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			“Compassion is wasted on those who need it.”
—R. P. Cafaro III
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			These Kids Today

			Linda Murphy wiped her hands on the rough pink of her apron and turned toward the sound of the ringing doorbell. When Marshall had called to say that he was entertaining clients downtown, and asked if she would like to spend the night in the city, she’d called the sitter straight away. Now Nina was here, right on time.

			Not long ago the twins crying and carrying on would make Linda feel so guilty that she could barely leave the house at all. The disappointment in their eyes was more than she could stand just for a night out. But then she had found Nina West and things had begun to turn around.

			In this age of flakes and foolishness Nina was rock solid, someone you could rely on even on short notice, even on a school night. Marshall trusted her and the kids loved her. She kept the house clean, never had boys over or chatted with friends on the phone. Really, she was almost too good to be true. Linda stole a look at herself in the mirror as she hurried down the hallway.

			Not bad for thirty-six, she thought.

			Delivering twins hadn’t been easy, but it was nothing compared to those last twelve pounds. She’d given up meat and then dairy, taken up tennis, racquetball, and in a burst of frustration, Brazilian jiu-jitsu. Finally, she’d just given up eating anything before six or after eight and woe to anyone that showed up during feeding hours.

			Hearing the bell, her son Jamie came tearing down the hall dripping bathwater, his little feet slapping against the parquet floor. Right behind him was Jodi, his little sister by two minutes and fourteen seconds, yelping ecstatically.

			“Nina’s here, Nina’s here!” they squealed, almost knocking their mother off her feet in a mad dash for the door.

			“Slow down guys, you’ll get Nina all wet!”

			At age fifteen Nina West stood five foot five inches tall, six feet in the heels that she hadn’t worn yet. Her face was delicate, melancholy, with long dark hair and a Mona Lisa pout covering six thousand dollars worth of orthodontia that prevented her from smiling except maybe at gunpoint. It had been five years since Nina had given up dolls and ponies, two years since she’d worn a pair of blue jeans.

			“Now, I’ve made them their dinner and you’ve got everything you’ll need for breakfast tomorrow. Don’t forget to feed Buster in the morning, two cups of the dry, half a can of the wet stuff, and please don’t spoil them too much with sweets...”

			Nina listened attentively, saying nothing and Linda Murphy kept talking as the door shut, her footsteps clattering down the asphalt driveway and into the street. Nina headed for the living room, the twins trailing under her feet and jabbering at the top of their voices.

			“I want candy,” said Jodi, her chubby little legs wobbling slightly in a pair of Little Mermaid pajamas.

			“Me too, ice cream and candy!”

			The babysitter felt her attention wander as she experienced the not unpleasant sensation of a mild epileptic seizure. For a full minute she stared at the wall and heard nothing but the empty vacuum of space roaring in her ears. These miniature siestas from reality were one of the perks of being Nina, like doing whatever you wanted and not caring about the consequences, and as quickly as it had come the spell was gone. Nina considered again for a moment if there was anything that she really wanted.

			“What we want’s not what we get,” she finally said.

			Nina looked at the twins to see her words escape out their freshly washed ears and into that realm where things said that weren’t understood float aimlessly forever. But, she could see them thinking, could see their tiny minds mulling over her last utterance like multiplication tables or the Pledge of Allegiance gone horribly wrong.

			“You’re weird,” said Jamie and he laughed. “I want ice cream.

			“Me too,” said Jodi.

			The babysitter basked for a moment in the glow of adoration from her young charges. As an old wooden clock chimed eight the television murmured an advertisement for something that she didn’t want at all. Then, Nina West sprawled out on the living room sofa and pulled a pint of Häagen-Dazs Butter Pecan ice cream out of a coated paper freezer bag in her black vinyl purse.

			She hiked her skirt up and placed a dollop of the cool white concoction on her freshly minted cleft, where it melted just like you or I would if we only had the chance.

			“Come and get it,” she said, her braces glinting in the blue light from the TV set.
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			Something 
Like Sympathy

			Highland Oaks was the kind of town that people worked their entire lives to afford, only to realize how truly hateful it was once their children had escaped and they themselves retired to somewhere, anywhere that was warm. Neighbors were to be envied, feared or despised as circumstances dictated. Zoning laws required that every carefully planned tree exuded just enough oxygen to sustain the drama that played itself out behind every carefully planned home. Despite the best intentions of the town’s founders though, there was always a little dirt behind the daydream.

			Nina could not understand why she, a babysitter herself, needed someone to look after her while her parents vacationed. It was beyond insulting; it was a travesty. They had insisted that a week was too long for her to fend for herself, and her old sitter Larry had been kind enough to volunteer his services.

			Nina liked to keep contact with other humans to an absolute minimum, and that went double for Lawrence David Fischer. Larry was the type of person who gave tediousness a bad name. Conversations with him tended to fall of their own weight in mid-sentence. He was painfully shy, a repository of earaches, acne, asthma, and every other malady that the under-twenty set was prone to.

			With her mouth set in a militant scowl Nina grunted goodbye to her parents and acknowledged the unbearable presence of Larry. She looked to the wall where framed pictures from her childhood hung and willed them into oblivion.

			Larry apologized, coughed, blew his nose, banged his elbow on the sofa and headed for the bathroom. Several seconds later a great clattering crash that sounded like a sound effect from an old radio show brought Nina to the scene.

			“I’m sorry…I guess I didn’t see the toilet there,” said Larry.

			Nina reconsidered her prohibition on laughing. After all it was at someone else’s expense. Also, the sight of Larry, his head doused in water from the commode and a plunger tangled in between his scabby legs was enough to bring Mt. Rushmore down in a fit of hearty, boulder shaking guffaws.

			“Larry, you’re hopeless.”

			In that instant she saw her sitter for who he was, an idiot, and she knew that she would sleep with him and that he would enjoy it more than any single event in his whole wretched existence. She felt a power more staggering than any she had ever known, better even than the adjustable nozzle on the faucet of her bathtub.

			She pulled Larry to his feet and kissed him until he drooled. Undaunted, she pulled him out into the hallway and took his shirt off. His hands tried vainly to cover his flabby chest, whose total lack of musculature gave him what could best be described as small, pubescent breasts. Nina now knew how he had acquired the nickname Eggnog and why, for Larry, gym class was much like a medieval torture.

			For Nina these man-melons were a revelation. She ran her fingers over them and nibbled with a growing fascination. Deflowering a hopeless nerd was accomplishment enough, but getting a pair of tits into the bargain? It was more than she had dared hope for. Larry’s breathing had quieted to an asthmatic wheeze as he succumbed to Nina’s desires with only the occasional whimper to signal his continued participation in the event.

			Despite the Good Book’s distaste for it, Larry had attempted self-gratification several times in the last few years, but had always stopped short when he found that the more excited he became the harder his nose ran. Nina instinctively straddled him, allowing his facial fluids to drip freely onto the carpet. His presence of mind had returned enough to realize for the first time that he was engaged in something that might charitably be called sex. When that fact began to sink in, he became paralyzed with fear.

			The surprisingly robust erection that he had been sporting began to falter, and with it his hopes that he would lose his virginity. A lifetime of shyness and ineptitude began to flood his penis with a deep sense of foreboding. Nina knew that she had to work fast or risk destroying what remained of both Larry’s self-esteem and his flimsy joystick. She began to suck at him and although his fear was still palpable, basic biology began to win out as he felt his withered mojo return.

			“This is nice,” thought Larry.

			Nina regretted having started the whole process, but once engaged her sense of humor wouldn’t allow her to stop. To pass the time she fantasized about Larry as a modern-day Christ nailed helplessly to a tree as she, a Roman noblewoman, sucked at his undeserving genitals. Just by orgasming he consigned himself to the fires of Hell for all Eternity. It didn’t take him very long.

			When the act was through Larry lay there prone in the hallway for almost an hour. His mind wandered over a life that could best be described as pathetic; the specters of team sports, school dances, spelling bees, field trips and interminable lunchtimes bringing back a flood of unpleasant memories. Now though, he was redeemed. He rose to his feet, walked to the kitchen and looked his paramour squarely in the eye as she ate from a bowl of popcorn liberally doused in butter and salt. With more conviction than he had ever mustered he said:

			“Nina, I love you.”

			Nina looked at Larry and laughed out loud.
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			What You Wish For

			For Nina West, school was something to punctuate the time between waking and sleep, an excuse to put on a new outfit. She liked some subjects better than others, but she detested most of her instructors, and all of her classmates, with an enviable consistency. Mr. Bollinger was now Nina’s favorite teacher because he had just put his tongue in her ear and whispered urgently:

			“I need you so bad!”

			When the bell had tolled the end of school for the day, educator and aspiring novelist Cyrus Bollinger had asked Nina to stay after class. After confessing an all-consuming passion for his moodiest pupil, he had felt like a modern Nabokov. For her part, Nina just needed something to do until three o’clock when her favorite soap opera started. The show was called Doctor’s Hospice and it featured physicians who had sex with each other when their patients died or went into a coma. All kinds of other things happened too, but Nina didn’t care what those other things were.

			“Nina, I’m on fire for you. Just the way you hold your books or toss your hair, it thrills me each time you walk into the room. You must think I’m an old fool, but you’re my Beatrice, my Desdemona…it’s madness, but I must have you come what may!”

			Nina not only thought that he was an old fool, she knew it. She also knew that it was pretty lame of him to say some other girls’ names while he groped at her, but he did have a sort of bookish eccentricity that fairly screamed victim. Never one to be self-conscious, Nina liked a man who appeared overwhelmed by reality and Bollinger fit the bill, from his Mr. Rodgers sweater to his brown loafers to the chalk stain on his chin.

			“Fuck me, Mr. Bollinger.”

			She said it in the same tone that she might use to request a pint of chocolate milk or a number two pencil. Bollinger backed up slightly and looked at Nina. Had he heard her correctly? The classroom was empty and silent except for the hum of the wall clock that whirred in the background. In his fantasies Nina had been a little frightened—wanting, but tentative. In his imaginary world, tainted by modern fiction and nineteenth century poetry, it had taken all of his soothing charms to maneuver her onto his desk and pierce her as only he really could.

			Now here she was, reclining on his simulated wood grain workstation, her skirt hiked up and her index finger deep in her mouth. When she took it out it glistened with wetness, and she stroked at herself with one hand while motioning him over with the other. Quickly finding her rhythm she started to pick up speed on the pile of manila folders that covered what used to be Mr. Bollinger’s domain but was now most decidedly hers.

			Under the circumstances, Nina was indeed willing to fuck Mr. Bollinger, but given the choice between that and self-gratification it was no contest. She looked better than he did, she smelled better than he did, and she even lied better than he did. For Nina West, masturbation was sex with someone that she both loved and respected, someone who couldn’t necessarily spell clitoris, but could actually define it.

			Nina placed her free hand under her shirt and began to play herself like a warm bass fiddle. Her head swam with the realization that if Bollinger didn’t get started soon she might miss the opening credits of Doctor’s Hospice. That was the part where Doctors Tanner and Whiteside and their devoted Nurse Twilley are shown building the practice from a storefront operation to the thriving megalopolis of medicine that gave the longest running daytime show in television history its name.

			Two green eyes locked on the English teacher, now hopelessly nervous and confused. Mr. Bollinger felt himself about to faint as his forbidden fantasy began to turn into Nina’s own version of forbidden reality.

			“Uh…Miss West, I…”

			Suddenly the classroom door opened and bald, terminally constipated Vice Principal Carl Swanson entered the room with a pad of pink detention slips and a ballpoint pen. Swanny, as he was known behind his back, had joined the Hare Krishnas in his youth and still bore the trademark shorn head and glazed look that he’d earned annoying people in airports and bus terminals across the United States and Canada.

			He looked quizzically at the girl gyrating on the desk and continued to look at her as he handed the pen to Mr. Bollinger without saying a word. Too frozen with fear to speak, he silently signed the pink slips and handed them back to Swanson. Both men still had their eyes glued to the desk where Nina continued her machinations without missing a beat.

			Several minutes went by. Nina fondled herself to a climax swearing loudly when she came. She licked her fingers, put her clothes on and left the room glancing at the clock to make sure that she was still on time. The two men, one middle aged, the other with a whole disappointing life ahead of him looked at each other, then at the floor.

			“I’ll accept your resignation effective immediately, Bollinger,” said Swanson as he left, Nina’s scent still dancing in his nostrils.
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