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CHAPTER 1

 

We Interrupt This Broadcast . . .


Have you ever wondered what you’d do if they told you that you were dying? Not like, someday you’re going to die. Imminently. As in three months.

I used to think about it periodically. But when they tell me, my reaction is nothing like what I’d imagined: the raw terror, tingling in the spinal region, crying ranging from dignified sobbing to Irish wake–style caterwauling. Perhaps a swoon. No. What I actually do is thank the doctor—
thank
him, for God’s sake—proceed to have a calm, rational conversation with him about my prognosis, then— “sexual fantasy starring the middle-aged” alert!—hypothesize doing him. Yeah, him.
Il dottor.
The guy nervously plucking at his white sleeve, exposing a swatch of swarthy ethnic wrist.

As soon as the words leave his mouth, I wonder opportunistically if his dismay can be leveraged somehow. Sexually, that is. I guess when you’re going to die and you can count the number of orgasms you’ve enjoyed in low double digits, it suddenly seems absolutely essential to cram in as many as you humanly can. The doctor is young, divinely average-looking, and terrifically bad at it. Delivering grim news, I mean.

“But I’m only forty-three,” I say. That part goes as rehearsed.

“I know. Sadly, it’s not as rare as you’d—”

“But surely there’s some treatment, some operation . . .”

“We’ll operate, of course, but it’s not statistically likely to work against this type at this advanced stage, Mrs. Rose—”

“But they cure people, like, all the time! I read something about a new drug from Norway. . . or was it Denmark?”

Meissner’s eyes flick to the desk clock, which he has cleverly attempted to conceal behind a trophy topped by a golf club–wielding bald man. He nods sagely. “Cyclopaclizole. FDA pulled it. Too many myoclonic seizures,” he says with a trace of regret, as if we are discussing a very effective flea collar.

At the word “seizure,” my shattered brain does a clumsy swan dive, landing in the convivial pool that is carnal escapism.

“Oh, can it, will you? Look,” I say, leaning over slightly so he can get an eyeful of cleavage, which I know is Grade A prime in spite of being riddled with tumors. “Will you have sex with me?”

Then we fuck like demented bunnies on the oversize bigdick substitute oak desk, right on top of the dreaded biopsy results.

Okay, a girl can dream, can’t she?

Somehow I manage to stagger out of the office without collapsing on or molesting anyone. I slide into the car and burn myself on the sunbaked seat belt buckle. Something perverse makes me press my hand hard against it, conjuring a sizzle. Chemo terrifies me. I wonder if it will hurt ten times as much as the burn. A hundred times as much? Five hundred?

The minivan skews to a stop in front of our mailbox. For a millisecond, I contemplate moving it to make way for the postman. Then it dawns on me that I no longer have to care what he thinks of me. I don’t realize I’ve left my purse and

keys in the car until I’m at the front door.

I ring my own doorbell.

Taylor swings the door open. “Yeah?” Her cell is rammed in her ear. She’s wearing a triangle bikini top, and her boobs are insanely perky. It is hard to believe we emanate from the same gene pool.

“Did you look in the peephole? What if I was a rapist?” I am nearly shouting.

“Then I’d kick you in the nuts and shut the door.”

I push past her, pausing in the guest bath to gulp water directly from the faucet. My throat hurts. Suddenly, everything wrong in the universe seems like a symptom instead of just garden variety Jewish hypochondria.

Taylor blocks the way to my bedroom and holds up a scrap of cloth. “Mom, can you go to Urban Outfitters tomorrow and get me some more of these tanks? Not the girls’ ones, they’re in the guys’ section. Get me blue, green, and black. And orange! But not the gross traffic-cone one, the cool one.”

Too wasted to counter the assault with an inspired lecture on the perils of not appreciating your parents properly in case they die prematurely, I ball the shirt in my hand and fall into the pile of murky bedsheets. I close my eyes and pray in what I imagine is a semi-authentic manner. I whisper “amen” and “hallelujah” several dozen times before giving up on sleep and scouring the bathroom cabinet for drugs.
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