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Love in the Time of Cholesterol
fiction 
James Stark

 Nancy started hormone therapy after she lost weight. Her skin stayed 

smooth and her thermostat stopped malfunctioning. She shook the night sweats 

and her motor was purring. Then she bought the clingy dress that showed off 

all her curves. Normally that got my motor running, but lately I couldn’t meet 

her bedtime expectations.

 Nancy suggested the little blue pill that appeared regularly in TV 

commercials.

 “Can’t hurt,” she said demurely. But like the ads say, I thought I’d better 

check with the doc for “possible dangerous side effects.”

                                                                                                                         

 “How’m I doing, doc?” I ask after the exam. He pulls the computer 

printout like a lottery card from a dispenser.   

 “So far, you’re above ground with a pulse,” he says.  

 “In the trade those are two base indicators,” he continues. “But, if you 

were a car, I’d trade you, Bill. The stats don’t lie,” he says, fondling the 

stethoscope that hangs like a pet cobra around his neck. “You haven’t passed 

any tests we ran last week. I sure don’t want to buy that black suit.”

            “That bad, huh, doc?” I squirm like a prom queen with a poor-fitting ball 

gown to cover up the back of the exam gown. I’ve known Dr. George since we 

played football together at St. Martin’s High. And I’d never seen him this 

serious.    

            “Any problems, before I get into my spiel?” he asks, arching his 

eyebrows over a grimace.  

           “Well,” I say. “I seem to have that, what’s it called? ‘Irritable frau 

syndrome.’” 

           He stifles a laugh and corrects me. “Oh, you mean ‘irritable bowel 
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syndrome’?” he asks.

            “That too,” I say.

            “We can run some tests,” he says.  “What else,” he asks.  

            “George, I have this other problem with my bowels, you know, I call it ‘forced exit.’”

            “You’re constipated,” he says. He takes a seat across from me. George never minces 

words with me or any of our classmates he sees as patients. Just like in high school, he always 

let us know when we screwed up by missing a block for fullback George on his way to a 

touchdown.  

            “You’re living the vida loca, Bill: too much booze, second helpings, and the cigars.  And 

no exercise, I’d guess.” George always served up the stew from the same pot. 

            “Well, the remote went out,” I said, “and for two days I had to get up to change the 

channels.”

            Nary a chuckle from George at my attempted guy banter. It’s only on the menu when we 

all get together for coffee. We fellows usually end with an “organ recital,” talking about our 

ailments and meds. 

            But George wasn’t joking now.  

            “Listen, Bill, I truly don’t want to buy a new suit.”

            “So don’t,” I said. 

            “Well, you see,” George started, fingering the silver snake around his neck, looking for 

answers somewhere outside the window.  “I’d feel obligated to attend your funeral in a suit I 

don’t currently own. So, either you make some changes, my friend, or my credit card’s going to 

take a hit.” George wasn’t even smiling. 

            I was getting worried and I hadn’t even started on why I needed Viagra.    

            “Bill, do you want the bad news or the good news first?” George asked, as he shuffled 

through the tarot cards he’d pulled from the computer.

            “Give me the bad news,” I said, mimicking quiz show contestants, hoping the good 

would trump the bad.

            “We’re not those football stallions of yore,” he said, pacing in the small examining room, 

fingering his pet stethoscope.

            “I’ve noticed,” I said. 

            “Okay,” he said. “Your blood pressure is off the charts; your cholesterol is bad; a blocked 

artery could cause a heart attack or a stroke. And you’re flirting with diabetes. To the good, 

your prostate scores are still manageable. But it’s a matter of time before one or all of these 

causes, well, you know . . .” he said, his voice trailing off. “And I’ll bet your love life isn’t stellar, 
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right?” he says.

            “I hear Macy’s is having a sale,” I gave back with a sneer, feeling I had been fouled by an 

illegal body block from my own teammate. What the hell does he know about my love life? Even if 

it is true. “I’ll pay half on a black suit,” I said, like a used car salesman closing a deal.  “It’s not like 

you won’t ever wear it again.”

 I hurried to pull on my shirt, like a hooker late for her next date, while missing holes on 

every other button.

            “I’ve figured out how I can keep in touch with Nancy even after the big one hits,” I said, 

pulling on my socks. “She’ll spread half of my ashes in front of Wal-Mart and the other half in front 

of her favorite hair salon.” 

            “Always the wise ass,” George said, chuckling. We both knew the drill: use humor to control 

the fear—hell—panic. I wanted to request a last cigarette and maybe even a blindfold.

            “So, George, what about the pill, with all its side effects?” I asked, as my butt dropped like a 

sinker into the chair.

            “Bill, follow the suggestions in this brochure, and maybe you’ll get back that old stuff you’re 

missing and you and Nancy can take that second honeymoon to Viagra falls, if you get my drift. I 

can give you the meds, but you need to exercise, and watch what you eat, lose a few pounds, and 

for heaven’s sake, lose the cigars. Your call. It’s all in the brochure. Do you realize . . . ?” His voice 

trailed off like a coach at halftime in a losing game.    

            “In other words, there’s no life before death,” I said, pulling on my pants as he headed for the 

next patient.          

            Joan at the front desk handed me the forms and said: “I saw your pretty wife with your 

handsome son in a restaurant near the park.” 

            “I don’t have a son,” I said, as I walked into the gray day.

James Stark lives and writes in the Pacific Northwest which serves as the backdrop for many of his characters as 
they seek growth and redemption. James lived in Austria and Germany during the Cold War and had many 
experiences crossing borders with some not very congenial officials on both sides. His tales have appeared in 
wordriot, lochravenreview, penguin, irlmagazine, QLRS Quarterly, SNReview, Bridgehouse publishing, among others.
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