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Foreword

I saw David Rakoff onstage before I ever read him. He was playing a beleaguered social worker in One Woman Shoe, a play by Amy and David Sedaris, which dealt with homeless and downtrodden women being required, in exchange for their welfare checks, to perform one-woman shows. Rakoff was elegant, absurd, and hilarious, as he was in all media. Many of his most delicious essays are included in this addictive volume, an ideal companion to his classically cranky collections Fraud, Don’t Get Too Comfortable, and Half Empty.

David is my favorite breed of artist, because his work promises pleasure. Whenever I’d see his name, online or in a magazine or anywhere else, I’d either catapult right to his words or I’d save them for last, as an earned dessert. David was, as he put it, a “sophisticated sissy,” the wayward child of Canadian therapists; he quickly and forever became a passionate New Yorker. He could be acerbic, noting the perils of nostalgic marketing by imagining an ad campaign with the tagline “Hitler wore khakis.” He decried the homogenization of his adopted hometown, claiming, “They used to use Toronto as a stand-in for New York in movies, but now I think Toronto’s probably too gritty and real.”

David could also be ardently appreciative, whether swooning over Sinatra, early Nora Ephron, or a group of simply clad tourists, of whom he declares, “Those Mennonites are fabulous!” One of my all-time favorite Rakoff pieces is a sympathetic deconstruction of the children’s book Stuart Little, which features a mouse given to sailor suits and professorial tweed, and carrying a cane and briefcase. This piece, which is included here, is titled “The Love That Dare Not Squeak Its Name.” David remembers having the book read to him in second grade and deciding that Stuart’s “courtly manners and dandy tendencies…made me realize that I was somewhat like Stuart and that Stuart seemed, somewhat like myself, pretty gay.”

The book also includes transcripts from some of David’s many appearances on NPR, which led to his enduring popularity, although in one of these interviews he describes soap opera fame as being “fame of a very specific sort. It’s actually not unlike public radio fame, you know?” These transcripts are invaluable, especially when, while analyzing his acting career, David insists that he’s usually offered stereotypical roles as “Jewy McHebrew” or “Fudgy McPacker.”

David was often sent, as a journalist, on semi-exotic excursions, including a visit to a crafting colony where he created an “elegant egg basket that resembles nothing so much as a pair of human buttocks in rattan.” He doesn’t condescend to the colony, declaring instead “The week I spent there is about as close as it gets to my idea of paradise.” He’s never merely clever or modishly caustic, and his love for New York was unabashed: “Look Around You! Every jaunt, every stroll, every errand brings you into contact with someone not like you.” David is, above all else, a class act. His work is devastating, hopeful, and yearning, and his self-awareness becomes a form of Manhattan grace.

Which brings us to the book’s double crescendos: first, David’s masterpiece, his novel in verse, Love, Dishonor, Marry, Die, Cherish, Perish. For ignorant folks like me the designation “a novel in verse” sounds like a warning from some literary Surgeon General, as in “May cause death by mind-numbing pretension.” But thanks to David’s giddy genius, Love, Dishonor…is an airy, profoundly charming, and irresistible epic, and it has become a beloved touchstone to countless readers.

David died only a few months after completing Love, Dishonor…, and that’s how we arrive at this collection’s final and heartbreaking entry: the transcript of David’s last televised appearance on This American Life, at which time he’d already lost the use of his left arm, to the cancer that would soon kill him, at forty-seven. David was wary of being defined by his illness; he says, “I’ve always bridled at the term ‘memoirist’ because I’ve wanted to be known for the quality of my writing as opposed to the particulars of my biography.” This does not become an issue, because David treats his disease with the same mordant, incisive flair as any other topic.

He walks onstage and mentions that “I danced a lot, all through my childhood….It’s an incredibly generic trait for a certain type of boy. Like a straight boy being obsessed with baseball, except it’s better.” He remembers once feeling that “If I just buckled down to the great work at hand…then my best self was just there right around the corner.” He claims to be “done with all that,” and done with so many things, like dancing.

And then, with ease and precision, he dances. Read this book. He’s still dancing.

Paul Rudnick


My Sister of Perpetual Mercy

At a Christmas party in Tokyo, I told a young Japanese man that I had a small pea-sized lump in my neck. He placed his fingertip at the side of my throat below my left ear and gently pressed and kneaded, his eyes never leaving mine. “What a fabulous accessory,” I thought. It was a week later, when it had become the size of a largish grape, that I had to admit that what was growing inside of me was possibly an entrapment of a different sort. I quit my job in a Japanese publishing company, abandoned any hope of continuing a burgeoning courtship, and moved back to Canada. I was living in my parents’ home again and was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s lymphoma, a highly curable form of lymphatic cancer that strikes many young males. Scarcely four months after lighting out for the territories at age twenty-one, I put my life on hold: the Young Turk cut off at the knees. At the same time my sister, Ruth, older by two years, was flying home from Tel Aviv, where she was living, to take care of me.

My parents had called Ruth in Israel almost immediately after I called them from Tokyo to tell them I was coming home. She decided of her own accord to return to Canada. Her job as a cook in a restaurant in Tel Aviv was grueling and unrewarding, and she could take care of me and take a break as well. I accepted her return as a matter of course. I expected nothing less of my sister; we had always been close. As children, we had a club—the “pals” club. If one member frowned, the other one patted his or her head, immediately eradicating the frown and replacing it with a smile that magnified into a transfiguring grimace of sheer joy and ecstasy, until the now-cured pal would expire into saintlike rapture, faith in the cosmos restored, unhappiness banished. The world suddenly seemed huge to me and Ruth. We wanted to be on the same continent.

Surprisingly, my liberal-Jewish-medical-psychiatric family never discussed sex much at all; until I came out formally, my sexuality was clandestine and never inquired about, a state of affairs facilitated by my being away at college in New York. We were rather intelligent children, so we could certainly understand sex, but we were much smaller than average and grew so late that for years sex was something theoretical, something that happened to other people. I felt allied with Ruth in our refusal to stoop to something so unseemly or pedestrian as puberty. In my intellectual family, athletics, sex, the life of the Body in general were deemed less important than the life of the Mind. Ruth, I was horrified to find out, did not feel this same alliance of celibate virtue. I remember the first time I was aware that my sister was a sexual being. I was eleven and we were at a summer camp. She was thirteen and standing next to a boy; spontaneously, she leaned over to whisper in his ear. Her arms crept up around his shoulders, one hand playing with his other ear as she spoke to him conspiratorially. I thought, “What on earth is she doing with that awful boy?” and simultaneously, “Who does she think she is? She’s too young for that gesture.” I felt utterly betrayed, and exacted punishment by glaring at the boy for the rest of the summer. What was she to do, after all? Ruth had started to grow breasts and was well on her way to becoming a bit of a raven-haired sultry Jewess, while I remained tiny and prepubescent for many years after that.

When I was fifteen, I had a brief and thwarted flirtation with a boy at the same camp—the younger brother of the corruptor of my sister’s virtue, in fact. Ruth came up to me and told me she had heard I was “experimenting.” There was no judgment in her voice nor, for that matter, surprise. Throughout my childhood I had never made any great effort to appear straight. The slightest examination of my character would have revealed what I already suspected to be the case. Beyond the tacit acknowledgment from her, however, we never talked about my being gay until years later, when I was away at college.

Ruth arrived at her unequivocal acceptance of my sexuality by sheer osmosis. My gradual emergence as a gay man was simultaneous with my general maturing. For so many years she had assumed and known that I was gay. Just as I, after my initial shock at age eleven, accepted her as a sexual being, a straight one, she accepted me. The shock she may have experienced at the disclosure of my desires and actions was rooted in the fact that her baby brother was growing up and having sex, not that he wanted that sex to be with boys.

I had for years been asking Ruth to casually mention to my parents that I was gay, something she absolutely refused to do in favor of my telling them myself. The night before I finally came out to my parents, I had warned her minutes before that I would do it. She waited in her room with her boyfriend. Afterward, I walked down the hall to her room, where immediately upon closing the door, I began to cry in relief. She and Tom and I sat on her futon. I think she cried, too. What about? I didn’t even conjecture at the time. Relief? The hardships she thought I’d face? I worried the next day that perhaps my parents had missed the point. I hadn’t actually said, “I’m gay.” I had said, “I haven’t had any girlfriends and I think you can guess why.” “Maybe they just think you have a fear of intimacy,” she joked. I moved to Tokyo a few weeks after that, and she to Tel Aviv with her boyfriend. When we reconvened in Canada, it seemed my being gay was immaterial and not germane to the matter at hand. It seemed merely a newly acquired and slightly irritating trait—like a bogus English accent acquired after a summer term at Oxford—that, at best, was something to be disregarded in the climate of illness that demanded cooler heads unclouded by issues of character. At worst, before I was diagnosed with cancer, I feared my sexual orientation could be the cause of my illness. I treated my sexuality upon my return like a too-loud shirt bought on holiday in the Caribbean that gets stowed in the bottom drawer. There was nothing so desexualizing to me as the total betrayal of my body.

When I found out that it was not AIDS but a highly curable form of cancer, my relief was alloyed with a sense of being a sham and a charlatan—doubly so, since I could not justify for myself a place within the hierarchy of suffering that belonged to either the gay community or those who had had to live through, or die of, truly serious cancer. I was embarrassed by having gotten off scot-free, and so I shut most everybody out. Without a career or, to my mind, a legitimate reason not to have one, I clung to my sister for support and shelter. Each day she drove me to the hospital, where I, depleted, slept for hours. I did not have many friends left in Toronto, and certainly no gay ones. Time accordioned, and I was as sexless upon my return as when I had originally left Canada to go to college. If I was going to show someone my ass, it was to have a bone marrow test.

Ruth became my ally. Her boyfriend was thousands of miles away in Israel, so she, too, was profoundly single. We resembled nothing so much as two aged celibate siblings, a fantasy bolstered by my geriatric infirmity as we walked down the street, me leaning on her arm. We had never lived together as adults in our parents’ home, with time on our hands and our needs provided for. In solidarity with me, she became as useless a member of society as I. We tooled around in my mother’s car looking for fun food, cheap pajamas, kitchenware. Occasionally, even we were overcome by our lack of achievement and found ourselves in a bakery, where Ruth, a cook by trade, would expound to the staff on sorbitol sweetener while I declared in a loud voice that I had never had anything so tasty when I was living in Tokyo—octogenarian football stars desperately waiting to be asked to recount the final minutes of the big game of 1927. We went to the movies in the middle of the day. “My god,” Ruth exclaimed in a crowded theater at midday, “does everyone in town have Hodgkin’s?”

We fought only once during that time, to my recollection. It involved an errand she had wanted me to run on the way to treatment that I did not do. I snarled something about her letting me out of the car, that I’d make my own way to the hospital. We both knew this was impossible, since I was very weak and, having no real need of money, carried none. I sat in my seat, seething and impotent, unable to make good my threat to get out and walk. Silence in the car. This was the first fissure in the veneer of total politesse that had existed between us during the illness. I felt closer to Ruth than anyone else at that time, but I had not discussed my feelings with her. I had no feelings to discuss, and she had not pushed or pried. I was shocked by my sudden impulse to make a claim to goods I clearly couldn’t deliver. I hated my sister at that moment for being witness to that kind of impotence. She hated me, however briefly, for being ill and therefore requiring her to rise above the altercation and take the Moral High Ground. But take it she did. As we drove by Maple Leaf Gardens, the hockey arena, she said, “I bet people who buy their skates in that sports shop think they’re really much better quality because they bought them at the Gardens.” We both laughed, sports and sports enthusiasts being an endless source of derisive amusement in our decidedly unathletic family. She put her arm across the back of my seat and rubbed my neck.

When she went back to Israel after a month to reclaim her job, Ruth started to cry at the airport. “You really have to get out more,” she pleaded. I, for one, had no intention whatsoever of getting out more. With Ruth, I didn’t have to be charming or a professional invalid. I did not have to answer the inevitable party question—“What do you do?”—with, “Vomit and sleep, and yourself?” My recent time in Tokyo felt distant and abortive. To talk about it was, to my mind, grandiose and pathetic. The drugs puffed up my face and I was unattractive. Such was my level of emotional strangulation that I was truly baffled by Ruth’s tears. She, in turn, was baffled by my lack of self-esteem. She found my capacity for steely reserve alarming. How wonderful to have someone like her around who still found me funny and smart. My sister was the ultimate no-pressure date, the husband who looks across the room at his wife of twenty-five years and still sees the girl he married.

Ruth and Tom, her boyfriend, came home that summer to be married. I was declared to be in remission but not getting better. I developed a wracking cough and lost thirty-five pounds. I had avidly watched Oliver North’s testimony on television, but by the time John Poindexter took the stand I was in too much pain to concentrate. Some undetected cancer outside the field of my radiation had been growing steadily, and it was determined that I was in fact much sicker than when I had first presented with the disease and that I would have to have chemotherapy. Ruth became my caretaker again. Because of my extreme weight loss and the constant pain I was in, I was swinging wide and free emotionally. On good days, I was the aesthetic arbiter of her impending wedding, tyrannically deeming things either timeless or vulgar. On bad days, I would cry uncontrollably, once while watching Sleeping Beauty in the middle of a sticky-floored theater full of children, Ruth with her arms around me, comforting a child of her own.

I resumed my role as cancer patient rather than unmarried gay sibling. I joked to my family that if anyone was stupid enough to ask me when I would be tying the knot, I was going to turn to them with tears welling up in my eyes and say, voice cracking, “Well…if I live that long.” It occurs to me now that these assembled friends and strangers found me far more sympathetic as a man with cancer than as a queer. Perhaps some of them thought that Hodgkin’s was merely a cover-up for what was really wrong with me. I had, in fact, been denied an invitation to a friend’s engagement because her father-in-law, a physician no less, thought I had AIDS. At that point, however, being gay and being sick were ineluctably joined. My sense of self at my sister’s wedding depended on both things being manifest. I burst into tears a few weeks before the wedding, saying, “I’m in too much pain to be nice to anybody. No one’s going to like me.” Ruth spoke of her wedding as something that might be a nice break for all of us from the utter joylessness of my illness, the true concern for the family. I had known my brother-in-law since I was twelve, and the three of us, Ruth, Tom, and I, had been a contained unit for some time. I was made to feel that it was a party as much about their union as about my eventual recovery. I have a photograph of the three of us from the wedding: Ruth, Tom, and me. We all have linked arms, and it’s tricky at first to pick out the bride and the groom, since we all look like we could be related—until one sees that they are the ones whose faces have broken out from nerves like adolescents’. I can’t remember, though, if I’m standing in the middle or on one side.

At my nadir, about two days before the wedding, Ruth and Tom had tried to take me swimming to relieve some of the intense pain in my back. It was too cold for me and I started to weep. They sandwiched me between them so tightly, I could no longer feel the water.

I have now been in remission for well over three years, and it is likely that I will make it to five and be deemed cured. I have since moved to New York, where AIDS is now the illness that pervades every aspect of my and my friends’ lives. Ruth and Tom are now endlessly solicitous and supportive about the illness of my friends, forever asking after their health. When newly returned from Israel, they came to visit me. Ruth had asked me a great many times, when we had seen my gay friends, “Is he positive?” (having just learned from me the difference between being HIV positive and full-blown AIDS). She was slowly beginning to understand both the invisibility of HIV and its seeming ubiquity. When I decided to be tested, Tom was the only one in the family I told. When I found out I was negative, I gave him separate permission to tell Ruth. The illnesses and deaths of my friends have separated me from Ruth in a way. I have my worries about the people who are my fictive family here, and she has her worries about me and my health, fears she does not speak of with me.

Tom, Ruth, and I are still very much a unit of three within my family. I now wait anxiously for them to have children, whom I, perhaps unrealistically, will consider to be partly mine, something Tom and Ruth have not denied. To this day, I still look at my sister and see a female version of myself with long hair and breasts. Ruth does not see the same strong resemblance, and never has. I see something in my sister’s dark Semitic face as vital as a kidney, as untraceable, yet present, as the phantom pain from a limb long since gone.

[Published in A Member of the Family: Gay Men Write About Their Closest Relatives, edited by John Preston, Dutton, 1992]


Sagrada Família

When she sees her son get off the bus, Ellen chokes a little bit, suddenly. A discrete fistful of air comes up and punches her in the mouth, although the windows of the car are all closed. She has last seen him on Memorial Day and now, mid-July, she can see how much weight he has lost. In fact, she can scarcely believe he has made the trip alone from New York to Truro. These two-month gaps in contact serve only to shock and mortify her.

Leo stirs from his nest of newspapers in the driver’s seat and says affectlessly, “There’s Marcus. He looks good.”

Ellen turns in her seat to look at him. Who is this interloper in her family car? Is she the only one who sees this wraithlike creature moving across the parking lot on his spindly legs? The slight breeze outside is blowing his jeans as if they were made of the flimsiest silk.

Leo has relinquished his anguish and worry in favor of powerlessness. When Marcus was first diagnosed, they both got on the phone and screamed, literally screamed at the tops of their lungs into the receiver, that Marcus should move home to Cambridge. Marcus calmly told them (he had clearly rehearsed this scene many times before calling them) that his life was now in New York with Tom.

“So stay with Tom! Die and go to your grave in New York with Tom!” Leo yelled, and smashed down the phone, the force of his anger pulling the whole unit out of the kitchen wall. The next day, Ellen went out and bought a table model and plastered the hole. She hung a small framed print over the unpainted spot. Three years later, Leo is resigned—almost punch-drunk with impotent anxiety. Now, when they get off the phone with Marcus, Leo nods off immediately, like the narcoleptic puppy in that film clip, who frolics around on the grass only to crash to the ground like a fallen stone, having fallen asleep mid-leap. Ellen doesn’t sleep. She either cooks or drafts at her desk. Sleep has become an untrustworthy friend these last few years. Like someone who has been slipped an un–Mickey Finn, Ellen finds herself suckered each night into bed by the promise of rest only to be up and in the kitchen not two hours later.

Ellen watches her son through the windshield and thinks of his lover, Tom, and is reminded of a story about an anthropologist who proposed an eternal, unsolvable dilemma to some people in Micronesia. In an attempt to gauge their feelings of loyalty, kinship, and fealty before and after marriage, he asked them, “If your mother and your wife were both drowning, who would you save?” What he amassed, instead, was extensive data attesting to the utter absence in the Micronesian lexicon of the hypothetical case, as almost everyone answered, “But they are not drowning. They are alive. There they are.”

“He is not drowning. There he is,” she whispers, glancing back at him in the sunshade mirror.

Marcus opens the back door of the car. He falls back against the seat, tired out from his short walk from the bus, and closes the door. He looks from Ellen to Leo, gulps a smiling, breathless “hello,” closes his eyes and leans his head back, allowing his father to drive.

Ellen talks at her son animatedly from the front seat. These first few minutes of reunion are always the hardest for her. Until she can recover those Marcus characteristics, she barely recognizes this generic, cadaverous man. She tries to elicit facial reactions from him: arching eyebrows, a smile, a considered frown, anything that will motivate this sunken, drum-tight skull into some identifiable trait of her boy.

Marcus is exhausted and asleep in the backseat. She cannot stand to look long at his shallow-breathing head with its rattling snore. She is sure his soul is dissipating out of his slightly gaping mouth, like the plume of fog from an opened bottle of champagne. When he was a child, she used to thrill to see him asleep, he was so beautiful. Thinking back on it, Ellen feels that it was the only time in her life when she had been calm, or at least stopped thinking while conscious. She now wants to clap and shout and shake him out of sleep before death takes him, before his pigeon chest just gives up and folds in upon itself. She fiddles with the radio, looks out the window, pressing her forehead against the sun-heated glass, trying to fry her skin.

Their summer house was always too big for just the three of them. At least when they were younger and Marcus just a little boy, there had been a vital community around, and the house was a hub of sorts. There were the inevitable Cambridge therapist/architect couples like themselves, scientists from the Woods Hole Institution, artists. They used to congregate on the wide, wraparound veranda. Ellen would cook elaborate meals that would be washed down with too much liquor. The same jokes would be told, the same wit trundled out. It seemed that Ellen was forever punctuating some pronouncement of Leo’s by saying to the group, “What you must all realize is that Leo is at an advantage—in addition to being an adolescent psychiatrist, he is an adolescent psychiatrist,” to much laughter and drunken cries of “touché.” Then, invariably, the guitar would be brought out and they would sing the work songs of their preaffluent days until the final, staggering three A.M. march down to the beach for a group nude swim and perhaps some furtive, unproductive, extramarital gropings in the beach grass.

Ellen was lots of fun back then; heightened, bright, edgy. Years later, she recognizes that showing her quick wit, her ease with the verbal barb, is the only way she knows how to react anymore. She is burning too brightly. When she sees her friends lately, she silently agrees with herself beforehand that she will shut up, but there she is, maniacally interjecting, filling up the tiniest silences with her voice. Friends tell her of the deaths of other friends and she cannot resist—she says:

“Well, she was the meanest woman who ever lived and I say that with no fear of contradiction.” Then she laughs her short silvery laugh, sharp and thin as water from a pistol.

People move away, summers are spent elsewhere, marriages break up, and Ellen and Leo rattle around in this extravagant house. This luxury makes Ellen feel guilty, but she is actively pursuing her materialistic impulses lately. She found herself downtown the other day buying black marble figs, cast-iron-snail paperweights, alabaster eggs; small useless things with heft that she can try unsuccessfully to crush in her hands. Her knuckles can go white and her teeth can ache with the effort.

The house has a main staircase inside with a gentle curve and a cool, dark underside. The bedrooms all face the sea; they all have sloping ceilings. The kitchen was done up by the original owners like Monet’s at Giverny—all periwinkle-blue-and-saffron tile with an open hearth—with glass-fronted cupboards now full of haphazard stacks of Ellen’s expensive multicolored dishes. In preparation for Marcus’s arrival, she went out and bought so much food that, even if he were well, there is no way he could eat any significant portion of it. She woke at three in the morning and began cooking. There is a leek soup chilling like a green ocean in a tureen in the fridge. She has arrayed the kitchen table like a circus: three perfect peaches in a blue bowl, black grapes on a yellow plate, six greengage plums, each in a separate teacup. She went down to the beach in the middle of the night and brought up bowlfuls of sand, which she has piled up in little hills between the dishes. She tore the buds of garlic from their braid and placed them around, too. The rest of the surface she has festooned with whole and cut fruit. It looks like an aerial photograph of a carnival. She will just have to keep her husband and her son out of the kitchen until she is finished. She might not even show them her handiwork at all.

“It’s a Roman Jewish dish,” Ellen says of the cold sliced tongue marinated in vinegar with golden raisins. They are eating on the veranda.

“The acid is a bit much for me. I have some lesions in my mouth.”

“The last time we were together you wanted concentrated flavors. ‘Concentrated flavors’ you said. Hard salami, cranberry juice, plums. I thought this would be nice for you.”

“I have some lesions in my mouth. I’m sorry. Actually, I’d love something nice and bland, like a potato, if you have one. I’ll make it.”

“Don’t get up.” Ellen cuts off his access to the kitchen. “I’ll be right back.”

Of course Ellen has potatoes, all kinds. She will make him every potato in the house in every way. She will press them up against him still warm, covering him in potato armor. She will work them under his skin. She will make him fat.

She finds some small purple ones lying here and there around a sandpile and some strawberries. The fragrance rising from the soft fruit in the display is warm and sweet with the incipient promise of a vinegary sharpness. The watermelon she had sliced up is no longer so wet, now more syrupy. She boils the potatoes, removes their black jackets, and mashes up the violet flesh. She puts them in a yellow bowl and takes them out to Marcus.

“There. You can watch the sea while you eat.”

Marcus looks up at her and screws his mouth sideways in an apology.

“I’m sorry. I can’t eat anything right now. I really must have a nap.” He gets up and slowly walks into the house. Ellen can hear his soft footfalls negotiating the stairs. The bowl of potatoes is warm in her palm. She watches the waves for a while, thinking of nothing. Feeling the warmth in her hand, watching the waves, hearing Leo snore under his blanket of newspapers on the swinging sofa. She comes to, puts the bowl down, and goes up to see how Marcus is getting on.

In these past few minutes, he has only just made it to his room and undone two buttons on his shirt. Without a word, Ellen turns down the covers on the bed and helps her son undress.

He is indeed thirty-seven, she sees. In addition to being sick, he is no longer a young man. His hair is sparser now than ever and there is a lot of gray. It tufts out of his ears and falls out of his head and grows in isolated regions on his back like his father’s. She can see the short tube of his Hickman underneath his undershirt. He no longer needs to be infused for hours at a time, but Ellen has neglected to ask him when he stopped or why this is so. When he undoes his belt, his trousers fall all the way down, the keys in his pocket clanking loudly on the floor. He puts his hands on her shoulders as he steps out of his pants. His underwear and socks gape at the tops and bottoms of his skinny legs. She pats his rear end. She can feel his tailbones.

“You’ve lost your ass, Marcus. We’re going to have to fatten you up.”

Marcus says nothing. He smiles a little bit and gets into bed, facing the window, away from her. She pulls the covers over him. He makes almost no bump at all in the blankets except for his hip bone, which sticks up like a jagged rock or a shark’s fin.

He is asleep before she leaves the room. She is glad to have this time alone with Leo and Marcus both asleep. She no longer sees her son’s character. Marcus, once so verbal and engaging, is now so deadened and tired all the time. She does not know if this is dementia or the result of constant pain and starvation. Whatever the cause, although she knows the alternative will be much worse when it comes, she does not find Marcus to be good company anymore—something he most profoundly used to be. For a moment, she wants to go back into his room and shake him awake by the hipbone and tell him so—“You are not good company anymore, Marcus”—the way she used to discipline him when he was younger: “Stop showing off, Marcus,” or “Show a little stoicism.”

She walks downstairs, passes by the kitchen, and surveys her landscape from the doorway. The whole room is smelling green and hot, as if she were baking the houseplants. She takes the tureen out of the fridge and places it in the center of the table—it is a high mountain lake.

She stands in the shadow under the staircase for a while, feeling the wood. She walks outside. Leo sleeps still. She walks around the veranda on tiptoe, placing the balls of her feet on each narrow floorboard all the way around the house. She goes down to the beach, piles up wet sand, and begins to carve away at it with a mussel shell. She is extremely adept at making sand buildings. She once made a near-perfect replica of Gaudí’s cathedral in Barcelona, Sagrada Família, using corncobs rolled in sand for the towers. When he was young, Marcus, as might be expected of a little boy, made piles of wet, dripped sand as his castles. “That’s wrong, Marcus,” is what she had said to him. What she really wanted to express was that, although his structures resembled Gaudí’s, they lacked an underlying logic or structure, a controlled anarchy of form. She knew that it was too harsh, but she had always felt so strongly about architecture. Marcus reacted by creating even more juvenile mounds. She, in turn, declared war and produced sharp-edged Bauhaus sand models, all the while exclaiming, “Look how nice and neat, Marcus. And my hands are so clean from using my tools!”

What Ellen likes best about architecture, and has always liked best about architecture, is this: An arch, even one made without mortar (and thousands, millions were made without mortar), can be as thin as a sliver or as long as a train tunnel. No matter how hard you press on an arch, you cannot break it. It has an empty underside and still cannot be broken, regardless of the force used. That an arch can be broken by the slightest push upward or from the side concerns Ellen not at all. It is that needful marriage of stress and strength she loves. When she is aligning floor levels of preexisting living rooms with proposed sunporches, when she is drawing plans for skylights and fireplaces, recessed bathtubs and glass-brick kitchens, she thinks of this arch. When she is designing the happiness of other people’s lives, this ever-beleaguered, ever more tenacious arch is what she likes best.

Ellen pounds the meat for veal marsala so hard that she is emitting short, yelling bursts as she makes impact with the cutting board. Leo calls in, asking if she needs help. She does not and makes sure to continue quietly. It seems that the kitchen table is now giving off steam. Ellen’s hair comes down in wet tendrils as she cooks.

Marcus eats only some ice cream, to soothe his mouth. They eat again on the veranda, this time on the other side of the house, away from the ocean, toward the sunset. The failing light and its colors replace conversation adequately, but now, with night fallen, with Marcus’s slow, studied progress weakly licking the ice cream from his spoon, with little or no speaking, the silence seems amplified. They are outdoors and it is airless. Ellen’s lungs are made of lead. When the phone rings, she feels she has broken to the surface and starts to breathe again. She fairly flies into the kitchen to answer it.

“Hello?” she breathes heavily into the phone. She doesn’t care who is on the other end.

“Hello, may I speak with Valerie, please?” asks the voice.

“Valerie who?”

“Is this Valerie’s house?”

“Let me check,” says Ellen. “I’m just visiting. Hold on.”

Ellen holds the phone for a while against her chest. She must calm down. Eventually she must let this woman on the other end off the phone, but she cannot slow her heart. She is sure the woman can hear it on the line.

“No, I’m sorry. No Valerie,” she says with such hopelessness and apology that the other woman reassures her.

“That’s okay,” she says. “I’ll check the number again.”

“I am sorry.”

“Who?” Leo asks when she returns.

“Wrong number.” She scowls at him as if it were obvious.

“Do you know what I was thinking about this afternoon, El?” Leo begins. “Remember Asher Korner? The biologist? That summer he made up ‘Menteur menteur, pantalons de feu’? Remember how we laughed at that, we thought he was so clever? We said it all summer, ‘Menteur, menteur, pantalons de feu.’ Remember?”

“No, not really.” Ellen speaks through the fog of an oncoming headache. “Anyway, that means ‘Liar, liar, pants of fire.’ I hardly think we would have thought it was so clever. It’s actually wrong. It should be something like ‘pantalons brulants’ or something like that.”

“I remember it,” Marcus says. “Tom and I say it sometimes.”

“Ah, Marcus has joined us for the evening, I see,” she says, looking at him sideways. “How’s the ice cream, Marcus?”

“Fine, Ellen. How’s your drink?”

“Fine, thank you.” Ellen eyes him skeptically. “You remember that? I haven’t heard you say that since you came. I haven’t heard you say much, actually.” Ellen wets her mouth with her wine. Her tongue feels thick and gluey in her mouth. She is drinking too much this evening and does not care. She is feeling the hard-edged, funny nastiness brought on by drink that she used to get at those dinners from the past. She is, truth be told, a little bit out for blood. The present company will do, she has decided.

“I do remember it; I do say it sometimes. Not all the time, sometimes.” He rises. “I’m going to bed. Thanks for the ice cream. Leo, I leave you to your wife.” Marcus pushes his chair back and walks inside.

“I just think it’s interesting when you choose to and choose not to chime in, that’s all. That is all. That is all I am saying. Never too tired to disagree with Mom! Never too tired to make a fool of Ellen, huh?” Ellen yells at his retreating form, eager for a fight.

She is swinging wide now. She focuses on Leo across the table. She can see that he is looking at her uncomprehendingly. He does not know when this shift in her took place, at what point pleasantly-buzzed-at-twilight turned into shrewishly-soused-for-the-evening.

“Fuck him if he can’t take a joke,” Ellen says and looks out into the night.

—

She dreams she buys a bottle of water in a shop. The water is so high-tone that it contains caviar. When she tips the bottle to her mouth, the fish eggs block up her throat like small twigs in a sieve. Her thirst remains unquenched. She cannot find another shop to make a different purchase.

Ellen finally wakes and rises to get a drink. She feels like a salted plum—desiccated and crystalline. Her fingers will ping and snap off like stalagmites if she bangs them against the sink. She watches herself in the bathroom mirror. She thinks she can see her cells moistening and swelling as she drinks water. Her pores are wheezing and creaking at the effort of replenishment. They stop, gasp, and wheeze again. She is a ship rolling and creaking on swells of water. She is watching her unmoving face all the while, fascinated by the labored sounds her body is making as it fills up, as the water races through her channels. Wheeze, rattle, gasp. This has never happened to her before. She must either have drunk more than she thought or her metabolism has changed radically with aging.

Things slowly focus and she sees her mouth is closed, her breathing even. She checks the taps for the sound. She lays her forehead uncomprehendingly on the porcelain edge of the sink.

“Not me,” she thinks, “not the sink.” She is sniffing around, eliminating possible sources of the noise. She fingers the folds of the shower curtain. She feels like a stroke victim, only getting it partially right, or one of the blind men with the elephant. The knowledge dawns on her before she is even fully awake. She has walked to Marcus’s room before she even remembers she’s at the beach house.

She turns on the light, touches her son, pulls her hand away, wakes Leo and tells him, “Marcus is on fire. Call Tom and tell him to call their doctor. We’ll drive him to New York.” She is weary and somewhat relieved. The way one greets rain after a day spoiled by an oppressive, threatening sky.

“Why don’t we just take him to the hospital in Cambridge?” asks Leo.

“Because he doesn’t live in Cambridge.”

She has practiced these steps, this actuality, so often. All these actions feel apart from her and automatic. She is performing in a play she has rehearsed in her sleep for years. The anthropologist was wrong—there is a hypothetical case, although the scenario is reversed here: If a son is drowning and the mother and the lover are on shore, who will save him? And what if the sun is shining on the waves and the gulls have voices like razors and she can’t see if it’s even her son out there, or what if she’s already too damned tired and she knows he’ll just end
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