to comfort him.

			He was playing jazz standards three nights a week at the Beekman Hotel. Feeling well throughout the beginning of spring, by early May he was often zoning out at the keys. To some of the regulars it was obvious that he wasn’t himself. One evening it was tightness in his groin which forced him to let up right in the middle of All of Me. The next, suffering deep emotional strain, he twice forgot his place, stopped, then started from the top. Rubbing his forehead, he would say, Oh, sorry. I can’t remember where I am. He was numb, his color pale. His mind was churning. The regulars watched, expecting him to begin playing again at any minute. But instead, staring off into the shadowed corners of the room, he’d drum up more lyrics about his health.

			Cringing,
From the waist up,
Ready to retch.

			Or:

			These are growing pains,
Still growing.

			Later, slumped over his piano in his apartment on First Avenue, he would try putting the lyrics to music. Never did they amount to much. But he knew there was inspiration to be found in his condition. His life interested him less. It wasn’t much of a life. He was thirty years old. Still romanticizing his heroes, he was well-aware that his own, like Count Basie and Duke Ellington, had done great things by his age. Perhaps he didn’t have what it took. He let opportunities pass him by. He wasn’t crafty enough to get things over on people. He was once good-looking, but now he never slept. His face, with its dark bags under the eyes and wan cheeks, countenanced a man with emotional troubles. But what of these emotions? He wasn’t open with others, but he knew himself well. At least he’d once thought so. His psychological map had begun redrawing itself, seemingly. With thirty years behind him, he could see he’d arrived nowhere. Certainly he was no wiser than he’d been ten or even twenty years earlier. Perhaps he’d been smartest as a young boy, he’d felt freer then. Some said he closed himself off. It was true these days he saw no friends. But what man wanted to socialize when his nipples were as sensitive as Henry’s? He’d been waking in the middle of the night, disoriented by fear. Having sweated through the sheets, sickened by nerves, his mind would deliver the order:

			You can’t die. You can’t.

			He was too young, he expected to have more time. He was in fine physical shape. He was strong, his teeth were good, his vision, too. Dark hair grew thick on his head. His bones and spine were solid, his digestion was normal, his feet were large, able feet. 

			Through his bedroom window across gridlocked First Avenue was the United Nations, an aquamarine streak rising high towards the sky. Staring up at it in desperation, his chest would constrict and with the blood gone from his face, he’d think how he must stop denying the truth. And what was that? He’d discovered a hard pellet in his testicle. For how long had it been there? Weeks. Maybe more. It needed looking at. But he didn’t want to see a doctor. He detested them. Was there anyone else he could turn to for a medical opinion? Did it have to be one of those people? Was he limited to that option alone? What other did he have? Should he go a holistic route? Check with an acupuncturist? Browse the aisles of a health food store? However any person in his right mind wouldn’t take a chance here—and Henry had reprimanded himself for even entertaining the thought. He must see a doctor.

			What about Paula? He’d said nothing to her about his health. That had to change.

			You should tell her this minute.

			It was a warm, rainy day in early June. Henry’s appointment with Dr. Martz was scheduled for 10:00 a.m. Paula would leave with him. Her parents were in town for her graduation tomorrow, and she was meeting them at their hotel room at the Carlyle. It was nearly time to leave. Henry was going around his apartment, shutting the lights. A storm was coming. The sky was dark—it seemed like it wasn’t morning yet, but the time was ten past nine. Wind rattled the screens in the tin windows. The apartment was very small, with a bedroom, a living room, a kitchen, and a bathroom. There were instruments everywhere, a tambourine in the newspaper stand next to the toilet, a recorder on the windowsill beside his bed, a triangle hung from a nail in the shower. You never knew when inspiration would strike. Below the piano in the living room was a colorful silk rug which he’d found on the curb. Biographies and mysteries, Atlases, encyclopedias filled cedar shelves on the walls. In the winter, the black tiled kitchen was ten degrees colder than the outside air, and in summer, ten degrees warmer. But the stove was big and white and resembled the hood of a 1950s Cadillac. He leaned on it with one hand, looking through the hallway at Paula in the bedroom, polishing her violin. She was using an oily beige rag. With what diligence she cleaned the instrument. She got into every crevice, every nook, under the bridge, between the knobs. She was dressed in gray tights, flats, a white blouse and maroon skirt, a more conservative outfit than she was used to, one worn especially for her father and step-mother. On her neck was a simple gold chain bought for her by Henry, a gift for her twenty-first birthday, celebrated this past March. Her black hair was wet from the shower and worn back in a tight ponytail. Under sharp dark brows—and much of Paula had a kind of sharpness, her elbows and nipples, the tip of her small nose—were large blue eyes. The brightness of these eyes was indicative of her positive outlook. Why shouldn’t she be positive? Her future looked very good. Henry was far past the point of jealousy. He understood that he didn’t have her talent, her will. After two years of striving tirelessly to keep up, he’d accepted this with some relief. The person he must have been to envy Paula her dead mother, as if his own mother dying in an auto wreck when he was a boy would have made his piano sound as beautiful as Paula’s violin. It frightened him to remember this. And yet back then he could still talk with confidence about writing songs for artists. Things were happening. He, too, was going places. That was no longer evident. He’d struggled for a whole year on his song about New York before giving up. Recently he’d tried his hand at jingles to make some money. The jingle hadn’t sold in the end, and he’d told Paula that it had looked like it would.

			In Henry’s bedroom she continued to shine her violin, the instrument gleaming under the yellow overhead light. She was speaking to him of France, Germany, and Austria,  how she’d probably see these places soon. After graduating, what else was there to do with her summer but go to Europe? And if she could play recitals for some men and women of influence there, people who could facilitate her passage into the higher echelons of classical music, if her professor, and ex-lover, Jeffrey Moss would keep his word and make these things happen, it would be preferred, she said. How wonderful it would be when she was out of school and really living, her violin the impetus of good times and new experiences, it was what she had always hoped would come of her efforts. 

			He said, Sure, Paula, yes that is great. 

			He hadn’t been listening. His heart was beating strong inside his chest. With a warm pain there at the back of his throat, he grimaced so that his forehead became thin rolls of skin. But you have to tell her about this growth, said Henry, to himself.

			In the doorway to the bedroom, Paula was plucking the strings of her violin. Only five foot four inches, with every detail about her graduation and the time to follow she seemed to grow in height. Her complexion darkened, and her mouth couldn’t break with its smile so that her straight white teeth gleamed. It was apparent to Henry, in the grayness filling the apartment, that he must force the words, chuck them from his mouth, one by one. He positioned himself at the foot of the bed. The violin case was open beside him and Paula was placing the instrument back inside it. Watching her quickly shut the metal latches, he said, I have to tell you something. 

			What? she asked. She couldn’t be blamed for her hopeful expression, Henry had disguised any sense of urgency with a cheerful tone.

			He said, Paula…I…I’m having a situation.

			What is it?

			Kissing her knuckles, he sighed, accusing himself of cowardice. 

			Are you all right?

			Letting go of her hand, he began to pace the room. Sweat dripped down his back. Between his eyes was a strong pain. But could he tell her? If he were going to arrive at the doctor’s on time, he had to do it now. 

			Paula, her hand pushing back through her black hair, said, Are you going to tell me or what?

			Henry replied, Yes. I’m sorry, Paula. It’s…it’s just my lower-back. There’s a little bit of discomfort. Just a little pinching, he told her.

			She said, For how long?

			Not very. About a week.

			Her flat chest arching, she said to him, You should see a doctor.

			I’m seeing one this morning.

			Good, she answered, jovially.

			Henry didn’t say anything more about his health. And turning off lights in the bedroom and bathroom, he reckoned that he shouldn’t. He didn’t know what this growth was. Why upset her before having all the information? What if it were nothing? He would have made things difficult on her for no reason. 

			Speak with the doctor, he told himself. This way you can be sure you aren’t working her up unnecessarily.

			Henry went to be examined by Dr. Philip Martz, his general practitioner of fourteen years. He rode a crowded bus to the West Side through Central Park, the stoned-in transverse flooded. Paula had left at the same time. Before parting at the corner, Henry had told her not to say a word about his back to her parents. He’d said with the graduation tomorrow and the lunch to follow, he didn’t want to spend any time discussing his physical problems with Marcel and Denise Mills. Paula had said he didn’t have to worry, she wouldn’t tell them a word about it.

			Yet even if the worst were true about his health—and moving from his seat to the bus door, Henry felt certain it was—he wouldn’t let anyone know. No friends, nor family. No one. It would be much easier to deal with this alone. Besides, he didn’t need help. He was strong, capable. Tough. There was nothing he himself couldn’t handle. To keep his father, mother and brother from knowing wouldn’t be very difficult. For twenty years his father had lived in Los Angeles, drawn there from New York by his work in television. His mother had given up her law career, remarried and now made her home, not here, but in Memphis. His brother was attending business-school in Texas. Henry was the last Schiller left in New York. The apartment was sold. There were no more Sunday dinners. Communication happened by phone or email.

			But if I have to speak to them, I’ll lie, thought Henry, taking a wide step off the bus over water flowing thickly along the curb. The last thing I want is for my mother or father to get on a plane and come here to help me.

			He should have brought an umbrella, the rain was 
coming down strong. He rushed with his suit jacket pulled over his head down Central Park West into the low-lit Deco lobby of the Century Apartments. He didn’t wait for the heavily stooped doorman to admit him but said Doctor Martz’s name aloud and proceeded quickly through the double-wide doors. His heart felt pierced through, enervated. His head ached. In the damp, crowded waiting area, he sat with full awareness of the growth there in his scrotum. He thought he could even feel it. Perhaps it was better to stand. Near the front door, he found a place, but kept closing his legs at the thighs, feeling the growth against the fabric of his underwear. He had the idea that he should laugh. Because this was preposterous. That this was anything serious was the creation of a delusional man. He was fine. He felt a bit sluggish, sure, and his right knee had been popping all morning. But so what? He wondered whether he should leave. He could keep an eye on the problem and if it worsened over time, he’d come back and have it looked at. So it was settled, that was it, he wasn’t staying.

			He prepared to walk out. But his name was called and before Henry knew it, a nurse was escorting him into a small examination room. She told him to remove everything but his underwear. Having known the doctor a long time, he didn’t mind letting him think he was succeeding at life. For that reason he’d worn his tan suit this morning, the finest he owned, a black gingham shirt and powder blue tie. He hung the jacket on the back of a chair in the corner, and the pants were folded and placed neatly on the seat. Undressed, he observed himself in a mirror. He looked thinner than usual. Paler, too. He was certain the fluorescents had something to do with it. This lighting was selected to make him appear particularly unwell. What other way was there to see it? They were clever businessmen, these doctors. But telling Paula his back ailed him was as good a lie as any. With the inevitable bad posture that came with sitting at a piano, in time you did yourself in, a pinched nerve got you, a slipped disc. You had to sit up straight and more importantly strengthen your back muscles. Henry had complained for months how he had to stop slacking off and do pushups and sit-ups as he once had every day. He might start right away, on the blue linoleum. But the floor looked cold. 

			And here was the doctor. Oh, Martz looked terrific. Had he just come from the Caribbean? His tan was even across his face. Handsome, relaxed, he was in his mid-40s, of average height, his shoulders a comfortable width apart. He had clear blue eyes, a widow’s peak. With efficient strokes he filled out a patient’s charts, the sound of his pen jotting sharp in Henry’s ear.

			How’s your mother? In Memphis, right? 

			Yes. She’s doing fine, doctor. 

			And your brother?

			Fine, said Henry. They’re all fine.

			He couldn’t discuss family. Not now. Seated with his black hairy legs dangling from the examination table, he took a quick breath, drew in his shoulders. He wondered if he should lie to the doctor about why he’d come today. Tell him he was dizzy or seeing gray? It wouldn’t have been the first time the doctor had heard him complain of these symptoms. He could ask for a Valium prescription. Wasn’t that all he needed, something to loosen him up? But he reminded himself that if the growth were nothing, some burst blood vessel, he could leave here a free man. And why not risk that? 

			Holding his hands out to Martz, supplicatingly, he told him, Doc, listen, I…I found a growth…on my testicle. 

			A growth? said Martz. The doctor quit writing at once and dispensed with his clipboard.

			Yes, Henry told him. About the size of pea and solid hard. 

			Which testicle is it?

			The left. 

			Lower your underpants. Lower them. Come on, Martz half-shouted. 

			Henry did as he was told, but his hands were shaking, his throat was suddenly dry and Martz, himself, seemed genuinely agitated watching Henry recline onto the table. Without delay the doctor’s gloved hand seized Henry’s crotch. The digging of his fingers made Henry nauseous.

			Where is it? he asked. Is it here?

			A little lower, said Henry, turning his face to the wall. At the far end of the table his right foot trembled.

			Martz was drawing Henry’s scrotum one way and back the other. He did it a half-dozen times. Henry had had many physicals performed right here. During any one of them the doctor had spent between ten and twenty seconds inspecting his testicles. But Martz had never treated them this aggressively. He was yanking on the skin, forcing the testes in every which direction.

			At last he said, Mmmmmm. 

			You’ve found it? 

			I’ve found something. 

			Henry peered down at his sideward bending penis in all that black hair, ready to cry. He said, What is it?

			Between the brown examination table and hazardous material box and jars of syringes, Martz pulled off his gloves. He didn’t answer Henry’s question, but told him to dress. Anxiously rubbing his mouth with thumb and forefinger he remained silent, his light eyes flickering, his face tense and searching. He said, Henry, I want you to listen to me. I’m not going to tell you to worry just yet.

			You’re not?

			No. I want to give a call over to Dr. Glen Dahl. He’s a urologist on East 74th Street. You’ll see him today.

			I’ll go there this minute?

			Exactly.

			Martz placed his hand firmly on Henry’s shoulder. Staring into his patient’s eyes, he said, We don’t know what this is. It could be nothing. So please, Henry, try and be calm.

			Try and be calm? said Henry, to himself. But how?

			It was forty minutes later and he was in his second examination room of the day, this one at the Park Avenue offices of Dr. Glen Dahl. In a blue gown left open at the back he paced the cool, metallic room. The air conditioning was degrees colder here than at Martz’s and Henry, still damp from the rain, was shivering. He had arrived by taxi. But on the way over he’d already begun to feel that he was being had. These doctors were using fear to ensnare him. He was their victim, he and others. They threw you into these trials and what could you do but follow their orders, paying at each stop along the way. Thank god for George. His father’s brother owned a car dealership up in Yonkers. Three year ago he’d put Henry on payroll so as to provide him with medical insurance (albeit illegally). Henry couldn’t afford to be here otherwise.

			The room was small and gloomy, and the furniture—an examination table, a wooden coat stand, a red felt upholstered chair and metal file cabinet—struck him as old. The mahogany cupboard storing medical supplies was also an outdated model. But where had Martz sent him? Who was this doctor that couldn’t keep up with the times and present the newest designs? His lips fluttering, Henry’s attention shifted to the medical literature tacked to the walls. His hand on his brow, as if anticipating pain there, he began to read about infections of the epididymis, torsions of the testicle, the TSE:

			Testicular Self-Examination: 

			1.   Place thumb atop testicle; the index and middle fingers below. 

			2.   Roll the testicle back and forth. 

			3.   Be aware of any changes to your testicle, of size or shape, or if any lumps or swelling have occurred. 

			4.  A healthy testicle is egg-shaped, firm, yet smooth

			5.  Lastly, check the epididymis, attached to the top and back of the testicle. It’s tube-like in shape. Be aware of any changes to the epididymis.

			Be aware of any what?

			Terrified, he said, But I can’t do it. I can’t. 

			Then he heard behind him the metal click of the door, and jumped—there was Dr. Dahl coming forward to shake his hand.

			Henry Schiller? 

			Yes, he said. 

			You were sent here by Martz? 

			I was.

			Wasting no time, Henry explained to Dahl that he’d found a growth on his testicle. The doctor, nodding his head, asked Henry how long ago this was.

			A couple weeks, said Henry.

			Okay.

			But I could be wrong. It might have been longer. I mean, I don’t know.

			All right. Don’t worry, Henry. 

			Dr. Dahl was in his late sixties and appeared in good health. Tall, thin and strong, with a wide forehead which rose above thick eyebrows, he could give up urology today and go into commercials. His honest face and full head of gray hair would sell drugs for enlarged prostates and erectile dysfunction, diet drinks, golf magazines, multivitamins, too. But that didn’t mean Henry would lay back and let himself be taken advantage of. Not a chance, said Henry, to himself. He was ready to defend against any ploys. The doctor asked him to stand up straight. Henry did as he was told. With his right hand Dahl started to walk his fingers across the surface of Henry’s testicles. Unlike Martz, Dahl didn’t wear a glove. His fingers were cold, the tips coarse. He apologized before squeezing, he knew this was unpleasant, it had to be done.

			I understand, said Henry. I’m okay.

			However, he was losing the strength to stay up, and to himself he was saying, Oh, fuck me, god.

			Dahl continued to feel about Henry’s left testicle. He was slow and delicate, precise. After another twenty seconds, in the doctor’s eyes appeared a look of grim discovery. Henry caught it, and asked if everything was all right. Dahl didn’t say, but instructed him to lie down on the padded table. 

			We’re almost done here, he told Henry. Just hang on.

			Feeling the doctor’s long fingers seize the tumor, Henry swallowed hard. His mood swung lower. Measuring his tone for spite—in his vulnerable position, he didn’t want to come off rude and offend the man—he said, So, how is it, doctor?

			Dahl wasn’t finished, the tumor was still between his fingers and he was applying pressure there, his face close to Henry’s testicles.

			Is it very bad? said Henry.

			The doctor was touching Henry’s forearm with his free hand. His fingers held him tightly there, to the point of pain. He then released Henry’s testicles. With lips pursed, he looked blankly at the patient, not saying anything. Finally, he told him, I want you to dress and meet me in my office. Take your time.

			Your office? Dr. Dahl, whatever this is, you can tell me here.

			Yet Dahl said, Henry, just come next door to my office, and he left the room.

			A minute later Henry was seated at a large glass desk looking out through a window facing Park Avenue where the rain still came down hard. Positioned across from him in a brown leather chair was Dahl. The warm, sympathetic voice he was using to explain the likeliness that Henry had cancer of the testicles could not be taught at college. This was real compassion. Henry thought so. But what was this next part about? He would have to undergo a scrotal ultrasound? If a tumor were discovered, blood work and radiography would be used to determine the stage of the cancer? The rest would be known once pathology results on the testicle came in? 

			Dahl was apologizing. I really am sorry, Henry. Do you want to take a moment? 

			But Henry, numb from the shoulders down, was unable to speak. There was a low buzzing in his head. He felt tightness in his throat, his groin. Looking up at the doctor, trying to answer him, he choked back his words. At last, what came out was:

			Just tell me what I do?—and he coughed so that his shoulders curled inward.

			Dahl said, If the ultrasound shows that it is cancer, we’ll have to perform an orchiectomy.

			Which means what? 

			It means that the testicle would be removed, Henry. 

			For good? he cried. 

			Yes, for good. 

			Henry’s head slumped forward. With a pleading look he asked why the doctor couldn’t just clean the testicle and put it back where he found it. 

			No, I’m sorry to say we don’t do that, Henry. 

			Why not? he shouted. 

			Dahl crossed his arms, and gazing sadly at Henry, he said, Because the testicle is not good anymore. 

			Leaning forward between his knees, Henry let out a scream. Dahl got up, offering him water. But Henry said no, he didn’t want to drink anything. He was fine. 

			I’m fine, he said. Though he looked like he might faint, and his eyes were closing. So what, you’re saying my testicle is gone—gone for good? 

			If the ultrasound shows signs of a cancerous tumor, I’m afraid so, Dahl said. I’m very sorry, Henry. I’m really very sorry. 

			Oh—fuck.

			His large hands patting down the air around him, the doctor said, I have to tell you quite often, Henry, Henry quite often, depending on the stage of the cancer, recovery happens at a very, very high rate. Which is good news. You’ll still have your life.

			But why couldn’t I have never been born in the first place? said Henry, to himself. He slapped his hands to the table, standing. I can’t believe it, he said. I knew it was going to be cancer, I did. But to hear you say it, it’s just, it’s—

			Do you need a moment? the doctor asked again. 

			No, I’m fine, I’m fine. He returned to his chair. The doctor was speaking, but Henry, collapsing mentally, couldn’t hear him. He interrupted Dahl, blurted out:

			What about sex?

			The doctor said, Henry, in most circumstances the healthy testicle compensates with good results. Likely you’ll still be able to produce sperm and sexually little if any changes will occur. This will all depend on a few specifics, for instance, the stage of the cancer, whether it’s been caught early and can be treated without chemotherapy, as well as a whole list of variables that we shouldn’t get swept up in now. But I’m sure you’ll be able to have many, many, children.

			Many children? said Henry. 

			Here, Dahl told him they shouldn’t get too far ahead of themselves. Let’s see what the ultrasound looks like. We’ll set up an appointment for tomorrow morning. 

			Henry gave the doctor a strange look with the eyes unfocused and the mouth stretched wide. He said, I have to be at my girlfriend’s graduation at ten. I can’t miss it.

			You might have to.

			Henry told Dahl he’d rather postpone the ultrasound than not be at Paula’s graduation.

			Postpone? Dahl said he was risking his life with every day he waited. I’m sure your girlfriend will understand.

			Can you schedule the ultrasound for early in the morning? 

			I could try. 

			It’s very important I be there. This is a special time in a person’s life.

			Dahl, nonplussed, said, I’ll see what I can do. I can’t make any promises. But you need to have that ultrasound, Henry.

			I will.

			Tomorrow.

			Tomorrow, Henry assured him.

			So children. Many children. That was the purpose of his testicles—to give life. However, Nature was pulling him out of the pool, giving him a tap on the shoulder, saying, YOU. Not your sperm. Grab a towel and get on the side.

			Henry, stumbling with a half-broken mind from Dahl’s office out onto Park Avenue, knew this had to do with more than just reproduction, though. This, he shuddered, is a matter of life and death.

			Besides, as far as reproduction went, Nature didn’t work that way. Or did She? Did She? But how did Nature work when she worked like this? And was it Nature that had done this to him, or, was it something else? Something I did in the past to harm myself?

			The rain had stopped and Henry looked south to the top of the MetLife Building where the sun poking through white clouds shone bright. In the path of a warm June breeze he recalled a time when the MetLife sign had read PANAM and he was young, healthy, mischievous, free. He could plead and protest with a great freedom of mind, he could fantasize about the impossible, he could even fear God.

			But what did I do? said Henry, to himself. How did I ruin my testicle?

			Thinking back through the apartments in which he’d lived, those uptown and downtown, on the East Side and West, on no block did he see a power plant or chemical refinery, a garbage facility or telephone company which might have housed cancer-giving toxins. He ate well, lots of fruits and vegetables, drank moderately, smoked only on rare occasions. His coffee intake could be very high. But what did that mean about his testicles? Perhaps this was the result of stress.

			It was true, six years ago, in the autumn of 2004, Henry did begin to suffer an odd condition. He didn’t feel right, he was off, his equilibrium askew, his vision gray. He saw the world as if a filter had been slipped over his eyes. He thought he was dying, but he went to doctors and they told him he was fine, a strong and healthy young man. Try not eating salt, suggested one neurologist, it could be that you have high blood pressure. For three months Henry hardly ingested salt. His state didn’t improve. (He could kill that doctor.) But he let another doctor scan his brain and yet another peer into his ears, his chest and liver, too. Nothing explained his symptoms. An ophthalmologist outfitted him in a pair of wire-rimmed specs, but the dizziness persisted. Because his vision was fine, the world was in focus, it was the color, the tint and vibrancy which appeared unlike it had in his first twenty-four years of life.

			He was earning money teaching piano to children, but he could barely get through a lesson. The filter strained his energies. At home his writing was suffering. Fragmented parts which he couldn’t expand into whole songs, he had more of these than he knew what to do with. For the first time ever his mind was too clouded to make sense out of notes. His frustration mounted. It became too painful to sit at the piano. He even covered the instrument in a white tablecloth, the sight of it was cutting away at whatever good judgment remained in him. He began to think and behave in other odd ways, too. For instance, he’d written in black marker on his refrigerator a statement about his body, that it must be functioning according to its age:

			For why did I ever think that I’d feel physically well through my twenties when a time existed not long ago in the long history of humankind when thirty—not eighty—was considered old age? Why wouldn’t I be breaking down at twenty-four? This is normal. The body changes. It weakens. It chips. It fractures and fails. Don’t fret. Don’t cry about it. But accept and move on. This is life.

			Every day Henry feasted on new platitudes, and for a while he bought into them, too. Along the edge of his desk he’d scrawled in blue ink:

			Visual filters are a physical reality faced by all people everywhere. No two people see the world alike. We all have our own filter. And mine is gray in tone. So there it is.

			One rationale after another refracted through him until his second year of dizziness when he descended further into depression. His piano remained covered in a sheet. He’d stopped giving lessons and was working concession at a movie theater downtown. The fear of spending the rest of his life in a vertiginous state had him considering suicide. To live sixty more years perhaps, just like this.

			I’ll never make it, thought Henry.

			Riding the subway one afternoon he ran into an old friend, Whitney Shields, the clarinetist. Whitney was twice Henry’s age. The nose on his tender face was long and narrow with a complex, ridged tip. His large brown eyes were full of knowledge. At the sight of him, Henry’s guard lowered and he told Whitney about his dizziness.

			Brother, he said, to Henry, it sounds to me like you need help.

			You’re probably right. It’s hard for me to admit, but I think I do. 

			You ever tried a shrink? 

			I haven’t.

			I tell you, they’ve pulled me out of a few slumps. 

			Henry called Martz to ask for a referral. He suggested a psychiatrist, Penelope Andrews, on the West Side. Martz didn’t know her personally, but had heard good things. Henry contacted her at once. Just minutes into their conversation, in a soft, unhurried tone, she’d told him he sounded troubled. Henry had felt grossly misjudged. How could she know so much about him? Was she a psychiatrist or a psychic? He considered canceling his appointment. But desperate to feel better, he showed up at the scheduled time. Indeed, many of the doubts he’d had about coming were soon quashed by the doctor’s long, smooth, un-stockinged legs which crossed before him during their first session. She wore a short dress of a kind of powder blue color. Hers was a full bosom and she had the sort of fleshy stomach which made Henry want to grab on. Brown wavy hair hung past her shoulders. Greeting him at the door to her office on West 81st Street, her mouth, full and red, had smiled at Henry.

			He’d said, Nice to meet you, doctor. 

			And she’d told him, Please, call me Penelope. 

			Before sitting Henry had looked around the room. Would he be open with his thoughts here? The brown wall to wall carpeting was oppressive. The drawn curtains sealed them into a semi-darkness, which affected him like a soporific. The dark wood shelves and thick medical volumes were stifling. He found a number of things to complain about. But sitting across from Dr. Andrews, his energy, his spirit, returned. Oh, she was something to look at. She was beautiful.

			During the first half-hour Henry spoke about his condition, when it began, why he believed it had. He told her of his struggles with music. But he wanted her to talk. He knew his own thoughts, and was tired of them. However, not until the end of the session did she say much of anything. With Henry’s throat dry from speech, in the sleep-inducing light, Dr. Andrews, who had exceptional calves, gazed sideways at her patient and said to him:

			Henry, you remind me of a man who came to see me about a month after 9/11. He was maybe ten years older than you. He’d worked in the north tower. Or was it the south? She touched her forefinger to her lips and said, I don’t remember. But the first things he complained of were symptoms just like those you’re describing: Dizziness. Filter. Exhaustion. Trouble working. Depression. I diagnosed him with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. He’d been through something which had shocked his whole system: Getting out of that building alive, losing friends, watching it all happen again and again on the television—he fell apart. But I’m left to wonder, Henry…were you here on 9/11?

			Henry’s neck lengthened, his eyes shut. He wasn’t sure how any of this was relevant. But he was not the expert. Shifting forward in his chair, he said:

			I was on my roof. I’d been living downtown. 

			Did you see the towers fall? 

			I did. 

			And how did you feel afterwards?

			How did I feel? Like anyone else, said Henry, I suppose I was shocked, afraid.

			She said, Right, then wrote something on her yellow pad. Tell me, did you experience any loss of appetite?

			No. 

			Libido? 

			I can’t say. 

			Were you alone when it happened? 

			I was, doctor. 

			All alone? 

			There were others on my roof. 

			Friends? 

			Henry gave her a cross look. As much as any neighbor in New York is a friend. I guess we did talk to each other. 

			But otherwise you were alone?

			I was.

			A mournful expression on her face, she leaned forward in her chair and said, I’m sorry, Henry Schiller. I am so, so sorry. It must have been so hard to be by yourself that day.

			Henry said nothing. He had no answer in mind.

			The doctor was talking again. She was saying, The man I described for you, Henry, you should know, I fixed him. I made him better.

			That’s what I want, doctor. I can’t tell you how bad this dizziness has been for me. I’ve never gone this long without playing piano. I can’t remember the last time I’ve had anything but a one-night stand. I’ve fallen out of contact with my friends. I’m lost.

			The doctor frowned, in earnest. She said, Well, I want to help you, Henry. 

			Thank you, doctor. 

			I’m going to help you. 

			Good. Good.

			You said you were on your roof, all alone…what happened next?

			Henry left Dr. Andrews’ office that day in a state of extreme ambivalence. On the one hand, he didn’t see how meeting once a week for forty-five minutes to discuss the events of 9/11 would improve his equilibrium or restore the confidence he’d lost in his songwriting. On the other, the doctor smelled so good, some perfume she wore, a faint orange aroma that turned him on in a way no woman had for years, and when deciding whether or not to see her again he couldn’t help but imagine her heavy bosom and smooth knees—he became erect. They were scheduled to meet the following Thursday afternoon. Henry showed ten minutes early. Dr. Andrews began the session by explaining how her methods of treating 9/11 victims were somewhat untraditional. But Henry, mesmerized by the sultry tone of her voice, didn’t hear her description. Nor did he ask her to repeat herself. They spent the time watching cable news, the doctor studying Henry’s reactions to any mention of Iraq and Afghanistan. The next week they went to visit the World Trade Center site. Henry followed the doctor’s instructions, staring long and hard at the building’s footprint and like the Surrealists speaking aloud those words, any words, which came to mind:

			Landscape. Cabbage. Breast. Future. Muffled. Face. Disturb. Exist. Eyeballs. Blisters. Partner. Gray. Despair. Entombed. Influx. Clasp. You. Lidless. Lizards.

			That’s good, Henry. That’s very good.

			Really?

			Oh sure, Henry. You’re doing splendidly.

			He valued her encourgament. But then these days, whether staring at CNN or the WTC, Dr. Andrews didn’t mind when he touched her arm or placed his hand on the small of her back. She didn’t protest when he hugged her goodbye, pulling her tight against his body. She said nothing when he complimented her beauty. At times he thought he’d pay even more for her services.

			That opportunity did soon arise.

			The doctor said she was dissatisfied with their progress. Henry was still dizzy, depressed and closed-off musically. She proposed he start coming twice-a-week. Knowing her rates were high for him, she offered him a special price: two sessions, $300.	

			Take a minute, Henry. Think it over.

			But Henry, breathing in that profoundly erotic mandarin aroma, told her he didn’t need time. Yes, was his answer.

			Yes.

			He started seeing the doctor Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. Though finding no improvement in his symptoms, his fantasies about Andrews were becoming more regular. At night he closed his eyes, imagining her naked breasts, her ass. In the morning, they occupied his mind again. Enveloped by thoughts of her legs, he missed his stop on the subway. On the street he saw women with similar hair and build and followed them for blocks, thinking they might be her. He couldn’t recall the last time a woman had taken possession of him like this. Perhaps he should stop seeing the doctor. Could this be healthy? He knew it wasn’t. But he couldn’t bring himself to tell Andrews it was over. He looked forward to their time together more than anything else during the week. He wouldn’t give it up. He considered discussing these feelings with her. Why not? She’d told him many times that he could tell her anything.

			In fact, one day Dr. Andrews, seated with her silken legs crossed and her hands folded under her chin, raised the subject herself.

			Henry, she began, there’s something I’ve been meaning to discuss with you.

			The pulse at the sides of his head increased. He could hear its heavy thumping in his ear. He didn’t move.

			Andrews, glancing from him to the floor, drew her fingers up her long, supple neck. She said to him, I’ve had patients fall in love with me before, and, as difficult as that can be, I don’t think it has to mean the end of our work together. We have to talk about it, though. We have to figure out what’s happened.

			Andrews placed her notepad under the chair, as if to tell Henry that this was not a patient-doctor matter.

			Is that really what you think, said Henry, that I’m in love with you?

			Dr. Andrews, bringing her hands over her lovely round knees, said, It’s clear to me that this is precisely the case. You have nothing to feel ashamed of, Henry. You’re a young man. You come here twice a week to unburden yourself to me, a woman some ten years your senior, and have the chance to speak your mind in ways you can’t with any other person. Dependencies do develop. It’s no surprise that you’d try and keep me close through sexual relations. Henry, she said, flashing her smile, I’ve sat with you for months. I know what’s going on.

			It’s true you’re such a beautiful woman, Penelope. 

			Mmm-hmm, she nodded her head. You’ve said so before. 

			I’ve thought about you intimately since the moment I met you. 

			I know you have, Henry. 

			Until now, Andrews had maintained a serene look on her face. But folding her arms under her chest and staring at Henry with commanding eyes, her expression became serious. She explained how she’d never once had intercourse (that was her word) with a patient and that she wouldn’t begin now. She said her practice was her life, it meant everything to her. If only Henry knew how hard she’d worked to get here, she could never jeopardize her place in the field of psychiatry, not for anything. Her mind told her it couldn’t happen. Her mind said no.

			But my body, Henry…my body tells me something different. 

			And if Henry were interested in pursuing a meaningful relationship, she might open her ear and listen to what her body had asked of her, of him, ever since he first walked through her door.

			Henry wanted to jump her right there. The doctor sensed this. 

			Not yet, she said. 

			When? 

			Soon. Very soon, Henry.

			They met two evenings later at a restaurant in Chinatown. Henry showed first. When the doctor arrived she kissed him on the mouth before sitting. Long and hard, the kiss—their first—made clear to him he could have her whenever he was ready. However, after returning to the doctor’s apartment and having sex, right away Henry wondered if he hadn’t made a mistake. Something about her didn’t sit right with him. In bed she was clearly very experienced, her impulses were good, he could let himself go and be taken fully in the moment.

			With their bodies enfolded under the covers and the large white disk of the moon facing down at them through a window, she said:

			Henry, you have so much inside you that needs to come out. I want to help you. That hasn’t changed. Okay, Henry? Are you awake? Did you hear me? 

			Yes. I am. I heard you, he said.

			His body was stiff under the covers, his heart filled with dread. 

			In the morning, after making love, Henry walked Andrews to work. On any street corner while awaiting the light, the doctor kissed Henry, and her hands held him powerfully at the waist. She asked if he’d cook dinner that evening. He said he would. The rest of the day was spent aggravating over how to cancel—something which he failed to do. Neither did he buy food to prepare. Nevertheless, having arrived at his apartment and learned the fate of their dinner, the doctor said she wasn’t even hungry. She told him to make love to her. When they finished, she asked him:
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