


The Couple in the Bathroom

Matthew Weiss

“It’s terrible to possess brittle things.” – Elena Fanailova

It’s gotten to the point where I can’t sleep and am preoccupied to the exclusion of all else with the altogether baffling operation of my digestive system. Too much butter, it’s always something of the sort; not enough water and my fingers swell up… It’s all got to do, evidently, with this body of mine. Is that obvious? I spend a great deal of time wondering whether the digestive system works best while I’m sitting up, if I shouldn’t be lying down for hours, stomach gurgling. If I sit up, however, I’ll never fall asleep. That’s the real issue here. The hours are tiresomely short. There is barely enough time to accomplish anything before darkness falls and I can barely lift a finger after dark without being distracted by vapors of food, recipes—and more recently, the thought of a cigarette, which is strange indeed because I am not a smoker. Nevertheless, cigarettes and their charms have found me out in my dreams. I wake up craving one; I go to bed, wondering if instead I should be in the car driving to 7-11; in any case, I’m wide-awake. It all came to a head this morning when, clearing out a closet, I found an abandoned pack of Camels in an old Christmas tin; the date on it read about a year and a half ago. I went outside; came back in; got my coat, put on shoes; shut the door behind me; took a horrible, acrid drag; waited in the cool air; saw my cat watching me; threw the butt in the greenery; returned inside; showered; vacillated; considered plans for this story; passed out; awoke; it was dark. You see the problem, no doubt. I, personally, don’t understand the situation at all. You, the reader, are doubtless a far more intelligent, responsible, and hard-working creature than I; you understand what I can only tell you. In that connection, actually, I do have one bit of good news, which I’m sure you’ve guessed already, which is that my problem has—evidently—been solved; Javier Cercas has some good words about proper art being carried out only when one is absolutely desperate, unable to do anything else, in short, only when one is bored completely and despairing. At that point, art is the only joy, respite, etc.


You’ll believe me, then, when I inform you that it’s late and I’m tired, though presently I’m enjoying myself very much—I hope you forgive this particular style of writing, which neither comes packaged with a particularly varied vocabulary, nor shows a particularly refined sense of structure or poetry; rather, I’m at my wits end, so I’m going to write with the words that come to me from whatever void exists in the back of my mind, whatever peripheral well of mystery that, in the form of a row of shadows, crosses a hallway at night; the hallway is lit with a kid’s nightlamp; the shadows are cast by doors. All this is to say that I had plans, but now I’m improvising. In the original conception, this brief anecdote was going to end with a certain image, but since I have no present idea how to get to the point at which I would feel really comfortable giving it to you, I think I’m just going to start with it instead. This is it. The floor of a men’s bathroom, in a library. Present day. Dim lights. Two pale, sickly, white, bony nothings with bodies, having drunk gallons of coffee together (in an act which belongs only to fiction and not to the rarefied condensation of poetry), have hearts which now beat rapidly, like cat’s hearts, or the hearts of tiny, flying squirrels. 

They challenged each other. (It’s a man and a woman, no doubt). They were in Starbucks, probably. They wanted to really feel it. They wanted to wake up for real this time. They just ordered one coffee after another. They kept ordering. They ordered for each other; it was romantic. They kept drinking it down. A different bean from a different country each time. It was cold outside. It was comfortable where they sat. Their pupils were dilating or the opposite of dilating, whatever caffeine in large quantities will do for you. Then, the guy leapt out of his chair, his knees rocking like oscillators and declared that they really just had to go look at all those books. Like they needed to just leap out of their own chests and really connect to everybody. Find the secrets! Although the girl felt as if she should have more reserve, she lurched out of the armchair, or wooden, reddish chair, or whatever they have in the Starbucks near you; she grabbed a hold of his shoulder, which tickled him immensely; he yelped; she clamped down on his chest; they ran out of there; their eyes actually hurt. It was bright outside. 

Meanwhile, back at the other point in the narrative I’ve opened up, the girl has got stringy hair plastered on her forehead. This is probably about a half hour later, after the guy and girl have gotten to the library. She’s got a forehead damp like the hardened albumin of a white, frying steak. His (the man’s) facial hair, nose, and lips are like that of a dog or a rumpled lion—I was going to say “disheveled,” then thought better of it; the proper image for him is a starving lion in a rumpled suited, loosened tie, rather too stick-like for the suit to really fit, all creases and lumps. Now rip off his suit, or rather immerse him in a vat of water or something, which over time causes the fabric to disintegrate into a darkened mixture in the water; lift him out slowly with your own hands, so you can feel his puffy, prunish body. Now you have to place him back in the scene where the two very thin people with rapid pulses are clutching at each other in a void somewhere. Actually, it’s a men’s bathroom with dim light, as I’ve said. The man—boy?—had locked the door. Of the bathroom in the library. There is a stack of books beneath the urinal. Her head, at times, rests on it. It’s the middle of the night, or feels that way. The tiles underneath her are inseparable from the fluorescent light that surrounds them, the two of them who are like two frail bursts of fluorescent light. So pale they practically disappear in the light that is precisely their own color. Like a pair of flying squirrels who, having tripped under the eves, having dropped through the walls, having fallen down the stairs, and finally, having raced under the door of a closet, having found shelter at last, together, the two of them, in a leather shoe, collapse in little heart attacks of fright, just like them, this guy and this girl are bent over, their stomachs percolating in fear or hope or determination to have a future that does not yet exist; or at least to have some sense of the present from the perspective of the graveyard of the future, as Roberto Bolaño would say; his works, no doubt, are among the library’s collection. In fact, they might even be in the bathroom, under the urinal, under her hair, with the rest of those as yet anonymous books. 

As for the pair of them, their arms are like chicken bones; their spines, together, seem to form one ovular shape. Their legs seize, their hands clutch; she feels up him; it feels pretty good; he’s got a firm chest for such a small guy. Neither of them can escape the feeling of prophecy nor that they’re both being taken advantage of. Their tongues are so excited that when the girl speaks to him, she sounds like she has a retainer stuffed in her mouth. What does she say? I have no idea. In some ways, she’s horrifying—her angularity—her chipped, brown teeth—the ratty paleness—the glistening row of black hairs in her armpits—the desperation with which she kisses him—as if dying—as if afraid of dying—as if afraid of having to die at some indeterminate point in the future, but first having to live or something similar—as if she could unhinge her jaw and open it wider—as if she could scrape her teeth against his upper lip until, in the darkness of his closed eyes, she’s nothing but a jaw, a floating, hungry, chomping, caffeinated jaw, trying to eat him up like an animal. But can you blame her? (This is practically what’s going through the guy’s head.) For all that, though, when she’s dressed to the hilt, she’s really quite pretty. For all the unflattering description evoked in a moment of absolute terror, what the above doesn’t quite capture is her desire, which is too large for her, which is too large for any cognitive scientists, for anyone who has to stick to the facts, but not the living as a result of the facts, who can’t entertain plans for world domination, plans which recur with the frequency of urinary tract infections—in short, a desire which is destined to overtake her, and him as well, since he has a desire of his own, of course. This desire will open them up to the stars, the stars which revolve in a sign of terrible, terrible mercy. 

Thus they lie on the bathroom floor; they gaze up at the fluorescent lights; the girl’s iPhone crashes to the floor from its precarious position at the edge of the sink; their hearts are going to explode; they can’t distinguish between the arbitrariness of their own desires and the irreducibility of their selves; they feel a world which practically hums beneath them; they hear the soft swish of air escaping from a vent above them, a vent which leads down the bowels of the library where oldest, most arcane books lie; they smell the rather banal smell of saliva, toilets; they think about email, briefly; they think about driving to a hardware store, to buy something metallic; they think about themselves in the bathroom, about the conspiracy that connects them together, about the story in which they are both inset like various glittering gems of poetry in a compromised state; they experience one of those interminable gatherings of doubt, which resolve themselves in the midst of a dull expanse of boredom in the form of a kind, but unimaginative older woman—a friend of theirs—sitting on a couch in her imagination, watching a TV special, or listening to one of those pre-programmed music channels that you find. And then you—you, the reader—read about the climax, which the two of them actually experience as they stare at the stars above them and feel this honest-to-god mercy all over them; it’s at that moment that they realize that they are part of a story in which two characters glory in a grotesque tableau like two medieval lovers, entangled on a bathroom floor, legs outstretched, at last having released, in the act of having released, of releasing. Hot piss spurts down their legs—her pee smelling like asparagus, which is somewhat off putting; his pee smelling like some spice whose identity fails to resolve itself. They are pissing while they are lying in a puddle, or rather a puddle is forming around them and on them and on to both of them. They pee on each other’s legs. The piss gushes out of them with all the relief of having arisen in the middle of the night to relieve oneself, experiencing the stream, then snuggling back into bed. They still pee on each other’s legs. He pees on her leg. She pees on his leg. Their faces, if you could see them, would be shocking; they themselves are shocked; they seem taken aback; they are still peeing, in fact; admittedly, they are enjoying this relief, this closeness; they are also somewhat horrified. This all occurs in the context of a shocking anecdote of which they are a part and to which they have no ready response. For indeed, they have, in the midst of all their micturation, realized that at some point in the near future this piss is going to cool down, just like the narrative energy of this story is going to slow up and freeze. In the end, it’s going to be cold, wet, smelly, and stagnant; you’re going to be left with chills and only the memory of a warm feeling. You might want to forget this story; it’s probably not going to make you happy, or maybe just a little bit; though, actually, if you are the type of reader I am, you’re probably going to smile; in fact, you’ll probably understand what’s going on here and why I had to tell you this story about this guy and this girl; I myself don’t really want to guess. 

I wish, though, now that I think about it, that I could add some meaning to this anecdote, or at least illusion of meaning. I’ll say something about how Pascal was saying the other day, “oh how foul and hollow is man!” Lying in each other’s arms, these two lovers, or whatever they are, feel solid, if light-weight; they feel full of body and meat and various organs of human longing. But when they cut themselves open—I’m picturing clay being cut with one of those metal wires attached to wood pegs—they discover that they are completely hollow inside. Or maybe not—at second thought—this now occurs to me; since they can see wisps of steam rising from the holes in their elbows, they realize that while their torsos may be empty, down inside their feet, feeling like a dropped pair of pants chained by a heavy belt, they are weighed down by a piping hot tub-full of piss pooling inside their ankles. The point is that these guys have a long way to go; they have a lot of liquid to expel from their bodies; they have a long way to go, in terms of extricating themselves from each other’s bodies, in terms of at last running to a toilet, or else in terms of finishing the job in the sink; maybe they’ll piss all over themselves some more, since it’s getting frigid; or if they want to keep going indefinitely, if they don’t want to leave, if they don’t want the moment to end, maybe they’ll piss into each other’s mouths, the one keeping the other full, the two of them pissing into each other’s mouths like two components of a perpetual motion machine. Maybe they’ll stop; maybe our hero will get to ejaculate at long last, like the bubbling of an orc being born in the mud or a frog’s croak from its bulbous neck. Maybe they’ll figure out how to hide the fact that they’re constantly leaking as they drag themselves through the world, trying not to make a big deal as they continue talking, collapsing things, etc. Maybe they do want to make a big deal about it after all. Maybe they’ll carry around buckets; use external catheters strapped to theirs thigh like in that David Sedaris story they both read. Maybe, and this is a stretch, they’ll fill the whole world with their piss and leap into the waves, together, from a log or a stretcher floating in the yellow waves, and dive down to the bottom of the piss ocean, grabbing a hold of all kinds of heavy technological devices to weight them down to the bottom; they’ll reach the bottom of the ocean of piss; there, they’ll build a world of their own devising; they’ll make up an entire universe; they’ll create it; actually, they’d rather discover it, like it’s a secret or something; so they’ll discover it; but, in the end, if they’re realistic about it, they’re first going to have to create it in order to discover it; so, I guess, they have to discover how to create the world without knowing how they did it, in fact, forgetting that they created it at all in order to discover it, which is rather unsatisfying in the end, so the whole time, unknowingly, they are trying to create it again. (Or discover it?) All in all, they are rather conflicted. Especially since it’s not at all clear how much of this reasoning they themselves are aware. In the end, what they really want is actual, obtainable desires. They desire desires. It’s complicated, but true. They want to live in a world of dreams that’s also real. Also, they are very hungry. Secretly, they don’t want the world to end. They want to be the gravekeepers of that graveyard in the future where all our tombstones end up; they want to treat the history of the world like a detective novel, with excitement and suspense, with mysteries and secrets, a novel which, triumphantly, they have just finished, although there is a sequel they’ve heard; they want to get to the bottom of it, get to the end and not die, or die, but feel like they just finished something, not like they’re starting off into the unknown. They want to be the murderer, the victim, and the detective all in one. They want to discover the Book of Nature; they want the internet to become sentient; they want to experience domestic tranquility; honestly, they don’t want to read this story at all. It might exhilarate them; they might recognize themselves in it; they might hate the fact that this is all so obviously true and yet extremely banal. But, nevertheless, this is the situation. This is why I dragged myself out of bed. I wrote it all out. You have it in your hands. Clearly, at this point, we’ve reached a point of complicity. I’m sorry, really I am. But nevertheless. I just thought I’d bring it all up again so we can think about it once more.

In any case, to get back the real matter at hand, we’ve left our heroes pissing. Should they stop? Will they ever stop? If the story ends now, they’ll be pissing forever. 

