Erik Raschke

Tue DAY ANN LANDERS DIED

On my thirteenth birthday my grandmother came into my room
sichout 1nocking. I was naked and lying on a pillow on the floor. In

ont of me Was an Italian magazine opened to a three-page spread of
,woman copulating with a Zebra.

«pm making Brussels sprouts,” she said, pale, dazed.
“Why didn’t you knock?”
She averted her eyes.

«We don’t have locks on the doors in this house for a reason,” she

qammered. Then, as she departed, mumbled, “You can’t lock every
door.”

P 4

The day after my grandmother found me masturbating, I awoke
to find a book at the end of my bed. On the cover was a sparkling
woman with coiffed hair. I fanned through the book that covered
everything from masturbation to menstruation. 1 searched for photos,
anything that might arouse me, yet there was nothing. Just bold head-
lines and pages of advice from a woman named Ann Landers.

T~

Many years later, I was informed of the death of Ann Landers
from Stan Al Kohamid as we headed up Fifth Avenue in a yellow taxi.
He had a plastic clock in the shape of a Koran mounted on his dash-
board that alternated between the date and the time. It was seven a.m.

«Now we have Brother Joyce and that man Phil who helps Oprah
lose weight,” Stan said. “They have.no character. Ann Landers not
only gave smart help, but she had nice teeth. That Doctor Phil, you
never see his teeth. He just points a lot. That finger. Very rude.”

As Stan demonstrated how Doctor Phil pointed, I stared out the
front window at the waking city. People were buying white-capped
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s of coffee while their dogs sniffed the shadowy
;ﬁﬁdings joined the sidewalks. Ne:flr the. Williamsty,,
.¢od through the rusting beams, distorting the rowys of p;
Slfte t . . h t p ge()ns llnd
the rippling morning heat. | e
«Normal women make out nowadays like lesbians, » Stan
cluded at a red light, thumping the (.iashboard. Not a single ¢y pacs:n‘
through on the other side as we Walteq. | ed
«Byt that Ann Landers,” Stan said glancmg. up and doy, "
street. “She never would have approved of all this divorce and thy,

Grind show on MTV. She had the guts to say ‘No!’ and to Write gho.”
it. That was a woman. A woman for all other women.”

The meter flipped to six dollars. The second hand of the Korap
lock spun at a steady pace. And seeing that thpre WEre no cars o
;olice Stan Al Kohamid rolled through the red light, and toward my

apar tment.

“Paces ere
'8 Bridge i
n

At home, I made some green tea and sat down on my couch. I
pulled out a plastic baggy that had once contamefl ten ecstasy pills,
but now only half of one remained. I popped the b1tter-tast}ng cherg-
ical in my mouth, took out a tape from my backpack, and inserted it
into the VCR. There was a flicker, a few seconds of mayhem, and
finally the auto tracking brought the picture together. Soon, there was
Rebecca, her curly Jewish hair cascading over her olive Puerto Rican
shoulders. She was staring into the camera, holding up her hand, and
displaying her new wedding ring. o

“I know women who wait all their lives for this,” she said faintly,
twisting the ring in circles.

She stared at the camera solemnly, held out her hand, and
extended it past the camera’s lens.

“People like you,” she said into the camera. “Don’t know what
you are missing,”

Then Rebecca’s husband, E]

Sweatpants,

“Is the camcorder’s battery full>”
the right,”

1, appeared behind her, wearing only

he asked. “The indicator is on



“ e video, MY phone rang. | was at the point
|l way O Sprawled out on the kitchen table with her hus-

ebecc? or. 1 had bent down low with the camera
and flesh became a tangled mass with n(;
opation with their moaning.

e erence: The phone rang in sync
eceiver. Her voice was

“fran . »” Rebeccd <aid as I picked up the r
r ot. “What are you doing?”

«5o was 1. It’s tOO

«I¢'s suppose O rain later.”
[ knew Rebecca couldn’t linger on small talk, so she asked: “Why

L jid you leave?”
“] was tired.”
«Does it have to do with Cynthia?” she asked, as if anticipating

| my response.

“No.”

“No what?”

“Just no. It didn’t feel right.”

«What about all those other times?” she asked.

«Your husband wasn’t there.”
“Sometimes he was,” she said. «When the four of us were
together. You know he doesn’t care.”
king 1n, leaving a light tingling

The second half of the pill was kic
on my skin. Rebecca was chain-smoking, exh
her phone. Through the phone, 1 could hear
the background, the tinny, languorous rhyt

apartment and into mine-
“1 can’t sleep,” she said after a moment.

speed.”
Then she pau

yours?”
«Ips private- :
i fe. This morning. You walked out all weir

«When you le

aling into the air beyond
Middle Eastern music in
hms emanating from her

«This X has too much

«What's going on in that head of

sed before asking:

d. Was it

was tired.”
hy are you still awake?”

«Then, W .
A pigeon landed on mY fire escape, Pt
189

«1 told you- 1
cking under its wings.



“I should go.”

“That seems to be your theme,” she said, Jets;
sigh. There was a faint fumbling, followed by 5 ¢ oli dnc : out , def
went dead. I pressed the OFF button, set the phone 4 ;Ck ed
fee table, leaned back, and sunk into the couch, Up dem;’::tlho:}ll

was an architectural magazine that had suddenly appegr Phone
ago, when Cynthia was convincing me to leave New York lif]d Mong,
magazine was a picture of Cynthia standing in front of an éd e
in Santa Fe. She was blowing a kiss toward the camer,. Unde OUse
the photo was an unopened wedding invit Meath

ation from Cynthia, gp, hag
written my address so carefully that her handwriting had almg1
ceased to be her own. !

Many months before Ann Landers died, there were rumors thyg
she had lost the ability to write. The tabloids said she would dictate
her advice to an assistant and then the editors for the newspapers
would make the final changes. It was also during this time that Cyn-
thia convinced me to leave New York, to see the rest of the country.
She said that she wanted to take me to all the places she found in the
past and had saved to show “someone special.” As we drove south
along the Jersey turnpike, early on the morning of our departure,
Manhattan began to ]| with all the Ann Landers’s readers, the fluo-
rescent lights in the towering buildings switching on, one by one.

N\

y “What would you have done if I had run off with Rebecca?” Cyn-
thia asked me one still, dry afternoon outside the chapel at the Taos

ﬂ?eblo: There was fresh snow op top of the surrounding mountains,
€ whiteness blinking through the denge

“I,didn’t think good Catholic girls did that,” | answered.

m a regovEring C_atholic. Besides my upbringing no longer has
g on how I'hve my life.” To illustrate hep point, Cynthia




. except OUF choices. Our choices are representations of

et of Dr. phil I find it easier to let go. To let things slip

used to.”

o American woman came along and tried to sell us

| chimes. They were all wood and carved into shapes that

emarkablea but not readily distinguishable. Cynthia and
h the woman’s wares and pretended to be

icely looked throug
P esseds Jlthough from the very beginning, from the first glance, we

we wouldn’t buy anything.

$Frars B2 4 o like 1
holdon 1K€

' wrNMN

T~

The day Ann Landers died was accompanied by an uncomfortably
bright morning. By the tume the videotape of Rebecca and her husband
fnished, the bustle of the city had started. Cars honked, construction
workers shouted, and a senile man tapped his cane rhythmically
| ggainst a trash can. Feeling depleted, lonely, and anxious, I removed
the tape from the VCR and tossed it 1nto the trash can. 1 stared at it
for a minute, amongst carrot peelings and tofu containers, remnants
of a dinner that had existed before the video had been created. |
flipped to the back pages of an old Village Voice, made a call, and
waited for Smiley, a Puerto Rican escort, to arfive and buzz me twice.

—

“D’you hear Ann Landers died?” Smiley said, unrolling a condom
onto my penis. «That’s crazy, right. 1 used to read her all the time. Spe-
cially when I was in the hospital.” o

me pubic hairs had got-

I helped her with the condom . .
ten caught and pulled painfully. I asked why gmiley had been in the

hospital.
“My ex-
«you lived?”
F S;ant;irﬁein&;s :co <. the condom crackling 'in her mouth.
e cal, as if she were wiping down the
{ a stov [ could tell she was thinking about something,
eotd ped after a moment and stretched out.

e. She stop : '
d also tried to kill me with rat p01son,” she said.

husband shot me three times in the neck.”

«My husban
191



She glanced out the window
lar. “People are fucked up, you know:? .
nant. Three motherfucking bullets, | stil] go¢ them, I',l‘;\tﬂdlwas
tic. Like the}’ do with those jars you turn upside dOVVn them in
She lifted her shirt and showed me her breasts.

do that if we was together. You Wanna suck oy, ,

“ I;lzhook my head and she dropped her shirt back 4,
“How come you ain’t hard?” she askeq, shakin
hand. Then she cocked her head. “Yoy think I

hem?»
wn,

& My penjg With
I sexy, righty»

N

Ini f my bookshelf, Cigarette
' amining the contents o
h S'I;Hlei?;ovrzlasthzxcorner of her mouth. She was completely nakeg
1 .
o t %or my sandals, which flopped loudly with every SFep;i -
eXCGiPY got a lot of books.” She pulled one out, examine it, then
ou ©
slid it back in. “Why you need all these books;
“To read.” .
“You think books make you a better person:
: . IS answet.
Slfg rrlllce):dded, but it wasn’t clear whether she accepted this an

, : " . d?)s
Smiley leaned against the window. “You marrie
“NO.”

“Why not?” )

“I don’t think marriage is for me. i

“Maybe you haven’t met the right persort;

I'shrugged, «] don’t think that’s the case. 3 o
Her mentho] cigarette had burned to the end. She stabb

. e bed It
against the fire €scape, closed the window, and returned to th
creaked under hey weight.

She raise( an eyebrow,
¢ven hard »
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Jatme for a long time, but I wasn’t sure if it was an
- gmidate me or to convey her annoyance.
10 " 0.” she said, reaching for her dress.

L ’ . bbJ
i can’t Just leave. " 0y s
4 better rape me she said, tilting her head. “Because my

watched Smiley cross the street down below I felt a terrible
mptiness, mixture of regret and defeat, opening up inside of me. I
went into the bathroom, popped open a prescription container labeled
Cynthia O'Donnell, and took two Valium. I returned to the kitchen,
| ulled the videotape out of the trash, wiped it off with a dish rag, and
putitback n the VCR.. Instantly I saw the couple appear from a storm
| of static, Rebecca and her husband. This time however, I saw a part
that I had never seen before. Rebecca was on all fours with her hus-
band behind her. His eyes were closed, but she was staring straight at
the camera, straight at me. “Does this look good?” she whispered. I

grabbed the remote and rewound it. Once again, the sweat, gasping,
- and quick movements were A1l there, her lips mouthing those words

scemed so alien, so out of place.
“Does this look good?”

As T

—

When I was seven my mother woke me up late one night. She had
words and comments depressed gibberish. She
le of light from a desk lamp. Soon we were in her
cd. 1 fell asleep again, but was awoken by the
or. She lifted me out from the back seat and

led me by the hand to my father’s new apartment. I had only been
there a couple of times, but already knew that inside lay a treasure
trove of ME&M’s and newly purchased Star Wars toys. Wheg she
knocked on the door, there was 2 long pause, and one by one the lights

¢ were switched on. Eventually my father appeared at

in the apartmet! 1 b
in a robe.
the door dresse hi PR
«How can you leave this:

been crying, her
dressed me in a circ

Volvo, driving eastwa
slam of my mother’s car do

my mother asked him. “How can you
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just leave this family? Is this what you do with 5 p—
I‘I‘lage> IS
' thiSw
ha

my husband does with his marriage?”

Then there was another voice from inside, j ;
voice. My mother brushed past my father, lettin,g golght, Qe

father lifted me up and chased after her, his slippers 1? Ifslt]; dand' ;&i
ady 5,

the bare wood floors. Suddenly, we were in his bedroom aing;
had a yellow Tonka truck lifted over her head, and befo;.e Mothe,
MY fathe,

could stop her, it came down on the perplexed, naked ingr, g
€

the sheets pulled up to her neck. * wigy

P

The following week I stayed with my grandmother while my Mother
restedupina mental hospital. My grandmother gave mea book by A,
I read and reread a letter, written by a boy my

Landers about divorce.
age, whose parents were constantly fighting. Although his story wa
quite different from mine, I found myself gravitating toward his prob-

lem because he couldn’t understand why people tried to stay married,
even when they didn’t like each other. “Shouldn’t people love each

other?” he asked. ‘Shouldn’t people who are married stay martied
and not for some other reason?”

because they love each other
«Yes” and defined love within one para-

Ann Landers answered
graph.

P 4

“Did you like watching Rebecca and me together?” Cynthia
?;i‘i%uasi WE St;)od in front of an adobe house in Santa Fe. She wantf:d
tures of hézrt leotso t ;ul.)’ and the barn that went with it. She wanted pi¢
S he,:re : v:a plfctures to send to friends to show how happy W¢
on the corrg] r;ﬂj i .NeW York City. She posed, blew kisses, sat
blur. ng, and did a cartwheel that later only came out s 2

nk somet; ' i
mes [ liked watching more than participatiﬂg’” I

“I thi
replied. She didn’
i n't answer | :
slowly on jts ney hinges ¢r immediately, but swung the front door

“DOn’t .

You thlnk th 5

o ”» at S »
What?> | asked. Strange?

She CloSed
the doo
rand watched It cauti -
194 tiously, as if it might open

—



o lve . . ;
1&“} shrugged, but she didn’t seem to notice.

e Cynthia said, turning her back to me, “\y

':‘ ; u 9 . .
h"ve children, and sit on this front porch,”

[ was quiet. |
«You know 1 did that for you,” she added. “T was with Rebec
v ” Ca
for yOU-
~ «You said you wanted to try being with a woman_*
~ “In the end,” Cynthia said, her voice dropping, “In the end it was

. you- ”

“This could pe our
€ could live here and

Cynthia and I were staying at a bed and breakfast in Santa Fe, near
he university. Every morning we would have breakfast with Gerald,
the financial analyst from Des Moines. He would carefully carve his
antaloupe from the skin and slice it evenly into four pieces. Every
morning he offered me a piece and I declined.

. “Francis doesn’t eat cantaloupe,” Cynthia explained. “There’s not
enough taste in it for him.”

“How do you quantify taste?” Gerald asked.

“Francis quantifies everything.” .
“How’s your wife?” 1 asked Gerald, frowning toward Cynthia.

“We still haven’t met her.”

Gerald shrugged. «She’s sick agaip- \ !
_Until she’s able to sit in the car. . L
fow mate days. VALY coffee. “What do you do with your time?

« » 1.« like being by myself.”
Walk around:” he said - ivers t%:d. «That’s why we’ll never

we’ll probably be here for a

get married. dded as if he had expected this and carefully placed a

Gerald no . ki I

' tongue with his two 1ng )

- piece of Canfal?tievgzsh::d nfw. She needed' a respo,nse. In a fe:lv
Cynthia’s a'u be walking around by himself. Il bg married,

years Francis WIl but married. And I'll think about Francis, walking

maybe not happ! 3 Il be better. T'll feel good know-

und by nimself, and everything wi
aro

ing 1'(1; irsala;():vs;ﬂlowed his bite of cantaloupe 2
e

nd set his fork down.
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ot show any immediate reaction to whay

d, he set his napkin on the table and slid his%};n}tlhia haq
"1 towgyg

He did n
said. Instea

the center. ,
«My wife and I have been married for thirty-two yeays
IIOW’”

<aid. “I’ve never seen her this sick. We might have to cance] the ;
est

our trip.” , of
Then Gerald excused himself and poured another Cup of coft
e

from the carafe by the doorway.

P

When I woke up late in the evening, on the couch, the half-pil] of
ecstasy having worn off, I found myself counting the rotations of the
ceiling fan. My life was flitting away, swirling up into the air and scat-
tering like some fantastic sci-fi movie sequence. And there I was
drained, staring through the darkness at the ceiling. Down below a
woman was talking on her cell phone, asking the person on the other
line, “Does she even know her ass from her face?”

N

“Can you come over?” I asked, holding the phone tightly, press-
ing it against my ear. Outside a plane was flying above, there were the
screams of children, and the slamming of a car door. In my apartment
the only sound was the fan blowing a stream of air across the hallway.

“This is a change,” Rebecca answered.

“Eli’s at work. I know you are alone.”

“I’m not the one who is alone.”

There was a longing in her voice, touched with reserve. I imagined
Rebecca at her apartment, resting on the couch with her robe on. I
knew she was twisting the wedding ring on her finger, spinning it
slowly as she had done in the video. ,

:IfI come over, then what?” she asked.

Don’t be coy. Coyness is only effective during courting.”

“Ilove it when :
you are pretentious and analyti i
It gets me wet.” ytical at the same time.

We were both silent. I could tell that I would never be alone with
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ou had called me a few months ago,” she said. “We could
: ou

f rogether.”
hat was what you and Cynthia wanted to do.”

“ty

e un O

“ thought ¢

“YCS'”

«Yes, what?”

' «n the end,” she whispered. “In the end I wanted to be with yo
u.

¢ after you and Cynthia broke up, you said you wanted to b
e

»

one.

O.n the day Ann Landers died, I was sitting on my fire escape sip-
ping ice water and dangling my legs into space. A young mai wgs
escorting an older woman, who I assumed was his grandmother, u

the first flight of stairs to her brownstone. He was cautious, car,ingl::

and she gripped his arm tightly as they ascended.
| The unopened wedding invitation was sitting next to me, reflect-
ing the afternoon sun. There were grooves on the envelope, places

where the pulp had been squeezed and steamed together, then flat-
he grooves and, after a moment, placed

 the unopened envelope behind me, onto the windowsill.

Down below a couple was strolling with their young daughter.
The girl was holding their arms and lifting her feet off of the ground.
The man and woman were deep in conversation, discussing a Con Edi-
son bill, while the carefree girl swung from her parents’ support. I
watched the couple and their child turn the corner, onto Fifth Avenue,
the sounds of the bustling street swallowing them up-

The sun was low, slinking below the black and silver buildings
that rimmed Times Square. The car traffic had been transformed into

strolling people burdened with grocery sacks and duffel bags full of
: k approached, [ slowly fell asleep, four stories

_ As dus 5| '
gir:vgli);}gezvorls _ And as I drifted into that familiar dark, solitary
place, the people below carried on without me, as if 1 had never

existed.
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