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Part One 

Sonata, as a Man 

 

I 

 

 

 

 

My doctor called this morning.  He said I was going to die. 

He told me I had three months to live, and then he became upset, saying how 

difficult it was to tell me this, that he’d been up all night trying to figure out how.  That 

he’d seen cases like mine too often before, and while it was standard in such cases to 

deliver the news in person, with a certain calculus designed to soften to blow, to give me 

a landing, to create an opening in which I might attain, if not actual hope, then in the very 

least, a reason to go on hopefully in these final days—with percentages about chances, 

and stories about cutting edge treatments and beating the odds—he knew it to be 

pointless.  The diagnosis was irrevocable.  The verdict had been made.  In the face of 

this, one can either speak the truth or equivocate.  So here he was, ready to speak to it, 

without delay. With nothing between us but the truth of the diagnosis, and its meaning for 

us both.  
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He spoke at length about his many years in medicine. About the reasons why he’d 

sacrificed so much for so little return.  His time in medical school and in private practice 

after that had been unforgiving; little comfort the money he had made, or the house he 

had bought for his family, or the luxuries afforded to them all.  He’d not understood the 

purpose it should’ve served. He had been away too much, and for too long.  When his 

wife finally left him and took their two kids, and in spite of all he’d done to try to get 

them back—therapy, letters, flowers and cards, for the holidays and birthdays and 

more—for all the pain and suffering he’d endured, one thing had kept him getting up 

each and every day: the mission to save lives.  It was a mission against which the human 

condition would always stand, and for this missionary in particular, it was hopeless.  For 

here he was, yet again, tasked with delivering the most hateful of news. To an innocent.  

To the undeserving.  To a man he could tell was of a moral and true disposition such that 

the death sentence I’d now been saddled with was a crime. And for that, he said, he was 

full of rage, wronged by a universe that had offered him no reprieve, no relief, even after 

all he’s been through, after all he’s tried to do to repent for his failure to be there, to save, 

to do the right thing when it counted. He had been set up for an impossible situation with 

no exit: stripped of the power to exonerate, compelled against his own hand to render the 

final judgment of the absolute.  We will both pay a heavy price for it, and for that, we 

should both feel wronged, by everything.  Abandoned to this perpetual winter, we stand 

here, face to face he and I, lost in a maze of which neither of us is the creator, and as he 

looks across that frigid divide, it is a cold, bitter frost that fills him indeed.  
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The office and its charge had worn him down considerably.  He felt aged from so 

many years of powerlessness to save.  He could imagine dying himself one day he said, 

just from the stress of it, of the truth of his incapable hands.  He said that no one 

understands the burdens of a doctor.  He cursed life for being cruel.  He said we had both 

been betrayed.  I did my best to console him, and said it was going to be all right. 

I felt bad about the whole thing.  He was so upset by my diagnosis, I couldn’t help 

but feel guilty for ruining his day. 

I agreed with him that his job was difficult, and told him he was a courageous 

man.  I understood what he was going through, I said.  I told him that I could relate.  He 

seemed relieved by the fact of shared experience.  I was glad to have lifted his mood.   

He was so animated, in fact, that he even became philosophical. He told me that 

in spite of the fact that remission was unlikely, it was in my power to do something with 

my life in these final days.  Something that mattered.  A death sentence should be a 

wake-up call from the lazy indifference with which we spend our years on this earth 

taking life for granted. People forget what it means to be young again he said, to see 

things from the perspective of a child, without the bitterness, the anger, the 

disappointment in the way things all turned out in the end.  Children are timeless: they 

lack the exigencies of a work schedule, of social obligation, of a routine.  Youth isn’t a 

fact, it’s a feeling; that every moment is connectionless, that you’re an island, that you’re 

invincible, that the story will never end. I could still live my life like that again he said, 

instead of falling back into the lie we’ve all intractably become: pretending to be 
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something real, something concrete, something consistent that carries over from one day 

to the next, as though your life were an endless fabric comprised of events through which 

only you are threaded, and no one else.  You don’t even bother to question whether 

you’re one big fabrication, an unoriginal, a composite sketch, an artist’s rendering of 

different people and social forces which have come together to beget the collection of 

cells and fluids and vapors now known as: You.  Here I am, you tell yourself.  Here’s the 

real me, backed up by history, by a future, by a personality that I can taste and touch, 

that’s right here on my pillow when I fall asleep at night and wakes up with me every 

morning. It’s all so logical.  It all makes so much sense.  The ground beneath your feet 

feels familiar and infrangible.  Until that moment comes.  This moment. The one we’re 

sharing now. When the clouds darken, and the once glassy sky deliquesces from beneath 

your feet, and you find yourself standing over the precipice, peering into the abyss, 

frozen where you stand, unable to take another step, gripping the flailing straphanger so 

hard your knuckles turn white because you are so afraid to take the plunge, the sense of 

vertigo making you shove fists into your eyes because everything’s coming in double, 

and all you need is to see a sunset, or a baby’s smile, or to hear a laugh from someone 

you love over breakfast to tell you that it was all a dream, that there’s still hope, that 

somewhere, someone can make it be okay.  And now when you go out there, on the 

street, on the subway, every time you open your eyes you keep seeing the same person 

standing next to you grinning at thin air, standing there on solid ground.  Oblivious.  The 

only thing that would wake him up is a death sentence.  And all you can do is think to 
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yourself:  If he only knew.  If he could only see the things I’ve seen, and feel this, only 

for a second, what it’s like to know this, to understand it.  If only he could finally be 

awake, for one moment, long enough to glimpse the answer, the secret from which we are 

all hiding: We’re all monsters.  

Then he started talking about God and heaven I think.  I’m not sure, because the 

bell on my toaster had just gone off and I got distracted. 

He concluded the conversation in a burst of metaphor and triumph.  He said the 

clock was ticking for all of us.  He told me I wasn’t alone.  He said ironically it was I 

who was more privileged than anyone, for nothing would be granted for me now, and 

every moment would be at stake.  Look at how life will become a celebration to me now! 

 Look at how sacred everything will be!  Now was the time to seize it all, to make of it 

what I will.  There was simply no reason to give up.  There was no reason to fade away. 

He pointed out that the way in which I live with my condition is more important than the 

fact that from it, I’m going to die.  The condition doesn’t always determine the man.  

Sometimes, it can even be the other way around.  If there was anything I should 

remember, now that my diagnosis had been declared. . . .it was that.   

A symphony is to a sonata, as a man is to his life.  I can still be that man, he said.  

By God, I can still be that man. 

I said I agreed, then I thanked him—and then we hung up the phone.  
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II 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 I rummaged through the cabinets looking for a plate that was clean.  Not that it 

really mattered if there wasn’t one.  My toast had gotten cold.  I considered eating it 

anyway.  With a knife, I scraped away the black particle pieces that had formed and dried 

on the surface of the bread and used a paring knife to clean it off and put on a layer of 

chocolate spread.  From the refrigerator I took out the milk and some yogurt and a can of 

apple juice that was half-empty from the day before because I hadn’t been that thirsty 

when I drank it.  The toast was good.  Even though it was cold.  The raspberries from the 

weekly farmer’s market felt soft and juicy in my hand. I ran tap water over them, back 

and forth, then shook them dry.  Noticing the prickly hairs that stuck out from every one. 

 If I squeezed too soft or too hard there was a moment when I felt nothing at all, when the 

fruit seemed to vanish in the palms of my hands. Like they were never there.   

 I sat at the kitchen table stirring my coffee with a newspaper and my breakfast 
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and the radio tuned to 1010 WINS.  Rain crackled against the window, popping off the 

glass in buttons of water.  It was a winter storm.  The first of the season.  It was expected 

to last for several days. There were people talking about it on the radio. That’s how I 

knew.  Scientists.  Politicians.  The mayor even, describing precautionary measures given 

the intensity of the coming storm.  I finished my meal and smoked a cigarette.  In the 

street outside, beyond my one apartment window, there were people walking by against a 

background of leaves, Christmas lights and car tires.  I could see their shoes.  Just above 

the ankle, before they were cut off.  It was the apartment’s only window.  Seen from the 

outside and along the street, it would be hardly noticeable given its position, so low to the 

ground.  A person would have to stop altogether and look straight down to see there was 

a window there at all.  From down here, the peculiar location of my basement 

apartment—overhead and out of reach—gave me a unique perspective on everything 

below the knees: the parade of worn down, leathery soles passing back and forth. I sat 

there for a long time, smoking and watching them go by.  

Time passed.  When the clock struck 8:30 I left for work. 

Magritte was sitting at the top of the stairs with a book in his hand and an unlit 

cigarette stub between his fingers.  His feet just inside the arcade, out of the rain.  A black 

cotton cap pushed up on his white grizzled head. 

He craned his neck up to see me, “Hey, Mr. David.  You’re looking spiffy today.” 

I thanked him and offered him my pack.   

“First storm of the season,” lighting the cigarette with shaking hands.  “Where’s 
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your cover eh kid?” 

I told him I’d always liked the rain, and didn’t mind it all that much.  

“Well, it’s tapering off pretty good anyway I guess.” 

I said I thought it was a misty kind of rain. The kind where you have to strain 

your eyes to see it.  Not an actual rain, where a person gets soaked through without an 

umbrella.  I said I thought that was interesting, and something to really think about.  How 

some rain is wet and other rain is not.  How water can take on different forms like that, 

and that it just all depends.  Magritte said he hadn’t thought of it that way, and we stood 

there for a moment, looking at the street. 

“So what’s the manual say for today?” 

I lit a cigarette of my own.  “A quick start guide for a gas actuated cordless 

lithium ion battery-operated nailing gun that doubles as a power drill.” 

“Can you adjust the settings on one of those?” 

“There’s six settings in fact.  And an 11-position chuck.” 

“How hard can it be to write a manual about that?”  

“The generals are pretty simple to describe.  The parts that come with the 

package.  How they all work. Assembly instructions.  The five steps for using a drill 

chuck key.” 

He gave a deep, scratchy laugh, “Who needs five steps for using a chuck key on a 

drill.   You put it in, you turn it.” 

“You have to unplug the hand drill first, or drill press if that’s what you have.  
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Then make sure the chuck key matches the chuck’s tooth count.  Insert the key here, not 

there.  Turn it clockwise to tighten the bit. Counter clockwise to loosen it. That sort of 

thing. Then you have to include precautionary warnings.  Do it this way.  Don't’ do it that 

way.  Or, what to do when the drill doesn’t actually need a chuck key and can be 

loosened by hand.  Most drills only have one hole these days, but older drills have three 

holes and you have to hit them all to get an even tightness. Then there has to be a 

glossary. Maybe the reader doesn’t know what a chuck is, or what a tooth count is.  Or a 

bit even.  That sort of thing.” 

“Well, you got me there.  Guess I figured a person just assumes all that stuff.” 

I said that made sense and that eventually that’s the case when people get used to 

things.   

“No assumptions allowed in your line of work, eh?”   

I said that was true, that in the manuals writing business, everything is a process 

that unfolds in logical order. You take a set of givens—if A, then B, then C—and 

organize those givens in a methodical process that anyone can follow to the end.  

Sometimes it’s not as simple as taking each step in chronological order I told him. 

Sometimes, in a five-step process, you have to take steps one through three and then go 

back to the beginning and repeat the first three steps to get to four and five. That’s how 

you get from a series of givens to a completed whole: Leave nothing to chance. 

“Here,” he pivoted so I could see the cover of the book he was holding. “Ever 

heard of this one?” 
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I told him I hadn’t. 

“This crazy son of a bitch says from the age of two we develop what he calls ‘a 

fixation on the anus.’  I can tell you right now, when I was two I wasn’t fixated on my 

anus.  I was fixated on other things, sure: candies and playgrounds and toy balls or 

whatever.  But definitely not my anus.” 

I suggested what he was saying made sense, and we agreed to talk about it more 

when I saw him next. 

I was a little late for work but I figured it didn’t matter because on stormy days 

like this one, everyone is late for work. Even if it did matter I wasn’t exactly sure to 

whom it would matter to anyone there but myself.  But that was just because I was never 

later for work, so in a sense I didn’t really have a sense of it.   

I made my way down the escalator stairs at 86th street.  I stood on the platform, 

jingling the change in my pocket. As if a gas line had exploded, the air reeked of 

petroleum.  It was almost pleasant, sharp, unfresh, but redolent: a sweetness mixed in 

with the distinct smell of rotting eggs.  There was a sizable crowd on the platform that 

day, bigger than yesterday.  That was a good sign.  Maybe this time I’d catch the 4 or 5 

express train. We all stood still with our heads to the side, staring into the empty tunnel.  

A street musician singing “Dock of the Bay” while plucking at a broomstick with a grin.  

It was screwed in to a bucket turned upside down, and strung like a cello.  I eased into the 

soles of my black Ricardo Z’s, and quietly hummed along. 

Light flooded the tracks.  People started jockeying for position, then a local 6 
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arrived.  The scoreboard for the day is 0 for 1: them’s the brakes.   

I took it down to 51st Street and transferred over to the bus.  All the seats were 

filled so I made my way to the back.  The traffic outside was barely moving.  Horns and 

shouting filled the air.  I laid my briefcase down at my feet, and settled in for the ride.  

My phone rang. It was Chloe.  When I picked up and said hey, she answered in 

the usual way. 

“What are you doing.” 

“Going to work.” 

“What about later.” 

“Seeing you.” 

“I have to close out the café but I could be out of there by 11:00 ish. Is ish too 

late?” 

I told her that ish was fine. 

“What’s new with you?” 

“You.” 

She giggled, “And?” 

“I stubbed my toe walking out the door and it hurts.” 

“Poor baby.” 

“I need to get a new pair of shoes.” 

“You need a new pair of shoes because you stubbed your toe on the door?” 

I said no, I just need a new pair. That’s all. 
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“We can go this weekend.” 

I said that sounded good to me. 

“I know the place.” 

“Not the one on the West Side.” 

“Better. It’s on Avenue A.  It won’t cost you an arm and a leg this time, I 

promise.” 

“Well then.” 

“Exactly.” 

“You.” 

“No: you.” 

“I you’d you first.” 

“Last but not least.” 

“Okay then: you and me too.” 

“Later alligator.” 

She was gone. 

We pulled up to the next stoplight. A crowd near the crosswalk was waiting for 

the signs to change.  Adjusting their scarves, the steam from their coffees.  Their noses 

gone blush from the cold.  Two of them had the same briefcase as mine.  Adjustable flaps 

must be a new enthusiasm.   

At the corner across the street a small girl appeared, and walked into a circle of 

birds.  She looked around with a smile, pulled her hands out of her pockets, brought them 
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together and in one single motion threw a handful of breadcrumbs up into the air like 

confetti, as if in celebration. 

Before the next time Chloe spent the night I would have to fix the paint on the 

wall.  I hadn’t thought about it much before but now that she was around, I wanted to do 

something about it.  It was streaky and cracked from old age and leaks.  I’d never painted 

a wall but I’d written a manual once for how to do it.  Technically that means I know how 

to paint a wall.   

I searched a pocket for something to chew on, like a mint or a stick of gum.  I still had the 

same roll of Lifesavers from yesterday, but unfortunately the butterscotch was all gone.  

That’s my favorite.  After spending a minute fingering flavors, I popped one at random to 

let it be a surprise and stared out the window.  The engine coughed or maybe it was the 

driver, I don’t know, but there was a perfume in the air that I liked.  The woman in the 

pantsuit next to me.  I thought about the possible colors, and watched the streets pass by. 

Somewhere between 3rd and 45th Street, it finally hit me: strawberry with a hint of 

lime.  

Through the drizzle outside, a wet filmy haze skimming off the surface of the 

windows, the buildings all around me, and the smooth leveled walls and the carefully 

cropped boxwoods and the steady curve of the banisters going in every direction looked 

refracted and broken.  All of a piece; a puzzle in rectangles and squares.  I noticed my 

reflection in the window and glanced away, then looked back again.  It occurred to me 

that something was wrong.  After a few moments I realized what it was: my tie was 
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crooked.  I went about straightening it out.   

“C’mon, c’mon,” the man in front of me said to the ceiling, then to his watch:  

“Jesus Christ.” 

We slowly pulled up to the next streetlight and came to a stop, where a TV screen 

was broadcasting from a wall. A pair of running shoes appeared against an American 

flag, and then was replaced by the words:   

Life’s too short.  Get it on. 

“Damn it,” the man in front of me said.  He turned in my direction, “You know 

what this is? It’s ridiculous that’s what.” 

I pursed my lips and nodded encouragingly.  

“They’ve been down in the sewers jacking off for two months now holding up 

traffic in the meantime and what the hell are we supposed to do about it. Right?  Talk 

about a way to wake up in the morning.” 

I scratched at my chin reflectively. 

“You want to know what kills me? When I really stop and think?  What makes 

me want to shove a big mallet right into my jaw?” 

A cell phone went off inside of the bus to the sounds of cicadas in the night.   

 “It’s in the design.  The way the streets were built.  They designed the grid 

wrong, it’s all skewed and uneven.  That’s why there’s always traffic.  The avenues are 

all crossed haphazard.  Here, see what I mean?” 

He made an X with both of his arms.  I raised an eyebrow intriguingly. 
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 “And with everything else, the construction never ending and the buses. . .know 

what I mean?” 

I nodded sympathetically which made him nod back, and we stood there for a 

moment, nodding together.   

We reached my stop and I got off the bus.  Stepping on the curbside, I thought 

about buying some nuts. 

On the sidewalk, near the subway, with a breeze blowing across the street.  The 

leaves kicked up and the sky turned colors.  I stopped to look at my watch. I went to the 

newsstand across from my building.  A guy sitting in a beach chair sold me the Daily 

News.  I put it into my briefcase and scanned the candy rack.  Wild Cherry.  Fusions.  5 

Flavor Roll, but no Butterscotch.  0 for 2, but it’s early: there’s time to try the Duane 

Reade around the corner. 

The building lobby was full with people and all the sofas were empty.  I stood on 

the street near a man begging for his dog, and tapped out my third cigarette of the 

morning.  I thought about my plans for the weekend and getting my place cleaned up and 

ready for Chloe.  I didn’t have time to pain the wall now, but I should clean my 

apartment.  I keep putting it off, and there’s a lot of dust bunnies on the floor. I wonder 

where they all come from.  You can’t see much if you glance around the room, but one 

look under the futon and it’s a different story.  I’ve got a vacuum cleaner from my last 

place, when I had carpet.  I wonder if it can be applied to a hard wood floor.  A broom 

won’t do much but kick dust in the air.  I could use wet napkins, but something tells me 
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that’s a bad idea.  What is that dry sweep thing you can get.  I think it starts with an “S.”  

Maybe I’ll do a big laundry.  I’m down to a few pairs of clean socks.  The white ones are 

fine, but I only wear those to the gym, so they don’t really count for much with dress 

shoes.  Most of the others are torn at the ends. Not that I care.  I should go to the gym.   

If I left work early tomorrow I thought I’d be able to get to the hardware store for 

the paint. I could keep the materials handy and then get to it next week, or the week after 

that. Or something.  The color there now is apparently somewhere between Ivory White 

and Platinum.  Helen, my landlady, recommended Eggshell.  Maybe I’ll take her advice. 

I finished my cigarette and decided to send her a note today.  An e-card, with 

flowers, or maybe heart-shaped stars.  We’ve only been dating for a couple of weeks.  I 

hope I don’t seem too anxious.  Humming under my breath, I stubbed out the cigarette on 

the bottom of my shoe, and dropped it into a recycle bin next to the dog. 

I went in the lobby to the security station.  The laser pad read my ID card and 

authorized me through the doors.  I passed the guard on the other side and we saluted 

each other as usual.  A sign on an easel behind him announced a 401K meeting would be 

held that afternoon.  All employees were recommended to go it read, but with no 

obligation.   

Learn how to plan for your future.   

I made a mental note of the time and place before wishing the man a good 

morning.  One of these days I should find out his name.  Although he doesn’t know mine 

either.  That makes it okay. 
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An elevator was open and ready to go by the time I walked up to it.  1 for 3.  I 

walked in adjusting my tie, then glanced at my watch.  I’m late, but there’s still time for a 

Danish.   

Several people who work on my floor got in with me.  Bill Molar from HR.  

Christine Galarza from Accounting.  Harpinder from Legal.  Everyone calls her Pin.  

Bass Cranston from Research & Development.  LaVinia LaVal from Data Reprocessing. 

 All of us know each other.  The doors closed and everyone faced forward as it started to 

rise.  We stared silently at the doors, not saying anything. 

On the TV monitor on the wall a young woman said, “Slowly and steadily 

moving towards my goals in a relaxed and alert manner,” with a smile, then faded away. 

I got off at the ninth floor and headed towards Strategic Initiatives Marketing.  

Cubicles along the hall were decorated with drawings, magnets and picture frames, 

coffeemugs from restaurants and holidays.  A new landscape in the triangles of a child.  

The familiar sounds erupted and faded out again, the hum of the copy machines, the door 

knocking staccatos, the tap dance of nails on a keyboard.  Someone called me “the man” 

and pointed in my direction.  I stopped to mimic the gesture, and moved on. 

When I got to my desk the overhead was turned on, crackling fluorescent light.  

Danya and Sven weren’t at their desks, which was a good sign.  I’m late, but at least 

we’re all in it together.   

Tony was at his desk talking on the headset with his feet up.  He pointed.  I 

pointed back in response.   
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I set down my briefcase, adjusting my tie, trying to straighten it again without 

results.  It was a good thing I didn’t have any big meetings today.  I guess I picked the 

right day to try out the Windsor knot.   

I turned on my computer and watched the black screen flush into milky white.  

Welcome, David Timothy Glass rolled across the screen.  I thought about getting 

that Danish. 

My In-Box filled with e-mails.  Reminders with exclamation points.  A moving 

ticker stretched out across the screen in a bubbled band, rolling stock quotes and symbols, 

baseball and basketball scores, and the latest headline news: The President announces a 

new health care initiative….Twenty-five civilians blown up by a drone….Brad Pitt and 

Angelina Jolie split up for the third time; cheating suspected….What a shame.  

An ad for acne cream floats from one side of the screen to the other.   

Can’t get a date ugly duckling?  Things can change. 

Then the image fades and is replaced. 

There’s a stack of memos piled on my desk, but I decided not to do anything 

about it now.  After all: I haven’t even had my coffee yet.  I pulled out the morning paper 

from my briefcase, and laid it neatly on my desk.   

The office kitchen was still decorated from the department’s birthday party the 

day before.  HR recently banned all department parties, but they still happen anyway.  

Bill Molar was at yesterday’s in fact.  The kitchen was lit up in candy bright colors: 

lollipop reds, shocking pinks, creamsicle trangerines.  Streamers were hanging on the 
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doorway and balloons were pasted to the walls, next to a sign announcing the latest 

change in the dress code.  Open-toed sandals no longer allowed, it said. The party was 

for an assistant in Financial Product Development.  She’s been here for two years, but I 

don’t know her name.   

I washed out my mug and dried it with a towel, making sure to remove all the 

stains.   

It looked like I’d have to settle for Hazelnut again. The inserts for the coffee 

machine hadn’t been replaced yet. 1 for 4.  It’s not really a problem though. I can wait 

another day for French Roast.  I put the insert into the machine, dropped in my mug and 

pushed the dark green “Start” button.  Thinking to myself: Que sera. . . . . . . . .What was 

the rest of it? 

I poured in some cream and watched the black tone flush into milky white. 

Back in my office I set down the mug and gently, placed it aside.  A fax machine 

in the hallway went off—people still send faxes?—then somebody told a joke.  Or must 

have, because laughter suddenly drowned out the sound.  D’Sean from Client 

Deliverables walked past my cubicle and pointed in.  I pointed back in response.  

I went to turn my desk lamp on and nothing happened.  I tried again and got the 

same result.  The bulb must’ve burned out.  1 for 5.  My batting average is going to tank 

after today for sure.  I tried to remember how we order replacements, then flipped 

through the directory pinned to the wall.  Human Resources.  Computer Help Desk.  

Strategic Initiatives Marketing.  Managed Circumscription.  Character Education.  
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Lavatation Services.  Redata Entry.  Lavatation Services? 

On the “Things To Do” pad near the corner of my desk, I drew a light bulb and 

wrote:  

Replace. 

I picked up the newspaper, sat back in the chair, and took a sip of my coffee.   

Basketball Star Accused of Rape. 

Guantanamo: Soldiers Sodomize, Torture Prisoners.  

Teen Pop Star Reveals: “I’m still a virgin.” 

I yawned and turned to the sports page. 

Lebron scored 30 points again.  He plays for the Lakers.  Or maybe it’s the Jets.  

Do basketball players have an ERA?  It doesn’t matter to me, but I should figure it out 

soon.  Chloe is a big basketball fan.  I checked the top drawer to make sure the tickets 

were still there for the Knicks game next week.  It took a few hours of standing in line.  

Not that it matters.  I flipped back to the front page.   

On the television screen across the hall, an anchor for CNN who looked like a 

model said: “—pictures of young girls having sex.”   

Just as I’m glancing past an article on how American warplanes bombed a 

wedding in Afghanistan, killing a hundred people—why are they always rounded 

numbers?—Tom, my boss, walked by.  I gave him a wave, noticing not for the first time 

that his full head of hair seemed to bobble precariously off his forehead like a dinner 

plate.  Rumor had it he wore a wig.  Not that it matters.  His cheeks were red and puffy 



 

 
 

21 

but they were always that way it seemed. Some people just have a way about them.  

When he saw me he stopped outside my door and stared, looking crestfallen.   

“David,” he said, breathless and then, “Wow, okay. . .You’re here.” 

I said good morning and asked how things were, then apologized for being a little 

late.   

“I had a phone call before leaving for work this morning.” 

“So did I.”  Then his mouth hung open, even though he wasn’t saying anything.  

I’d never seen him make the gesture.  It was definitely a new thing.  Normally when he 

was at a loss for words, he grinned to cover it up.  He’d just stand there, grinning in 

silence.  

“I was told. . .” he started to say, looking from the desk to my face, then back at 

the desk again.  “I heard about. . .what happened.”   

He checked to see who was around, then said quietly, “David, let’s talk…in 

private, okay?  C’mon over to my office.”  He looked hard at me.  “I just heard the 

news.” 

We went into the hallway, past the lobby and the conference room, the rectangle 

cubicles, the oblong prints on the wall: a different word at the center of each, framed 

against an empty white background.   

Motivate.   

Innovate.   

Organize.   
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Galvanize.   

Electronify. 

The sequence of square plastic ficus trees we passed on the way there looked 

moist and freshly misted.  The beige walls glowing like they normally did beneath the 

warm low tint of the ceiling light, like melted butter, like a wheel of brie.  I glanced at my 

watch.  There was still for a Danish.   

We turned a corner and Bunt Thomas pointed in my direction.  Everyone calls 

him The Buntmeister.  I pointed back in response. 

When we got to Tom’s office I sat down at his desk, which as usual, was covered 

in office supplies.  A stapler and tape dispenser. Correction fluid.  A hole punch.  A label 

maker.  A glue gun.  An accordion file.  (A glue gun?)  A paper weight in the shape of a 

whale, a ceramic jet of water spraying from a blowhole on the top of the head.  He 

must’ve glued it back on again.  A little bowl for paperclips he got last December from 

his secret Santa (everyone knew it was Anita).  A plastic box for rubber bands.  And 

something else.  An object that must’ve been an office supply item of some kind. But for 

some reason I couldn’t place it.  It looked familiar enough, as if I should know what it is, 

but I just couldn’t call it forward. Next to that was a gold name plate—Tom Fishman—

polished and shiny as usual.  Stacks of papers scattered about in no particular order or 

arrangement.  Two pee cups with labels on them: one that said Barney, the other Frank.  

A framed sign that read, A word is more than what you mean it—AND THIS MEANS 

YOU!, he got at the last New York Is Book Country, at a table hosted by the Long Island 
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Deconstructionists, where vegan Ding Dongs and free perogies were being offered.  The 

last part, —AND THIS MEANS YOU!, was written on white poster board and dangling a 

bit where he’d taped it to the end of the sign.    

Tom walked in behind me, and closed the door.  It was the first time I could 

remember him doing that.  

“How’s it going David.  Everything good?  Everything okay?” 

I replied by saying one hundred percent. 

“Good,” he nodded rubbing his hands together, “good.  That’s good.” 

He made a slow, sucking sound through his teeth as he sat down across the desk.  

He held it in for a moment looking up, then suddenly let it out.  

 “I got a phone call this morning,” he began, “and it was. . .from you know who.”  

He picked up a stapler from the desk and started rubbing it vigorously between his palms. 

 “He told me that. . .that. . .you know.  A situation had come up.  With you.”   

The hips on the Elvis clock on the wall behind him slowly swung back and forth. 

 “You know, David, I’ve always liked you. I’ve always looked out for you. I’ve 

never pushed you too hard on deadlines or micromanaged you.  Right?” 

I said I didn’t think so. 

“I’ve always been the one looking out for you. Telling you to take a load off, to 

even take a vacation so you can regroup.  You never did it.  Hell man, in the ten years 

you’ve been here, I don’t think you ever took a single vacation.” 

I said it didn’t mean anything whether I took a vacation or not.   
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“Christ man, just so you can smell the roses.  Get away from the rat race.  Catch a 

breath of fresh air from time to time.”  

I told him that the air was as fresh to me now as it would ever be. 

“Fine. Fine, that’s fine.  I just want to say that anything involving you, well. . 

.involves the company.  We’re all in this together.  I’m your col-league, not your boss.  

This isn’t a job, it’s a partnership.  A corporate family,” he said glancing up and down 

from a notepad, as if reading from a speech.   

I nodded at him encouragingly, although I had no idea what he’s talking about.  

Even so, the more I nodded the more relieved he looked, so I figured I’d nod some more. 

“What I’m trying to say is. . .Well.”  He leaned forward, “Is there something you 

want to tell me?” 

I said not that I could think of off hand. 

“Something?  Anything at all?” 

The hips swung back and forth. 

“About. . .” I rolled my hand slowly in a circle, encouraging him on. 

 He turned red.  Jamming his foot into the leg of the desk, he yell-whispered, 

“About the Del Gatto account!”  

He glanced nervously at the door, then leaned forward and hissed in a whisper, 

“It’s Stedman!  He’s on the warpath!  He wants it by today the little shit!” 

I raised an eyebrow intriguingly. 

He threw up his hands, “You obviously haven’t seen the e-mail this morning.” 
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I told him I’d received an unexpected phone call just before leaving for work, and 

got a little delayed. 

“He sent it to you but CC’d the entire fucking department,” yell whispering the 

last three words.   

I said what an asshole and what did it say, not because I really cared about 

Stedman or the Del Gatto contract or the fact that he was trying to throw me under the 

bus, but because it would make Tom feel less alone.  

“He goes on and on about how it’s been sitting on your desk for weeks with no 

traction.  It’s that GODDAMN speech he’s giving tomorrow, on synergy consolidation 

and the manuals business, he’s filching from us to cover his ass.  He’s got the section on 

custody service provider but Terry lost the part about automated reconcilement.  What the 

hell else is new.  He strikes out and you’ve go to be the DH, right?  C’mon.  Throw Terry 

to the wolves if they’re so pinned to the wall, but oh-ho no, he’s pointing fingers, he’s al-

hal-ways pointing fingers” scream whispering “the little shit!  I told him you’ve been 

working on it, there’s only so much you can do but he’s like a mad dog, you know how 

he gets.”   

Gripping the stapler in both of his fists, Tom slowly gave it a rope burn, “Son of a 

bitch’s got my balls in his hand and he’s always squeezin’.  Oh man. . .he’s. . .he’s 

always squeezin’. . .” he trailed off, getting flushed.  

I told him not to worry.  I’ve got it covered.  

He relaxed his grip. “You do?” 
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“I finalized the addendum on automated reconcilement. The illustrations are there, 

they just need the graph matrix and that’s it.” 

 “What about the glossary?” 

“I always write my glossaries first, then the manual from there, so that’s already 

done.  All I have to do now is finish the PowerPoint on competitive yield and update the 

flow chart.”  

Tom started laughing, “Oh man.  Oh man oh man,” then slapped the desk, “DTG, 

you son of a bitch!  Christ man, you are one hell of a life saver.”  

The word appeared almost immediately: butterscotch. 

He walked over and gripped me on the neck, squeezing.  “Great going guy, you 

saved my ass.  I mean our ass.  I had a real crisis on my hands.  I mean we did.  The 

team.” 

I reassured him that we don’t. 

“You are the ice man,” Tom laughed shadowboxing the air, then hit me on the 

back.  “You see, now that’s what I like about you,” he pointed— 

I almost pointed back in response, but restrained myself just in time.  

—“You’re hard as stone.  David, my door is always open if you ever want to talk 

about things.  You know, if anything comes up.  If there’s anything you want to get off 

your chest.  Mano e mano.” 

I thanked him for the offer. 

“In fact, how about it right now buddy?  Anything you want to talk about?”   
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I said not particularly. 

“Everything good?” 

“100 percent.” 

“Right-O then.  Keep up the great work and let’s play some golf.  Oh, just an FYI 

to send me the deck first and then I’ll send it to Stedman.  You’ll get full credit of course, 

you wrote the damn thing, it’s your baby.  I just want to, you know. . .make sure the 

messaging to the other managers on your work is. . .complete.  Massage it a little bit. You 

know.” 

I said that’s fine and I’ll send it as soon as I get back to my desk. Then it caught 

my eye, the object on his desk I couldn’t place before, and it hit me all of a sudden: a 

calculator. 

“You know what?” he narrowed his eyes smiling.  “Send it to me around mid-day. 

 Let’s keep Stedman biting on his fingernails for a few more hours.  Let him panic for 

awhile.  Then we can be heroes.” 

“Sure, we can do that.” 

“You sure? I mean, that’s cool with you right?” 

I told him it didn’t really matter to me whether I was a hero or not. 

On my way back to my desk, I heard an anchor for MSNBC say: “—right before 

they cut off his head.”   

My coffee was cold by the time I got back, so I went to the kitchen to replace it. I 

dumped it out and washed out my mug, drying it with a towel. 
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Someone walked in behind me and said, “DTG.” 

It was Anita Burnside.  Everyone calls her Burnside.  So I said to her, “Hey 

Burnside.” 

She glanced over my shoulder, “C’mon now, don’t be usin’ up all the French 

Roast, I got a mean day ahead of me and I need fuel to burn.” 

I told her unfortunately, we’re both out of luck. 

“What, they didn’t replace the inserts again?  What is it, just Hazelnut?  Jesus, is 

that all there is?”  She raised her hands towards the ceiling and said, “Damn it, Lord, of 

all the days why’d you have to pick this one?”  

I thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. 

Her open-toed sandals scuffed the tile as she dropped a coffee insert into the 

machine. “With Marie gone I’m on my own until they bring in another nut bag for me to 

train.” 

I said I’m sorry to hear that, I guess ratio crunching isn’t her thing. 

“Her thing?  Her thing?  That’s not what the cred sheet said.  It was right on there 

and turned out she didn’t know squat.  But don’t blame me, that’s all I had to go on, and 

that right there is the problem.  You can’t ask ‘em shit, you have to go by their résumé, 

which doesn’t mean a thing because they’re all lying.  You can’t ask if they got a record, 

if they got family, if they wear ties or short skirts or Depends.  You can’t ask if they’re 

married or have any kids.  You can’t find out what their preference for anything is.  You 

can’t tell them there’s a dress code.  You can’t say we need to do this or need to do that, 
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or you need to know about this or that. You can’t even ask them if they know about test 

market pricing, and that’s what their being hired for!  Once a person is on the job oh sure, 

you tell ‘em whatever you want, but when you’re considering them for the job?  Forget it. 

 Does that make sense?  Well?  I ask you: does it?” 

I looked off into the distance, and proceeded to scratch at my chin. 

“Family, religion, level of experience, sexual orientation, political persuasion.  

You know what happens if you ask?  BAM!  You get sued.  So what do you got left?  

Their résumé, and you sure as hell can’t go off that.  People lie on résumés.  Nobody tells 

the truth anymore.  There is no truth, know what I’m saying?  There’s only presentation.  

You present yourself right and you got it made, you don’t, you got a one-way ticket to 

nowhere.  What’s true or not?  Does anyone care?  Only thing that matters is whether 

they can sue you or not.” 

Somebody walked by, pointed in and stated: “Burnside.”    

“C’mon, don’t wear it out now,” she replied, then pointed in my direction, “But 

this time, okay?  This time it’s different.  This time, we’re doing it right.  We’re bringing 

in a consultant, some hard ass from New Jersey who’s outside the company to do the 

interviewing, and then he can find out if the person is full of shit or not.  Not part of the 

company means the company’s not accountable.  No liability baby.  You got to 

indemnify before they testify.  Understand?” 

I nodded while pursing my lips to indicate she may be onto something. 

She dumped some cream into her mug and said, “What’s going on with you?  
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C’mon now, don’t give me the ‘not much’ bull crap.  What’s the latest?  What’s the 

news?”   

 “I’m writing the marketing deck for a quorum we’re putting together on 

integrated tertiary solutions. We’re ramping up a launch of conditioning media that will 

introduce new products in support of the VRA change. The goal is to warm leads and 

speed introduction, generating earlier closes.” 

Anita rolled her eyes, “What a banana up the ass.  I saw Mr. Preggers draggin’ 

you into his office just now. He givin’ you trouble again?” 

 “Not really”. 

“Let me guess, Stedman’s riding him like a show pony.” 

“That’s one way of putting it.” 

“Did he grab onto his stapler for dear life?” 

When I nodded she said, “Ah, that’s not so bad.  I’ve seen him worse, trust me.  

The stapler just means he’s worried.  When the shit really hits the fan, he goes straight 

for the label maker.”   

I gave her a laugh and she laughed too, so we both stood there for a moment, 

laughing together. 

Anita shook her head and walked out of the kitchen.  I stopped laughing.  

“How is Mr. Preggers doing these days? He okay? You keep an eye on him now,” 

she said looking over her shoulder with a wink. 

Anita had found Tom in the women’s restroom a few months back.  She’d caught 
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him mid-delivery giving birth to two kidney stones, twins in fact, in the third floor ladies 

room after he failed to make the extra seven feet to the men’s when his water broke.  

After assessing the situation, she gathered half a dozen folks from marketing and graphic 

design, including two or three mailroom guys from the bullpen down the hall and, in 

response to his pleas and cries of “I’m crowning!” propped the door ajar just so to block 

out the urinal nativity scene, and proceeded to shout encouragements inside such as 

“Push” and “Keep breathing” and “Go Mets!” over his howling and bellowing until he’d 

begged for a cell phone and called his mother crying like a baby.  Her strategy of tough 

love—“Just get it over with Thomas, Xena’s on”—helped force his final clench and 

squeeze and out popped the two love pebbles to backslaps and cigars all around.  He’d 

named them Barney and Frank after his favorite politician and placed the two knobby tots 

in a plastic pee-cup next to a picture of the wife and dog.  Rumor had it Anita had 

recorded the entire affair on her cell phone, and that the audio was locked up in the 

CFO’s desk drawer, who was now playing it for VIP shareholders from time to time over 

pigs in a blanket and shots of Blanton’s single-barrel bourbon, neat, no ice.  The event 

landed Tom the unfortunate nickname—Mr. Preggers—which may have contributed to a 

period of post-partum depression he eventually overcame through back-packing trips, 

bikram yoga and counseling.  

I put my mug under the coffee spout and pushed the dark green “Start” button.  

The smell of Hazelnut filled the kitchen. I thought again about getting that Danish. 

I poured in some cream and watched the black tone flush into milky white.  



 

 
 

32 

 On the way back to my desk I passed Roger Chapman in the hallway.  Everyone 

calls him Chapper.  He pointed in my direction.  I pointed back in response.  

When I sat down I sipped at the coffee and opened a few company e-mails, some 

of which had wallpaper backgrounds in dark colors, making the text unreadable. 

Whose got the psychographics chart? 

Lets’ comitt tothe bio on this. 

Please find attach the files from archive 7.  As you 

can see, they are senescent.  

That one’s from Jim Cavanaugh.  

are u back we shuld debrief when u have chance i.e. 

market growth etc let’s hit the grounde running b4N 

Manager training. . .1:00 PM. . . don’t forgit. . . 

I would prefere that custommer service get’s this 

information distilled through the rigional manager’s, not 

the pipiline. 

I minimized each one, deleted Stedman’s without reading it, opened a browser, 

and started searching for an e-card to send Chloe. 

Someone knocked on my wall and I looked up.  It was Jayanthi, Tom’s assistant.  

“Hey DTG, everything okay?  You don’t normally come in late.” 

“Hi Jay.  Good morning.” 

“Big date last night with that new girl I hope?” 
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“I certainly wish.  She was working late. I’m going to see her tonight though.  So 

I’m happy.” 

“Great!” 

“What about you and that guy from Neuberger? 

“We’re going on a second date tomorrow night.” 

I raised an eyebrow intriguingly. 

She grinned,  “I have a feeling it might get interesting.” 

“Good luck with that.” I sipped at my coffee, “Make sure he buys this time.” 

She sighed walking away, “I know.  I know.” 

An ad for lippo-suction floated from one side of the computer screen to the other, 

followed by an American flag and the words: 

Will YOU be in shape to fight TERRORISTS when they come knocking on YOUR 

door?  

Bill Molar walked past shuffling papers and mumbling, “Goddamn fucking 

bullshHEY Chapper how’s it going,” as Roger Chapman walked by. 

I searched through a couple of free e-card sites, settling on one with a moon 

attached to a string that, when a fuzzy bear pulls on it, turns into a sun that says: 

You light up my life.   

I addressed it to Chloe and sent it off.  Then checked the front drawer of my desk 

to make sure the Knicks tickets were there. They were, in the gift card I’d bought for 

them and a note that read simply: You. 
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I spent the next hour entering 0’s and 1’s into a five-column spreadsheet.  When I 

was done it took me about twenty minutes to figure out how to add a sixth column—the 

merge cell / split cell tool is sure not my cup of tea—then I continued adding more 

numbers.  I finished my coffee.  As a warm tingling filled my arms, I looked at the 

marketing deck.  Under Section 3 Addendum 4, I added a few lines on reusable modules 

then created a footer on version control as an FYI.  I rescaled the page so it fit in one 

space, then spent about half an hour trying to adjust the pixel setting.  After replacing the 

vertical trim lines with a bleed box (something about the graphic of the man on the 

computer struck me as bleed material), I greeked some of the language on automated 

reconcilement, bulletpointed 6 attachments that deal with Provisional VRA Clause 52-14: 

• Attachment 1: Incentivize Synergy Paradigms 
• Attachment 2: Deliverables and Parallel Association 
• Attachment 3: Integrated Metrics and Applicable Outcomes  
• Attachment 4: Message Saturation and Positional Targets 
• Attachment 5: Competitive Allocatables  
• Attachment 6: Advanced Recharacterization and Matriculated 

Disseminatables 
 

 Then changed my mind about the bullet points and, after briefly considering the 

blue orbs in Clip Art, shifted over to asterisks instead.   

I “Save As New,” picked up my coat and headed out to get that Danish.    

When I got to the elevator bank a car was already waiting.  I walked inside.   

On the TV monitor on the wall a young woman said, “We’re all in this together,” 

with a smile, then faded away. 

The building lobby was empty of people and all the sofas were filled.  I stood on 
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the street near the man begging for his dog, and tapped out my fourth cigarette of the 

morning.  

The Triangle offense relies on a system of read and react passing.  The keys to 

successfully cutting the Triangle depend on good movement, ball spacing and cutting off 

the defense.  Wait.  The Triangle offense relies on a system of read and react passing.  

The keys to successfully executing the Triangle depend on good spacing, ball movement, 

cutting and reacting to the offense.  The goal is to spread out the opposing side’s defense 

so your players can take advantage of one-on-one penetration.  Every player is involved 

at all times and should be prepared to drive-up or post down depending on the 

circumstances.  No.  Every player is involved at all times and should be prepared to drive 

down or post-up depending on the circumstances.  Aspects of the Triangle can be found 

in the older but equally effective Center Option Offense, pioneered by Tex Winter. . 

.pioneered in the winter. . .by Texas.  The Triangle approach consists of posting a sideline 

triangle opposite a 2-man spread that rotates counter-clockwise around the paint.  Wait.  

The Triangle offense. . . Various options arise out of the initiation of the Triangle.  These 

options include: attacking the basket.  Kicking the ball outside the arc.  Shooting from the 

outside or kissing the ball against the glass.  A quick hand to the perimeter player on the 

offensive end.  Slashing into the lane to make shots down the stretch. . . . (look up “the 

stretch”).  Taking the ball and running with it in transition while going coast to coast.  

The importance of floor spacing is a key factor in the success of the Triangle offense.  

One advantage to this method is the many entry points it creates for a pass, while at the 
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same time, stretching the defense (maybe that’s “the stretch” part) to create opportunities 

for an easy or contested lay-up.  A contested lay-up is always to be preferred over a 

contested 3, never a high-percentage shot.  Any pass or dribble can activate the rotation 

of the Triangle so long as a counter-clockwise rotation is maintained at all times.  The use 

of the small forward to reverse a pass outside the arc sets up the weakside attack in the 

split, common among two-game positions rotating around the lane.  Going hard to the rim 

to score and draw the foul requires a collapsible defensive posture once the triangle is 

initiated, while at the same time, the player could kick the ball out to a point guard 

beyond the arc to take a shot from downtown. I looked at my watch.  9:35. Au Bon Pain 

may not have any Danishes left, but their sticky buns make a solid Plan B. 

Humming under my breath, I stubbed out the cigarette on the bottom of my shoe, 

and dropped it into a recycle bin next to the dog. 

The air felt thick and somewhat misty.  There weren’t a lot of clouds in the sky 

now, but it felt like rain soon.  Then again, I’d just walked past a storm drain billowing 

steam into the air, so it could just be that.  I went down the block and turned at the corner, 

where the walls were flushing with color.  It made me squint.  I started feeling dizzy.  I 

had to raise a hand over my eyes to see.  It was as if the sun had flooded the entire avenue 

with light.  Cars.  People.  Bicyclists blurring down the sidewalk with their messenger 

bags and fly glasses.  All looking unglued, divorced from gravity.  Everything had lost its 

edge.  At the same time, it was as if there was something behind the glare, beating within 

the light.  Something pastel.  Smudgy almost, as if I’d just walked into a watercolor of the 
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street.  It was pleasant and comforting, and as I opened the door to Au Bon Pain, I made a 

resolution: Eggshell for my bedroom wall. 

There wasn’t much of a line, which was typical for Thursday.  Although I always 

get a Danish on Thursdays, so it could be different other days of the week.  Five or six 

people were waiting behind a woman who was ordering a double latte and a bagel.  As 

usual, it was a scattered group of people from the office, the same that’s been coming 

here for years.  I should say hi to them.  That’s what I’m supposed to do.  Although in the 

same respect, they should say to me.  Not that I care one way or the other.  It takes one 

person to do it. To break the silence that forms between people.  But we’ve all agreed to 

be a part of it, so in a way, when one person breaks the silence, it ruins the arrangement 

for us all.  There’s no way to know if that’s what everyone wants or not.  I suppose I 

could try it one of these days, although now probably isn’t the time for that.  After all: I 

don’t even know their names.   

Behind the pastry case, they’d transitioned from bakery sweets to mid-morning 

snacks.  That got me worried. 

I scanned the contents.  Salads-in-a-box.  Ham and cheese sandwiches wrapped in 

cellophane.  Bags of chips.  Power bars in assorted flavors: Cookies & Cream, Chocolate 

Soufflé, Raspberry Cheesecake.  Bottles of Yoohoo.  Packets of Corn Nuts (those are still 

around?).  In the far corner of the case there was a single Danish left.  2 for 6.  Life is 

good.  

I made my way towards the end of the line.  My coworkers saw me as I walked 
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past and pointed in my direction.  I pointed at each one consecutively as I walked past. 

I had three dollars and a five in my wallet.  I palmed the change in my pocket and 

tried to count the dimes and nickels, first by adding each one separately, then multiplying 

them by two.  That worked for a while until I reached the pennies, then I lost count and 

had to start over.   

The host of a national radio show playing over a speaker said, “She’s got nice tits, 

but other than that, who cares.” 

After a period of blankness, I found myself standing in front of a cashier with 

half-closed eyes.  I glanced at the pastry case.  The Danish was still there.  It was the last 

one they had, but I wasn’t feeling too lucky about it anymore.  In fact, I was at a loss for 

words.  I found myself standing there.  Indecisive.  Stuck.  Unable to form the words, 

even though I knew they were there.  What snapped me out of it was the cashier’s press-

on fingernails—painted with bright blue shooting stars—drumming against the cash 

register.  She was glaring.  I felt bad and apologized, then ordered the Danish just to get 

out of her way.  I dropped a few quarters into the tip jar.  She seemed to relax.  I dropped 

in some more.  Feeling better about things, I ordered a cup of French Roast to go with the 

Danish and, looking irritated again, she asked me what size I wanted.  By the look on her 

face, it was obvious that specifying the size of the cup, not just the cup itself, was a part 

of the order I should be able to handle without her help.  I reached into my pocket, and 

dropped a few more quarters into the jar.    

I’m not normally this indecisive, but the blueberry cream cheese croissant threw 
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me off.  

I went to the end of the counter.  A head without a face handed me a bag with the 

Danish and coffee.  I gave it a sniff, inhaling the smell of brown sugar, cinnamon and 

amaretto.  Suddenly the purpose of my trip here became clear again: Crumbly and 

delicious.   

I poured in some cream and watched the black tone flush into milky white.  

In the street outside one of the guys from the office saw me approaching, gave me 

a reverse nod and pointed sideways: “Hey guy.  How they hangin.’” 

I pointed back, “100%,” thinking: Sam?  Bill?  Dwayne? 

“What’s shakin’.” 

“Not much.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” 

“All right.” 

“Yup, yup.” 

“Things moving on your end?” 

“Yup.  They sure are.” 

We crossed the street. 

“What about you.” 

“Me?” 

“Yeah.” 
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“They’re really moving.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yup.” 

“Busy?” 

“Yeah, but it’s a good busy.” 

“There you go.” 

A driver sped by screaming, “GO FUCK YOURSELF!” 

“I like the kind of busy where you’re getting things done.  That kind of busy.” 

“Not the busy-work busy, the getting-things-done busy.” 

He pointed, “Exactly.” 

“That’s a good busy.” 

“Damn straight it is.” 

“Hey.  All right.” 

“Yeah, it’s been real busy all right.” 

“Yup, yup.” 

He held a finger against one nostril and blew a jet of snot into the street. 

“Things going to settle down any time soon?” 

“Not until the fat lady sings.” 

“Riiiiiiiight.” 

“We got a lot of irons in the fire.  Things are cookin’.” 

“Yeah?” 
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“Yeah.” 

“Wow.” 

“Shit yeah.” 

“Uh huh.” 

A street preacher yelled through a crackling PA: “The liberals, the gays, the anti-

life abortionsists!” 

“You guys sure hit the ground running in that department.” 

“We like to burn rubber.  Know what I mean.” 

“Yeah.” 

“We could’ve sat around scratching our dicks and playing Frogger all day but we 

took it on the chin and bucked up.  They gave us the mark and we took a deep pass into 

the end zone. Doobie style.” 

“All right.” 

We stopped at the cross-walk. 

“You’re all going to hell!” 

“Gotta have time to play though. No play, no way.” 

“Uh huh.” 

“I’m a big gamer.  It’s the only way to fly.  And to get away from your wife and 

kids.” 

“Riiiiiiiiight.” 

“Anxious to try out my new joy stick.” 
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“Oh yeah?” 

“Oh baby.  It’s a Sidewinder Ultegra J32 Fighter Stick that doubles as an all-in-

one.  I got it on sale for $399 after trading in my Campagnolo.” 

“Wow.” 

We walked under a giant Banana Republic ad of a girl spread-eagle in her 

underwear.   

“I know how to use eBay.” 

“Uh huh.” 

“I used to be a hardcore flight simmer with the HOTAS but I’m branching out a 

bit.” 

“Oh, right.” 

“We’re all going to die!” 

“You gotta with the latest shoot-em-ups, they’re incredible.  Ever tried ‘em?” 

“Uh huh.” 

“You get to steal cars, kill cops, rape chicks, that kind of thing.” 

“Mhm hm.” 

He pointed at me and screamed, “You’re going to hell!” 

“The springs are light to allow for better precision.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Or like if you’re choking a terrorist or a waitress or something.” 

“Mhm hm.” 
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“There’s a throttle wheel at the base of the stick to allow for extra insulation, and 

it even vibrates when you shoot a machine gun.” 

“Wow.” 

“Oh yeah.” 

“You’re sure keeping busy.” 

“Hey man, somebody’s gotta do it.” 

The light turned red.  We waited at the cross-walk. 

“What about you.” 

“Me?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I’m pretty busy.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.  But it’s a good busy.” 

“Getting things done?” 

“A little this, a little that.” 

 “Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” 

“That’s real.”  

He gave me a reverse nod so I gave him one back, and we stood there for a 

moment, reverse nodding each other. 

The light turned green and we crossed.  
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He said, “You should come out with the pals some time.  We shoot 9-ball on 

Tuesdays.” 

“Wow.” 

“It’s all about geometry, whole nine yards.  Find the angle, keep your arm 

straight, chalupas for everyone.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Yup yup yup.” 

We reached our building.  The man with the dog asked us for change.  In the 

months he’s been camped out here, I can’t recall him ever asking me for anything.  Or 

speaking for that matter.  I reached into my pocket for some coins.  Then I felt a tug on 

my sleeve. 

“Ignore him.  He’ll just spend it on booze.  Why else do you think he’s 

homeless.” 

I shrugged and kept walking.   

The building lobby was empty of people and all the sofas were filled.   

The laser pad read our ID cards and we were authorized through the doors.  I 

passed the guard on the other side and we saluted each other as usual.   

Someone walked by and said, “Schner.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Whassup.” 

“Nothin’.” 
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“Cool.” 

“Later.” 

We kept on walking.   

We took the elevator.  As we were going up, I figured “Schner” was short for 

something and tried to jog my memory.  The name sounded German.  Schnervontrop?  

Schnershefsky?  That would make it Greek, wouldn’t it?  Schnervonovich?   

On the TV monitor on the wall a young woman said, “Slowly and steadily 

moving towards my goals in a relaxed and alert manner,” with a smile, then faded away. 

Schner said, “Lick my balls,”  

We got to my floor.  I got off hearing him say, “Hey.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Pool on Tuesday.” 

“Cool.” 

“Later.” 

“Later.”  

I walked towards my desk.   

At the end of the hallway Rajneesh from Integrated Solutions waved at me and 

then wound up in a pitcher’s position.  I put down the bag holding my Danish and coffee, 

and assumed a stance.  He checked all the bases, threw the pitch and I took a swing.  

Based on the way he was jumping up and down, I gathered I’d hit a homerun.  It’s not 

even ten o’clock yet.  3 for 7.  Not bad at all. 
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When the clock hit noon, I sent the marketing deck to Tom after sitting on it for 

hours.  He wrote back a thank you filled with exclamation points, complimented my work 

and offered to give me tomorrow off.  I declined, knowing what kind of day I’d have as a 

result.  Nothing backs things up like vacation time. 

A few minutes later his e-mail to Stedman went out with the marketing deck 

attached.  It was addressed to all the company managers and CC’d the entire department. 

 I was CC’d with everybody else: 

Stedman, 

Here’s the language on automated reconcilement you need, signed, 

sealed and delivered.  Thanks for bringing it to my attention that I needed to step 

in to get things moving.  I’m pleased to have gotten it to you toady.  Thanks to 

Jody who gave it a quick once-over and to David for assistance. 

 Best, 

 Tom  

No one will care about the misspelling, but the rhyme between “toady” and 

“Jody” was an unfortunate coincidence.  For the latter of course. 

I carefully laid out the contents of my lunch: salad-in-a-box, an oatmeal protein 

bar and a vanilla-flavored Diet Coke.  The diet wasn’t having much of an effect, although 

I haven’t been on it for very long.  It’s only been a few weeks since I met Chloe.  Still, 

it’d be nice to lose a few pounds before the month’s out.  Figuring two more weeks 

should suffice, I wrote “-3 lbs,” in the November 25 box on the calendar on my wall, and 
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circled it.  Seeing the date on the wall kind of bothered me.  Somehow it wasn’t forward 

looking enough.  I put a mark in December in the spirit of doubling down on the weight 

loss by Christmas.  

I walked into the kitchen to get some water just as Anita Burnside was saying, 

“She’s got no ass.”   

Jim Cavanaugh and Doris Papadopoulos were snickering.   

“What about you DTG,” Anita said, “you got an opinion?  You think Lindsay Lo-

han is anorexic?” 

 I glanced at her inquisitively, then stopped rinsing out my mug and looked off 

into the distance, as if peering out onto a set of waves. 

Anita said, “What kind of crazy ass name is that anyway, Lo-han.  You ever heard 

a girl with the name Lo-han?  She made that up.” 

“No she didn’t,” Jim said. 

“You certainly would know Mr. LL Forever dot com.” 

“I wasn’t looking at the site, I hit the ad off Yahoo News by mistake.” 

“Mhm hm.  Wasn’t it just so happened it was after her Playboy shoot?  Well real 

or not it doesn’t matter ‘cause there’s no escapin’ it.  It’s everywhere.  Everywhere you 

look its Lo-han.  Lo-han here, Lo-han there, everywhere you look a Lo-han.  Even ole’ 

Jim here, he luh-uv’s Lo-han.  Lo-han the girl of his dreams.  It’s like a disease, whole 

world’s got it.  Whole universe luh-uv’s Lo-han.” 

Jim and Doris were laughing so I laughed along with them, and we all stood there, 
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laughing together.  

“C’mon, leave the poor girl alone,” Doris said unwrapping a cookie.  “She just 

got into a car accident for Pete’s sake.” 

 “That’s because she’s so thin she can’t see nothin.’” 

“Oh c’mon.  She’s not as thin as Mary-Kate Olson.  Now that is thin.” 

“There’s another fake name for ya.” 

“What’s so fake about ‘Olson’?” 

“There’s no such name as Lo-han, okay?  She changed it from something, like 

Lochtenberg or Lochowski.” 

“Please.” 

“What are you pleasin’ me for?  None of them have real names.  The whole 

thing’s an act, even their names, it’s all a big charade.  Julia Roberts.  Brad Pitt.  Britney 

Spears.  Tom Cruise.” 

“Tom Cruise?” 

“His real name is Leroy Johnson.” 

“C’mon.”  “Get outta here.” They both say. 

“His momma called him LJ, everyone knows that.” 

“It sure is loud in here,” said Mary Pierce, appearing in the kitchen doorway. 

Everyone went silent.    

Her arms crossed over her white blouse, she said, “Best to keep things down for 

those who are working, don’t you think?” 
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“Sorry.”  “Sure Mary.”  “Right-O,” we all say at once. 

As she walked towards the refrigerator, the smell of baby powder filled the room. 

 Her long pony-tail falling well below her lower back, as usual.  Not for the first time, I 

wondered how much time it takes hair to grow that long.   

She picked a lemon soda out of the refrigerator, removed the Post-It note attached 

to the can—Mary’s Soda Hands Off, with three underlines under the word “Off”—then 

stood there, sipping it with a slurp.  Behind her glasses her eyes went down, then from 

left to right, then finally, up again. 

“Are those open-toed sandals Anita?” 

“Why yes Mary, they are.” 

“Weren’t open-toed sandals banned from the premises?” 

“Were they?” 

“Mhm hm.” 

“Gosh, I must’ve missed the memo on that.” 

“Yes, well.  The policy has been posted right there on the wall.  Word to the wise, 

that’s all.” 

“Sure Mary.  Thanks for the FYI.” 

When she was gone Anita covered her mouth and whispered, “You hear the latest 

about My Little Pony?  You know how she just sits around Facebooking and shopping 

online, right?  Word is, she’s got some dirt on ‘ole Stedman, that’s why he keeps her on 

the payroll.  Caught him poppin’ the weasel down at the booty lounge or somethin’ 
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nasty.” 

“No,” Jim and Doris whisper quietly. 

“Why else you think she’s still working here.  She don’t do shit, just sits around 

telling everybody what to do.  Maybe if the girl got some breast implants she’d be 

happier.” 

“Lohan’s anorexic, everyone knows that,” Roger Chapman announced walking in. 

 He grabbed his roast beef sandwich out of the refrigerator and gave it a sniff.  “And her 

Playboy shoot was awesome.  Hey David, that was a hell of a marketing deck Tom put 

together.  What’d you do, put speed in his morning brew?” 

I said not really.  

As he walked out Anita said, “Speaking of Mr. Preggers, what’s the deal with that 

deck DTG.  It went out to like everybody.” 

Doris nodded, “The part about positional targets seems pretty ambitious.” 

“Yeah,” Jim said, “those deadlines sure seem insuperable.” 

Everyone went quiet.   

A few moments later Anita cleared her throat, “Anyway, where’s the beef Glass 

Half Full.” 

I acknowledged that their concerns were legitimate, and explained the deck is 

mostly about sector rotation and the VRA change.  I told them that sector rotation is an 

important component of our asset modeling system.  The deadlines are geared toward 

synergizing the sector base while positioning our message towards market saturation.  In 
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establishing distinct but overlapping targets through allocatable benchmarks, we expect 

VRA to distill through the vendors and disseminate revenue into a qualitative client base. 

 That way we’ll reaggregate mediums to work together and stimulate premium 

inventories.  We can try to develop customer interactivity through a series of checks and 

balances, but in the end, asset administration is the wig wag that keeps the tub shaking 

and moving. 

Anita shouted, “Hey, Toady Jody!” as Jody Johnson walked into the kitchen, and 

the others started laughing. 

I walked back to my cubicle and sat down at my desk.  Then opened the 

newspaper to the editorial page.  Some dirt rubbed off the paper onto my fingertips, 

which I wiped on a napkin.  I opened the salad dressing packet—Ranch, my favorite—

then glanced at November 25 on the calendar, and decided against it. 

Crunching loudly on an herbed crouton, I perused the op-ed headlines. 

The Glories of the Market 

Protestors Just Don’t Get It 

Afghanistan a Paradise Thanks to U.S. 

 Then I flipped to Home & Garden, and read about the effects of powdery mildew 

on rose leaves. 

With the market deck behind me I could finally get on to finishing the manual for 

that hand drill.  Just as I was queuing it up a reminder appeared on my screen about the 

marketing meeting.  I wrapped up my lunch and swept crouton bits off my necktie, 
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which, it seemed, had done a 180 against my neck.  With no time to look up Windsor 

knot instructions on the Internet, I made a quick stop at the restroom.  I relieved myself, 

washed my hands with soap—almond scented today—then adjusted my tie knot to a half 

Windsor, and headed on down the hall.  

The marketing conference room wasn’t as comfortable as the one upstairs.  That 

one has glass walls and a cooler, with cushioned swivel chairs to sit on.  There’s quite a 

view overlooking the street.  Not that I care.  There were about ten people sitting in the 

marketing room when I walked in.  Nobody was saying anything.  The beige conference 

table was covered with stapled packets, which I assumed were for today’s meeting, as 

well as something else, an object of some kind that I couldn’t quite place.  I took one of 

the packets and, laying my tablet down at an empty space, quietly took a seat. Eying the 

objects on the table.  They looked familiar, but out of context.  I tried to imagine their 

function, what they could used for, but couldn’t call it up.   

After a period of blankness Valeria Johnson from Skill Set Technologies came in. 

 She was in black slacks and a satiny blue blouse, with both arms bunched around a 

laptop, a projector and a tangle of power plugs.  When she entered the room she stopped, 

eyeing us for a moment lifting an eyebrow, then moved to the head of the table.  I can 

never figure out if her hair is blonde or gray.  It’s kind of a mix of both, but as usual, it 

was all over the place, as if she came to work in a convertible.  Could be she actually 

drives one, although it seemed a bit chilly outside for that.  Well, not chilly really, it was 

more like a cold front passing by.  At least that’s what the weather guy said.  What’s the 
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word for weather person. . . . . .Metra. . .no. . . . . . . . . . Ornithol. . .no, no. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Meteorologist, 

that’s it.   

It’s a wonder those people can pretend to be looking at a weather map when it’s 

all digitized these days.  They stand there looking at, what, a blue screen?  A wall?  

Whatever it is, they sure know how to act like it’s real.   

Wait a minute.  Does a meteorologist study meteors? 

“Good afternoon everyone,” Valeria Johnson said. 

There was an inaudible murmuring in response. 

The lights went out.  A slide projected onto the wall: 

PIPELINE DECISION MAKING  

She turned towards the room, “Anyone know what this means?” 

Nobody said anything. 

“Proper decision-making, that’s what.  How to tell a good idea from a bad one, 

AND THEN, how to decide the proper way for querying that idea with management.  

That’s what we’re interested in exploring today.  In other words, this training seminar is 

designed to help you ASSESS AND ADDRESS.” 

The words came up on the screen. 
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“To A-SSESS the value of your idea BEFORE YOU A-DDRESS that idea to 

others. Why is that important?” 

Nobody said anything. 

A slide projected onto the wall: 

PIPELINE DECISION-MAKER vs. CARELESS DECISION-MAKER 

Valeria turned, and said with a pleasant smile, “Simply put, some people at our 

company have good ideas, and others, not-so-good ideas.” 

A new slide came up of two men and two women—one white, one black, one 

Asian, and one seemingly a mix of all three—grinning with a light bulb over their heads. 

  

“What an idea!” they’re all saying out loud. 

“Most of the time, UNFORTUNATELY,” Valeria continued, “people confuse the 

latter with the former.  Or EVEN WORSE, they come up with an idea that somebody else 

came up with TWO YEARS AGO, an idea that has already been implemented as 

company policy, but now, thanks to careless decision-making, the person with this idea 

that happens to already be company policy FOR TWO YEARS RUNNING decides to 

float his OR HER idea as a brand new idea OUTSIDE THE COMPANY PIPELINE to 

managers who, not having been around when the idea was first thought up, and not even 

realizing the idea was not only thought up, it’s now company policy, decide it’s a good 

enough idea to take to their own supervisors, who, having forgotten that they themselves 

thought of this idea two years ago and—after having at that time spent weeks and weeks 
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thinking and meeting and finally deciding IT’S A GREAT IDEA, implementing it into 

company policy ON THE BASIS OF WHICH it’s been said policy ever since—proceed 

to send this NOT-SO-NEW idea on to the executive branch, where, usually, executives 

don’t deal with this level of ideas and, thinking it a good idea, call for meetings with the 

Board to discuss the idea in relation to other ideas they may be having, and, after a few 

weeks spent thinking and meeting and finally deciding IT’S A GREAT IDEA, agree to 

implement it into company policy, mission accomplished UNTIL, when someone goes to 

finally implement the idea LOW AND BEHOLD, he OR SHE discovers it’s not a new 

idea at all.  It’s ALREADY COMPANY POLICY.” 

She looked over her shoulder, and raised an eyebrow around the room.  

A new slide came up: 

TO PROTECT YOU FROM. . . 

“How can this be avoided.  Well folks, it’s your friend and mine, and it’s called 

THE COMPANY PIPELINE.  It’s there. . .”  

Valeria trailed off, suddenly going silent—which made the crinkly gummy bear 

bag someone had been trying to open sound unusually loud, until a few seconds later, the 

crinkling stopped, and the bag was put away. 

“. . .It’s THERE,” she continued turning back towards the slide, “to protect you 

FROM YOURSELF.”   

 A new slide came up on the screen:  

HOW TO NOT WASTE PEOPLE’S TIME 
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 “On average, the typical employee doesn’t bother to process his OR HER ideas 

through the pipeline.  Often, he OR SHE can’t even answer THE MOST BASIC, 

QUESTIONS, ABOUT THEIR IDEAS, OR PLANS.  How much will it cost?  How 

much money will we make?  Has anyone thought of it before?  What are the technical 

hurdles?  Is it DOABLE if it’s the right idea?  Is it UNDOABLE IF IT’S NOT?” 

 With every question she asked, a new slide came up faster and faster with the 

same question written out. 

“If none of the questions ON WHICH your idea should be based have been 

properly A-SSESSED in advance, your beautifully-wrapped and packaged idea is in 

reality A TICKING TIMEBOMB WAITING TO EXPLODE when managers to whom 

you’ve A-DDRESSED your little gift UNWRAP IT WITH THEIR CREAM CHEESE 

CROISSANT.” 

 I think to myself: crumbly and delicious.  

 “How EXACTLY should we give an idea its day in court?  Well ladies and 

gentleman, it’s your friend and mine, it’s called THE COMPANY PIPELINE, and it’s 

there to make sure you do a little FACT-BASED ANALYSIS BEFORE 

BELLYFLOPPING DOWN THE WATERSLIDE OF IRRATIONAL EXUBERANCE.  

Now,” she turned towards the room with a smile, “Are there any questions.” 

Nobody said anything. 

“FACT-BASED ANALYSIS,” she turned towards the screen as a new slide came 

up that said: 
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WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

“Comes in two forms: quantitative, which you math people better understand, and 

qualitative, for those of you who wasted college getting an English degree.  By 

QUANTITATIVE, we ask ourselves: what is it worth?  Is A more cost effective than B?  

If we invest in B will we undermine A and if so, will it be worth the ensuing losses and 

so on and so forth.  By QUALITITATIVE, we ask ourselves what is it and why?  What 

do the parts really mean?  Does A really make more sense than B?  Is it commensurate 

with the strategic goals of our company?  Will it EN-GEN-DER the desired effect?  What 

is the driver behind quantitative analysis?  NUMBERS.  You can make A 

SPREADSHEET and do SOME RESEARCH.  How about looking into THE COST of 

your idea.  How about employing a CALCULATOR while you’re at it.  What is the 

driver of qualitative analysis?  Multiple inputs on competitive trends, analogies and 

proxies, and EVALUTAING COMPANY CAPABILITIES.  Your job as a PIPELINE 

DECISION-MAKER is to establish which one of these fact-based analyses is appropriate 

for your idea, and then disseminate the idea with the research you’ve done through THE 

COMPANY PIPELINE.  Never met the company pipeline before?  Well folks, let’s take 

a moment and introduce you to him OR HER.” 

A slide came up with a flow chart that included boxes connected by arrows and 

lines.  At the top of the slide was a long pipe with big eyes and huge biceps snarling and 

flexing its muscles. 

 “The COMPANY PIPELINE,” she gestured with a laser pointer that seemed to 
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have appeared out of nowhere, “is a carefully designed SYSTEM for disseminating your 

HEAVILY RESEARCHED IDEA into TIERED CHANNELS OF MANAGEMENT.  

Checks and balances people.  Refer to page 3 of your handout.” 

 There was a fluttering of pages all around.  

“An idea is generated,” she aimed the laser at the first box, in which were written 

the words: 

Idea Sans Pipeline 

“What kind of analysis does it require?  Quantitative?  Qualitative?  How about 

being a little thorough and DOING BOTH.  Then execute: prepare a spreadsheet.  Write a 

memo.  Develop a fact base ON WHICH your idea can stand.  Make YOUR 

ASSUMPTIONS obvious to all so the place FROM WHICH you’re coming with this 

idea is clear.  Why?  Because in general, it behooves management to know in advance 

whether you’re trafficking in actual facts or JUST DRINKING THE COOL-AID.  Next: 

create a hierarchy for your criteria since not all criteria is created equally.  TIERS, 

people, give it a try.  Think about employing an OUTLINE.  How about taking off the 

training wheels and trying THE CORNELL METHOD for a change.  Now.  What does 

your research show?  Execute: Is it enough information on which to BASE a decision?  

To MOVE forward?  To DO nothing?  To DEVELOP an alternative?  Next: what is the 

point AT WHICH you let your idea become SOMEBODY ELSE’S.  I know, I know, this 

is the hardest part.  After all, why the self-sacrifice?  It’s your idea, right?  It’s your baby. 

 The ball’s in your court.  One monkey don’t stop no show, right?  WRONG.  
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OWNERSHIP, people, it’s the kiss of death, so if you want to fail at your job pucker up.  

Owning your idea is the same as BEING OWNED BY YOUR EGO.  Read the Stoics.  

You walk around thinking it’s YOUR idea, it’s YOUR show, it’s YOUR one-way ticket 

to the Christmas bonus well guess what: you’re not paying off that monthly lease on the 

Beamer you can’t afford in the first place any time soon because successfully working in 

an office requires you to PRETEND LIKE YOU DON’T EXIST.  It’s called TEAM 

WORK folks, it’s your church and mine so open up wide and take in the wafer.  It’s the 

reason every department has an Originator, someone whose job it is to ORIGINATE new 

business models and partnerships.  All pipeline’s begin with him OR HER, so always be 

prepared to PIPELINE WITH YOUR ORIGINATOR.  He OR SHE will then decide 

whether to move THE idea—not yours—forward to the next level. 

“So if you’ve done your fact-based analysis, researched the idea, built up a 

dossier backing up the idea—in other words, if you have A-SSESSED its quantitative and 

qualitative dynamics within THE PARADIGM OF A TIERED LOGIC SYSTEM, and 

have decided it’s time to A-DDRESS it forward—pipeline with YOUR Originator—not 

somebody else’s—for review.  He OR SHE will then decide what to do next.  Thanks for 

coming.”  

On my way back to my desk, I heard a commentator on Fox News say: “It’s not 

torture if it doesn’t kill you.”   

When I got to my desk Tom was there, anxiously writing a note down on a Post-

It.  
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“David, oh man, there you are.” 

I apologized for being hard to find. 

“No no, it’s just the marketing deck.  Stedman can’t read the language on 

automated reconcilement, there’s something wrong with the program.  It got cut off half-

way through.” 

I said not to worry, I’ll take care of it. 

“You will?” 

“It’s probably the char array.  The length maximum set in the MySQL database 

has been an issue before. We fixed the allocatables, but maybe it just needs another boost. 

I’ll overwrite the pointer and he’ll be good to go.”   

He laughed wiping at his forehead, “Of course you will.  Of course!  Can you get 

it to me in ten minutes?”  

I said a good five will do. 

He slapped me on the back, then shadowboxed the air as he walked away saying, 

“The ice man!”   

 I sat down at my computer and pulled up the deck.  It took me a few minutes to 

fix the section and send it.  Then I remembered the 401k meeting.  I thought about 

whether or not I should go.  Then decided I’m not too tired, so why not.    

  I walked down the hallway, past the oblong prints on the wall.  The framed words 

floating past:  

Activate.   
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Incentivize.   

Dynamize.   

Personifize. 

I pulled out my Lifesavers roll and examined it.  Lime.  Cherry.  Pineapple with 

pocket lint, a little dusty, but still edible.  One thing seemed clear as I turned at the 

corner: somewhere in the world, there’s a roll of Butterscotch that has my name written 

all over it. 

There weren’t a lot of people at the meeting.  It seemed pretty informal, so I 

didn’t bother fixing my tie.  When I walked in, Janice from HR welcomed me with a 

wave.  I was pleasantly surprised to see her; after everything that happened, that is.  She 

was wearing one of those yellow plastic wristbands that’s supposed to symbolize her 

dedication to something or other.  They’re so thick.  I wonder how you get one on.  

Everyone seems to be wearing them these days, in all kinds of colors.  A girl at the 

grocery store on my block has a pink one.  Or maybe it’s purple.  A dark pink or a light 

purple can sometimes look like the same thing.  Does each color mean something 

different?  I thought about asking Janice what her’s means, then decided against it.  I 

wondered where she was parking that road bike she always rides to work.  She used to 

put it next to her cubicle before Mary Pierce complained.  I’m glad to see she’s still 

around after that.  And the whole thing involving her tights.  She only wore them to and 

from work and then would change into a dress or something (like the one she’s wearing 

now,) but apparently that, and the bike by her desk, were against company policy.   
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She gave me a packet to read that documented the changes to the 401k plan.  The 

addition of diversified investment options, she said, was pretty exciting, especially when 

you consider the enhanced services provided.  By combining Targeted Allocation funds 

with Value, Small Growth and High Yield you get the best of all worlds.  There’s no 

better way to insure a comfortable retirement after age 65. 

I gave her an interested nod.   

“The rest of it is about changes to the contribution percentage.” 

“Uh huh.” 

“Should you decide to make a change that is.” 

“Ah ha.” 

“You have the freedom to customize your retirement portfolio by investing in a 

variety of options.  They include bonds, mutual funds, publicly traded stocks.  Or a 

money market fund with no load or transaction fee, which is nice.” 

“Mhm hm.” 

“Or you can go in for an age-targeted fund which focuses your money on a 

portfolio of professionally managed mutuals that are based on your retirement date, 

which is something new. In your case, you’re such a young guy at what, early forties?  

You’ve got plenty of time. You won’t be worrying about this for another twenty or so 

years.” 

 “Nice.” 

“There’s twelve new fund options that are available, which you can find on page 
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seven of the handout.  If you want to change allocations or roll over assets call the 800 

number at the bottom of the page.  Just remember that all funding vehicles will be 

affected.” 

“Okay.” 

“And then there’s the maximum allowable elective deferral.  We contribute half a 

percent of your gross wage and match it to your elective, which is calculated according to 

a subset ratio divided by your department’s revenues, minus the 5-ARM adjustable.  It’s 

all tax-deferred of course.” 

“Riiiiiiiight.” 

“Anyway, that’s just the sprocket and the derailler, most people only care about 

the destination.” 

She said this laughing and, even though I didn’t get the joke, I joined her with a 

laugh of my own.  

I left with the packet tucked under my arm.  It was an informative meeting, 

although I probably didn’t need to go in the first place.  After all: my plan is just fine as it 

is. 

When the clock hit 5:00 PM, I stood up and started packing my things.  Just as I 

was getting ready to leave I got a new text message.  It was from Chloe. I sat back down 

in my chair.  

I’m getting off early.  Meet you at your place in a few hours.  And taking 

tomorrow off too.  Are you free?  xxoo Chloe 
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Tomorrow was going to be a good day. 

On my way out of the office, I heard an anchor for CNN say: “—in the theater, 

with about 200 small bomblets in every cluster, each of which contain about 300 metal 

fragments, dropped overhead by a drone.  That’s pretty exciting.”   

I walked to the elevators, and got in with three other people.  Susan Something 

from down the hall.  Something Yee from Corporate Communications.  Something 

Something from Accounting.  We’ve been working together for at least eight years.  The 

doors close and everyone faces forward as it’s starting to descend.  We stared silently at 

the doors, not saying anything. 

On the TV monitor on the wall a young woman said, “We’re all in this together,” 

with a smile, then faded away. 

The building lobby was full with people and all the sofas were empty.  I stood on 

the street near the man begging for his dog, and tapped out my first cigarette of the 

evening.  

I took the bus up to the 51st Street station.   All the seats were filled so I made my 

way to the back.  The traffic outside was barely moving.  Horns and shouting filled the 

air.  I laid my briefcase down at my feet, and settled in for the ride.  

“You’re my little binky,” a woman in front of me said to her cell phone.   

Binky.  That’s an interesting word.  It’s not one I’ve ever heard of before.  I 

wonder what it means.  Binky.  Maybe it’s short for something.  Or maybe I didn’t hear it 

right.  Could’ve been Inky.  Or Blinky.  Is that a word?  I’m not sure, but it sounds 
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familiar.  So does Inky.  Inky and Blinky.  Good name for a comedy act.  Or a folk duo I 

suppose.  What is it about that.  Inky and Blinky.  There’s something. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

I noticed my reflection in the window and glanced away, then looked back again. 

 It occurred to me that something was wrong.  After a few moments I realized what it 

was: my tie was still crooked.  No question about it: tomorrow will see the comeback of 

the Four-in-Hand. 

We slowly pulled up to the next streetlight and came to a stop, where a TV screen 

was broadcasting from a wall. A pair of running shoes suddenly appeared against an 

American flag, followed by the words:   

Life’s too short.  Get it on. 

I got off at 51st street and stepped into a sea of people.  I spent a few minutes 

being jostled back and forth on my way into the subway.  At the turnstile gate I swiped 

my MetroCard and passed through circulating arms.  There was a sizable crowd on the 

platform, bigger than yesterday.  Could mean anything at the end of a Thursday.  Still, 

you just never know when fortune strikes.  We all stood still with our heads to the side, 

staring into the empty tunnel.  A man with no legs dragging himself across the gum-

stained concrete, begging for help.  I eased into the soles of my black wing tips, and 

quietly hummed to myself, “Dock of the Bay.” 

Light flooded the tracks.  People start jockeying for position, then an express train 

arrived.  4 for 8.  Not too bad.   

I got off at 86th and walked up to the street.  A cool breeze hit me at the top of the 
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stairs. I took it in through the nostrils, then let it out, and briefly considered a black-and-

white in the window of H&H bagels.   

On the way home I stopped at The Papaya King and had two hot dogs with lots of 

onions and relish.  I finished it off with a medium mango drink and a cup of water.  Then 

I went to Duane Reade.  The lights were bright and I had to squint.  I picked up a box of 

Camel Red Lights.  

At the corner of 81st and 2nd I waved to Cleary, my dry cleaner, who shouted after 

me in a thick Irish accent, “David!  I have lamb and rice, give it a try!”  I gestured at my 

belly to indicate I’d already eaten, and continued on. 

I looked through the mail.  Penny Saver.  Telephone bill.  Furniture catalog 

addressed to “Garry Consolacion.”  I walked up the stairs to my studio, and went inside. 

The room was quiet.  I checked my messages.  There weren’t any.  I dropped my 

briefcase onto the floor.  Within the one beam of sunlight coming into the room, a puff of 

dust swirled up, and all around.  I pulled off my jacket and undid my tie, tossing both on 

the kitchen table.  I’ve never unfolded it, but now that Chloe’s around, I should probably 

figure out how it works.  Maybe I should buy a table cloth too.  The stains aren’t that off-

putting.   

I turned on the TV.  There was static.  I adjusted the wire on the top, then flipped 

through the thirteen channels I get with decent reception, checking for a basketball game. 

 It looked like there wasn’t one, although it could just be on commercial.  I put it to 

WNBC for local news and muted the sound.   
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From my small writing desk in the corner I pulled out a journal book, and flipped 

through the most recent pages: 

Sunday: 3 for 8 

Monday: 1 for 3 

Tuesday: 0 for 2 

Wednesday: 4 for 4 

In the blank entry under Thursday, I wrote: 4 for 8. 

I smoked, looking out the window at the people going by.  Waiting for Chloe.  
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II 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There’s a vertical slit about four inches wide that separates the blinds in my 

bedroom.  At 6:38 every morning the sun floods the window, and a ribbon of heat beams 

through the slit.  For about twenty minutes it gradually strings across the surface of my 

bed, and when I put my face there, into the ribbon, I remember toasted almonds in 

summertime.  

 Chloe took a finger and slid it up the side of my arm, then slid it back down again. 

 “What are you thinking about.” 

 I said nothing. 

 “Yes you are. I can tell.” 

 “How do you know.” 

 “I don’t know. I can just tell.” 

 “Then tell me.” 

 “I don’t know what you’re thinking. Only that you’re thinking.” 
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 I said it’s certainly possible that I was thinking, and that it was just as possible I 

was thinking nothing at all. 

 “That’s impossible.” 

 “What do you mean.” 

 “To not be thinking about anything at all.” 

 I told her it seemed possible enough to me. 

 “We were born to think. We’re thinking things.  It’s what separates us from 

animals.  Like when you first wake up.  What do you do?  You get out of bed, get into the 

shower.  Then what?” 

 I reached for the strands in the curls of her hair, and wrapped them, end over end, 

around my hand.    

 “Seriously. What happens then?” 

 “I wash my hair I guess. I brush my teeth.”  

 “Before all that.  While you’re standing there.  You’re thinking.  About the day 

ahead. About the day before.  About what you want to accomplish.  About what it all 

means.” 

 While playing with her hair, I told her that any day meant the same to me as the 

next one, or any other after that.  

 “Now that I know isn’t true.  Can’t be true.” 

 “Why not.” 

 “Because every day is different, that’s why.” 
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 “Is it?” 

 She propped up her head with her right arm.  Looking at me. 

 “Did I come over last night?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “What about three nights ago?” 

 “No.” 

“That means that three nights ago, we weren’t doing what we did last night.  What 

we just did, just now.  What we’re going to do again.” 

 “And so.” 

 “And so, today means something different than it did three days ago.” 

 I said it was true that the days had been different while caressing a strand of her 

hair. 

 She was quiet for awhile.  I smoked.  Eventually she said, “You never talk about 

yourself.” 

 “What do you mean.” 

 “When we talk on the phone. You never talk about what you did that day.” 

 I told her it’s because it didn’t really matter. It was all the same. 

 “It matters to me.” 

 “Why is that.” 

 “Because I want to know you. What you do during the day says something about 

who you are.  Don’t you want me to know who you are?” 
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I said I thought she already knew everything there was to know about me that 

meant anything. 

“Alright,” she said kissing my face here, then there.  Then somewhere else.  

“Maybe I’ll try future tense instead: What are you going to do today.” 

I leaned into the feathery brush of her breath as it landed, in a rhythm, on my face. 

  “I’m going to work.” 

 “What are you going to work on?” 

 “The usual.” 

 “Name one thing that happened recently that caught you by surprise.  Something 

totally unexpected.  Something completely out of the blue.” 

 I told her nothing came to mind. 

 She was quiet for awhile. Then she said, “Let’s go somewhere.” 

 “Where.” 

 “Wherever you want to go.” 

 “I don’t want to go anywhere.” 

 “Why not?” 

 I told her I was perfectly fine right here. She didn’t say anything for a time and I 

was sleepy and thought I would fall asleep and then her voice woke me. 

 “Let’s take a trip together.” 

 I said if that’s what she wanted it was fine by me. 

 “Really?  Okay, then where to.” 
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 “It’s up to you.” 

 “Ever been to Bali?” 

 “No.” 

 “South America?” 

 “No.” 

 “But you’ve been to Europe right?” 

 I rolled onto her.  Our bellies met.  I pressed the entirety of myself onto her and it 

made me dizzy.  I kissed her on one side of the neck. Then the other. 

 “You’ve never been to Europe?  Jesus David.  Where have you been?” 

 I told her it didn’t matter. That some people go places and other people don’t.  

That everyone ends up in the same place in the end. 

 “That’s pretty bleak.” 

 “Is it?” 

 “Don’t you want to have fun?  New experiences.  Get away from the city.  The 

noise.  The crowds.  How about we go to the country or something.”  

 I kissed her.  Our tongues met.  Her breath filled my lungs. She moved closer to 

me and her body felt hot and soft beneath mine.  I filled my hands with her. Her breasts.  

Her hair. The smallness of her back.  The curve between her legs.  The dizziness came on 

again, in waves. 

 She whispered, “Don’t you ever get tired of it.” 

 “Of what.” 
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 “Everything being the same.” 

 I told her not really.  That I get tired of other things just as much as anybody else.  

“Then you’re just out there.” 

I pushed my hands up her back, palming its angles.  It’s curve. 

She was whispering in my ear, “Today is the same as the last for David Timothy 

Glass.  Tomorrow is the same as today. Every day is the same as every one else.  And 

you go on.  From one to the next.  Oblivious, and content.” 

 She pushed me away and look up into my face. “Then why are we doing this?” 

 “What do you mean.” 

 “Why are we together. If you’re so happy with everything being the same.” 

I told her I wasn’t happy or unhappy with it. She asked me if I was tired with it 

and about that, I didn’t have an opinion either way.  

 “So what do you have an opinion about.” 

 I said that when something seemed worthy of a point of view, one way or the 

other, I would be sure to express one. 

 Then she laughed shaking her head and that made me want to smother her with 

kisses so that’s what I did. After that we made love.  Then she dozed off and this time I 

didn’t feel sleepy at all so I lit a cigarette and watched her sleep.  It was a little drafty. 

The storm had come in and it was raining outside.  I adjusted the covers around her 

shoulders, careful not to disturb her.  
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III 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fridays are half days.  That means everyone leaves at 1:00.  So at 1:00, I leave.  

Dinner’s at 7:00.  That’s enough time to paint the wall.  And get a new pair of 

socks.  Maybe I’ll suggest a movie.  Or a walk in the park.  Maybe it’s too cold for that.  

We could do it if we’re dressed right.  Then again, if she’s not.  Dinner and a movie then. 

 Although they’ve got the Christmas lights up.  And the weather has been pleasant.  A 

walk would be nice.  She likes to walk.  And the lights.  I could give her my coat.  Here, 

take my coat.  It’s no trouble.  Please, go ahead.  I insist.  I better get it to Cleary soon for 

a dryclean.  That’s a quick turnaround.  Same day might be pushing it, although he fixed 

that shirt right up.  Raspberry compote can give you quite a nip.  We’ve been dating for 

over a month now.  A walk and a movie makes sense.  If we had dinner near the park, we 

wouldn’t have to walk far.  That would solve it.  We’d have to leave the Upper East Side. 

 We could always come back.  There’s a theater on 51st Street, it’s an independent.  
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That’s good.  Not that I care.  She likes independents.  51st is near Central Park.  I walked 

by there the other day.  What was playing.  La Dungasomething.  It’s about a gay 

Mormon from Brownsville who thinks he’s a crab.  La Dungarees?  It must be French.  

We meet at 7:00.  That should be plenty of time for the paint to dry.  Then again, the 

fumes.  I could buy scented candles.  Or spray deodorant all over the apartment.  Maybe 

it’ll kill off the odor.  Then again, maybe not.  It’s my turn to pick a place.  I’ll need to 

make reservations.  She likes sushi.  That’s fine but then the thing with the sticks.  I can 

use the sticks but there’s always that risk.  That chance.  One moment everything’s fine, 

and then the next.  Something with forks.  That leaves three options: Italian, Thai, 

California Cuisine.  Italian is filling.  California is predictable.  She likes Thai Iced Tea.  

The subway came to a stop.  I went up the stairs, lit a cigarette and headed off to 

Gracious Homes & Garden.  Dinner and a movie.  Then a walk.  Or a walk before dinner, 

then the movie.  Or somewhere in between. 

At the subway station, from across the tracks I could just barely hear the sound of 

music. A woman with a banjo was tapping her toes to the sound of an invisible beat.  A 

guitar case beside her was propped open with a stick, and the word “change” had been 

inscribed inside.  A moment later there was a distinct rumbling sound. The woman 

stopped playing and said thank you.  A man with a newspaper flicked his hand into the 

air, and a coin skipped across the surface of the case.  

I got off at 77th Street.  A few blocks down, there was a pile of garbage bags, with 

some hanging open.  So I stopped.  One was stuffed with clothes.  A few pairs of shoes.  
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Vans, or Addidas.  Or something.  The others were random.  A spoiled banana.  A 

popsicle box.  A child’s doll, its paisley dress matted and frayed.  A desk thermometer 

that showed symbols of planets and constellations.  A set of plastic containers.  There’s a 

word for that. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . It’ll 

come to me.  Waded paper towels.  A browning lettuce shell.  A bunch of radishes (do 

people actually eat those, or are they just garnish?)  A pizza box black with ants. An old 

computer diskette from the 80’s.  I pulled out the thermometer, wiped it off on the bag, 

and slid it into my briefcase. 

At a newspaper stand across the street from Gracious Homes, I scanned the 

magazine and newspaper racks as I waited in line.   

Angelina Caught!   

Abs in 8 Minutes.   

Lindsay Lohan Says She’s a Virgin.   

Niger Unraveling; Famine, Starvation.   

Soldiers Use Excrement; Sodomy in Interrogations.  

Jessica Simpson Reveals Hot New Bod.   

I looked at the candy racks.  Wild Cherry.  Fusions.  5 Flavor Roll.  Butterscotch. 

 My kinda newsstand. 

The key to uniting a coat of paint with drywall lies in the connection between 

yourself, and your surroundings.  While technique with the brush is necessary for results, 

and proper equipment no doubt essential, it is the disposition of energies in preparing for 
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the procedure, not simply the procedure itself, that leads to harmony.  Preparing the 

living environment creates the condition for the possibility of its transition: also known as 

the bardo, or the “thrown in between.”  The beginning of the end mediates the way to a 

new beginning.  Transitional preparation is easy to achieve.  Simply begin by priming 

your nail heads.  Then clean all surfaces with a generous amount of trisodium phosphate. 

 Scan for traces of mold and fungus.  Scrape away paint bits that may be peeling.  

Assemble paint cans within suitable reach.  Use a drop cloth and masking tape to protect 

floors and baseboard.  Torn newspaper and masking tape is a more affordable solution 

against unintended splatter, though remember: impermanence is inescapable.  Control is 

an illusion.  The bardo springs from neither: it lies in between.  To achieve it, you must 

first mediate the way between clarity and confusion, ignorance and insight, tragedy and 

joy to reach the sky-like transcendence of a shiny new coat of paint.  How?  Begin with 

the essentials.  A bucket.  A roller tray.  A can of turpentine.  A roller extension.  A 9-

inch roller for wide distribution.  A 3-inch flat brush for corners and crannies.  A putty 

knife and stirring stick to complement technique.  A masking device is optional, though 

effective against fumes that can interfere with the Ajna Chakra.  Now, you are ready to 

choose your color mate.  When selecting color, consider light tones to dark, which carry a 

far stronger karmic charge and implication.  Alkyd wall paint is a universal choice, but 

remember that not all paints are created equal.  Some resist change, others do not.  Some 

are vivacious, others indifferent.  Some deflect injury, others absorb it.  So consider your 

color mate as you might a good friend: the better you get to know it, the more predictable 
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its behavior will be.  In this regard, it helps to have a name for your paint.  Use its color 

and tint for inspiration.  For example, blue and green could be Marty or Belinda.  Red and 

yellow, Howie or Lucille.  For a light and creamy peach, consider Gail, Ronnie or 

Juanita.  For a dark purple, Halimah, Alonso or Maureen.  Now begin, with broad strokes 

to dry wall, and remember to breathe, and let go.   

After briefly considering a pepperoni at Fat Slice, I remembered my diet, and 

settled for a pretzel with extra mustard instead.   

I walked into Gracious Homes & Gardens.  It was bright and the smell of 

potpourri made me dizzy. Aisle after aisle was packed with products of all colors, shapes 

and sizes. There were rows of candy bars.  Rows of body lotion and baby diapers. Rows 

of contact lenses and body wash and socks, symmetrically on display in a maze of metal 

shelves and hangers.  Every object backlit in a halo of light. I asked a clerk wearing a red 

apron that said, Plumbers Do It Better, for painting material and he directed me to Aisle 

7.   

Then he said, “You a member?” 

I said no. 

“Comes with benefits.  You should get yourself fixed up.”  He handed me a 

brochure.   

I raised an eyebrow intriguingly. 

“10% on the power tools.  Can’t beat that with inflation.  Takes a few months to 

ship out your card but it’s worth it.  And you get a free T-shirt too.” 
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I said it sounded like a deal and that I would sign up.  That seemed to make him 

happy, so I said it again. 

He got excited, “You won’t regret it, I promise.  Just do the numbers: let’s say 

you buy a $100 paint gun, right?  That’s $90 bucks after the first discount.  Send in the 

rebate?  You’re down to $85.  If you get the credit card at time of purchase?  It’s down to 

$70.  You just saved $30, right?  Wrong, because guess what?  That $100 paint gun?  It’s 

not even $100 to begin with!  That’s THE MEMBER price, the actual non-member retail 

price is $170.  That’s $70 off just to begin with, then $30 off after that.  Guess what Jack: 

you just bought a $100 paint gun and you got $100 back!  You got it FOR FREE!  Now, 

if you buy the paint gun and DON’T sign up?  Do the numbers: not only do you NOT get 

the 60% off member price, the 10% off discount, the 15% off with the credit card and the 

5% rebate—a total of almost 100% off in savings—now you’re paying $170 full price 

plus tax which is almost $200 large.  As a Gracious Shopper you actually made $100 in 

profit, and as a non-Gracious shopper you spent $200 and lost $100. Guess what Jack: 

you just spent $300 on a $100 paint gun!  Now do you really want to buy something for 

three times the price of what it’s worth?  Well?  Do you?” 

“Not really.” 

“There you go!  And that doesn’t even include the free hat you get with 20 

purchases of over $50 a piece.” 

“Sold.” 

In Aisle 7 I picked out a drop cloth, a paintbrush and 9-inch roller.  A stirring 
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stick, a bucket and some turpentine.  A small can of Eggshell-color paint—otherwise 

known as “Shirley”—and a box of putty knives to smooth it—I mean her—out.   

On my towards the cash rap I walked down an aisle and stopped before a row of 

objects.  I didn’t recognize what they were.  I stared at them, individually one by one, 

then collectively as a group, a whole.  It was the sensation of not being able to recall a 

word, of having it close enough to be at the tip of the tongue. I looked away from them, 

down at the floor for a moment.  Then back again.  Staring at one.  Then the other.  

Focusing in. I tried to call forward a mental representation of the object.  But I’d drawn a 

blank.  I couldn’t assign it a meaning.  A purpose.  The semantic was entirely gone.  Its 

definition had simply escaped me.  I reached out, and took one into my hand.  Turning it 

this way and that.  Running my fingers along the smooth grain of the shank, up and 

around the heavy steel blob at the end.  I swung it this way and then that. I looked to see 

if it had a button or a switch, a nutrition label, a plug, a cap on one end or the other.  But 

there was nothing.  It was hopelessly unintelligible: its purpose as much a mystery to me 

as a book of calculus would be to a child.  I knew it was made of wood.  I knew the blob 

at the end was made of steel.  I knew it was smooth to the touch, and heavy in my hand.  

It had to be a tool. Or a game.  Or a cooking utensil.  Or for writing.  Or for cleaning the 

kitchen maybe, or the computer.  I looked to see what other items were on sale nearby 

and around it.  I held one up in the air, and looked at it against a variety of other tools and 

items, thinking it would make sense in a context, next to something else that 

complemented it. I thought about all the questions I would normally try to answer when 
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writing a systems manual, or a marketing deck, or a how-to guide for power tools or 

equipment.  Who made this thing?  What does it do? Why was it made in the first place?  

Can it be put to use in order to do only one thing, or many things at once?  Does it need 

something else in order to make it do what it does? And for the sake of what?  What kind 

of person makes use of such a thing, and who benefits in the end?  I waited for it to reveal 

itself, or for it to be revealed to me by some stroke of memory, or recognition. But 

there’d been nothing. 

At the register I filled out a membership card and turned it in.  The girl behind the 

counter rang up my items, then asked me if I wanted to buy one of those as well.  I said 

one of which.  She said one of those and pointed to the aisle behind me, where I’d just 

been.  I told her I wasn’t sure what they were for, and she looked at me as if I was crazy.  

Everyone knows what a hammer is for, she said. 

Outside I lit a cigarette and checked my phone.  There was a new text from Chloe: 

You…xxoo 

I wrote back: . . .You too 

A neon ticker wound around the building across the street broadcasting the latest 

headline news.  Thirty die in a plane crash. . .A bus of school children bombed. . .Final 

contestant named the winner of new survival show. . . 

Down the block, across damp gravel streets people hurried to catch subways and 

taxi cabs.  I walked in a pack of them towards 77th Street then stopped at the crosswalk 

and waited.  Construction workers must’ve worked over time lately.  The building on the 
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corner had changed. Yesterday it was still only an iron foundation, and they had just 

begun to install the electrical.  Today there were walls that covered the first floor, and 

decorative pillars had been attached to all the corners. 

On my way home I stopped at the Pastrami Queen and ordered a roast beef 

hoagie, a bag of chips (then thinking better of it, a bowl of fruit instead) and a large Diet 

Coke.  I ate it with the Times on the table next to my drink and my phone in case I got a 

call from Chloe.  I unfolded the paper to the front page.  

Somalia Unraveling; Famine, Starvation, said one of the headlines.   

I peeled back the wax paper on my hoagie, and read on. 

MOGADISHU, SOMALIA – At dawn, in an unmarked 
grave on the outskirts of this war-ravaged town, men 
buried the latest casualty of a civil war and subsequent 
famine that has taken thousands of lives.   

 
 I took a big bite of my sandwich. 
 

One in five is dying—the result, activists and 
international officials say, of a lack of a response by 
the outside world.  

 
I squirted on some mustard. 

The perennial drought has been exacerbated by a 
brutal civil war left unanswered, with civilians at 
the center of the conflict.  
 

I slurped at my Coke.   

Rainfall is minimal and severe food shortages the 
standard.  Agriculture in Somalia is non-existent.   

 
I pushed in the bulging innards of my sandwich, biting off the end. 
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Ayaan Omar epitomizes another side of this brutal 
hunger crisis.  

 
I double-dipped a french fry. 

The reduced rains have forced the collapse of the 
local economy.   
 

I yawned. 
 
Staples and cooking oil have sky-rocketed in price. 
  

 
I burped into my hand. 

 
People are forced to scour the local dumps for the 
leavings of a population on the brink of collapse.   

 
With my mouth full of roast beef and onions, I suddenly regretted the fact that I 

didn’t order the French Dip instead.   

I turned the page to the Sports Section, thinking—there’s always tomorrow—and 

read up on the latest scores. 

I walked outside.  The sun hit my face.  I looked around, trying to figure out 

which way to go. 

At the corner across the street a small girl appeared, and walked into a circle of 

birds.  She looked around with a smile, pulled her hands out of her pockets, brought them 

together and in one single motion threw a handful of breadcrumbs up into the air like 

confetti, as if in celebration. 

The air smelled like October.  Leaves were scattered all over the sidewalks and 

strewn along the gutters, all in different sizes and faded tangerines.  People were coming 
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out of the stores and apartments and damp cardboard boxes, shading their eyes with their 

hands up, squinting from the brightness of the glare.  It was still drizzling but a person 

could tell there was something bright peaking out from behind the clouds.  At the end of 

the block I turned at the corner and joined a rush-hour crowd of people, mixed into the 

sea of detail, the palm computers and the goatees, the beepers and the wireless headsets, 

the wind blown hair, the curiously strong mints, the wrap-around platinum walkmans.  

The black and white skin against pantsuits and skirts, blazers and art deco neckties.  We 

bumped and jostled each other for awhile before picking up on the same pace and 

movement, the kind that established our own spaces, free from touching extremities, a 

unified kind of motion that suddenly shifted at the next intersection, where we absorbed a 

new group of passers-by that introduced a brand new pace.   

Someone asked the man beside me if he had the time.  He looked ahead, 

pretending not to hear him. 

Suddenly the clouds parted and the sun broke through. It hit my face and I was 

blinded.  Everything was glowing.  People had noticed. They were starting to slow down. 

 Some had even stopped and were looking all around, as if awoken from a fugue.  The 

sun was so warm and bright on my face I looked up toward the sky and started laughing.  

The air felt suddenly suffused with something, I couldn’t tell what.  I breathed in as 

deeply as I could.  My lungs reacted, gripping against my chest like talons. Breathing into 

the freshness of the passing faces, blowing by like so many soap bubbles on a mid-

afternoon breeze; swirling in the air all around me and dipping and somersaulting on 
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giant gusts of breath.  It had been raining for weeks and now everything had changed. 

The wet walls and the sidewalks and the cars lined up in rows looked gossamer and new. 

It was as if someone had taken a handful of glitter and thrown it over the world.  I took 

off my scarf and my mittens and raincoat.  Then I noticed people around me were doing 

the same.  They were smiling.  Speaking with more animation then I’d seen in a long 

time.  I was tempted to walk up to this one or that, and introduce myself. 

Taxis whipped by.  Across the street a woman was crying near a storefront. A car 

alarm was screaming.  I stared at the woman across the street, muted by all the sound.   

At 3rd and 79th, I walked into Cleary’s to drop off my coat for drycleaning.  He 

was sitting with his daughter next to a stack of cards and a basket of pepperoncinis and 

garlic fries, saying, “—this is what you have to do to win.”  

Streamers attached to a ceiling fan behind him made hourglass shapes in the air. 

 “Hey-ya Mr. David,” he said as I approached the counter. “Are you alright?” 

I said 100 percent. 

“Good man.  Looking healthy guy. Looking fit.” 

I thanked him for saying so and repaid the complement. 

“What’s the craic kid?” 

I said not much. 

“It’s just a rotten mornin’.  A soft old day, but the sun startin’ to show us a little 

truth yeah?” 

I glanced over the layout of the cards on the table. “Teaching Anna Royal Casino 
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I see.” 

“You know this game?” 

“My brother and I used to play all the time.” 

“I didn’t know you had a brother.” 

“One of the great card games of them all.” 

“Brothers matter. I have three.” 

I said that was great and good for you. 

Anna said, “Crazy Eights.” She had a round face and ears that curled down and 

around against both sides of her face like two upper-case S’s, with little amethyst gold 

earrings, dangling, and cinnamon freckles all around.  Her hair was peacocky in purple 

and pink frills and a creamy allspice brown.  

“That’s your favorite game?” 

“What’s yours?” 

I said it was a tie between the two.  She said that didn’t make any sense.  I asked 

her why not and she said there could only be one favorite, not two. That’s what makes a 

favorite a favorite. A tie means it’s not really a favorite.   

“What is it then?” 

“Deadlock.” 

I laughed and she did too.  She had a smile that sailed around the room like a 

paper airplane. When it landed on me and then on Cleary, he and I looked at each other, 

nodding our heads. 
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“What you got for me today then guy.” 

I handed over my winter coat. 

“When I was growing up in Ireland we’d play cards all day. Me and my three 

brothers. That’s all we’d do.” 

I said that sounded like good times. 

His brother Curtis he said used to have an enormous collection of vinyl LPs.  

Remember those?  He built it up much as baseball fans do: saving money and doing it 

slowly over time.  Curtis he laughed had been employed as a civil servant in the 

accounting division of the Lesser Free Trade Hall in Manchester before moving back 

home to get married after knocking up his girlfriend Debbie following too many drinks, a 

heated argument and a rugby match.  He’d sworn off Jameson and switched to Bushmills 

for good after that.  As superstitions go it made sense at the time, but it ultimately got him 

killed a decade or so later when he’d ordered a round at the wrong bar while on a 

sightseeing trip on the road between Galway, and Tipperary. The local magistrate ordered 

an investigation and a couple of cattle farmers from County Clare were interviewed on 

account of the murder weapons involved but no charges were ultimately filed and the 

case was shelved.  Investigating police told their grieving parents the moment he’d 

stepped into that bar, he’d had a fifty-fifty shot of getting out of there alive.  A man was 

either on one side or the other, they’d said.  Although if he’d ordered something neutral 

like water or soda pop he’d probably have been killed all the same, on account of the 

Swedes.   
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It would’ve been no different in Shannon or Limerick or Newmarket-on-Fergus 

one officer had said, so they should try not to blame Tipperary.  Good folk lived in 

Tipperary.  Gaelic-speaking folk.  The real Irish, not those Reebok-wearing pussies 

sucking off daddy’s Union Jack credit card out in the Dublin suburbs.  Forget about all 

that.  Remember the Rock of Cashel. Remember the Blarney Stone.  Remember Sean 

Hogan and the Royal Irish Constabulary.  Remember the Glen of Aherlow and its golden 

vale.  Remember the Defence of the Realm Act and the East Limerick Brigade.  

Remember the train to Knocklong.  Another officer said sometimes a sapling isn’t meant 

to be a tree and then added that while Curtis’ life had been a short one he was sure it had 

been a good one all the same.  Time makes everything better, one of the younger cops 

chimed in.  You can’t blame yourself, said another.  For fuck’s sake get over it said a 

more seasoned detective, and then the one who’d talked of the fifty-fifty shot said life 

was all about taking one’s chances anyway and if it hadn’t been seven angry Irishmen 

hacking Curtis to death with scythes it would probably be a train hitting him or an 

unfortunate case of syphilis or the flu, because let’s face it, that’s what was knockin’ 

down today’s youth after all: the rampant sex.  Grieving, the officer said, was like 

separating all your food so it didn’t get mixed up on the plate: seemingly meaningful, but 

essentially pointless, since they all bugger off to the same place in the end.   

I told him that all made sense to me. 

As he rang up the order he told me the world had lost a true turntable connoisseur 

the day that Curtis had been killed.  Curtis was one of those record heads who spent long 
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afternoons brushing the felt mat platter, checking the belt drive, tightening the motor that 

decouples vibration, polishing the stainless steel tonearm and the brass bearing housing.  

He’d massage the wax to reduce warping and open or close windows to adjust the 

temperature in the room.  If it was too hot the record bumped.  If it was too cold it 

wobbled or jived, or at least according to him. He and Curtis would disco up after school 

and practice their skank dancing in front of a mirror while listening to Picadilly Radio’s 

“The All-Night Beat” with Stu Allen and Chris Buckley, much to the dismay of their 

parents. Meanwhile the brothers would spin the discs and shake their hips in front of the 

bathroom mirror to Madness, The Selector, English Beat, The Dickies, The Specials, 

Style Council.  He’d known Leonard Graves Phillips personally, he said.  See these scars 

all over my forearms?  That’s from moshing with LGP at Deeply Vale Festivals on a 

brisk winter evening.  

Those memories are so alive to him he said it’s like they happened just yesterday. 

He thinks about them all the time.  He loves his life here and his daughter is his bond, but 

if you put a button in front of him that when he pushed it, he could go back in time, to be 

there again, during those days, knowing what he knows now. . .he can’t say he wouldn’t 

push it. He can’t say he didn’t wish he could go back, and start all over again.  One more 

time. 

I suggested what he was saying made sense, and that we talk about it more when I 

saw him next. 

He checked the pockets of my coat and pulled out a slip of paper.  It was Chloe’s 
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phone number, from the day we first met, written on a torn piece of paper.  A happy face 

drawn next to hyphenated numbers.   

“New girlfriend eh?” Cleary grinned. 

“Something like that.” 

“What’s her name?” 

“Chloe.” 

“Cleaning this up for her then.” 

 I told him he had a curious knack for diagnosis.  

“Don’t worry,” he said nodding big. “I’ll clean this up good for you. Early next 

week.” 

Traffic was at a standstill.  The sun was still out and the street had taken on a new 

temperature.  I felt the heat bouncing off the pavement and it felt good.  I looked at my 

watch. I still had time to paint that wall.  

Before turning down my street I came across an old woman on the corner selling 

flowers out of four white paint buckets.  Her knotted hair was twisted in a bun two 

pencils held impossibly in place.  Her face was discolored, patterned in a way that 

reminded me of how dunes look, wrinkled and smoothed.  A sign next to the dog sleeping 

at her feet said:  Buy 2, get 1 free.  I was about to walk by when something occurred to 

me, so I stopped. 

The buckets were packed with different varieties of flowers.  Daisies and tulips.  

Marigolds and roses.  Bellflowers and snowdrops and madonna lilys.  I pulled out the two 
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biggest sunflowers she had and paid for both of them. 

Magritte was sitting at the top of the stairs with a book in his hand and an unlit 

cigarette stub between his fingers.  His feet just inside the arcade, out of the sun.  A black 

cotton cap pushed up on his white grizzled head. 

He craned his neck up to see me, “Hey, Mr. David.  You’re looking industrious 

today.” 

I thanked him and offered him my pack.   

“First sunlight of the season,” lighting the cigarette with shaking hands.  “Where’s 

your shorts and T-shirt kid?” 

I told him I was on my way home from work and would be changing when I got 

in.  

“Well, it’s tapering off pretty good anyway I guess.  See?” He pointed towards the 

gray charcoal clouds boiling up from the south.  “Storm coming in. It’s going to be a 

doozy.” 

I said I thought it was a warm and bright kind of sun. The kind where you have to 

strain your eyes to see anything.  Not directly into the sun, where a person gets blinded, 

but just everything that’s all around in its path.  Not like the way the sun lights things up 

in the morning, at dawn, or when it sets. I said I thought that was interesting, and 

something to really think about. How some sunlight makes things look one way and at 

others times another.  How light takes on different forms like that, and that it just all 

depends.  Magritte said he hadn’t thought of it that way, and we stood there for a 
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moment, looking at the street. 

“So what’s the manual say for today?” 

I lit a cigarette of my own.  “I’m patching up that wall and repainting it.” 

“Let me guess, you wrote an instruction manual for that too.” 

“Actually I did. Although it was a little different than the ones I normally write.  It 

was for an alternative living magazine whose subscribers were communes and eco 

villages and that kind of thing.  I was asked to find a way to make it meaningful.”  

“To make what meaningful?” 

 “Painting a wall.” 

“What the hell is meaningful about painting a wall?” 

I told him I wasn’t really sure.  That it certainly wasn’t meaningful to me.  But 

that didn’t mean it was any less meaningful for somebody else. 

“Here,” he pivoted so I could see the cover of the book he was holding. “Ever 

heard of this one?” 

I told him I hadn’t. 

“This crazy son of a bitch says you can grow roses on an apartment building 

balcony with just some peat moss, fir mulch and a couple of seeds.  I’ve been living in 

this city for over fifty years, and I’ve never seen a rose make it on a balcony. Anywhere.” 

I suggested what he was saying made sense, and we agreed to talk about it more 

when I saw him next. 

 In my apartment I put the flowers in a vase of water to keep them fresh, then set 
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all the painting material I’d bought on the floor in front of the wall. I got a text from 

Chloe.  She said she was going to be a little late.  Then she wrote: 

My friend Delila’s having a party with her boyfriend Andre tonight.  Wanna 

go? It’s time you met my friends.   

I figured why not and wrote her back as much. 

She wrote in response: 

We should host a party too sometime!  xxoo Chloe 

 As I went about patching the wall with putty and a knife and some cheesecloth, I 

could imagine myself doing it some time down the road.  Having people over.  Letting 

them in.  It wasn’t something I normally did.  But why not.  That’s what most people do.  

It would be simple enough.  Chloe’s friends arrive.  I take their coats.  I say to them, Hey. 

How are you doing.  Pleasure to meet you.  Fine thank you, and you.  So happy you could 

make it.  Please make yourself comfortable, and at home.  Have a beer, or a glass of 

wine.  Try a quiche square along with it, or melba toast. These are delicious.  Or you can 

try those.  Oh really.  No end in sight, you’re quite on the mark on that one, although 

don’t you find that the rain does tend to make a person feel a little more alive.  Well, 

you’ve made a good point there.  In fact, I couldn’t have said it better myself.  And where 

are you from?   You don’t say. I’ve been here for some years now.  I used to live over 

there.  So you’ve been there.  That means we have something in common.  The fall colors 

are beautiful in November.  It’s a quiet neighborhood really.  Not much to speak of for a 

Friday out and about, but what with the warm breeze from El Nino and the peculiar 
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brightness of the stars and the smooth walkways circumnavigating the city parks, it’s a 

homey place. Sleepy really you might say.  Not particularly good or bad.  Not that it 

really matters.  And what do you do.  You don’t say.  I’m impressed.  Mhm hm. Okay.  A 

ha. Uh huh.  That’s interesting to hear.  And for how long?  And for whom?  Travel much 

for your line of work then?  Well, the world is your oyster as they say.  Wasn’t it Yeats 

who wrote, The intellect of man is forced to choose / Perfection of the life, or of the work 

/ And if it take the second must refuse / A heavenly mansion, raging in the dark.  It’s the 

dash of fresh tarragon and a dust of cinnamon that completes the crab rangoon.  You’ll 

find a jar of sweet n’ sour sauce for dipping.  Here, take this knife, and try one.  I see 

you’ve noticed the Manet.  Music in the Tuileries circa 1862.  I trend towards more 

classical pieces I guess.  Books.  Yes, it is a surprise to see a home without a single book 

in it.  No, no offense taken at all.  I used to have some, but sold them all off long ago and 

purchased twelve new pairs of silk boxer shorts with the money.  I like the shorts.  Not 

that it means anything.  

We do have much in common it seems.  Have another biscuit.  Chloe should be 

here at minute.  Please make yourself at home. 
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IV 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chloe came over and when I opened the front door she jumped into my arms and I 

caught and held onto her.  I wasn’t sure if she was just happy to see me or if she’d gotten 

the Knicks tickets I’d mailed to her but I didn’t really care.  We made love and afterwards 

I felt sleepy and dozed off.  I was tired from the week and the errands and painting the 

wall.  She was in my arms and the warmth of her body and the wine we’d had was 

enough to put me down for the day.  Time passed.  She woke me up around 10:00 pm so 

that we could go to her friend’s party and asked me if I was sure I was up for it, we didn’t 

have to go if I wasn’t, and so, I said why not.  It wasn’t really the truth but I wanted her 

to be happy.  Although seeing me indifferent about it seemed to make her unhappy and so 

in the end my agreeing to go didn’t really accomplish anything. I felt bad about it and 

kissed her behind the ears which made her laugh. Hearing her laughter made it all okay 

again. 

The party was on the West Side in a brownstown on a street I’d never been to 
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before.  It looked like only people with money lived there.  Tangerine leaves were 

scattered in the gutters and hanging from hedges like ornaments.  A tailored garden 

behind an iron balustrade blushed with roses and dandelion flowers. I could hear people 

laughing and red strobe lights were flashing behind the windows facing the street on the 

fourth floor.  Somebody screamed. 

We went up the stairs and knocked on the door and it suddenly swung open, “Hey 

HEY Chloe you came!”  

A man enfolded her in his arms and then shoved his hand in front of me, “I’m 

Andre, Delila’s guy.” 

I said hey. How are you doing.  Pleasure to meet you. 

“EVERYONE’S here.  And I invited some friends who have friends of friends.”  

A shadow behind him appeared and vanished.  Somebody laughed then started to 

scream.  

He led us down a beige hallway past large black and white reproductions of 

exterior views.  Surging oceans and creamy desert landscapes.  Isosceles canyons rusted 

with chaparral.  The morning fog pouring into a grove of snow-covered trees.  Strobe 

lights flashed at the end of the hallway and the smell of beer and cigar smoke described 

the air.  The music grew louder as we turned at the corner.  Andre looked back at us, and 

winked. 

We walked out into a huge living room filled with people dancing.  Red and blue 

sirens were flashing on tables.  Daiquiri colored furniture was pushed against the walls.  
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Speakers were stationed on all the cabinets and tables with alcohol and bowls of punch 

had been set up around the room.  Streamers were looped all over the walls and draped 

above the doorways.  As we walked further in an object on a credenza in the corner 

caught my attention and I looked at it and knew enough to know it was something 

ordinary, something everyday, but couldn’t remember what it was.  I started feeling a 

little dizzy and held out my hand, my vision spotted and blurry.  Men and women were 

dancing everywhere.  Others peered out from behind closing doors.  

I asked Chloe if she knew who any of these people were and she said she didn't.  

We started to make our way around the dancers when Andre cried, “Hey 

everybody, check it out!  It’s Delila’s friend Chloe and her croque monsieur!” 

The crowd erupted in cheers and applause.  Chloe waved rolling her eyes.   

Someone came out of the kitchen and gave Chloe a hug and introduced herself to 

me as Delila.  She had red curly hair and was wearing black leather pants and shoes that 

didn’t match but she explained that was intentional so it was okay. One of her friends 

asked me what did I do and I told her I write manuals and marketing decks for a living. 

She asked me to give her an example so I told her about the power drill with the chuck 

key and the five different stages and she nodded for awhile and then went to talk to 

somebody else.  

“WHO.  WANTS.  THE BUBBLY!” Andre cried out palming the head of a 

bottle. 

BAM! 
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 Squeezing the trigger again and again. 

 “YOU GODDAMN SON OF A—!” 

The cork hit the ceiling.  Champagne oozed all over the floor.  

I tried to step away but there were too many people passing by.  I stepped back 

and bumped up against the crowd of dancers.  A hand immediately grabbed my arm and 

started to pull on the curbside, head cradled in his hands. 

I yanked it free.  Something popped.  Streamers hit the ceiling.  The music 

stopped and the CD changed and skipped and changed again. 

“Take it,” holding out the gun.   

I made my way towards the kitchen.  A man in a skullcap with an earring walking 

by handed me something that was balled up and sopping wet and I stared at it but 

couldn’t figure out what it was.  Someone tapped me on the shoulder from behind. 

“Hey man, sorry about that. I think you’re holding my T-shirt.”

I handed it over and he put it on.  

The lights turned colors.  A champagne bottle exploded.  Somebody burst out 

laughing. 

Chloe came over with Delila and new friends who had just arrived and said, 

“Hey!” simultaneously.  They embraced, then Delila introduced her colleagues, some of 

whom had followed her over.  I stepped aside to let them through. 

The music stopped and the CD changed and skipped and changed again. A rock 

song came on.  The dancers moved faster.  More people had just arrived.  Greetings and 
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shouts erupted from the crowd as they all poured in.  Everyone seemed to know each 

other or to know someone who knew somebody else. There were waves and high-fives, 

nods and thumbs-ups.  A group of people passed by arm in arm.  A woman walked 

around holding a pitcher up high with the words “ENJOY LIFE” stitched across the top of 

the shirt.  

Someone popped open a bottle of champagne and cried, “Surprise!” 

A group of Delila’s colleagues just arrived had sneaked up behind them.  Toby 

her associate.  Jessica from Accounting.  A few others she didn’t seem to recognize.  One 

of them held up a harmonica, blew a note and raised an eyebrow intriguingly c’mon. 

Chloe introduced me wake up raising my hand in the air.  Each one shook it and as if on 

cue everyone suddenly moved and switched places.  Delila greeted Pin and Pin greeted 

Tamra.  James greeted Anita and Anita greeted Jessica.  Jessica greeted Pin and Tamra 

greeted James.  Chloe was talking on Delila’s cell phone. 

A man with a disheveled shirt stumbled over to me c’mon c’mon.  Wake 

up He tapped me on the shoulder from behind.  “Buddy.  Got a smoke?  C’mon, help me 

out.”    

“Sorry, I’m out.” 

“I hear you wrote this,” he held up an instruction booklet for a television remote 

control. 

“That I wrote. . .that?” 

“C’mon, help me out.  Jesus Christ,” starting to cry. 
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 “I I. . .I’m sorry?” 

Sobbing, “—responsible.” 

“I. . .Wha. . . .What?” 

Squeezing the trigger again and again. 

 “YOU GODDAMN SON OF A—!” 

He leaned forward, “Sometimes I throw away brand new clothes so I have an 

excuse to go buy more.” 

“—little prick gets a Tarzan complex every time we meet.” 

Laughing, Chloe tapped me on the shoulder, “Sounds like Tom Fishman, right?” 

then said to Delila, “He has a boss who still uses the fax machine and sends David whole 

pages of rejected material from the manuals he writes with big X’s through them all.  

Whole.  Pages, you know?  Instead of just using track changes?  Right David?” 

“Sounds like something my boss would do,” Delila replied. 

“You should sue that guy.” 

“For what?” 

“For being a shit ass.” 

“Ah yes, Article 2 Section 36 of the illegal shit ass statute.  Every employer, 

officer, management official or supervisor having direction, management, control or 

custody of any employee shall not knowingly or negligently engage in being a shit ass 

under penalty of law.  I could base a whole private practice on it.  Shit Ass LLP.” 

“Now THAT’S an idea.”  



 

 
 

101 

“Career change!”   

 They burst out laughing.  

“So what do you do David?” 

“I. . .I. . .” 

 “Show us some manuals!” 

I said some other time. 

“C’mon c’mon c’mon c’mon.” 

Wake up. 

Wiping sweat from my forehead, I said, “I’m responsible I’m me just trust no 

wake up wake up wake—”  

Someone turned the music up so loud it drowned out my voice.  The lights turned 

red.  A strobe light went off. Couples were kissing.  A dance line had formed.  People 

were clapping and chanting.  I could only hear every other word of what Delila was 

saying as the music stopped and the CD changed and skipped and changed again: 

“—if—so—and—” 

Arms were swinging in the air to the music like an endless sea of metronomes.  A 

ballad came on.  The dancers slowed down.  It changed and they sped up.  The haze of 

smoke on the ceiling had grown into a rolling silver blanket.  More groups had just 

arrived and were filing into the crowd, immediately absorbed into the living room.  There 

were so many people dancing by now that they were indistinguishable from each other; 

men and women in slacks and jeans, T-shirts, skirts and ties, packed in the room, 
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writhing against each other, sliding their hands down the air.  Tea candles had been 

placed on some of the cabinets and there were sticks of incense taped to the walls.  Strobe 

lights were flashing.  Streamers went off.  A man in the corner was throwing a kite up 

into the air and laughing.  

Someone turned the music back down.  

“—until then,” she said. 

Andre slung his arm around my shoulder.  “It’s time for a drink!” Palming their 

shoulders, “C’mon you two.  Sobriety is too depressing.  Let’s go get fried.” 

Someone waved to him.  He waved in return.  Two people gave each other a 

thumbs-up. The music stopped and the CD changed and skipped and changed again. A 

house mix came on.  The dancers moved faster.  The entire room seemed to explode with 

jumping bodies, moving from one side to the other.  Limbs tangled and everywhere. 

We walked into the kitchen and Andre showed us over to the liquor table.  

“I’m thinking of going backpacking in Europe. I figure I might as well before I 

get any older,” he shouted over the music, handing me a beer.   

“Older!  Please,” Chloe said.  “You’re only forty-two. What are you talking about 

old?” 

“I just haven’t felt young ever since I turned forty, you know?  I mean look at me 

in these slacks and this tie.”  He flipped it around his finger.  “My pants used to have 

holes, my T-shirts used to have rock n’ roll bands written all over them.  NOW look at 

me.  I’ve even got a subscription to the Business Journal for Christ’s sake.” 
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“Hey, that’s a damn good paper,” Chloe protested. 

“You too!” Andre cried pointing at her.  “You’re getting old too!”   

She burst out laughing and they hi-fived.   

I took a drink. 

“Seriously, I can’t go running off to Europe and backpacking around like some 

kid out of college.   I’m too old to be unconventional.” 

 “You can be fifty and act young or fifteen and act old, it depends on what you 

make of it.  Experience isn’t what makes people who they are.  It’s what they do with it 

that matters.”   

“David.” 

I drank more water and rubbed at my neck. 

 “You take that trip to Europe.  Who says you have to be in college to be young?” 

“You’re right, damn it!” Andre slammed down his beer.  It squirted into the air 

like a fountain.  “And I’m not going to be like some disconnected middle-age lawyer with 

a convertible and CD alarm clock.  I want to be angry.  I want to be disillusioned.  That is 

what youth is all about!”  

I poured another drink into my cup. 

“I’m talking about the hostels, the beaches, the bullet trains on a student discount; 

the backpack in one hand and the Eurorail pass in the other.  I want to go to a place where 

time doesn’t exist.  I want a taste of something eternal.” 

I downed it. 
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“The meadowed villages and the cobblestone cities, the Venetian water-ways and 

the Parisian discothèques.”   

I rubbed at his eyes. 

“The wars and the treaties, the soldiers and the flags, the lost and the visionaries 

who lead them.  The trenches and the gunfire, the bombs dropping from the air, the 

inferno mushrooming towards the sky.”  

I took another drink. 

“The painters and the poets, the heroes and the pariahs; people rioting in the 

streets, burning stores and shattering glass, demanding that their voices be heard.” 

I rubbed at my forehead. 

“The museums and the Tower, the cathedrals and the palaces, the Pope and the 

L’Arc de Triumph.  The drugs, the sex, the midnight coffeshops, a rock n’ roll Babylon 

where nothing is ever the same.  I want to feel alive, do you hear me!” he screamed.  

“Alive!”   

The lights went red, the room became blurry, people were dancing and screaming. 

The music changed and the CD skipped and changed again.  I blinked and tried to focus.  

Everything looked blurry and on fire. 

“C’mon damn it, let’s dance!”  

Andre grabbed our hands and darted into the living room, dragging us into the sea 

of dancing bodies.  He pulled us through the crowd until we were at its very heart. 

He let go of our arms and started jiggling his body in a seizure.  “THIS is life!” he 
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cried wildly flailing his arms in a violent, mad frenzy into the air. “I AM life!” 

The room was packed, the music got louder.  A flashing strobe light made 

everything burst in slow motion. I was disoriented, bodies writhed all around me.  I could 

barely make out Andre in the dark red glow of the room, his face looking disjointed and 

divorced from reality, his body twisted in all directions.  Andre started pounding on his 

chest with his fist and screaming the word “alive” over and over again into the crowd.  

“Alive.  Alive.  Alive.” 

Give me a reason— 

—he’s holding a gun. 

I couldn’t find the— 

Squeezing the trigger again and again. 

 “YOU GODDAMN SON OF A—!” 

Someone in the back screamed his own name, opened a bottle of wine and 

sprayed it on the crowd.  There was the slightest pause and then everyone broke out into a 

mad frenzy.  They screamed and groaned, they shrieked and fisted the air.  Chloe was 

dancing and laughing.  I tried to breathe, sweat dribbled down my face.   

I couldn't’ find the—   

“YOU GODDAMN SON OF A—!” 

C’mon c’mon— 

I turned around and pushed my way out of the crowd. 

“David!” Chloe yelled, clapping her hands.  “Don’t go!  Stay with me!” 
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A space opened up between two dancers and I dove through it.  

Stay with me. 

I looked for the front door but he looked all I could see were heads shaking and 

hands waving in the air.  The heat was overpowering, my skin felt sticky.  I pushed 

through the crowd he pushed holding out holding my arm.  Someone said something 

to me and suddenly laughed.  HeI nodded and laughed in return.  A woman in a woman 

a skirt and tube-top pulled me in front of her and started grinding against my waist with 

her back.  A man I had never met hey-manned from behind and held up his hand for a 

high-five.  I slapped it and ducked behind a group of dancers.  A bottle shattered to my 

left, a boyfriend cackled in embarrassment.  An acquaintance tried to kiss someone and 

she turned her face to the side.  A man with a disheveled tie leapt into a man into the 

air and surfed the rippling bodies side by side, the dancers reaching for him, hands 

lifting up head cradled in his hands, surging toward the air.  

I moved towards what looked moved towards like what looked like a pair a 

pair of doors with a lintel to my left.  A man stepped in front of me and I he pushed 

him out of the way.  Another thrust his hips towards a woman who spun into a pirouette.  

I could barely make out the doors in between the limbs crushed against my face.  I 

ducked and pushed forward.  I moved left and then right.  A wave of bodies of wave a 

suddenly crashed into me.  I grabbed onto a huge bicep wrapping around my neck and 

held on until the bodies receded.  I looked for the doors the for looked he strobe lights 

were flashing.  The music skipped and stopped and played on.  More bodies crashed into 
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me throwing me backward.  I went hypotenuse and grabbed another arm, more knocking 

against me, grasping at my face and clothes, I was holding on until suddenly I was on my 

feet again, the bodies receding the bodies in the opposite direction side by side the 

doors came into view.  Michael I he immediately pushed towards them, forcing my way 

there until I was only a few feet away when your brother the crowd surged again, 

throwing me forward your brother my face slammed against the doors your brother 

your brother your—   

I blinked.  The doors felt papery.  I opened my eyes, and saw two green patina 

bodies lying against each other back to back, one of which was leaping away from the 

other as the other reached out, trying to hold it back.

The crowd receded, I backed away standing before a huge poster of Auguste 

Rodin’s “The Gates of Hell,” of weeping lovers and plummeting heroes, exiled pariahs 

and disillusioned believers, of innocents screaming from grief and desire beneath the feet 

of thinkers and icons.  A starving man hunched over and gnawed on his child.  Another 

crushed a woman into a ball against his chest.  A girl on her knees arched her back, and 

lifted her arms into the air.  Tangled bodies convulsed and writhed.  Others fell or groped 

or caved.  Weeping faces melted into the bronzed screams of the others, trapped and 

distinctless, unidentifiable while not far from above, three disconnected angels calmly 

observed the chaos down below: a thousand bodies twisting towards themselves or each 

other, each one contorted, their tendons taut, their muscles flexed and bulging; every one 

of them buried into the very fabric of the doors, as if caught between the way in to their 
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pain, and the way out of it. 

Turning around,  I faced the crowd: a thousand fists pounding the air amidst jeers 

and screams. 

Alive alive alive— 

Sweat bulleted my forehead.  My lips were trembling.  Faces appeared, shifted 

and lost focus. I blinked— 

“Give me a reason—” 

—and, slowly moving forward, felt myself hit the floor.  
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Part Two 

Somewhere, In Between 

 

I 

 

 

 

 

They kept me in the hospital for a few days for evaluation and then let me go.  I 

called in to work to let Tom know and got his voice-mail, so I left a message saying I was 

sick and that I’d be in the next day. At some point during my stay a doctor came in and 

did a diagnostic on what he called my “mental condition.”  It wasn’t my usual doctor.  

He’d apparently retired and moved out of town.  This new doctor was younger and had a 

clipboard and he asked me a series of questions about random things, where I lived, what 

I did for a living, whether gray skies depress me, whether I have a hard time getting out 

of bed in the morning. I said I thought grey skies were fine and I got out of bed without 

any trouble.  He asked if I preferred to be alone.  If I had difficulty trusting people.  If I 

consider my needs to be more important than the needs of others. If I had unusual sexual 

preferences like anal sex.  I told him no for every question.  When he was finished he 

looked unsettled.  I asked him if I had done something wrong.  He said it had come to 

their attention that upon receiving my diagnosis six weeks back, I’d not told anyone the 
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seriousness of my situation. That I had, in fact, not told anyone about my situation at all.  

I told him the situation seemed pretty straightforward to me and I didn’t think it mattered 

all that much. He said it was highly unusual to have that reaction.  I said whether the 

reaction was unusual or not didn’t change anything.  He said he didn’t buy what I was 

saying and thought I was in shock. He told me death can do that to a man and it was 

understandable.  I told him he could buy whatever he wanted but it didn’t change the 

facts or the way I felt about them. He asked me if I felt anything about it.  Anything at all. 

 If the fact that I was about to die upset me.  I told him it didn’t upset me any more than 

anything else.  He asked me if it was something I wanted and I got agitated and said no, it 

wasn’t something I wanted any more than I wanted to be sitting in a white gown with my 

backside exposed talking to him when I could be doing something else.  He said I seemed 

in shock.  I told him he’d already said that. He said that for all he knew I wasn’t in 

command of my faculties and he had the right mind to call in a 5150 and place me under 

involuntary hold until I could be evaluated by a psychiatrist. I told him he had no cause.  

He said that wasn’t so: that it had also been brought to his attention that my brother had 

shot himself in a garage three years earlier.  

I told him whether I lived or died wasn’t in my control, that the way I was 

handling one or the other was a choice either way, and that would never change.   

The next day I was let go. Chloe was waiting for me in the lobby.  When she saw 

me she started to cry.  I’d never seen her cry before and felt rattled by it. As we walked 

up the block I told her it would all be okay and asked her if she’d gotten my text 
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messages that we were still on for the Knicks game that night.  

“What are you talking about?” she said throwing off my arm.  “You’re dying 

David.  How could you not tell me that?” 

I said it didn’t seem like something to talk about at the time. 

“That’s just. . .crazy!  I mean only a crazy person would say that.  All those days 

we spent together. And you knew the entire time. You knew you only had a few months 

to live.”  She stopped walking and looked at me. “Didn’t it matter to you?  At all?” 

I said knowing I was going to die didn’t matter to me any more or less than 

anything else did.  

“Your doctor says you’ve been in shock ever since you got the news.” 

“I’m not in shock.” 

“Well I don’t know how else to explain it.” 

I asked her how she thought I should’ve handled it. 

“How about telling your girlfriend for starters. And your family.  And your 

friends.  And your boss.  Your own mother David.  The doctor says your own mother 

didn’t know.”  

I said that just because she was my mother didn’t give her a special vantage to 

know something about my life. 

She looked at me, clearly distressed. Her eyes watering with tears.  “Why didn’t 

you tell me your brother shot himself.” 

I said I didn’t know, and that I guess I hadn’t gotten around to it, that’s all. 
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“You hadn’t gotten around to it.” 

“I told you other things.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“While I wasn’t telling you one thing, I was telling you another. You make it 

sound like I never told you anything at all.” 

“David, telling me that you’re going to work or that you’ll be home by a certain 

time doesn't have the same weight as the fact that you’re dying. Or that you don’t speak 

to your mother.  Or that your brother committed suicide.  You make it sound like doing 

your laundry one day is equivalent to losing your life the next.  They aren’t equivalent.” 

I said they seemed pretty equivalent to me.  

She said she couldn’t take it anymore. That she needed to think things over.  That 

she wasn’t sure we could be together after this.  That’s when I got upset.  I tried to reason 

with her.  I told her nothing had to change, that we could just keep doing what we were 

doing, that it didn’t have anything to do with us one way or the other.  I reminded her that 

in the six weeks we’d been together we’d never had a fight.  That we were great together. 

That everything had been going so well.  That before we’d met we’d both been single for 

years, and now that we were together, everything had changed. I reminded her of that 

first night, when we met at Amsterdam Billiards, and we talked and laughed and then she 

left with her friends and I went to go find her, and that I did. I found her.  And now here 

we were.  That we did it.  We’d found each other, and everything was going to be okay.   

I told her there was no use worrying about what would happen in the end.  That 
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we were at the beginning of something, something beautiful and that was a gift, and just 

because it was going to end at one point or another, it didn’t have to stop us from being a 

part of it. I could tell she wasn’t listening so I stopped talking.  She said she’d have to 

think about all this and walked away. 

The next day I got up at the usual time and got ready to go to work. I had toast 

and coffee and sat with the newspaper and the radio on to 1010 WINS.  I had a plan for 

getting Chloe back but I knew I’d have to wait for at least a few days to give her time to 

cool down.  I turned on the call forward so that if she called me at home it would bounce 

to my cell.  

After I coded it in I went to delete all the voice-mails that had stacked up for me 

over the past few days.  They were mostly from my mother and a couple of old friends I 

hadn’t spoken to in years that she’d contacted and told and they were calling to express 

their grief.  

“David, it’s your mother. David, why aren’t you calling me. You have to call me 

right away.” 

“Hey Dave, it’s Charlie. Man, I know it’s been awhile but I just heard that you 

were. . .that you were. . .you know.  That you were DYING.” 

“Hi David, this is Pamela.  I just don’t know what to say. You were so much fun 

and everything.” 

“David, this is Frank.  Hey guy. WOW.  What a bummer.  Just. . .fuckin’ carpe 

diem man.” 
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I deleted each one.  When the clock struck 8:30 I left for work. 

Magritte was sitting at the top of the stairs with a book in his hand and an unlit 

cigarette stub between his fingers.  His feet just inside the arcade, out of the rain.  A black 

cotton cap pushed up on his white grizzled head. 

He craned his neck up to see me, “Hey, Mr. David.  You’re looking rested today.” 

I thanked him and offered him my pack.   

“The rain just keeps coming,” lighting the cigarette with shaking hands.  “So 

what’s the manual say for today?” 

I lit a cigarette of my own.  “I’ve been off work for a few days so I need to catch 

up on things.” 

“That’s not like you to take days off work.  Something happen?” 

I told him I’d been sick but I was feeling a lot better. 

“Here,” he pivoted so I could see the cover of the book he was holding. “Ever 

heard of this one?” 

I told him I hadn’t. 

“This crazy son of a bitch says that when Columbus landed on Plymouth Rock, he 

enslaved all the natives and rampaged through their lands, stealing and killing everything 

in sight. That’s not the America I know.” 

I suggested what he was saying made sense, and we agreed to talk about it more 

when I saw him next. 

I didn’t want to be late for work.  I needed to get a head start if I was going to get 
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caught up by the end of the day. 

I made my way down the escalator stairs at 86th street.  I stood on the platform, 

jingling the change in my pocket. Light flooded the tracks.  People started jockeying for 

position, then a 4 Express train arrived.  And the scoreboard for the day is 1 for 1. 

I took it down to 51st Street and transferred over to the bus.  All the seats were 

filled so I made my way to the back.  The traffic outside was barely moving.  Horns and 

shouting filled the air.  I laid my briefcase down at my feet, and settled in for the ride.  

My phone rang.  It was my mother. I sent the call straight to voice-mail. We 

pulled up to the next stoplight and I looked out the window, adjusting my tie.   

At the corner across the street a small girl appeared, and walked into a circle of 

birds.  She looked around with a smile, pulled her hands out of her pockets, brought them 

together and in one single motion threw a handful of breadcrumbs up into the air like 

confetti, as if in celebration. 

We reached my stop and I got off the bus.  Stepping on the curbside, I thought 

about buying some gum drops. 

I went to the newsstand across the street from my building.  A guy sitting in a 

beach chair sold me the Daily News.  I put it into my briefcase and scanned the candy 

rack.  Wild Cherry.  Fusions.  5 Flavor Roll. Butterscotch.  2 for 2. 

The building lobby was full with people and all the sofas were empty. I went in 

the lobby to the security station.  The laser pad read my ID card and authorized me 

through the doors.  I passed the guard on the other side and saluted him as usual.  This 
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time, he didn’t salute me back.  When I looked over my shoulder he was giving me a 

strange look.  Maybe his day hadn’t started off as well as mine. 

An elevator was open and ready to go by the time I walked up to it.  3 for 3.  I 

walked in adjusting my tie, then glanced at my watch.  I’ll get to my desk in time for a 

hot coffee.  

Several people who work on my floor got in with me.  Bill Molar from HR.  

Christine Galarza from Accounting.  Harpinder from Legal. Bass Cranston from 

Research & Development.  LaVinia LaVal from Data Reprocessing.  The doors closed 

and everyone faced forward as it started to rise.  We stared silently at the doors, not 

saying anything. 

On the TV monitor on the wall a young woman said, “Slowly and steadily 

moving towards my goals in a relaxed and alert manner,” with a smile, then faded away. 

When I got to my office the light was turned off, and Tom was there, closing the 

door.  His eyes went so wide when he saw me that I asked if everything was all right.  

When he didn’t respond, I figured maybe he didn’t get my voice-mail explaining why I 

hadn’t come in to work. 

“I got your voice-mail David,” he said. 

I pointed at him and said, “That’s great.” 

I went into the kitchen and put my mug under the coffee spout and pushed the 

dark green “Start” button.  The smell of Hazelnut immediately filled the kitchen, and I 

closed my eyes, taking it in.  
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I poured in some cream and watched the black tone flush into milky white.  

I heard his voice behind me, “David,” and turned around.  

Tom was standing there with a blank expression on his face. 

I said, “What’s up.” 

“Well. . .” he looked in one direction down the hallway, then the other.  “David, 

let’s talk…in private, okay?  C’mon over to my office.”  He looked hard at me.  “I just 

heard the news.” 

We went into the hallway, past the lobby and the conference room, the rectangle 

cubicles, the oblong prints on the wall: a different word at the center of each, framed 

against an empty white background.   

Motivate.   

Innovate.   

Organize.   

Galvanize.   

Electronify. 

The sequence of square plastic ficus trees looked moist and freshly misted.  The 

beige walls glowing like they normally did beneath the warm low tint of the ceiling light, 

like melted butter, like a wheel of brie.  I glanced at my watch.  There was still time for a 

Danish.   

We turned a corner and Bunt Thomas stopped what he was doing and stared at 

me.  He didn’t point like he normally did.  I pointed at him, but he didn’t respond.   
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When we got to Tom’s office I sat down at his desk, which as usual, was covered 

in office supplies. A stapler and tape dispenser. Correction fluid.  A hole punch.  A label 

maker.  The rest I recognized, but I couldn’t call to mind what they were. 

Tom walked in behind me, and closed the door. 

“How’s it going David.  Everything good?  Everything okay?” 

I replied by saying one hundred percent. 

He made a slow, sucking sound through his teeth as he sat down across the desk.  

He held it in for a moment looking up, then suddenly let it out.  

The hips on the Elvis clock on the wall behind him slowly swung back and forth. 

 “I got a phone call this morning,” he began, “and it was. . .from you know who.”  

He picked up a dry erase marker from the desk and started rubbing it vigorously between 

his palms.  “He told me that. . .that. . .you know.  A situation had come up. With you.”   

I told him I was under the impression that Stedman had the marketing deck, and 

that we were good to go. 

He blinked his eyes repeatedly.  “The marketing deck?  

“Yeah.  You know.  For the VRA change.” 

Tom blinked his eyes at me, as if trying to figure something out.  “VRA. . .oh, 

well hey Dave, you know, don’t worry about that.  I mean c’mon. . . . .don’t worry about 

that now.” 

He’d never called me Dave before. I told him I wasn’t worried at all, and that if 

anything, I was pretty relieved. 
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“You are?” 

“I need to get that manual written for the Harbor Freight weed whacker account.” 

Tom looked flustered.  “David, that’s all. . .that’s all. . .behind you now.” 

I said I didn’t know what he meant. 

“Well. . .other people will do that now.  You don’t have to worry about it. . 

.anymore.” 

I said not to worry, who better than me to get it done by the time the weekend was 

out. 

He pulled powerfully at his ear.  “Well hey there Dave, I mean. . .I guess. . .if 

that’s the way you want it to go in these. . .these days that you have and all.”  

I told him I’d have it done by the end of the day, and if he needed anything else, 

to just let me know. 

I went back to my desk and turned the light back on.  I turned on my computer 

and watched the black screen flush into milky white.  I expected my in-box to fill with e-

mails but it didn’t.  I checked my Internet connection to make sure it was working.  A 

rolling news ticker appeared in a bubbled band at the top of the screen, listing fractioned 

numbers, real time percentages, time-delayed headlines about the latest war in the Middle 

East—Syria was it now?—followed by the headline: 

Kirstie Alley takes tubby tumble in the shower… 

An advertisement for beer floated from one side of the screen to the other.  I 

wasn’t sure what happened to the stack of memos that are normally piled on my desk, but 
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I decided not to do anything about it now.  After all, I hadn’t even had my coffee yet.  I 

pulled out the morning paper from my briefcase, and laid it neatly on my desk.   

The office kitchen was decorated from another department birthday party, 

probably the day before.  Streamers were hanging on the doorway and origami balloons 

were pasted to the walls.  Maybe, if I’m lucky, there will even be some cake left.  I 

washed out my mug and was about to dry it with a paper towel, when I noticed something 

that made me pause.  The flavor bins for the coffee machine were full.  The clerk had 

finally replenished all the inserts.  

Anita walked into the kitchen and then suddenly stopped, as if pushed backward.  

I waved and asked how she was doing.  She didn’t say anything in response.  After a few 

moments I had to repeat the same question.  It didn’t really surprise me.  Everyone’s a 

little slow in the morning, after all.   

She blinked a few times and said, “Well. . .how are you?” 

I said just great. 

She looked confused by my response, so I held up a coffee insert to explain it. 

“French Roast,” I said with a nod.  “It’s going to be a good day.” 

Anita stared at the insert in what looked to be stunned surprise.  You couldn’t 

really blame her.  It had been a couple of weeks since we last had it. 

I put my mug under the coffee spout and pushed the dark green “Start” button.  

The smell of French Roast immediately filled the kitchen, and I closed my eyes.  

I poured in some cream and watched the black tone flush into milky white.  
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When I sat back down in my office I remembered something I was supposed to 

tell Tom about the weed whacker manual.  I opened up a fresh window on my computer 

and typed him a brief e-mail.    

An advertisement for underwear floated from one side of the screen to the other.    

Someone knocked on my office door and I looked up.  It was Jayanthi, Tom’s 

assistant.  

“David,” she started to say, her hand over her chest.  “Oh my. . .” 

“Hey there Jay, how are you.  How was the big date.” 

“The what?” 

“Your latest date with that guy.  You know, with the lawyer?” 

She stared at me before replying, “I don’t think it’s going to be a match.” 

I said I was sorry to hear that, but that I was sure she would find someone else. 

“Apparently there’s some dating to be done over the Internet.” I took a sip of my 

coffee.  “Seems to be a new thing these days.” 

Jayanthi rubbed at her elbows. “I. . .I’m sure it is.”  She took a step closer, “I left 

a message for you at home.  When I heard.  I didn’t know. . .I didn’t think. . ..”  She 

started to rub at her hands.  “Um.  Okay.  Well, let me get you some coffee or something, 

you know, a Danish or. . .I can go downstairs to the bakery—” 

“I’ve already got my coffee, thanks.  Speaking of which, the French Roast is back 

if you want to grab it while the grabbing is good.”  

 “Oh.  Okay, I’ll do that, thanks.”  She opened her mouth, and then closed it 
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again.  A few moments later she said, “David, if. . .If there’s anything I can do. . . . .” 

“Actually, there is.  When you see Tom next can you let him know I e-mailed him 

the glossary to the Hampton job.” 

She nodded her head without saying anything and then left. 

I sent off the e-mail to Tom, took a sip of my coffee and started reading the paper. 

 Just as I was getting into an article on home furnishing, there was another knock on my 

door.  It was Tom again, and this time, Bill Molar from HR was standing next to him. 

“Hey David,” Bill said.  “We need to talk with you, okay?” 

They came in and closed the door behind them, just as I noticed for the first time 

that there were people standing in the hallway outside. Looking in. 

They both sat down across from me.   

Bill said, “David,” wiping a dust ball from his leg. “What are you doing here?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well.”  He looked at Tom. Then back at me.  “Shouldn’t you. . .I mean, I don’t 

know how these things are supposed to work, but. . .but shouldn’t you be with your loved 

ones?” 

“My ‘loved ones?’”  

“Yeah, David.  Your loved ones.” 

I asked him why is that. 

He stared at me for a moment. Then he leaned forward, and whispered, “Because 

you’re dying.” 
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I shrugged, and told him that dying or not, there was work to be done and I would 

take care of it.  After all, Tuesdays are when the weekly reports are due.  

That seemed to upset him even more and then I felt bad.  I told him not to worry 

about it and encouraged him to stay optimistic. I went on to point out that he had been 

through a lot, and that I was sure he would get through this too. Besides, in the end, it 

really didn’t change anything.   

Tom said, “David, what. . .What in the world are you talking about?  Your doctor 

says you’ve got maybe a month left.  Maybe less.  What do you mean it doesn’t change 

anything?  It changes everything!  How could anyone not see that?”   

He grabbed the label maker from off my desk and started to rub it between his 

palms.   How about that.  Anita had been right. 

Bill said didn’t I think I should be with my friends and family.  Enjoying my final 

days.  I said I would enjoy them just as well getting caught up with work.  He said what 

about the preparations. There must be preparations that need to be done.  I said not any 

more than on any other day of the week as far as I knew. He said my reaction to all this 

was truly shocking.  I said I didn’t feel shocked at all.  If anything, I was in a pretty good 

mood. 

I could see by his face that I was only upsetting him more so I went silent.   

Then Tom said, “David, I’m afraid you’ve left me no choice.” He rose up to his 

full height in his seat: “You’re fired.” 

“What?” 
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Bill was nodding gravely.  “I’m sorry David but this is for your own good.” 

I tried to protest but he indicated he’d hear nothing more about it.  I needed to 

prepare for what was coming, he said.  I needed to make peace with my condition. I 

looked him in the eye, and told him I was as much at peace with it now as I would ever 

be.  

I packed up, then shut down my computer.  I could see people shuffling around in 

the hallways outside.  When I walked out of my office with my banker’s box full of my 

things I didn’t bother to say good-bye to anyone.   

I left the building feeling sad.  After all, I had never been fired from a job in my 

life. 
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II 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I smoked a cigarette near the window and watched people go to work.  It must’ve 

been colder than usual that day.  You can always tell by how fast everyone is walking.  I 

ate a quick breakfast of toast and orange juice, then put on my suit as usual.  

Since I’d lost my job three weeks back I hadn’t been able to find a position as 

promising as the one I was interviewing for today.  It was another tech marketing firm 

called Exegesis Services and the job description fit me just right.  Before I left I went 

through the messages on my voice-mail.  The first one was from my mom, sounding sad 

and asking me to call her.  The next two were from her also, pretty much saying the same 

thing.  The four or five after that were from some relatives I hadn’t heard from in some 

time.  I tried to link faces to their names and voices, but it didn’t do much good.  I did 

recognize the one from my cousin Peter, though.  It sure did bring me back to the old 

days.  After that was a message from an ex-girlfriend named Ashley who had heard about 

the news.  She tearfully said how sorry she was.  She said that I had been robbed.  
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Hearing her voice made me feel pretty nostalgic.  I remembered liking her a lot.  There 

was another message from my mom, sounding urgent this time, again asking that I call 

her.  She said she wanted to “be there” for me.  She said there was no reason to be alone. 

 She said it was time to stop blaming her for Michael’s death.  She said it wasn’t too late 

for us to be mother and son. The rest of the messages were mostly from former 

colleagues.  There was even one from Anita, my old coffee buddy at work.  She said she 

would pray my soul found the way to heaven.  She said she’d think of me whenever she 

smelled French Roast.   

I fast-forwarded through them all until I reached the final message, which I played 

out in its entirety.  It was the last voice-mail I had received from Chloe, the morning 

before we went to Delila’s party.  She had called some time after 10:00 to let me know 

how excited she was to see me that night.  She had been looking forward to it all week.  

She said she couldn’t get me off her mind.  I listened to her message a second time before 

saving it, and erasing the others. 

I got off the subway at 14th Street and walked past Madison Square Garden. There 

were people lined up at all the ticket booths.  I guess the Knicks were back in town.  I 

briefly considered buying tickets and sending them to Chloe to try to get her to return my 

calls, but then thought better of it.   

I crossed the street and walked into the park, where the grass was covered in a 

quilt of leaves.  On the other side of the pathway there was a protest going on.  I think it 

had something to do with Iraq.  I pulled a mint out of my pocket, and stopped to listen for 
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awhile.  

Exegesis Services was on the fifth floor of an office building sandwiched between 

an apartment complex and an NYU medical building. There purple and white flags 

outside and the windows had a sparkling shine.  I was feeling pretty good about things 

already. In the lobby I told the receptionist that I was there for an interview and I asked 

her how I was looking with a smile, which was intended to be lighthearted but she 

ignored it and picked up the phone to let somebody know.  The lobby was decorated with 

artificial trees glistening with fake beads of water.  They reminded me of the ones we had 

at my old job, and I pointed it out to the receptionist.  She didn’t say anything in 

response. 

A man in a suit and tie came out of one of the side doors. “You must be David,” 

he said shaking my hand.   

I said that I was and thanked him for his time today. 

“I’m Phil.”  He looked me up and down. “Well!  Let’s go back to my office.” 

We walked down the hallway, turned a corner and suddenly, there they were.  Fax 

machines spitting out memos.  Harddrives connecting to servers.  Cell phones 

announcing incoming calls with ring tones or sibilant beeping.  Vibrating hums.  In one 

case, Beethoven’s 5th.  The polished surfaces of things in the glaze of a laquor kind of 

light.  The deskchairs and the conference room tables.  The mugs from birthdays and 

holidays.  The private bulletin boards with lists of extentions next to photos of couples 

and family members.  Caribbean trips on sea-port cruises.  The candid shots.  The tiny 
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cubicles lining the hallway like turned over boxes with the lids pulled off, the geometry 

of the pattern, the chairs on wheels, the diamonds on the carpet alternating in deco blues 

and purple gold.  Prints in frames along the walls exhibited varying exteriors.  Alpine 

mountains and sage brush valleys.  A gossamer rain on a deep blue tide.  Breaking light 

on the bunched blanket canyons of a desert with a Joshua tree in the middle.  The hallway 

ended and we turned at the corner.  A secretary had a picture of her cat displayed as the 

background to her computer screen. 

Phil showed me into his office, which was minimalist with the exception of a 

painting on the wall I didn’t recognize and a bookshelf stack left to right with notebooks 

in alphabetical order.  He said, “Can I get you anything to drink?  Water or coffee. . .Oh . 

. .Maybe an herbal tea?”   

I said that I preferred coffee just fine, but pointed out that I already had a cup.  

“Well then!” he said when we sat down at his desk.  “David, I. . .jeez, you 

actually came.” 

I nodded, and thanked him for the opportunity to interview for the position. 

“Well listen, when you first submitted your resume we were pretty excited to 

meet you.  I mean David, there aren’t a lot of guys with a background like yours, doing it 

for as long as you have.”  He flipped through the documents on his desk, “You’ve been in 

the field for twenty-odd years. You’ve only worked for a handful of companies, which 

shows long-term commitment and everything.  But. . . .well. . . . .” 

He looked up at me smiling. Then closed the folder on the documents on the desk 
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and slid it forward.  

“Listen, David, to be frank with you, I. . .I just don’t think this is going to work 

out.” 

I was at a loss. I’d had such a good feeling about this one.  I said I thought we 

made a good fit and asked him why.  

“Well, I mean, you know. . .” 

We sat there for a moment, looking at each other. 

“Look, David,” he said. “I called Tom Fishman this morning.  To check on your 

references and such.  And. . .well. . .I have to tell you, he was pretty shocked to hear you 

were applying for another job.  I have to admit that I was too, you know. . .after he told 

me what happened.” 

I nodded sympathetically and said I was aware that hiring someone who’s just 

been fired takes a leap of faith.  I pointed out that I’d only been fired once, and that he 

could count on me to get things done. 

“Well. . .yes, but that’s not really what concerns me.  It’s the reason why you 

were fired that does.”  He stared at me for a moment, then leaned forward. “Do you know 

what I mean?  I mean, c’mon man. . . .you’re dying.” 

Before I could respond he said: “Listen, can I give you some advice?” He walked 

around the desk, sat down on the other side and put his hand on his knee. 

“Look around you, David.  Okay?  I mean, take a really good look.  Look at the 

memo boards and the filing cabinets, the weekly reports and the invoice sheets.  Look at 
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the calendared weeks and the meeting schedules.  Look at everybody scrambling around 

like ants.  Is this really where you want to spend your final days?  I mean c’mon, man!  

This is the daily grind.  The work force.  The everyday.  To most people, this place is a 

prison.  I guarantee you that almost everyone on this floor feels trapped with no way out, 

living a life that in a million years, they never expected would be theirs. You don’t think 

that all the people we just walked by aren’t daydreaming about their next vacation?  Or 

about that plan to go skydiving or snowboarding in the mountains, or about that novel 

they always wanted to write? They want more out of life than this and damn it, who in 

the world wouldn’t?  But you, David. . . .This is your moment to do all that, man!  This is 

when it all counts!  Every second that you spend in here is another you could spend out 

there, in the world, soaking up life and taking it for all it’s worth.  For God’s sake get out 

of that suit, and damn it, man, free yourself!  Go write that novel!  Or climb a mountain 

or sail on the ocean.  Go walk in the park and smell the roses!” 

I said that I actually enjoyed wearing suits quite a bit. 

“Seize the day, man!  Get out there and appreciate every detail.  This is your 

moment: you finally have an excuse.”   

He leaned forward and shook his head.  “C’mon now, David.  Is this really what 

you want?  To spend the last few days of your life here, in this prison, this soul-sapping 

burial ground, when you could be out there instead. . .appreciating life?” 

I said that I appreciated it now as much as I ever would. 

On my way home I stopped at the Pastrami Queen and had a 12-ince French dip 
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with extra horseradish and lots of onions.  I had sent out my resume to other companies.  

Maybe tomorrow I would have better luck.  

When I got to my neighborhood I stood on the corner of my street, smoking, not 

ready to go home, not sure what else to do.  Across the street was St. Patrick’s Cathedral, 

with its spires and crenellated turrets and stained glass windows.  It occurred to me I’d 

never been inside.  I walked across the street. 

It was quiet and dark inside.  There was almost nobody there except for a few 

people scattered around the pews with their hands bowed down.  I walked the aisle and 

slid into an empty pew, a few rows from a woman kneeling on the ground.  Her mouth 

was moving and her eyes were closed.  I sat down quietly so as not to disturb her. 

At the front of the church, beneath a gilded fresco there were a series of marble 

sculptures. I sat down staring up at the crucifixion.  At that face, marbled in sorrow and 

sweat and permanent tears.  The bloody brow.  The long brown hair rammed to the crown 

under a bramble of thorns.  And that mouth.  Open wide in a circle.  Staring back with 

those eyes.  Those dead, tortured eyes.  While I sat there.  Staring into them. 

Eventually someone tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Hello there.  I see 

you’ve come to look at Our Savior.” 

“Our who?” 

The priest pointed at the statue and smiled. 

I said I was just looking for a quiet place to sit.  

“Then you’ve come to the right place. I’m Father Schweizer.”   
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I said it was a pleasure to meet him and shook his hand. 

“Is this your first time in our church?” 

I told him it was and complemented him on the stained glass windows. 

He nodded, “Magnificent, aren’t they. They’re originals. From the 1300s. That 

one there depicts the passion of Saint Vincent.  That’s the Virgin Mary over there.  The 

nativity scene.  I’m particular to that one, which depicts the Visitation.  The red blue 

colors are stunning. The double lancets over there are of saints of course although I 

couldn’t tell you which ones. The ones over the alter, the same, although given the fact 

that they’re all holding quills, you can assume they’re scribes of some kind.” 

“You seem to appreciate them mostly as art.” 

“Well, that’s what they are, aren’t they?” 

I asked him if he thought they we were suffused with the divine and he laughed 

and said maybe he did when he was ten years old.  I said isn’t this supposed to be the 

House of God and he laughed again and said c’mon, who are you kidding.  

“The windows are suffused with an artist’s touch, as is most of the architecture of 

this building, that’s for sure.  Beyond that, it’s doubtful.” 

I asked him if that view was common among priests these days and he smiled and 

shrugged and said he didn’t see much of a difference between what he believed and what 

other priests believed.  They believe we’re created and he believes we’re creative.  It all 

amounted to the same thing in the end.  

I said what he was saying made sense to me, and he replied, “So you are godless 
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then.”  

I said whether God did or didn’t exist was beside the point. 

We sat there looking at the windows for a while.  

Then he said, “What brings you in today?  Looking to become a member?” 

I said no and repeated that I had just been looking for a quiet place to sit.  

He looked away nodding, pursing his lips.  “You know, most people who come 

into a church who aren’t members and don’t care to be are normally having some 

difficulty in their lives, and looking for answers.” 

I said there was no such thing as a person without some kind of difficulty in life, 

and besides, answers weren’t what I was looking for.  

“What are you looking for then?” 

I said I wasn’t looking for anything.  He said everybody’s looking for something. 

That’s the basic premise of human life.  To be looking.  I said looking for what and he 

shrugged and said meaning, or love, or the answers to the meaning of life. I agreed with 

him that people spend their lives looking for those things but that it didn’t mean that I had 

done the same.  I told him I didn’t believe that life had a meaning.  He said so if I think 

life is meaningless then what’s the point of going on.  I said I didn’t think life was 

meaningless and he laughed and said I was contradicting myself and I said that I didn’t 

think so.  I said life can be meaningful without there being a meaning.  He said I was 

talking in circles and I said if he thought that then he didn’t understand what I was 

saying. What are you saying then he said.  I said that my life had been plenty meaningful, 
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and I didn’t need there to be a meaning to it to make me feel like that had been the case. 

“You think you’ve lived a meaningful life?” 

I said it didn’t matter whether I had or not, but that since he’s asking, I know I 

had. 

“What made it meaningful?” 

“The way I lived it.” 

“By being good to people you mean. By being fair and loving and just.” 

I said it had nothing to do with any of those things.  That whether someone was 

good to others or not or loving or just was just a choice people make and nothing more.  

That some people are those things and some people aren’t.  Some people turn left and 

some people turn right.  Some people go this way and some people go that way and that’s 

just who they choose to be and that’s all.  He asked me if I didn’t think there was more to 

it than that and I said no I didn’t think so.  All the loss, all the suffering, all the injustice 

and the pain.  It can make a person wise and compassionate beyond their years—but also 

bitter, and angry, and destructive.  Either way, a person was entitled to it as far as I was 

concerned.  It was all the same to me, because at the end of the day it comes down to the 

same thing: a choice.  No one can tell you what that choice will be or why.  No one can 

tell you that this choice is better than that one, or that choice more right than this one, or 

any one choice more true than any other.  But there is one thing you can be sure of: the 

choice you do make—even if it’s to let someone else make it for you—it’s within that 

choice, and its implementation, that you find out who you are, and who you’re going to 
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be.   

He asked if I thought I was giving too much power to the individual and wasn’t it 

true that people have stories and the way they were raised and the world in which that 

happens all comes together to inform the choices they make in the end.  I said it’s true 

that we all have our stories and we aren’t always in control of how those stories will go, 

but we are in control of how they will end, and that was enough for me. I said I chose to 

be somebody’s savior, and he chose to not be saved.  He asked me what I meant by that, 

and I didn’t respond.  

We were quiet for a while. Then he said, “So how do you think this story will 

end?” 

“What story?” 

“The one we’re writing.  Right here, right now.  With the two of us sitting here, 

talking.” 

I thought it over. Then said, “How about with a hand shake.” 

He took my hand and smiled, and said, “That’s good enough for me.”  
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III 

 

 

 

 

There are a series of streetlamps circular in shape that go up and down my block.  

 When they turn on in the evening, a circle of light appears around every one.  If you 

stand on the sidewalk late at night and watch snow fall into those circles, it looks like 

there are snow-globes suspended in the air, and shaken all the way down the street.  

The mall downtown was illuminated by electric ornaments and ropes of light.  

Bells rang in the corridors.  Poinsettias on the counters.  Groups of wandering shoppers, 

tourists and security guards were gathered around stations of complimentary cosmetics, 

sunglasses and itemized objects that I could see lined up on a shelf to be sold as 

something or other.  I just didn’t know what.  Couples and older men and women sat 

perched on lime green benches, quiet, some of them motionless as they watched the 

crowds pass by.  I walked through the tiled corridors.  The smell of pretzels filling the air. 

 A distinct laughter rising from the crowd grew louder when I turned the corner.  Two 

brothers were running down an up-escalator and going nowhere, suspended in place for 

awhile.  
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I walked into a department store and joined a huge crowd drifting throughout the 

aisles.  Stirred into the scramble of faces.  In motion and huddled together, we moved in a 

slow, concerted way toward the discounted accessory racks.  Toward the stacks of jeans.  

Toward the bins of socks and pocketbooks and underwear, all of us pressing forward, 

passing from one point to the other in the crush. A man at one of the counters had put on 

a pair of rhinestone glasses, making his girlfriend laugh for a moment and then, roll her 

eyes.   

A Jamaican band off to the side was playing Sinatra on steel drums.  People 

walked around them inspecting plastics and velcro, the sueded collar shirts, the multi-

pocket wallets with special spaces for change and receipts.  There were so many sounds 

rising from the store they seemed to blend into a single note, consolidated into one, 

carried above the din until it would ebb and dismantle into parts once again, and then, 

again, and then again.  Conversation.  Laughter.  The beeping credit card machines. 

Grabbing products off the shelf with one hand while offering nods of acknowledgment 

and thumbs-up signs with the other.  To teenagers at the soft-serve buying ice cream 

cones.  A couple arguing over a rechargeable pen.  An old woman in a floral dress, 

turquoise visor and pink sarong waiting for a slice of pizza on a cane, until, all of the 

sounds picked up and then, merged again into one whole note. 

Down the aisle, past the cash register I walked into the miscellaneous gift section 

with everything coming in double and full of light. There were rows of toy trombones.  

Rows of confetti and kazoos.  Rows of beach balls and pain relievers and deodorants.  
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There were even fish piñatas and towering bunches of stringy balloons next to spatulas, 

toaster ovens and DVDs.  All the counters were outlined by blinking strands of 

alternating light.  Women were dabbing on lipsticks.  Men were testing the durability of 

socks.  Mannequins were positioned in a variety of poses.  The daredevil skiing in a 

sweater.  The child beaming in overalls. The man in a shirt and khakis asking a woman 

on one knee to dance.   

I walked down an escalator and passed through Leisure and Casual Wear.  

Clapping sounds near a dressing room made me pause and look to the side.  

A girl in gabardine, spinning in pirouettes to the sound of a mother’s applause.  

Eventually the corridor opened up into a circus like auditorium.  There were 

tables for wrapping new presents.  There were carousels and nativity scenes.  There were 

clownish magicians twisting animal shapes into variously colored balloons.  Children 

were running in patterns of eight around benches, trashcans, broken water fountains, their 

mouths stained blush from candy canes, their fathers trying to calm them down.   

At the center of the atrium over a speaker a man yelled: “Here we go!”   

Suddenly, down from the ceiling and from the ventilators on every the side, 

confetti was sifted into the air, tiny pieces of paper that came showering down on us all.  

People laughed in delight while others ran for cover, children squealing and jumping, the 

glittery pools of color that came raining down on our bodies, catching onto our clothes, 

making everything sparkle.  A cloud of color falling in slow motion as it drifted 

throughout the air, onto the people sitting on benches, the tables of sunglasses and 



 

 
 

139 

clothes, the potted plants and the garbage cans and the horse and rocket ship rides.  A rain 

of sparkling color into which I raised my hands up. . . . . . .and smiled.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

140 

IV 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My job interview was canceled today.  It was the second time this week.  

I printed a copy of the new cover letter I had written.  The font did seem a little 

too fancy, but it had a certain appeal. I packed up my things to go to the copy store and 

checked my voice-mail first.   There were fourteen messages on my voice-mail. I 

couldn’t help but feel a glimmer of hope.  Out of so many, there was bound to be one 

from Chloe.   

Three were from my mother.  In the first one she sounded frantic, saying she 

wanted to see me, that she’s my mother, that she can’t believe I would refuse to see her to 

even talk to her when I must have only a few weeks left.  She just wanted to hold me, to 

tell me it was going to be okay.  She knew there had been trouble between us but people 

work things out.  That in this life sometimes there are no second chances and that once 

I’m gone is this really the legacy I want to take with me to my grave.  In the second one 

she was crying, saying that I was her youngest and all she had left, that her surgery was 
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coming up and she needs help from her children, her child, the only child she has out of 

her two beloved boys, that she’s alone, that with my father gone and her eldest son 

having taken his own life and now her only remaining child is about to die too, how could 

I not respond to her, how could I not let her in so that we might have a meeting of the 

minds, before it’s all over, and finally, have some peace. She said that Michael’s death 

wasn’t her fault.   In the third one she was screaming and full of rage, that I’d abandoned 

her, that all her life all she did was take care of me and now that she’s getting older and 

she’s about to be alone all I care about is my anger and hate, that I’m cold and numb with 

no feeling and no emotion, that I’d grown up like that, that it wasn’t about Michael, it 

was about me, that I’d spent my life being hard as stone and as impenetrable as a brick 

wall, what is wrong with me, am I just trying to torture her with my death, is that what 

I’ve wanted all along, for her to suffer so I can collect on my hate, that when a man dies 

full of hate he forever becomes defined by it, and so I will to, and maybe that’s what I 

wanted all along.  

The rest of the messages were from a new batch of ex-friends and girlfriends and 

relatives I hadn’t spoken to in years; in most cases, had never spoken to all. They were all 

saying they had heard the news.  They wanted to reach out. They wanted me to be 

comforted, and to feel less alone.  One message from someone named Nikki said it made 

her reflect on what we once shared, then she apologized for having given up for someone 

else, which I thought was nice of her to say even though I had no idea what she was 

talking about. Another message was from someone I barely remembered from the third 
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grade who said hello and asked how I’d been, then went on to pray for my soul while 

speaking in tongues and I was only able to pick up a few words here and there from what 

he was saying, then he came out of the trance and started preaching while pounding on 

his desk saying dying was nothing to fear, death is not the enemy, it’s sin that is the 

enemy of man, that if I repent now I will go to heaven but if not I will go to hell, that 

death is a liberation from the bonds of this life to the beauty of the one beyond it, for 

those who earned that outcome of course, which in my case had yet to be seen. 

In some of the messages the people who left them referred to a Facebook page 

that had apparently been set up in my memory with my phone number and e-mail address 

saying that’s how they’d found out.  I turned on my computer and went to Facebook and 

found it was true.  There was a picture of me someone had taken from LinkedIn posted 

with a Wikipedia style biography featuring footnotes and sources and external links to 

things I had done that could still be found on the Internet with my name on it, like a 

PowerPoint on asset allocation I had done for a now bankrupt Genevan bank, its long 

defunct website still adrift on the fringes of the Internet like a ghost ship, and a complete 

timeline chronology with the date I was born and a “Coming Soon” in place of the date of 

my death and important developments in grade school and college and the career I forged 

from then on that had apparently taken place during the course of my life, such as my 

marriage and my kids and the trips I had taken and the non-profit I had started in the 

memory of my grandfather Roper, all of which I thought sounded like a great life story to 

have, even though it hadn’t been mine.  
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On the Facebook wall itself people were posting eulogies and poems and short 

stories in my honor, along with pictures of their dogs and their gardens and their family 

on trips or at holidays. There was an ongoing comment thread that had dozens of entries 

from people I’d never met: 

Mark: R.I.P David. 

Natalie: You’ll be missed when you’re gone. 

Mimi: Wish I’d had the chance to know you. 

Kriss: I just heard.   

Maurice: Ditto  

Chun-Yee: 我希望你在你未來的生活是幸福的。 

Tony: Dude don’t listen to these jack offs. Rock the after Casbah brother. 

Do it up. 

Fiona: So sorry to hear the news. 

Tasha: Carpe diem!   

Riccardo: R.I.P 

Monique: A friend of mine died some years ago. It was very sad.  

Tasha: I’m sorry to hear that Monique. 

Monique: Thank you!  

Tasha: You’re welcome!  

Diane: I heard you were a good person. 

Craig: It’s got to happen to all of us I guess. 
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Mimi: Who are you calling a jack off?  If you can’t say something nice 

don't’ say it all. 

Lee: We sell coffins at a discount: www.coffincorner.com  

Jamie: So sad. You’re beautiful.  Do you know you’re beautiful? We are all 

so beautiful… 

Tony: You are a jack off for being such a jack off. 

Ulma: Death makes me sad. Not all the time though. 

Mimi: Go screw yourself. 

Tasha: Of course it doesn’t have to make you sad!  You can be happy to!  

And rejoice for all that life has to offer!   

Simone: Bless you. R.I.P 

Monique: I agree!   

Tony: No. You go screw yourself. 

DJMastermind: Death totally fucking sucks! 

Ashley: We used to date.  He was very nice. Not a great kisser though.  

Fay: There aren’t a lot of good guys out there anymore. 

Ashley: Or who know how to kiss. 

Ulma: My man knows how to kiss. And how to prime the pump.  Boo-yah.  

Geoff: May Christ, who called you, take you to Himself. 

Vladimir: Просто продолжайте делать то, что вы мой друг 

Mimi: YOU GO SCREW YERSELF. 
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Algonquin: Thank you for being you. 

Rudy: Goodbye.  

Mac: We all, verily, worship God. We all, verily, bow down before God. We 

all, verily, are devoted unto God. We all, verily, give praise unto God. We all, 

verily, yield thanks unto God. We all, verily, are patient in God. 

Neil: Nosferatu  

Tony: You can’t even spell ha ha ha!  

I closed down the page and erased all the messages on my voice-mail, feeling sad. 

 After all: it had been over two months since I’d heard from Chloe. 

I went to the stationary store to pick up more supplies and get some aspirin for the 

headaches I was starting to get.  The weather had changed somewhat since I went out that 

morning.  A blanket of clouds now covered the sky, and there was a grainy haze filling 

the streets that gave a refined tone to things, or a hue maybe.  A charcoal kind of light.  

Everything seemed more muted than usual, almost pastel even as I walked on.  The 

clouds that make up a rain storm.  I could almost hear my father naming them off. 

At the stationary store I walked two reams of resume paper up to the front counter 

and the clerk nodded knowingly while filling out an invoice: “No luck yet, huh?” 

I said maybe my luck would turn around.  

“Job market’s a mess.  Gotta sell your soul these days for work.”   

I said that could certainly be the case. 

“But that’s the nature of it, right?”  He rang up the reams.  “It’s all part of the 
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cycle of things.  The ups and downs, know what I mean?  Just like financing.  Buy low.  

Sell high.  Jump in here, jump out there. To have a down you have to go up.  To have an 

up, you have to go down.  Nothing is permanent.  Everything changes.  All of it moves in 

a wave. . . .” 

He undulated his arm back and forth and I raised an eyebrow intriguingly. 

“Besides, these things kind of shift your perspective.  There’s certainly nothing 

wrong with that.  Sometimes it builds character to see the other side of the coin.  That’s 

what my ex-wife used to say, anyway.  It’s the moment you’re here that you understand 

being there.  And when you’re there. . . . .well, you know what I mean.” 

I said I was pretty sure I did. 

“Especially in today’s economy.  The GNP isn’t what it used to be, that’s for sure. 

Inflation is rising against a falling consumer price index. There’s not enough public 

revenue to go around.  Supply-side economics.  They say that’s what did it.  Hell man, 

have you seen a Lorenz curve lately?”   

I scratched my chin and thought about it.  I couldn’t be certain, but one thing was 

for sure: I liked the name Lorenz. 

“The ratio’s off the charts.  More so than ever before.  Equal distribution is way 

up here, actual distribution is way down there. You see, the position of the bar tells 

everything.” 

He positioned his arm in a ninety degree angle.  I leaned forward and examined it 

nodding my head. 
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He stared at it as well, almost blankly it seemed for a few moments.  A couple 

more went by before he finally dropped his arm and said, “Anyway, you know what I 

mean.” 

He bagged the reams of paper and threw a package of colored pencils into the 

bag. “On the house.” 

I thanked him and said it was generous. 

 “Listen, there’s a group that meets once a week over at the community center.  

It’s a job placement group.”   

He handed me a flyer that said across the top, “The New Beginners.” 

 “That’s how I learned about becoming a tax attorney. I’m taking night classes 

now and New Beginners is going to place me somewhere when I get my degree.  They 

even registered me for these classes I’m taking.  You should think about coming to the 

group.  You never know, you just might get a job out of it. The next one meets tonight.”  

He held out his hand, “My name’s Grady.” 

I shook it and said that it sounded interesting and he passed over a flyer with the 

address. While looking at it, I noticed something on the counter. An object that I was 

pretty sure I’d once known what to do with, but I couldn’t place it.

On my way home a few raindrops started to fall, just a sprinkle, but it was enough 

for me to stop and look up for awhile.  The drops felt cool against my skin, almost icy 

even because of the breeze.  They started to fall a little more rapidly now.  There were 

little popping noises all over the street.  I tried to catch a few with my mouth until 
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someone walked into me. I apologized for being in the way.  

At the corner across the street a small girl appeared, and walked into a circle of 

birds.  She looked around with a smile, pulled her hands out of her pockets, brought them 

together and in one single motion threw a handful of breadcrumbs up into the air like 

confetti, as if in celebration.

I stopped at Cleary’s to pick up my drycleaning. 

“Hey David, I’ve got a batch for you waiting right here.” 

I thanked him for being so prompt about it. 

“Still looking for work?” 

“It’s pretty tough out there.” 

“A buddy of mine took a year and a half to find new work. But he got there. 

You’re young. You can take a year or two right?” 

I said I thought I could. 

“Hey, whatever happened to that girl you were seeing. I haven’t heard anything 

about her in awhile.” 

I said she’d broke it off but I was holding out hope that we’d be together again 

some time soon. 

He slapped me on the shoulder, “That’s the spirit.  Never give up.” 

I said it was my plan not to. 

Later that evening I went to the community center listed on the flyer. A few 

people were standing out front lighting up cigarettes.  The smoke looked thick and gauzy 



 

 
 

149 

underneath the streetlights.  A dog was crouched beside them, lapping water from a small 

rectangular bowl.  I went up the stairs and walked inside.  

The lobby was filled with people mingling in pairs and groups.  The sibilance of 

mixed conversation.  The walls were covered with bulletin boards layered with flyers 

organized by category.  Job Listings and Apartment Rentals.  Yard Sales and Pen Pals.  

Personal Loans and Intimate Others.  Miscellaneous Lost and Found.  Tables off to the 

side had trays of Danishes and metal coffee dispensers, napkins and plastic stirrers.  

Stacks of styrofoam cups.  Two large, dark green doors just ahead opened up into a small 

auditorium at the center of which dozens of chairs had been positioned in a circle.  A 

large banner was draped up in front upon which a statement was written, bold and in 

highlight:   

It’s never too late to start over. 

I walked over to a table near one of the walls. There were stacks of brochures. 

Applications for temporary employment.  I picked up a few and started to look through 

them when Grady, the clerk from the stationary store, called out my name. 

“Hey man!  Good to see you!” 

I shook his hand and thanked him for letting me know about the meeting. 

“Hey, grab some coffee and meet some of the folks okay?”   

We each got a cup of coffee and while I was tempted by the box of doughnuts off 

to the side, I decided to hold off for now.  My headache was getting worse and I wished I 

had brought my bottle of aspirin, although the three I’d taken that afternoon hadn’t done 
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much but take the edge off.  We walked over to a group of people.  They nodded at 

Grady and he raised a thumb in my direction.   

“This is David.  He’s looking for work too.”   

I extended my hand for the introductions and directed it towards one person and 

then the other.  Albert. Kara. Veejay.  Teree.  I tried to associate each one with a 

mnemonic device so that I’d remember them.  An apple for Albert.  A ficus tree for kara. 

 A hot air balloon for Veejay.  A sheep dog for Teree.   

Grady said, “David, I think I speak for everyone when I saw: 

In one group chorus they all said in unison: “It’s never too late to start over!” 

Everyone laughed and applauded and there were smiles and heads nodding all 

around.  

I said that sounded nice but they didn’t really believe that did they? There were 

uncomfortable looks around and then Grady said of course they did, that’s what getting a 

new job is all about.  Didn’t I believe I could start over in life?   

“I mean, not literally,” he said.  “Obviously you can’t go back in time!” 

Cathy said, “How long have you been out of work?” 

I told her it had been over two months, then coughed into my hand. 

“Well listen, it’s not the end of the world.  Believe me, when you’ve been laid off 

as many times as we have, you begin to realize: it’s not the end of the world.” 

Everyone chuckled and nodded in agreement.  I nodded as well, and said that I 

was sure that was the case.  



 

 
 

151 

A woman came out of a back office and said, “Alright everyone, let’s circle up 

and get started. 

Grady said, “That’s Eileen Brody.  She started the New Beginners after she’d 

been laid off herself for awhile.”  

I said she looked like she knew what she was doing and we all shuffled into the 

auditorium, taking seats around the circle.  From what I could tell there were at least a 

hundred people filling into the room.  

While people were shuffling Teree tapped me on the shoulder. “What kind of 

work are you looking for?” she asked. “Part time, full time?  Something in a particular 

field?” 

I said that I was looking for full-time work, and that I wanted something in an 

office situation. 

“Temporary employment is kind of the name of the game right now.  Hopefully at 

a firm where you can work your way up to a full-time position.” 

I would take anything I could get right now I told her, but I was definitely looking 

for something more long-term.  

“You talk to Eileen tonight. She’ll be able to help you. This is her bread and 

butter.”  Teree winked.  

People finished trickling in.  All the seats were full.   Eileen walked up to the 

front of the room and stood behind the podium, waiting.  She had her hair in a bun and a 

gray pantsuit on with a gold chain around her neck and bangled bracelets.  She held her 
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hand into the air to quiet everyone down.

“Alright folks, before we get started, how about a big hand for Margaret, who 

brought the doughnuts and coffee tonight.” 

Everyone applauded. 

“We’ve got a lot to talk about tonight, not to mention a little celebrating to do.  

You all remember that last week, Ramone had a pretty big interview coming up, and he 

was having a hard time connecting with his self-esteem.  Well, you’ll all be happy to 

know that the interview went great, and Ramone now has a new full-time job with 

benefits!” 

Everybody roared in approval.  A balding man with a mustache sitting on the 

other side of the room stood up and waved. 

“Before the end of the night be sure to talk to Ramone about his experience. We 

can all use it as an example of how to overcome our fears and self-doubt.  Remember, 

that is the key to finding new beginnings.” 

Everyone applauded.  

“One the most common experiences to being unemployed is to feel that you’re 

alone.  It’s often the case that you’ll feel less than in the eyes of your friends and family.  

And that makes you isolate. That makes you grieve.  That makes you wish that you were 

somebody else well I’m here to tell you: you’re not alone.  You haven’t lost all your 

chances.  I’m here to tell you you’re beautiful just how you are.” 

Everyone roared applauding.  I started to feel dizzy.  
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“Let’s review the 7 step program for how to get from unemployed to gainfully 

working again.” 

The lights dimmed and a slide came up on a screen: 

“Step 1: Forgive yourself first.  Step 2: Accept your situation.” 

With every new step a new slide came up on the screen. 

“Step 3: Take some time for yourself. Relax!  Step 4: Make a plan of action.  Step 

5: Develop long-term goals .  Step 6: Believe you can overcome the challenges you face. 

Step 7: Make peace with the ones you can’t.” 

Everyone applauded.  

“What I’d like to do now is put everything on the table.” 

A slide came up on the screen with those words.  

“Pair off into groups of two.  Tell each other why you’re unemployed, how it 

makes you feel, and what your current strategy is for redressing it.  Most importantly: put 

everything on the table. Okay then, pair off.” 

Albert and I moved our chairs to face each other and a chorus of voices filled the 

auditorium. 

“This is my favorite part of the session,” he said.  “The table, you know what I 

mean?  It’s good, it’s good. . .when you put everything on the table, getting it off your 

chest. . .it’s good. . .” 

I nodded and said I agreed and he moved his chair left and then right and it was 

suddenly in double. 
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“I was a car salesman until I started using cocaine,” he said.  “Good God I love 

these doughnuts!” 

I nodded and said I was sure they were tasty, trying to get my vision to focus.  

“I was using at work.  Methamphetamine too.  Got caught one day on the job, just 

like that, faceplant in the middle of a cigarette size rail on my desk.  Talk about a 

morning surprise for my boss.  I don’t think he believed the powdered doughnut story,” 

he chuckled.   

I said it was certainly worth a try.  They are, after all, a little messy. 

He said it wasn’t really the drugs that ruined him.  It was his bitterness.  He said 

he was a master at getting a job and that the truth was he didn’t need any of this mumbo 

jumbo. He only came here for the food.  He said his way of getting a job was way more 

effective than Eileen’s 7-step pole up the ass.  The key he said was lying and duplicity. 

That’s what she should be putting up on the screen.  His last job took only a few days to 

land at a company called Laughlin & Partners.  It was all in the performance.  During the 

course of the three interviews he had with management, he’d been on message. When he 

was spoken to, there was much narrowing of the eyes and nodding of the head.  With legs 

crossed, there was much steepling of the fingers.  When it was he that spoke, he stitched 

arcane vocabulary like “strabismic” and “eschew” to gerunds and dangling modifiers to 

confuse people into thinking he was a genius.  

His “Hey, greats!” and “No problems” and “Mm hms” with forefinger on bottom 

lip were executed at precisely the right moments, and no earlier—lest he betray the 
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sarcasm burbling up his throat like boiled cabbage, begging for a cesarean from his 

pregnant, buffed out voice—nor too late, lest he seem too staid.  At the same time, he 

worked hard to sow inferiority and erode the patriotism and self-esteem of everyone 

around him.  Not through words per se, but through gestures or phrasing.  He’d concocted 

a moment during which he’d made sure to be seen surveying the office furniture with 

pursed lips and a single raised eyebrow.  It seemed to have the desired affect, as his 

interlocutor at the time took on an apologetic tone by the end of the conversation, and 

even made a joke about the tired end table and chairs, pointing out that their replacements 

were on order.  It’ll be okay, his bleach glow Invisalign smile beamed back in response.  

The stiffness and rigidity with which he sat in her chair signaled his view on the matter: 

We’ll get through this one together.   

“The palindrome of ‘can do’ is ‘od nac,’” he told his final interviewer as he was 

seen out the door.  “Call any of my references and they’ll tell you: I’m no od nac.” 

The follow-up phone calls to his six work references came swiftly, and produced 

predictably glowing praise.  They ought to: long-time pals Carlos and Patrice, stage 

actors to whom he paid fifty bucks per call, put in solid encomiums for him every time.  

He’d used six of his best Skype phone numbers for the task: leafy area codes ripe with 

big city experience from San Francisco, Los Angeles and New York, adding a dash of a 

340 number into the mix for a lemony flavor that hinted at mystery, and surprise.  He 

listed each phone number under a putatively former boss, the names of which he’d 

carefully researched on baby name sites on the Web, and did a call-forward of each one 
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to the Carlos-Patrice Magical Mystery Connection.  He took his time coming up with the 

names.  Jotting down lists of possibilities with pad and pencil, he could taste the juicy 

ones in his mouth, as if he’d just bitten into a ripe pulpy melon or an oven-melted croque-

monsieur: Willam Jennings.  Sonia Thurmond.  Thaddeus T. Bronze.  After perusing 

canonized works of various eras, including the Norton Anthology of Modern Literature, 

the Oxford Anthology of English Literature, the Complete Idiots Guide to American 

Literature and a brief foray into the Guido Mazzoni Pamphlet Collection, he decided to 

toss in a few from the pantheon just to see if Gene Franklin from Laughlin HR was 

paying attention: Arturo Bandini.  Dean Moriarity.  Atticus Finch.  Frederic Moreau.  

These he arranged in creative margining and typset left-justified on 25-pound ivory 

cotton-bond resume paper, with his name in Stones San Semilta—so spicy—buoyed by a 

watermark crest of feathers.  Like a Côtes du Rhône chaser after a bite of 

mouthwatering kobe beef—only a sip of course, no heavy drinking on the job—it made 

for a powerful pairing with the main course: his air-dried parchment fiber resume, or 

“curriculum vitae” he called it during his interviews, having to explain the expression on 

more than one occasion to Laughlin team leaders.   

“Well,” Squeaky Clean Gene said when he called Albert up to spill the beans he’d 

been hired.  “We couldn’t be more impressed with you Albert.  This job. . .is yours.” 

Thus he ejaculated on queue, “Gosh GF!  I couldn’t be happier!  No kidding!” 

“Yeah!” 

“No!” 
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“Yeah!  Yeah Albert!  Yeah!” 

“Oh gosh GF!” 

“Oh yeah!” 

Albert knew bat turds like him when he was in college, back when his nearly 

perfect SAT score made dudes roll end-over-end off his mountaintop like so many 

Slinkies, in the days when he’d actually tell girls about it thinking they’d like him more 

and would let him get into their pants, when he’d go on dates and pretend he wasn’t 

already thinking six steps ahead of whatever they were saying, when he actually believed 

falling in love was something other than the lethal combination of alcohol and neuronal 

misfires with hapless attempts at narcissistic reinvention.    

“You got it!” 

“Me?” 

“You!” 

“Oh boy GF!” 

“Oh yeah!” 

And that, as they say was that. Stones. San. Semilta.  

An e-mail had already gone out on the morning of his first day praising him as the 

company’s “new addition to the team,” an “expansion of the talent pool,” a “robust 

example of company’s new effort to consolidate the knowledge base,” to “meet 

competition head on,” to “strengthen this foundation” with a “value-added new member 

of the way forward.”  The e-mail was striking for the raw and unsalted facility with 
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which it glossed over and left unsignified a concrete purpose—a real meaning you could 

see, and taste, and hold on to—in its explanation of his presence there.  It was as though 

his representation of something meant far more than that something ever could, should it 

ever be put into context or defined, which in his case it would not be, it was so 

meaningless.  

“I am the way,” he found himself saying under his breath as he stalked click-

clacking into the anodyne pink lobby of Laughlin and Partners, his lips wet, his tongue 

darting against his hot, moist bicuspids like a caged tiger eyeing the 12-year old who 

keeps throwing rocks and peanuts at the bars.  

In the two weeks he was employed there he was helpful and incisive. He 

responded to company e-mails.  He logged in applaudable comments at the daily 

department meeting, during which the day’s business was hashed in while each 

manager’s own business was rehashed out, and clapping was widely encouraged.  He was 

especially gracious to Lorenzo the mail guy, and even took a turn or two helping him roll 

his cart around if it was overloaded. That really got the office talking, and he listened for 

it, waiting to get a glimpse of any new adjectives flying through the air like so many 

kites: Kind.  Smart.  Clever.  Handsome.  Outgoing.  These words, they floated over his 

head like neon air balloons, following him around as though attached to his waistbelt by a 

string. He reveled in the attention, sloshing around in it like foamy surf, each compliment 

a smooth curling wave he’d ride as though on a bogey board, curving towards the perfect 

tube. He hadn’t been ashamed about enjoying it.  After all: what is life, if not the bronze 
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cistern into which the adulation of others can be deposited, and withdrawn.  Is that not the 

history of humankind?  Is that not the way the story always starts?  Look at me, children 

cry out before going down the slide or stepping up to the baseball plate or singing in the 

school choir.  Read my mass group e-mail announcing the latest developments in my life 

and relevant personal accomplishments thereof (the newsletter tracking software I use 

says you didn’t open the last one I sent.  Is there a problem?).  Acknowledge I stand out, 

regardless of whether I really do.  For God’s sake, don’t be honest about it.  

As word began to spread that he, venerable new manager of something or other, 

was spending an hour a day walking around with Lorenzo the mail guy helping him pass 

out mail, the value of his recent IPO soared to new heights.  He and Lorenzo soon 

became a fixture, engendering the same kind of pointless enthusiasm as do mascots.  

Down the hall they would go, like brothers.  Boldly smashing stereotype.  Lorenzo, short, 

balding, Italian, authentic in his mechanic’s blue postal jumper with his goatee and 

galoshes.  Albert, mid-range, full head of hair and it was real (or was it?) in his JC 

Penny’s $299 special with the bad tailoring. Joking and hee-hawing as they underhanded 

and between-the-legged and around-the-backed envelopes to stupefied secretaries and 

associates, who greeted the breach in banality with puerile joy, as though a circus had 

rolled up to their cubicles and out jumped two monkeys in bowling hats swinging canes. 

These trips with Lorenzo became the highlight of his day.  Along the delivery route, he’d 

find himself jawing about memories as if they were three days old.  He’d line up the 

seminal chronology like plastic ducks and air-rifle them down one by one.  
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He got some noticeable looks from assistants down the hall, which he soon 

designated “the cat walk.”  At various times throughout the day, but never the same time 

twice, he’d walk past their desks for no real reason, all the while putting on a good show: 

eyes narrowed, left hand in pocket with right swinging carelessly to and fro—careless, 

but in control—a goal-oriented expression on his face.  He could see them looking up 

when he walked by and their eyes locking on, but he never met their gaze.  He did 

everything he could to be seen but not see in return—to lure as the forbidden—and 

avoided actual conversation as much as possible.  Best they not get to know him too well. 

 Best he remain an empty mystery into which their suppositions and fantasies could be 

freely poured.  

Then one day he was let go, after only two weeks, just like that.  They didn’t even 

give him a reason, although he knows what it is: he was too good for them and they knew 

it.   

He found out about New Beginners and that there was free coffee and doughnuts 

and he’ll be coming here for as long as it takes before he gets some other idiot in an HR 

department to give him a job.  

“So that’s my story.” He took a sip of what was in his hand.  I stared at it.  Trying 

to figure out what it was.  “What’s yours?” 

I told him I had been fired.  

“For what?” 

“I’m dying and have a few weeks left to live.” 
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“Come again?” 

Eileen said, “Time’s up!  Alright folks, quiet down and re-form the circle.” 

There was a shuffling of chairs all around.   

“Now.  Who wants to share.” 

Teree raised her hand.   

“Please go ahead Teree.” 

She stood up. Someone passed a microphone down the circle until it came the 

whole way around.  

“Well,” Teree said, “As you all know, I’ve been out of work for six months.  I had 

a job interview last week but it didn’t lead to anything.  I’ve been trying to keep my 

hopes up but it’s been hard.  I’m depressed most of the time. Yesterday I played chess on 

my computer for four hours straight.” 

There was a knowing murmur in the room. 

“Being single doesn’t make it any easier.  I go out on dates, but when the guy 

finds out I’m out of work, I don’t hear from him again.” 

She sat down. 

“Who else?” 

Someone else I hadn’t met raised his hand and stood up.  “All I really want to 

share is that I love you guys and you keep me believing I can begin again.” 

Everyone cheered and he sat down. 

“Who else?” 
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Albert pointed in my direction.  “Why don’t you ask him?” 

“Ah.  A new beginner has joined us, of course.  What is your name please?” 

I told her my name. 

 “Please share with us.” 

The microphone was passed over to me.  

I said I’d been fired.  I said I’d been out of work for over two months, that I’d 

liked my job and had felt lost without it.  I pointed out that my girlfriend had left me and 

I’d been sad about that.  I’d been trying to get her to come back, but she wasn’t returning 

my calls.  

“Speak to enough people in our circle of beginners David, and you’ll find that 

many have known the pains of being fired.” 

There was a knowing murmur all around.  

 “So let me ask you David.  Have you forgiven yourself for being fired?” 

 I said yes and everyone cheered. 

“Have you accepted the reason why you were fired?” 

 I said I had and everyone cheered 

 “Have you taken some time for yourself to relax?” 

 I said I was normally pretty relaxed and as far as I knew, I didn’t need extra time 

to do it. Everyone cheered. 

 “Have you made a plan of action for yourself?” 

 I said my plan was to get my job back and convince Chloe to come back to me.  
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Everyone shouted, “You can do it!” 

 “Have you developed long-term goals?” 

 I said my only long-term goal was getting Chloe back. 

 Everyone cheered. 

 “Do you believe you can overcome the challenges you face?” 

 I said whether I did or whether I didn’t wasn’t going to change anything. 

 Everyone roared. 

 “Have you made peace with the ones you can’t?” 

 I said whether I did or whether I didn’t, things were going to turn out all the same. 

 Everyone laughed and applauded and stomped their feet.   

 “Do you, friend David, believe that a person can go back to the beginning, and 

start life all over again.” 

 I told her no, that of all the things I was sure weren’t true, that was definitely one 

of them.  

 There was an encouraging roar of “C’mon!” “Don’t let it get you down!” “Buck 

up little buddy, you can do it!” 

 Albert shouted, “Ask him about why he was fired Eileen.” 

 She looked from him to me smiling, “Forgive our new beginner Albert. He can be 

a little bit brusk.  Do you care to share that with us too David? I know sometimes it can 

be embarrassing to talk about the reason why one is fired from his or her position.” 

 I said the last thing I felt about it was embarrassment.   
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 “Well good then, because here, in our circle of new beginners, what we’ve 

discovered is that most people think the reason they were fired from a job is unique to 

them.  When the reality is, we all share in these reasons.  I’ve yet to come across a person 

who got fired for something that wasn’t the reason hundreds of other people I met got 

fired as well.  You see David: the truth is, we’re all not as unique as we might think.  We 

get socialized into thinking that we’re all individuals, that we are completely different 

from each other, and apart, and while it’s true there are nuances to each and every one of 

us, we can’t escape the fact that everything is a pattern.  That everything is universal. We 

are all in this together.” 

 Everyone applauded.  

 When the clapping died down I shrugged and said it was all the same to me. 

 “Then tell us: why you were fired?  

 “I’m dying and have a few weeks left to live.” 

 The room went silent.   

 Eileen had a frozen smile on her face.  It seemed like forever until she finally said, 

“Well!  That certainly is unique. And why. . .You want to get a job then do you?” 

 I said yes. That’s why I’m here. 

 “Life and death, David. . .these are serious things.  Quite serious. Much more so 

than getting a job. Don’t you think?” 

 I said they meant as much to me now as they ever had, and my wanting to work 

didn’t mean it was any more, or any less. 
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 “But wouldn’t you rather. . .spend your final days with your family? Instead of 

co-workers at work?” 

 “No.” 

She seemed flustered.  She gripped the sides of the podium.  She said it was one 

thing to enjoy working, and it was another thing to take it too far. That a job was a job. 

Everyone knew that.  That life and death were something bigger, and when one knocks 

on the door a man has to listen.  I said I’d been listening my whole life and I didn’t need a 

knock on the door to tell me otherwise.   

 There was a disapproving murmur through the crowd.  People shifted in their 

chairs.  Several were visibly upset, their faces red, their eyes popping open.  A few of 

them looked like they were about to jump out of their seats. Eileen said I think you better 

leave so I did.  

 I paused on my way out the door to take a glazed doughnut and when the smell of 

sugar hit my nose, I was glad for it, even though I was angry and I felt dizzy and was 

having a hard time seeing straight.  Then I did something I hadn’t done in some time.  I 

called Chloe. She didn’t pick up, and I didn’t leave a message.  

On my way out the door the stairs went double and I suddenly had the sensation 

that I was falling.  I stopped and it went away and I figured that was that and took a bite 

of the doughtnut.  I started down the stairs and the sensation hit me again and I reached 

for the guardrail not realizing I was already airborne and that was when my head hit the  

 (—)
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 As hospitals go the one they’d put me in to die wasn’t all that bad.  I had three 

meals a day and the food was pretty good and on the days when I couldn’t keep it down 

or the dizziness took over or everything lost its meaning and I couldn’t understand what 

anyone was saying or the headaches overwhelmed me to the point where I’d curl up into 

a ball and cry into the sheets like a child, the nurses would come in and bring me ice 

chips or turn on the TV to get me distracted, or play cards with me after they’d shot me 

up with morphine, and I was grateful for all they’d done.  Sometimes they brought in a 

Danish because I’d been there for over a week now and they’d gotten to know a little bit 

about who I was then. I liked them all well enough and told the supervising doctor as 

much and he said he was glad for it because good staff is hard to find.  We spoke about 

that and I shared what I recalled from my time working with a staff. I told him stories 
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about the way of things in an office that I could remember. About the things that I 

missed. The way people gesture to each other.  Talk to each other or don’t depending on 

the context, which can be tough to figure out sometimes, just try taking an elevator up 

and down with the same people for ten years and he laughed and conceded the point.  I 

told him I appreciated the fact that it wasn’t so straightforward and that you just had to do 

your best with people because they were doing their best too.  That if you think about it, 

we’re not as complex as we sometimes think ourselves to be.  That in a way, it’s all so 

simple that we make it complex because it’s just too simple to realize it’s that way. 

 At the end of the first week they brought a psychiatrist in to talk to me.  They said 

they’d been concerned with my decision not to take anyone’s calls or to refuse to see my 

mother when she’d arrived at the hospital the day before and tried to see me.  They said 

they were concerned I was in denial and that I would die without having a chance to have 

some peace of mind around the things that were still unresolved for me. I told them they 

could bring in anyone they wanted but that the last thing I cared about was peace of mind. 

“David,” my doctor said with the psychiatrist standing next to him.  “This is 

Bernie Johnson, a very respected therapist.  He specializes in denial.”  

I didn’t say anything and the man sat by my side and waited for the doctor and the 

nurses to leave. Then he called me by my first name and said he understood that I’d 

refused to talk to or see my friends or my family. I said that wasn’t entirely true, that I’d 

been hoping to hear from my girlfriend but she wasn’t returning my calls. He said he 

understood that I’d been hiding my condition all along and that it was a common 
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response to these sorts of things.  I said that I hadn’t been hiding anything and common 

or not, it was all the same to me whether I had a condition or not and that all I wanted 

was to be left alone. He asked me why I hadn’t told anyone I was dying.  I said it hadn’t 

occurred to me at the time.  He asked me to tell the truth and I told him I was telling the 

truth.  He got agitated and said let’s be grown men about this and talk this thing through 

and I said we were talking it through and if he didn’t like my answers he was free to go 

talk to somebody else.  He said don’t I think I should take a moment to let in my friends 

and family so I could be comforted now. So I could appreciate my life before the end. 

“No.” 

“So you’re just going to give up!” he cried.  “You’re not even going to try?  Even 

if you only have weeks left or days, even a few precious hours, shouldn’t that be enough 

to start appreciating your life and taking it for all it’s worth?” 

I said I’d already been doing that all along. 

He told me if that was my opinion I was entitled to it, but in his professional view 

I wasn’t handling this right.  He told me he didn’t know how I had lived my life but that 

it was clear I had lost my way.  I didn’t understand what I was going through, he said. I 

hadn’t come to terms with what it meant.  Dying is not a reason for solitude, or for 

resignation or for escape.  Dying is what happens when you look at your life, and it 

means something.  

I told him it meant as much to me now as it ever did. 

 After he left I didn’t see him again and the nurses and I settled back in to our 
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routine, and I was glad for it, and we played cards for as long as I was able to manage it, 

which was only a few more days. 

In the mornings I would yearn for Chloe. For her kiss. For her touch. For the 

times she used to jump into my arms at the front door.  I’d look at my deflated arms 

which had shrunk into the bones and I thought about the time when they were strong 

enough to catch her and hold on.  I was happy for that.  To have had that.  It seemed so 

unreal to me now, as if it had all been a dream.  I wanted to call her and tell her about it 

but she hadn’t returned my call after they’d made the decision to keep me in hospital until 

I was dead and so I figured that was the way of things and that was just how it was going 

to be. 

 In the afternoons I would writhe with pain and cry into my pillow until they gave 

me morphine, and then I would drift off thinking about Michael and the times when we 

were kids and how we were best friends from high school into college and the years 

before his death. I’d think about the road trip we took together with Michael in the 

driver’s seat, a cigarette in the corner of his mouth and his blond hair flying around and 

around as he bounced to the beat of The Doors’ “Roadhouse Blues.”  

Yeah keep your eyes on the road, your hands upon the wheel. 

Barreling down the highway through the ponderosa plateaus and carved 

amphitheaters shooting past us, with their corrugated peaks and disfigured hilltops, the 

muscular ridges flexing from the ground, round and hard, smothered by veins of 

chocolate red dust, and the speedometer needle pushing 100 and the highway rippling in 
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a creamy amber light beneath a rising bubbled sun, a scribble of birds drifting across the 

sky the only sign of life for miles.  

Yeah, we’re goin’ to the Roadhouse / We’re gonna have a real / Good time. 

 “Dude!  Where are we!” Michael shouting over the music bouncing up and 

down. 

 “I don’t know!” I said turning our AAA map this way, then that, then all the way 

around.  

 “But where!” 

 “Aw man!” 

 “Dude!” bouncing to the beat and snapping his fingers.  “Where’s my navigator!  

Where’s my map man!  Where’s my guiding light!” 

 And I would laugh over the music finally tossing the map into the back seat.  “Oh 

fuck it who cares.  Punch it brother man!” 

 “Wooooooooooooooha!” 

Past the fractured landscape of scarred canyons and stark, barren ridges shooting 

out of the ground in corrugated branches of sandstone and granite, stretching out before 

us, all the way to the horizon, because this was America, to us, in the dust and the heat, in 

the way we made it our own through that maze of canyons and cliffs and disfigured 

hilltops, as men. As brothers.  

Well I woke up this morning, I got myself a beer. 

Well I woke up this morning, and I got myself a beer. 



 

 
 

171 

The future’s uncertain, and the end is always near. 

We’d come over a crest in the road and the landscape mutated into a huge valley 

of rich chocolate red hilltops and dunes.   

“Dude!  This is awesome!  Stop the car!” 

He pulled over.  Killed the engine.  We got out of the car looking around.  He 

gave me a devilish grin, then started running.   

“Wait for me!”  

We ran off the side of the road where the terrain immediately rose up before us 

into big rolling sandy hills.  We ran towards the nearest steepest hill, the sand crumbling 

beneath our feet like powder it was so soft and fresh.  Scrambling to the top on our hands 

and feet like two gorillas.   

The entire valley stretched out before us, wide and undulating and beautiful, with 

the sky a deep sapphire indigo blue dotted with the occasional nest of clouds.  

We looked at each other, grinning.   

“One!” 

“Two!” 

“Three!” 

We hurled ourselves down the red sandy slope, sliding on our bellies to the rocky 

floor below, laughing all the way down.  

 I wondered what he would say to me if he could see me here now. What he would 

say about who I’d been. About the way I’d lived my life. About the man I’d become or 
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could’ve been if only I’d done it this way or that, if I’d tried a little harder, I knew I’d 

made mistakes and there was so much more I could’ve been, had wanted to be, but I 

knew, now, deep down in my heart that if he were here, sitting by my bed smoking a 

cigarette and looking at me with that big devilish grin, he wouldn’t say anything, because 

he wouldn’t have to.  And we’d just look at each other knowingly, and smile. 

And on the night the pain was so severe I almost lost consciousness and I hit the 

nurse’s intercom repeatedly before I almost blacked out, after they administered the 

morphine I lay in my bed staring at the wall, and here, alone in my room, with no one 

around me and in the solitude of the night, all I could think about was the night I met 

Chloe, at Amsterdam Billiards in the Upper East Side. I used to go there, to play pool by 

myself and I never talked to anyone and never thought anything of it because there was 

nothing really to say.  She was right next to me, at the next table over playing pool with 

some friends.  Wearing a sleeveless purple dress threaded with gold that occasionally 

vanished in the purple light, leaving only a gold outline behind until she stepped forward 

and filled it again.  Her curly blond hair, cropped close to her neck, falling in swirls next 

to her eyes.  And her eyes. . .even through the thick smoke and purple air, you could still 

see the color of her eyes: blue, like a ballad.  Like the sea.     

She looked up, our eyes met and automatically looking away, too nervous to hold 

her gaze, then looking back again, too excited not to.  This time she looked away.  

Feeling embarrassed, toying with my drink, stirring ice into circles. Not hearing a single 

word the waitress said when she asked if I wanted another drink. Because by this time 
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she’d scratched while trying to hit in a stripe and was laughing.  It wasn’t until she looked 

my way again that something became suddenly obvious: me sitting there, staring.  

Blushing hard, glancing away, then looking back at her I froze.  

 She smiled.  

And before I knew what was happening she approached me from her pool table.  

She started making fun of herself, laughing about how terrible she was at pool, about her 

abject shooting skills and how she can’t even hit a ball in, let alone the one she wanted 

and I said something like it didn’t mean anything because in the end it was all the same 

with my heart pounding in my throat and the drink in my hand suddenly vibrating, 

slippery now with sweat.  Then I said something both reassuring and ridiculous, like how 

the game was too hard, and how there are too many angles involved, and who in the 

world could win at a game with so many angles, and the geometry, yes, there was 

geometry which was unfair if you think about it, because how could anyone be good at 

such a game who wasn’t a math person, which was not to say she wasn’t a math person, 

I’d never meant to say that, I was talking about myself, I’d never done well in math and I 

was sure that she had done just fine and she laughed which made me feel relieved, so I 

laughed as well, and that made it okay.   

I invited her to sit down and we started to talk about those things two people talk 

about who have never met before, who want to meet, who are looking for something to 

meet about.  

Why are you here.  Where are you going.  Where have you been.  
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I started playing with my glass, my hands desperate for something to do.  I got so 

nervous that I almost knocked it over and quickly grabbed the glass and turned it upright, 

but some of the liquor trickled over and fell onto my shirt.  I kept talking, pretending it 

didn’t happen.  And so did she.  We talked some more, and she eased forward in her 

chair, leaning her elbow on the table and resting her chin on the palm of her hand—trying 

to look elegant, she would later confess.  She wasn’t paying attention though, she put her 

elbow on the very edge of the table.  It suddenly slipped off with surprising force, as if it 

was trying to get her attention, as if to say check out this thing on the floor down here, I 

promise that you will be amazed.  She quickly brought her elbow back to the table, 

pretending it didn’t happen.  And so did I.   

And for who knows how long we’ve been gushing like this, like ten year-olds 

staring up at the sky and I’m marveling at her, at all of her, at everything she’s saying and 

the way she says it.  At the dancing light in her sea blue eyes, and the tiny freckles 

painting the edge of her dappled nose.  It’s been thirty or forty minutes now, who’s 

counting anyway, and now we’re getting more comfortable and we’ve touched each 

other’s arms a few times, like when two strangers connect about something and one of 

you quickly exclaims, “Me too!” about it, and being so excited grabs the other’s elbow, 

suddenly disarmed.  I’m starting to think about things now, about how to ask for her 

number, about what I can do to not lose her and then her friends come over and they want 

her to leave, they’re going to some dance club across town called the Palace.  She says 

something to them and pauses, then turns to me and says she has to go.  But she surprises 



 

 
 

175 

me by asking if I’d like to join her and go with them.  I hesitate, looking into her eyes, 

suddenly feeling the risk, the vulnerability of being out there with her.  I say I can’t, not 

because I really can’t but because in the five seconds since she’s asked me and I’ve 

responded by shrugging and saying it doesn’t really matter to me, I’ve already decided to 

not take this any further, to not be disillusioned later on, to stop while I’m ahead and still 

feeling a little less alone than I did before she showed up in my life.  She looks 

disappointed, and now I know I’ve screwed it up.  But right before she goes, after giving 

her my phone number and knowing she won’t call me now, she does something so 

surprising and sudden that it paralyzes me in my seat:  

She leans forward, and kisses me, so lightly, so fast it’s almost not even a kiss, but 

more like a whisper.  A mist of water.  A flash of light.   

And in that brief second, just as I’m savoring the taste of her mouth against mine 

she pulls away.  I open my eyes and watch as her friends are hurrying her out of the bar.  

I’m gasping.  And I can still taste her lips on mine when the realization finally hits me:  

She’s gone. 

I pay the tab and go outside.  She’s nowhere in sight but I know where she’s 

going. I take the subway down to the Village, pacing back and forth from one end of the 

car to the other like   a crazy person.  When we get to East 14th I practically knock a guy 

over pushing my way through the turnstile up the stairs into the street and across the 

avenue, where eventually, I find the club, where twenty-something’s dressed up in 

fluorescent blues, spandex and teddy-bear backpacks are abandoning their cars and their 
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inhibitions. I’m crazy, I know that what happened twenty minutes ago was just a blip, a 

random moment in two lives that were never meant to meet again.  I don’t care about 

rejection.  I just don’t want to be rejected by her.

And I don’t exactly find her, I practically bowl her over.  She was right in front of 

me, sipping a drink and laughing about something when I almost walk into her from 

behind, and her friends have already spotted me and can’t believe I’m here.  And she 

turns around and I frantically scan her face, trying to decode the message that usually 

reads like an index to a moment as crazy as this.  She looks shocked, she can’t believe it. 

. .then a smile suddenly rises from her lips and breaks into two in her eyes.  Her friends 

start to giggle, and I think I’m starting to blush.  And I don’t know why, I don’t know 

how I ever got this lucky, but before I can explain why I followed her here she’s already 

pulling me over to a corner of the room, shaking her head in disbelief, and leaning in.  

The smell of lipstick, alcohol and perfume drifts into me like the thick oily background of 

a painting.  And we kiss, and I can’t believe this is happening.  And we kiss and she’s 

leaning in.  And I wonder what’s happening and then I guess, because then she’s leaning 

in.  And she pulls me over and let me explain, and then she’s leaning in, and the smell of 

her lipstick is melting into the smell she left on my mouth just twenty minutes ago.  And 

somehow she’s leaning in, and we kiss without saying a word.  And after awhile I tell her 

that she’s amazing, and I say what is your name and call me, and she’s calling me in and 

lean into me, and what is your name you’re amazing, and the staccato is building in the 

background, a cheap techno music for a cheap one-night stand, and I want her to know 
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that that’s not why I followed her here, that’s not what I’m about.  That’s not the 

soundtrack to who I am. 

Maybe, if I’d been a better man, or said the right things or done something 

differently, maybe she’d be here with me, by my side.  If I’d been a better man, or a 

better brother or a son. If I’d done something, said something, to change things.  Maybe I 

could have said the kind of things to my father when he was alive that I so desperately 

want to say now that he is not.  Maybe if I invited them all to be here, now, with me, 

there would be something about it that would feel sacred, and worthwhile. But then 

again, maybe in the end, there’s something more profound to it than that.  I realized in 

that moment, of my family, and of Chloe and of all the friends whom I have been so 

fortunate to have in my life, that there was nothing I’d want them to say to me, nothing 

I’d want to hear from them.  Not now.  Because never before had I felt their imprint on 

my life as I did in this moment, and within that moment, I could feel them, everywhere, 

telling me how they feel, all around me and through me, so much that I felt like I was 

going to burst.  I could hear them coming to me, out of the deep unknown like a song into 

my room, so many sounds that it overwhelms me.  In that moment, I knew that I would 

be okay.  As I listened to the sounds rising towards me. . .I knew that I would be okay.  

Far off into the void, deep within the solitude I could hear the rising of a thousand 

sounds, the sound of a shore at daybreak, of buses and streams and subways, of birds and 

beepers and rainstorms, of computers and waterfalls and fax machines, of hello’s and 

how are you’s and good-bye’s, of Chloe’s kiss, of my father’s laughter, of my brother’s 



 

 
 

178 

song and of every friend or colleague greeted along the way: the sounds of a world I had 

come to love, a world I knew had been a part of me and a part of every fiber of my being 

for every day of my life.  And there, amidst the fibers, amidst the loss and the joy and the 

trauma, amidst all the hopes, dreams and desires and amidst everything that had ever 

made me who I am—there I found a solitude, a stillness, a quiet from which I could 

finally hear the voices of companions who had once left me but all of whom I had never 

truly lost.  For I could hear them everywhere, rising out of everything around me, out of 

the person I was or had ever tried to be for every day of my life. Rising from the life I had 

led because of their own, and all the others they had touched along the way.    

I could hear them everywhere, springing from amidst the solitude, into a world 

they would be a part of forever because of the world each life creates, all of them shared 

and connected, none of them led alone.  And now as I listen to them call out to me, a 

comfort so pure it’s overwhelming, and I breathe a final breath to join them. . . . . . .and 

smile. 
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