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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Disney World is quite the real place. It is beloved, for good reason, by the author, his daughter, and millions of others. But the World in Ponder as seen through the eyes of our often-inebriated narrator, Murray “Cheese” Marks (an utter Disney World neophyte), is decidedly unreal. The Dole Whip is spiked; the Pixie dust is laced with aphrodisiacs. Mickey and Minnie should read no further; their famous ears should stay pure. Any similarities between the world of Ponder and that other world in central Florida are purely coincidental. Or not. To adapt Ernest Hemingway (who had Paris to my Lake Buena Vista): “If the reader has never been to Disney World, I invite them to regard this book as factual. If they have indeed been, it’s clearly all made up.”




CHAPTER ONE


WE MEET AT THE gloomily exotic Shun Lee bar, a black lacquer holdover from the 1980s. Above the bar, papier-mâché monkeys with red eyes. Evil. Adorable. It depends on our moods, and how the Wayz are going down. My best friend and I got into Cockney rhyming slang in college. Wayz. We can drink for Dayz. Hard Wayz means vodka, rum, scotch, tequila. Spirits. Soft Wayz means wine. And then there are the Ponders, that rhyme with wander, another bit of Cockney madness. Wander off to a city for no more, no less, than a long weekend. Friday morning through Monday night. Philly, Vegas, Baltimore, DC, Atlantic City, LA, even London once.


John Apple and I are both twenty-nine. Were it not for the Ponders, I might look my age. John—I call him Johnny Boy—looks good. Rugged, handsome. A devil when he smiles. He should sell canned ham. He once described himself to me as more rugged than handsome. Perhaps—or maybe he’s just an inconsistent shaver, with great metabolism, and his ass looks good in jeans. I’m Murray Marks. The most Jewish name ever for a non-Jew. My parents bonded over Irish Catholic guilt and Camembert cheese at a dairy called Murray’s in Greenwich Village. Murray Camembert Marks. John rarely calls me anything other than Cheese.


“Hey Cheese, ready for some pre-Ponder airport drinks?”


“Don’t you mean Wayz?” I’ll ask coquettishly.


“What Wayz are you drinking today?” asked Shun Lee’s wizened bartender, Jack, humoring our parlance in return for John’s heavy-handed gratuity.


An immigrant from Shanghai, his thirty-years-running dumpling-and-egg-roll spiel landed his youngest son at Harvard. John’s alma mater.


“Harvard is the best,” Jack will say. “Johnny knows this. Murray Marks doesn’t know this.”


John hadn’t the heart to explain he’d dropped out. And I hadn’t the will to defend my school. Good old sprawling, faceless Boston University, where it was always February 12.


It was nine months into 1999. The last Ponder of the millennium was coming up. This was a Hard Wayz meeting. Vodka, splash of cranberry, lime. A pink drink which, multiplied by five, packed a wallop. Last time we met at Shun Lee, I produced two pieces of paper, on which were written Seattle and Vancouver. John chose Seattle. Tonight, he’d slap the two pieces of paper on the bar, and I would choose the Ponder destination.


“You two are always traveling,” said Jack. “No good. It’s better to stay home.”


My wife Florence might agree but she permits me these trips and allows me to miss work the Tuesday after a Ponder. I need it. We work together as attorneys, Florence and I. Real estate attorneys. Marks & Marks. I was the minority owner of our little law firm; Florence had invested her six-figure inheritance after her father’s death while I was the sweat equity guy. Some say real estate law is the bottom of the barrel of the legal profession, but it appeals to our love of dotted i’s and crossed t’s. Although when I return from a Ponder, after Florence mans the office solo, she resents the hell out of me. But invariably lets me fuck her Monday night, wildly and well; perhaps because my dense exposure to Johnny Boy renders me more dangerous and more interesting. I think I adopt his swagger. It’s hard not to.


“You know where I was, right?” asked John. “You know where I was when they disappeared into the sky.”


His parents died in a plane crash when he was twelve and he rarely spoke of it.


“Your parents?” I asked.


“Yes, Cheese. Yes.”


He’d been drinking before Shun Lee; I could tell.


“The amusement park, right?” I asked.


“Not a fucking amusement park. Disney World. Walt Disney World.”


“Oh right, sorry.”


“They flew me and Tîa down to Orlando in their jet. They only stayed over one night. Only went on one ride. Of course it had to be the Haunted Mansion. Ghosts in the waiting. Then on the flight home, they became the sky.”


Tîa was his nanny. Only last year did John eulogize her amid all her Spanish-speaking friends at a Catholic church on Third Avenue. John paid for everything. Spoke from the heart (in English) about his beloved Tîa who, after the tragedy of the plane crash, dragged his ass over the finish line of life.


“I still don’t know how she did it,” said John. “Five days with me at Disney World. She knew for five days about what had happened but was instucted by my uncle not to tell. It was her idea, in fact: let the boy have Mickey the Mouse before everything crumbles around him, pobre chico.”


There was a big place in his heart for Disney. He read all the guidebooks. There were shelves of them in his bookcase. And while he hadn’t returned since he was a kid, he’d become an expert. It was probably the weirdest thing about John Apple, which is saying something. You’d think he’d be obsessed with old cars, or Howard Hughes, or collect crap from NASA. Nope. Disney. He swore to himself he’d return before turning thirty: “The greatest homecoming of my life.”


“When did Tîa eventually tell you about your folks?” I asked.


“You know what? I don’t remember.”


“Drinks too much,” said Jack. “Johnny Boy drinks too much and it hurts his memory. You need a good memory in this life. Murray Marks has a good memory but he eats too much and drinks too much.”


True. I may be balding, round-faced, and pear-shaped, but I have a damn good recall system and also green eyes. Not hazel. Not blue gray, but truly green eyes. Like jade. It’s my best feature, and even Johnny Boy is jealous. I’m also well-endowed, and he’s jealous of that too. Florence was my prom date, and I’ve only ever been with her.


“I love Florence,” John had said. “But with your dick, and those eyes, stepping out just once—”


“No.”
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“Murray Marks never has vegetable dumplings, only pork. No good.”


Jack doesn’t like me. I should mention that Florence, my wife, is Chinese. That did not go over well.


“Why?” Jack asked after meeting her many, many years before. “So many round eyes for you,” he snickered while Florence was in the ladies’ room.


I’m not sure if it was due to his cultural disdain for females, or because I got one of his, or because of Florence’s demeanor. Conservative to the point of being brittle. A quality I happen to respect. She’s reliable, elegant, skinny. What’s not to like? I think John brings something out in her. A boozy inner life.


“What electric dimples,” Florence once drunkenly admitted, but I wasn’t jealous. He brings out something in me too.


“You ever been to Disney, Jack?” asked John.


“Of course not.”


Good for Jack. A principled if miserable man who misappraises vegetable dumplings.


“Don’t you wish you could remember when you first heard about the plane crash?” I asked.


“No, not really. Everything after that seminal Disney trip was a blur. Hey, Jack, another drink, please.”


“Don’t you mean Wayz?” I asked.


“Your little private language will get you in trouble, Cheese.”


“Our little private language, Johnny Boy. Our language.”


“What the hell are you sniffing?” he asked me.


I have a rather keen sense of smell and can appear canine when, for instance: “Someone in the dining room is wearing lavender, like the lavender that grows near the Hotel Bel-Air. Where, on vacation, Florence got drunk and flirted with a pretty young waitress. It was exhilarating, Johnny Boy.”


“You guys should have, you know, had an experience with the pretty young waitress. Hey Jack, make it a double. No, in honor of what could have been, a trio!”


Is John Apple an alcoholic? Probably. Well, yes. But he goes on the wagon many times a year. Our Cockney rhyming slang tried to relegate wagon to “being angry as a dragon” but Florence quashed that one.


“Hell is someone else’s inside jokes,” she’d warned.


Fair enough. So, no dragoning, just wagoning. I’m not such a huge drinker, except leading up to a Ponder, then during the trip, and a ramping down process for a week after.


Actually, I do have about five to ten bottles of wine a week. Although my real poison is rich food. Salt and butter. Were Florence and I to have a child, which we won’t, thank goodness, we’d name it Alfredo. Thus, the 263 pounds on my six-foot frame. I’m basically fat, but I know how to wear a suit and keep it all together. Florence doesn’t mind. Or she says she doesn’t. But I’ve seen her sneak a peek at John’s ass, which as I mentioned looks good in his perennially worn Levi’s. He buys a new old pair every year from some used clothing store in Paris. Thirty-two-inch waist. I’m a forty-six. Damn him.


On our trips I wear my slacks and blazer, no tie. John wears his jeans, and usually a black turtleneck or black tee. His uniform of rebellion. Oh, and these yellow suede shoes from Italy. I own half a dozen black Florsheim loafers. Always shiny. Tassels. And recently I started wearing glasses at work, but never on a Ponder. One night, Florence, buzzed after sharing a bottle of wine, asked me to keep them on during sex. Once in a while she can really surprise you.
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“I do remember Tîa and me crying as the plane took off from Orlando,” said John, “but of course that was just because we hated to go back home. I think leaving Disney World is the saddest fucking thing that can happen to a human being.”


“Johnny Boy, he curses too much when he drinks the hard drinks,” said Jack.


“Sorry, Jack,” said John.


The Shun Lee bar was rarely populated with anyone but us. Too dim for civilian Wayzers. The primates with the glowing red eyes. The intolerant bartender. But tonight, two tourists wandered in with their laminated Streetwise maps of New York City. At least they were Streetwise maps—our map of choice on Ponders.


“Can’t believe we’re getting tourist-balled tonight,” I said.


Balled. Another neologism born of Ponders past. It was in Austin while John flirted with a saucy brunette after dinner that I dreamily placed a ball of butter in his espresso.


“Why the hell did you just butter ball my coffee?” he’d asked.


I loved it. Ball. What fun! And it was born. Even Florence once said, “Murray, do not inside-joke-ball our place of work.”


That saucy Texas brunette ended up in his Four Seasons bed. Soulless sex, he’d reported. One-night Ponder stands (and there were many, probably more than he let on) were never what he was after: “Seeing a stranger’s lipstick stain on a hotel pillow in the Harveyed a.m. is not for the faint of heart,” he’d said. “People can slug you with what they leave behind.”


Harveyed. Nothing to do with Harvard. Instead, Harvey Hanginstein. Rhymes with Frankenstein. God forgive us our little language. There was an actual Harvey named Harvey Harstein who frequented my parents’ bookstore. He appeared perpetually hungover, although we didn’t really know if he ever actually drank. Regardless, the man looked like an even more tattered version of that famous sepia image of James Joyce that was hung in the bookstore: fedora, wire-rim Coke-bottle glasses, stubby little gray moustache and goatee. According to us, he was the embodiment of hangovers; Harvey, our patron saint in a wrinkly old Burberry trench coat that smelled of pre-war cigars. The day John explained to Harvey his pet moniker: “Hanginstein?” asked Harvey, thickly Yiddish.


“Yes,” said John. “And bartenders we call Takensteins, as they take our money and often our dignity.”


“Are you anti-Semitic?” asked Harvey. “An awful lot of Steins.”


“Of course not. Quite the contrary. I believe that the greatest contributions God has made to life as we know it are, in this order, the Jewish people and non-procreative sex. I might convert, if you’ll have me.”


We aren’t sure what happened to the old man but he lives on in us, that’s for certain. On Ponders, his name is spoken every damn morning. But our inside jokes should remain in the family of us two lest we anger-ball the generally non-Harveyed public. All true best friends have a secret language of one type or another. They are wise to keep it close to their chest. Safer that way. At least that’s John’s advice.


“No one likes to feel like an outsider.”
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Before each and every Ponder, John Apple would forecast finding the love of his life. You’d think he would have her by now. Ten years and seventeen Ponders. I once met a fascinating girl. I, Cheese, in San Francisco, got bought a drink by a realtor with a glorious smile. And a soul. I guess she liked green eyes. Or our shared experience about the neat stacks of checks that pass hands at a closing. Broker’s fees, mansion tax, mortgage docs, title search, transfer documents, purchase agreement. My realtor friend understood the artfulness of a closing. The signatures, so many signatures; at these closings I always use Parker pens that I gift to my clients just before the keys are handed over. And then there are all the thick dossiers, once executed, folded shut. I love that sound; it sounds complete. A passport opened, stamped, then closed. John didn’t have fun on that night of escrow talk. He was the romantic hero of these trips, and I was, happily mind you, the interlocutor, the witness. But witness to exactly what? Three nights and four days of abandon.


“I could really live here. I might live here. This. This could be my home,” he’d say of every city, then return home empty-handed and empty-hearted.


Could it be that we are too self-sufficient, or too intense, or too drunk? Or ate too many goddamn cheese fries the night before, before passing out at 2:00 a.m. in our respective hotel rooms.


“Girls like healthy men,” I’d told him. “And these road trips are admirably toxic, but toxic nonetheless, Johnny Boy. Most women want nothing to do with a Ponder-afflicted man.”


“You’ll see,” he’ll say. “One of these days. I can feel it. It will come to pass. She will come to pass.”


A kid who loses his mother so early; I guess he’s always searching for the womb. Me? I’m comfortable just about everywhere. John says it’s my roly-poly form that positively melts into every seat in the world. Although, like John, I might be most at home during our trips. Our wanders, I mean Ponders. Inside our friendship, at a dark bar, in an alien city. Begging time that it should never end.


John pays for the Ponders. We stay at the local Four Seasons. Fly business class. John’s parents were wealthy and he inherited it all then invested it all, presciently and perfectly. As a junior at Harvard, he abandoned schooling for private investment. His expertise was tech; he’d worked at the Byte, Harvard’s computer repair shop, and had even been recruited by Apple Computer to come out west. Despite his ridiculous fortune, the things money could buy meant little to him. Sure, he owns a loft in Soho, but it has so little furniture, and unpacked suitcases from his move five years ago. It has a dart board (is it a sign of schizophrenia to play darts against yourself?) and a leather chair that belonged to Hemingway’s Paris, literally. And a bed. He sits in that chair, reads, divines, then goes to the gym. Then he’s at his local, holding court from four ’til he gets laid.


“The tourists just ordered vegetable lo mein, smart,” said Jack. “How is Kathy, Johnny Boy? You never should have left her.” He wagged his finger.


John had married early and awfully to a five-foot-tall bottle blonde. The wispy-voiced gold-digger hawked her engagement ring for a fake one in order to afford a black sable coat that looked absurd on her diminutive if busty person. Still, Jack thought the world of her ersatz self and was devastated when John and I came to Shun Lee hours after the dissolution was final. “Johnny Boy just divorced Marilyn Monroe. Stupid.” I think Jack cried that day.


“As far as I know Kathy’s fine, Jack,” said John. “Thanks for asking.”


Now he was hunched over, on his BlackBerry, typing maniacally quickly. He was an early adopter of the thing, and got one for Florence and me as well, specifically for our Ponders. Communication was key. Where to meet. What to order if one of us was running late, which Wayz to order. We’d decided that the ubiquitous Nokia cellphone was less elegant than the BlackBerry’s huge silent screen. Besides, pay phone Wayz still had a big place in our hearts.


“Those typing machines are the devil,” said Jack. “They will take over your ghost.”


“They’re the future,” said John.


“Then future will be empty. There will be no ghosts in the future.”


*


John Apple can’t cry. He didn’t cry when he received the news that his parents died in the plane crash and he can’t remember the last time he cried since before that day. The only thing he’d said that made him cry was, when he was a child, leaving freaking Disney World.


“After that bout of postpartum despression, I have not shed a single tear,” he’d said.


“Girls don’t like that. They can sniff out that failure to squirt a few,” I’d said. “Perhaps some feminine sixth sense confuses it with not being able to ejaculate.”


“Well, one day, and I feel like it’s coming soon, a girl will be drawn to my emotional drought. She’ll be beautiful, and cry for us both, down her long dark lashes.”


He had long lashes too. I watched them as he blinked at the dangling Shun Lee monkeys above.


“You ever been in love, Jack?” he asked.


“Ha!” scoffed Jack.


I liked that Jack had no time for love. Disgruntled pragmatism is the only true religion. Were it not for Florence I would join his cult.


“You know, I’ve never been to Disney,” I said.


Florence and I did not have any children. By design. We’ve kicked around the idea of rescuing a greyhound but decided that we’re both too selfish to commit to the care of another animal, aside from one another.


“If there were better restaurants and bars at Disney, I’d consider taking Florence for a day or something.”


“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” said John. “There are actually some incredibly inventive themed bars. You just have to invest in the concepts, drink steadily. The Adventurers Club might be the most lusciously anachronistic bar in the world.”


“How do you know?”


“Research. There are books just about the Adventurers Club and its past. The Imagineers are fucking gods.”


“Always too much cursing with the hard drinks,” said Jack.


“The hard Wayz,” I corrected.


“Yeah, yeah, Murray Marks,” said Jack. “Why do you order twenty-four dumplings? Too much.”


“I bring Florence leftovers.”


“Chinese girls know enough not to eat cold dumplings.”


Life is unbearable by and by, two dozen dumplings and then you die. Soon he’ll bring out the tray of pork dumplings. I’ll attack while John goes on about the adventure bar. He sure can talk, and I sure can eat Jack’s dumplings. Symbiosis.


“So, where the hell are we going this year?” I asked.


John looked up from his BlackBerry, smiled his radiant devil smile. Look at all those white teeth. Perfection. And with that, slammed down a single piece of paper. It made Jack jump.


“Just one?” I asked.


“No choice this year, my friend. Sorry about that.”


He kept on beaming; it was a little unnerving.


“Go ahead,” he said. “Wait: two more hard ones, Jack.”


“A Harvard man should have better manners,” said Jack.


“Please,” said John.


“Even Murray Marks has better manners.”


John pushed the scrap of paper over to me.


“Every great adventure begins at a dark Chinese bar under papery monkeys with red eyes,” said John. “Given the truly evil glow of those eyes, you’d think we’d have gotten into some serious trouble during a Ponder. I believe that life has symbols. They’re everywhere. Some of them evil.”


“Should I flip it over?” I asked.


“Wait. Just wait a second. I want to remember this moment. Okay, go.”


There was a circle, and atop, on either side, two small circles.


“What is this?”


“Let me see?” said Jack. “It’s just circles. Makes no sense. I’ll go get the dumplings. A Harvard man should not draw like a child.”


“What does it mean?” I asked, turning it upside down, sideways. “Are they a planet and its moons? Space exploration?”


“Those three circles are the universal symbol for Mickey Mouse. We are going to Walt Disney World, and this time, our lives will change.”


“You’re crazy,” I said.


“One day you’ll look at that piece of paper, and it will all come flooding back. Like Proust and his croissant.”


“Madeleine,” I said. “So we’re going to go on rides and stuff?”


My parents owned a bookstore in Cambridge called When I Die, after the Emily Dickinson poem. It’s where I met John, who would loiter away the afternoons on the couch across from the cash register reading and napping. My folks adored John, took him in, cooked for him. My mom would clean his clothes. Who doesn’t like a handsome orphan?


Johnny Boy slapped five twenties on the bar.


“Did you know that my father almost transformed himself into an actual Paladin just before he died?”


“Huh?”


“He would have been the first modern man to do so since the Middle Ages and he almost made it, poor bastard, white suit and all. He had an idea about a new type of man. A true ascetic. Girls love true ascetics. Who fight for causes. Like love. Fight for what you love, Cheese.”


He kissed me on the mouth, which he’d only done once before, after my wedding, then left. What the hell is a Paladin? And why are there judgmental monkeys at a Chinese bar that is straight out of a nascent MTV video in which some mulleted band troubadours its way ironically, replacing drum sticks with chopsticks? But I love Shun Lee and its modernistic dimness. They dip their fortune cookies in choclate. An excess that renders the paper message inside moot.


“Where’s Johnny Boy?” asked Jack.


“He left.”


“What do the circles mean?”


“Disney World.”


“A very bad place,” said Jack. “A very dangerous place.”


I looked up at the monkeys, who were looking down at me.




CHAPTER TWO


“SO, WHAT DID YOU two decide?” asked Florence.


“Nothing yet,” I lied. I was afraid to tell her. Two grown men at Disney World would not suit her sense of order, human strength, dignity. The strength of the strong. She had it written in florid Chinese calligraphy, a sign on the lintel.


“I see,” she said, and mindlessly poked a leftover dumpling. “Well, let me know as soon as you can, so I can plan a trip with Mama. God forbid we end up in the same city.”


Her mother was her best friend and travel companion. While John and I ate and drank and yapped our way through Santa Fe or Austin, they would do something of cultural value. Or a wellness trip. Or a cooking retreat. And once, a week-long intensive about bird-watching. So while our cells suffered a slow—or sometimes speedy—death from vodka and smoked brisket, my wife’s brain cells flourished. She wasn’t a snob about it, though. Although she once scolded me: “You’re almost thirty. You’re too old to be vomiting Stolichnaya, on a Sunday night, in a five-hundred-dollar hotel room in Atlanta. John doesn’t vomit, does he?”


“His tolerance is legendary,” I’d said. “He has all year to work on it.”


It’s tricky working with one’s wife. Our work life is separate from our weekend life. The former is pretty much mannered and taciturn. We are only really married on the weekends, or on vacations. In our four-person office, it’s all business. We are the sort of couple who shower before going to bed. Have breakfast in silence while reading the paper. Walk to work without holding hands. Get to work before the secretary and our mortgage guy. Turn on the lights. Turn on the computers. Press play on the answering machine. That’s her job, actually. It sounds lonely, or cold, but it’s just really . . . orderly. And it makes the work weeks go quickly. We’re good at what we do. It’s a niche gig, residential real estate attorneys, with small profit margins and no room for error. We probably average two to four closings every week. Two to four times we see keys changing hands. First-time buyers are the best. And Florence permits us to ask them out for a Wayz to celebrate. She has a heart after all, my Florence. Tall and willowy China doll who irons her pants every night. And sometimes irons mine. I have to ask her one day about her decision process. About what compels her to also iron my pants, and why on some nights she just doesn’t. Or maybe best left alone? Marriages should have some secrets.


“I think Mama and I are going to go to Philadelphia,” said Florence. “Do you think that’s where you’ll have your road trip?”


“Where we’ll have our Ponder.”


“There’s an antiques show in Philly, but Mama has a cold. First of her life.”


“Goddamn Mama.”


“Be respectful.”


We earn a good salary. Travel well. Eat well. Shop well. But we don’t save. Nothing. We spend what we make. You’d think it would irk Florence, but it doesn’t. She’s oddly proud of our seat-of-the-pants bon vivantism.


“It’s courageous,” she’d said. Her father was a radiologist. And her mother a high school biology teacher at a private school for girls. Both were born in China. Mr. Fu died of a heart attack nine years ago. Rail-thin Mr. Fu. What a joyless man. I think his heart got sick of having no fun. And Mama? Strict. Not a big fan of her son-in-law. I think she once said in Cantonese: “I don’t like fat people. They are lazy.”


But that Mama sure can cook. She cooks with great love and spirit. Without cooking, she might have suffered her husband’s fate. I love her for her cooking. Truly. Sitting at the kitchen table watching her prepare a six-course feast? Pure theater.


Dancing woks. Dancing knives. The lacquer of it all. Nothing makes me hungrier. And watching Florence play obedient sous chef? Nothing makes me hotter. After Mama is done cleaning up, we have sex in the kitchen. But it requires such patience. For Mama does not believe in dishwashers but does believe that the chef should do all the dishes. Midnight, one o’clock. Sometimes later. Between the three of us, we’ll go through four bottles of wine. Laugh. Well, Florence and I laugh.


“You know who I ran into outside her gym?” asked Florence. “Kathy.”


“Kathy who?”


“Kathy Apple, silly.”


“Why were you outside her fancy gym? And why the hell is she keeping his last name?”


“Seeing her reminded me of something that happened a long time ago, that I promised myself I’d tell you before the year 2000.”


With this, she took my hands in hers. Not good.


“What?” I wanted to liberate my hands. The hand trap preceded bad news, most recently last spring: “Mama needs to live with us, just for the summer.”


“Do you remember, Kathy and I rented a home upstate when you and John went to Baltimore that Memorial Day weekend when they were starting to have trouble?”


So much Old Bay seasoning. John fell in love with a bartender at a crab place. Purple-haired, nose ring. Tough girl. We had crab every meal. While I developed a new personal aversion to Old Bay seasoning, he wrote her love notes. She wrote back: I have a boyfriend.


He found a jewelry store and bought her a diamond-encrusted Maryland-blue-crab ring. The store’s most treasured piece. Blue sapphires for claws. They spent the night at the restaurant after closing, screwing on the sawdust floor. After all that, it turned out that she literally had crabs.


“I remember Baltimore,” I said. “I thought you hated Kathy? I thought everyone did?”


“No, only you truly loathed her. Anyway, Murray, listen, she and I thought we’d grow really close over the years, because you and John were so close and when their marriage seemed destined to fail, well, we sort of decided to, well, experiment by having a one-time-only tryst.”


She released my hands, sat back, slowly, regally, eyes closed; from this pose I inferred that the tryst had been good.


“What the fuck is a tryst? I mean, you did things? Sexually?”


“It was just a tryst. No more and no less. Aside from David Pang I’ve only ever been with you, and as you know David turned out to be gay. I just wanted this one experience, Murray.”


“With her?”


“She was lovely.”


“Not to John. Wait—”


“It was one night. Three years ago. Can you forgive me?”


“Make me a hard Wayz.”


“Coming right up.”


Kathy did have an amazing chest. I suppose that some part of me was turned on and the other part disgusted. Two sides of the same coin, and I imagined that coin flipping in slow motion over a bed where my wife’s face was in between that busty little bitch’s legs.


“Does John know?”


“I think she told him. After they divorced, but I’m not sure.”


“He would have told me.”


Wouldn’t he have?


She’d made herself a soft Wayz: “Because it was a girl, and an experiment, I compartmentalized it as occurring outside of my life.”


She’d always been more sexual than I. Most people think she’s on the bloodless side, but she really isn’t. I was a little proud of her.


“Whose idea was it, yours or Kathy’s?”


“Mine, in fact.”


Why did that make it a little better?


”Did you, like, seduce her?”


“It was a tryst.”


I wanted to know everything about it. I wanted to take notes. See pictures? But my avid interest might come across as acceptance of her infidelity, and then she’d do it again. The flesh is weak. Even noble Chinese flesh. She can trace her lineage back to the Tang dynasty. Tang. I wondered what Kathy tasted like. Being aroused while being revulsed is hard on the human spirit.


“Jesus, Florence, repeating ‘it was a tryst’ isn’t some antiseptic. You fucked someone else.”


“Yes.”


“Was she good?”


“Um—”


“I don’t want to know.”


It was hard to look at her mouth, her hands. Women are stronger than men. Here I am in my own kitchen staring down at my pink drink, unable to look at my wife. She’s showered over one thousand times since the tryst. We’ve had sex hundreds of times since. Can’t it be washed away?


“Why did you feel the need to tell me?”


“I didn’t want to keep any secrets with the new millennium coming, and I kind of . . . thought it would excite you.”


Woman are smarter than men.


“Disney World.”


“What?”


“Our next Ponder is to Disney fucking World. Where there are beautiful princesses who work at a bar called the Adventure Club, or something, and have trysts with the guests. Would that turn you on?”


She giggled. “Oh, Murray.”


She knew I’d never cheat on her. What an advantage.


“Never bring this up again, Florence.”


“If you say so.”


I imagined a safe time a year, maybe two years from now, when we’d be drunk in bed, and I’d ask for details.


“Are you really going to Disney? If so, I think that’s cute.”


My surprising wife.


“Make me another hard Wayz.”


I figured I’d get well-buzzed and enjoy a one-night exemption from saying please and thank you.


“I love you, Murray.”


I love you too, you crazy high-cheek-boned, bisexual, mother—


Her long strong fingers were on either shoulder. Is there anything better than a hard Wayz with a massage?


“I forgive you,” I said, and the massage ended.
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John bought me both the 1999 Official Guide to Walt Disney World and the more critical and irreverent 1999 Unofficial Guide to Walt Disney World. He owned every single one of the books dating back to his first trip in 1981, and had all but memorized them, not to mention scores of supporting materials. Titles like The Vault of Walt, The Monorail Blues, Drinking Your Way Around EPCOT. You’d think he would have returned but he was a staunch believer in timing.


“It had to be perfect,” he’d said. “Momentous. I knew it would have to be before I turned thirty. During this, the last year of the millennium. At the most magical place on earth. That is the homecoming I was after. Numbers matter, Cheese. Next year we’re thirty. It’s 2000 AD. Time to grow up, but not tonight and certainly not this long Ponder weekend.”


We met at Shun Lee on a November night a week before Thanksgiving. It was a Thursday night, Ponder Eve, and the bar was full, so we loitered by the service area where Jack sneered and sweated.


“1999 is the year of the rabbit,” said Jack. “A very bad sign. Horny people.”


“To the last Ponder of the millennium,” said John.


We usually never met up the day before the trip, but he wanted to quiz me about Disney. Make certain I was all in. I wasn’t. I didn’t know how we would manipulate these lands; how we would turn it all into a real place. The Kingdom was dry. No Wayz. A huge problem. And aside from the Adventurers place, and a few hotel bars; well, from where would the Ponder magic derive? And how the hell would we dress?


“I’m not going to wear shorts,” I told him.


“Your thighs will get all chafed from those oppressively ironed trousers,” said John. “Okay, concentrate: what was the only ride where the passenger experiences death?”


“Um, the Haunted House.”


“One, it’s the Haunted Mansion, and two, the correct answer is Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride. Tîa and I rode it. She needed to clutch her rosary beads during the scene where Mr. Toad runs us into an oncoming train. Then we see the devil; we’re in hell.”


Hell? Indeed. I must admit I liked that many of the rides were dimly lit. Air-conditioned for people of my size. Although John had assured me that I’d be one of the more fit guests by virtue of the fact that I did not require an obese person’s electric wheelchair.


“Disney Biggunz are fascinating,” he’d said. He called the morbidly obese Biggunz. Never mocking them; purely out of respect for their unapologetic lifestyle. John was chubby as a child and his mother was cruel about it. Now he was a staunch advocate for larger people, like me. Should he ever see someone tease or bully a Biggunz, God knows he’d have the lout whacked.


“They eat these huge turkey legs that they sell in Adventureland. Rumor has it they are really made of ostrich and contain 5,000 calories. Tîa and I couldn’t finish one. Not even close. She always spoke so highly about that tremendous piece of poultry. Its smokiness and succulence. Its fat.”


“What the hell are we going to do about Wayz?” I asked.


“My god.”


“What?”


“You have no idea: the deeply cloaked network of bars and clubs. Behind the facades are worlds. Rooms. Secrets that so few know about. But I do.”


He had that rare look in his dark eyes. Rare, because he wasn’t smiling his goofy dimpled smile. He was staring through me, into the bowels of Shun Lee. Accepting a fate.


“You mean like a crew bar or something?”


“In Disney World, the employees are referred to as ‘cast members.’ Over the years they’ve created a world behind the World. Veritable dungeons dedicated to Wayz. To sex. To love. To real adventure.”


“You’re drunk.”


Jack was eavesdropping. He was polishing the same wineglass over and over.


“Adventure is not for you, Johnny Boy. And definitely not for Murray Marks,” said Jack.


“Sorry, Jack,” said John. “But we are being called by Walt himself. What a world-class drinker that man was.”


“Hang up the phone on Walt,” said Jack. “You want adventure? Meet an American girl at a Chinese bar.”


“Hey, what did Kathy think of Florence?” I asked.


“My Kathy?”


“Yeah, of course.”


“Why?”


Shit, he knows. Maybe.


“Just never understood their relationship.”


Jack arrived with my plate of dumplings. “Miss Apple was very pretty. Big mistake to leave her, John.”


It was the best thing he ever did. Just when she was skipping her birth control pills, or so I surmised after snooping around the bathroom trash. Women, I learned, can buy birth control packs composed entirely of sugar pills. There’s a code word for them at certain dubious pharmacies downtown: I’ll take the Virginia Woolfs. No idea why; I’ll have to ask my bookstore parents about the reference.


“Kathy was a rounding error,” said John. “Plus, she hated Disney World.”


I transitively fucked your ex-wife, I told myself. Maybe on some weird ride at Disney, drunk, I’ll tell him about the lesbian tryst. Actually, better to hoard the secret and presume he doesn’t know.


“Florence runs into her outside that stupid gym.”


“Reebok is the best in the city,” said John.


“It doesn’t even have a bar.”


“Exercise is very important, Murray Marks,” said Jack. “You should run one mile for each dumpling.”


Fuck off, Jack. I actually respected the little shriveled man, and his hands like a baby eagle’s talons. Works every day of the week. All ninety stringy pounds of him.


“What time is the car picking me up tomorrow morning?” I asked.


The tradition was that a shiny black limousine would collect me; in the back, Johnny Boy with a bottle of champagne and a pound of fruit slices. The Ponder officially began when he’d slice open the bubbly with a miniature sword. It was something he practiced, mastered in fact.


“Six-thirty a.m., on the dot,” said John. With that he patted my shoulder, gave Jack the five twenty-dollar bills, and left. Neither of us wanted to be hungover for that ride to JFK. Although I decided to get a last Wayz or two. Being a little hungover pre-Disney made great sense.


My BlackBerry buzzed: Don’t have a last Wayz. You’ll be hungover which will suck.


“Let me have one more, Jack, Harvey Hanginstein be damned.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”


“You ever take your kids to Disney, Jack?”


“No, no, no, never.” He wagged his finger at me.


“I’ll get you in the spirit, Jack. I’ll bring you back a souvenir.”


“Bring back Johnny.”


What a Takenstein, that Jack. Whoops, I mean bartender, that Jack. Sometimes I think the Chinese are just stronger than us. I harbor a secret premonition that one day they’ll enslave us. That they are waiting very patiently for their moment. Some part of me wants them to do it. Just get it over with. At least I’ll lose weight and become stoical. Jack had it in his heart to place me in a miraculously wide high chair near his drink prep world so that I needn’t stand. Cheese: a big old baby. Tonight, baby Cheese will study a truly stoical man. Screw it, I’ll become like Jack. Easy to plan for a stoical life when there’s all the vodka in the world in front of you and an egg roll on the way.




CHAPTER THREE


THE AIRPORT MAMA. SOULFUL, sweet Airport Mama, the patron saint of our Ponders. She presides over Newark airport’s Terrace Grille, a simulation of al fresco dining in Terminal C. The simulation: wallpaper depicting green vines. Grease-crippled wallpaper, splattered from a single hotdog grill that’s always rolling. In the cash register drawer, she keeps a pack of tarot cards that John gave her years ago. They were designed by Salvador Dali, crazy looking things. Little does the Airport Mama know that they are the originals. Now probably worth at least $10K a card. Johnny Boy won them at auction, out-bidding Bob Dylan. Dylan was pissed. Mumbled something about putting a curse on him.


“Oh boy,” said the Airport Mama. “And here they come.”


Lest you think us racist Pondering white dicks, the Airport Mama is a middle-aged black woman who demanded we call her Airport Mama. The Airport Mama. An avocational bartender, Fridays through Mondays, she also works as a private nurse for an old rich dude. Plus she served in the army. Plus she thinks that we’re harmless, if ridiculous, one of which rings true.


The ride to the airport had been standard, save for John and his sword play. While beheading the bottle of Veuve Clicquot he somehow cut his thumb. The sight of his blood on a yellow fruit slice? Glorious. And the Airport Mama was already out with her first aid kit.


“What did you do to your hand?” asked the Airport Mama.


“I had a very rare mishap with the saber.”


“I told you this would happen eventually, John.”


“Yes, but it will mean I’ll pick a most auspicious tarot card,” he said, not grimacing despite the spray of antiseptic. Brave people shouldn’t be so conscious of their bravery. It spoils it.


We’d forgo the luxury of the United Club for the Airport Mama; in fact, John would give her our day passes, and in turn she’d gift them to stressed-out looking families. A saint, this Airport Mama.


After the limousine’s champagne Wayz, we’d counter with screwdrivers and of course the Airport Mama’s famous hot dogs. Dogs so depravedly neglected that they formed a gourmet crust composed of salt, fat, the Airport Mama’s CO2, and time. These were perfectly aged pork products. We theorized that some of them had been turning on the griddle since 1983. Hot dogs and hard Wayz never go bad, but their patrons? I suppose that at Newark’s Terrace Grille the march of time dead on to middle age is halted, for we bask in the jaundiced yellow lighting of the Grille and are returned to our early twenties, where hangovers and guilt do not invade the mornings.


“You got the Prince of Cups,” said the Airport Mama to John.


“Amazing,” said John.


There was an actual resemblance. The Prince’s pallor, his elegant hand splayed over a golden chalice; the controlled blankness of his gaze, as if he’d seen his own ghost and could care less. The mother of all Wayz cards. I got something that looked like the Grim Reaper. We would use our cards as coasters for our final screwdriver, then place them safely in our wallets for the duration of the Ponder; when we landed, they’d be returned to the Airport Mama, and into her cash register they’d go until next time.


“She’s awesome,” said John.


“She really is.”


Invariably, we’d leave her bar feeling so damn optimistic about the world and its inhabitants. It was a perfect relationship. Thirty-five minutes, once every nine months. Buzzed, the whole trip in front of us. A woman twice our age with twenty-something-year-old kids of her own, laughing at us, with us. Mostly at us.


“I love human beings,” said John.


“You think she ever speaks about us to her kids?”


“No,” said John. “The Airport Mama would want to protect her sons from us monsters. They should never know that there are people like us, who are their age, who Ponder the country the way we do, marauding innocent cities.”
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After the Airport Mama we would part ways, so to speak. John went to a mysterious venue: Shoeshine? Airport chapel? The warm suffocation of the smoker’s glass cube? Whatever it was, he’d come back smelling of shoe polish, cigarettes, and consecrated pews.


“Where the hell do you go?” I’d ask.


“You wouldn’t understand.”


For John, places had secrets that were revealed only to him. Panels in libraries that accessed catacombs. Trap doors through which one would fall into the arms of a 1930s flapper.


“Where’d you get those beads?” I’ll ask. “Just tell me, for fuck’s sake!”


I, however, was utterly upfront about the food court. Where I would buy forty-eight chicken wings with hot sauce and a half dozen cinnamon buns. The chicken wings were collateral damage for the hot sauce, which I used as a sort of gravy for the buns. My breakfast and lunch on our flight out. The chicken would be deposited with the Airport Mama, who would turn them into a blood-slaking soup we’d retrieve on our way back, post-Ponder, and consume once home. It most probably saved our lives. God’s broth.


Sin Chick.


Cinnamon buns with hot wing sauce.


We brought my hot-sweet concept to the Jacob Javits Convention Center for a specialty food show. A convention reviewer called it “white trash fusion” and said that he “wouldn’t feed Sin Chick to a dead squirrel.” Ah, well, a short-haired white Caribbean girl loved it, and loved Johnny Boy, too. I guess there’s something about a man in an apron. They dated for ten days. She came from wealth and brought the concept back home to her native Curaçao, where it was a hit. We discussed visiting her and the world’s only Sin Chick stand but realized the trip would devolve into a sticky mess; John had confessed that the girl believed that the hot sauce–slathered buns were an aphrodisiac and incorporated them into their lovemaking.
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