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These Familiar 

 

 A woman gets on the subway car and I have to laugh at such clock-work happenstance.  

But then I stop.  No joking.  Objectively, she is medium height, in her late thirties.  She has dark 

brown hair, shoulder length.  Her face is narrow at her cheeks and jaw.  I notice she has small 

round eyes like those of prey.  I try to see fear in them, but I can't find it.  She is wearing heels, 

dark stockings, a tight black dress, no ring, earrings, bright lipstick.  She carries a small purse.  I 

think, pepper spray.  Then, no, I don't know that.  It is after ten p.m. on a Sunday and she is 

dressed as though she is going out on a Saturday night, or maybe hasn't gotten home yet from 

Saturday night.  As I look more closely though, I can tell that she has dressed recently.  Her 

clothes have a certain cleanness, or newness.  Her face has the quality of having been recently 

washed.  There is a slight sheen that comes from her face lotion.   

 Though there are seats available in the car, I am standing in the doorway, leaning back on 

the doors after they close.  She sits not far away.  I am wearing a large, out-of-style brown coat 

like you find at a goodwill.  I have on old sneakers, jeans.  I am listening to music through 

headphones.  I purchased the new album of an artist whose music I've only heard until now while 

shopping at the grocery store with my wife.  My wife would laugh at me for that.  My wife isn't 

here.  It was the number-one selling album of the previous week, three weeks running.  I'm 

listening to it for the second time through. 

 The woman does not ever look at me, but I stare at her.  My gaze goes unbroken for stop 

after stop.  I'm bobbing my head a little to the saccharin pop music.  Both of my shoulders are 

square against the door.  When it opens, I don't move out of the way to let people on or off.  

When it closes I put one foot up flat on the door behind me.  This is not a natural pose, but it lets 
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me tip my hips forward into the space of the car. 

 She stands quickly as though she's almost forgotten it was her stop, and shoots out of a 

door one door down from mine.  I step backwards casually out of the car after her.  Her heels 

clack on the concrete of the platform up ahead. The train noisily lumbers out of the station to our 

rear.  Its steel wheels scream on the track in the tunnel behind me.  There are very few other 

people who got out and I take big slow strides, out of time with the music.  She goes up the steps.  

I go up the steps.  I do not realize where we are until I come outside.  I haven't been paying 

attention to that.  We are on the West Side, in the thirties.  She is walking west, toward the 

Hudson River.  At some intersections she turns north, goes one or two blocks, then turns west 

again.  It is dark and there are big, lifeless buildings here – abandoned, or nearly abandoned 

industrial spaces that have not yet been converted into condominiums or some other new thing.  

There is almost no one on the sidewalk and no cars.  No one even parks their car here; it's an 

industrial zone.  I worry I am following too closely.  I pretend distraction and hang back.  We are 

one block from the highway and the water.  She is looking at building numbers as if she can't 

find the number she needs.  Now she doubles back toward me.  She's very close and I can see 

she's starting to look anxious now in her small round eyes.  She looks at me.  She looks away 

from me, to the air just beyond me.  I wish I'd thought to have been chewing gum just so that I 

could spit it out onto the sidewalk at that moment.  Instead I remove my earbud headphones and 

put them in my coat pocket. 

 I have both my hands in my coat pockets.  I slide them out and let them swing loosely.  I 

check behind me.  We are alone.   

 As we get close I tip my chin up at her and say, "Help you find something?" 

 She says, "Oh, no thanks, I've got it now." 
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 She's moving quickly to pass me. 

 "Where you off to?" I say, stepping aside to block her way. 

 "I'm meeting someone," she says, trying to get around, "My boyfriend.  I'm already late.  

He's probably out looking for me." 

 I put my hands out at the height of my waist to pen her.  "He should keep better track," I 

say, "of a thing like you." 

 She pushes down on my hands.  "OK," she says, "That's enough.  Get the fuck out of my 

way." 

 She tries to push me away and I grab her wrist with one hand and pull her tight against 

me with the other hand by her hip.  "You got nowhere to be," I say through my teeth.  She pushes 

back against me, but I have her so close that little spittle from my lips lands on her face.   

 This is the most difficult part, when you make yourself get mean to her.  But you can find 

ways through.  I can feel the line of her underwear under the dress where it crosses over the 

protrusion of her hip.  I can feel her smooth flesh slide under the slippery fabric of her dress.  It's 

just a cheap dress.  That's obvious now.  It doesn't actually fit that well either; I've decided it's 

too tight around her ass.  She's painted her nails a color red you can't look at without thinking of 

sex.  Wouldn't it be better for that dress to just come off?   Her wrists are so goddamn thin.  In 

these moments, even the things you already know can come as a surprise.  You wouldn't think 

they'd be enough to do anything for you, but then they are.   

 I push her back across the sidewalk toward one of the huge windowless brick buildings 

that fill the block.  There is a cutout in the facade for a doorway, and a green painted metal door 

covered in graffiti at the back of it.  It's too perfect.  She doesn't scream.  Of course not.  She 

swings at my face with her free hand and I duck my head into my shoulder to protect it.  Her 
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nails scratch my scalp.  She swings again, open palm.  What has ever felt this good?  Still 

holding her other wrist, I move my hand from her hip up under her dress.  I'll have to rip those 

stockings.  That takes two hands.  Her dress is already hiked up her legs.  I am holding her in 

with my large coat like a net.  I let go of her wrist and pull open the dark material at her crotch.  I 

can see the delicate skin of the inside of her thighs.  I've made it so anyone can see them.  

Anyone can, but I'm the one who is.  She is wearing one of the black lacy pieces of her 

underwear.  I grab from underneath and pull them a little down and aside.  Of course she is this 

wet, though I was not expecting it.  She is not really struggling anymore, she looks humiliated, 

afraid; she's forgotten how to struggle.  I think she might be crying but I can't look.  I grab her at 

the neck without looking at her face and tell her, as much for her as for me, "Don't you fucking 

move."  With one hand I open my pants, pull down the waistband of my underwear.  It takes a 

second to get it down over.  I lift up one of her legs at the knee and push inside her.   

 It's all familiar, just never as good as this.  The lights around us on the building are 

buzzing, blue-green fluorescents that turn flesh a sick-looking color.  It's better like that.  We 

don't want anything too pretty.  And she looks so goddamn good with that cheap dress pushed 

up.  Where did she get that thing?  I have a hand holding her at the chest and I move it down to 

feel myself at work inside her and to rub her clitoris.  It all almost turns into something else like 

that, and then she cuts the back of my neck with her nails.  That's so much better.  I can feel lines 

of newly opened skin.  I pull my hand away from our crotches and push my forearm against her 

throat.  Our attitudes change.  Of course there can be no niceness, I don't know what I was 

thinking. 

 She opens her purse.  Her face is red.  Her eyes are tearing; her make-up runs.  She closes 

her eyes tight and opens her mouth.  She is coming.  I can tell she is coming hard.  It is very 
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good.  I look at her closed, crying eyes and I will come soon too.  God, I am thinking, my God.  

As long as there is still a feeling somewhere as good as this, everything else is tolerable.  Then, 

pepper spray.  A quick shot, it almost doesn't get me, most goes into my hair, burning in the folds 

of my ear, and down my neck where it sets the cuts she's just made on fire.  But it doesn't take 

much in the eyes, it takes nothing.  Jesus it hurts.  God fucking damn.  It's like having hot coals 

over my eyes.  I can't see.  I am crying.  I want to put my head in cold water.  My God, so good.  

I am coming.  Christ, I am coming.  My body convulses.  I seem barely equipped to survive it.  

Muscles in my stomach contract like I might lose my entrails out through my penis.  And I am 

still sort of coming, it goes on forever.  And I am blind.  My ears are ringing and I cannot hear.  I 

barely can keep from collapsing.  I pull out of her.  My penis is wet and cold in the air, I feel it 

bobbing ludicrously as I cough.  I pull my pants up to cover myself, stumble back, still blind.  I 

can feel her step forward and stand next to me.  I am bent, and she stands over me I guess to 

watch while I suffer.  I have a handkerchief somewhere in a pocket.  I wipe up my running nose 

and tear-wet face.  I am bent over at the waist.  She is standing in front of me, watching.  She hits 

me in the side of the head, harder than she did before.  It feels like a closed fist.  I go over, 

thumping onto my shoulder.  I bounce back up, but I am dizzy, wobbling.  Oddly the pain of 

being hit is very slight at this moment.  Every sense is overloaded.  My eyes still burn, but I am 

able to open them just a little.  She's already taken off her torn stockings.  I see them in a small 

heap in the doorway.  Her face is crimson.  There is a purple smudge across her neck of broken 

capillaries.  I did that to her.  Christ, I can't look at that.  She'll be wearing a scarf for the next 

few days, and nobody is fooled by those disguises.  Her expression is blank, there is nothing she 

wants to show me.  I zip and fix my pants.  My hands on my knees.  I want her.  I need us both to 

come back.  There is a juicy, hacking cough.  I've gone so weak.  I feel so destroyed.  This is one 
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type of relief.  Thick strands of saliva and mucus collect on the pavement beneath my head.  I 

wipe off again and look up at her face.  Now I see her stone expression has softened to reveal her 

exhaustion, her own craving to return.  Familiarity has crept back in to both of us, bringing its 

long-standing grievances, its sadnesses, miseries and disappointments; its deep comfort, love and 

amelioration.  We cautiously meet our eyes.  We do not touch yet.  We begin to make our way 

east at a pace apart.  When we come to the avenue, she waves for a taxi.  A taxi slows and stops.  

We climb inside. 
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