Wheelchair Guy 
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Oh no, the young Marcel Proust has a cold. Hah! Touch your neck. Time to stop stuffing your fingers up your nose. Kick the Latin book onto the floor. NO MORE SUBJUNCTIVE. Eyes against the pillow. Oculis apertis! The hour of four o’clock in the afternoon, isn’t it? Yeah, you know me. It’s only a fever. You saw me in the Berkshires. Hide under the covers, Marcel, squint into black butter, cover your face with those spice blankets. I’m only a voice. Remember me? MY GAL HAD LEPROSY, I WATCHED HER ROT! There I was, in front of the bookstore. For twelve years! In my wheelchair, my composting jacket? You didn’t like my jowls? My flat dry face, my dry ice cream… You wanted to wipe it off my chin, didn’t you? You want to rub your little fingers into my sleeve, didn’t you? You wanted to sit down and ask me about the balloon tied to the flag rammed down my spine, no? ONE NIGHT SHE CAME TO ME, I SLURPED HER SNOT. HAH. YOU saw my friend sitting next to me. YOU saw his pate! His yellow pad, covered with aleph bet. Practically lunch time, right? Snuggle under the covers, Marcel. No, swing your hairy little legs out from under them. Stain your shirt, Marcel! It’s all coming back to you. Even I can’t get rid of my friend, my daughter likes him, she runs the bookstore. Lobster rolls. Thank you, darling. There she goes. What a thing. “I’m frail, asshole,” I say to my friend. I SPANKED HER HARD! HER SKIN CAME OFF! What have I been thinking about, Marcel? I know you’re wondering in your head. What could he be thinking? What does a man think about when he’s confined to a motorized recliner? A hunchback!  A monk! I SAW YOU MARK ME DOWN IN YOUR NOTEBOOK. My daughter served you, houseguest. Look, Aristotle clearly says—WITH A KISS I SET HER AFLAME, HER LOVELY FACE WAS NEVER THE SAME. Reminds me. I knew ceviche lady. CEVICHE LADY! This was in my time. Floating in the pool, noodles under arm. Stranded in the deep-end like a decoy duck. MY DAUGHTER’S MOTHER, MY ONLY LOVER. My friend tells me, “You—in the wheelchair—you knew ceviche lady, in your time!” I did, I did! “Give me just one inspired utterance. Just one umbrous ember.” That’s what my friend pronounced. You saw him, Marcel. You know the plastic chair he sat in. Legs crossed. Balding. Writing. Considering our relation to the Hellenistic dark ages. Have you ever thought about that? Aristotle says that art and science have flourished and perished a thousand times already. My friend grows them in his basement. WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOUR SKIN? MY LOVE, YOUR HAIR IS GROWING THIN! Tell your Latin teacher on Monday. Yell it at her. It’s a rhetorical device. MY GAL TURNED GREEN, A NOXIOUS SPLEEN. A SORRY LOT, A DEAD ASH POT. God, Marcel, you still awake? You going to lie in bed until coffee and croissants solidify beneath you? You going to leave a greasy monument to the future? A short memoir? SHE TOOK THE LEAP, ETERNAL SLEEP. I’m talking about ceviche lady. In the sauna. Aromatic. “Did you know,” she said softly to me, “Did you know you can eat shrimp without cooking it?” A hush. I said no. She cupped her mouth with her hand. “Lemon juice,” she whispered and then repeated it, “Lemon juice. That’s all you need.” All you need, Marcel. Drifting off… It’s regenerative. Start from scratch. No fever. Forget fever. Just lemonade pressed against you. The night air like a balloon. Let the air out, Marcel. If it pops—so be it. you’re awake anyway—blow it up.
