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Is it so small a thing

To have enjoy’d the sun,

To have lived light in the spring,

To have loved, to have thought, to have done…?

—MATTHEW ARNOLD,
“EMPEDOCLES ON ETNA”
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SHE PERCHESon the rim of the monstrous porcelain bathtub and slaps the crook of her Auschwitz-thin arm, trying to raise one pastel green subcutaneous thoroughfare. Stick it in, stick it in, stick it in. Find the blood. The shouts and screams of alley kids vibrate the rank fizzy air. A fat fly swoops through the brick-propped window, exits disappointed. All you have to do is hump one tiny blood vessel with this tiny but extra-sharp metal dick. Like a heron hunting fish she sticks the syringe in over and over, smearing blood all over the place, impossible to see what’s what. Fucking skinny veins. Almost as fine as the needle itself. There are other places, but not sure how to do that. Under the tongue, along the belly, back of the hand, in the neck. Focus, fucking focus! Time is running out. Stomach’s growling, brain’s aching. Gonna shit my panties in a sec.

He pops his head in and says, “You want help with that?” snatching the soot-blackened bottlecap. “LEAVE ME ALONE! FUCKING LET ME HAVE TWO MINUTES PEACE FOR GOD’S SAKE!” The creep withdraws, slamming the door.

Beads of sweat, or are they tears, drop a million miles to the floor while an amazingly busy cockroach scuttles out from under the tub and licks unaware, of course, of how rare this stuff is, packed with molecules of private stock Issey Miyake perfume and this morning’s wake-up dose of diacetylmorphine not to mention the hormones and pheromones of one of the most beautiful girls in the world. And does the bug give a shit? No. Probably all tastes the same.

The most beautiful girl in the world mashes the bad cockroach under her Manolo and spies the promised land. A vein running just south of her sculpted ankle. Could do that. She grabs her own calf, leaning way forward, and slides in the stainless, careful not to go too far and puncture the opposing vein wall. Yeah, that works, that works.

Set the trigger, cock it, the little red bomb of blood blooms up into the clear barrelful of puro. Satisfied with all the intravenous arrangements, she thumbs the plunger, gives the universe a hard shove and it all comes down like a tsunami crushing a beach. In three seconds the heroin runs from ankle to heart and back out to the reticular formation, the hypothalamus, the thalamus, the cerebral hemispheres, showering the cerebral cortex with an ecstatic saturation of opiates and she thinks, OK, gotta get organized. The relief of knowing the dope will arrive is almost as big a high as the dope itself. Then bam, the tidal wave hits and she’s rolling in the drug surf, upside down, all around, lost in the biggest washing machine of ecstasy and perfection known. No thought. No nothin’. She forgets to sit up straight and tilts toward the dingy, dust ball, hair ball, cockroach carcassed, shit floor. Now if everyone will please look out the right side of the cockpit you’ll see the underside of the toilet passing by. Notice how junkie urine has oozed down through the bowl-sweat like streaks of yellow paint, dripping down and then drying away, forming a small brown puddle beneath the sweating stinking pissoir. Please fasten your seatbelts, we’ll be landing soon.

She attains Superwoman eyes and Superwoman knowledge for exactly five seconds. Almost has the foresight to pull the spike out of her ankle before crossing the tipping point and falling onto her photogenically flawless face, though she does avoid the disgusting floor by cracking her most perfect skull on the porcelain with an act of great acrobatic skill, spinning and landing on her back.

She lifts her head and pukes onto her brand-new A/X tank top. She feels really great. Before she passes out, she thinks, I wanna go home.






REBA COOK (THAT WAS HER NAME BEFORE ALL THIS), and her brother, Billy Cook, watch the car coming up at them like destiny itself. One month to the day after the funeral, Frank Decker is finally showing his grim face, finally making good on his promise to visit the old farm and conduct a proper appraisal. A pall of ignorance and confusion has hung over the sibling orphans. Mom’s probate has finally ended, and Dad’s just begun. Expectations have shrunk. Taxes are due. Winter’s ’round the corner. The future has withered into a little black nut. But Frank has arrived and Frank will know what to do.

Crouching under the cold wet spittle of the late rain, Frank the banker hurries across the lawn, slips on a wasp-eaten apple, kicks it away and mutters, “OK, show me, I don’t have all day.”

Billy nods and the three make their way toward the orchard. Eighteen of the original apple trees, toughened by cruel upstate winters, still stand. Old and diseased, they insist on bearing fruit. Their wood is hunched and gnarled, lopsided where the rotten limbs have dropped off. But their buds still set, eager for another year of honeybees and sunshine, another season of crisp produce whether or not anyone’s around to gather it.

The brother, the sister and the banker tramp through the defeated acreage, as if immersion among the old trees will help them make sense of it all. Reba, unlike red-haired Billy, is as tall as her dead dad and as blond as her dead mom. What a year. First Mom, her delicate nodes devoured by malignancy, took sick and died. Daddy chucked a handful of dirt onto the coffin, waited exactly six months and then started coughing blood into a wrinkled handkerchief. It only took Daddy eight months to follow Mom into the ground.

Reba, Billy and Frank survey the property while the rain thrums into the surrounding brush and grass. The orchard is soft and dead like a corpse, the soil congested with glacial till and ancient arrowheads. Staghorn sumac has invaded the chinks in the lichen-covered stone walls. Red cedar and swamp maple saplings have sprung up where a hundred years ago the adjacent fields lay flat and perfect. A corroded Ford LTD is parked permanently by the empty corncrib.

Amid the rain-hiss, something snorts and a spooked three-point buck crashes through the scrub, showing them his tail. This time of year the big boys make themselves scarce, but the scent of the rotting apples, even the sweet twigs, are too tempting for the deer to stay away.

Frank picks his way through the wet weeds, aimless. Reba whispers to Billy, “Walks like he’s got something shoved up his crack, like an old man. He’s not even forty! And why doesn’t he smile ever? Looks like an old troll.” Billy shushes her as Frank turns his black eyes their way.

Rain falls straight down now. Birds either gone south or silent. No sound of anything except the rain. Frank squints into the wetness. Reba sneaks another glance at Billy, who furrows his brow in warning. Finally Frank wipes his face with a pocket handkerchief and shouts, “OK. I seen it. And I’m getting cold.” He heads back toward the house, carefully negotiating the clinging whips of wild rose.

The men push into the kitchen and Reba follows, chagrined to find a bean tin of bacon grease sitting on the countertop, a spray of damp coffee grounds staining the sink. The air smells of unwashed ashtrays and stale beer. A curling strip of wallpaper marks the spot where Billy plans to install paneling. A fluorescent fixture flickers overhead. The place has all the tidiness of a cat box.

Frank draws a glass of water from the tap, studies it before bringing it to his mouth. The wet clings to his lip like the slobber of a senile idiot. He runs a palm over the countertop. Reba wants to say, “Feeling for toast crumbs, Frank? Appraising the woodwork?”

Frank says, “I have an opening.” His flat eyes turn to Reba, not Billy, for a response.

Billy says, “But what about the apples?”

“Apples?” Frank spits out the word. “What are you bullshitting about, ‘apples’? Billy, you’re not going to tell me you get apples off those old trees.”

Billy checks his shoes. “We go to the city once a week and sell ’em in the farmer’s market.”

Frank sips, scowls, empties the glass into the sink and places it on top of the spilled grounds. “Billy, you got an empty thousand-gallon tank in the basement and the price of heating oil just went up. Not to mention you got a property tax bill due since June, you got a mortgage and a second mortgage which I told your daddy was ill advised. There’s insurance for the van. You’re not going to cover that with no apples. And don’t plan on living on the life insurance for too long, either. Ten thousand doesn’t go that far and you’ve already spent half of it.” Frank addresses Reba for the first time since he’s come up the drive, “Reba, how old are you now?”

“I’m twenty. Almost twenty-one.” You know exactly how old I am.

“Ever since your mom passed, I haven’t been able to find anyone as dependable. You need a job.”

Reba tries to smile and she feels herself grimace. “I don’t have the qualifications for banking, Mr. Decker.”

Billy blurts, “She works with me on Saturdays. That’s when we go down to the market. I need her there.”

Frank says, “OK. No Saturdays, I’ll give you that. That make you happy? It’s not a problem. Reba, be there at eight on Monday. Wear something nice.”

Frank moves toward the door and Reba calls to him. “Mr. Decker? What about the farm? What do you think it’s worth? Approximately?”

Frank sucks a tooth, checks his watch. “Approximately? This place? Well, a rough estimate would be approximately: zero. People are trying to escape the damned county, not move in. Take my advice, don’t even put it on the market, or you’ll regret it.” Turning away, he says, “I’ll see you on Monday. And better make it seven forty-five.” Frank slips out the screen door, letting it slam behind him.

Billy picks a beer from the fridge and follows Frank. Deserted, Reba overhears the rumbling of the solemn voices on the porch. Like the way people talked at the funerals. Heads close, looking at the ground. There’s not going to be any money. With my share, I could have gone anywhere. Now I’m going nowhere.

In the wet orange dusk, torn ribbons of cloud garland the sun. Through the kitchen window, the awesome hairy witches of the orchard stand in silhouette. Beyond the apple trees, the poplars are straight and tall, festooned with ropes of fox grape. The leafy wild vines shimmer with a sure promise of slow death. If not this year, then next.

Reba digs out an icy brick from the freezer and runs hot water over the pink and yellow slab of frozen flesh, letting it soften under her thumb. Above her head the rolly-eyed Felix-the-Cat clock swishes his stiff tail, marking time, second by second. The fridge growls just as Frank’s car starts up outside. So that’s that. I will swab the green and dirty-white linoleum tiles, thaw and fry the food, sponge Billy’s pubic hairs off the toilet, iron his work shirts. And I will stand behind a counter at the bank all day, just like Mom did. I’ll take my cigarette breaks, a half hour for lunch and all the peppermints I can eat. Maybe someday I’ll grow a few tumors of my own.

Reba scratches a matchstick on the wall, jabs it into the hissing gas. The tiny blue imps puff and she slips the chunk into the skillet’s puddle of oil. The old skillet, the cabinets, the stove—they’ve all been here as long as I have. What if I forget how to remember what day it is? How would I know if it was today or yesterday or ever?

Felix’s tummy reads seven forty-five. With the cooking fork her mom held a thousand times, Reba maneuvers the seared lumps of chicken through the sizzling fat. Her heart races. I own a piece of nothing. I am part of something that is nothing. Nothing plus nothing is nothing.

The door bangs and Billy is beside her. “Well, that’s that.” He eyes the skillet. “I’ll puke if you fry chicken legs again.”

Reba offers no options. “With baked beans. And I got those nice frozen artichoke hearts you like.”

“Who says I like artichoke hearts? I don’t even know what the fuck an artichoke heart is. I hate artichoke hearts. Artichoke hearts make me puke.”

“Everything makes you puke.” Bits of flying oil sting Reba’s arm.

“That’s right, it does. Fuck.” Billy’s face flushes pink.

“You want hot dogs, then? Just tell me what you want, Billy.” You’re not going to blame this on me.

“You gonna take Frank’s job?”

“As far as I can tell, you two made up my mind for me. And besides, I don’t have a choice, do I? Unless you’re planning to lose the cable TV and our phone and our heat. And like the all-knowing Decker said, it’s gonna get pretty cold in February.”

“I’ve got a lot riding on that apple business and it’s a good business. I’ve built it up. People come by looking for my product.”

“It’s a gold mine, we all heard you.”

Billy digs another beer from the fridge, slams it. Jars and bottles tinkle within. “Fuck the chicken legs, I’m going out.”

“Where?”

“Hey, I work hard all fucking week, I have a right. In case you missed it, I’m at that damn gas station every day. That’s how the bills get paid. I’m not gonna stay cooped up in this slum. This shithole.”

“So you don’t want chicken?” If he hits me, at least it’ll kill the boredom.

“You going deaf now, too?”

“Too?” Hit me. Come on. Please.

“Laughing at me behind my back. Too good for everybody. Too good for a job with Frank…”

“I thought you don’t want me working for Frank!”

“I can’t carry you forever, you know.” Billy’s bulk looms, his eyes wet with anger. “You’re useless. You don’t clean. You don’t fucking work. You just lay around and read your stupid female magazines. Guys don’t even like you ’cause you’re so fucking stuck up and anorexic.”

“I’m not anorexic! Don’t say that.”

“You’re skinny enough to be. You’re just a skinny, lazy, good-for-nothing cunt.”

Reba feels the heat in her face. “If Daddy heard you talking to me like that, he’d skin your ass.” I know what I am, I don’t need you reminding me.

Billy whips his empty at the trash can, misses, a slash of beer foam tattoos the wall. For a moment, he stares at the can on the floor as at some kind of enemy, then scoops it up, furiously shoves it into the bin, and finds a third in the fridge. “OK, bitch. She-cat. Whatever you are. But no one wants you. And I’m stuck with you. And Daddy isn’t here, is he? So you’re stuck, too.”

Reba sponges the beer off the wall. “When should I expect you home?”

“I’ll be home when I’m home. You just be ready to hit the road first thing ’cause I’m not waking your bony carcass.”

“Don’t you be telling me to be ready. You be ready. You’re the one with hangovers.”

“You’ve never seen me drunk.” Billy snatches up the van keys and thumps out. The whack of the slamming screen door is followed by the whinny of the loose fan belt and the crunch of tires easing down the gravel drive. Reba flips the hunk of white-edged flesh into the sink and snaps off the gas.






LIKE A GLISTENING GREASED PISTON, RICK DRIVES IN and out of his assistant’s body. Staving off orgasm, he focuses on the bob of her thick red blond hair, letting the rhythm lull him into a deeper place. He lifts his eyes and tries to focus on the art poster on the wall. Modigliani, the weirdly sexy-unsexy chick with black hair and great hips. Now I’m thinking about it too much. Why do I have to think so much when I’m fucking? Why can’t I just fuck like a man?

Through clenched teeth, Zoe moans, rubbing herself down there. Even if he can’t see her face, Rick can imagine it. Her brow barely furrowed with concentration, lips parted. Her hair hangs down, swaying, obscuring her further. I can touch her hair all I want now, but somehow it’s different here, wherever we are. Maybe I should try tugging it? Her moaning grows, he thinks, oh she likes that.

Zoe groans louder, reaches around behind herself and urges his buttocks toward her. Rick’s train of thought misses a cog. His hand slips over her slick skin, finds a breast, then sees the Modigliani again. She’s coming. Screaming. Can’t stay focused. I’ve been trying to get into her pants for months, maybe years, and now all I want to do is come. Please. Please let me come. Please!

Rick wakes, his wife asleep beside him.

Until I brush my teeth, no way is Laura going to kiss me, let alone have sex with me. It’s not my fault. She’s the one who put red onions in the salad. Plus the Burgundy. Plus the coffee and the surreptitious cigarette. Probably stink like a homeless wino. But look, you wake up with a hard dick, you should put it somewhere. It’s a health issue. The prostate gets clogged.

Rick creeps into the bathroom and scrubs at the plaque, gargles, rinses. In the mirror, his eyes are puffy and dim, his cheeks slack. His hair forms a matted, asymmetrical sculpture. This is what I will look like when I’m old. No, friend, this is what you look like now.

Freshened and inoffensive, Rick slips between the air-conditioned sheets and burrows into the warmth of Laura’s large slack body. She wiggles her ass into him and yawns. He lifts her nightgown, presses himself against the back of her thigh. Bumping. Someone’s bumping up the stairs. Pause.

“Daddy, I’m hungry.” Rick can sense the little girl standing by the bed, her face inches from his. Don’t move. Don’t breathe. But children are hard to fool because they are survivors. “Daddy!!!”

With a violent flourish, Laura whips back the eiderdown. “Daddy’s sleeping, honey. I’ll get you something. Did you go wee yet?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure? Show me.” Laura and Trina head for the bathroom the four-year-old shares with her older brother, Henry. Rick shifts onto his belly and mime-fucks the mattress. He can hear Laura’s muted approval of bladder evacuation, doors opening and closing, more footsteps, all of which draws Rick along the escarpment of sleep. He can almost see them in the sunny kitchen as Laura fills bowls with Honey Nut Cheerios and skim milk.

Rick floats in his bed, unready, resistant to the new day. Bladder full, he meditates on the excretions collected from children, the excretions he will soon be collecting from his patients.

This is how you know someone, by changing their diaper, by taking their blood. By looking inside, getting inside. Urine. Blood. Fecal smears. Semen? Only the week before, Rick had examined a young stockbroker. As the patient shimmied his pants up and Rick washed his hands he saw a droplet of cum on the tip of the guy’s prick. I made him cum. Like a five-buck hooker. That’s me, nothing but an old whore. Prostates. Bladders. Urethras. My prick. In Laura. Maybe. Rarely. Not that rarely. What is the urge to spritz sperm at a womb? Only the greatest force in the universe. Kingdoms won and lost. Let’s face it, Macbeth just wanted to get laid. And look what happened to him.

Rick tries to make a mental list of everyone he’s ever fucked. Blow jobs don’t count. Comes up with twenty-two first names. Twenty-three if he includes Laura, which is kind of perverse. Wife on the fuck-list. Too weird. So, twenty-two. Can’t remember all the last names. There was that time in med school when sex was just a part of getting drunk. You got drunk, ended up with someone. That’s all. Intercourse happened in there somewhere. Usually not memorable. Unless you caught crabs. Or worse. And then there was that other period as an intern and too exhausted to fuck. If I had started my medical practice when I was a bachelor, I’d have had a much longer list of women. Cheated two times. Those count. Definitely count.

Maybe the list is more like thirty. If I had any balls, the number would be over one hundred. I’m a doctor, for god’s sake! Doctors are supposed to get laid! Over a hundred would be something to be proud of. I could walk with my head high, even if my own wife is bored by me. Pride can be a good thing. Pride fixes things. Dad was proud. Used to swagger around town, and everybody knew. “Now there’s a guy who knows how to use his schlong!” A fucker who was a real fucker. Admit it, I want to be a fucker, too. But I have no balls. Wanted the easy road. Afraid of being alone. Still wanted the action, though. Is that why I became a doctor? For the pussy?

In the shower, Rick weighs the pros and cons of masturbation. Decides it’s not a good way to start the day, too much like defeat. He shaves and dresses and lets the missed moment fold into the nothingness that is this particular morning. He trots downstairs, joins his family, reads the paper and drinks coffee. The headlines eclipse his horniness. Clearly, Laura’s mind is elsewhere, too. Where are you in your life when you forget your own sex drive? Near the end, probably. Maybe if I flossed before going to bed Laura would have sex with me. Floss gets into those crevices of putrefaction. Removes the essential grossness. If she fucked me, the morning would go so much better. And if I arrived at work satiated, I wouldn’t find Zoe so interesting. I’d be able to focus, do my work.

A horn cheeps outside and Laura ushers the kids to the door. Out on the street, an undersized SUV lingers and a fellow car-pool parent waves. Can’t remember her name. After a while all the parents look the same. Slightly anxious. Sexless. The kids run to the car. The smell of fall enters the house. First days of the school year, everything is potential. Rick watches Laura cross the lawn.

As she reenters the house, the cool air clings to her robe. Rick says, “Uh, what are you doing, say, for the next fifteen minutes?”

“I have the gym.” Her eyes are warm, but her mouth is set.

“Skip the gym.” Rick follows Laura back into the kitchen and as she refills her coffee, he embraces her from behind and cups a breast. “You go to the gym to look good, right? What’s the point of having that if you don’t put it to use pleasing your horny husband?”

“Maybe I’m not doing it to please my horny husband. Maybe I want to preserve my health, Doctor.”

“Sex is the best thing for your health.”

“And debating it like this really turns me on.” She flashes her bathrobe open. “Look at me. Do you want me to get fatter?”

“Uh, yes. I want you to get fatter.” He wants to say, “Laura, you are overweight. You will always be overweight. Who cares? My libido doesn’t know the difference.” She treats her leisure time like a job. Reading, exercising, meditating.

Laura fits a plate into the dishwasher and gives Rick a maternal kiss. “Tonight, when the kids are in bed. Not now.”

“I have my shift at the ER tonight. I’ll be home after midnight.”

“I have a lot of reading to do. I’ll wait.”

When Rick gets to the clinic, Zoe smiles at him. Zoe with the peach-colored skin, miniature breasts, and frizzy red hair. Today she’s wearing slacks that offer her butt like a gift. The top two buttons of her blouse are undone. She’s wearing extra-moist lipstick. She has the barest hint of sunburn.

The waiting room is full and this cheers Rick up. He’s proud of his waiting room. Cool and sparsely decorated, featuring exposed cement walls and muted lighting, it’s Laura’s finest hour. She selected every element, from the chrome fittings to the hand-made Uzbeki kilims scattered artistically over the industrial carpeting. The hi-tech lighting and the eight-foot-tall potted ming arelia in the corner give the place the feel of a Malaysian hotel lobby designed by Germans. It says “new age,” it says “cutting-edge medicine,” it says, “no HMOs.”

The day has begun like most days and continues that way. Rick takes blood pressure, dispenses Lipitor and discusses omega-3 fatty acids. His patients like the new-age nutritional talk, then want the same pharmaceuticals everyone else takes. For this, Rick charges double and accepts only the highest grade of insurance.

Zoe brings Rick’s lunch to him in his office and he dreams of her naked body collapsed over the front desk while he has his way with her sweet bottom. Passersby on the street stop and watch through the plate glass window. She says, “Fuck me, Rick.”

After work, Rick eats a slice of pizza off a paper plate and wanders up to the hospital. Ten hours a week at the ER balances out his exclusive practice. He checks in at the nurses’ station, dresses and scrubs. Tonight unfolds like most of the others, fraught with an edge of drama but in the end, forgettable. During the shift he stitches up five lacerations, bandages a burn, writes three ampicillin scrips and orders seven X-rays. No gunshot wounds. No massive bleeding. No deaths.

The time passes quickly, and soon he’s on his way back to the suburbs, feeling as he does every Thursday night, how lucky he is not to be stuck in an urban wasteland in which the hospital is the only oasis.

On the ferry Rick considers the hour, considers imminent union with his wife and swallows a Viagra washed down with half a can of Sprite. Better safe than sorry. The ferry docks. It’s late. Rick and his fellow ghosts wander off the ship and find their respective vehicles, no one acknowledges the other. In the almost empty parking lot, each commuter is anonymous. Soon we’ll all be home, safe and sound and reconstituted.

Rick motors up the hill toward his quiet town and the press of his foot on the accelerator reminds him of his horniness. Or maybe it’s the pill he’s popped. The libido is a nasty little pet that has to be fed and taken for walks. He neither likes nor dislikes the sensation. It’s just something that’s part of him. Rick thinks, someday I won’t feel this way and I probably won’t miss it.

Laura has left the kitchen light on and the house is still. Rick tiptoes up the stairs, past the night-light glow of the children’s rooms. He finds Laura sprawled against pillows, eyes closed. Her book has fallen off her lap and the bedside lamp bathes her in sweet light. Gotta give her an A for effort. When Rick switches off the lamp, Laura begins to snore. Fifteen years ago, she slept like a fairy princess. Now she snores because she’s carrying the extra forty pounds she kept after Trina was born.

Rick returns to the kitchen, pries open a tub of Häagen-Dazs and roams the quiescent house ladling frozen cream into his mouth. He likes the place when it’s calm like this. It feels like a home, the polished floors cast with moonlight, the aroma of food and children. A very clean house. The woman from Nicaragua comes twice a week and injects her simple energy into their congested life, fixing it briefly.

Rick surveys the detritus of the time they spend here—the dead screen of the TV, kids’ tattered books, unidentifiable electronic junk trailing a confusion of wires, forgotten bits of clothes, shoes. Could I live here alone without them? Without the relentless clamor of domesticity? Without their clatter and babble and warm respiration? No. I’d be lonely and sad. But aren’t I lonely and sad anyway, living with them? No, that’s not true. I like my life. I’m proud of my life. I brag about it to my patients. Even to Zoe. Everyone thinks I’m lucky, and I am. I like my life, it’s just living my life that makes me unhappy.

In the den, Rick sprawls on the couch, scraping the dregs, stoned on sugar and fat. He tosses the spoon into the damp carton and leaves the whole mess on the coffee table. Laura will find it in the morning. So what? Rick’s foot nudges a camcorder lying under the coffee table.

Propping the machine on his slightly distended belly, Rick inserts a tape from another time. Trina not born yet, Henry just turned four. Laura gorgeous and in a good mood. A young family, as frisky and carefree as puppies.

He doesn’t recognize himself. Tan and thin. Laura laughs out loud. Who’s holding the camera? It must have been someone we saw every day, someone important to our lives then. A parent from Henry’s preschool? A blur of a face, a name, lost. Yes, wait a minute, there he is. Old what’s-his-face—Charlie. Whatever happened to Charlie? Didn’t they get divorced? Or the kid had ADD? Whatever.

I used to talk to this guy. Told him about that one-nighter with the Dutch hematologist at the convention. All chewed up about it and Charlie had said, “Shit happens.” I guess so. That must have been why you got divorced, Charlie. You didn’t take it seriously enough. I should never have told him. This guy doesn’t know me, doesn’t know why I do what I do. What was I confiding in him for? Because I was bragging, that’s why. He probably told his wife. Wonder if she told Laura?

The camera is passed back and again Charlie holds Rick’s family in the palm of his hand. A long time ago. Cut to: Rick telling a joke. He makes a face. The camera angle drops, Laura has the giggles. Henry is wheeling and screaming.

On the couch, in the present, Rick wonders. Was I there? Do I recall living any of this? Do those memories exist in me somewhere? No. It’s on the tape but I could never come up with this on my own. That guy on the tape isn’t me.

I don’t remember being happy then. I remember being tired. The clinic was overwhelming and that was when Henry was wetting the bed and we had no money and Laura and I never had time for sex. Then when we got past all that, she got pregnant again. What’s changed? Nothing, except I am five years older.

A closeup of Rick and Laura smooching. She touches his face as she kisses him. Look at her! My god, she’s so beautiful! On the couch Rick is suddenly bawling. Oh shit. This is so fucked up. It’s like we died or something! He stops the tape. Sits, heart aching, damp-eyed, alarmed by his own emotion. Rick slips the camera back in the carrying case.

The Viagra is calling. Fuckit.

Once the computer boots up, Rick logs onto the Internet. What choice do I have? Should I wait and see if Laura will be in the mood tomorrow morning? And what, roll around all night with a hard-on? Nah, her mind is elsewhere. Face it, you don’t turn her on anymore.

Rick begins the free porn site odyssey. Not that I’m cheap, just don’t want Laura questioning credit card billings from the Netherlands or the French Antilles. Wouldn’t take her long to figure it out. Not that she’d be shocked. She thinks my sexuality is about as interesting as my bowel movements. If she ever figured out I was checking out cyber porn, she’d just wrinkle her nose and yawn.

After half a dozen pop-ups promise “Latin Bondage Babes” and “Co-Eds Who Thrive on Cum” and “Refinance your Mortgage Now!” Rick uncovers a site featuring a smorgasbord of downloadable digital “thumbnails.” He begins the arduous process of sorting through the various categories and dead ends.

There is a repetitiveness. Lots of dick-sucking and silicone-inflated jugs. A girl with cum dripping off her nose. Another girl holding on to a swollen ropy-veined cock, smiling a toothy smile for the camera. More cheerful girls getting fucked in the butt while spreading their labia with their fingers. Girls lip-locked onto even more enormous cocks, bigger than possible, wincing with the task at hand. Girls getting fucked by two guys at once, by three guys at once, four guys. Everyone is hung like a Shetland. Are there that many big-dicked guys in the world? Someone once told Rick that the guys actually aren’t that big, it’s the girls who are small. Right.

Rick is bored and moves on.

Girls in bobby socks. Girls wearing leather masks. Girls in pigtails. Girls in frilly panties. Girls being tied up. Girls pulling strings of giant beads out of their ass. Girls lifting their T-shirts, pulling their underwear down. Girls getting pissed on. Girls spreading their thighs on couches, on desks, on floors, on beds. Girls kissing each other, licking each other, sticking dildoes into one another, into themselves. Girls grabbing two cocks at the same time, beaming at the camera.

Most of them have shaved their pubes. Many have tattoos on their backsides. Some have pierced belly buttons or pierced tongues. Their eyes are eager and flat at the same time. The girls look as if they are playacting with their own flimsy lives. In sum, the girls are all attractive, but none really first class.

Rick imagines a story behind each picture. These are lonely people, looking for attention, right? Maybe a plain-Jane discovers that men pay attention to her if she’ll do these things? Or maybe it starts out gradually, the girl poses for soft porn, then harder and harder stuff, next thing you know she’s doing anal. Then she’s selling herself. Or maybe they’re all prostitutes in the first place. From Eastern Europe? Vegas? Ottawa?

It’s a mystery. What are they? Who are they? Where are they? Is there a suburb of L.A. where hundreds of people screw ’round the clock surrounded by film crews and photographers? (And if prostitution is illegal, how come it’s legal to film people who are paid to fuck each other?) What do they get paid, anyway? A thousand bucks? Two thousand? A hundred?

Maybe these photos are months old. Years old? Maybe the girl posed for one session five years ago, she’s got three kids and a teaching certificate and now the picture is being endlessly recycled in a vast sea of j-pegs? Maybe these women have renounced sex and become nuns? Or no longer alive. But digital photos never die. They are like characters in novels or history, even. We’re out here fantasizing about them, and they don’t even exist.

Rick likes the girls who smile at the camera. Why is that? More nurturing, maybe? In the sixties, stroke mags always featured doe-eyed women with huge breasts. When did tastes change? And why do some men need to see women getting fucked three ways? And what is it about ass-fucking that is so compelling? Maybe pictures of ass-fucking stimulate a specific part of the brain? But I don’t give a hoot about ass-fucking. I do care about naked spread-eagled girls. Is that perverse? Am I, in some way, pathological? No. Not possible. They’re not making these sites for me. Or are they?

The depressing fact is that hundreds of thousands of men, if not millions, are simultaneously jerking off, fiery eyeballs glued to the same collection of megapixilated flesh. It’s one thing to secretly groove on some anonymous babe’s derriere, but it’s sickening to think some other slob has his BVDs around his ankles, beating to the same rhythm. The human soul has melded with silicon technology. We’re automata, this proves it. The machine knows what we want before we want it.

Once in a while Rick sees the same girl on more than one site. But apparently there are an unlimited number of women in the world who want to be ravaged before the camera. Is the world that big? And if it is, how small am I?

Rick gets it. He’s seen all these girls before. These are the poor white girls who walk the fairway at the county fair or pick through the cheap cosmetics the street vendors sell. These are the girls who show up on the confessional talk shows, the ones whose lives are such messes. These are the girls who have nothing, come from nothing, and go nowhere.

 

Of course, there must be lots of men like me who are either single or divorced or can’t find the time to have sex with their wives. On the other hand, how sad is that? It’s really sad. It’s pathetic and disturbing. Rick’s gone soft. So he logs off.

Pants back up, Rick makes the rounds of the house one more time, pausing in each of the children’s rooms to observe the slack-jawed slumber. What are you dreaming about, guys? Something fun, I hope. I love you so much, I am so lucky. And I am so alone.

When he was eleven, Rick caught his dad cheating on his mom in their own home. Actually found the woman in a closet in his parents’ bedroom. Heard a noise, went to investigate and there she was sandwiched between his father’s herringbone and seersucker suits. Her luminous face frightened him. What’s worse, she was pretending to be invisible. She put a finger to her lips and said, “Shhhh! Honey, I’m working for your daddy. It’s a secret. Make sure you don’t tell Mommy.” And Rick let it go. What else could he do?

Years later when he went into therapy and was urged to relive the experience, Rick realized she must have been drunk. In those days, if Dad wasn’t working, he was drinking. And anybody hanging out with him was drinking. Hard stuff: highballs, Manhattans, even boilermakers. But the ridiculousness of her explanation worked. Not because Rick believed her, but because he knew if he told his mother, his parents would fight. Maybe split up. Something bad. It made his stomach hurt and he spent hours locked in his bedroom alternately fantasizing revenge against his father and jacking off to bondage fantasies starring the closet lady. He planned to wait the fifty or so years until his mom passed away and then he would confront his father with the facts to be followed by a spectacular act of patri-suicide.

Rick never got the chance. Dad divorced Mom, married the woman in the closet and moved to another suburb only a few miles away. There, he established another family and was too busy with the new babies to bother with Rick. The less Rick saw of his dad the more he obsessed about him. In his mind’s eye, his father grew into a massive, bullnecked tyrant. Around that time, he had seen his father almost completely naked at the beach. The sight of his father’s broad hairy back as he trotted down to the roaring surf was indelible. Somehow everything connected. Dad was a real man who could never be matched. He drank, he fucked, he had a hairy back and he abandoned his family.

Rick never became a tough guy like his dad. Maybe it was the difference in diet. Dad grew up on matzo, fatty soups, corned beef and smoked fish. Rick’s dad was a true Jew, a “schtarker,” a bad-ass. Rick’s dad lost uncles and aunts in the Holocaust. Dad had been that much closer to the death and destruction of war. Gave him some kind of license to do whatever the fuck he wanted.

Rick has always just been Rick. A vaguely Semitic-looking guy with brown eyes and no feeling for his roots. Never bar mitzvahed because Dad and Mom were too busy getting divorced. Hadn’t entered temple in years. Always forgot to observe the holidays. Couldn’t stomach gefilte fish. People from the Midwest (Laura?) thought he was Italian. Uncle Morrie used to call it “passing.” Like “passing as a non-Jew.” Passing over. Passover, right? Two different things, or is it the same? Trying to be invisible. Being invisible.

My kids have inherited my lack of self. They’re not Jewish, not Christian either. Just suburban Disney-worshipping, electronics consumers. Like most of their little friends, they’re mutts, little olive-skinned blond kids whose hair will turn brown and wavy when they hit puberty. Kids with no roots other than an address where two parents live. Or maybe two addresses?

Rick figured his father was happy to be absolved of any kind of deep responsibility. The guy was more interested in a deck of cards than the Torah. Any sense of roots he might have had had been left behind a generation ago in Europe, burned to ash in the Nazi ovens. I’m getting to be more like him all the time. No sense of tradition, no sense of anything. Him and me, all we have is our physical selves, our bodies, our dicks. How can I blame him for being nothing more or less than what he is, a man?

Rick shuts himself into the downstairs bathroom. Laura has decided that a clutch of periodicals in a large handwoven basket is a nice touch. All fashion and homemaking mags. Rick picks out a copy of Elle. Does Laura subscribe to this dreck? He finds a swimsuit ad. The babe in the ad has something. She’s looking right at me, slim and pretty. What is that look? What does it mean? Is it just an accident of the moment? Is it real? Is there someone in her life who gets this attention? Could anyone be this deeply passionate? Doubtful. When you meet them, models and famous people never look like their pictures. Always shorter. Grayer. Homelier.

But this one girl. It’s as if she’s looking right into my heart. Like she wants to penetrate me with her eyes. I guess that’s why they pay her the big bucks. To look like that. Rick squirts a dab of Laura’s hand lotion onto his palm.

If Laura ever caught me at this, what would she think? How insanely embarrassing would it be to have your own wife catch you choking the chicken while checking out a swimsuit ad in Elle?

Dad never felt guilty. Just lived his life. He was married to Mom and then didn’t want to be married anymore, so he fucked around, left her and married his second wife. He’d had kids with Mom and then more kids with his second wife. He earned a living, watched TV, played golf, drank with his buddies and as far as anyone can tell, never had a second thought about anything.

And here I am at two AM, with my putz in my hand, in the guest bathroom surrounded by embroidered towels and scented soap cakes. Something Dad never would have done. If he wanted some tail, he went out and got it. Probably masturbated two times in his whole life. Doesn’t matter. A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do. Rick hunches over and with hollow fury focuses on the swimsuit girl from Elle. Those eyes. Sad like mine. I know you, baby. I know you. Finally it comes, the energy building. The wrecking ball of orgasm. Rick comes so marvelously and terrifically he moans out loud. Everything disappears for a moment.

“Daddy?” The bathroom door opens a crack. Rick lets his robe drop closed, draping his erection. He turns, red-faced from the exertion, reading glasses still hanging off his fat, aging nose. “Daddy, I can’t sleep.”

Kids know when something’s up. They’re attracted by any disturbance, curious, sometimes fatally. Henry stands in the doorway, sleepy eyes adjusting to the fluorescence.

The canned response pops out of Rick. “What are you doing up?”

“I was having a nightmare. Why were you shouting?”

“I wasn’t shouting. Must have been part of your nightmare. Well, maybe you have to pee.” Welcome to the club, kid. The wonderful world of excretion. It rules your life. “Pee. Have a drink of water and I’ll tuck you in.”

Henry eyes him suspiciously. A picture’s worth a thousand words. “What were you doing, Daddy?”

“I was reading. I didn’t want to wake your mother.”

“Oh.” Henry shuffles over to the toilet and turning his back on his father, tugs out his tiny white wiener and blasts a surprisingly strong jet into the limpid pool.

“OK. All set? Back to bed. I’ll be right there.”

Henry leaves and Rick snatches an extrasoft facial tissue, collects the coagulating gob and tosses it into the pastel water. Ah yes. Father and son. The passing of the phallic torch. He flushes.






REBA HAS INHERITED THE BUSIEST WINDOW, THE MIDDLE window. Everyone comes to her first. A red-faced elder in pressed overalls hobbles up and passes her a check. His fingers are callused and the backs of his hands speckled with liver spots. She gives him her best smile. “Hello, Mr. Van Pelt, and how are we today?”

Mr. Van Pelt fondles a beet red boil under his right ear. “Alive.” The parchment skin on his rosy cheeks flakes off like dandruff.

Reba tries not to stare. “Well, it is a lovely day, that’s for sure.”

“What’s that got to do with the price of fish?” Van Pelt runs his tongue over his brown teeth.

“When it’s a nice day out I always think I’m happy to be alive.”

Van Pelt stares at her with pinhead pupils. “Don’t gimme any fifties. I can’t use the fifties. I don’t even know why they make ’em. Ulysses S. Grant was a lousy president and a drunk.”

“Yessir.” Reba glances at the clock over the drive-through window. Five more hours.

“Just gimme my money. Did you put the ten dollars in the Christmas Club?”

“Would you like me to do that, sir?”

“You do it every week, don’t you?” Van Pelt turns and bellows at Frank in his cubicle. “Cheese Louise, Frank, where do you get these girls?”

From behind the plate glass, Frank glances up and waves to Van Pelt. Frank wants none of this. A clear drop of pus has appeared on the boil. Anne, Reba’s teller-mate, arrives, crowding into her just as Van Pelt lets out a loud fart.

“Good morning, Mr. Van Pelt. Is everything OK? Reba?” Anne’s warm, reassuring breast brushes Reba’s arm. Anne, like almost every young mother in town, is overweight and her hair is snipped into a frizzy poodle curl. Reba imagines dropping to her knees, lifting Anne’s sweater and hiding away in those pillowy breasts until the old jerk goes away. Until they all go away. Until everything goes away.

“Is everyone here a retarded moron?” Van Pelt squeezes the pearl of fluid onto his grimy fingertips and wipes it onto his shirt-front.

Anne, unaware of his grossness, keeps things moving. “Reba, why don’t you go refill the ATM cartridges?” Anne has it covered. Anne is good at this. I’m lucky this time.

As Reba stacks piles of tens and twenties, Maureen, the third bankerette, joins her. “See any good-looking guys down in the city Saturday?” Maureen’s breath is shallow and rapid, her fingers gray from pouring the filthy nickels and pennies into the sorting machine.

“Why don’t you grab the bus one day and take a look for yourself?” Maureen looks more and more dried out with each passing day, like those miniature bouquets of yellow roses they sell at the crafts fair. On Fridays Reba sees Maureen steering her cart at the Shop-Rite, her mom tottering at her side. Maureen’s mom wears the pinched look of a martyr exhausted by life with an unmarried daughter.

“Go to the city? No thanks. I went down there once with mother and we saw things you wouldn’t believe. A Negro man was standing on a street corner just clapping his hands! Can you imagine? Wearing three overcoats, clapping his hands like a lunatic. I bet he hadn’t taken a bath in a week. I just don’t feel comfortable around those kind of people, especially the blacks, Negroes, whatever you call ’em.”

Reba loses her count and begins again.

Having disposed of Van Pelt, Anne sidles up to Reba and Maureen. “He hasn’t been the same since his wife had that stroke. Now she’s blind. I dropped by there once to bring a cake from the church? The place smelled like pee-pee, newspapers stacked all over the place. His daughter told me she won’t even go in there anymore. And he’s not the only one. All the farmers are getting older and older. Sometimes we don’t know they’re there until they die. No one knows they’re there.”

Across from the bank, the woods are deep. The cars pass on the two-lane and Reba thinks, in those deep woods are the farmhouses and in the farmhouses are the old people. The living dead.

Maureen chirps, “Reba wants me to go to New York with her and pick up guys.”

Anne, an eye on Frank in his cell, whispers. “I knew a fella who used to go down there all the time. And you know what he did? Rented stretch limos and picked up whores. Had sex with them in the back while he drove around.” Anne assumes her wisest expression, “I wouldn’t go down there if you paid me a million dollars.”

Frank emerges clutching a sheaf of paperwork, steps behind the three women and types entries into the computer terminal. Under his breath he says, “Maureen, could you run next door and get me a Diet Coke, please?” In the two months since she’s been there, Reba has learned that this is Frank’s way of warning them to get back to work. Frank alternates between gruff verging on rude and exceeding politeness, as if he isn’t sure how he should act. Reba sees that Frank is more complex than she first thought. And he isn’t all that old. Not even forty.
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