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Praise for Will’s Surreal Period




“What a wonderful read! It’s a fascinating premise that proves a beautiful canvas for musings on creativity, sexual politics, and food. It makes you want to drop what you’re doing and listen more closely to what the universe is trying to tell you. And even if you took everything out of the novel other than the descriptions of food and drink, you’d still have a tremendous read—in fact, after finishing Will’s Surreal Period, all I wanted to do was cook!”


—GLENN GERMAN, screenwriter and producer of films including At Middleton and Racing for Time







“A Jiu-Jitsu master of literary plotting, Robert Steven Goldstein flips the script on a dysfunctional family comprised of two emasculated adult sons and their cantankerous wealthy father, who, with petulant vagary, reallocates their respective inheritances at the fulcrum of his paternal control. Marvel and chuckle as these fraught men each succumb to the grace of separate lovers, the serendipity of which amalgamates into a late-in-life chance to rebind the strands of their frayed familial relationships.”


—MICHAEL ROSE, author of The Sorting Room







“Will’s Surreal Period proves why works of fiction are high art, hitching us to a wild ride with an ensemble of engaging and eccentric characters brought together by a maladjusted family—some we may love and others we may scorn—but all seductively propel us into their psyches. Robert Steven Goldstein deftly converts our raw human foibles into emotive entertainment and, as he does, reminds us, sometimes painfully, sometimes hilariously, who we are.”


—MICHAEL J. COFFINO, award winning author of Truth Is in the House.







“The ups and downs of dysfunctional family life are on full, fascinating display in Robert Steven Goldstein’s well-imagined novel, Will’s Surreal Period. Full of twists, turns, and the familiar boorish behavior that we seem to reserve specially for family, follow protagonist Will Wozniak as he grapples with a brain tumor, infidelity, and an unexpected career shift, a journey that is at times both hilarious and deeply poignant. Strap in for a ripping good ride with this entertaining read.”


—MADELEINE JONES, author of the forthcoming novel The Witchhammer







“Will’s Surreal Period is a witty, engaging romp. Cantankerous Arthur Wozniak wants to control his adult sons who are each struggling to find their place in the world. Hidden passions ignite, suppressed talents emerge, and the Wozniaks reluctantly evolve into the family they were meant to be.”


—CARLA DAMRON, author of the forthcoming novel The Orchid Tattoo, The Stone Necklace (winner of the WFWA Star award) and the Caleb Knowles mystery series







“In a sly take on Ovid’s Metamorphosis, Will, a mediocre painter, suffers a brain tumour that transmogrifies him into an uninhibited creative genius. His quarrelsome family members are deftly portrayed with considerable literary merit. There is an unerring eye for multi-ethnic mores (especially involving food) and American material culture, as well as a strong sense of time and locality. A well-crafted and provocative read.”


—DAVID JENKINS, Formerly Professor of Arts Education, University of Warwick, UK, and author of the satirical chess-themed novel Spurious Games
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For Sandy, my eternal love,


Although I conquer all the earth,


yet for me there is only one city.


In that city there is for me only one house;


and in that house, one room only;


and in that room, a bed.


And one woman sleeps there,


the shining joy and jewel of all my kingdom.


(Sanskrit)












CHAPTER 1





THE canopies along the expansive row of outdoor stalls were worn and frayed. Standing inside his narrow booth, William Wozniak carefully layered a dozen framed paintings and pen-and-ink drawings into a large, soft-sided case. He zippered it shut slowly, making certain not to snag an edge of canvas.


You only sold two damn paintings today?


The shrill, imagined voice shattered his reverie. But he pushed it aside, and made certain the canvases were secure.


He hauled the case in one hand and his folding table and chair in the other as he trudged back up the hill to the dusty auxiliary parking lot. The paved lot was closer, but the old dirt lot was a good deal cheaper.


I bet they bargained you down to like ten or fifteen dollars each, right?


He meticulously piled everything into the back of his old van. He climbed in, started the engine, and merged cautiously into the throng of vehicles exiting the San Jose flea market.


He’d rewired the van’s old stereo box just that week and it was working well now. The audio book resumed where he’d left off. It was a library rental—a scholarly biography of Leonardo da Vinci. It would be good company on the hour-and-a-half drive back to San Francisco.


This is really getting ridiculous, you spending every Sunday down there. For this? You need to get a real job.


Yes, the uninvited comments hurtling through his brain were negative. But that was only logical. The mind enumerates the more likely possibilities first.


He acknowledged, though, that he could be wrong. Perhaps he’d find Rosemary in a cheerful mood, cooking some exotic, aromatic stew to serve over pasta or rice. Maybe she’d be obsessing joyfully over spices and herbs, and have cocktails prepared. Perhaps she would have already started sipping on one.


That alternative was less likely, but not inconceivable.


The traffic began thinning. Highway 101 was the more direct route, but William opted for highway 280, which for years had boasted signs proclaiming it “The World’s Most Beautiful Freeway.” Those signs were gone, but the road’s wide lanes still wound through magnificent rolling hills covered with lush foliage. And the detour only added fifteen or twenty minutes to the ride home.


That would afford him a bit of extra time to gird himself for whatever Rosemary might have in store for him.


Arthur Wozniak insisted that his house in Scarsdale be impeccably maintained. Its old outer walls were built of a solid red brick that contrasted artfully with the property’s green lawn and boxwood hedges in spring and summer, and with the white snow that blanketed the front yard in winter. In autumn, when the two large maple trees shed their gold and crimson leaves, Arthur had his son Bertram sweep them off the paved paths onto the lawn, where they crackled under Arthur’s feet if he walked on them.


“Bertram!” Arthur yelled from the brown leather recliner in his study.


He heard no response.


“Bertram!” Arthur screamed once more, just a few moments later—louder this time, and with exaggerated irritation. “Bertram! Where the hell are you?”


His son was slightly out of breath when he finally reached the study.


“Goddamn it, Bertram! Where were you? I’ve been calling you for ten minutes.”


“You haven’t been calling me for ten minutes,” he said, grimacing. “That’s ridiculous. It’s probably been a minute and a half, if that. Just calm down, for God’s sake.”


“Well, what were you doing?” Arthur demanded.


“I was in the middle of putting together a pot roast for dinner tonight, damn it. I had to shut the burner off and wash my hands when I heard you call. Jesus!”


“Why the hell are you out of breath? You’re not even forty years old. A man your age should be able to run up that staircase without a problem. I could do it at your age. You’re not taking care of yourself. If you’re not around, where the hell is that going to leave me?”


“Don’t worry about my health,” Bertram said. “I’ll be here for a long time after you’re gone.”


“Let’s hope so.”


“And speaking of health”—Bertram shook his head—“why the hell aren’t you doing those exercises the physical therapist gave you? You had a goddamn hip replacement. You need to do ’em. You wouldn’t have to scream for me to come running every time you drop something if you could move better.”


With that, he bent down and picked up a pad and pencil that had fallen from Arthur’s desk onto the rug beneath it.


“I move just fine. I didn’t call you here to pick that up. I can pick that up myself. I just didn’t get to it yet.”


“You’d move better if you did the exercises.”


“I get enough damn exercise. Those physical therapists are out of their minds. No sane person is going to do all those things. It’s idiocy.”


“So? What’s so urgent that you called me up here?”


“I want to see a copy of the will. Where the hell did you put it?”


“I didn’t put it anywhere,” Bertram said, his voice shrill with exasperation. “You put it somewhere. You must have filed it in one of the drawers here in the study. Did you look?”


“I looked … I didn’t see it,” Arthur mumbled sheepishly, turning away and glancing down.


“You didn’t look at all.” Bertram started yanking desk drawers open and rummaging through their contents.


“Be careful with those papers,” Arthur shouted, his voice reclaiming its contentious timbre.


“What the hell do you want with the will, anyway?” Bertram asked. “We just changed it again, a few months ago.”


“What did we change it to?”


“Seventy-five/twenty-five,” Bertram replied quickly. “Why, Dad?” His tone had abruptly modulated and now had a calm, solicitous quality. “Did you want to change it again?”


“Maybe. I might be willing to up your share to 80 percent if you had a better attitude and spent more time here at the house.”


“More time here at the house? I live here.”


“You’re out a lot,” Arthur grumbled.


“I need to have at least a little bit of a social life, Dad,” Bertram pleaded. “And I have a job, for God’s sake.”


“A job?” Arthur chuckled. “Who are you trying to kid? You don’t have a job.”


“I’m a real estate broker.”


Arthur laughed loudly. “Right. And how many properties did you move last year? Two? Three? I bet you didn’t even move three. You’re my caregiver. That’s what you do. You’re not great at it but at least you’re here, which is more than I can say for your deadbeat brother in San Francisco who thinks he’s a painter and lives off his wife.”


“That’s right!” Bertram said, seizing on his father’s last remark, his demeanor turning more upbeat. He raised his right arm and shook his index finger in his father’s face for emphasis. “If William had stayed here in New York, he could be helping us with some of this. And you’d be better taken care of.” He scrutinized Arthur’s countenance, and his posture relaxed slightly. “I’ll find the will,” he said, now searching much more calmly and methodically. “We can move it to eighty/twenty. You’ll be happy with how I take care of you.”


The aromas in the small kitchen were pervasive and exhilarating. Rosemary was immersed in preparation. Lidded pots simmered on three burners. She leaned down and sniffed the uncovered saucepan on the fourth flame as she gently stirred its contents.


And something wonderful and sweet was percolating in the oven.


On the far end of the counter, a tall aluminum cocktail shaker, moist with condensation, stood alongside a number of reamed lemon halves, with an open bottle of vodka just a few inches away. A partly filled stemmed glass holding cloudy liquid with a twist of lemon rind hugging the bottom sat near the stove.


When Rosemary turned and greeted William with a broad smile and a warm “Hi, honey!” he realized that she was working on at least her second drink of the evening.


This was the best domestic tableau he could have hoped for.


“Hi,” he said, “let me throw this stuff in my studio, and I’ll be right back to join you.”


It was a modest two-bedroom flat. His art studio, the smaller of the two bedrooms at the end of the hall, was crammed with canvases of all sizes. Brushes, tubes of paint, inkbottles, and cans of turpentine and linseed oil were strewn upon shelves and the floor. There were two easels, an old chair on rollers, and a drafting table, above which stood a projector mounted on a tripod that could cast a photograph or other image onto a canvas for tracing. William dropped his soft-sided case, folding table, and chair in the doorway and raced back to the kitchen. He thought for a moment of stopping to urinate, but quickly dismissed the thought; it was such good fortune to find Rosemary so engaged and ebullient, he did not want to keep her waiting and risk triggering impatience or anger.


He gave her a quick kiss when he walked in. “That lemon drop looks good,” he said.


“Pour yourself one, honey. I chilled a glass for you. It’s in the freezer.”


William fetched his glass.


“Shake before you pour it,” Rosemary said.


He obliged, then brought his glass over to toast before taking a sip.


“Where’s your twist of lemon rind?” she demanded. “I left one for you, right there next to the shaker. Go back, rub it on the rim of the glass, and then twist it and drop it in. What’s the point in my making a perfect cocktail if you don’t treat it properly?”


“I just couldn’t wait to dig in, I guess,” he said apologetically. He took his drink and garnished it as instructed, and was back a moment later.


“Much better,” she said. “Cheers!”


“Cheers,” he replied, and they clinked glasses.


William downed about half the drink with a couple of large gulps. “What are you cooking?” he asked. “It smells great in here.”


She turned to him and smiled. “Oh, does it?” Her blue eyes widened and her grin grew broad—she had a childlike proclivity for excitement and enthusiasm. Her short stature, slender, boyish figure, and pixie haircut added to her youthfulness. “I’ll tell you all about it in a minute, but I have to season this first.”


William smiled, then gulped down the rest of his lemon drop. “Wow, that went down easy,” he said. “I think I’ll pour myself another.”


“Top off mine too while you’re at it,” she said as she dropped pinches of herbs into the saucepan before her.


When he returned with the two full glasses, she was consulting a food-stained sheet of paper, one of several strewn upon the counter beside the stove—printouts of recipes she’d gleaned from the internet. She lifted the lid on a small pot.


“Ah, you made rice too.” The tip of William’s tongue made an almost imperceptible sweep of his lower lip.


“It’s actually a pilaf,” she said, tasting a few grains. “Fantastic!” she cried. “Here, taste!” She held the spoon up to his mouth and cupped her hand under to catch anything he dripped.


“Oh, so good!” he said. “What are the flavors I taste?”


“Onion, garlic, and a touch of cumin. Everything tonight is going to be from Turkey, Afghanistan, Persia—you know, those kinds of places.”


“What’s in the other pots?”


“Well, this is Afghani eggplant stew with turmeric and cayenne,” she said, pointing to the saucepan she’d been stirring. “That’s Turkish butter beans with oregano, harissa, and cumin. And in the back, next to the pilaf, is a Middle Eastern vegetable stew; it has green beans, zucchini, tomatoes, onions, carrots, and celery.” She looked up, clearly seeking approval.


“Sounds wonderful! I can’t wait.” William gazed down at her warmly. “And do I smell something in the oven?”


“Persian apple cake with rose water and raisins!”


“Wow!” he exclaimed. “Your food is always great, but you’ve really outdone yourself tonight!”


She giggled and gave him a hug. “I really should cook every weekend,” she said. “It’s invigorating. I feel so alive when I do it.”


“You should,” he agreed.


“It’s just hard to get started sometimes, you know? After being on my feet all week at the dentist’s office—leaning over people’s mouths, scraping tartar—I usually just want to veg out on the couch.”


“Well, here’s to a great meal tonight! All thanks to you!” He held out his glass, and they toasted.


“Okay, honey,” Rosemary said after a couple of gulps, “I’ve had a bit to drink now. Dare I ask if you sold any paintings today?”


“I sold two pieces,” he said. “One painting and one pen-and-ink drawing.”


“Who bought them?”


“Oh, the usual: parents who thought they’d be nice in a kid’s room.”


“So, then, you didn’t get much for them?” she probed.


“Well,” he said hesitantly. “Thirty-five for the pen-and-ink. Fifty for the painting.”


“Well, that’s something, I guess.”


William finished his drink. “I’ll mix up another round.”


“Thanks,” Rosemary said. “You know, honey—you don’t make lemon drops nearly as spectacularly as I do. But I guess with all I’ve had already, it won’t really matter.” She smirked at him as if he’d find that funny.


He didn’t, but refrained from reacting. He took the shaker to the freezer and piled in some more ice.


“Did anybody who was seriously into art look at your stuff today?” Rosemary asked.


“Actually,” he said, “a couple of snothead assholes did. They showed up together—I think they might have been a couple. One claimed he worked at a museum here in the Bay. The other said he was an art professor.”


“And what did they say about your stuff?”


“Oh, the usual shit. They said my work was stiff and rigid—like it couldn’t decide if it was a photograph or a comic book.”


Rosemary’s eyes narrowed. “What did you say to them?”


“I thanked them and smiled,” William said.


“Thanked them and smiled? They were insulting you!”


“Well, in a way, what they said had some element of truth to it. My paintings and ink drawings are all about fine, exacting detail. In my best ones, the lines and shading are indistinguishable from a photograph. But the creatures that inhabit them! Ah!” He smiled. “They don’t exist other than in my imagination. And the feats they perform are impossible for human beings.”


“But they were mocking you!”


“Yes.”


He downed some more of the lemon drop, and looked at Rosemary. She appeared distressed.


“But I had the last laugh,” he assured her. “They assumed I was actually taking their words as compliments—like I was some sort of idiot who was incapable of discerning their intent. But the joke was on them. I knew exactly what they were saying, whereas they had no clue as to my comprehension of the situation.”


She looked up at him sadly. “I think you need to get a real job, honey,” she said softly, her hand lightly fondling his chest. “And maybe think about painting in a different style.”


William set his drink down on the counter. “I’m sorry, babe, you need to excuse me for a moment—I have to pee.” His shoulders dropped as he traipsed dejectedly toward the bathroom.












CHAPTER 2





IT had been brisk and foggy in San Francisco when they set out. But here in San Leandro, just south of Oakland on the east side of the Bay, it was sunny and warm. Rosemary loved the expansive farmers market that materialized there every Saturday morning at nine. She always insisted they get there early, before the crowds, so she’d have time to wander through the myriad folding tables piled high with fresh offerings—each stand protected from the bright sun by a cloth awning strung on tall plastic poles.


She used the market to stock up on pretty much everything she’d need for the week. Today, she noted to William, the eggplant and peppers looked especially luscious, and there were fresh brown eggs, soft, fragrant goat cheeses, and crusty loaves of country-style sourdough bread. The local, organic fare was precisely the quality Rosemary coveted, and cost a fraction of what it would in San Francisco’s trendy markets.


William slogged along close behind her, constantly fighting the urge to saunter off and examine alluring or exotic tidbits. He lost his focus for a moment and was drawn to a table of strange, aromatic, prickly Asian fruits with iridescent skins ranging in shades from orange to green. A young Filipino woman was fondling and sniffing the fruit. She wore a skintight polka-dot halter top, and cutoff jeans so skimpy that their white pocket linings dipped lower on her thighs than did the frayed bottoms of the shorts themselves.


“William! Get back here!” Rosemary yelled just before he reached the array.


He returned obediently and resumed his silent vigil at her side.


“How many times have I told you not to wander off?” she chastised him. “Stay with me. I need you here. I can’t keep looking for you when you go wandering off.”


He watched as she sampled and selected produce with great care, squeezing, prodding, smelling, and shaking the various edibles to assess their suitability. He glanced back quickly at the Filipino woman, and took a moment to conceptualize the distinction. Rosemary’s examination of produce was efficient, pragmatic, and direct, whereas the young woman’s was sensuous and playful. But perhaps when he had watched Rosemary inspect fruit for the first time years earlier, he had found her modus operandi sensuous and playful then too.


His musings were interrupted abruptly as Rosemary thrust another parcel into his backpack, jarring him forward just a bit. Although she insisted that William carry the paper bags containing eggs, tomatoes, and other delicate items in his hands so they wouldn’t be crushed, the hardier fare was stuffed unceremoniously into the large backpack she had him wear.


By the time they were ready to load the van and head home, William’s backpack was bulging and he was awkwardly juggling multiple paper sacks in each of his arms.


William had never been adept at athletics. He was much taller than Rosemary—big boned, yet not imposing—and although he wasn’t fat, there was a droopy softness about his frame and posture.


He was relieved when he was finally able to load the groceries into the back of the van. Moments later, he was seated comfortably behind the wheel, sliding the transmission into reverse, ready to start the drive home. Rosemary clambered into the passenger seat, and he slowly backed out of the parking spot and exited the lot.


He flipped on the radio. An NPR program was playing a segment about efforts to retrieve art stolen by the Nazis during World War II.


It had only been on for a minute or two when Rosemary reached over and switched the radio to another station. “Let’s hear some music instead,” she said.


The blaring volume of the jazz improvisation caused William to wince momentarily, but Rosemary quickly lowered it a bit.


What he’d heard of the story about Nazi stolen art had been intriguing, and he would have preferred to keep listening to that. But the music was all right—and Rosemary was clearly enjoying it, her eyes closed, head bobbing to the rhythms. He relaxed and turned onto the road leading to the freeway.


They were nearly to the Bay Bridge when William’s cell phone rang. He took it out of his pocket to see who was calling, but Rosemary plucked it out of his hand before he could glance at it.


“Don’t look at that while you’re driving!” she admonished, already studying the screen. “Oh! It’s your father. I’ll put it on speaker.”


William didn’t feel like talking to his father, and he started to tell her so, but she’d already answered and switched the phone into speaker mode, so he snapped his mouth shut.


She held the phone up to his face; he said nothing.


“Hello? Hello?” cried Arthur on the other end. “Who’s there? Why the hell don’t I hear anything?”


William intentionally waited silently for a few more moments before finally responding.


“Hi, Dad. It’s William,” he said flatly. “I’m here with Rosemary.”


“What’s going on? Why did it take you so damn long to answer the phone? Where the hell are you?”


“We’re in the van. We’re on our way home from the farmers market.”


“Farmers market? Don’t you two ever shop in a supermarket like normal people?”


William glanced at Rosemary and rolled his eyes. “How have you been, Dad?”


“Fine. Fine. Listen, I have something to discuss with you. Do you have a few minutes?”


“Sure. What’s up?”


“I changed the will,” Arthur said.


“Okay.”


“Listen, I want you to hear this. I changed the percentages again.”


“Okay.”


“Don’t you want to know what your new share is?”


“Sure.”


“I changed the will to eighty/twenty. Eighty percent to Bertram. Twenty percent to you.” Arthur waited for a response.


“Okay, that’s fine,” William said calmly.


“I don’t think you heard me! I reduced your share to twenty percent.”


“I heard you, Dad. That’s fine.”


“Do you understand what I’m saying? You’re down to twenty percent. Bertram’s here helping me. He deserves it. Do you hear what I’m saying?”


“I hear you, Dad, and it’s fine. It’s your money. You can do whatever you please with it. It’s fine with me. If you leave me anything at all I’ll certainly appreciate it, but I’m not planning on it, and I don’t need it. So any way you choose to do it is fine.”


“Goddamnit! Are you even listening? I cut your damn share to twenty percent.”


“Hey, I’m getting near the house now, and I have to find a place to park. I need to go. Thanks for the call. Be well.”


“I’m not done!” Arthur screamed.


“Sorry, Dad. I’ve got to go. Be well. Say hi to Bert for me.” With that, Arthur turned to Rosemary and silently mouthed, “HANG UP.”


Rosemary complied, then shoved the phone into one of the van’s cup wells. William recognized her exasperated glare and hyperbolic exhalation as a precursor to an oncoming verbal tirade.


It materialized almost immediately, just as he pulled alongside an available parking spot.


“Why do you keep saying ‘fine’?” she snapped. “What’s the matter with you? He’s cutting you out of his will—bit by bit, but it’s clear where it’s going. First it was sixty/forty. Then it was sixty-five/thirty-five. And on and on. This is like the fifth time he’s done it. You’re going to get nothing! This is your life. This is our life. How can you be so blasé? Why don’t you stand up for yourself?”


“To what end, exactly?” William replied, calmly but firmly. “Do you honestly think he’s going to change his mind? The will is what it is. It doesn’t matter what I say. It’s all based on the fact that I left New York and, in his mind, abandoned my family responsibilities. And I don’t regret that decision for a moment. I had to get away from that insanity. I have a right to live my own life. And I never would have met you if I hadn’t.”


“But we need that money. Why do keep telling him we don’t?”


“The money we get or don’t get is whatever it’s going to be, Rosemary. But what he’s after is seeing me grovel. That’s what he wants. He already controls the money; I can’t change that. But I certainly can deny him the pleasure of seeing me beg and squirm. That he’ll never get. And he wants it. Didn’t you hear how frustrated he got when I kept saying fine?”


“But we do need the money, Will. Renting a crummy little flat like ours may be fine for you, but I want a house. And we’ll never be able to buy a house in the Bay Area if you don’t get a job.”


“Maybe my art will start to sell.”


“Please, Will, get a job in the meantime. Why won’t you listen to reason? We’re never—”


The blare of angry horns startled them both. The van still sat alongside the empty parking spot. William’s quick glance in the rearview mirror revealed three cars queued up impatiently behind him, drivers screaming and gesticulating. He raised his right hand apologetically and backed slowly into the space, ignoring the procession of middle fingers thrust in his direction as the cars sped by.












CHAPTER 3





SO dour and aloof was the customary demeanor of Dr. Judith Feigenbaum that many of her fellow faculty members at the medical center speculated she might fall somewhere on the autistic spectrum. Though the term “Asperger syndrome” had been eliminated as an official medical diagnosis several years prior, older physicians often referred to Dr. Feigenbaum as “Mrs. Asperger” in snide whispered conversations.


Dr. Feigenbaum rarely engaged in social interaction with her peers. Any verbal remarks she uttered were almost always limited to staff meetings, where her comments were reliably succinct, occasionally surprisingly insightful, and without exception painfully humorless.


Despite all that, none of her fellow physicians could deny that she was a uniquely brilliant neurosurgeon. And by all accounts, she was a relatively effective teacher to the third- and fourth-year medical students with whom she regularly interacted.


Like her colleagues, Judith Feigenbaum published scientific papers in medical journals.


But unlike her colleagues, she also wrote books for the lay public. And what her peers found nearly impossible to comprehend was that these books all became bestsellers and were universally applauded for their conversational tone, cordial sensibility, and human perspective.


Some fellow faculty members were not merely baffled but also infuriated by this. If Judith Feigenbaum was capable of relating to ordinary people so personably in print, why the hell couldn’t she wish a fellow physician good morning when they passed one another in the hallway?


Due to her busy schedule and awkwardness with crowds and social situations, Dr. Feigenbaum’s publisher and agent scrupulously shielded her from book signings or public readings. But they’d discovered that Dr. Feigenbaum, for some reason that no one could quite explain, sounded warm and friendly, even maternal, on the radio. So periodic radio interviews to promote her books were arranged, each carefully scripted and organized logistically such that Feigenbaum could participate by phone while sitting alone in her office, door locked and shade drawn.


Every interview adhered to the same pattern: a few scrupulously scripted questions and answers were followed by Feigenbaum reading an excerpt from her book—her disembodied voice uncannily mellifluous and reassuring over the airwaves.


William was in his van one Sunday morning, driving down to the flea market in San Jose, when he first heard Dr. Feigenbaum. His radio was tuned to San Francisco’s National Public Radio station, and she had just been introduced for a brief interview.


After a few perfunctory questions were posed and answered, Dr. Feigenbaum read this short excerpt from her most recent book:


“The human brain weighs about three pounds. It is an extraordinarily fragile organ.


“The mistaken notion that the brain is firm and rubbery is due to the fact that brains viewed outside the body have been preserved in chemicals such as formaldehyde, which harden the organs so that they can be handled and dissected. A living brain is actually the consistency of an overripe avocado. It is so soft that it must float in cerebrospinal fluid to remain undamaged. Were it to actually rest on bone within the skull, it would eventually be crushed by its own weight.


“But the capabilities of this pulpy, convoluted mass are remarkable. Despite centuries of research, scientists know relatively little about how the brain accomplishes its feats of logic, memory, computation, and analysis. Its mechanisms exhibit some aspects of digital technology and some of analog, yet much of its modus operandi remains completely unexplained.


“The human brain is frequently compared to a computer. While there are some similarities, the two are not at all the same.


“It took scientists decades of work to program a computer to consistently defeat human grandmasters in chess. But those computers cannot find joy in chess, or ponder the subtle analogies between chess and life. Nor can those computers decide that they have played enough chess for today, and think instead about what they might want for dinner. They cannot then go to the grocery store and discover unexpected produce, ripe and in season, and decide, on a whim, that an impromptu menu adjustment would make for a delectable surprise. And those computers cannot then go home and cook dinner, open a carefully selected bottle of wine, and appreciate the poetic nuance of the pairing.”


William found Dr. Feigenbaum’s ideas mesmerizing and her voice—intoxicating.


Brokerage offices occupied the bulk of the thirty-five-story brick building in lower Manhattan. In the restroom on the fifteenth floor, Dag Odegaard stopped momentarily at the mirror to fuss with his hair. It lay flawlessly, but he nudged a couple of strands nonetheless. Dag’s three-piece suit was tailored to fit his trim torso snugly—his tie was knotted into a perfect isosceles triangle.


He quickly moved over to the bank of five urinals and set up at the one at the far end. It was mounted lower on the wall than the other four, and better accommodated his short stature.


As he pulled down his zipper, he heard the men’s room door open; looking over his shoulder, he saw the IT repair guy stroll in.


Dag closed his eyes and emitted a barely audible sigh.


The fifteenth floor was occupied solely by brokers, but desktop PCs malfunctioned often and the itinerant IT guy was therefore a frequent visitor. Dag disliked him not because he was gay—Dag was gay too—but because he flaunted his sexuality so flagrantly. Dag cringed when the IT guy strolled among the cubicles, sashaying ludicrously. A stud earring, or even two, might have been tasteful, but the IT guy insisted on large hoops and colorful baubles that dangled ostentatiously from each ear. His feminine vocal inflection was so exaggerated and shrill that Dag was sure it must cause physical damage to the eardrums of those who were too frequently subjected to it.


As Dag expected, the IT guy stationed himself at the urinal right next to the one he was using, even though the rest of the bank of five were clearly available.


He was a tall, slender fellow, and towered nearly a foot above Dag. With him standing so close, Dag was unnerved to the point that he couldn’t get his urine stream going. He forced himself to relax and breathe deeply.


Finally, a slow trickle emerged.


They were silent for a few moments, but Dag recoiled imperceptibly as soon as he heard the strident voice snark, “So, girlfriend, you had asparagus for lunch!”


“What?” Dag said indignantly, staring tensely at his own urine stream, refusing to make eye contact.


“You had asparagus for lunch!” the IT guy repeated, and smirked. “It’s obvious. I can smell it. What cuisine was it? Chinese?”


“What do you mean you can smell it?” Dag said, turning his head to glare.


“I can smell it. Your urine reeks of asparagus. Are you telling me you can’t smell that?” The IT guy finished and zipped up.


“My urine does not smell! Just leave me alone, you jerk.” He paused for just a moment, then added, “And I am certainly not your girlfriend!”


“My god! You’re such a self-important old queen,” the IT guy taunted before prancing out the door.


Dag finished urinating, jiggled and tapped scrupulously until the dripping stopped, and zipped up. He hated in general when young men approached the urinal while he was midstream yet finished long before he did. In this particular case, it was even more annoying.


He washed his hands and bristled as he replayed what the IT guy had said as he left.


Dag didn’t especially mind being called self-important or a queen. It was rude to verbalize, but both of those were arguably true. However, he hated being called old. He’d just turned fifty-one. And he had no trouble keeping up with his boyfriend who was in his late thirties. They were supposed to see one another tonight—perhaps it would be a good idea to feel him out about the age difference and get some reassurance that fifty-one was just an arbitrary number.


He also made a mental note for the future: When you have lunch at that Chinese hole-in-the-wall you love and order your usual beef and asparagus with black bean sauce—urinate in a private stall for the rest of the day.


[image: image]


Arthur was sitting in his study, gazing at charts on his computer, when Bert walked in.


“Ah, Bertram,” Arthur said. “Come take a look at this. I just sold a bunch of shares in a gas company. It’s done well for us for the past few months, but I think it’s plateaued. So, I’m looking to buy something new. See this?” He pointed to the screen. “This company produces corrugated cardboard boxes. Among other things. But the boxes, you know, everybody buys online now and everything’s delivered in boxes. Can you imagine how many of them get delivered and then thrown out, every day? Look at this sales graph, Bert, and this list of customers. They’re a small company, but growing.”


“So you’re investing?”


“Oh yes, I’m buying shares. Quite a few. This is going to be a good investment. I can feel it.”


“That’s great, Dad. You always seem to be right about these things.”


“Damn straight. How do you think we got this beautiful house, two pieces of rental property, and a nice nest egg of stock? How many people do you know who could build a little empire like this just sitting in front of a computer screen all day, researching companies and trading?”


Bert had heard Arthur extoll his own financial acumen many times before.


“Well, I came up to let you know that I’m going to be gone for a few hours.”


“Where are you going?” Arthur demanded.


“I’m meeting a friend for drinks, in the city. I’ll probably stay for dinner. I left you a plate of roast beef with mashed potatoes and broccoli. You just have to put it in the microwave—it’s ready to go. And there’s some salad from last night if you want that too.”


“All right. You go ahead and have fun with your friend. I’ll be fine, I suppose. Sitting here alone. Eating by myself.”


Bert had determined long ago that ignoring Arthur’s self-pity was his only plausible strategy. Even so, it invariably rankled him. “You’ll be fine, Dad,” he said. “Call me if you need me.”


“Did you boil the broccoli till it’s soft?” Arthur called out as Burt jogged down the stairs. “You know I can’t stand it unless it’s soft.”


“It’s soft!” Bert yelled back, then raced out the front door and shut it firmly behind him before Arthur had a chance to complain about anything else.


Ten minutes later, he pulled into the railroad station’s parking lot, raced up to the platform, and slipped onto the express headed into Manhattan just as it was shutting its doors.


The hotel was only a few blocks from Grand Central Station—it took Bert less than five minutes to walk over. The lobby bar’s low tables, plush couches, and upholstered chairs were framed by mirrored walls and a tall ceiling. Arresting glass chandeliers dangled down on golden chains. The gestalt hovered precariously between tasteful and ostentatious. Bert spotted Dag sipping on a vodka martini.


They met here often.


Dag rose as Bert approached. Bert hinged his knees and hunched over for a perfunctory hug before they both sat down.


Dag raised his hand to catch the waitress’s attention.


“Same as him,” Bert said as the waitress set down a napkin and a complimentary ramekin full of very salty nuts.


Dag produced a glistening silver case from the breast pocket of his suit coat and opened it as Bert fished through the ramekin for a filbert.


“Bertie, I have a new business card!” Dag said. “I want you see it.”


“A new card? Did you get a new position?”


“No, no,” Dag said. “I changed the spelling of my name.”


“What do you mean?”


Dag handed him a card.




DAG ØDEGAARD


ACCOUNT EXECUTIVE





Bert’s eyes and cheeks scrunched uncomfortably, then he looked back to Dag. “You didn’t actually change the spelling of your name. You just put a slash through the ‘O’ in Odegaard. Where on earth did you come up with that?”


“I didn’t come up with it,” Dag grumbled. “That’s the traditional spelling of my family’s name.”


Bert laughed. “Maybe in Norway. Not in fucking Manhattan.”


“It looks classy. It’ll help attract clients.”


“It might. On the other hand, it might look a little pretentious.”


“Pretentious! It’s not pretentious!” Dag squealed indignantly.


“Some people might think it is. I mean, you’re not from Norway, for God’s sake. You were born in Bay Ridge. In Brooklyn.”


“This is how my family originally spelled it. Maybe it looks pretentious to you, but to the kind of people I’m trying to sell to, it looks classy.”


“What does that mean? You wouldn’t want to sell to me?”


“Well, Bertie, you have no money.”


“But I will. When my Dad’s estate turns over, I’ll have lots of money. More than you.”


“Well, that’s exactly it, Bertie. You have the potential for money, but right now you actually don’t have any money. I sell to people who have money now. And maybe when you have money in the future, you won’t find a business card like this quite so pretentious.”


Bert laughed until his shoulders shook. “Oh, I’ll still find it pretentious,” he said. “Really pretentious. But if you like it, sweetie, that’s all that matters. And I wish you good luck with it. Here’s to many good sales.”


“Well! I’ll drink to that.”


They clinked glasses.


They enjoyed a second round and then caught a taxi uptown, where they took an elevator up to Dag’s spacious tenth-floor co-op. While Dag mixed another pitcher of martinis in the kitchen Bert sat quietly in the living room, gazing out the picture window. It stretched nearly across the entire far wall and had a grand view of Central Park.


They sipped and cuddled and shared a few tokes on a joint, and as the sun began to set over the park meadow, they slipped into the bedroom, kissing passionately as they made their way to the bed.


They made love in their customary manner: Bert topping, Dag on all fours. Dag always insisted that even if he didn’t ejaculate, he experienced a sort of extended prostate orgasm, much as he imagined a woman would—oscillating, with ebbs and flows.


Even so, on some nights Bert reached down just as he came and finished Dag by hand. He did so this evening. Despite his habitual protestations that Bert’s extra ministrations were unnecessary, Dag predictably rolled over into an especially blissful stupor when he finished.


Tonight, though, Dag’s ejaculation also appeared to make him reflective and, after a few minutes, eager to share.


“You don’t mind that I’m always the bottom, do you Bertie?”


“Not at all. That’s just who you are.”


“You’re right. I’m such a bottom.” Dag smiled broadly. “I could never be with a woman. But I know you have, Bertie. You said it was just a couple of times, but you managed it. I could never do that.”


“Well, I was thinking about guys while I did it,” Bert said with a shy smirk.


“And it doesn’t bother you that I never let you be the bottom with us?”


Bert pondered exactly how to respond.


“Actually,” he whispered hesitantly, “I don’t think my anus could handle it even if I wanted to.”


Dag propped himself up on one arm and looked down at Bert. “Why’s that?”


“I guess I never told you about the … problem I had when I was born.”


“No, Bertie.” Dag stroked his arm. “What happened?”


“You know, I never even knew about it until a couple of years ago. I went in for my annual checkup. I had just gotten a new doctor, and he made a comment that my anus was abnormally small. He was surprised that nobody else had ever pointed it out to me. He said it was about a third of normal size, and it had some scarring. So, I go home and ask my father if he knows anything about it. And Arthur tells me this story that he’s never shared before, never even mentioned. He tells me that when I was first born I couldn’t shit. He says he and my mother had to force their fingers in and pull out tiny bits. So they finally took me to the doctor, and apparently, I barely had any opening at all. So the doctors had to do a surgery to open me up. I mean, it works okay now, but it’s still not close to normal size.”


“Oh God!” Dag winced. “That’s a big deal, Bertie. And your father never thought to mention it?”


“You know, I asked him about that. Here’s what he said … ” Bert snickered and affected a deep, hoarse whisper and a heavy New York accent as he imitated Arthur: “Hell! You don’t even remember it. So what’s the big deal? And the doctor said you were lucky. Back when people my age were kids, they just laid you on your belly and reamed you open. Didn’t bother with anesthetic.”


Dag gasped. “Jesus, Bertie!” Then he thought for a moment and chuckled. “So within the first few weeks of your life you were totally full of shit—and then you had your dick circumcised, and your ass reamed. No wonder you’re fucked up.”


“Yeah, we make a good pair that way.” Bert nudged him with his elbow. “At least I have an excuse.”Dag squeezed closer and rested his head on Bert’s chest. Dag liked that Bert’s torso was taut and solid. Bert had been a star athlete in school, a pitcher on the baseball team. He didn’t work out that much anymore, but his physique had endured well nevertheless.


“How do you feel about our age difference, Bertie?” Dag asked softly, glad that Bert couldn’t see his face as he posed the question; he was sure his uncertainty was discernable.


“It’s not an issue for me.”


“You’re sure?”


“Absolutely.”


“So, you think I keep up with you okay?”


“You keep up with me just fine.” Bert kissed the top of his head.


“Then why won’t you move in with me?”


“Dag, we’ve talked about this. I can’t right now. My father needs me.”


“Okay, I understand that your father needs you to help him out. But why can’t I come and visit you there, at your Dad’s house, once in a while? Stay over some nights.”


“That won’t work.”


“Why?”


“It’s just not feasible.”


“Why? You always say it’s not feasible. Why is it not feasible?”


Bert hesitated before answering. Finally, he took a deep breath and mumbled tentatively, “My father doesn’t know I’m gay, Dag. Nobody does, really. Outside of the little circle of friends that you’ve introduced me to.”


“Are you kidding me?” Dag yelled, bolting up and sitting erect on the bed. “You never told me that!”


“Well, I’m telling you now. You’re my first guy. I never even acknowledged my sexuality to myself till now.”


“You need to come out, Bertie! It’s the twenty-first century. Gay marriage is legal. What’s stopping you?”


“He’s not ready for it.”


“Who’s not ready?”


“My father,” Bert said. “He’s a throwback.”


“Why the hell do you put up with that?”


“I don’t want to mess with it—you know, the inheritance and all. I’m ashamed to say it—it’s embarrassing—but it’s the truth. I don’t want to mess with the inheritance.” Bert grimaced and his body squirmed.


“You’ve got it all wrong, Bertie!” Dag exclaimed, grabbing Bert’s left hand with both of his.


He loved Bert’s hands. Each of Bert’s palms was large enough to engulf both of his, fingers and all.


“You have to examine the power dynamic here. Take a moment and look at it. Your father needs you. He needs you to take care of him. You have the power.”


“No.” Bert sighed. “He holds the money in the will over my head.”


“You can’t let him do that! You could make a fine living if you didn’t feel beholden to him.” Dag relaxed and set his head back down on Bert’s chest. “And if you moved in with me,” he whispered, “I’d take care of you. A whole lot better than your dad does. Look at this beautiful place I have, right off Central Park. But it’s so empty without you, Bertie. I need you here. I’d take care of you, I really would.”












CHAPTER 4





WHEN Rosemary dashed in, William was at his easel, working on a large canvas. Molly, their housecat, was curled on the floor at William’s feet, sleeping peacefully. She’d unknowingly served as inspiration for the scene upon which William now toiled meticulously.


The alien creature in the painting’s center stood upright and had a powerful body cloaked in studded, leather-like armor. Its humanoid torso incongruously but proudly sported Molly’s head, reproduced nearly photographically, but with the addition of two tall antennae emanating from its pate and an ornate pair of electronic goggles covering its eyes. The figure held some sort of laser sword, poised threateningly. The alien’s golden, saucer-shaped ship sat in the background. A crowd of earthlings gaped at the creature. These humans, also rendered in scrupulous detail, were smaller than the creature and cowered before him.


William stopped what he was doing—painstakingly populating the hills in the background of his colossal canvas with tall stalks of grass, each blade slotted in individually with a quick upward thrust of a narrow-pointed brush—and acknowledged Rosemary when she appeared.


He was a bit surprised. He’d heard her unlock the front door, but generally when she arrived home from work she spent a few minutes in the kitchen and the bedroom before sauntering into his studio. Today she raced in immediately, holding her cell phone, grinning broadly between heaves of breath. She’d evidently run up the stairs to the flat.


“Yay!” she cried, giggling. “Yay, yay, yay! Will! I’m so excited. I think I found you a job!”


William’s eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed. He opened his mouth with the intent of saying something but aborted the endeavor, leaving his lips awkwardly agape.


Rosemary continued with exuberance. “My patient, Joyce Miller, came in for her cleaning this morning. I’ve told you about Joyce—she accumulates tartar really fast so I have her come in every four months instead of six? She runs the senior home in Mill Valley?”


William squinted and cocked his head. “I don’t recall you mentioning her.”


“Well, I have, many times,” Rosemary said, slightly annoyed. “Joyce Miller! You just don’t pay attention. Your mind is always on your next painting. But I’ve told you about her.” Rosemary seemed to realize she was digressing. Her features softened and she resumed with enthusiasm, “She manages the senior home, Will. She’s had a guy there for years running her art program, doing painting and drawing and clay sculpture with the residents …”


William didn’t like the sound of this, but he said nothing.


“… and he just quit,” Rosemary exclaimed. “He’s moving to Arizona to teach in a small college. So she needs someone to replace him. And I told her about you!”


“Me?” William asked in a whimper.


“Yes! She’s very excited to meet you. She just texted me. She talked to the owners, and they think you’d be a perfect replacement. And it’s only twenty hours a week, Will, so you’ll still have lots of time for your own painting! It’s perfect, don’t you think? She wants to interview you tomorrow at one.”
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