LETTING GO

George stood in the middle of the vacant, brick-strewn lot, the collar of his faded, olive-green trench coat turned up against a gusty wind that hurled gray clouds in a tumultuous sky eastward toward the equally gray Lake Michigan. His shoulders had always sagged a little and his midsection showed a modest bulge, but now he slouched worse than usual, his hands hanging limp in the coat pockets. He realized that he must seem an abject figure to passersby as he picked up a dirty red brick, the mortar still clinging.

For the entire three years George had lived in the large, old brick house with Ron and Ted, talk had arisen now and then that it was going to be torn down to make room for a high-rise. They had quit wondering about it when nothing came of the rumors. But now, six months after George had married and moved ninety miles north to Milwaukee, a gap was opened between the rows of dilapidated three and four story apartment houses like a missing tooth in an aged mouth. 

George was twenty-eight when he moved into the house. Ron, an advertising copywriter, and Dave, a chemist, had joined him within six weeks in response to his ad for roommates. He couldn’t, or at least didn’t want to, afford the entire second floor flat on his salary as an editor of history textbooks.

The two years in that house on Chicago’s North Side, in the middle of the young swinging singles district, had been the most enjoyable of George’s bachelorhood. He didn’t consider himself, nor did he want to be considered, a swinger, but admitted during those two years that he was leading a less than purposeful existence. There were the one-night stands with women whom, he knew, he could never get serious about, though not all of them knew this. 

One such night he remembered as though it were the night before. He had stopped off at the Hip-P-Pub for a hamburger and a beer after a late night at work. As usual when there was nothing pressing, he stayed for a few more beers after eating. At ten o’clock, a shapely woman, about twenty-two, entered with a guy. She didn’t stay with him, though, shuffling languidly from one fellow to another. George wasn’t sure whether she was inebriated or pretending to be. She brushed her hand against George’s cheek as she passed his bar stool, and that was all the invitation he needed.

He waited until she paused in a corner, then walked up and asked if she would like a ride home. That was the only invitation she needed, too, and George supported her as they walked out the door, he half embarrassed in the knowledge that everyone in the pub must have divined his intention. 

As he undressed her in his apartment, she mumbled as though she were not in possession of her faculties and didn’t know where she was. George knew from experience that she did indeed know where she was, even though she likely was drunk, and that this was an act to cover up her willingness to go to bed with a guy she didn’t know.

Both were undressed and on the bed, he on top of her, erect and hard. George began rising to get a rubber from a dresser drawer, not knowing if she were on pills, but she grasped him around the waist and pulled him back down. “Wait a minute, I just want to …” he protested. She groaned and mumbled, drowning out his words, and it occurred to George that she thought he’d changed his mind about having sex. 

He wrenched himself loose, stumbled in the dark to his dresser, and tore the plastic-like envelope holding a Trojan. Placing it against the tip of his penis, he fingered the edges and knew the thin elastic device was not backward, as sometimes happened in the dark, when it rolled easily down his still hard shaft, catching a hair underneath and causing him to wince. The first time he’d used a prophylactic, he thought that you unrolled it first, then pulled it over your penis. It simply would not go on, and he had been mystified. The woman that time, a plump Jew with plenty of experience, had shaken the bed with laughter, and he had become beet red, which had made her laugh even harder. He’d repressed the impulse to say, “Well, if I’d done this as often as you have,   I’d know how,” and just waited for her to quiet down.

In a low, sexy voice, she’d told him to hand her a prophylactic, and pulled him gently onto the bed. She’d stared at him while tearing the wrapper off, and wrapped her hand around his rising shaft. Ever so slowly, she’d unfurled the rubber with one hand while pushing the hairs away with the other.

That had been one of the rare times when intercourse was really satisfying. Usually, something was missing, and he felt unfulfilled.

The young woman in the bed moaned. Almost abdicating her pretense of unawareness, she muttered, “Hurry up.” George took two quick steps toward the bed and bumped the little toe of his right foot against the wooden leg. He squelched an impulse to cry out, instead cursing with whispered vehemence. Now his penis became as soft as the prophylactic that covered it as he lowered himself onto the young woman’s body. She began to writhe, and he became erect again.

He found her vagina with his finger and directed his organ inside. Now she gasped, and locked her legs around his waist.

He’d downed several manhattans before picking her up, and it took him perhaps one-hundred-fifty pumps to come. When morning light flooded the room, she awoke, and asked him where she was and if anything happened. 

Good God, he thought, when does this game end? But he said, “Don’t worry, I used a rubber.”

“Oh no!” she exclaimed. George knew her shock was feigned. She dressed hurriedly.

George clenched his teeth in anger, but said nothing for several minutes while she used the rest room and applied makeup. He offered to make pancakes and scrambled eggs, but she turned him down, giving the excuse that she had to clean her apartment. He knew she felt guilty, and wanted to tell her not to, but that would only have made matters worse. He made a couple of feeble attempts at conversation while driving her home, but gave up when she gave short, polite replies.

George had learned from other one-nighters that this sometimes was the price you had to pay. He knew that he had no right to expect a relationship to develop from such encounters, but felt that the girl could at least give it a chance. Why should they feel guilty? he always asked himself. The first thing that attracts a person to one of the opposite sex is … that she is a member of the opposite sex. The initial attraction is physical. Sex feels great. What’s wrong with it if no one is being hurt?

The logic was sound, he thought, but never could convince his emotions. He himself felt guilty after every one of these escapades.

Ron had listened to George’s accounts of his sexual adventures and laughed at the funny parts with a unique laugh that resembled the high-pitched screech of a parrot. Actually, Ron didn’t think much of George’s sexual exploits. This came out in the infrequent times when the two argued. Ron would slip in an insinuation indicating he didn’t approve of George’s morals.

At first George thought Ron was just jealous. Ron was not the most attractive physical specimen, with a sharply receding hairline, large, protruding red ears, and a torso too long for his legs. He simply was not a ladies man.

It also occurred to George that Ron might be heavily influenced by his religious background as a strong Lutheran. George came from a fundamentalist background himself, but weaned himself away from it as he gained the courage to question its dogma. 

At a two-story house on the city’s near-northwest side, George dropped his sexual acquaintance off. He began exiting the car to walk her up the sidewalk, but she declined.

“Can I call you?” he asked.

“I don’t think we’re a good match,” she answered, and headed for the door.

George twisted the key in the ignition. He turned his head to look at her one more time, and saw a middle-aged man emerge onto the porch. With the motor running, George heard him say, “Where were you last night? You said you were going out with the girls, but I didn’t think you’d stay all night. That’s not a nice thing to do to your husband.”

George looked down as he sped away, his emotions racing in tandem with the car. 

***

In the empty lot, George stared at the red brick in his hand, immobilized. He sighed, and let it fall to the bare earth. 

###
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