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The Office of Desire

Whenever I’m alone with you,
You make me feel like I am home again…
You make me feel like I am whole again.

—The Cure, “Lovesong”
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CAROLINE
Brice once said that if you understood our office, you understood the world. I thought that was extreme, the sort of thing you’d expect from a guy who’d show up some mornings and say, “My mother was drinking my blood again last night.” But now that our office is gone I see things differently. I might even agree with him, on certain evenings when my leg aches and the howlers are going at it and I can’t for the life of me settle back to sleep.
At the height of his raving—that is, after things had gone south with Jesse—Brice said our office was a hive of greed and lust and tenderness, held aloft by (“Who’s that guy that holds up the world? Ajax?”) the twin arms of pain and power.
See what I mean? Too much. The sort of thing I used to think driving home from a sad movie or when I was alone at a football game and everyone but me seemed to have friends. But that was Brice. I miss him. I miss everyone, but especially Brice.
Now that I’m in another life. Another country.
There were three employees: Alicia the nurse, Brice the money guy and manager, and me, Caroline, the “über-receptionist,” as the doctors always called me. Brice referred to us as the office ABCs. It was unusual for a busy two-doctor internal medicine practice to have only three employees, but since we sent our claim tickets to a billing service for collections and used the hospital lab for most of our testing, three employees in our office were plenty. We worked together, and each of us was flexible. I answered the phones and set up referrals and did scheduling, and Alicia took the patients to the exam rooms and phoned patients back to answer questions, while Brice did payroll and dealt with insurance preauthorizations and problems and filled in whenever Alicia or I needed help.
We were happy. I remember back in ’97 when I flew to Atlanta for my high school boyfriend’s wedding. Alicia and Brice thought I was crazy. “She thinks he’s going to look up the aisle and say, ‘Caroline, is it really you? Let’s run away,’” Alicia said.
“Maybe she’s planning to go with them on their honeymoon,” Brice said, “hand in hand in hand.”
Our office was a frame one-story across the street from the Midburg Mall. A converted house near a mall in a medium-size Ohio city—you can’t get more ordinary than that. Brice used to say that General Foods should test-screen their products in our waiting room. One of our elderly patients remembered when the place was a sixties ranch house (the basement still had that rectangle), before the homeowners improved it by adding a family room that jutted into the backyard. Zoning changed when the mall was built, and the house was snapped up by a dentist, who shelled out the place and reconfigured it with a lobby and a staff area and exam rooms, tacking on a second addition (an X-ray suite) in the front. In a satellite photo, our office building would have looked like a capital T. The upper bar of the T, perpendicular to the road, held the exam rooms, while the stem of the T contained the lobby and the business office. Patients walked from the parking lot in back around to the front door.
When our docs bought the place they added doors to the exam rooms (dental offices don’t need them), changed part of the X-ray suite into Dr. Strub’s private office (Dr. Markowitz took the former dentist’s office, in the back), split the crown and root canal room into an exam room, break room, and bathroom, put in dusk blue industrial carpeting, and repainted the mint green walls cream. Dr. Strub’s then-wife picked out the lobby furniture and art. The chairs were upholstered in floral prints and the paintings were fuzzy gardens and bright seascapes. Around Christmas, because of the mall traffic, you couldn’t turn left out of our parking lot, but our patients knew to turn right and circle the block. We were worth the trouble, they said.
A few years ago, the only disagreement between staff and bosses was what we thought of our basement, where we kept our records. Alicia and Brice and I said the basement was damp and horrible—a Night of the Living Dead basement, as Brice put it. The docs said, What are you talking about? We put in that portable dehumidifier and it’s fine. Of course, they didn’t have to go down there. At the bottom of the steps the metal cabinets that held the charts sat on a remnant of the dusk blue carpet from upstairs, which masked the gray-painted cement floor. On this side of the basement, there was wood paneling on the walls. The far side of the basement was unfinished and not closed off, so that you looked straight from chart racks into dimness. Its only decoration was a white pegboard hung with an assortment of tools: a hammer, a wrench, a pair of pliers, and, most impressively, a wicked-looking ax with a huge handle, the implement Brice used two or three times each winter to chip ice off our back entrance steps, because our roof dumped water directly on the landing, and salt alone didn’t work. Brice spent his last days in the unfinished part of this basement, although none of us knew it at the time.
“Do you think I’m a normal person, Caroline?” Brice asked me once a few years before, something plaintive in his voice. I studied him in surprise. He was attractive, slight, with thick dark curly hair, blue eyes, and pale, lightly freckled skin. An Irish look, I thought. Skin that was sensitive to sunburn and rashes.
It was lunchtime, and we were sitting in the linoleum-floored break room eating sandwiches we’d packed from home. Alicia wasn’t with us that day, probably because she had some son-of-hers business going on (teacher conference, orthodontist visit). For some reason Brice and I were were talking about how the docs always said “healthy” instead of “normal.” A priest might call someone normal, or a psychiatrist, but not our Drs. Markowitz and Strub.
“As normal as I am,” I said, whacking my fake leg (I lost the real one to cancer at age seventeen) against the table leg, because both of us were unattached (although he had his mother) and work-obsessed and what some people might refer to as odd. I spent my free time reading books and hanging out with whatever boyfriend I had at the moment; Brice spent his watching movies.
Brice said, “Well, that makes me feel better.”
My leg isn’t wooden, by the way. Modern prostheses aren’t. It’s made of metal and plastic and has a heft to it, like a real leg. It could hurt you.
I’m not much of an observer. I see the big picture, sure—life, death, survival—but, other than the physical characteristics of certain men (Evan, for example, I can still describe down to his toenails), I miss a lot of detail. There are things about other people of which I am totally unaware. I was astonished, for example, when Alicia said that she was worried about the sort of weird philosophers her son was reading for the debate team. You’re afraid of ideas? I thought. You’re afraid of what Jesse reads? But of course she was, and maybe rightly as it turned out.
I remember the first shipment we got of individually wrapped alcohol pads that were clearly generic, that said ALCOHOL PAD in big black letters. It was the winter of 2002–2003, just after Dr. Strub’s divorce became final, when he was spending a spooky amount of time in the office, staying late at his desk to eat Chinese delivery food straight from the carton. It was when all of a sudden everyone in the government was talking about Saddam Hussein and Iraq and UN weapons inspectors, a time when normally Dr. Markowitz would be reminding Dr. Strub about the foolishness of rash action and the inconvenient but essential value of free speech, when Dr. Strub would be railing about 9/11 and American values and his villainess of choice, Hillary Clinton. That winter, though, Dr. Markowitz trod gently, about politics and everything else—he didn’t have the heart, he told me, to torment his partner with Bushisms.
A lot happened in the news, actually, in the time our office fell apart. There was the Iraq invasion (“At least that’s over,” I remember Dr. Markowitz saying the day after the TV showed people knocking down Saddam Hussein’s statue); there were photos of cheerful young women who resembled the daughters of our patients pointing at naked Iraqi men in Abu Ghraib prison; there were—for philosophical reasons, apparently—planes and trains and buses blown up in Russia and Spain and (of course) Israel; there was John Kerry running against George Bush for the presidency. A lot went on, but I’m not sure we even noticed it. Our own traumas were too big to let the world’s traumas in. In that way, I suppose, we were lucky. Oblivion could be a sort of blessing.
“Cost savings thirty-five cents per hundred,” Brice said cheerfully that winter, flicking an alcohol pad packet across my desk, while Alicia, behind me, made a comment about generic beer getting her as drunk as Bud. “Is that enough to care about?” I said to Brice, and Brice said, “But of course!” in his airy, John Malkovich–inspired way. Not long after this, Brice unpacked a new batch of envelopes I was supposed to stamp with the return address myself—a ridiculous waste of time, but Brice said Dr. Strub insisted that this way was fifty-five percent cheaper. It was also about this time that I noticed Dr. Strub saying Alicia’s name in a new way: A-leee-sha, as if he wanted the name in his mouth as long as possible. And Alicia had started showing up with her hair loose instead of in a ponytail, wearing white uniform dresses and white nylons instead of scrubs, with a new pair of shoes that had a Mary Jane strap. Then Dr. Markowitz was standing at the entrance to the staff area staring into space, before striding quickly toward Brice’s office. “Have you noticed Will and Alicia?” I heard him say as he shut the door.
“She’s such a slut!” Brice said later that day about Alicia. He sounded anguished. “That’s what kills me: I never thought she could be such a slut.” I was surprised, because it was almost as if Alicia had betrayed him, when for years he’d talked about his friend Iris with whom he went to movies and flea markets, referring to her at times as “my girlfriend,” although she looked like one of those Louise Brooks lesbians to me.
Was it paradise, that office? It wouldn’t have looked that way, with the stained trail of carpet leading from the front door into the first chairs of our lobby, and the dent made by the doorknob in the wall in exam room 3. But thinking about the old days there now makes me want to weep. We took turns dealing with scary Mr. Esposito, our patient in waste management whose company’s name kept bobbing up like a dead fish in the local paper. There was never any fighting about who brought back the patients, or whether Brice and I were competent to check a blood pressure (technically, we didn’t have the training for it), or who was wasteful and overexuberant in unwinding the exam table paper. Concordance—there’s a word. We ABCs formed a sort of concordance, and I suppose it’s no surprise that the thing that first discorded us was lust.
 
It must have been the February of that winter. There’d been snow that morning and the day’s patients were arriving in the waiting room in boots and puffy coats. I was alone in the break room finishing my turkey and cheese sandwich, and I knew that Brice was just outside the break room door lying in wait for Alicia.
When patients came into our waiting room, the wall hiding the business office was to their right, and through a sliding window in that wall they could see me. Alicia sat with her back to mine, her desk facing the outside wall. Brice’s office, an old bathroom, jutted out from the wall to Alicia’s left, and his door opened into a vestibule facing the back door, where all of us came in. The break room was on the opposite side of the building, between two exam rooms, so where Brice was standing now was way out of his area.
Alicia burst through the break room door, Brice trailing her. “So, what are you and Dr. Strub up to?” Brice said, stuffing his hands in his pants pockets in a fake casual way as Alicia stopped and dipped quickly to open the small refrigerator, her brown hair fanning her shoulders.
“Up to?” Alicia echoed. Our break room was tiny, smaller even than Brice’s office. We had a round table with three chairs, no windows, and a clock from a pharmaceutical company hanging on the wall. The doctors ate lunch, when they ate it, in their private offices at the ends of the hall.
“Is there a relationship besides a professional one?”
Alicia’s right hand hovered above several yogurts. She frowned, said, “Coffee—I need the energy,” and pulled out a container. “Of course there is,” she said, standing and looking straight at Brice. Brice was short, and they were almost eye to eye. “We’re friends.”
Brice’s gaze went distant; he pursed his lips and nodded like a bobble-head doll.
“Is friendship illegal now?” Alicia asked, snapping off the yogurt’s lid. “For two single people, friendship is forbidden?” She glanced my way and made a bothered face.
Brice said, “This is your job, you know.”
“I’ve been here six years and I’ve never gotten less than a superior evaluation. I’ve gotten a merit raise every year.”
“Why would you want to jeopardize that record?”
They were talking so seriously. They were saying “superior” and “merit” and “jeopardize,” as if our evaluations weren’t tables Dr. Strub had Xeroxed from some management textbook and completed with check marks each January. The three of us always got superiors. Anything different, we would have had to punish Dr. Strub. Anything different, we would have been devastated.
I popped the last piece of sandwich in my mouth, stuffed my garbage in my lunch bag, and stood up to leave. I’d spent seven minutes eating, although I’d declare I’d taken a break for half an hour. Did I ever feel taken advantage of, hurrying back to work on my own time? No, I never did. “I should warn you,” Brice was saying, “Dr. Markowitz came to my office this morning to ask about you and Dr. Strub.”
“So?” Alicia looked at Brice, pulled a plastic spoon out of the pocket of her white dress, and started stirring her yogurt.
“He’s worried it could affect your job performance. I told him it didn’t, but—”
“Jesus Christ.” The plastic spoon that Al was using broke, and she stuck her fingers in the yogurt tub to pull out the pieces.
Brice made a face and looked away. “You’re not going to eat that now, are you?” he said.
“Excuse me?” I said, waving my hand back and forth to part them, but neither seemed to hear me.
“Sure I am,” Alicia said, tossing the shards of spoon dangerously close to Brice and into the trash. She licked her fingers. “I’m hungry.”
Brice gave a little shiver. “I don’t know why I’m talking to you about matters of discretion.”
“Excuse me?” I said again. Alicia and Brice were blocking the door. “Let me out?”
“Oh, is how I eat my yogurt a moral issue?”
All the years Alicia and Brice had worked together, they were fine. They’d laughed hundreds of times about Brice’s $2,000 paper cut (he’d passed out at the sight of his own blood, which led to an ambulance and the ER). They’d psychoanalyzed his nutty mother almost daily, and when he talked on the phone with his worthless plumber (typical of his mother not to deal with this, although she was at home all day), Alicia stood beside Brice and made sure he insisted on a replacement tank, actually grabbing the phone and introducing herself as Brice’s angry sister. Brice brought Alicia Kit Kat bars that he slipped into the top drawer of her desk (he brought me Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups), and every birthday gave Alicia silly earrings (little cows, dangling bikinis, spooky Mayan faces), and called her Our Alluring Alicia to the old-man patients. But all the goodwill between them disappeared with that cup of yogurt. I saw it happen.
“I’m trying to warn you,” Brice said. “I’m trying to be your friend.”
“Friend?” Alicia said. “Is that allowed?”
“Let me out, guys,” I said, pushing my way through.
HAP MARKOWITZ
Dr. Will Strub—my medical partner, my longtime friend—said, “Alicia and I didn’t plan this, Hap.” Will and I had both known Alicia for years. Which one of us hired her? What year? Neither of us remembered. Maybe we did her interview together. A good, fun girl, someone with ambition, someone whose parents and siblings were missing teeth but who saved up to buy herself and her son braces. Someone who had learned not to say “ain’t” or “he don’t.” Once Will had told his patient Ed Kimble, who drove his own hauler, that he should ask her out. Ed never did, and even if he had, I’m sure she would’ve said no. Will underestimated her: she wasn’t going to be interested in some trucker.
She was very attentive to her kid. She came to us from the hospital—took a pay cut—because working in our office she could have every night and weekend free for Jesse. By the time she started working for us she already had him reading online encyclopedias and writing reports for school with titles like “The Tragedy of Our War in Vietnam.” He was nine. Once I remember him after office hours sitting in Caroline’s front-desk chair explaining Bernoulli’s principle—which I probably did learn, once—while his mother stocked the exam rooms. The only times Alicia requested off were days she needed to go talk to some teacher. “How’s Mama Hen?” Will would say. “How’s the baby rooster? He spelling ‘borborygmi’ yet?”
It started back in October, Will told me that February, on one of those blue-sky, orange-leaf days that always show up on wall calendars. He’d finished his charts (“Hap-ster,” he liked to tell me, “this documentation shit is hell”) and was waiting for the mall traffic to die down, just wandering up and down the hall outside his office, trying to keep his promise not to call up Mr. Chin’s for food. His divorce was almost final, everything over but the signing. All of a sudden Will noticed a splotch on the beige counter in exam room 3—he must have turned a note over before the ink was dry—and he rubbed at it with a paper towel but nothing changed. It was late, after seven, and Alicia was standing beside her desk with her jean jacket on over her scrubs, ready to leave. She was often the staff person who left last, the person who kept things in order.
“Is there some spot remover somewhere?” Will said. “Comet or something?”
“There’s some spray stuff under the sinks,” Alicia said. “What do you need it for?” Will told her, and she followed his finger down the hall into the room. “It should be in here,” she said, bending over the cabinet under the sink, and apparently the spray stuff wasn’t visible right away, and she kept moving things around to search, Will a couple of feet behind her, and it was just that, he said, that beautiful ass in the air, and kaboom, he was besotted. Besotted, he said. Insane. Her ass was like some flower, gorgeous and globular and clefted. He traced its shape with his hands in the air for me, his face so avidly lascivious I had to look away.
He didn’t rush things, oh no. It took a month until he got inside her. Back when he was studly—remember?—that’s how he did things. Some time for things to build. Some mornings he stood staring in the closet, thinking about which shirts Alicia had admired. Some evenings they both stayed on late, until Will said, “I’ve got to go,” and watched her hide her disappointment. Doing Pap smears, all he was aware of was the smell of her beside him. Hadn’t I noticed how before Alicia had sometimes been moody in the office, but the last few months she acted happy all the time?
There was a reason guys our age liked younger women, Will said. We were in our primes, and they were reaching theirs. You didn’t realize, Will said, what loss of collagen did to an older woman’s skin. Young flesh had a distinct quality. Young flesh was alive. There was no sin in noticing this. “Even you’d admit it,” Will said.
Will had married Harriet, he said now, because it was the path of least resistance. At the time all the other unmarried residents were marrying, and Janis and I had just celebrated our second anniversary. But Will and Harriet’s marriage was never right. As the years passed, even Harriet saw how ill-matched she and Will were, until her self-described instinct for spiritual clarity (!) led her to her very own charlatan, the frozen food heir who did shamanistic healing (she thought he was sublime, he found her practical). Will wanted at least one of his daughters to go into medicine, but when Sarah got mired in premed, Will realized that the best thing he could do is tell her, Sarah, do what you want. She ended up as a massage therapist, and Chloe, her big sister, taught mentally challenged kids in an elementary school near Dallas. They were happy now, Will said. They followed their dreams. Why shouldn’t he follow his?
 
Frankly, I thought Will was in the wrong career, but it was too late. Being a doctor for Will was like wearing a shirt that didn’t quite fit: it covered him, he could button the neck, but the armholes were too small and he couldn’t move in it. He should have been a coach (he played third base into college). He should have been a motivational speaker. He should have written books about making people happy. A really good doctor, Will and I agreed, was a worrywart, a grouch, the sort of person who didn’t notice his wife wearing a red nightgown. That might have been Will’s dad, that might be me (it was me), but that was never Will. He had no idea why his patients tolerated him. Well, he did. People were his thing. He knew to phone people when their cholesterol was good to say, “Hey, Joe, you sure we didn’t mix up your blood sample with a sixteen-year-old’s?” He knew to call an eighty-seven-year-old Baby Snookums, the name her big brother gave her. He knew to ask after all the kids, especially the one in jail. There was nothing magic, Will said, about being a popular doctor. A lot of it was simple baloney. “I leave the tough cases to you,” Will would say, doing that gesture where he pointed at me with both thumbs.
When Will did it, somehow, that gesture was okay. In a movie it would be excruciating.
It always amazed me, the way Will accepted his happy place in the world. I was a good student, but Dr. Carver, our anatomy professor, terrified me, while Will was all “Hey, Dr. C.” and “Think I’ll make it this year?” and “Golly, I hate head and neck.” In med school, Will called me Brainiac. Hey, Brainiac, is this cranial nerve five or just some vessel? Will’s father was a doctor, a friend of Dr. Carver’s golf partner. Carver was a lousy golfer, Will said. If Carver insulted Will’s dissection technique, Will could make a crack about his putting.
“Don’t you worry Will’s using you?” Katie Wong, my microscope partner in histology, asked me, and I said no because I was ashamed of the real answer. Of course he was using me. I used him back. He elevated my position in the world, making people like the dean’s secretary beep at me and wave, making Dr. Carver say things like “Hap, you keeping Will here on the straight and narrow?” In the Waiting Room, the bar the med students congregated at on Fridays, I walked in and sniffed my way to Will’s Old Spice and placed myself roughly in his shadow, and I never had to drink alone.
 
Clearly, by the time I mentioned Will and Alicia to Brice, their classic doctor-screwing-nurse relationship had been going on for several months. Maybe I should have been angry with Will. Maybe I should have felt betrayed. But in a way I felt relieved for him, and eager to accept that true love could be messy. I had several patient couples, including two gay ones, well suited to each other, devoted, affable, as happy as patients of mine could be, whose relationships I gathered had begun under some cloud. During a prior marriage, in a classroom between student and teacher, behind a restroom in a park. These patients trusted me with their incontinence and breast exams and hemorrhoids, but if I had asked any of them point-blank for the details of their first meetings, they would have stammered and blushed and not spit out much of the story. Why? What difference would the truth make, especially now, especially to me? There was an endearingly ridiculous human tendency to sanitize, to dust around the edges of reality like straightening a room before the company showed up. For example, no teenage girl whose pregnancy I’d diagnosed admitted to having sex more than one time. I never argued about this. “One time is enough,” I said to my pregnant ones, nodding.
“I know what you think,” Will said that winter day in my office. “But we love each other, we do.” I nodded, but Will bit his lips and looked around, as if he hadn’t quite convinced himself. I could imagine what he thought I was thinking: Is it love or lust? Alicia was a lovely young woman, with shiny hair and a nipped-in waist and a peach-shaped bottom. Both her upper and lower eyelashes were unusually obvious (I asked Janis once if it was possible she dyed them, but Janis said it was probably mascara), and her eyes were narrow, so the effect was slightly caterpillarish, which doesn’t sound attractive but it was. She wore a birthstone representing her son on a long gold chain around her neck, and when she bent forward the little guy swung wildly between her breasts.
“Look, Will, I don’t care what your relationship with Alicia is,” I said that day in January. “All I’m saying is that if you two are serious, maybe Alicia should take a job somewhere else.”
“We’re fine,” Will said. “We have our personal lives, and we have this office, and when we’re here we’re very, very professional.”
“Just think about it.”
“Oh, Hap.” Will shook his head cajolingly. “You’re worried about sexual harassment, aren’t you? That’s a nonissue. This is consensual. Alicia’s been married two times. She’s mature.”
Alicia, mature. She was certainly ripe, but that wasn’t the same thing. I said, “What if you split up?”
“We can cross that bridge. Look, Hap”—and Will gave me the boyish, callow look that had never changed in the twenty-five years I’d known him—“don’t sweat your socks off, okay?”
He needed me to argue, I realized. He wanted me to resist him about Alicia, so that the two of them, together, would have the chance to prove me wrong. I did what I could. I said, “My socks are feeling pretty clammy.”
CAROLINE
We were an internal medicine office—medicine for adults, as some national marketing campaign at the time trumpeted—and with all our older, chronically ill patients, we had a lot of deaths. I think of the demise of our office as a death itself, and I can say exactly which kind: it was a three-month death.
A three-month death was one in which the diagnosis and the end fell within a single season, where people hid from their acquaintances behind hymnals and racks of clothing to avoid having to explain what they were going through.
I knew right off when a recent three-month widow or surviving son was standing at my window. Their face would be drawn and dazed, and they wouldn’t respond when I first asked if I could help. A sudden death could be comforted by saying that the dead person didn’t know, a protracted death by the acknowledgment that it was a blessing. A three-month death was different: the person knew and it was not a blessing. At some point there had to be a moment—waking up gasping for breath at three a.m., legs that on a certain afternoon would not move at all—when a person thought, My God! This thing’s not slowing down!
Shock and awe, the state of everyone involved in a three-month death.
Actually, there were fifteen months between the day in May when Dr. Strub and Al got married and the office’s closing down, which, if you think about it, is three months for each of us who worked there. It’s ironic, because although lust has improved and permeated my life in countless ways, this particular lust, even at the time and especially looking back, seems to me like the worst thing in the world.
HAP MARKOWITZ
“To clammy socks!” Will said that day in May, lifting his glass and meeting my eye. We were at a dinner the night before the wedding, and everyone there knew about my comment of three months before, and how wrong I obviously was. Alicia, beside Will, was wearing a maroon suit thick with embroidery, an outfit that, Janis later observed, resembled a full-body chastity belt. I lifted my glass to the both of them and smiled.
“Oh, they worked together,” an elderly female relative of Alicia’s said across the table.
“They’re still going to work together,” a younger female relative said loudly and slowly. “Alicia is the nurse in Will’s office.”
“Get to see each other,” the old lady said, nodding. “Nice.”
“Hap didn’t think we could do it.” Alicia smoothed her skirt on her lap as she sat down. Since their engagement six weeks before, she hadn’t called me Dr. Markowitz once, even in front of patients, although she still called Will “Dr. Strub” at work. “Hap thought we were just an affair.”
Brice’s eyes met mine across the table, and I smiled into his glower. “I just can’t figure out about Iris,” I heard him say to Caroline, regarding—I assumed—some potential date he had lined up for the wedding.
Caroline said, “It was short notice for a wedding.”
“But that’s Iris.” Brice sounded miserable. “She’s a short-notice kind of girl.”
Originally Alicia and Will were to be married in the fall, but they moved the date up to May, on the weekend after Alicia’s son competed in the national championship tournament for high school debate. Alicia’s son, Jesse, had gone from a chubby preteen to a tall and handsome young man. He dressed like a Young Republican—he looked more like Will’s relative than Alicia’s—and he sat quietly next to Will with his eyebrows raised, listening in on conversations like an anthropologist making mental notes.
“Well, Brice, maybe you’re next,” I said. “On the marriage plan, I mean.” Stupid thing to say. I glanced at Janis and widened my eyes in self-disparagement; under the table, she patted my hand.
“As if,” Brice answered.
Caroline said, “Your true love doesn’t know yet what she’s missing”—which both Janis and I noted, when we talked about it later, was a motherly thing to say. Caroline indeed looked motherly, with her large breasts and soft lap and knowing sort of smile, although everyone in the office, Brice included, knew about her proclivities, which involved a virtual smorgasbord of men. In fact, Janis and I driving home wondered if she’d ditched her date for the wedding in order to accompany Brice. Caroline had always brought dates for our office Christmas dinners, the latest an apparent bodybuilder who must have been ten years younger than she was.
“Alicia’s family seemed excited,” Janis said as we climbed into bed. “Marrying a doctor.” Janis was wearing a flowered flannel gown that didn’t really hide her bony chest. I wrapped my arms around her waist, pushed myself into her back. We always slept nested.
Alicia’s family, especially the females, had been friendly in an overeager way. Will’s people, especially his two daughters, were cool and remote, a family of Afghan hounds forced to tolerate an invasion of poodles.
“Ah, marrying a doctor,” I said. “There’s a dream come true.” Janis and I chuckled. She lifted her head and realigned it on her pillow, and we were both almost asleep when the phone rang. It was one of Will’s patients in the ER with a clot in his leg, and yes, I had to go to the hospital to admit him. Will would probably not go in until morning, but putting things off wasn’t my way. Risking anything was not my way. Still, when I moved, Janis’s body resisted my leaving like a magnet, and beneath my feet the wooden floor was surprisingly cold.
CAROLINE
Dr. Markowitz could sometimes use help with his grooming. Looking at the big picture, he was fine (he never looked sloppy), but the details escaped him. I can’t think of how many times I told him about a spot on his shirt or tie or a bit of food stuck to his face. I never blamed this on his wife. She spent her visual energy on her house and her garden; she didn’t seem to notice her own looks, much less her husband’s.
Once Dr. Markowitz was standing beside my desk at noon, looking over his list of patients for the afternoon. “Tubman, Jenkins, Cathcart—there’s trouble,” he said.
I looked up at him and grinned. “And you have Mickey Roush three patients later.” She was a notorious hypochondriac, whom Alicia called Make-me-a-Grouch.
Dr. Markowitz made a comical snarl. I noticed something on his right cheek. “You have something on your face—there,” and I pointed to my left cheek, because mirroring worked best with him.
He would always dab the thing off with his finger, look at it, and tell me what it was and how it got there. I found this humiliatingly predictable, so to save him I said, “It’s a sesame seed.”
Alarm filled his face, his finger flew. “Oh dear,” he said sadly, peering at the speck, “breakfast bagel.”
We exploded into laughter. Exploded.
That was right after Al and Dr. Strub got married. Right after.
I think of that moment often, especially now. I never saw Dr. Markowitz laugh like that again. His mouth open revealing his fillings, the crinkles at the side of his eyes. A thousand times I must have hoped that we would laugh like that again. We never did.

 

CAROLINE
“Oh,” I’d say to the patients, “you have an office visit today with Alicia’s new husband.”
A few said, “Who’s Alicia?” but most of them looked startled.
“Yes, they’re married now. Isn’t that wild?”
To which I’d get a variety of answers:
“I didn’t know they were dating.”
“I thought he was married already.”
“I hope that doesn’t mean he’ll be on vacation all the time.”
“Isn’t that wonderful!”
“Yes, it is wonderful,” I said. “Someone for everyone.”
Brice was in a state. His friend Iris had up and moved to Iowa City. “Iowa City!” he raved. “Who the hell moves to Iowa City?”
“Some of your comments didn’t help,” I pointed out.
He almost stamped his foot. “But she was hairy!” he said. “She could have at least shaved some parts!”
Dr. Strub had asked Brice to get the word out that he and Alicia were married. He wanted Brice to hang the JUST MARRIED sign that had been on the back of their car in the waiting room below my window. I found it interesting that Dr. Strub didn’t ask me to do this. He may have known that I knew too much. I knew, for example, that Alicia had told Vicki Burns from the health food store at the mall how during office hours one Thursday Dr. Strub had bent her over the exam room 4 table and taken her from behind.
“In case people didn’t know we were dating, he told me,” Brice said about the sign. “Dating, my foot. Screwing their furry rabbit brains out.”
There was no way I was going let Brice hang that stupid sign. Our waiting room was neat and tidy. My life might be a little messy, my house might not be perfect, but that waiting room I kept in order.
“We’ll get my billing up,” Dr. Strub had told Brice, his pride hurt that Dr. Markowitz had bested him in office visit numbers during the month before Dr. Strub’s wedding. “Alicia’s found a coding course for me to take.”
From cock teasing to coding courses: I guessed marriage was as good a way as any of quenching your desires. Your uncontrollable urges uncontrollable? Your libido interfering with your life? Tame that urge with marriage! Married, Alicia seemed to have lost her seductive power. Dr. Strub no longer showed up at her desk between patients. Her waist looked thicker, although she left a pink plastic tube from a tampon on the counter beside the employee washroom sink.
“Did you see that horrible pink thing?” Brice said. “What’s that about? Do you think she’s trying to torture us more?”
HAP MARKOWITZ
Two-thirds of my patients were on antidepressants. I used to worry I was overprescribing them, but Will’s patients were on them too. It startled and comforted me to realize this, because Will’s patients were loud in their laughter and hearty in their comings and goings. I didn’t know if the antidepressants worked better for his patients, or if his patients simply started at a happier baseline. Maybe he drew out their happiness, while I evoked the misery in mine. All sad sacks, this way to Dr. Markowitz! Special misery-loves-company treatment for sad sacks!
I didn’t even like antidepressants. They threatened to make people chirpy. For someone with a tragic view of life—we were born, we managed, we died—there was little that provoked more scorn than chirpiness. Still, I knew that everyone didn’t feel as I did, and at the pressure of wives and daughters and occasionally the patient himself, I succumbed and took out my prescription pad to write “Prozac” or “Zoloft” or “Celexa.” I wasn’t sure that their effect wasn’t placebic: when the patient reached for the script, he already looked happier.
Years ago Caroline, after one of her vacations with a man-friend, had a gift for me, a refrigerator magnet that said YES, THE SKY MAY BE FALLING. I wanted to hug her. “Thank you,” I said. That was what I treasured about our receptionist: her exquisite sense of calibration, her knowing (YES, THE SKY MAY BE FALLING), although she spoke disparagingly of herself and downplayed any compliments. “He’s a little Eeyore today,” I overheard her say to Brice about me one day. That was exactly right. I was never “a lot Eeyore,” I was never Eeyore, period, but “a little Eeyore” suited me. That’s why I would never take a happy pill. I didn’t want to lose my Eeyore edge.
 
Janis and I met at the university library when I was in med school and she was in college. She wore, even then, flowered skirts and sensible sandals, her hair pushed from her face by a headband, and through the years she never changed, in my eyes, one iota, but for some reason one morning after Will’s wedding I saw her as she must look to someone else: like a frumpy high school teacher in a movie, the one with a secret crush on the principal, the one who’ll surprise even herself by dancing wildly on a table when the hero and his band break into song. Except for Janis there would be no table, no students shrieking “You go, Mrs. Markowitz!”—no release. Our kitchen hung with copper-bottomed pots scrubbed to a gleaming asepsis; our backyard was a museum gardening (her garden club had asked her many times to speak about her plants, but, out of shyness, she always said no); our morning bed was made and heaped with pillows by the time I got out of the shower. Janis’s weakness was colorful body lotions scented with various foodstuffs. Cucumber, coconut, strawberry. I always knew what to buy her.
Years before, we’d talked about fertility treatments. We’d talked about Janis going for a graduate degree (she wasn’t sure what; maybe architecture?), about her helping out in the office, about her volunteering for the medical guild program that provided tutors for the deprived children of Midburg’s central city.
“I guess there’s nothing I want to do that much,” she said.
I was out of the house at least sixty hours a week—more when I had a bad weekend on call—and when I got home the house was always silent, Janis transplanting iris corms or sitting at the kitchen table drinking tea. The clink of Janis’s cup on the saucer—that might be the only sound I’d hear. At times, through the years, I wondered if she’d be better off taking a lover. “Are you satisfied?” I said once, years ago.
She lifted and lowered her hands in the graceful way I imagined a geisha might. “I’m like an aloe,” she said. “I don’t need much.”
We never pursued a fertility workup or treatment. Janis had regular periods and a sister with two daughters. It was probably my sperm count, or its motility; I doubted there was anything wrong with her. Her gynecologist said as much to me once—a casual comment in the doctors’ lounge at the hospital (“Maybe you should get tested”)—and I never pursued it, I never picked up the phone and said to my favorite urologist, “Manny, think you could see me?” even though Manny, out of respect and affection (yes), not to mention appreciation of my large
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