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Ernie Conrick



Backhand




Losing in the quarterfinals was the worst part of the U.S. Open. The next worst thing was that it all took place in Flushing Meadows, Queens -no comment necessary there. The next worst thing was that it was painfully hot. The next worst thing was that Oleg, my hockey player boyfriend, ignored me because his babushka was in town and he was ashamed to be seen with his seventeen-year-old blond devochka. I think that in English you would say that he has no balls.
But Mariana made up for all of it. I don't need to say a thing about her really, she was a legend in women's tennis before I even picked up a racket. I'm still not sure I like her, even after what happened, but I am sure that I do respect her for not giving a shit about being a six-foot-two-inch Slavic dyke when it was still hard to be anything but a proper lady. And I respect her for what she did for me-although that's fucked up in its own way, as you'll see.
Mariana is an intimidating presence, tall, tow headed, piercing blue eyes that look out from a severe brow and pointed eyebrows. Even at forty-four, her body is rock hard, or at least the muscles are. As for her skin, it's simply spent too much time unprotected under the sun, like all tennis players, and is leathery and tough like a hide, as if it had been skinned from her body, treated by a tanner, and then reattached. Nevertheless, a defiant sensuality shines through those forty-four-year-old wrinkles so that, even as I made a concerted effort to ignore her, I, on occasion, could not help but glance quickly at her from the sidelines and admire the knots of muscles on her calves, or the severe shadow of her jaw.
Of course, she hated me immediately. Rather I should say that she hated me in a very particular way that is unique to women, and possibly unique to Mariana herself. Whenever her eyes would fall on me either during a warm-up or in the locker rooms, I would feel a cold disdain, cold and hard like I imagined her heart to be. She got to where she was by a Nietzschean effort of will, and she could see quite clearly that I was where I was (financially at least) with the generous help of my figure, my long blond hair, my party-girl image, and the pictures of me on the covers of fashion and sports magazines looking kittenish, coquettish, and just plain slutty.
From my own point of view, the only people who complain about it are people who can't do it themselves, but I will admit that I've had more press coverage than the top ten women in the world, and I've never been ranked higher than twelfth. I don't blame her.
She first spoke to me as I walked off the court about two days before the Open. I was having a great day on the court, which bothered me, because I thought I would curse my game if I was too good during the warm-up. I feel better when I am less than my best until the day of the matches. Somewhere in my mind, I believe that you only get so many good games and you need to save them up for the right time.
"Your name is Anna?" she asked as I walked off the court.
I nodded but stayed silent.
"Anna Gramovitch?"
We both smiled weakly at each other. I rubbed a towel up my arm, across the upper half of my chest.
"Do you know who I am?" she asked, gaze following the rag as I slid it across the back of my neck.
"A variant rival to a man," I answered.
There was a pause as she drove her hard blue eyes into mine.
"Let me tell you something…" she leaned close. "Think more about your game, less about hockey players."
I rolled my eyes and headed for the locker room, but Mariana fastened an iron grip around my triceps and held me in place. "Gravenfort will eat you alive if your return is not better." She looked me dead center.
"Spasibo," I said. She was old and ugly and retired and irrelevant. I ripped my elbow from her and walked away.
When the Open started I was a victorious tornado. I removed the much-acclaimed but slow and lumpy Gravenfort 6-2, 6-3. Next, I eked out a win over the younger Neptune sister, Valariana, with a perfect shot down the baseline, followed by a perfect backhand and a series of equally perfect serves (even though the press keeps claiming that I cannot serve). She pouted and looked at me like an enraged lemur, but I met her most irate behavior with professional sportswomanship.
The crowd naturally championed their faltering poster girl, but nevertheless, a vocal minority could not resist my golden charm and made their support known.
After my win (4-6, 6-4, 6-4) Valariana's father told reporters I was the product of a Nazi eugenics experiment. Despite these remarks, I noticed he never took his eyes off of the Nike swish on the front of my tennis dress. I suggested that perhaps she would do better next time if she would rid herself of those swinging braids, which surely affect her peripheral vision and make her look ridiculous. I even offered to braid her hair like my stylish coiffure, but this placated neither Valariana nor her rabid sire.
I was looking for Mariana after my victories to remind her that her prediction about Gravenfort had gone horribly wrong, but I did not see her either during or after the matches. I did see her once briefly in the company of Terri Fierce, that amazon with the prominent beak. I wondered what was going on there, but decided that I didn't want to know anyway.
My performance was faultless up to this point. I was in the quarterfinals and faced Christina Hinges, who was, in my opinion, a bit rusty, having been sidelined for six weeks with an ankle injury. Prior to this I had defeated her twice in a row. I fully expected to make cheese out of this little Swiss girl with my obnoxious forearm.
And so, the night before my quarterfinal match, when I should have been at the hotel resting, I was confident enough to accept Oleg's apologetic invitation to dinner. He was very gentlemanly, and obviously wanted to make up to me. Apparently his babushka did not like Ukrainians or some such nonsense. I really didn't give a damn what this old woman thought, but was irritated that he would hide me like that from his family. I was, after all, an international tennis superstar and sex symbol with millions of dollars in paid advertising endorsements. You'd think that the boy would be able to get around some fossilized prejudice in the old bag's head.

Despite his best efforts, our date was a disaster. If he wasn't talking about his mother or his grandmother, he was going on and on about his team's owner, some brain-damaged millionaire named Henry Quillgreen. According to Oleg he had taken most of the money meant for the hockey team and given it to a man who promised to develop barrel rides for tourists over Niagara Falls.
The long and the short of it was that Oleg might be traded to Calgary. When he said this I just looked at him. He must realize that if he moves to Alberta the most he will see of me is the pictures on the Gatorade bottle. I told him he could either make his peace with the Jew or forget about me.
"Ach, listen my little fish…" he said, leaning in close, "… I was just mentioning it to let you know what is going on in my life, that is all."
"Well, now I know."
"Don't be angry, Anna."
"How can I not be? You are such a disappointment."
There was silence for a long time. I drank a Vodka tonic, then two.
"Anna Petrovna," he sighed after a thoughtful puff on his cigar, "You cannot be unhappy with me for long. I have quite a gift for you back at my place, you will-"
"Then I must remain unhappy with you for a while longer, because I am not going to your place tonight," I answered firmly.
"Anna…"
While this depressing scene was going on I tried to forget about Oleg by sucking on my drink. I sucked too much and presently felt dizzy. The candles and the glasses and the Caspian beluga swam before my eyes. It was at that moment that I felt a pair of icy blue eyes on me from across the restaurant. It was Mariana.
I almost didn't recognize her at first; she was sitting with two other women at a table across from us wearing a long, sleeveless black dress, flat shoes, and a string of pearls. I chuckled to myself, thinking, "Who has ever seen this woman dressed like this?" At the same time, I must admit that, far from seeming out of place in her clothes, she had a gawky, long-legged elegance to her. The dress made her look even longer than she was, so that she seemed to grow out of the ground like a vine.
Catching her eye, I smiled at her and raised my glass. Her lips tightened around her teeth and her body seemed suddenly rigid, as if she were getting ready to leap right at my throat. I saw her mouth move as she said something to her companions, who looked over their shoulders at me and giggled simultaneously. Then she smiled widely and winked at me.
I took another draught of my Stoli. It all seemed amusing at the moment, to have two famous athletes both flirting with me at the same time; one male, one female. I smiled back at her.
As the evening wore on, Oleg became more unbearable. He wanted to know why I wasn't coming back with him to his apartment. The fact that I was in the quarterfinals of the U.S. Open was apparently not a good enough reason. It occurred to me that he didn't even take my career seriously. Unable to endure him for much longer, and far more buzzed than I should have been the night before a match, I excused myself while he asked the waiter for the humidor.
In the marble ladies' room I looked at myself in the mirror. I looked somewhat tired and sad. Most people do not know that one of my eyes is not straight, it looks off to the side a bit. Maybe this allows me to see the ball coming better, I don't know. But in the mirror it almost seemed as if each eye was connected to a different brain, a different personality, a different person.
I can only look at myself at one eye at a time, strange to say. It is always my straight left eye. This is my strong eye and it seems like the me with which I am familiar. My right eye wanders a bit away from my nose. I have to tip my head to look in this eye and when I do, I am not sure who I see.
My head throbbed. I loosened my braid and combed my locks with my fingers. I flicked some of my hair in front of my right eye so that it no longer looked back at me. That made me feel prettier. Then I played with the straps of my gown and the pendant that hung around my neck. Looking down I could see my cleavage and the slit in my skirt that ran up my thigh.
I once told an interviewer that my skirts were not shorter than the other players, it was just that my legs were longer. Looking at myself in the mirror again, I ran my hands from this slit, up over my pelvis and my tummy, to the spot right below my breasts. The papers were right: I was a gorgeous blond goddess.
I ran some water on my hands, then wet my cheeks and brow. I leaned over the marble sink into the mirror until I was inches from my own face. My thong nipped my pink anus as my haunches extended. "So this is what it looks like to kiss me," I thought. No wonder the boys pay so much attention. My single eye was captivating, luxurious, and intoxicating. My hair was coiled a bit and fell like flames over my chest, while my arms were supple and long, tan from the sun with tiny white hairs standing erect. I pouted my scarlet lips, then licked them with my shy tongue. Without even knowing what I was doing, I closed my eye and kissed myself.
The tip of my nose turned up, as my lips pressed against the cold glass.
"Mmmmmm," I said.
I stayed that way for a moment, my hips swaying back and forth against the marble sink top. Then my eye, my wandering right eye, saw through the falling strands of my hair, into the mirror, and around my shoulder.
Mariana was staring back from the mirror like a wraith in the shadows. She did not move.
I smiled shyly.
"Such a pretty girl," she said in her Czech accent.
"Thank you," I laughed, still leaning over the marble sink.
She slid up behind me, "If only you were not such a brat." And she slapped my ass; she slapped it a shade too hard for it to be a joke, and her hand lingered there without moving.
I straightened up and felt my buttocks tighten and sting against her wide, strong hand. Looking at us in the mirror I said, "I get paid to be a brat," and lowered my eyes.
"Not to me," she said in a low monotone, sliding her hand up to my lower back.
She pulled me toward her-or maybe I lost my balance on my heels-or maybe I just voluntarily settled back into her encircling arms. I really cannot be sure. Her arms were around me and all over me; she was all hands, like some Buddhist bodhi-sattva clawing at the Shakti on his lap. One hand was on my thigh, playing with the slit, another on my waist. A third hand slid up my side to my neck, a fourth cupped my breast, a fifth ran lightly across my nipple, and a sixth pulled at my dress. A seventh hand lifted my hemline several inches; an eighth pulled my hair with a tug so that my chin was forced up to a 45-degree angle. Her lips were rough and cold on my neck, like a hairy bug crawling leg by leg toward my ear.
I heard the door open from the dining room. Startled, I stared open-mouthed into her eyes.
"Please," I whispered.
She wouldn't have stopped unless I'd said something, I am sure of it. And the irony of it was that here I was, the bad girl of tennis, pleading with Mariana to not start a scandal. She had no reason to stop-what did she care, she never hid a thing from anyone. But she did stop for me and smiled almost awkwardly. When the door opened and two Japanese women walked in, she played like she was my older aunt helping me to braid my hair. Wisdom is where confidence meets reality.
The two girls came to the mirror beside and chatted in rapid-fire Japanese. Mariana winked at me in the mirror and squeezed my shoulders with her rough hands.
"Good luck," she said, and turning as if she were leaving a military review, she walked out the door.
When she had gone I looked in the mirror at myself again, this time into both eyes at the same time. I looked different.

* * *

Contrary to my expectations, it was a well-oiled Christina Hinges that showed up to the quarterfinals. To make matters worse, I had a hangover. It was the worst of all possible combinations. I felt as if I was playing in some sort of vacuum without air or noise. It was like an ocean of pain, where the crowd would roar, then hush like waves; and in the interim there would be a hard silence punctuated with my groans and Christina's girlish grunts. My returns were clunky, my backhand weak, and my serves inevitably missed the mark. I tried to salvage my game in the second set, but I could only concentrate for short moments at a time.
It seemed to me that the spectators rose on top of each other like layers of an inverted ziggurat. On top of the highest layer there seemed to be another layer, but this time of opaque entities of oppressive humidity called clouds. They piled on top of each other, up into the air, hanging over the rim of the stadium, looking down on us, pressing in on us like school boys trying to see a schoolyard fight. Lecherous little boys, looking and pointing and whistling and finally spitting-first one drop, then two, then a barrage of thousands, all spitting on me from above. They called a rain delay.
I sat on the bench during the interim, looking at the small squares of space between the strings of my racket. Olga, my coach, asked me repeatedly what was wrong. She told me to wake up and to stop dreaming.
"Are you in love, Anna Petrovna?" she asked.
I shook my head.
Somebody whistled in the crowd. "Come on, Anna!" yelled a deep voice. I turned my face and saw that it was Mariana. She was sitting about three rows behind, between her two companions from the previous night, and wearing the exact same dress. She clapped her hands twice and an almost involuntary smile tugged at the wrinkled corners of her mouth. It seemed to me that she was making fun of me, trying to sabotage whatever concentration I could manage.
In the next set I was so angry that I consistently over-hit the ball and faulted on the serve. Hinges was swinging like the doors of a whorehouse on payday. The coup de grace was delivered by the line judge who obviously hated me and called every shot for my opponent. When I protested, she ignored me, and the crowd cheered, as if it was just more entertainment for them.
They said in the paper that I refused to shake hands with Christina after the match. I don't really remember, but I think that perhaps it was Christina's dirty hands, more than my anger that made me pass her by. She should wash them more often. I have nothing against sportswomanship, but I am not going to get a disease just to be nice, the press be damned.
People would not leave me alone on my way to the locker room. They shoved microphones in my face and leaned in front of me, and Olga would not shut up. I just wanted to be left alone. In my dressing room, I asked Olga to please leave me alone, but she kept talking about my backhand as if I gave a shit. Finally I yelled and threw my racket at the wall. She may claim all she wants that I threw it at her, but she just wants to get on TV. Finally she let me be, and I cried on the carpet between the locker and the massage bench.
I didn't hear Mariana come in. I just heard her voice between sobs and heaves of my chest.
"You were not even trying, Anna Petrovich," she said, "you were thinking of something else… or perhaps you have been having too much fun."
I sat up. I hated her.
"You must really decide what you want to be," she said, "A champion or a party girl."
"You were there last night, too."
"Yes, but I am not playing today." She sat down on the bench in front of me, sitting on her hands.
"Is that what this is all about?" I asked. "You want to shame me? Does that make you happy, Mariana?"
"Yes, of course," she answered, with again the hint of smile that came from that borderland between altruism and cruelty.
I cried and lifted my hands to my face. She tried to pull me toward her, to press my head against her lap, but I shoved her away. She tried again.
"Go away," I said in a high and quavering voice, "what do you want?"
"For you to be a good girl," she answered, and crossed her arms in front of her chest.
"And how do I do that?" I cried more, to the point where I could not breathe. I wanted her to pull me to her, but she kept her arms crossed. I reached for her and my slender hands grasped her dress at the knee, then knelt forward onto her lap, between her iron thighs. I wanted her to touch me, "I want to be, Mariana, I want to be." And, sobbing, I wet the cloth between her legs.
I pressed my face to her lap, and she pressed her lap to my face. My tears soaked her dress through, and then the cloth changed and it wasn't her dress anymore-and it was wet but not with tears.
I looked up at Mariana's face. Her eyes were fierce, severe, and wary. I lowered my eyes to her wet cunt. Her callused hand slapped her thigh sharply, like a ringmaster ordering his bear to dance. Looking up to her to make sure I understood, I pushed aside her underpants and felt her soft brown hair on my lips and nose. I inhaled deeply and took her scent deep inside me. For the moment, I forgot about tennis. To forget about tennis even for one moment feels like those first minutes after my braces were removed, so long ago. It feels strange and easy and finally natural.
As a thirsty pet rodent taking a drink from a water bottle moves the metal ball with its tongue to release the moisture behind it, so I lapped at Mariana's wet cunt. She stood, and lifting her dress with one hand, ground her softness into me from above. I inserted my tongue and, curling it upward, probed her moist, pelvic void. I imagined that every time I licked her, my tongue caught drops of her greatness.
My lips found her hooded clit and I placed it between my teeth like a champagne grape. I sucked her clit, gently flicking my pink tongue in a horseshoe-shaped swish around the hood, then back again; wax on, wax off.
She enveloped my face with her iron thighs so that my next breath must have come from deep inside her. I licked and licked and licked her wet cunt. I closed my eyes and tongue-fucked her with lightning quickness over and over again until my face was awash in her juices. Mariana's hips bucked against my tongue, trying to escape, but I pushed forward and pressed my lips desperately against her swollen labia.
She shoved me from her half-gently. I looked into her eyes and she still had the same fierce expression.
"Lift your arms, Anna," she commanded. When I complied, she removed my tennis dress with a single motion so that I was naked on the floor before her, nipples hard, my pale white haunches that turned to brown thighs, and my downy blond hair between my legs, wet and heavy. While her cold blue eyes appraised me, I unbraided my hair and shook my head so that it fell on my spine and tickled me.
She knelt in front of me so that our knees touched. Her rough hands traveled up my legs to my waist. She kissed me once, lightly on the lips and then… crack!
She slapped me, not playfully, hard with the back of her hand. I was not expecting this and was stunned for a moment. Angry, my brows knit and I tried to rise. She pushed me down again.
"Stop it!" I squealed like a kitten, trying to rise again. Her thick arm caught me and I spun around as I was pushed toward the locker. Behind me now, she curled one arm around my waist and hooked my ankle with hers in a grapevine such that I could not rise.
"Stop it!" I repeated, "get off of me!"
"Shhhhhhh," Mariana whispered, "shhhhhhh."
I tried to rise but could not. When I felt her fingers work into my pussy and wiggle inside me I was furious.
I screamed like a girl.
"Shhhhhhh." She added another finger.
I yelled again and tried to rise, my hips inadvertently pushing against her. I bucked.
"Shhhhhhhh, be good," Mariana purred, as she finger-fucked me.
I screamed again, but softer and lower.
"Shhhhhhh." She slapped my ass hard with her free hand.
My screams were no longer really screams.
The door rattled and I could hear Olga's voice on the other side.
"Anna, are you okay?" she asked.
I meant to say, "Help me, I am being attacked!" but all I could manage was, "Olga!"
"Anna, open the door," Olga yelled.
I meant to say, "Help! She is crazy!" But Mariana's hand kept moving in and out of me and she kept whispering, "Shhhhhhhh" into my ear, and I didn't say anything.
"Anna, do you need help?" Olga yelled. Mariana yanked my hair so that my head jerked back. She finger-fucked me hard and fast.
"Anna! I am going to break down the door!"
Her fist entered my hot insides.
"Go away, Olga!" I yelled.
"Anna!"
"Shhhhhhhhhhh."
"I am okay, just go away, Olga, go away!"
Olga went away.
"Shhhhhhhhh, good girl," whispered Mariana, fisting me.
I shuddered and cried; hips and hair flailing. Mariana's fist slammed into me over and over again until I didn't know what was happening. I came so hard that I was almost unconscious. I didn't hear Mariana leave and she didn't say good-bye.

* * *

After this experience I decided that it was, perhaps, time to end my affair with Oleg. He was heading to his babushka's place near Brighton Beach, so I invited myself along, telling him that I had to talk to him seriously. I could have ended it all over the phone, but I didn't. It was more authentic to speak to him face to face.
When I arrived, his grandmother's apartment was in turmoil. His grandmother, hearing that I was arriving for dinner, decided to display her mastery of American cooking by making us a lobster dinner. After locating a seafood store, she was surprised to find that the creatures were sold while still alive. She bought the poor fellow nevertheless. The old lady had it in her head that all fish, live or not, should be prepared in the same way: covered in bread crumbs and butter, and baked in the oven on a cookie sheet at 350 degrees. And so the creature's eight kicking limbs were doused in melted butter and covered in crushed Ritz crackers after which he was placed, much against his will, on the middle rack of a very hot convection oven.
Shortly before I walked through the door the lobster, subjected to such conditions, began to scream. It is true, they can scream. Not only do they scream, they make the most pitiful, plaintive moaning noises that you have ever heard as the exoskeleton is heated.
The old lady had run out of the kitchen and was pacing up and down in the dining room.
"Shut up! Shut up, you little shit!" she said over and over again.
Oleg was in a state of indecision before the oven, holding a skewer in one hand and a potholder in the other.
"Anna, the thing keeps yelling at us… this is not supposed to happen." He had a look on his face that I have never seen before, like a little boy afraid to jump in the swimming pool.
"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhoooooooooooooo!" screamed the lobster.
I opened the oven. A smell came out like burning pitch. The poor little crustacean had crawled off the pan, dragging its charred body into a corner in the back. Its antennae had fallen off and the stubs waved frenetically in the smoky air. Its eyes had burst, leaving him blind, and a whitish blue foam came from its mouth. Inside the thick rubber bands, the creature's claws clicked together, straining to free themselves.
"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhoooooooooooooo!" it cried.
Babushka looked over our shoulder, "Still it is not dead!" she exclaimed.
Now Oleg crouched next to me. "I will kill it," he claimed, and took several tentative stabs at the bug with his skewer. The lobster pulled back instinctively. Oleg tried again, but the angle was impossible.

* * *

In the end, it proved very resilient. Oleg finally removed it with tongs and brought it out to the driveway where I smashed it with a shovel repeatedly until it lay still, heaving a final, tiny groan.
"I do not think it would be good to eat now," his grandmother remarked with a grimace, and disappeared inside.
Oleg and I sat on the steps and stared at the smooshed body of the lobster, still smoking in front of us. There was a long pause.
"I'm sorry," said Oleg at last, "Dinner has not gone as planned…" I nodded.
"Anna… did you have something to tell me?" he asked.
I shook my head. "No," I answered. I rested on his shoulder and sighed. I felt so heavy and tired.
"No," I said again, "but Oleg dear."
He raised a questioning eyebrow.
"Next time I will cook."

____________________
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