
Cousin
by Ann Bogle

This old man stays in bed all day reading a book of Polish poetry,
trying to remember what he's heard about Venus Fly Traps. He
knows they grow nearby, in a nature preserve, but he can't
remember which one, and his car is unremarkable—he can't go from
preserve to preserve looking for fly traps. He can ask Aldo. Aldo is
his best friend, married but separated, with the heart of a hunter.
Cousin can say, “It's cold out here, old boy,” and Aldo will reassure
him, as he always does, that Cousin's indecision is the right one.

Cousin is a solitary, and his proper heart beats hard against his
chest. He regulates it by running five miles a day. He drinks hard
liquor in his white, empty living room. He has work to do, articles to
write.

“It's cold out here,” begins one article about hauling his married
friend's car from the shoulder of the highway to the nearest repair
shop. Afterward, the two men drink shots of tequilla and shoot pool.
They play for the married man's wife. The narrator wins the game
but goes home without the wife. Moral: Some things you don't do. A
job well done. He made it all up. He got $900 for it on the first round
and $400 or so from seven other newspapers.

Cousin dials Aldo and gets his machine. He buzzes into the receiver
while Aldo's message plays.

“It's cold out here, old boy,” Cousin says. “Call me later. I'll be here
drinking.”

Then he calls Aldo's wife, Marietta, the editor, ready to ask her
about his latest piece. Her machine picks up. “Marietta. Cousin.
Haven't heard from you. Thought I'd give you a try.”
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. . .

Darkness comes early in December. Cousin flicks on the light, picks
out a tape. He slices open the boneless chicken breast and chops
enough garlic to starve ten fevers. The phone rings. It's Ellen, the
woman he's been screwing since September. She says she's hungry,
but he doesn't want to feed her. He tells her he's already eaten.

“I doubt it,” Cousin says. “You two go out so late. I'm an old man. I
can't stay out late anymore.”

“You're no old man,” Ellen says. “We'll be at Thirsty's.”

Cousin's indecision fills the universe. “Call me later,” he says. “I'll
probably be here.”

“What do you expect with a name like Cousin?” Petra says and
hands the cue to Ellen. Marlboros dangle from their lips. They've
plugged the jukebox, and men hover over it and in the doorway.

“His sister called him that,” Ellen says. “Significant because he likes
his sister.”

“How can you stand it? I would have killed him by now.”

“He tells me I don't know how to suffer properly.”

“Ask for a revolution, get Summer of Love,” Petra says.

“I told him we could just have sex, but he said that wouldn't be
right. Once I said, ‘I love you,' then ‘sorry' right after because he
stopped. I said, ‘I love you'; he stopped. I said, ‘sorry'; he
continued.”

“Faggot,” Petra says, laughing.
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“The beginning was good. That's what he likes. The moment when
you're driving in the open air and your hair is flying and your skirt is
whipping up around your knees, and he's smoking, of all things, and
happy and looking at you. The first date. Don't know what might
happen. I tell him you don't know what might happen once it's
started either, but he doesn't believe it. Is he a womanizer or does
he fake it?” Ellen shoots and misses. “Says later she seduced him.
‘Really hard to do that,' I say.”

“What did he say?”

“He laughed. He always laughs. It means he can do what he wants.”

“You need vegetables,” Petra says. “We'll cook for you, give you
vegetables.”

“Then you can tell me what it's like not to be hated,” Ellen says.

“Ben is sweet. He's really sweet, but I haven't been alone for two
months. He's always there. Always touching me. I feel like his
mother. I can't stand feeling like his mother. I want to scream, ‘Don't
touch me. I'm not your mother.' I told him that, one day, told him I
was feeling cowed. He says he doesn't want a mother, doesn't know
how I got that feeling.”

“It sounds good to me,” Ellen says. “Remember chaos?”

“I miss chaos. I miss coarseness and stupidity. I want violence.”
Petra crescendos and misses her shot. She grinds the cue into her
foot. The men near the jukebox shift in a herd. They seem aroused,
but wary. Petra and Ellen are tuned to it, like a station.

. . .
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“You girls out turning over dumpsters again?” Cousin asks. He has
called Ellen's machine to tell her he's going to bed.

Petra and Ellen stop at Cousin's on their way home from Thirsty's.
His light is out. It's not like either of them to drop by without calling.
Petra goes to his bedroom window. Ellen wonders how Petra knows
that it is his bedroom window. Then she remembers that Petra went
to his Halloween party.

Petra taps on the pane. “Wake up. You lug,” she says. “Get up. You
do nothing. Two women are at your window, and you don't even get
up. You don't even move.”

Cousin lifts the corner of the blind away from the window. It is dark
in his room and at first Petra can't see him.

“Not dumpsters,” Petra answers. Ellen can't hear him. “Lawn signs.
Get up.”

Ellen watches Petra talk to him then moves to the window herself,
full of dread. He'll be unhappy to see her. When she sees his face, he
surprises her by smiling.

“Fine,” Petra says. “Who needs you?”

Cousin lets the blind fall back against the window, and the women
go to the car.

“He needs a lobotomy,” Petra says.

“He's had a lobotomy,” Ellen says.

“I'm glad you're not talking about me,” says a man who passes them
on the sidewalk.
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“One lobotomy is rarely enough,” Petra says.

“But he's good in bed,” the man says over his shoulder.

. . .

Cousin jots down notes for the fly trap story, “Flying Too Close to
Venus.” Venus Fly Traps in the Bog. He can make it scary. He can
tell it from the fly's point of view: getting suckered in, lured in by
juices. It's involuntary, a trick of nature, survival of the species. He
only thinks he likes it. He should remember from the last time what
really happens, zap, you're dead, wrapped up like a mummy before
you can blink. Gotta keep your wits about you, visit other plants,
avoid the dread Venus. Moral of the story: a great place to take the
kids for a study of nature and of things to come.

He calls Petra. “You,” he says. “Out turning over dumpsters again.”

“You missed it,” Petra says. “Not everyone would forget to inhale.”

“What are you doing now?”

“Taxes.”

“Again? You're always doing taxes.”

“End of a quarter.”

“How's Ben?”

“He's fine. Want to talk to him?”

“No. Just wondering.”

“Ellen and I think you need a lobotomy,” Petra tells him. She chews
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on the end of her pen and uncaps it to cross out a line.

“Thanks,” Cousin says.

“We said, at least, that there's hope for you.”

“That's good. Glad you decided that.”

“Well, maybe we can pound on your window tonight. Right now I
have to finish this schedule. I'm really behind.”

“Talk to you later,” Cousin says, his finger on the button.

“There's the other hooligan,” he says when Ellen answers the phone.

“I'm on the other line. Are you at home?”

. . .

Cousin hoists the barbell to his chest and hovers it. Think fly traps,
he tells himself. Fly Traps in the Mist. He does twenty reps, and the
phone rings.

“So what did I miss?” he says.

“Do you want to do something or not, because if you don't, I can do
something with someone else. If you do, I can think about it.”

“Tonight I might actually want to do something,” Cousin says.

“Very precise,” Ellen says.

“Call me later,” Cousin says.

. . .
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Fighting with a woman is the essence of life, Cousin writes. He
slices open a boneless chicken breast and opens a package of
spinach. Chicken ala spinach e garlic. He knows a little Spanish, a
lot of English.

The woman in Seattle is not the communicator that Ellen is, but she
is a fornicator, and she rides horses. She says that anyone who
would jump into something the way Ellen has is unstable. Ellen has
a problem.

When he tells Ellen this, they are lying on the sofa. He has just
returned from a second trip to Seattle. Ellen mulls it. Finally she
says, “I see it.”

“What's the prognosis, Doctor?”

“The woman in Seattle is normal. You like her because she's normal.
She's never been to a shrink. She's an equestrian. She has the same
friendships she's had since high school. And she has you, man with a
tan.”

“Don't be nasty.”

“That's what you want.”

“What is?”

“That.”

Cousin mixes their drinks before slinging her over his shoulder and
carrying her to bed. Ellen rides out her hatred and his. She erases
her mind with the back of her hand. She slips around next to him,
backs into him with her ass. He gets behind her and in. She arches,
dodges, clamps her eyes wide, bites his wrist, arm, hand. He nearly
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strangles her. I hate you, I hate you, I hate you, she thinks. This goes
on until he stops, the only sign of his coming.

“Couldn't you fake one,” Cousin says and rolls over on his back.

He stares ahead without seeing, unaware of having seized the
sweetness of his time.
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