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For my mom and dad,

Sybil and Dee Clarke






Reality is merely an illusion,

albeit a very persistent one.

ALBERT EINSTEIN (1879–1955)

It’s kind of fun to do the impossible.

WALT DISNEY (1901–1966)

I am become Death, Shatterer of worlds.

ROBERT OPPENHEIMER (1904–1967),

CITING THE BHAGAVAD GITA, AFTER WITNESSING
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Dreams More Bitter

Than Sweet




Shelby is a slut. She is also my wife. And that presents certain problems. Actually it presents major problems; I just don’t like to think about them. Mainly because I have no real way of knowing that Shelby is a slut. I just have these dreams. And I can’t exactly say to her over breakfast, “Honey, I had this dream last night that Reed Bindler was knocking your bottom out. And I think this needs to stop.”

That would be crazy talk. And I’ve spent my life pushing crazy talk like that to the back of my mind so that I could lead a normal existence. So that I could have a happy life here in Dallas. With Shelby and our two-year-old son, Noah. We live in a big Mission-style house on Lakewood Boulevard. I’ve got a green Range Rover and a hyper Border Collie named Max. It’s a good life. And I don’t think I should mess it up just because I have bad dreams about Shelby. That would be stupid.

However, to be perfectly honest, I do have this habit of just knowing things. And that scares me. What’s wild is my knowledge has no logical basis. I didn’t read it in a book or pick it up in conversation. Sometimes I just know. And I’m not talking about getting a weird feeling about lottery numbers or shit like that. I’m talking about full blown, I-know-this-for-a-fact, Jack. Like right now, I know that the phone is about to ring and it’s going to be Shelby’s mom. And I know that Noah is about to get a sore throat. I can taste it coming on. And sure enough, he gets one. And sure enough, the phone rings and it’s my mother-in-law.

This knowing things was what got me into the Internet back before anyone knew it would go colossal. This knowing things has put a very nice roof over our heads. But it is also part of my problem. A therapist once told me I might be crazy. Well, he didn’t say that exactly, but I knew what he meant. That’s when I stopped talking about what I “know.” And I stopped seeing that asshole. Now, I keep what goes on inside my head in my head. I just go to work building Web sites and I play golf at the club. I keep my mouth shut. I make money, which makes Shelby happy. And this, in turn, makes me happy.

Or at least, close to happy.

Okay, truth be told, I’m not all that happy. It’s the dreams and all this knowing-things-that-I-shouldn’t. It stalks me and beats me in the head. Like every time I think Shelby cheats on me. And I think she does this quite often. She fucks the pool guy. She screws her tennis pro. And she nails my best friend and business partner, Reed Bindler, every Wednesday night when she says she’s at Bunco. I dream about all of this; and I am afraid that this is true. I know that Shelby loves me. But I keep having these dreams and they are burning me alive.

Now, hold on to your seat because this is where things get really wacko. I think I know why Shelby cheats. I saw it one night after I rolled off her sweaty body and into a dream where her genes, her actual DNA, spoke to me. I know this sounds absolutely crazy, but they told me of their plan. They told me that they were promiscuous genes, programmed by nature to fuck around. Nothing against me, they said. Shelby just has slutty DNA. And from a survival-of-the-fittest perspective, this is a very good thing. Something about a wide range of spawnings adding variety to her own genes and thus ensuring their replication.

This is how her genes told me it works: Shelby marries me, a cerebral provider. They actually called me that. A “cerebral provider”? I mean, is that a compliment or is that a put-down? Anyhow, Shelby gets all her food and shelter needs met by me in spades. And our coupling will produce children who share my genes and her genes. This is good for me because my genes tend to be the faithful sort. Matched up with Shelby’s slut genes, my seed will spread all over the place. According to Shelby’s DNA, our son, Noah, is likely to grow up to be a wealthy philanderer who will father tons of kids out of wedlock—who will in turn grow up and do the same. This will be very good for my genetic proliferation. Morally, though, it kind of sucks. But Shelby’s DNA reminded me that evolution is amoral and so is Shelby’s sex drive.

It’s her way of hedging her evolutionary bets. If there’s a war or something and we go back to a primitive society, her hearty offspring from those athletic fucks will survive, whereas my offspring might die because they’re too brainy. Plus her genes get the best of both worlds. She can have genetically diverse offspring and still be married to the “cerebral provider” who will use his high IQ and income to raise her bastard kids.

Shelby would tell you this is all horseshit. She will tell you she’s never once thought about genetics or evolutionary strategies. And she would be telling you the truth. But her genes have told me the real story. And it’s really fucking me up.

So far, we’ve only had one kid. Noah. And he’s mine. I can see it in his eyes; I can read it in his soul. Besides, Noah looks just like I did in baby pictures—all blue eyes, blond hair, and slobber. You see, my DNA has a little trick of its own. My sperm are a fierce sort and my body knows what Shelby’s up to. So I fuck her every chance I get. At least once a day. That way my little guys attack and kill all the foreign sperm. So far this has kept her extramarital affairs from fertilizing any eggs. Which is good, considering Shelby refuses to go on the Pill; she says it makes her fat. Plus, her infidelity always peaks when she’s ovulating. Or at least that’s when my dreams about her infidelity always peak. So far I’ve been winning. But I’m not sure how much longer me and my little guys can keep up the fight.

Anyway, it really doesn’t matter if I’m right about Shelby or not. Either way I’m fucked. Either my wife is cheating on me or I’m a nutcase who thinks DNA chitchats with him. So take your pick. That’s why I’m not going to worry about it. I learned a long time ago if you go around digging for answers, you’ll only find problems. It’s best just to live your life: go to the grocery store, bicker with your wife over your checking account balance, watch TV, and read your kid to sleep. That’s where reality is and that’s where I try to keep my thoughts these days.

Let me back up here. There’s a lot of stuff you need to know other than all this mental crap anyway. First of all, my name is Travis Anderson. I graduated from SMU. Right out of school I started my own Web development company with my fraternity brother, Reed Bindler.

I’m not a bad guy. I’ll admit I’ve paid for a handjob or two at a titty bar. I’ve cheated a little bit on my taxes. And I lie constantly about my golf game. But then again, who doesn’t? The hardest drug I’ve ever done is pot. And I go to church at Highland Park United Methodist almost every Sunday. I feel confident in saying that I’m the good guy in this story. I would never fuck around on Shelby. (You’ve got to be kidding if you count the handjobs. I could do that myself. And anything you can do yourself doesn’t count.) I’m just your average guy who has had slightly above average luck with his finances.

But unlike Shelby, I didn’t come from money. I grew up in a suburb that was planted smack-dab in the middle of a north Louisiana cotton field. We’re talking tract houses with carports and station wagons. We weren’t poor but we weren’t rich, either. We were just white. My childhood was a blur of dirt clod wars, The Dukes of Hazzard, and Jiffy Pop. I just happened to test really well. So after high school, I went to SMU on scholarship. It’s like my dad always said, “You lie down with dogs and you’ll wake up with fleas.” And sure enough, after four years of being around all that money, I was itching for cash.

That’s when I had this dream about the Internet. I wish I could say that this big revelation was visited upon me from an angel on high. But that wasn’t how it happened. I just dreamed about laptop computers; they were everywhere and everyone was using them. It was kind of like a Microscoft commercial. I mean, the Internet was already out there. It was pretty obvious what I should do. So I bought some books about HTML and I taught myself how to build Web sites. Now if I had thought big like maybe Jeff Bezos or Mark Cuban, I would have built my own e-commerce site. However, I didn’t. I just built crappy little Web sites for crappy little companies. Now, instead of being a billionaire without any real worries, I’m a millionaire with about a million problems.

In fact, one of my biggest problems is my business partner, Reed. His dad financed my idea back when we graduated. Reed is worthless. He’s been my best friend for over ten years now and I’ve never once heard him say anything that gives any evidence that he’s capable of higher thought. He’s conceited, mean-spirited, lazy, and completely unfunny. But he drives a silver Boxster and in Dallas that goes a long way.

Oh, yeah. Reed is also bald.

Or he would be bald if he didn’t have some Asian’s hair sewn to his head every week. Reed zips around uptown in his Porsche with his thick black hair blowing in the wind, acting like he invented sex. The other day I found myself keying his car. Ever since I started having dreams about him and Shelby, I have grown to hate Reed Bindler.

And he knows it, too. I mean, I don’t think he knows I keyed his car, but he knows I can’t stand him. We never talk to each other anymore. Even at work. I go into my office and he goes into his. We occasionally send each other emails. I hate to say it, but our little company isn’t doing so well in this war zone.

But you know what? I don’t care. I’m not the one who came from money and I’m not the one who needs it. I could go back to my tract house life. Maybe Shelby couldn’t, but I could and I would like it. So I sit in my office and I play on the Internet. There’s this site called PsychicCow.com. It’s a game where you guess what color the cow’s udders are going to be. I beat that cow all day long while I let Mr. Fancy Pants run our company. Let that mutherfucker run it right into the ground and then let’s see if he can afford the Porsche and the fake hair. Let’s see Reed Bindler with his bald head driving a Ford Taurus and selling insurance. Let’s see how Shelby’s DNA gets off on that.

I keep obsessing about Reed and Shelby. And I don’t even know for sure if they are cheating. I told myself I really didn’t want to know. But that’s horseshit. I do want to know. I have to know. Reed Bindler is a fuck and if he and Shelby are screwing around behind my back, somebody’s going to pay. I mean, if I’m right about Reed, then I’m probably right about the pool guy and the tennis pro. Then my dream about Shelby’s DNA wouldn’t be crazy at all; it would be prophetic.

Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to send Shelby a book recommendation from Amazon.com. They have this email-a-friend-about-this-book thing. Except, instead of putting that it’s from me, I’ll change the name and return address to Reed’s. Within seconds, Shelby will have some approximation of this message in her mailbox:


To: shelbycat@halowire.com

From: reed@andersonbindler.com

SUBJECT: Check out Cheaters at Amazon.

Shelby,

Thought you’d be interested in this item at

Amazon.com.

Cheaters: 180 Telltale Signs Mates are Cheating and

How to Catch Them

Enjoy!

Reed Bindler

Our Price: $11.17

Availability: Usually ships within 24 hours
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Udder Madness




I think I’m getting a brain tumor. My head hurts. It has all day. I think I played too much Psychic Cow. And to top it off, Shelby’s not really speaking to me. That makes me nervous. Shelby picked up a honey-glazed pork tenderloin and roasted vegetables from Eatzi’s—this meals-to-go place. It smells good, but I can’t eat. I think I’m getting an ulcer. Shelby and I don’t talk while Noah plays with his food and sputters. The tension between us is thick and soupy; it’s giving me cancer.

“What’s the matter?” I ask.

“Nothing,” she says without looking me in the eye. “I’m probably just tired.”

“How about we go for a walk? Maybe get some fresh air?”

To my surprise, she takes me up on it. So I wipe off Noah and put him in his baby jogger and the three of us head out. Shelby breaks into her power walk and I push Noah. The June sun hangs pink on the horizon and fireflies flash like microscopic paparazzi. This would all be magic if I didn’t hate her so much. We’re halfway down the block and Noah has already fallen asleep.

I hum to myself and act like her silence doesn’t bother me.

“So, who is she?” she says out of nowhere.

“What?”

“You heard me.” Shelby stops walking.

“What are you talking about?” I quit pushing Noah.

“Don’t lie, Travis.”

She has obviously read the email. I want to laugh. I want to spike a football and jump up and down. But I don’t. I have to play this cool. I mean, I was expecting her guilty silence and complicity, but not this.

“Who is she?” She wipes the sweat from her forehead.

“Okay, back up. Way up. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t do this, Travis.” She shakes her head. “Don’t lie.” She pulls a folded piece of paper out of her pocket and hands it to me. “I got this today.”

“What?” I unfold the paper and act like I’m reading this email for the first time. “Oh, this is so not-funny.”

Shelby bites her bottom lip and looks down at Noah asleep in his stroller.

“Shelby. Honey. No. No.” I chuckle a little. “This is a joke. This is Reed’s idea of a joke.”

“I’m not an idiot, Travis.”

“It’s a joke. Reed’s a sick fuck.”

“Why would he do this?” She puts her hand on her hip.

“I don’t know. Why does Reed do anything? I mean, why does he date strippers? Why’d he get lipo?” I shrug. “This is Reed Bindler we’re talking about.”

“So you’re telling me this is all some kind of prank.”

“Yes.” I look her in the eye. “Out of all my friends, he’d be the last one to narc on anyone. Especially for cheating.”

She pauses for a second. She exhales. I can tell by her eyes that she’s doing the math.

“Hmmm…” She rolls her eyes and then makes this sheepish face. “So you’re not cheating?”

“No, I’m not.”

She takes a deep breath. “Then Reed Bindler is an asshole!”

“Yeah, I’d say so.” I put my arm around her and kiss her head. She smells sweet and warm—like a cake right out of the oven. She pushes me off her.

“No, I’m serious. I’m pissed. I can’t believe he thinks that’s funny.”

“So what do you want me to do about it?”

“I never liked him. And you know what? He will never step foot in my house again. You got that?”

“Look, I’ll talk to him.” I start walking and pushing Noah again. “Come on, it’s getting dark, and Noah’s sacked out.”

“What are you going to do?” She jogs to catch up.

“Beat his ass.” I smirk.

“Trav, you’re thirty-three. You’re not beating anyone’s ass.”

“Well, I’ll figure something out.”

We get back into a comfortable stride and for the first time all day I can feel my neck and shoulders relax. I can breathe. The tension between us is gone. The betrayal is washed away; we hold hands.

“So Reed got liposuction?” She cracks a mean smile.

“Yeah, two years ago. You knew that.”

“No, I didn’t.” She wipes the sweat from her upper lip with her T-shirt. “The guy got liposuction? Where?”

“His stomach. I think maybe his ass.”

“Gross! That is just so…I don’t know what that is…” She shakes her head and kind of cringes.

Okay, I feel like shit. But it feels better than thinking that Shelby’s cheating. I mean here I am pushing my boy in his stroller and holding my wife’s hand. And her hand is a hand that’s faithful and true. I kiss that hand and all is right in my world.

“You’re sweet.” She winks at me.

No, actually, I’m a total bastard. If she only knew what I did. I’m a complete fucking liar. I don’t deserve to hold her hand. I am the asshole, not Reed. I’m a jealous freak of an asshole who sends bogus emails to his wife, the woman he vowed to love, honor, and cherish. The woman who bore him this beautiful sleeping son. I am a sick man. But at least now I am free. At least now I know my nightmares aren’t real. I’m just a little wacked out with jealousy. That’s all. And I can at least work on that. I can fix that. Whereas Shelby screwing the whole world would have been pretty hopeless. That couldn’t have been undone. My jealousy is another story. I can wrangle that in. I can be more positive. I can listen to Tony Robbins tapes and fix it.

Anyway, the three of us turn the corner onto Tokalon Avenue, a valley of a street with big green trees and wall-to-wall mansions. We walk into the middle of a lightning bug swarm. It’s like the Milky Way. It’s great. We stop and just kind of let it happen all around us. All this twinkling and buzzing makes us laugh. I think it’s a sign of a happier future. I try to catch one, but Shelby slaps my hand.

“Don’t do that.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ll kill them.” She sighs.

“So?”

“So. Just let them be.”

“Whatever.” I peck her on the cheek. And she wipes it off.

“You’re sweaty.” She crinkles up her nose. And I think I can hear her DNA giggling like a bunch of little schoolgirls.

 

Tonight Shelby and I reconnect. I’ll spare you the details. But put it this way, we have make-up sex. Widespread crazy makeup sex. The kind that gets angry and then tender and then angry all over again. And this time when I fall asleep, her DNA doesn’t make a fucking sound.

But I do have a dream. I’m walking down I-35 here in Dallas. It’s abandoned. Not a soul on the road but me. The grass is greener than Easter morning and the highway is made out of smoked salmon. And I’m barefoot. I’m walking on pink fish. It’s slippery and soft. It takes me to Texas Stadium, where I stand in the middle of the football field and look up through the giant hole in the ceiling. I look up at the blue sky and I wait for God. It’s a good dream.

I wake up happy and I kiss Shelby awake. We do it again and I fix us breakfast before Noah gets up. I fry up some eggs and bacon. I throw some canned biscuits in the oven. And I pour orange juice into old jelly jars. Shelby calls this my “trailer trash special.” She prefers a healthy gourmet breakfast like granola, organic fruit, or yogurt. Shelby’s a great cook; she’s always experimenting with weird shit. But me, my tastes are fairly white-bread. And Shelby will indulge me every once in a while—especially if I’ve been good. And I figure after last night’s little marathon, I’ve been very good.

“Are you frying bacon?” Shelby walks into the kitchen with Noah around her neck.

“Yeah, and eggs, too.” I turn around and hold up my greasy spatula.

“Can you hold him?”

“What? I’m making breakfast.” I look at her like she’s crazy.

“Hold him! I think I’m gonna puke!” She tosses Noah into my arms and I drop my spatula. Shelby runs out of the kitchen and I hear vomit hit the hardwood in our living room. Noah starts crying. He’s not a morning baby.

“Are you okay?” I turn off the stove.

“No. I’m not okay. That smell is making me sick!”

Noah is screaming. I bounce him around and put him in his baby chair. The bathroom door slams, followed by Shelby’s retching. The toilet flushes and she shouts at me.

“Get that bacon out of here!”

I take the bacon and the eggs to the backyard and feed them to our dog, Max. When I get back, Noah is red faced and screeching so I fix him a bottle; he gets happy fast. Shelby, on the other hand, stays pissed at me for the next three days.

 

Shelby is pregnant. She hasn’t said anything, but you don’t have to be psychic to figure that out. I just hope it’s mine. What am I saying? Of course it’s mine. Jealousy is a very bad thing. It eats you from the inside like a worm and I need to get a grip before it ruins my life. I need things between Shelby and me to be good. Especially now, because my business is in the shitter. It’s like I’ve woken up from one bad dream only to find myself in another. My company is hemorrhaging. Reed has completely fucked us. Come to think of it, that must have been what the Reed and Shelby dreams were all about. Reed was fucking me over. Just not with Shelby.

We’ve lost all but two of our clients and our bills are at least 120 days past due. We’re going to have to let people go before we start bouncing paychecks. And Reed is freaking out. Not about letting our employees go. He could give a shit. Turns out he got a call from the IRS. Reed fucked up our taxes this year. So we’re being audited on top of all this. And I have a feeling that a lot of our cash flow went straight up his nose and that’s going to be awfully hard to explain to Uncle Sam.

This is all my fault. I’ve been fiddling around on the Internet while Rome burns. And I knew this. I wanted this. Now everything I’ve busted my ass for is going down the drain. And I wish I could say that I had lots of savings and that this won’t affect Shelby and Noah. But it will. As CEO of AndersonBindler.com, I make about $250 an hour. However, Shelby spends about $260 an hour. So we’re pretty much screwed. And then there’re Shelby’s credit cards; she’s racked up platinum amounts of debt. Meanwhile, I reinvested all my capital into growing this business. This company was our nest egg. And I’ve let it all go to shit. Having a hyperactive imagination is a luxury I can no longer afford.

It’s time I lived in the real world and got my shit together. It’s time I get Reed to ask his dad for a loan.

[image: space]

It happened again today. The premonitions are back. I saw Sarah’s death. She’s Reed’s assistant. She has lung cancer. Or she will have lung cancer. Which is weird because she doesn’t smoke and she’s only twenty-three. But God’s big cartoon hammer will come down and bonk her on the head within the year. The tiny spot in her lung will metastasize and it will spread like black ants inside her. I know I was going to try and get a grip on this, but my thoughts are too liquid right now to control. Things spill out of me. While at other times, people’s thoughts and destinies spill into me. And this is worrying me. This is a sign of major mental illness. This is schizophrenia. Or if I’m lucky, I’m just bipolar.

Whatever it is, I am not right in the head, and you have no idea how hard I am fighting to keep it good. How hard I am trying not to snap. I am brittle and dry and I can feel a forest fire coming my way. That’s why I keep a bottle of vodka in my desk. It’s Monopolowa. A really good Polish potato vodka. It dampens my mind and fireproofs my soul. It is my trusty friend and thirsty savior.

I pull up the Web and I go to MentalHealth.com. I do their little online diagnosis. According to their stupid tests I have Schizotypal Personality Disorder, Cyclothymic Disorder, Borderline Personality Disorder, Paranoid Personality Disorder, and Alcohol Dependence. I’m either a hypochondriac or I’m Charlie-fucking-Manson. To keep from slitting my wrists, I take another shot of vodka and a hit of Psychic Cow.

I should have stuck to my original philosophy: Don’t go looking for answers because you’ll only find problems. That is the only truth I know. But did I follow it? Fuck, no. I had to go and rip the lid off Pandora’s box and now my shit is flying everywhere. So I take another shot and play the sacred cow in a game of psychic prowess. I’m seventeen for twenty guesses. Damn, I’m good; I take another shot to celebrate my mighty, but defective, brain. At least there’s something I can do right. Even if it is outguessing a stupid computer cow. I nurse the bottle and the vodka makes glug-glug noises like a sinking ship. I polish it off and gasp for air. My eyes tear up and the room spins. It’s the first time in about a year that I feel warm and safe. However, my one moment of calm is shattered by my phone ringing.

I pick it up and answer, “Travis Anderson’s Home for Wayward Girls.”

“Mr. Anderson?” a woman’s voice floats into my ear.

“Speaking.”

“Travis Anderson?”

“Yeah. Who the fuck is this?”

“This is Debra McFadden. I’m with the IRS.”

 

“What do you mean, he said no?” I shout.

“He said no.” Reed shakes his head. “The old man said no.”

“Yeah, but what kind of ‘no’ was it? Was it ‘no’ that’s too much, or ‘no’ not right now?”

“It was ‘no’ as in ‘no-fucking-way.’ ” Reed glares at me.

“Did you tell him how much trouble we’re in?”

“Yes, Travis, I told him.”

“And what did he say?” I sit down in this leather sling of a chair across from Reed’s desk.

“He told me federal prisons have nice golf courses.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“After the stroke the old man’s become a real bastard.”

“Well, get power of attorney or something. He’s obviously out of his head.”

“I’ve already tried that. Didn’t work.”

“Then we are fucked!” I throw my hands up. “We are completely fucked!”

“Look, we’ll figure something out.” Reed taps his Mont Blanc against his palm.

“We will figure something out? We, Reed? You’re the one who didn’t pay our taxes. You’re the one who’s pissed off all our clients. And you’re the one whose expense reports are full of titty bar tabs.”

“Hey, you’ve gone there as much as I have.” Reed flips his hair out of his face and twirls his pen in between his fingers.

“No, I have not. Not ninety thousand dollars worth.”

“It was client entertainment,” he says.

“Look, Reedy-boy, all I know is I went hands off for a couple of months and in that time you managed to completely bleed this company dry.”

“Hands off? Dude, you were completely checked out. And now you’re pissed at me? I’ve been doing your job and mine!”

I fight my way out of the sling chair and stumble to my feet.

“That is such bullshit. You and I both know you’ve fucking snorted this company up your goddamn nose!”

“Get. Out.” Reed points to the door.

“I’m not through discussing this with you!” I cross my arms.

“Discuss it with my lawyers.” Reed clenches his teeth and holds his Mont Blanc like a knife.

I turn around and leave because the only thing left to do is punch the bastard in the nose.

 

Golf is not real life. In golf, there are set rules. And most important, there is always beer. This is why I like golf better than life; you can get snot-slinging drunk and you can still play, usually better than when you’re sober. And there’s not going to be some five hundred-pound gorilla sent by the government to chase you down because you took a couple of strokes off your score card. That’s what real life is for. Real life does not have rules. Sure, people say that it does. But it’s really a free-for-all. Anything can happen. The potential for disaster blows my mind. And unlike golf, people get pissy when you show up drunk.

Today I have opted for the golf course instead of the office. Because I need to drink. A lot. And I need some rules that I can rely on. I don’t need to see people’s malignant futures or hear their stupid boring thoughts. And I don’t need to be harassed by the IRS. I feel like I am about two weeks away from making one of those aluminum foil space hats—the kind that bums wear to deflect cosmic rays and shit. That is how crazy I feel.

Anyway. I load up my clubs and cooler into my cart and I head out to the driving range. My tee time isn’t until ten. I have almost two hours and at least a twelve-pack to kill. The last few times I was out on the course, I was slicing like a retard. But a good beer buzz helps me adjust my grip. Somehow, beer magically strengthens your grip and reduces your slice. However, too much beer can fuck up your aim. It’s like an algebra problem: How many empty beer cans per hour equals a straight trajectory? It’s a problem I’ve been trying to figure out since college. But before I can get down to the drunken mathematics of my golf game, my cell phone rings. I answer it.

“Hello.”

“Hello, Mr. Anderson. This is Debra McFadden with the IRS.”

“Oh, hi.” Talk about a buzz-kill.

“Yes,” she smacks. “I was wondering when we could schedule an appointment.”

“Oh yeah, can I get back with you on that? I’ll have to talk with my accountant.”

“Actually, we could just talk one on one. Maybe work something out. That is, if you’re willing to work with me.”

“Work something out?”

“Oh, sure. You betcha.” She smacks some more. “How about I drop by your house sometime this week. It’ll take the sting out of it. I promise.”

“You really think that will help?” I take another long sip.

“Cooperation always helps, Mr. Anderson.”

“I guess this Wednesday would be okay. I’ll have to ask my wife, though.”

“Great. Wednesday it is. Let’s say seven-ish?”

“Seven sounds good.” I hold the cold silver can against my sweaty head.

“I’ll see you then, Mr. Anderson.”

I can hear the lipstick-stained smile in her voice.

“Okay. Thanks. Bye.”

“Bye.”

I put my cell phone back in my golf bag. I close my eyes and chug the rest of my beer. That’s when this vision pops up in front of me. It’s a pink and chlorine-blue morning. It’s swimming lessons at the country club. I can even smell the sunscreen and diaper wipes. The water babies are wearing their orange floaties. Some are crying and spitting. Some are laughing and splashing. I zero in on this little boy with big blue eyes and a Michelin Man body. He’s rubbing the water off his cheeks with his pudgy little hands. He’s laughing.

And then shlush! The little tyke is yanked under. There’s this thrashing about and a craggy tail slaps the water. Everyone around the pool freezes as the lifeguard jumps in after the kid. It takes a couple of seconds for everyone to figure it out. But it’s when a cloud of blood rolls through the water that all the mothers scream and jump in after their own kids. Meanwhile, this alligator the size of a horse drags the little boy to the deep end. One orange floatie pops up to the surface while the monster rolls over and over on the child.

This is what I see when I shut my eyes. I see horrible things. I see shit that would drive most folks insane. I open my eyes; the sun gives me a headache. I pop another cold one and guzzle away all this bullshit.

After a couple of bitter cold sips, I calm down and stop thinking crazy. And this is what I figure: I reckon that little boy was me. Here I am floating in my beer all happy and shit, while Debra McFadden just sneaks up and pulls me under. I think that’s my subconscious trying to tell me that I shouldn’t have invited her to my house. At least I hope that’s what my subconscious was trying to tell me. Put it this way, just to be safe, Noah won’t be going to any more swimming lessons.

 

It’s easy to cry. Especially when you’re this drunk and this alone. Shelby’s at her Bunco game tonight and Noah’s asleep. It’s just me and this bottle. But I won’t cry. Because I don’t do that. I don’t care how bad things get. I don’t care if I’m in prison for tax evasion and I’m getting gang-raped, I won’t cry. That’s because I have this theory about tears. I think your tear ducts are evolution’s way of alerting others to the fact that you need to be taken out. I know that sounds rough, but if you really think about it, what other reason is there? We only do it when we’re weak or wounded. As soon as your enemies see you cry, they move in for the kill. As soon as your mate tastes the salt on your cheek, she knows you’re no longer a viable partner. Tears have never helped me. However, the resolve that holds them back has. After all, God helps those who help themselves.

I think some philosopher said, “Men are their actions.” I’m no deep thinker, but I think this is one of the great truths of life. See, in my book, if you cry, you’re a loser. If you act crazy, then you’re a nut. The thoughts behind your actions are pretty inconsequential. Hell, you can think about all sorts of things. Math. Taxes. Football. Sex. Food. Or even something crazy like alligators in swimming pools. But these thoughts are not you. You are not math. You are not taxes. You are not an alligator in a swimming pool. But if you let your thoughts manifest into action, then you are that action. It’s simple. If you murder, you’re a murderer. If you fuck around on your spouse, you’re a piece of shit. Theoretically, you can be nuttier than Chinese chicken salad, but so long as your actions are normal, then so are you. What’s going on inside your head is your own business. And nobody needs to know about it.

I like this philosophy. It gives me a great deal of comfort. It’s almost as good as this tequila.
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Supper Club is this thing we do with other couples. It’s this decade’s answer to swinging. Except instead of swapping spouses, you swap recipes for Curried Coconut Lamb and shit like that. Tonight is our night to host the club and I’ve promised Shelby that I won’t get drunk and start weirding people out.

Last time, Jim and Lisel Thomas hosted the club. They served Kobe steak with this jalapeño-papaya chutney. It sucked. So instead of eating, I drank gallons of hot sake and got a little sloppy. I started seeing things. Elves. Leprechauns. Lucky Charms.

According to Shelby, I had no problem with telling folks all about this. Most of that night was a drunken blur. At least it was until I got home and puked up all that Japanese rubbing alcohol.

The only person that I do remember is Blythe Mitchell, Shelby’s friend from Junior League. She looked like the Blessed Virgin of Guadalupe that night. All bright light and roses. She was beautiful and I think I whispered this to her. I also think this pissed off her husband, Carter—even though he’s far too moneyed and polite to say anything.

That’s probably why the Mitchells aren’t coming tonight. They must still be pissed. Because Shelby’s grilling Chilean sea bass and nobody misses Supper Club when there’s free sea bass. It’s too bad. I really wasn’t hitting on Blythe. I was just drunk and I thought I saw her soul. So I told her. Which is yet another example of why you should let your morals, not your random thoughts, dictate your actions.

To avoid future fuck-ups as well as get a grip on myself, I’ve stopped drinking. I mean, I’ll still drink socially. After all, to just up and quit would smack of AA. And then the rumors would fly. I mean these Supper Club people really love to kick folks when they’re down. In fact, two supper clubs ago, we found out Lisel and Jim couldn’t have kids.

Poor Jimbo’s impotent.

I figure my plate’s full enough without a bunch of Brie-eating assholes talking shit about me over their martinis. That’s why tonight it’s a two-drink limit for me. That way I’ll hold off the gossip and still play the good host.

People should be getting here any second now. Noah’s upstairs with his baby-sitter. And Shelby’s running around in her slip making everything glow and shine. She’s got fresh flowers and candles everywhere. The house is full of good smells—sesame oil, ginger root, teriyaki, garlic.

And just when I’m about to pop a cold one, the doorbell rings.

“Get the door, Travis!” Shelby darts out of the kitchen and up the stairs to finish getting dressed.

My job tonight is to man the grill, get the door, and mix the drinks. Shelby’s job is to cook, make things nice, and remind me when I’m not doing my job. I run my hands through my hair, check my breath, and open the door with the most sincere smile I can muster.

It’s Jim and Lisel. They’re always on time. Shelby says it’s because they don’t have kids, but I disagree. I’ve known Jim since college, and he’s always had this weird military compulsion about time. He goes off hitting walls and shit if he’s late. In fact, I thought I saw a red mark on Lisel’s arm once when they were almost late for Supper Club. But then again, I do have an overactive imagination.

“Trav!” Jim gives me our fraternity’s secret handshake and Lisel smiles from behind his broad shoulder.

“I think I smell garlic and…” Lisel sniffs. “And ginger! Omigod, it smells like my Japanese marinade! Is that what that is?”

“I have no idea. It sure does smell good, though.” I wave them in.

“Well, I bet Shelby decided to use my recipe. That little stinker.” She nudges me as she walks past.

“And look at the flowers!” She surveys the house. “Absolutely gorgeous! Did Shelby pick these up at Eatzi’s?”

Okay, Lisel’s already being a bitch. See, when you host Supper Club, there’s this unspoken rule that it’s cheating to go to Eatzi’s, because they’ll do everything for you. But Shelby only bought the appetizers and flowers from there. She’s been marinating sea bass all day long, so Lisel really needs to shut up.

“To be honest with you, I’m not sure where she got them. How about a drink?”

“Yeah, Shelby got these at Eatzi’s.” Lisel fluffs up the bouquet and then smells it. “I saw these there this morning. They’re just gorgeous.”

“How about you, Jim?” I open a beer and take a swallow. “What’s your poison?”

“The usual. Gin and tonic. Extra lime.” Jim winks at Lisel.

“How about you, Lisel?” I take another swig to wash down the heartburn these two are giving me.

“I’ll have a glass of OJ.” She rearranges Shelby’s flowers.

“Are you sure? We’ve got a really nice white burgundy over here.” I hold up the bottle.

“You know, I’d love to, but I can’t.” She bites her bottom lip and then whispers, “I’m pregnant.”

I blink at Jim as little blue Viagra pills dance around his head.

“Jim! You dog!” I punch him in the arm. “Congratulations, man.”

“Thanks.” He glances down at his shoes and tries to act modest.

“When’s it due?” I hand Lisel her juice.

“Early to mid-February.” She tilts her head and rubs what will soon be her belly.

I hold up my beer. “Here’s to a healthy baby. Cheers!”

We clink our glasses and they chirp.

“To a healthy baby!”

And that’s when I have to fight back the tears. Because I see Jim and Lisel’s future. I see their stillborn child and all the horrible sadness that she’s swaddled in.

“Oh, look. How sweet.” Lisel pats me on the back. “I think Travis is a little choked up for us.”

 

Shelby is keeping her eye on me. She just picked up my beer and took it into the kitchen. She’s a little pissed. I can tell. I haven’t kept to my two-drink limit. But I have stuck with beer and I’ve only had four. And a half. Which is no big deal at all. Besides, she doesn’t see what I see. My mind’s got a mind of its own and a few beers always help it behave. So long as I don’t overdo it.

Poor Jim and Lisel, they’ve been bragging about their pregnancy all night. And everybody is toasting them and making jokes about Jim changing diapers and not getting any for the next year. It’s sick. Life is sick. It’s all a cruel joke. Sure, Lisel is as fake as her tits and Jim’s a control freak, but they don’t deserve this. Nobody does. But what do you do? I’m not sure what I saw was even real. So I can’t say anything. And if I did, what good would it do? What could I really do to fix this? Nothing. All there’s left to do is eat and drink and talk about people and order shit out of catalogs. If you think about it, that’s what we’re all doing here. We’re all in pain. But unlike all my friends here, I seem to be the only one aware of it.

I look around this living room with its big red walls and golden pillows. And all I see is death. Zombies with trendy haircuts. A bunch of Banana Republicans on Prozac and cocaine. We’re all hiding in this alphabet soup of status. Our IPOs. Our BMWs. Our Starbucks CDs. Our kids’ high IQs. But it’s not working. Because we’re all going to die. Because we’re all the sons and daughters of Eve. And she ate that fucking apple. She swallowed the seeds whole and from them grew the toil of men and the pain of women.

Jesus, I sound crazy. Sons and daughters of Eve?

Please.

Where do I get this shit? No wonder I drink so much. I can’t stand to hear myself think sometimes.

Anyway. Back to the party. Everybody’s eating dried figs smeared with blue cheese and drinking expensive white wine. This is not of God. He did not intend for certain things to be eaten together; it says so in the Bible. I’m sure figs spread with funky cheese is in there somewhere. Have you ever eaten a dried fig? They taste like raisins with a problem, and they look like tumors. Plus, did you know that the same fungus that gives you jock itch is the same stuff swirling around in blue cheese? No, thank you. I’ll stick with Cheetos and beer.

However, grilled sea bass is another story. It’s amazing. Or it will be amazing as soon as we get done cooking it. Shelby’s got her Williams-Sonoma apron on and she’s standing over my shoulder, telling me exactly how to cook these suckers. We are “just caramelizing the marinade,” she tells me. That’s because Shelby doesn’t work the grill. I do. Shelby doesn’t like to sweat—at least not at parties. But I don’t mind standing between her and the flames. After all, she’s the olive in my martini. The tasty morsel in a world that’s bitter and cold. I turn away from the grill to get an eyeful of her. Her chest is full against her white apron, and with the smoke clouds swirling around her face, she looks like an angel.

I wink at her.

She smiles.

“Look, Travis.” She points. “That one. Don’t let it burn.”

“You’re beautiful. You know that?”

“Stop staring at me and do your job.” She crosses her arms.

“I can’t help it.” I turn around and flip the fish in question. It sizzles.

“Thank God.” She begins to breathe again. “I’ll kill you if you let those burn.”

Shelby is a serious hostess. She’s taken classes on it. Actually, all this Martha Stewarting is what makes Shelby shine. I know that sounds sexist, but this is her calling. She’s a genius at nesting. Nothing makes Shelby happier than throwing a dinner party that looks like it was cut out of a magazine. And that’s exactly the way tonight has been unfolding—with all the silver and figs and white burgundies.

 

We go to bed with all the dirty dishes in the sink. Shelby’s rule since we got married has always been “the cook doesn’t clean.” Which means our housekeeper, Valya, does the dishes when she gets here in the morning. Valya is great. She’s this old Russian woman who came to the States during the Cold War. Her English is spotty and she’s got arms the size of Christmas hams, but she’s a nice old lady. Noah calls her “Baba”—that’s Russian for grandma. That’s because Valya only speaks to him in Russian. The cool thing is Noah can answer her back. It’s a pretty sweet deal. Especially considering how hard it is to get into a good private school these days. Knowing Russian will definitely bump Noah to the top of the waiting lists.

Anyway, Valya will let herself in and we’ll wake up to a clean house and a happy kid. Shelby and I always sleep in after a Supper Club. It wipes us out. So I’m really surprised this morning when Shelby wakes me up with her tongue in my ear and her hand in my boxers. She kisses and bites my chest and then she goes down on me. Shelby makes me so hard it hurts.

She climbs back up and breathes in my ear, “Fuck me.”

And that’s exactly what I do. She pulls up her nightgown and I pound her like she’s never been pounded before. She’s wet, almost too wet. Which is weird because Shelby doesn’t usually like doing it in the morning. In fact, the only time she gives me morning sex is when she feels guilty. But I don’t see her K-Y on the nightstand. So maybe she really is this horny. If she’s not, she’s putting on one hell of a show. She’s moaning and groaning something fierce. And then it dawns on me that our bedroom door is wide open. What if Noah walks in? Shelby’s been all sorts of kinky lately, and what if Noah walks in on something like that?

“Wait.” I stop. “The door’s open.”

“Don’t worry about it.” She grabs my ass and pulls me in deeper. “Valya took him to swimming lessons.”

“Where?” I see the alligator dragging Noah under a mushroom cloud of blood.

“Come on.” Shelby rolls her hips. “They’ll be gone for at least an hour.”

I pull out and jump to the floor.

“What are you doing?” She sits up.

“I don’t have time to explain!” I put on my boxers.

“Where are you going?”

I don’t answer and run down the stairs.

“Travis!”

I just keep running. I grab my keys off the kitchen counter, run out to the garage in my shorts, and get into my Range Rover. The garage door creeps open and I peel out of the driveway. I keep seeing that alligator. That huge monster tearing my son apart. And then it occurs to me that I forgot my rifle. How am I going to kill the mutherfucker if I don’t have a gun? What if I’m already too late? Goddamn it! I don’t have time to turn around. Fuck it! I’ll kill the bastard with my bare hands if I have to. I won’t let this happen. So I floor it and run every red light that keeps me from my little boy.

When I do get to the club, I don’t park. I leave the Range Rover running and haul ass to the pool.

I spot Noah. He’s all the way on the other side of the pool with the other water babies and his swim teacher, Becky. I tear after him. My heart’s beating like a caged hummingbird and my eyes are locked on Noah. He’s got his orange floaties on and he’s splashing and laughing just like the vision. He’s rubbing the water off his cheeks. I get to the pool’s edge and I dive in. I fight and slap the water that keeps me from Noah. I grab him up in midstroke and hold him up out of the pool. I get him out of there as fast as I can. Valya comes running up to us and I hand her Noah. “Here, keep him out of the water.”

Valya holds Noah and he cries into her fat neck.

“Mr. Anderson, what are you doing?” Becky holds a little girl who’s learning to kick.

“Get the kids out!” I grab a little boy and set him on the edge of the pool next to Noah. “Now!”

“Omigod! What’s the problem?” She starts helping me.

“Just do it!” I grab the kids two by two and pass them off to the women who are now running up to the pool.

“Travis? What’s wrong?” Shelby’s friend Blythe asks.

“Here, take her.” I hand her a kicking and screaming little girl. “Get everyone away from the pool!”

“But why?”

“Hurry!” I beg.

Blythe must see the fear in my eyes because she directs the kids and their moms to a cabana. After I hand off the last kid, I jump out, shaking with adrenaline and spitting out fear. I take Noah from Valya and we both cry like babies. I know what I said about tears, but I can’t help it. I let them fall while Valya just stands there and holds a beach towel around both me and Noah. That’s when Becky comes up to me, all nervous and shaky.

“Wh-what was it?” she studders. “What was the problem?”

“An alligator.” I exhale, and smooth Noah’s hair.

“Huh?” Her mouth drops. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“No, there’s an alli—” I look over the pool and nothing is in it but a big green alligator raft and some kickboards.

“Oh” is all that falls out of my mouth.

“This isn’t funny, Mr. Anderson. Safety is not a joke!” Becky puts her hand on her hip and then turns around to the scared moms and shouts, “Okay, everyone! Back in the pool! The kids are OH-KAY! False alarm!”

She looks me up and down.

“I think you need to take your son and leave.” She actually snarls at me.

That’s when I feel the stare of a hundred mama lions. They’re holding their cubs and growling at me. These mothers are ready to pounce. Even Valya is shaking her head. She won’t even look at me. She just prays under her breath in Russian and crosses herself.

This is not a good morning.
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