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For Mom, Dad, and Jamie






Will you have this man to be your husband,

to live together in holy marriage? Will you love

him, comfort him, honor and keep him in

sickness and in health, and forsaking all others,

be faithful to him as long as you both shall live?

—TRADITIONAL
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Water tumbles down the black marble wall and slaps flat against the floor in time with the music. When the music speeds up, so do the pulses of water, falling, slapping, and disappearing as the next pulse falls and slaps. Tess watches it. Sips her vodka. She tries to block out everything but the water. Is it possible she sees dirt in it? Could the water not be filtered? Why, she sighs, would it be? But still, the room is dark and she must be ten feet away from the wall. Those would have to be large chunks of dirt in that water for her to see them. The music speeds up. The dirty water falls faster. It hesitates only briefly now at the wall’s top lip before it falls. Tess is drunk. High. Thirty-seven years old. She feels strong. She dances in self-contained fluid movements along with the filthy falling water and the crowd around her. The music, pot, vodka, dirty water, and wall nearly fill her mind to capacity. Or nearly empty it. Nearly. She holds her glass by her thigh. She sways to the music. Nobody is looking at her, so she dares herself to drop the glass, and she does! She watches it fall, clenches for the shatter and shards, but it bounces, rolls, and settles onto the marble floor. She’s disappointed. The music slows, but the others keep dancing around her. She tries to forget the glass. There’s no falling water, then the music surges, and the water falls again.

Tess leans against the bar, waiting for another drink. She thinks she recognizes a man in the bar mirror and freezes, but it’s no one. A stranger. It would be fun to run into someone who could tell her what the show was like—what she was missing. They could dance together! It’s not like she’s doing anything wrong. There are powers beyond her control that have made her drop out of her dream role weeks before opening night. She’s got no secrets. She’s only had three vodka tonics. And the giant bag of weed. But forget her life onstage. Forget everything but the music.

The club is bright with white lights scanning the dancers, bars, water walls, candles, and bronze cages hanging from the sky. Dancers inside the cages wear animal masks. Their muscles are oiled to their bikini lines. One is a tiger. Another is a moose. A moose? Mooses aren’t sexy. Mooses? Moose. Tess forces her way to the middle of the large dance area beneath a caged man dancing in his underwear and a tiger mask. Tess roars up at him, and, farther away, across the deafening music and crowd of a thousand, the moose impossibly roars back.

It’s late but Tess wants to keep going. She hasn’t done it yet, truly forgotten, had the moment she’d set out for. Once, when Tess was a girl, without her mother there to watch her, she started on one side of a big open field, stared at the sun, and ran as fast as she could with her eyes wide open. Eyes, legs, and lungs raced to see which would fail first. The field went on far longer than she could have run. Nobody else was around. The sun was bright, and her eyes were burning, but so were her lungs and her legs. She was outside herself, recognizing, at seven or eight years old, the pain in the various parts of her body, and curious, as though a bystander, about which part would stop working before the others. She twisted an ankle, stumbled, screamed, but kept running. Tears blurred her vision, and she gasped for air. But she kept running. She wouldn’t stop. She’d have to physically break before she stopped.

She woke up hours later in bed with washcloths on her wrists, her aunt pacing by the door. And to this day she doesn’t know what happened. Which part of herself failed her? Which part let her down?

Tess rushes the remainder of her drink into her mouth. The ice clicks cold against her teeth. She’s failing at forgetting. At manufacturing another out-of-body experience.

A tightrope walker is crossing between cages. Tess is dancing in the middle of everyone. The music is building and thickening. Tess opens her eyes to better feel the boys and girls jump along with her, up and down and up, banging against her arms but gently. Tess wants to yell, so she yells. She wants to fly up to the cages and grab the tightrope and swing up into the lights. She wants to live in the moment, in the light. To forget the past and the future—and live only in the teasing, itching present. And for a moment, maybe five, ten seconds, there she is: thirty-seven years old, scratching, blooming, and on fire.
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“It’s daytime! Daytime, Mommy Daddy! Daytime!”

It’s four hours later.

Tess is still drunk. Her mouth tastes like cigarettes she doesn’t remember smoking.

David has been in bed since his dance well, love text at 9:30 the night before. But he’s the one covering his ears with his pillows.

“Good morning, sweetie,” Tess whispers to Ethan.

“Max is still sleeping! Silly Max!” Ethan says. “Time to get up, the sun is awake, Mr. Golden Sun, please shine down on Max, silly Max, get up Mommy Daddy Mommy Mommy Mommy!”

Okay, Tess thinks, and then says, “Okay, okay, let’s let Daddy have some space…”

“But Mommmmmyyyyyy, it’s daaaaayyyyy tiiiiiiiiimmmmmme,” Ethan says. He then carefully positions his four-year-old fists and begins pounding Tess’s back, punching down on her at each syllable: “Get up, get up, get up, I have to go peeeeeeee!”

Tess focuses on what is good. That David is not complaining. That Max is still in bed. That she hasn’t vomited, and it doesn’t seem as though she will. It’s dark, she can’t see, but she can’t bring herself to turn on a light. Her stomach is in her throat and nose, and her head is hollow but for what feels like a pair of scorpions kicking the shit out of each other.

She gropes her way to the bathroom, smells urine, clamps down her jaw.

“Mommy, you don’t feel so good?” Ethan says.

“I’m still tired. I went to a party last night,” Tess says.

“Did you have a cupcake?” Ethan says.

“I did,” Tess says. “I had three cupcakes, and now my tummy feels sick.”

Ethan’s eyes widen in amazement. He’s unsure whether Tess is joking. His face sours into jealousy, followed by opportunism.

“Did you bring one home for me?” he asks slyly, as though it’s no big deal, as though he’s not at that moment sucking on his fingers.

“Take your hand out of your mouth,” Tess says. “I’m sorry. I’m just joking. There were no cupcakes. I was just working with some friends. It wasn’t a party.”

“That’s not nice,” Ethan says. “Max”—Ethan turns to his brother, who has appeared beside him—“Mommy is not nice. She said she ate cupcakes but didn’t say the truth.”

“Eha no cupcake?” Max says, wanting only his brother’s approval. He wants the cupcake not for himself but for Ethan. Two years old, and he can taste the injustice of his brother having been tricked.

“Silly Max!” Ethan says, smiling and hugging his younger brother and then pushing him to the floor.

Max cries. He cries and cries.

Ethan looks to his mother to gauge whether she’s going to yell at him, and when he is satisfied she won’t, he says, “Max is a baby.”

Max cries louder, lying on the tile of the bathroom floor, occasionally stifling his tears to check if Ethan notices how sad he is.

Tess grits her teeth against the urine smell. Someone has peed. She sniffs in Max’s direction.

“Let’s get dressed,” Tess says.

“No!” Max screams, on the floor, legs and arms splayed. “Eha!” he begs for his brother.

“I can’t listen to this,” David says.

Even after fifteen years together, Tess is still caught off guard by how big he is. He blocks the natural light from the bedroom window. Everything is dark. His shadowed face grimaces behind his fingers. His lips contort, and she suffers her inability to help him. Her love for him is exasperating. She’d fallen in love with his buoyancy and good cheer, and now she loves him for the hope he’ll get back there again. She silently begs him to hide his pain from the kids so they won’t suffer as she does, seeing him like this. She’d run to him and pull his face to her neck right then if it wouldn’t cause him more pain, if she weren’t so tired and nauseated, and if the kids weren’t around.

Instead, she says, “I got home late last night. I’m trying not to vomit.”

“I’m sorry,” David says. “I just can’t. My vision is already gone. Max was in bed for a minute, and I scolded him.”

A week ago, Tazio made a joke that since the accident it’s like Tess is raising three boys, and now she can’t stop seeing David like that: a big broken boy.

“Who peed?” Tess says through clenched teeth. The smell of it is overwhelming her stomach. She needs to eat.

“I can’t,” David whines. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

“It’s okay. I’ve got it,” Tess says.

“I’m sorry.” He slouches to the ground, his back against the hallway wall. Max, no longer crying, finds his way to his father’s lap.

Eight months ago, David fell off the ladder up to a long slide attraction at an upstate New York apple-picking orchard. He fell because he was showing off for her. She knows it, and she thinks he does, too. They haven’t talked about it in any detail. The fall or what led up to it. And it’s too late to control any of what led up to it anyway. What she can control is getting the kids dressed. And making it through the morning without throwing up. Five years ago, she would have taken a shot of vodka now to level her off, but there are words for people who do that, especially people with kids. She knows she can’t complain that the room is spinning. But she wants to. She wants David to know that yes, her symptoms will only last the morning, and yes, she brought them on herself, but for this moment, she’s as bad off as he is.

She brings the box of Cheerios into the bathroom and shares them with the boys.

“We can eat in the bathroom,” she says, “because it’s a special day.”

“You always say that,” Ethan says.

“There are a lot of special days lately,” Tess says.

Max reaches out from David’s lap. Tess hands him some Cheerios, and Max stuffs the entire fistful into his mouth.

“Let me change your pull-ups,” Tess says.

“No!” Max says, loud enough to rouse the scorpions.

“Okay, finish those bites first,” Tess says.

“Big bite!” Max says.

Max was in David’s arms when he fell. It was a long fall. Watching the two of them in the air—David holding Max, Max reaching for Ethan still on the ladder, Tess realizing Ethan could fall, too, and then waiting, waiting for David and Max to hit ground—she shakes off the memory. She won’t allow the images into her head again. Here Max is. He’s okay. Nearly a year later, he’s still sensitive, cautious. But the cut on his head has healed. David shielded him on the way down, positioning his body—and head—between Max and the cold pebbly dirt.

She’d had the affair, which led them to take time apart, which led David to smile and jump and climb after they reconciled in ways he’d never felt pressured to before. He was trying to show Ethan and Max that Daddy was back and everything was okay, better than okay, as David would say. That everything was great.

But she still can’t fully blame herself for any of it. The affair was nothing so important. The fact of it was important, but the thing itself hadn’t been. She and Jonah barely spoke. After late rehearsals, when she got over the strange joy that the Jonah Carr was focusing all that attention and magnetism on her, they drank themselves giddy and stumbled into bed. This life right now seems like too much punishment for something so fleeting. She acknowledges that she took a few moments for herself, but moments are nothing in comparison to a life. Her life is with David. She hurt him, and she wishes that hurt back so much—every day she wishes away that pleasure and passion and mostly that hurt—but the retribution of mornings like this one feels totally out of proportion with her crime.

Also, and maybe more important, Tess has a hard time making sense of her role as perpetrator after a lifetime of victimhood. The last eight months aren’t even close to enough to make up for the previous thirty years.

The Cheerios are helping ground Tess’s stomach. She’s eating and eating. And so are both boys, in various states of undress. Bathroom breakfast. Let someone judge her. Let David dare to. He’s back in bed. She stuffs as many Cheerios into her mouth as possible and both boys laugh.

“Really big bite!” Ethan says.

She remembers the moment—her mother’s mouth, an arm on the counter for support—she owns the moment and dismisses it. She has spent her entire life seeing, remembering, imagining, and dismissing those five minutes so many times that she can no longer separate her memory of it from her fantasy of it, from one psychologist’s attempt to rewrite the memory with something less vicious, less—in the psychologist’s own words—inescapable.

Tess has lived her whole life with people feeling sorry for her. And though she has also spent her life insisting that they not pity her—insisting that this original wound made her into a woman who was stronger than everyone else and thus more prepared to take on whatever came her way—that didn’t mean she wasn’t also a victim. She embraced her victimhood. That she was a victim, she told herself and others, made her strong. And the fact that she created an awful situation that led to her husband’s brain disorder didn’t make her any less of a victim. In fact, it made her more of one. Most people face, at most, one—she thinks as she watches Ethan help Max into Thomas the Train pull-ups—one tragedy in their lives. This qualified as Tragedy Number Two. And she is doing her best to get not only herself, like the first time, but also now her kids and husband through it in one piece.

“I’m sorry,” David calls from the bedroom. “I love you. I tried. I just can’t.”

“It’s okay,” Tess says. “I’ve got it.”

“Thanks, love,” David says under the covers. “You have fun last night?”

Ethan and Max are at the coffee table now, sharing a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles sippy cup full of a bubbly orange mix of orange juice and seltzer. “I have my turn first,” Ethan says, “and then you have your turn. You’re the little brother.”

“Totally,” Tess says. “But would have had more fun if you’d been there.”

“We’ve got some time between now and then,” David says.

“I know,” Tess says.

David gets upset when she mentions anything that might happen when he feels better. It emphasizes that he’s still so far away. That he can’t be out of bed past 9 p.m., that he can’t dance, be around loud music, talk much, see flashing lights, who knows what else. It’s exhausting to need to be so careful around her husband. She’s exhausted. She turned down one of the most exciting opportunities of her career—the role she’d have been the understudy for was onstage the entire show and sang the majority of the songs—to be beside him, exhausted. She knows he is suffering. But who the fuck isn’t?

“I love you,” Tess says. “I’m going to drop the boys off and then try to take a nap before heading out in the afternoon. Can I pick up anything?”

“No,” David says. “I’ll be here waiting with open arms!”

Tess, smiling, cringes. She drinks a cold can of espresso from the refrigerator and helps the boys with their shoes.
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Tazio is in the kitchen when Tess returns home from dropping off the kids. The house smells of salmon and rice. Tess’s shoulders relax. She can nap while Tazio reads to David, or while the two of them watch TV. That’s what they’re doing now. Watching MSNBC, with their feet up on the coffee table.

“Sage butter?” Tazio says, leaning over David to pour. “No? There’s some on there already, but only a bit because I wasn’t sure if butter was on the list.”

Tazio’s voice is precise. He enunciates the two “t”s in butter. He sounds British, but it’s just an affectation. His father—whom Tess never got to meet—was born in Italy, and his mother is Mexican from a few generations back, but Tazio grew up on Long Island like David. A kid from the suburbs who should have spoken mall American like everybody else, but ask him to say the days of the week, and “Wednesday” comes out in three crisp syllables. Every Wednesday in February, Tess used to ask everyone around to quiet down so Tazio could announce the date. “Today is Wed-ness-day, Feb-rew-ary the third,” he’d amiably reply, and their college class would cheer. It should be pretentious, and maybe it is, but there’s something about Tazio’s demeanor that people are attracted to.

Watching Tazio pour a small gravy boat of sage butter over David’s greens, she notices for the thousandth time that everything about Tazio—except for maybe his lips—is sharp. Precise. His movements, his pronunciation. He is all nose and elbows. Even his attitude is sharp. Tess never knows if he’s serious. He’s wry. Severe, even. But how could she think that, watching him serve her husband? He has become a kind man. Tazio was an unreliable friend to Tess in college, promising to show up for lunch and then disappearing for a week, or, while shopping with Tess in Pearl Paint, sneaking unpaid-for brushes into her bag. And then he started surprising her. First, by delaying graduation for a year to work in North Carolina on the campaign for that narcissist sloppy-Ken-doll John Edwards. And then, since the accident, caring for her husband.

Tazio is tall and thin, like a crystallized version of David. David is bigger, sillier, more careless, and less in control; or maybe that’s just a kind way of saying David has acne and unruly hair and should lose a couple of pounds, while everything about Tazio is perfectly in place. Tazio, every day, wears gray tailored pants and a white dress shirt with white Adidases and his Italian grandfather’s watch. When Tazio introduced Tess to David that night at Abel and Cain, David appeared to her like a version of Tazio at which God had taken a couple of lazy swipes of an eraser and then abandoned, leaving a smudged, bloated copy.

Now, next to Tazio on the couch, David waves off the extra butter and eats from a bowl in his lap of what looks like brown rice, salmon, and stewed greens. It’s ten thirty in the morning.

“Smells good,” Tess says.

Tazio rises to help her fold the double stroller.

“Bok choy, more in the fridge, just a little garlic and the butter, no soy sauce—MSG—just the butter, so it’s not as good as it could be,” Tazio says. “A container of rice, too. And arctic char. I made too much for just me and Angelica.”

“Maybe for dinner,” Tess says. “I mean, thanks. You made for you and Angelica what happens to be perfect for David’s regimen?”

Tazio smiles.

“Thank you,” Tess says. “I don’t know what we would do without you.”

“Don’t be silly,” Tazio says. “I’m between jobs. I have the time.”

Tess hugs Tazio tightly. He returns to the television. Tess wants a shower and a nap, and with David out of bed and entertained, she has a real chance at both.

“You guys relax,” she says, but fearing she sounded sarcastic, as it’s the middle of a weekday, she adds, “I mean it. Relax. And fuck Trump.”

“Fuck Trump,” David says, raising his water to Tazio, who distractedly clinks his glass with David’s.

Tess pours herself water from the Brita on the counter and chugs. She’s no longer drunk, just dehydrated. She’s about to tell David that Max was a mess at drop-off. That he clung to her and cried. But she looks at David eating, watching politics and listening to Tazio, and she can tell that something’s not right. She isn’t sure if it’s one or both of them. They’re watching Jeffrey Lord parrot Trump best he can. “They’re not all rapists,” Lord says. “How many times do I need to say this? They’re not all rapists, okay? But that doesn’t mean we want them here. In our country. These are not the best of the bunch that are coming over here, believe me.”

“I can’t take this shit anymore,” Tazio says.

“It’s totally bananas,” Tess says. “Can’t they get anyone better to represent him? Pence? Even Christie?”

“I can’t take it,” Tazio says.

David’s not going to break the silence that follows, so Tess continues. “I mean, just on a strategy level: Who thinks putting Jeffrey Lord or Rudy Giuliani on CNN is going to benefit anyone? These’re the country’s least appealing people.”

For a moment it looks like Tazio is going to start yelling or even crying, but he steadies himself. Though it feels like months since Hillary lost, it’s only been three weeks. Other than the night of the election, Tazio has for the most part shown few signs of despair. Now he stares at Trump’s big healthy face, just as he’d stared at nearly everything when she met him almost twenty years earlier at Cooper Union, where they both studied to be painters. His stare is so conspicuously discerning. Tess could never tell if this was because Tazio was brilliant or because he cared so much about seeming so. Maybe the two weren’t mutually exclusive. Tess has always tried so hard at everything, but Tazio was more talented than she was, both technically and in terms of gamesmanship, which people cared about in a way she never could. Gamesmanship: a gendered word for a gendered world of men making other men feel smart. Tazio always had explanations for his work that surprised people. He had big dramatic ideas and punch lines. He considered himself Mexican, still spoke to his mom in Spanish, but was named Tazio Di Vincenzo and talked like a member of a bygone aristocracy. He inspired curiosity: more than curiosity, attention. And his work was smart, much smarter than everyone else’s.

Apparently, Tazio had the same reputation in the tiny world of the Hillary communications office that he’d had in the tinier world of art school. The thinking man’s artist turned into the artistic thinker. The intuitive whiz who knows how to reframe the question. Or knew how, at least, until Hillary lost. He won’t talk about it, but it’s clear he’s not only pissed off that Hillary lost, but also that no one listened to him as the ship sank.

Tess remembers one painting he did at school, a realist landscape portrait of George W. Bush hiding in the woods or something, and when you turned it upside down, it was a perfect painting of that lady in a coma, Terri Schiavo, eating a big fancy dinner. It was freaky and a parlor trick, but funny and sad, too. And though to be honest Tess thought the whole concept was dumb, because who turned paintings upside down, and even if someone did, it didn’t really make much sense on a conceptual level—like why is Terri Schiavo the inverse of George W. Bush?—their professor went on and on about how Tazio’s painting exemplified the artist manifesting a political view. How after Bush stole Gore’s presidency, an artist literally could not be apolitical. Every portrait was a portrait of its time.

Now Tess smiles at what she would have thought back then if she could have seen this portrait in front of her: her husband eating arctic char prepared by Tazio Di Vincenzo as Tazio sits loathing President-elect Donald Trump.

“Jeffrey fucking Lord,” Tazio says in his odd patrician patter. “He was a Reagan guy?”

Tess doesn’t know, and David doesn’t seem to be listening.

“Turn this off,” Tazio says before realizing he’s sitting on the remote. He hits the power button and exhales.

Without Tazio, where would David have gone for those couple of months after she told him about Jonah? To his parents’ on Long Island, which would have been worse. He would have been crushed by his mother’s empathy. Angelica deserves credit for putting up with David living on their couch. That said, a sad chatty David on the couch must have been better than a sick silent David in Tess’s bed. Preaccident David, even sad, was pretty lovable.

And Tess loves him still and will love him for the rest of her life. She reminds herself not to lose this fact, the most important of her life. He will get healthy again. She will have her life back again with him. They will have their life back together. She’ll hunker down until they can start living again for real.

Tess drinks another glass of water. She feels sleep coming on.

She’ll take a nap and feel better. She’ll feel good. It felt good to be herself last night and then take care of the kids this morning. Even if she feels like shit, it feels good. Even if she feels like shit still. There’s something fantastic about being thirty-seven years old. Young enough to get drunk and dance alone in a club, old enough to have kids she’d die for. It is the life she dreamed of, and when David gets healthy again, she’ll have it all. Ethan is thriving, and Max will be okay. David will get another job. She’ll be able to work again. Money will stop being a concern. They’ll be adults and parents. They’ll be fine. They’ll be better than fine. They’ll be great.
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The next morning, Tess wakes up feeling better, takes Ethan and Max to school and day care, returns home, and David is gone. This is not so unusual. He sometimes has appointments with his bodyworker, Monica, and though those tend to be in the afternoon, alone time for Tess is too valuable to question. She showers, naps, and eats the Halloween candy that Ethan probably won’t notice missing and is bad for him anyway.

But when Tess returns home that afternoon from an audition, David is still not there, which makes it seven hours, by far the longest he’s been out since the accident. He isn’t responding to texts or the two messages she has left on his cell.

That night, when the kids ask where Daddy is, she tells them he’s at Tazio’s house, and they panic that he’s gone again for a long time.

“No,” she says, “it’s just one night,” but Ethan doesn’t trust her, and Max follows Ethan’s lead.

“No,” Ethan screams when she approaches him on the floor. “Don’t look at me!”

She leaves him to cool off, returns ten minutes later, and it’s the same. Max silently stares at Ethan and is rigid when Tess approaches him.

Another ten minutes later, Ethan and Max are under the covers together in Ethan’s bed, Ethan rubbing Max’s back. Tess’s heart melts. She relaxes into something like real joy. She bends to kiss their foreheads.

“Don’t look at me!” Ethan screams.

“No look Eha!” Max says.

They are silent until the next morning. Tess, without much sleep, is exhausted. Tazio hasn’t answered his phone, David’s voice mail box is full of Tess’s messages and who knows what else. The boys ask where Daddy is, and Tess tells them he’s with Tazio on one of Tazio’s vacations, but he’ll be home soon.

Dropping Ethan at school, Tess lingers with his teachers. She takes Max to get an orange juice before dropping him at day care. She goes to the bank to take out two hundred of her remaining two thousand dollars, picks up milk, yogurt, and eggs. And finally she returns home, hopeful that enough time has passed. He’s still missing.

He could have fallen in the street and been hit by a car. He could have gotten dizzy walking down the stairs to the subway. She calls the three Brooklyn hospitals she can think of. She texts his parents. She would give anything not to have cheated on him. She can’t raise these kids without him. They have so many plans. To live abroad when the kids are in college. To save up and buy a small place by a lake where the boys can swim and bring their own children someday. Even at his angriest, he’s never been the type just to leave. The kids or her. Tazio has pulled this shit for as long as she’s known him, but not David. She calls Tazio again. She doesn’t have Angelica’s number and realizes how strange that is. She emails Angelica, who is probably too busy at barre class or getting her hair blown out or seeing patients to respond.

Tess takes a shower. Thinks to check David’s medications—the Serzone and Lexapro—in the medicine cabinet, and the little bottles are missing. She knows this is a good thing, but she doesn’t feel it as such. It means he planned to be gone for more than an afternoon. Still, she likes seeing the cabinet empty of meds. She imagines a time when she won’t have to watch him swallow them, his back and neck tight. She hates watching him try to relax as he ingests medications that don’t seem to be doing any good. She wants him to take more of them, or different ones. She wants the doctors to figure out what’s wrong more than she’s ever wanted anything. For his pain to go away, and for her to be able to live again. But the medication takes months sometimes to kick in, so the doctors don’t want to change anything prematurely or take him off something that could cure him. That would be an unforgivable miscalculation, and David and Tess have the rest of their lives to consider. Sure, every day might feel unlivable, but in the time frame of years, the prudent course must always be taken. Tess understands, but she hates those little pills. They’re so tiny compared to his big body, and they’re an unreliable magic. No one knows why he’s dizzy or, really, why these pills might help. Maybe one day they’ll make him start to feel better. Or maybe they won’t. There’s nothing she or David can do to make them work faster, yet they have become the most important thing in her life.

Tess checks under the sink and by the bed just to make sure they’re really gone and not just hidden. She takes a shot of vodka from the freezer. Falls asleep. When she wakes up in the afternoon, he’s still not there. She cancels an audition for a series of car commercials and opens David’s laptop to look at his calendar, which shows an appointment with Monica for the next day but nothing yesterday or today. She picks up the kids, puts them to bed, tries to sleep, gets them ready the next morning, attempts to joke them out of their sulking, drops them off, still with no word from anyone.

She returns to the calendar to confirm what time his meeting with Monica is supposed to be. He won’t miss that. Unless he’s hurt, or something truly bad has happened. It’s at 3 p.m. She’ll go to his appointment. It’s as good a lead as any.

She closes the calendar and notices, for the first time, scattered among other files on David’s computer desktop, an icon titled DR. B. Dr. Burgurski is the psychologist David had been seeing before the accident and then stopped seeing after talking for the hour became too difficult. He’d told Tess they’d been emailing and that Dr. Burgurski was sending him questions to facilitate David’s keeping a “prompted journal” they sent back and forth, but Tess hadn’t followed up to ask how it had been going. The way David had told Tess about it made her think he’d dismissed the idea as juvenile.

Tess double-clicks the icon. The document grows as she scrolls.
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Dr. B

AUGUST 1, 2016

What were you like growing up?

Healthy. My parents were healthy, too. Healthy enough. I mean, my father had kidney stones and my mother lay on the couch in the morning paralyzed with fear of going to work. I sometimes threw up from anxiety when the babysitter came. But we were healthy in the ways that mattered. And we stayed healthy for a long time. Within reason, at least. As I got older, my body didn’t work in all sorts of normal ways. I needed glasses starting in first grade. In eighth, I stopped being able to digest dairy. I had bad acne in high school and I started losing my hair at twenty. But I ate whatever I wanted and never got gross, I don’t think. I binge-drank without consequence all through college and business school. Life was relatively easy.

Or it should have been. I think a lot about the conversations Tazio and I had in college. I was up at Columbia, and he was at Cooper Union. We met Friday nights to drink until I threw up or Gerard kicked everyone out. Gerard ran Abel and Cain, a cocktail bar. But it was more than that. According to Esquire, Abel and Cain was responsible for starting New York’s cocktail renaissance. We drank there every Friday night for free because Gerard was friendly with one of Tazio’s professors who recognized Tazio as both a talented craftsman and a serious drinker, and tapped him to build Gerard’s new booths in exchange for free booze.

Abel and Cain was an eighteen-year-old’s paradise. The wood was oiled, the leather soft, the ceiling tin, the straws made by Tazio in stainless steel, and the ice chipped off a giant block behind the bar. For a few months, Gerard decided to give away warmed cashews and almonds along with the drinks; then it was fresh strawberries and mascarpone. Once I overheard a woman order a Cherry Coke and Gerard say, “I wish I could, but cherries are no longer in season.” The asshole must have been sitting on that line for years in hopes that someone would order a Cherry Coke in winter.

Tazio and I spent Friday nights in our corner booth pretending we belonged. Tazio drank straight whisky, and I drank whatever complicated thing Angelica wanted to pour. We were both in love with Angelica. We guessed she was a year or two older; was half black, half Asian; and was Gerard’s ex. Tazio and I built a whole dumb world around Gerard based on hints he’d drop of his previous life as a coke fiend, a classics scholar, a basketball phenom. According to what Angelica told Tazio later, Gerard was just a prep school kid who took money from his father to open a small bar. He liked to dress up in suspenders and slicked back hair, and tell stories. He was a genius at making drinks, and he built a life around it. I’ve still never tasted anything as good as his mint daiquiri.



Fuck, I miss drinking. And eating gluten, and dairy, nuts, citrus, avocado, MSG, dried fruit, lentils… drinking all that Pepsi and coffee as well as the liquor… eating chocolate. But I’m getting off the point. And I don’t really miss eating lentils all that much. But Pepsi, beer, and wine. Pizza, pasta, bagels, a normal fucking bowl of soup. Cereal. What I’d do for a bowl of Smart Start and a chocolate chip muffin. But Monica, whom I’m following now when it comes to all this stuff, won’t allow it. She says one muffin is the same as one hundred. That my cells will have to regenerate all over again.



The point is that the drunker I got at Abel and Cain, the more I stared at Angelica’s neck and collarbone—the area where her shoulders met her neck and dress—while Tazio and I talked about what I was reading or how stressed I was about the essays I needed to write. I bring all this up because though Tazio was already by far my closest friend and I looked forward to these Friday nights for the whole week, mostly I remember us fighting. You ask what I used to be like, and the answer is I think that I was really nice. I was fun to be around. I was happy by disposition. But sometimes when I drank—especially with Tazio—I was still me, but with the kindness stripped away.

I was probably subconsciously angry, as you’d put it, that Tazio had a string of artist girlfriends while I was still a virgin. Less deeply submerged was that I was taking all these literature and philosophy classes at Columbia but could never seem to explain the ideas to Tazio in a way that he wasn’t able to debunk or think of a way to argue around. I often found myself, whether I agreed with myself or not, defending exaggerated positions with increasing anger, and drinking with increasing speed.

I didn’t know then that Tazio would develop a national reputation for pith or cleverness or whatever it is from some of the most powerful people in the world. Then, I just knew that Tazio was much smarter than I was. I could tell him about, say, how, according to the theory of utilitarianism, what mattered most was to maximize happiness for the most people, and without thinking much about it, he’d say, “But what about the poorest of the poor whose life is fucked just because everyone else is a little happier? Even if the total happiness quotient or whatever is higher, there shouldn’t be a society that totally sacrifices the most miserable and suffering.” The main problem with the theory—the problem it took three entire sessions of Contemporary Civilization for our class to reach—just fucking occurred to him.

Tazio knocked back whiskies as I ordered South Side Swizzles, Sidecars, and mint daiquiris, and I couldn’t just be proud that someone this naturally smart was my best friend. Instead I argued that when people are conditioned to suffer, they cease feeling pain in the way we think about suffering. The truly downtrodden don’t live lives of constant horror, I explained. They get used to their condition as much as anyone else does. “When you live in Africa and have seven grown kids and you’ve lost five in childbirth already,” I said, “then there’s no way seeing a family member get sick is as painful for you as it is for a mother in New York who’s only had one kid. It just isn’t.”

“Really?” Tazio said, sipping, thinking. This was when he could still drink and find things funny in a detached, ironic way.

“Think logically,” I said. “Having expectations that your kid might die must make it easier when it actually happens. Think about how much it fucked you up when your dad died. Now imagine how much better it would have been if you still had nine more dads.” I talked with this hideous bravado in order to prove our friendship to myself, to Tazio, to the universe. I could say anything to him, and he wouldn’t balk at it. I literally couldn’t offend him. “Having so many kids must make it easier. You’re not thinking about what it’s like there.”

“Where?” Tazio said.

“In poverty-stricken countries,” I said.

I’d written a report about health crises in India for a class I took to fulfill my Major Cultures requirement.

“I don’t know,” Tazio said, downing his fourth, fifth, twelfth whisky that evening. “I’d hate to be used to a condition where I had the expectation that one of my kids might die…”

I think about this particular conversation a lot, because I wish that at that moment he’d kept going and taken me seriously enough to tell me to shut the fuck up, because was I really saying that people who suffer just get used to it? Was I really saying that sick people, people in mourning, people who have lost loved ones, and by extension enslaved people and who knew who else, get so accustomed to their pain that they experience their lives less harshly than I did back then knowing I’d need to wake up hungover with a twelve-page paper to write?

I want to strangle that little kid in that bar talking about things he didn’t know anything about. I don’t blame him for being coddled. I don’t blame him for his lack of broken bones or for thinking that his essays or homesickness or virginity was hard. But I do blame him for his lack of a basic empathy, and I wish now that Tazio had told me back then to get over myself. That I didn’t know what I was talking about. That I didn’t know sickness, death, or, for that matter, suffering of any kind.

If I’d been made more aware of that back then, I feel that somehow God or karma or my own consciousness would be less cruel to me now.

Now. Tazio and Angelica will be married next summer. And even though I’ve got this fucking brain disorder no one can figure out, what I’m really distracting myself from is that Tess is going to leave me again, this time for good.

AUGUST 2, 2016

As simply as possible and without focusing too much on Tess, describe what happened and what it’s like now.

Five months ago, I fell off a ladder trying to carry Max up to the top of a slide at an apple-picking place in upstate New York, and ever since, I’ve woken up every morning feeling a debilitating combination of drunk and hungover, and I feel that way all day until I go to sleep. My vision is blurry, my thoughts are scrambled, and I’m overwhelmed by my surroundings. If I talk or interact with people or feel any stress or anxiety, it gets worse.

I was climbing up to give Max a chance to go down the slide. Tess and I had recently reconciled, and we’d agreed to take the kids on more outings, adventures. Ethan had already gone down the slide twice, and Max wanted to go. The ladder was tall and steep, so he couldn’t climb it by himself. I was holding Max in one arm and gripping the rungs with my other hand. But Ethan wanted to beat us up to the top. Ethan was laughing. Max was laughing. I could tell Max wanted to get up top first, and since he rarely won anything, I sped up. But I only had one arm to climb with, and Max isn’t little anymore. Ethan was faster than we were. There wasn’t room for him to pass us, and I thought it would be dangerous if he tried to get around us, so I leaned to the side a bit to let Ethan by, and just at that moment, Max kicked out at the ladder. I lost my grip. Ethan watched us as we fell, and, holding Max, I remember thinking I could take care of Max. I could make sure I hit ground before he did, but Ethan, Ethan had to hold on. And, thank god, he did.

A week after the accident, when my symptoms weren’t resolving as promised, I called the doctor who had dealt with me most often at the hospital. He agreed that the problem went beyond my eyes and sent me to a neurologist who put me through a CT scan, an MRI, blood work, an eye exam, and vertigo tests. Everything came out fine. He had no idea why I was experiencing these symptoms. Something probably got knocked off-kilter in the fall, the neurologist told me. “Knocked off-kilter” was how the fucking brain expert put it. “Maybe concussion related?” It would probably heal by itself, but he prescribed a combination of antidepressants, which he said often helped in ambiguous circumstances.

Tess had to drop out of her upcoming role as the understudy for the lead and member of an ensemble in what in this case is supposed to be the next hit Broadway musical written by an aging pop star—and she’d been hoping it would grant her more exposure because the actor she was understudying for had both a massive role in the show and TV obligations that conflicted with two weeks of performances. Therefore Tess would have opportunities to fill in and be seen as a lead herself. Before she got pregnant with Ethan, she’d had some big understudy roles—Billy Elliot, and even Phantom—but this was going to be the first where she was all but guaranteed to have a real opportunity to star. Instead, she just takes care of the kids and me, auditions for commercials she so far hasn’t been right for, takes care of us again. Evening work is impossible with me unable to be alone with the kids.

But even with our new routine, I can’t completely hide from the boys, and I can’t not talk around them. When I tried to interact with them silently, at first they laughed and played along, but then, when they realized it wasn’t a game, they cried until I talked again.

What is it like now?

There’s no language for it that hasn’t become a cliché. It’s like living in a nightmare. It’s hell. It’s unbearable. I bear it, of course, but it’s impossible to bear. It’s not really pain. Or not only. If I had a broken foot, or even if I was constantly, every day, breaking my foot, at least I could teach myself to ignore it. I could distract myself. But it’s my brain. I can’t focus. It’s the lens through which I experience everything. I fall sometimes. My brain thinks the ground is moving, so I bend a knee to regain balance, but I’d already been balanced so I fall. I’ve fallen at home once, standing in a subway car once, and three or four times in supermarkets and other stores. Something about the clutter of the aisles makes me worse. It’s never happened when I was with the boys, thank god, and I haven’t been hurt beyond a scraped hand. In that way I’ve been lucky.

But those are rare events. The day-to-day of brain fog is the torture. It’s impossible to ignore that I can’t focus or think clearly. I can’t think clearly. I can’t do anything. Writing this is about all I can handle. If that. Talking makes it worse, showering makes it worse, napping makes it worse, eating makes it worse. I don’t know why. No one does. But what is it—the feeling? It’s hard to describe. It’s a constant pressure, a frenetic vibration, a feeling of being overwhelmed by my surroundings. But it’s also an imbalance. A loss of vision. A complete loss of control. It’s as though someone is constantly taking my brain and yanking it down and to the side. It’s like that moment when you know you’ve drunk too much and you’re going to need to vomit, and you’re not sure if you can make it to the bathroom. It’s that feeling all day, every day. When I’m watching Daniel Tiger with Max. When I wake up from nightmares of falling—falling with Max in my arms, Ethan falling after us—in the middle of the night. When I try to think of some way to make Tess happy. It’s pressure, pain, panic, and a crushing lack of clarity. I’d rather be in a wheelchair. I’d rather be blind or deaf. I’d obviously rather be mute. And I don’t know how long this is going to last. If I knew that I was going to need to suffer like this for a month or for five years, say, I could do it. I could grit my teeth and suffer through those years knowing I’d be able to emerge out the other end grateful and so excited to live every new day. Even if life was delayed two or five or ten years, I would know that I could eventually get my job back, be promoted to vice president, make a solid mid-six-figure salary—enough to send the kids to summer camp, let Tess stop doing commercials, even buy a place upstate, in Kingston or Woodstock or somewhere, where we could play catch in the summer and ski in the winter. Everything I worked so hard for my entire life. But this might last forever.

If only I’d held on tighter. Or not taken Max up at all. Or been more stern with Ethan. Or if Tess had called Ethan back down. If I hadn’t been so cavalier. So intent on everybody having fun. I could have held on tighter. I didn’t know.

Mornings are the worst. My brain needs extra time to right itself. I used to love rolling around in bed with Ethan and Max before making them scrambled eggs and toast with bubbly orange, but now I sleep in fear of the moment they’ll wake me.

This morning, it was Ethan.

“It’s daytime, Daddy!” he yelled at a few minutes after six. “Maxman, wake up, wake up!”

Ethan sprinted from his room into ours, with Max following still groggy, carrying his green stuffed snake.

Max was sucking on the snake. Ethan dove up into my bed. My vision was still only slightly blurred. Not fully occluded. Tess was in the shower. Ethan grabbed the snake, said, “Baby toy! You’re a baby Max is a baby Max.”

I scolded, “Ethan! Why would you do that?” which was enough to fully blind me. The walls felt like they were tipping toward me. I wanted to tell him to be nice to his brother, but I couldn’t find the words.

I lay back down and took deep breaths, both boys swarming over my body.

“Please,” I managed. “Please.”

“Daddy?” Max said, head to my knees, feet at my shoulders. “Daddy no feel so good?”

Ethan, upright and beside the bed, hit Max on the arm.

“Eha hit me…,” Max started crying.

Tess ran in from the bathroom, still wet from the shower. She hugged Max. I tried to relax. I tried to take deep breaths and count slowly like the neurologist had told me to, but I was hyperventilating. I couldn’t see out of either eye. I had to hold the bed or else I felt I’d fall through.

“Come, let’s go peepee,” Tess said, physically pulling Ethan off me.

“With Daddy!” Ethan said.

I was crying.

“Daddy is sick?” Ethan said.

“No!” Max yelled.

“Ethan!” Tess yelled.

“No!” Ethan said.

“Let’s all go pee,” I said, mustering the courage to slide out of bed. I wiped my eyes. Some vision had returned, but the tension and discombobulation were still there. Needles and pressure in the front of my head, and my jaw clamped down. I tried to breathe deeply. I tried to relax.

The light in the bathroom was too bright. I couldn’t find the toilet insert Max sat on to pee. I could see shapes but not colors.

“Max first,” Ethan said.

“Where are you?” I cried out for Tess.

“Right here. Okay,” Tess said. “Max first.”

“I’ll go get everyone bubbly orange,” I said, steadying myself on the wall on the way to the kitchen.

“I’ll do it,” Tess said. “You rest.”

“This is my life,” I said cruelly to Tess, expending energy I didn’t have for reasons I didn’t understand. “Let me.”

“Sorry,” Tess said.

I didn’t move. Together, we watched the kids scream.

“I’m not angry at you,” I said.

“I know,” Tess said.

“Max went peepee on the floor,” Ethan said. “I clean it up!”

“No,” Tess and I both said, but I said it too loudly. I had to sit down on the floor. Ethan started crying and hugged me. I wiped tears from under my eyes.

“Daddy is sick again, Mommy! Mommy Daddy is sick.”

“Leave the paper towels,” Tess said. “I’ll clean this up. Fuck!”

“Tess,” I said.

“Mommy?” Ethan said.

“Sorry, baby,” Tess said.

“Give me paper towels,” Ethan said. “I clean it.”

She gave them to him. I was still on the floor holding my head. I wanted to laugh or be proud, but I couldn’t see or think.

“I cleaned it all up!” Ethan said, dozens of paper towels in one hand mopping at Max’s bare feet, the diminishing roll in the other hand, Max crying, Tess retrieving her own bath towel to mop up both boys. It was only Monday morning, and we’d been awake for less than fifteen minutes.



But nighttime can be as hard. Like last night, I tried to put Ethan to bed on my own.

“Daddy?”

“Yes, Ethan?”

“Can I ask you something?” he said.

“Of course,” I whispered.

Whispering felt better, for reasons doctors couldn’t explain. They couldn’t explain any of it.

“This is your house again?”

“This is my house.”

“Okay, Daddy. You’re not going to sleep other places anymore?” he said.

“Like the hospital?” I said.

“No, like before that,” he said. He meant, of course, the weeks after Tess had told me about Jonah and I stayed with Tazio.

“This is my house, baby, and I’ll always come back,” I said.

“I’m not baby, I’m a big boy.”

“Okay, Ethan.”

“Daddy?”

“Yes, Ethan?”

“My penis is hard,” he said.

“Penises do that sometimes,” I said.

“Can you make it soft?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t.”

“Please can you make it soft?” he said.

“People can’t make other people’s penises soft,” I said.

“I said please!” he yelled, suddenly furious. “Not nice!” I started to breathe scared, shallow breaths. If he went from presleep tired to fighting me, I wouldn’t be able to control him. I was living my life scared of him, scared he’d act like the four-year-old he was, and I’d try to manage him and be bedridden for hours because of it.

“It will just go away,” I said.

“Please make it soft!” he said.

Tess came running.

“If I could I would,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

“Make! It! Soft!”

It’s the kind of thing Tess and I would have laughed about later. Instead, just listening to him yell was too much for me. I had to lie down on our bed as she told him that penises were like sponges that get filled up with all the water and blood and pee and saliva swishing around in the body, and we needed to wait for the water to slosh back on its own. I’d only meant to rest, but I fell asleep at seven thirty and awoke again in the morning to their screams.

AUGUST 3, 2016

Who do you really rely on through all this?

Tess. Tazio. And the hope that the meds will start working. Mostly Tess.

I was trying to make an impression on her and the kids, which is why I fell. She knows it. I know it. But there it is. She slept with Jonah Carr, the only Broadway star I could name. She admitted it. My guess is it happened a half dozen times? Maybe ten? Her kissing his mouth, his chest…

Six months before the accident, she sat in front of me on a dinner table chair, having pushed away the coffee table we usually ate on. I was on the couch, which we bought with my signing bonus out of B-school. She was sitting in front of me just as she usually sat when breaking important news to Ethan. She wore sweatpants and a T-shirt. She was beautiful as always, her skin pink and her eyes a Caribbean fucking Sea blue. She looked like Anne Hathaway, but less cartoony. Once, on the subway, some teenage girls giggled their way to Tess and asked, “You’re her, right?”

“Thanks for saying hi,” Tess said. “But I like to keep things quiet when I’m out.” At least, I think they thought she was Anne Hathaway. Tess wasn’t as sure.

But six months before the accident, she spoke in her competent, kind voice: her voice-over voice. She did some radio commercials, and this was the voice she used. Two-point-oh-liter four-cylinder excluded MSRP from eighteen-four two-sixty. Her voice was the first thing that scared me, even before she’d told me that there were problems. I asked why, what kind, when, and she started to cry. In five minutes she told me that her life, as wonderful as it was, must have been unfulfilling in some way she didn’t understand, in ten about Jonah and that she’d ended it, in fifteen that she wanted to fight for the family if I did. Fight for the family. I was filled with a rage I hadn’t known I was capable of. My mind got hazy and I starting yelling at her. Fuck! Fuck you! Do people know? Is this whole life pretend? Jesus fucking Christ, you lying fucking asshole. Fuck you, walking around all this time knowing that all this is fake. That our life isn’t real. Jesus fuck. Fuck! I wanted to throw the slate coaster she’d brought back from Brazil. To see the cabinet door crack and buckle. I looked at that coaster, but I didn’t do anything. I couldn’t act. I just screamed. She cried. The kids woke up, and I drank at a bar I’d never been to until I was too drunk to stay awake.


OEBPS/e9781501180798/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Fall

		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7






		Winter

		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17






		Spring

		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19






		Summer

		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24






		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Acknowledgments


		Copyright








		iii


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		ix


		x


		xi


		xii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308








OEBPS/e9781501180798/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501180798/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501180798/images/9781501180798.jpg
THE
BODY
POLITIC

BRIAN
PLATZER





OEBPS/e9781501180798/images/title.jpg
AAAAAA

BODY
POLITIC
BRIAN
PLATZER

AAAAAAAAAA
oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo





OEBPS/e9781501180798/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781501180798/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


