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CHAPTER ONE

 


Although the following narrative strongly
advocates circumvention of gainful employment’s restrictions,
getting away with as much as possible while being reimbursed, I’m a
law-abiding citizen and proud of it—for nearly two decades a fully
documented homeowner, employed first by a corporate law firm and
presently by a pharmaceutical advertising agency, both with
multiple branches worldwide. My record’s spotless—according to
official documentation I’m a model American, who’d never dream of
hoodwinking my employer at every opportunity. I’m climbing the
corporate ladder, all right—aping the part of unquestioningly
obedient minion, careful to never remotely hint at harboring
subversive sentiments, the better to maximize goof-off time. I take
pride in how brazenly I lie to upper management, declare I feel
privileged to be part of “the team,” during the annual review—the
trick’s to play the angles without enabling anyone to measure
them—the more I’m paid to amuse myself, treat myself to
off-the-books recreation, without administration suspecting the
more fulfilled I feel. Over 50% of scheduled time’s downtime and my
sole goal’s to obtain more.

I’ll cut to the chase: it’s minutes before
midnight on a worknight, Tuesday about to be Wednesday, in late
July in Manhattan and I’m under my building’s awning at 1st Avenue
and 85th Street with Akila. Akila’s Egyptian, we met on San Juan’s
Condado beach in the rock-sheltered pool at El Presby during
incoming tide on her last full day of vacation seventeen days ago.
She was running her hands up and down her thighs and midriff,
stroking her shoulders and neck—lifting her chin and circling her
head, swishing her hair—while on her knees in the rippling shallows
near the emerald crescent of eelgrass, intermittingly easing
herself backwards onto her elbows on the fine-grained sand,
splashing with her feet. I was standing close-by, admiring her from
the corner of my eye (not wishing to intrude, turn her
self-conscious, via direct staring) as multicolored reef fish,
their sides flashing in the clear water, ticklingly nipped me from
ankles to knees for reasons unknown. Akila was a perfect picture of
enrapturement with the sea’s elemental majesty, delightedly
watching the waves shatter upon hitting the rocks. As a stronger
set of waves smashed into the rocks in rapid succession, spraying
titillating mist, she greeted the mist with outspread arms, a
sky-wide smile, lilting laughter, more swishing of hair—a woman
after my heart indeed.

Suddenly I’m aware Akila’s aware I’m admiring
her—although seeking to veil my gaze, limit admiration to
peripheral vision, I’ve betrayed myself: attractional tension’s
tough to conceal, as nature’s obviously intended. She rises to her
feet, raises sunglasses to hairline, turns to face me with the
kindest of smiles—sweet as her eyes are, there’s more than a trace
of insistence in them, the tone of her stance, positioning of
shoulders, thrust of her chest—she’s expecting me to face her in
turn and I can neither hide nor wish to—subsurface communication,
mutual transparency in the electric realms of the nerves, where
desire clearly announces itself, often happens miraculously fast.
The soft litheness of Akila’s body—trusting unselfishness of her
body—is already whipping buoyant excitement through my blood—I’m
turning to her as if a disembodied spirit’s slipped under my skin,
appropriated my will. And at the moment I turn to her, I swear, a
gust whips her hair across her eyes, flings her sunglasses into the
water—I’m alongside her in seconds, assisting her in retrieving
them—as the pool’s minimally agitated for the most part, the tide
only beginning to circle wavelets around the rocks, spray mist over
them, her sunglasses readily stand out against the sand—soon I’m
handing them to her and she’s thanking me—I’m saying something
along the lines of, “Happy to help, I almost lost mine a couple
days ago—I always assumed they’d float until a wave tore them off
my face and they started sinking—I was lucky to grab them before
they were gone—they’re prescription progressives, would’ve been a
pain to replace—I’m glad you haven’t lost yours.” An exchange of
names and playful banter follows—I’m relishing Akila’s immaculate
contours, energy and intelligence, the while—she’s likewise looking
me up and down favorably—flushing with encouragement, happy light:
what a gift! Our conversation doesn’t flag for an instant, flows as
freely as the waves beyond the rocks—there’s no trace of
wondering-what-to-say-next—emotion’s attaching itself to words,
sweeping us along, and I’ve seldom felt as elated. Akila’s wild and
unafraid to be so.

Akila and I lifted fun to incandescent
heights, first thrilling to the tide’s advance, increasing churn of
the pool, smash of waves on the rocks—quickly comfortable enough to
willfully be silly—indulge in splash-wars, games of tag, gleefully
shouting—thereafter feasting on fish tacos at La Cueva del Mar,
dancing ourselves euphoric on La Placita’s dance floors spilling
onto the sidewalk under the stars, frolicking in La Ventana al Mar
Park’s fountain-jets at dawn’s approach; and the following
day—technically the same day, after a couple hours sleep at
best—wandering among tree ferns and flamboyants in my “private
forest” (A rainforest made accessible by RV enthusiasts, of all
people, who create paths without overdoing it, and I’ve never seen
anyone else there—I’ve a knack for happening upon unfrequented
spectacular places.) ten minutes south of Guaynabo; then we’re in
Condado again and I’m showing Akila how to catch waves with a
boogieboard—she’s soon riding the board in the up dog yoga posture,
skillfully steering—wondering why she’s never done it before; then
we’re in the rock-sheltered pool where we met, splashing and
laughing and yelling, until she needs to catch her flight, when I
drive her to the airport, where we’re kissing outside the departure
terminal up to the last second, sunset blazing, and she tells me
she’ll be in New York once her schedule allows. So here we are: she
arrived from Cairo mid-afternoon—obtained the key to my place from
the doorman, caught up on sleep while I was at work—we ordered out
for dinner, ate amidst much exchange of additional personal
details, thirsting for more—she became curious concerning my
terrace, its greenery partially visible through the slats of the
shades—I informed her it was a sunrise surprise, entry temporarily
forbidden, which led to more spirited teasing, featuring a pillow
fight—late night arrived in a flash.

Akila and I are intent upon having the time
of our lives tonight, building upon Puerto Rico, and I couldn’t be
more unconcerned that I’m expected at work at noon—am eager to stay
up until dawn and beyond with my darling, confident I’ll be buoyed
by adrenaline at the office, regardless of how sleep-deprived. I’ve
carved out a cushy niche for myself in the advertising world—a set
of specialized online database duties, readily executed
robot-fashion, that permit me to be lost in distant thoughts,
indulge in unlimited daydreaming, even be outright dazed, the
while. My duties are as essential to the completion of projects (I
add information in the final stage of production, am often the
person who clicks through the sequence that submits them to
clients.) as they’re mindless, enable me to be a thoroughgoing
slacker while receiving accolades for assignments well done—if I
didn’t have my job I’d doubt it could exist. God bless
compartmentalized service industries that bill clients outrageous
rates: all one need do is master an essential fraction of the
whole, the more specialized and baffling to others the better (If
my job’s Googled less than a dozen results appear, none
instructional.), to be home free—my duties impress management
almost as much as they amuse me. Service industries are tailor-made
for the ambitious, hungry for promotion, and slackers alike, and
I’m proud to count myself among the latter. If promotion were
forced on me I’d flip employers—added income’s insufficient
compensation for added responsibility, intrusion upon attention and
freedom. My aim’s to minimize employment-imposed mental and
emotional clutter, multiply opportunities to pursue worthwhile
experiences while being paid. When contrasted with the thousands of
generations of pre-civilization human activity the notion of
reporting to an office, being on the clock, is as nonsensical as
parasitical. Life’s far too brief to allow oneself to fall for
manufactured morale—circumvention of manipulation’s essential.

Enough about my job: allow me to describe
Akila. She does right by the ancient Egyptian depictions of
women—straight pitch black hair cut slightly above mid-back,
unblemished bronze complexion—slender, flawlessly feline of line,
unflappably posture-perfect—eyes serene, an endless sea in her
gaze. I swear I’ve seen her in the Egyptian wing of the
Metropolitan Museum, along with the other Bastet, Isis, Tefnut, Ra,
and Anubis worshipping beauties. Perchance it’s my fancy at play,
idealistic illusion, but it’s as if Akila’s disposition pre-dates
Christian guilt, has brought pagan affirmation-of-life radiance to
the present, her visage untroubled by modern civilization’s
agitation. But I’m not deluded when I declare Akila’s absolutely
fearless, game for all manner of jubilant recreation, the more
atypical the better, as she more than demonstrated in Puerto Rico.
I’ll add she’s from an affluent family with an estate on the
Mediterranean shore—this detail emerged when she declared she
adores strolling her family’s private beach with nothing on,
getting wet and rolling in the sand. Akila couldn’t be prouder to
be Egyptian.

“Can barely believe I’ll be playing with the
mirror image of an ancient Egyptian mural woman in my town—the
otherworldly’s smiling upon me, wilder than any dream,” I say,
running my eyes from Akila’s feet, snug in black leather sandals,
to her forehead, passing a hand through her hair.

“Can barely believe I’m in your town with a
man who brings out the wildest in me, leading by example,” she
coos, taking my earlobes between forefingers and thumbs, gently
rubbing. “Fun in Puerto Rico’s brought me here, and now…”

“And now I’m spinning back through the
millennia to when Cleo’s Needle was erected,” I cut in. “Your white
linen dress and black eyeliner and gold scarab ring and spangled
anklets and henna-dusted feet, and if you were to turn sideways,
strike the ancient murals profile…”

“Way too easy, surfer man—I’ll never want to
be let off easy,” she laughs, wrapping herself around one of the
awning’s brass support-poles, shimmying to the top, executing an
aerial split. Before I can pull the front of her dress down, keep
her decent, she shoves it down while grasping the pole with one
hand. “Ta-da!” she announces, blowing me a kiss. Instants later
she’s dismounted from the pole—before me with hands on my
shoulders, bouncing up and down on her toes.

“Jesus!” I cry, hugging her. “It’s outside
imagining I’d get to know an ancient-Egyptian-mural woman in the
flesh, and who pole dances to boot. Amazingly athletic pole
dancing, that I wouldn’t have a prayer of doing!”

“Oh, that’s just because I’ve climbed ropes
since a wee little girl, excellent exercise, and I’m flesh, all
right, and don’t think I’m ancient!” she responds, frowning
charmingly—seizing my behind with both hands, squeezing and
kneading—undulating her stomach against me. “Huh?”

“Oh, you’re off the charts fresh as the dawn,
darling, and no mural will ever grab ahold of me, whip through me
like liquid fire, transport me to…”

“But of course I enjoy mimicking the murals,”
she interrupts giggling; then, after she’s indicated she wishes to
be released and I’ve done so and she’s backed away a bit, turned
sideways. “I adore doing mural profiles in the mirror, like so,
seeing how close I can come to the originals—compared to my
birthright fashion magazines are a shoddy derivative joke, I’ll
always honor my ancestry. I’m a daughter of the desert by the
sea—Puerto Rico was a lush variation, especially the rainforest you
took me to, cascades of scarlet flowers in the flamboyants,
fresh-fallen petals carpeting the ground, and the piercing soaring
songs, miraculously from tiny invisible treefrogs, but nothing
compares to home, the vast desert. Not much equals rolling naked
down the dunes fronting our beach, pretending I was raised by
leopards—screaming myself hoarse, getting messed up and sandy—then
leaping into the Mediterranean, swimming until tired and
fired up.”

“You pretend you were raised by leopards? I’m
lost in awe!” I declare, swishing her hair. “In fact, I’m positive
you were raised by leopards—your feline fearlessness,
slinkiness, poise is proof. You have courage to burn and know how
to live, always welcoming fun—we’ve been there.”

“We’ve been there hugely, Perry—you
dream up the most breathtaking cheerful things for us to do,
challenge me in the best way,” Akila smiles, framing my face with
her fingers, tapping my temples. “And speaking of courage, you’re
an insane surfer, heading straight for those spiky rocks on
barreling waves, slipping off the board in the nick of time,
turning sideways to escape being grabbed by the waves and thrust
forwards, slammed against the rocks. You scared me with that at
first, made me cringe, but then I saw it’s routine for you—reading
the waves, extending your ride on them, pumping your board up and
down, exiting instants before serious danger—diving under the
waves, swimming seawards as your board’s tossed around on the
surface. You playfully slapped the water soon as you were safely
past the breaks, laughing like a toddler in a kiddie pool.”

“Sweetheart,” I say, tapping Akila’s temples
in turn, “I was showing off because you were watching—first time
I’ve been that confident in the face of those rocks, your gaze
lifted surfing to wilder heights, increased my skill, and the
wave-slapping was gratuitous theater. And you took to
boogieboarding effortlessly—timed the waves like a pro, leapt into
their sweet spot at the perfect moment, rode the sweep ashore—your
elation in the froth was priceless.” I’m thrusting my right leg
between Akila’s legs, wrapping it about her left—she’s nibbling my
left ear.

“Whoa!” she exclaims, pitching leftwards,
grasping my shoulders to steady herself. “Slight loss of balance!
Ha!”

“Sorry, Akila—no excuse for clumsiness,
completely my fault!” I’m unwrapping my leg, seizing her waist,
holding her upright.

“Nonsense, Perry—toss me off balance anytime,
since I know you’ll always make sure I’m safe. (She squeezes my
shoulders more insistently, glances at my hands on her waist.)
Been a spoiled brat my whole life, mostly thinking relationships a
joke, but that only frustrated and isolated me. You’ve opened my
eyes—spared me.”

“Akila, it’s you who’ve spared me
from…”

“Not finished, honey!” she breaks in,
two-handedly reaching up my untucked shirt—lightly
squeezing-teasing my nipples, pressing her belly to mine.
“Otherworldly what you showed me in Puerto Rico, nonstop feast of
unsuspected places—dancing to salsa bands in the streets, getting
tipsy on the beer in the gold cans, buying quenepas from the vendor
with the candlelit dancing dolls and metal music in the highway
underpass where the multicolored tropical imagery murals
were—getting sticky with quenepa juice, streaming from fingers to
elbows, rinsing off the stickiness in the decorative pool at the
condo building when the guard wasn’t looking, the pool’s white
rocks glowing in underwater floodlights (That sequence alone’s as
if torn from a dream!)—kissing like crazy later under the ancient
gnarled tree smothered in vines in the square with the unreal
ghostly amber light where wild chickens were, roosters
crowing—playing in the fountain, on pitch black granite, by the
beach at sunup, yanking the plastic barrier to the walkway
aside—you were kicking it and yelling and I was laughing so hard my
tummy ached; then we’re on the walkway fronting the sea—waves
slamming into the monster rocks, spraying us steady as rain—you
climbing over the railing, finding the big snails on the rocks at
waterline that were as iridescent, when you flipped them upside
down, as pearls—our time in Puerto Rico was as whirlwind as
impossible to forget—a normalcy annihilating hallucinogenic
blur.”

“Puerto Rico’s perpetually hallucinogenic but
you sped it up, flipped it into an extra vivid waking dream, same
as you’re doing on this street where I’ve lived since 1999. My
block’s never been so electric, as if the expansiveness of the
sky’s being yanked to earth—the distance between here and York
Avenue is deliciously indistinct, falling away. Sweetheart, you’re
making me fall doubly in love with my neighborhood and my town and
we’ll blur time together again for sure. I’m on vacation without
traveling, because of you—we overcome boundaries together and every
day you’re here will be a trip to an otherworldly place.”

“Perry, I want to live boundaryless and
dynamically enough to be worthy of the Field of Reeds, transition
from earthly life to the afterlife—death’s a door on bliss that
needs to be blessed by my Gods and they’ll judge me according to
how uninhibited I’ve been, whether I’ve valued abandon over
constraint, avoided poisonous halfway emotions, and being with you
makes it easy. I’ve never crossed the earth for anyone or imagined
I
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