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She popped a lemon drop into her mouth, and
sucked with impotent rage because they were not speaking.
Again.

Not speaking had been a punishment before it
became a habit. Susan wanted very much to tell him what she thought
of his plans to spend the weekend fishing on his brother's boat, of
all his failures, but they were not speaking.

The lemon drop suddenly lodged in her throat.
Her brain snapped to attention. She was choking. Her body tensed in
panic. He was upstairs typing misspelled replies to similar
simple-minded responses in a chat room.

Susan fell to her knees, limply trying to
pound her chest. She foresaw her covered corpse on the 11 o'clock
news, discussion by radio talk show callers, a segment on trash TV:
Women Who Choke on Candy While Their Husbands Are Online.

Absurd in incoherent panic, she did not
notice Sissy, her fourteen year old St. Bernard, lumber over to
her. Playfully, Sissy dumped herself on top of Susan’s back. The
evil lemon drop catapulted from Susan’s throat and pinged against
the TV screen where the dog had been watching a Seinfeld
rerun.

Gratefully, passionately, Susan inhaled a
flood of oxygen permeated by Sissy's dog breath. When her panic had
subsided, shakily, sweating, she climbed upstairs.

In a triumph of will over nausea, she at last
stood before Eric, her face streaked with tears. Eric turned from
the computer in surprise and rushed to her, forgetting they were
not speaking.

“Susan! What is it?!”



She stared hard at him, and hiccupped an
accusing obscenity.

Her throat still hurt the next day at work.
She worked at a corporation whose typically nondescript name was
PolTec. Nobody knew what it meant. Susan was Supervisor of Customer
Service. Like most people in Customer Service, she hated customers.
However, she was a good talker. She consoled, she prodded, she
bought time. She met crisis with a crisp smile and a network of
favors. She did not make enemies, but she had few friends. The
photocopier girl, just out of high school, felt buoyed despite a
mound of work when Susan hustled by her, caught her in the corner
of her eye and flashed her a smile like the timing of a camera
shutter. Susan sometimes called the copy girl “Hon” as a nickname,
because she forgot her name or else never knew it.

Susan left work early to go to the doctor
because her throat was killing her. “What?!” Eric shouted when she
stood before him glaring, “What now?!”

She sprayed her glare all over the kitchen
like machinegun fire. Fingering a prescription for antibiotics, she
searched in momentary confusion for her clipboard and pen, but
remembered these extensions of herself were at work.

She pantomimed writing, but was never good at
charades, and he thought she was having a kind of seizure. She
grunted, and winced from the pain of grunting, and Eric began to
dial 911. Irritably, she swiped the phone away. He finally pulled
out the pen with the logo of his own company on it, DigiCom,
(nobody knew what it meant) and offered it to her like a sword.

She told him on the back of the gas bill that
she had polyps on her vocal cords, her sudden sore throat was the
result of an infection secondary to lemon drop, and that she must
endure a sentence of a few weeks’ silence. Her last word in the
doctor's office had been an angry obscenity, when he shut her off
to any further speech.

Eric went to the phone, called his brother,
and canceled his weekend fishing trip.

Susan tossed an iron look of defiance, which
she hoped he would interpret as sarcasm. He did.

“You can't answer the phone if you have to,”
he replied, “What else am I supposed to do?”

She rolled her eyes and folded her arms with
as much disgust as she could act out.

It was a quiet evening at home.

Upstairs, Eric left his opinions on various
topics on a message board of other cacophonous cyber drivel, but
the only sound made was the clicking of the keys. Downstairs, Susan
sulked and felt very, very sorry for herself.

At work they made a great show of unplugging
Susan's phone to demonstrate how seriously they were all taking
this. Susan waved her thanks like a visiting queen, then took her
jangled nerves into the ladies' room to throw up. This did her
throat absolutely no good at all.

She was a pale ornament in the budget
meeting. She wrote comments on her clipboard, which all the other
department heads read with condescending exaggerated nodding and
grotesque grins, the way kind people do at senior citizens and at
foreigners who ask directions.

It became clear to Susan that her muteness
would make a quaint game which would lose its novelty soon and
become the end of her career. She could not cajole, deceive, rally
or bully anybody with a yellow legal pad as effectively as with the
subtle tones of the voice, and this ability, Susan knew, was the
main purpose of her job. She was a bullshit artist. She almost
wrote that once on her tax return under “occupation” but chickened
out.

If the careful courtesy of the people at work
depressed Susan, then the urgent martyrdom of her husband
infuriated her. He leaped to the phone like a good butler when it
rang, patiently gave caring updates to her mother. He had long,
gossipy conversations with her girlfriends. He was Superman, damn
him. When he called Sissy in from the backyard she heard him
saying,

“Good girl ...” to Sissy when she made it to
the back steps. That was uncalled for. Eric didn't even like Sissy.
She was Susan's dog. He had called her a “drool machine.”

Now he scratched Sissy’s ears and murmured,
“Good girl” into her sagging jowls. Susan was terribly jealous of
Sissy’s and Eric’s newfound relationship. She suddenly realized
this, and the fact of it humiliated and astounded her.

Wanting some sort of, but not necessarily
similar attention, she searched for him, and surprised at finding
him listening to a CD instead of being on the computer, she stood a
moment in the doorway and watched his light breathing, fingertips
of his right hand tapping on the arm of the chair, the creases
around his eyes, the gray hairs in his beard. She explored the wisp
of brown hair touching his ear, and he opened his eyes as if he had
been expecting her. He said nothing.

Her most tender expression dropped to the
floor, before she could stop herself.

A mound of orders with credit problems, truck
manifests, and a yellow legal pad filled with adjectives of anguish
lay before her.

“Jeez, you don't know how lucky you are
Susan, that you can't talk,” one of her young subordinates
cheerfully escaped her cubicle, “I've been playing telephone-tag
all morning. I tol’ him, I says, Bert, I goes…and I’m, like….”

Susan watched Josie’s animated expressions,
listened to her sixth grade vocabulary skills, and imagined to
herself what it would be like to touch Josie’s sweet young face,
and then move her hands down to Josie’s slender young throat and
choke her to death.

Dick came next. Susan smelled his industrial
strength aftershave before he even reached her, and her stomach
tightened. He smiled with artificial sincerity, and vigorously
chewed his gum a moment before tapping his monogrammed appointment
book. He was a salesman for the firm.

“Lemme just have a minute of your time,
Suzy,” he drawled in a worn act of good humor.

Susan sat back in her chair and regarded Dick
through the mists of a passionate fantasy about punching him in his
capped teeth. Her blissful expression made him forget his train of
thought and convinced him of what he had long suspected: she wanted
him.

Susan gathered her clipboard to her bosom and
suggested a meeting during a plant tour next week. Dick read over
her shoulder and down into her cleavage. Susan grinned the sinister
smile of charming sociopath, then stood to excuse him in the manner
of a cold Maitre’d in a very good restaurant. Dick stood,
speechless, rebuffed, and went back on the road as all salesmen
eventually do. That was the one good thing about them.
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