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The Future is All Used Up

She plays with the kids in their old-timey clothes, joins hands with them and jumps in a circle and falls down.  Her own sundress is thin, just a cloth.  I watch her from the bench and she looks over at me.  Once to see if I’m okay by myself.  Once to see if I want to come over.  Once to see if I can see she’s having a good time.  Once to see if I can see what a good time the children are having.  


The air is chilly but the sun is straight on me.  When the breeze comes I sniffle but my head is back and my sunglasses on.  My boot-heel is dug into the gravel on the path.  I can smell rose wax from the candlemaker’s place.  The stains on my shirt look like a pattern, no one notices.  The cat from the soap store gaits out to next the bench and lies down; it feels closer than if it was next to me.  Cat looks up at the kids and Jane.


The kids run off to the holes where they blasted for gold; the sides of them are still pocked 150 years later but there’s some grass growing.  Pitted, though, gutted.  After the town burnt and they rebuilt and it burnt again, then they strip-mined it.  

Jane runs with them and they chase around the gnarled stones, climbing up and down them, hiding and seeking, tumbling down the slopes.  When the wind comes up it whips her blonde hair across her freckles.  The crystal blue light of the sky jumps through her eyes.


I hear footsteps and tighten up, but it’s some parents come to get the kids.  They’re dressed the same.  Not Amish or nothing, heading home to get changed and go to Applebee’s.


Jane comes over to me and picks my sunglasses up, looks in my eyes, puts them back down.  She turns and lies on the bench, head in my lap, looks up at the sky.  I stroke her hair.  Cat takes off.


Sun is going and we walk down Main Street.  Gravelstones crunch under our feet.  The sky is lighter than the ground and the gaslights come on, some bugs come out.  The town has cleared except for some restaurants.  She’s sucking on some horehound I got her at their sweet shoppe.  We hold hands but we don’t look at each other.  We look in the windows of the old tonsorial parlor/dentist’s office.  We read the labels on the cans in the old apothecary.  Some of that stuff is poison today.


We turn down a side road and there’s a meeting hall.  Inside the lights are on and it must be forty people are dancing, all of them in the old-time clothes.  The skirts brush the bare floor, the men bow, no shoes or bags on the side, fiddle and bass.  Just looking in at the people dancing together, back in 1850.  Same night, same dry dry air.  I wrap my arms around Jane from behind and we watch them, my chin on her shoulder.  My lips brush her neck.  The skirts brush the floor.  The sky darkens.


There was so much to live for.  There was so much to keep going for.

Narcissus


        



or The Tears of a Clone

I


He.  It.  He was missing that divine spark, there was no question.  Whatever could be projected upon a sheep or a pet, imagining that they had feelings and were capable of love…when faced with this new spectacle one couldn’t help but wonder if animals had been faking it all along.  Try telling that to a woman with cats.  With T-shirts of cats.  Their replicas didn’t seem to lack affection or behave any differently.  Their hobby was my job.


I was hired to fall in love with my clone.  To do all I could to make it love me in return.  Romantic, passionate love: displays and everything.  Everything meaning everything.  I don’t know what I did to merit this assignment; I was told that I fit the profile.


I was introduced to my double on a brisk February morning.  February, so that as I came to know my…self?, the months would warm and blossom into spring.  Presumably so would love.  These lab bound test-tube types are all weepies at heart.  The result, however, was hardly TV-movie material, hardly Capra-corn or Spielbergian sentimentalism but rather: Shavian with worse dialogue.


We met, in a brightly colored, softly lit room with light jazz piped in (the theme from “A Summer Place”), and spent the majority of ten minutes looking one another over.  All kidding aside, it was jarring to see myself as others see me.  To see my hair parted on their right, not as reflected in a mirror.  To see the mole on my left cheek, more prominent than friends and lovers have assured me it is. And when he smiled I nearly leapt out of my skin.  It was as if the mirror beat me to my next move.  He smiled for the same reason I was about to, that objectively we looked unquestionably thin, almost skinny, though I had always doubted it.


I guess I was given the chance to say no.  I don’t know how long a clone takes to germinate or to develop or to educate, it’s not my field.   I met my clone nine months after agreeing to the program.  For all I know he came about when I did.  The government has samples of everyone’s DNA so it could have happened at any time.  They get it from the womb.  He wouldn’t talk about his…coming to be.  There were subject matters that I was well versed in that he was unfamiliar with and vice versa, I presume this was done on purpose.  There were others on which we shared passion and, dare I say it, love?  Not love.  Fervor.


On my salary.  That was a large determining factor.  Dreams though I have, and self-reliance and work ethic, it came down to salary.  Being financed for a whirlwind romance.  I could do anything I ever wanted to which would presumably be everything he wants to do as well.  And the prospect of love.  Perhaps enduring love, though no doubt destined to end badly.  Who could resist such trouble?  I suppose I was warned that he was emotionally unavailable.  A smidgen of a sociopath, I’m afraid.  Dogs and ducklings require protection; this necessitates attachment to a certain extent, or continued attachment for hunting purposes, etc.  I am able to take care of myself, so he was a bit of a no-strings type.  Not dangerous, still very considerate and polite, just uninvolved, unattached, not demonstrating love.  

They told me this a week before the meeting after setting me up in a nicely upgraded living situation at taxpayer expense.  I asked delicately if this was uncommon among able-bodied replicas not requiring protection.  The representative said no.  I ventured to ask whether those providing protection to the weak seemed to exhibit any attachment to their charges.  Consideration, he said, not attachment.  It appeared this was my big chance, my informational session, when some questions would finally be answered.  Do they know they’re lacking something?  Intellectually?  When asked they seem to, though they can’t say what; that is perhaps what accounts for their increased considerate-ness, it offsets any extreme misanthropy that could result from a deficient arbitrary love of life and mankind.  

Why me? You fit the profile.

II 

Profiles aren’t what they were.  A profile today is a computer-compiled list of statistics, habits, predilections and larks compiled from the moment you require one slap from the doctor or two.  Anything you may buy for Sunday dinner cross-referenced with everything your grandmother ever did.  This was a warning light for me.  Let me explain: despite profiles micromanaged to a pin, when the government briefly made a pass at matchmaking the results were not so much disastrous as unbelievably tepid.  Then government technicians were found to be using the profiles they had access to in order to meet loose women.  System clearance was pumped way up and profile results were never used in any semi-public way again.

Back with the representative: I asked if his profile matched mine.  In many ways.  Not in others.  Sometimes surprisingly not.  I asked her if he had shown any predilection for violence.  She consulted a small small screen and answered, not particularly.  I asked if he showed a predilection for vanilla or chocolate.  She consulted and answered, vanilla.  You’ll have to ask further questions of him directly.  One more question…what do I call him?  She paused, consulted, shrugged, you’ll have to ask him that.  What do you call him?  We call him by your name.

A somewhat gracefully aging 34 year-old white lapsed catholic homosexual stands across from his double.  People often date those who look like themselves, but on our adventures they encouraged one of us to grow facial hair and the other to wear a hat or sunglasses at all times.  I speculate that perhaps that same day in another room a woman roughly my age was meeting her replica.  Perhaps thousands.  I know only what I’ve been told (not much).  I’m certain that some must have been assigned the clone of somebody else, perhaps the replica of a deceased wife.  Maybe they pulled the old switcheroo, some woman thinking, “this isn’t the man I married,” some child saying, “that’s not my mommy!”  To see if the replica would love.  We humans can love anything.  A rock.  A chair.  A collection of fibers in the form of a bear.  Even things that don’t exist.  Especially.  Would a replica love even their offspring?  Would they use their tear ducts when experiencing loss?

I was fortunate to be in possession of a name adaptable to different personalities.  Being born Robert I was a Bobby in grade school but transitioned to Bob in college, finally graduating to the full usage of my name.  I’ve often thought that Elizabeth is the kindest name for a girl. So many names to take on as they suit you: Elizabeth, Beth, Betsy, Bess, Liz, Liza, Lisbeth, Lizabeth, Eliza, Betty and Bette.  She could be any or all as they take her.  Sometimes you are not the one to decide: rarely does a Robbie ever mutate into a different iteration.  I myself was fortunate, fortunate to transcend Bobbyism, to never be a Rob or a Robbie.  I remember how difficult it was to imagine John F. Kennedy being called Jack, or that Jack Nicholson being called Jonathan.  Or John F. Kennedy being called Jonathan.  Or Nate, or Nathan, or Johnny.

It made things easier that he wasn’t a Robert, he was a Robbie.  Robbies are more boyish, more curious, more mischievous, easier to love and more difficult to possess.

Is he homosexual?  That should have been my first question, being so pertinent to my assignment.  It would have been a telling clue that he showed no preference one way or another when he was intent on satisfaction.  Anybody would do. Slight preference shown for men.  I’d say it’s due to higher sex drive and general superior moral laxity.  No sexual diseases on the government’s watch, no need to enforce heterosexual marriage to further overcrowd our planet, play ball!

He spoke first.

“Robert, I presume,” He smiled at the corner of his mouth ironically, the way I do when I feel a cliché has been unavoidably called for, resigned but unapologetic.  

“And you are Robbie,” I observed quite astutely.

“I suppose I am.”

“Do you know why you’re here?”

“The Dating Game.”

The resulting romantic fiascos of the profile match attempts had been broadcast; but did Robbie have my memories of them somehow or had he been shown them separately because it was recorded that I’d watched most of them?  Must have been the second, but his feelings about such a yawn-inducer and slight ironic embarrassment at having been party to such an unentertaining spectacle felt in line with my own.  And he didn’t seem to blame me for being the cause of his required viewing, though if that was because he wasn’t told why he was being shown them, he chose them himself, or he didn’t count those wasted hours as of too much value and derived the same satisfaction at seeing the experiment end so unengagingly as I did, I couldn’t tell.

“Don’t think so much,” Robbie chided me, “isn’t romance supposed to be about spontaneity?”

“Something I’ve never been good with, are you better?

“Somewhat.”

“I’m thinking of a number between one and ten.”

“Oh, stop it.  You’re the one growing the beard, you know.  I’m too youthful.”

“Handsome devil,” I remarked to the handler escorting him back to the vehicle.

III

It was remarkably easy to go about without anybody suspecting.  After all, to the best of my knowledge nobody was looking for it.  First thing we went and got ice cream.  As reported, he preferred Vanilla.  But he got a cone instead of a dish.  This was the first of several points of divergence between us that for the most part didn’t mean a goddamn thing but cumulatively I suppose you could argue environment over heredity on several points, including ice cream.  Who can say what colors his guardians painted his room when he was a child, if he was a child.  He couldn’t say, it was classified, and we were unobtrusively recorded for study at all times.  I didn’t have too much problem with that.  All of our activities were recorded anyway, whenever we made a purchase or passed through a doorway.  Presumably your inner life was your own.  What difference if there was a visual record.  What difference if they broadcast it?  The profiles knew all my activities; there is nothing capable of being hidden so there is nothing to hide.  Adultery was not reported to spouses, for example, though before tighter restrictions were placed on who could obtain access to the profiles there was some blackmail.  I could be reasonably certain that my foibles and exploits would not be cut together and broadcast, but what difference?  I was involved in a noble pursuit.

I know there is a description you are anticipating.  Dreading, anxiously awaiting or simply piqued I don’t know.  For the sake of delicacy and decorum I won’t count the ways, but not out of consideration for those who find such acts an abomination due to the shared gender of the participants; maybe out of consideration for those who find it so due to the participants shared genetic structure.  It cannot be denied that is a valid point, at least for debate.  I did not find it to be objectionable.  I assume it was known I wouldn’t; after all, I fit the profile.

In brief, it is known that there is an unavoidable hierarchy in the sexual practices of the male heterosexual.  Pitcher and catcher. Quarterback and Wide Receiver.  I promised not to be vulgar.  I cannot vouch for whatever practices may have been employed any hypothetical lesbian traveler across town, but in my bed my doppelganger had more of a yen to dominate than to submit.  Read into that how you will: typical male, not willing to put himself in the most vulnerable of positions, not willing to sacrifice for the enjoyment of others, of one special other.  Not willing to suffer for the one he loves.  Okay, enough with the fey stuff.  I must admit that it does make me blush to speak of it, though I suppose I would rather it didn’t.  I don’t know.  Conversely, Robbie never had any such reservations.  Though unlikely to display affection hand in hand it wasn’t uncommon for him to publicly indicate his lustful impulses.  

There was a carefree manner about him as he hopped between tiendas on beaches; me bearded, him shaded.  I think he hadn’t ever worked as I had.  I was enjoying my time even more for its being a vacation, but many worries about my future took hold often and wouldn’t let go until the second or third glass of whatever it was that night.  Consequently I developed a small romantic poetic pathetic drinking problem.  Despite all this the object of so many of my preoccupations was well ahead of me in cups, yet somehow it could hardly be called a vice in him.  Nobody who saw us together would suspect, and not because of outward appearance.  I suppose you could say the difference was that I was careworn.

I don’t want to paint the picture that Robbie was some sort of club boy.  He was considerate of me and not just in a patronizing manner.  If I hadn’t flattered myself that I was special to him I couldn’t have felt what I did.  I know that isn’t true.  Did he have emotions?  He had the results of hormones in and out of balance.  Endocrines, adrenaline, seratonin, testosterone; the humours: bile, phlegm, blood and whatever.  He had moods and he had tempers; he displayed these as unexpectedly and often irrationally as many do, but not so much more so that my evaluation of slightly sociopathic becomes more kind.  It remains dispassionate when I don’t.  Knowing that if he were the one here writing these recollections he wouldn’t have so much trouble sorting out impression and digression from observation and journalistic record makes it easier to allow myself my own time.  It makes me feel the importance of my wasted steps, my wasted efficiency.  It makes me feel human.  The loving care of digression.

IV

I cannot say he was someone to whom all joys were one, though that can be explained by fluctuating endocrines.  Preferences can mean nothing.  You may make an arbitrary choice and repeat it due to habituation until changing it from fatigue.  Many of those tried and true devotions I have established over my lifetime, some through intense effort and dedication, were shared by him.  But who can say why?  Who can say that he arrived at them by the same path I did?  An example: the mindless task of running.  I began after I finished university for several reasons and none at all:  to stay active; to stay fit; to give my mind a time to rest without sloth; to possibly encounter adventure and romance in places I wouldn’t otherwise be; to increase the probability that something random and memorable would occur in my day.  It was a ritual about routine and about routine’s opposite.  I had many routes to run and my decision of which to use or whether to use one at all could be arbitrary or predetermined, could be changed at the last moment in transit to create a new route, or to conform to an established route as I passed one by.  He seemed to follow this same pattern.  He would run with me at times, or one of us would break off, or go opposite routes, even break off halfway after agreeing to stay together.  We would meet at random and either join up, wave a greeting, or pass each other by as strangers.  One difference: he actually enjoyed running, while I never did.  He did not seem to enjoy driving, and neither did I.  We often had to draw lots to choose who got to not drive.  We had several games we’d play to determine such things and we’d choose one at random, or for certain things we’d always play the same game.  We liked the same foods for taste, not always the same textures.

Was the sex different without mutual love?  During, I can’t honestly tell.  Though I have revealed myself capable of brushing vulgarity I expect credit for not diving headlong in.  That refers not to the fact that I will abstain from explicitly enumerating sexual activities, but to the tawdry asides that I will find it irresistible not to inject due to, what?  Continued discomfort with my own sexuality?  Perhaps some.  More a lack of the willpower required to avoid cheap laughs.  Suffice it to say that the only time the question arose en flagrante, something else failed to arise.  That was the last time I tried to directly mix philosophy and fornication.  After, there was a difference and we’ve many felt what that is.  It is oftentimes manifest in a quick exit from the bed, followed by loud urination and finally by a question completely unrelated to the matters at hand such as, “Would you like to go to the sculpture garden tomorrow if it doesn’t rain?”  There is a way the preceding actions can be performed with a fear of intimacy that is endearing and there is another where the problem is apparent.  How long did it take me to figure it out?  No time at all, or several months.

V
My job involves a lot of math.  The math courses were kept around to develop ordered thinking, but there was a stressed relation between proofs and philosophy; between imaginary numbers and abstract thought.  Somebody has to know what these machines are up to: it is my job to bridge the gap between an equation that can be done simply by a machine of some hundred years ago and an implication.  The majority of my reports read like PhD term papers, a vacillation of pros and cons of what can be accomplished simply by pressing a button and running a program.  Programs and sequences, and I provide some higher-ups with what may or may not happen if they push that button.  Do they push it?  I am not told.  Do they read my reports?  I don’t know.  Do they probably, in the event they read it, use selective parts of it to justify what they were going to do anyway, even if only to themselves?  Odds are.

My math was in service to my job, not that as a student I altogether avoided notions such as numerology, but the magical becomes banal in time.  Although Robbie’s discernment of ramifications and predestined results was on par with my own, the area to which he applied his mathematical skill was far aground.  Not having a practical application at hand he applied it to Astronomy.  For some ridiculous reason this, more than anything else, made me fall in love with him.  Romanticizing a sky I was wholly unfamiliar with as a vision quest rather than what it was: an enormous equation.  The most time we were ever apart was when he would study the sky and I would occupy myself elsewhere.  Sometimes I did research relevant to my work but mostly I hid and watched him slaving over pen and paper.  I have no knowledge of Astronomy so it was that much easier to mythologize what he was doing.  Naturally, the ways in which we were different were far more interesting than the ways in which we were the same.

My love did not come about as a result of intense identification or symbiosis, it was not because of long talks or gratifying copulation, it was not even the simple result of continuous proximity.  Put simply, I had no choice in the matter. I loved him because I had no choice.  I can’t say if I loved him because I love all humanity or if I did so because I’m capable of loving a block of wood.  Maybe I loved him out of vanity and slew him out of jealousy.  

Of course, it is also possible that he was an abomination in the sight of God.

VI

I suppose events could have turned out differently.  I could have made a call, said it was enough, presented my own impressions and I would have returned home to find Robbie gone and no further mention made.  That is not how it seemed from my perspective.  My eyes were clouded, I was entangled, I saw no other ending.  He gave no indication that he saw the same finish, while I became more and more set upon my course of action.  But he knew and I knew, I believe now, that we had this date from the beginning.  In the middle of the night we awoke at the same time, dressed silently, and walked to a place where we could see the stars.  

This was my own conceit, but he knew where we were going.  When we arrived I dawdled, looking at the sky while he waited patiently.  Wordlessly, I walked behind him and shot him in the back of the head.  He crumpled to the ground and was still.  I returned home and slept.  In the morning I returned to the scene of the crime and found no trace.  I was not contacted by any agencies or detained.  I returned to work that morning and have continued my life as it was.

I try not to look into the mirror too often.  I find myself there more and more.  I wake up looking into my own eyes.  I keep waiting for my reflection to beat me to a smile.  It doesn’t have a soul.

Rocky

He meets me at a Tempe Israeli restaurant he frequents and it is soon apparent he has been bothering the pretty waitress there for some time.  He tells me that here his name is Rocky, that everyone calls him that here.  He certainly doesn’t look like a Rocky.  Rockys don’t bald.

It doesn’t take long.  Before the tahini arrives he has made reference to my mother (with whom I’m told he has always been in love); pointed out a girl that can’t be more than thirteen (asking me if I like her, making sure I’m still not gay); and ham-handedly attempted to coax me into voicing discontent over my 103 year-old great-grandmother, his grandmother.  I try to tell him that I’ve never allowed her or my other relatives influence into my life in the way he has, that I control their involvement.  He seems surprised and indignant at how meddlesome they’ve been throughout his life.  I ask him what did he expect, they’re Jewish women in Texas.  I tell him again that people only have as much influence over you as you give them.  He seems not to have heard.  It occurs to me that if my car hadn’t broken down on the way to the coast I might never have had to see him again.

I’m in for it, so I take it head on.  “Rocky”, I say, why don’t you tell me your version?

He starts at the end with his mother and her new husband, describing terrible things they’ve done to him that to a third party sound entirely sensible.  Speaking about the mother’s new husband’s disingenuousness, oblivious that he has never once met the man in good faith.  Grousing even that the husband never fell into the obvious traps set for him.  The mother doesn’t care; the sister is cold; the grandmother is manipulative; when he visited the new husband’s daughter in Arizona they asked him to leave!

We make it to the killing before dessert.  It’s where we were heading all along, and I’m glad he, Rocky, chose a remote table on the vacant patio.  The waitress, who has been watering us regularly, disappears.  He tells me the story the way I’d been told he would.  He’d been working full-time behind the counter at one of his father’s convenience stores and attending classes all day.  Before he was nineteen he’d been held up at gunpoint three times.  He brought the gun from work back home.  He heard a noise.  Women had been assaulted in the area.  He heard someone on the roof.  He went outside to bring his garbage to the curb.  He brought the gun.  Everyone in Texas had a gun.  The hopped up speed freak came out of nowhere, he jumped off the roof and ran straight at him, screaming, holding a knife.  

Rocky stands me up.  He plays himself.  He turns and sees me running towards him. He reaches into his belt and pulls the gun.  He pulls my knife hand up and away, pushes the gun into my chest and fires.  I begin to fall back but he holds me there and empties the clip into me.  I slump back into my chair, looking into his fixed eyes and his too-boyish face.  At some point the waitress brought the check.  No baklava.  Other versions of the story have Rocky chasing the man for several blocks.

We adjourn back to Rocky’s bachelor pad, fourteen feet square, belongings in boxes and bed on blocks.  I may be its inaugural visitor.  His phone rings and he answers it, “Rock!”, and speaks to someone about a synagogue youth group run he is helping to organize.  To my chagrin, I find that I am expected to share the bed and Rocky sleeps only in his briefs.  I dig out my long sleeved pajamas.  

As we lay in the dark, he asks me if I’m wondering why he calls himself Rocky now.  I stay silent.  He tells me it’s what his father used to call him when he’d been good.

When he loved him.

Resistance


“First thing’s first,” she says, taking a cylindrical digicam out of her pocket.  She aims it at me and pops the top open.  When she presses the button a disproportionate flash of light blinds me and leaves an iridescent fog to slowly clear.  “You are under arrest under provision 906/b3 of the Arnold Act.”


So it’s over.  My first second as a counter-revolutionary, not even enough time to grow interesting facial hair configurations, and I’m nabbed, by my inductor no less.  While she completes the formalities, retinal scan, inner-cheek swab, I reflect on futility and credulousness.  She completes the arrest capsule and drops it into a police tube at the corner.  I wait for the sirens.


“Come on,” she says, and starts walking off like nothing has happened.


“Are you taking me in yourself?” I ask.


“You’re not going in, stupid.  I’m not in, am I?”


I have to admit this causes a little cognitive dissonance.


“Be prepared, when that capsule is scanned they’ll activate your beacon.  You’ll get zapped but good.”


I rub the hard spot on my shoulder.  They say when it’s activated you can make it blink green through your skin by pushing it; so private citizens can tell that it’s off.  The first time it’s turned on it zaps you so you know.  Can’t have private citizens tracked.  It’s all bullshit though, they can turn it on whenever they want, everyone knows.  They just zap you for fun.  


We’re about to enter a tram station but she holds me back, says we’ll wait for my zap so I don’t look suspicious.  I wait.  A watched pot never boils, and it’s in the millisecond my mind wanders that I suddenly feel all my muscles constrict as the current passes through my body.  I grit my teeth and my eyes water, I shake for a few seconds after it’s over.  Clears your sinuses.


“They should use that for social control,” I joke.


“They do,” she says.  That shuts me up.  Momentarily.  We go underground.

The tram skids along silently on its cushion of air.  We’re nearing the hub of the system.  I don’t know what’s going on.  Finally our car clears out and I can ask, “Where exactly are we going?”


“Where we were going.”


“It’s on?  Or is this some big dragnet to get a lot of people like me at the same time?”


“Yes and yes.  But we had to register you first, you can’t go on a mission without the proper clearance.”


“Clearance from who?” I ask.


“Who gives clearance?  It’s not exactly a rebel term.  Look, before, you were under suspicion.  There was a file on you.  Time was spent tracking your activities, your movements.  They determined you would be a good recruit for the resistance project.  You were making them nervous, all subversives do, they wanted to lock you in, one team or another: no subversion, only support or opposition, and only criminal opposition.  Now they can almost relax, the capsule gives them enough evidence to deport you or lock you up indefinitely.  They need you pulling the trigger.  Then you’re theirs, and when they can take you whenever they want, they’ll disappear, and you’ll be free.”


“Free.”


“More free than you’ve ever been.”


“Then what?”


“Then we do anything we can to topple the system.  On our own or on assignment from them.”


She slips off her bra and for a second I start to feel like a superspy, but when she peels up the inside fabric I see the padding is plastic explosive and I feel like the sidekick again.  She pulls out an underwire and sticks it into the plastic, takes her watch off, binds it to the thing in some way I don’t understand, wraps the bra around it and double hooks it closed, smears some adhesive on it and slaps it to the bottom of her seat.  The train stops, one exit from the main interchange.  As we get off she nods at the surveillance monitor aimed at us.


“Smile for the camera,” she says.


I’m not sure I feel any more free.

Violence


Jake lights a match and transfers the flame to his cigarette.  I hear a thump from the garage off the screened porch we’re sitting in; his brother missed a handhold on the climbing wall they’ve built in there.  They built it with their father after he moved back into the state, the next town over.  Scott landed on the padded part of the floor; he’ll be back up and falling off again in a second.  Jake rocks back and forth carefully on the thin rocker.  The bridging stick of wood slides an inch in and an inch out diagonally as he rocks back and forth, too far and the whole thing will fall to pieces and become firewood.  


“Scott’s in training,” Jake says, jabbing a thumb at the door leading to the garage.  “The Army recruitment guy has been by here this month.  Says Scott might be able to go right into Ranger school right after basic.  Hardest school they got, right after six weeks of boot.”


“He’s joining up?  Now?”


“You know, all he’s ever wanted in life was to be a Ninja Turtle.”


“That’s true,” I say.


“He’s been up in his room playing that ‘Medal of Honor’ videogame all the time.  Going to the target range.  Running around at night.  He got a list off the internet of some of the stuff they do in boot and he’s practicing.  Already shaved his head, the Nazi.”


“What’s your dad think of all this?”


“He loves it.  He was in for a few years.  To him, it’s ‘whores of the world.’”


“I mean the timing.”


“Timing’s shitty, but they’ll just start up the draft in a year or two anyway.  This way he gets to go how he wants to.  He’s been taking Spanish classes at school, only class he shows up for, so they’ll probably send him to South America instead.”


I hear the garage door opening.  The climbing wall goes along the back wall of the garage, then there are tiny handholds on the ceiling.  If you make it to the top, and you can turn around, and you can swing across ten feet of open air with handholds four inches across to grab onto, then you can make it to a nest of sorts built up around the housing for the garage door opener.  It’s made of plywood and looks like a tree-house for a midget.  Scott keeps some pillows up there and pot to reward himself when he makes it.  He makes it almost every time now, so he only lights up every five.  The opener has a manual switch on it and Scott hits it every time he makes it.  I’ve heard it twice since I got here ten minutes ago.


“How’s he get down?” I ask; the handholds on the ceiling only face one way.


“Jumps and rolls on the concrete.”


Jake offers me a smoke, but I’ve quit.  I only see him when I’m back in town.  Last time I still smoked.  It was six months ago.


“And your mom?  What does she think?”


“You know her.  She hates it, but at least he won’t be sitting around the house and dealing for the rest of his life.  Anyway, she knows if she says no he’ll do it anyway.”


Scott was the sharpest kid in his group of friends.  The sharpest kid in a place like Hilton, New York, finds a connection and makes better-than-an-after-school-job money dealing pot to his buddies.  For the rest, a register job will keep them in videogames and pot.  There isn’t much else to do, and that takes care of most of their needs.  They don’t ordinarily branch off into pills or coke; meth and coke make you hyper-aware of your surroundings, that’s the opposite of what they want.  

I remember back when he was ten he used to attack me the second I’d walk into their house.  He’d try to Kung Fu me like he saw in cartoons.  I’d block him for a little while, and then I’d get bored and toss him across the room onto a couch.  He’d bounce right off and keep coming.  Eventually I’d have to chuck him at a wall.  He’d lie there in a heap like a pile of bones.  I’d walk over to make sure he still had a pulse and he’d bounce up and attack me again.  This could go on for hours.


“And you, Jake?  How do you feel about it?”


“You know me.  Why not?  Meet new and interesting people and kill them.  I mean, they probably don’t have an X-box or, you know, clean water, so ol’ Scott’s prob’ly got the jump on them.”


Jake chains another cigarette and we hear the garage door again.


Later on, we’re sitting in the living room and Jake’s kid Josh is on his lap playing “Mortal Kombat” on the X-box.  His mom dropped him off a little earlier; he’ll stay the afternoon then she’ll pick him up when she’s off work.  Jake’s car is busted so he can’t drop them off.  Last time I was here they were still together.  Jake’s mom, Shirley, is working at her desk in the corner of the room, paying bills.  She keeps looking up at the screen, shaking her head, and going back to work.  Josh is about four; cherubic, with big eyes, brown hair and a rubbery smiling face; and not very good at videogames yet.  He mainly just twists the toggle around and smacks random buttons.  Every time he makes contact a flash of “blood” spurts off character he’s fighting.  Shirley looks up at the screen whenever she hears an especially loud thwack or crunch, then at Jake’s back, then shakes her head, then down to the table.


“Can you put on a game that is a little less violent?” she finally asks.


“Yeah…sure…” Jake says disinterestedly, without moving.


It is a calm and lovely day on whatever planet is playing host to the bloodshed.  The Kombatants are on a platform, seemingly made of stone, set in front a wide expanse of desert.  The crowd in stands along the background blurrily suggests a multitude deriving such pleasure from the battle that it propels them into one of four attitudes of ecstasy. Occasionally a zeppelin that looks like an elongated booger floats across the dunes, broadcasting to the bloodthirsty of neighboring galaxies.  


“Can you do it now?”


“I can turn the blood off, it’s a new feature. I’ll do it after he dies here.”


Josh is dying fast.  The computer opponent is punching him in the jaw, kicking his ribs and occasionally freezing him into a block of ice only to smash it and send him flying.  His health bar is already in the critical red area and a sign marked “DANGER” has appeared.  He smacks more buttons and twists the toggle as an ice-ball zings by his foot.  He accidentally programs in a special move and his character, a blonde girl in baseball cap, produces a blade and spins it like a saw.  It catches the computer, a black and blue-suited man with a ninja mask, and lifts him into the air as it cuts into him.  Blood droplets spout through the air, some disappearing and some spattering to the ground where they remain a moment before vanishing.


“I got him!  I got him!” Josh shouts.

“Jake.”


Jake is laughing, “He’s almost dead, hold yer horses.”


The computer’s Man in Black has recovered from his filleting and now slides across the ground kicking Josh’s girl, following it with an uppercut that propels her off the ground.  Her back arches and in slo-mo she describes a poetic arc before the kelly-green pixelated sky.  

The girl crashes to the stone floor, bounces, and her health-meter winks out.  Immediately she is on her feet and leaning around in a circle dazedly; I expect to see stars about her lolling head.  The Man in Black assumes a boastful stance, surveying his helpless adversary with grim satisfaction.  Two words appear on the screen in flaming red, accompanied by a helpful voice-over.  “FINISH HER!” they say.

Shirley looks worried, “Jake, turn it off now.”

Josh is still hitting the buttons.  He looks perplexed that the fighting is over.

Jake shrugs and laughs, “The computer can’t do any special moves, Ma.”

Suddenly the background disappears and the two characters stand in dramatic overhead light.  Jake’s face freezes.  The Man in Black strides to where she cycles through the four-point circle she repeats over and over.  He hesitates, for effect.  Then he gut-punches her.  The girl falls to her knees, and he puts a hand under her chin, almost tenderly.  He raises the other in a fist to the sky then places it on top of her head…no, wait…the fingers, outstretched, are passing through her skull.  Her pixel-eyes widen.  From the tautness in his rendered muscles you can see the Man in Black has closed his fist and is pulling on something.  He uses the hand on her chin as a brace, and with a final effort her brain is pulled, intact, from her skull cavity.  Drawn with it, flipping about like a caught fish, is her spinal cord down to the tail-bone.  The lights come back up and the Man in Black raises her brain in triumph for the delighted multitudes to see.  They are in transports of joy.  The violent thrashing of the spinal cord showers his black and blue costume with maroon digital blood.  Its curling slows and abates.  The body of the girl, abandoned, collapses face-first to the stone where it lies in a still-spreading pool.  The voice and caption flash white, “SUB-ZERO WINS!” and then below in dripping red, “FATALITY.” 

Throughout we have been silent.  

There is a moment of stillness yet, then Josh throws his hands in the air and chants delightedly, victoriously, “He killed me!  He killed me!”

Jake, his face still frozen in the arrested laugh of a minute ago, bolts to the machine to shut it off, depositing Josh on the carpet where he rolls back and forth giggling.  Shirley’s face is blanched and sunken.  She suddenly looks very very old.

“Grandma!  Did you see!?  He killed me!”

My Nihilist
Los Angeles is a place you never really leave.  The greenhouse gasses trapped by the mountains are burned into your skin by the sun; tattooed.  Smog will seep out of your pores at night for decades.  It’s a metaphysical space; check out anytime you like.  The weather never changes; no matter what time of year you left it, it stays that minute forever, waiting for you to return. It is built on an Indian burial ground and consists of a thousand square miles paved like a parking lot.  Asphalt fumes rise from below, and emissions from the factories that bracket it to the Pacific Ocean waft down from above in the form of man-made brownish-pink clouds.  Sometimes I would smoke just to clear my lungs.


They say that L.A. doesn’t turn people bad; bad people go to L.A. in order to be bad. I think it just makes it impossible for you not to see these people, the L.A. people.  Like a heroin addict who, dropped in an unfamiliar city, finds a way to score; L.A. people know their own.  They don’t live only in Los Angeles; they live everywhere.  Your mind doesn’t let you recognize them when there are higher forms of life around, but once you see them you can’t unsee them.  You’re surrounded.  Suddenly it is impossible to hide from the world’s dark aspect on the brightest day, because the man selling you the sunshine has something sharp beneath his smile.  The desire to tear you apart?  Indifference, were that to happen before his eyes?  Maybe just that look of malnourishment like a sick animal that wants to consume everything, can’t assimilate any of it, and turns it all into waste.  This isn’t fertile waste; it is a barren patch where nothing will ever grow.  You can’t make something beautiful without the raw materials that comprise beauty, and you can’t make an omelet out of shit.  

I’ve escaped, but I haven’t really escaped; wherever I go it is there already, waiting for me.  I’m the apostate of Nihilism.

¶

We met through a friend at a concert, and I invited her to another friend’s concert.  She came late to both.  Now, being late is the moron’s way of being important, but when you don’t know someone you think their insensitivities are cute.  We started talking because she was always going outside to smoke and started inviting me with her.  When I took her number I said I’d call her so she’d have mine on callback.


She said, “And then I can stalk you from afar.”


“Why from afar?” I said.

¶


I wonder if not caring about anything ever made anyone happy.  I wonder if anyone has ever been actually happy.  Is actual happiness only theoretical?  If happy is +1 and absolute desolation is –1, I wonder how close to either of those anyone has been, not counting the “fooling yourself” category of inflation.  And what if you are the one trying to care when all else are doing their best not to?

¶


When she first came in, late, to my friend’s concert in her mixture of torn thrift shop and top-shelf contemporary clothing, I didn’t recognize her.  She was standing right in front of me, but it looked like she’d come in with this other girl.  I felt a vague twinge of recognition.


“Do I know you?” I asked her.


She was wearing a different hat.  I’d only met her once, after all.

¶


We were standing outside; she was smoking and laughing at my borderline or over-the-line offensive jokes.  I was slowly realizing that she had been interested in me from the moment we met.


We talked about people we knew when we were in elementary and middle school that we didn’t have any contact with anymore.  I think she brought it up.  She said she was possibly going to track down the guy (she always said “guy,” it drove me crazy; what better way to convey interchangeability?) to whom she lost her virginity.  Apparently they were drunk and fourteen and it was awful.  She thinks they can do better now.  I remember thinking this was an odd way to flirt with someone.


She told me about the AA meetings she began at 18 and how she doesn’t speak to men at them because she was “13th-stepped” by her first sponsor; she explained that means an older man sponsoring a younger woman for the purpose of taking advantage of her.  

¶

Los Angeles is full of would-be Fausts working on the contracts for their souls, but the Devil never shows up to sign them.  At least I have determined that I’m not one of them.  That is only theoretical, however, as I was never actually given the chance.  You can’t be certain what you would ever do until you’ve been tested.

¶


After my friend played his set, she went downstairs to the facilities.  They were in the corner of a presently unused lower level of the club.  After a moment’s deliberation, and another moment’s hesitation, I followed her down.


She was exiting the restroom as I rounded the staircase.  I walked up to her, raised one finger, said, “I’m about to make a fool out of myself,” and kissed her.  

How can I describe the importance of the kiss?


Before the kiss I saw her as a game.  Her alluring and disturbing aspects were engaging and safe, for they were none of my concern.  I saw the opportunity for a healthful and engaging affair, perhaps, a sort of amusement park ride that would thrill and threaten, but all without any actual danger; any danger to me, anyway, it seemed she might be a danger to herself.  From the moment of the kiss I was no longer a spectator. I was involved.


How long did that first kiss last?  A moment.  It felt as though we were the only people standing in the middle of a great hall so vast we couldn’t see the walls around us or the ceilings above.  It felt as though we were standing on the bottom of the ocean.  In retrospect, maybe I was standing on the bottom of the ocean alone.  As I pinned her to the staircase we noticed and dismissed that the darkened room had another occupant, an old drunk watching us silently, almost mournfully.  I think some other people passed us on the way in and out of the bathroom.  We weren’t exactly aware of our surroundings.  


“What are you doing this week?” I asked.


“This, apparently.” She said.


I think I need to be in an unstable relationship right now, I remember thinking.

¶


She came over the next day and we became acquainted through an unusual game of her devising: one of us would tell a monologue about themselves and the other one would distract them.  The distractions mainly consisted of the removal of clothing or its impending removal, coupled with the kissing of real estate other than or including the mouth.  Only rated R.  Well, NC-17.  Upon the removal of her shirt (she rarely wore a bra, or underwear for that matter) I beheld not only her tanned and fit form, but also countless scars of slits an inch or less.  She said she tanned for three weeks to conceal the scars after she stopped cutting.  The scar tissue did not tan, making the slits stand out in greater relief.


She had to go home then for long-distance therapy with a remarkably expensive therapist subsidized by her mother.

¶

What she related to me in between distractions was summarily as follows:

Moderate poverty, unhappy parents, followed by sudden discovery of unforeseen financial wizardry by mother resulting in partial interest in several familiar national companies and a veritable deluge of money.  Drop out and runaway at fourteen, followed by subsequent descent into alcoholism, substance abuse and mild self-mutilation coupled with frequent moving about to somewhat uninteresting towns in New Jersey, Massachusetts and Florida.  Lesbian stints and gender bending, for several months she cut her hair short and went out dressed as a boy.  Then AA and 12-step following parents’ divorce; it took on the third try.  Endeth with her obtaining a Good Enough Degree and moving to Los Angeles to possibly attend either the University of Spoiled Children or UCLA.

¶


People think constancy is being wrong and wrong and wrong about the same thing over and over and over.  We’re lookingglass people.

¶


I went over to her place later that same day and essentially moved in.  I didn’t sleep in my own bed for a week.


I called her up and said, “I’m going to come over there and do terrible things to you.”


She said, “I love it when you talk like you’re in a movie.”

¶


In Los Angeles, it is very easy to get by.  Other than car expenses and rent, which gets you much more than in New York or Chicago, it is not difficult to stay afloat.  Afloat is where you stay.  After two, five, ten, or eighty years, you lift your head and realize your life has not evolved or progressed.  Or you get a cramp while treading water and you drown.  

¶


The question that arose for me over the next several days was: had she repented of her former life?


The stories she related to me while we spooned entwined on her bed began to take on the aspect of confession.  They were stories about putting out cigarettes on parked cars and being beaten up by cops, getting thrown out of schools and buildings for drunkenness, sport-littering in national forests, drunk driving, trashing apartments and moving out in the middle of the night, etcetera.  One could not escape the feeling that, whatever else might have afflicted this girl, in her quondam existence she was a real asshole.  But was she telling me these things because she was ashamed of them?  It is not strong, it is foolish not to be ashamed of what there is in one’s past to be ashamed of.  That’s how I feel, anyway.

¶


The friend that introduced us, who once had a relationship with her himself, wrote a song about her called “Cactus Flower.”  He dedicated it to me.  He said, “She’s so pretty, but there’s thorns under there.”  I wrote several songs about her myself, and I don’t write songs.  She was the sort of girl one writes songs about, apparently.  Quod erat demonstratum.

¶


We were running across Ventura Boulevard.  We were jaywalking, something frequently ticketed in L.A.  On the meridian she leaned over and whispered in my ear: “I love you.”

¶


I brought that up later, when she was acting like she’d never cared about me.


She said, “I meant it at the time.”

¶


“You’re wonderful.” She said.


“You’re gorgeous.” She said.


“You’re amazing.” She said.


“I’ve never felt this good before in my entire life.” She said.


“I love you.” She said.


How could I resist such a snow job?  I’m only human.  So I was left holding the bag.

¶


You don’t get numbers from people in Los Angeles because you’re never going to hear from them again.  If you’re into futility you can try, but you’re really just wasting trees.  They’re not going to call you and you’re not going to call them.  After living in Los Angeles for more than a year you probably feel so boring you don’t want to inflict yourself on them, who knows but they’re thinking the same thing; they’re probably thinking they’re so incredibly interesting that nobody else is worthy of their company.  You’re best off saying, “good seeing you, catch you later!”

¶


Each time I came to see her I would bring her something: a book, a CD, an origami starter kit.  I loved giving her things.  One time I brought her a dozen roses, a pretty standard gift so I thought.  Nobody had ever brought her roses before.  She cried.

¶


We climbed down from her loft and stood in her kitchen kissing.


I reached out to pluck an eyelash off her cheek and she flinched.


“Did you think I was going to hit you?” I asked.


“It’s what it looked like.” She said.


“Are you fucking joking?  What possible reason could I have to hit you?  I would never hit anyone!  Why the fuck would I ever hit you?” 


“I’ve asked myself that about guys before.”


“Ummm…okay.  I’m not sure what to say to that other than that I would never ever fucking hit you!  Under any circumstances.  No matter what you do.  Ever.”


“Okay.” She said, but it didn’t end in one of those clinches where I comfort her and tell her that her past life is over now.  When she said it, she almost shrugged.


I don’t know which was more upsetting and disturbing to me: that she thought I could ever hit her; that she had obviously been hit before; or that it would have been somehow expected or accepted if I had.

¶


There is an unspoken contract, without which no human relationship is possible.  It is a pledge.  


It goes like this: I swear that I will not intentionally harm you, or allow you to come to harm through carelessness or neglect.

¶


Her bed was in a hanging loft looking down on the layout of her apartment.  I was still in bed; she was making progress on a new pack of cigarettes.  I leaned over the edge of the loft to look down at her.  We were talking about getting what we want.


“I’ve received everything I’ve ever wanted,” She said.


I found that a little improbable.


“I hardly ever get what I want,” I said, “and when I do usually it would be better if I hadn’t.”


“Have you ever tried just asking for what you want?”


“I’m pretty direct, as you may have noticed.”


“No, not things you want from people.”


“I’m not very religious…as you may have also noticed.”


“And I am?” She said,  “I asked for you.”


This…gave me pause.


“You asked for me?”


“You are all the things I asked for, but those things happened to come in a package and personality I wasn’t expecting…you.”


“I do try to be unexpected.”


So I asked.


God wasn’t in, or he was screening, so I left a message.

¶


In Los Angeles, they seem to have meters that can detect if you really want something or really care about it.  Caring is taboo.  Therefore, it is uncool by association to give anyone anything they care about, even if they deserve it, especially if they deserve it.  The only way to get it, what you want, is to honestly not want it at all.  Then they’ll carry you through the streets and put your face on their pre-ripped T-shirts.  Then they’ll give you the world, not that you’ll notice.  If you keep caring they’ll either torture it out of you, or, if they don’t manage to, they’ll get bored with the torture and kill you.  I have always been out of fashion.

¶


When she began keeping her eyes closed during sex, I knew the end was near:  when you close your eyes everybody looks like darkness.  She was beginning the first pressure on the manual override switch to turn off the connection.  She was disappearing into a hole in her head.  When she looked at me I had this strange feeling that I was being remembered.


She said to me, “Are you strong enough for me?  People around me get hurt.”


I said I am, but that being strong doesn’t mean you can’t be hurt; it often means that you are willing to chance being hurt again and again and will not let that deter you from trying to get what you want.  I didn’t interpret what she said as meaning that when she becomes too involved she will intentionally hurt people to drive them away.

¶


I said to her: “I’m wonderful.  I love you.  And I’m here.”


It was the best case I could make.

¶


It is a sad moment when you realize that all the words you used before with other people you will use again.  It is inescapable.  You have to kiss them with the same mouth.  There are only so many configurations two people can sleep in and she’s slept next to people before.  So have you.  You call her “baby.”  She’s been called “baby” before.  So have you.


You have to kiss her skin without feeling their lips.

¶


I said to her, “You build up a collection of debts to people due to your past actions.  You can’t make all of those right with the people you owe, but you have to make them right somehow or you’ll never have anything worth having.  Even if you can’t work on your backlog you can’t just keep adding more to it or you’ll reach a point where you either scratch the whole thing and become one of the garbage-people, one of the people that make the world shit, or you’ll try to pretend it isn’t there but it’ll get you and it’ll fuck up everything you ever try to do.  It’s not that you can’t cut and run forever, it’s that it is so easy to cut and run forever.  If you convince yourself that it doesn’t matter, you’re going to rack up more debts than you can ever pay back in one lifetime.  Why not get started now? See, Karma works.  Before you can be happy you’re going to have to pay for every ant you crush, every cigarette butt you litter and every person you fuck over.  You’re going to have to feel you’ve paid or you won’t feel you deserve the things worth having.  The rub is: the only person there to make you pay is you.”

¶


I said to her, “You have a choice.  You can be an amusement, an attraction, like a theme park ride: ‘Take the ride: she’ll make you feel wonderful and she’ll make you feel alive; then she’ll make you feel miserable and alone, but she’ll make you feel.  You’ll get over it soon enough and it will make you realize how much you want something real.  Everyone should do it once!’  You can keep pretending you’re getting what you need out of doing this over and over again.  Or you can take responsibility and begin to have things worth having.”

¶


Your love is yours and you give it.  It can’t be taken.  It can be mutilated, maimed and perverted.  It can be tortured, mocked and scorned.  It can be aborted, but only by you.  It does not die easily and it fights back viciously.

¶


“You’re beautiful.” I said.


“I know.” She said.


“I don’t care if you know.  I wasn’t telling you that you think you’re beautiful, or that you are generally classified as ‘beautiful.’ I was telling you that I think you’re beautiful.  You can acknowledge it with a thank you or a nod of your head.  You’re beautiful.”


“I know…thank you.”


“No, thank you.  It’s always nice, however grudgingly, to be acknowledged as an individual.”

¶


She said, “I don’t think I really believe in love.  In being in love.”


She always made her excuses in advance.  I could even see at the time that this contention would in time be repurposed and used as a weapon.  There was nothing I could do to stop that.


“I’m too in love with you to care if you believe in it or not,” I said.

¶


In stories about time travel the message is clear: if you change anything the consequences will snowball and demolish the future you knew.  Maybe that’s what happens when you step on ants, but with people it seems to be different.  You can’t tell them so they’ll know.  You can go back to the Geneva Convention and take John Maynard Keynes’ side, explain all about what’s going to happen with the rise of Hitler, and he’ll still wind up sleeping on the Woolfs’ couch.  You just get to work on your Cassandra Complex.  
And Cassandra’s tendencies didn’t exactly endear her to her family, as you may recall.  You think because you’ve been down the river and have run into the rocks before you can avoid them this time.

¶


“Have you more often been the lover or the beloved?” she asked me.


“The beloved.  I don’t often end up with the people that I like more.”


“I’m the exception?” she asked coyly.


“No,” I said, “I think you’re in love with me, but I don’t know if you’ll admit it until it’s too late.”

¶


I was lying next to her in her bed, her back to me, right arm through the hole created between her neck and shoulder and the bed, hand up to her side, other hand across her belly.  This was the way we would sleep beside one another.  I would wake up at dawn and lay there for hours holding her and watching her sleep.  This day I put my hand over her heart and I could feel it.  I could feel that it was blocked.

¶


In Los Angeles, everything is the same.  There is no scale for beauty because there isn’t enough variation.  How can one day be lovely and another miserable when they look exactly the same?  The only beautiful days in L.A. are the few brief days after the infrequent rains; they beat back the smog and for a little while you can imagine it is a wonderful place to live.

¶


I said, “I want to repeat, because I’m not sure that you are truly hearing it: I love you.  I love you and I am in love with you.  I don’t know the other people that you’ve been with throughout your life and what it meant when they said those things to you and you don’t know it about mine and who has said them to me.  I love you.  To me, I’m not just another person telling you this.”

¶


I do this thing where I don’t allow myself to protect myself from things.

¶


“You know what the really depressing and pathetic thing is,” I said, “we really do love one another.”

¶


In Los Angeles, people don’t enforce on one another.  People are friends for the purpose of mutual deception.  They don’t really want your real opinion on anything, even when they ask you for your real opinion.  Mutually assured disaffection.  You won’t tell them they’re too old for the part, and they won’t tell you you’ll never make it and should probably apply to law school.  If you want to be their friend you have to tell them the things that are going to actually benefit them, but if you want to stay their friend you can’t.  If you want no more friends, just say the thing that everyone is thinking.

¶


She was lying on her couch.  She pointed to the incurve of her belly by her hip.  “Kiss me here.”  I did.  She pointed to her left cheek.  “Kiss me here.”  I did.  She turned over and pointed to the space between her right shoulder blade and spine.  “Kiss me here.” I did.  Left side of the small of her back.  “And here.”  Right inner thigh. “And here.”  Left inside wrist. “And here.” Right cheek. “And here.” Closed eyes.  “And here.” Top of the right foot.  “And here.” Back of the left ankle.  “And here.” Left pinky fingertip.  “And here.” Right side where the shoulder meets the neck.  Underside of right breast.  Left incurve of her belly.  Right instep.  Two inches below her navel.  Left aureole.  Mouth.


I did.

¶


She ended it over the phone.


“I loved you.” I said. “I waited for you while you vacillated, even though I knew you were going to cut and run.  I could have ended this a week ago; I asked you if you wanted to and you were too much of a coward to do it without enough distance to fool yourself, so you strung me along.  I waited because I wanted you and I wasn’t going to gamble on these stupid games.  I didn’t see the point: I wanted you so I didn’t fuck around about it.  I waited for you; I wasn’t going to walk out on you to save myself or to prove a point or to make sure you feel as awful as you’ve made me feel.  There was no point in any of that.  Didn’t I deserve better than this?  More than a phone call?  More than more cowardice?”


“You don’t deserve anything,” she said.  “You think you have some kind of rights over me?  Because you say you love me?”


I said, “Yes. I do.  Maybe not in the sense you mean, but I do.  I hold you accountable.  You will never square this with me.  I do not forgive you.”

¶


In Los Angeles, fake is better than real.  If a breast isn’t fake, then what’s the trick?  And if it is realistic enough to pass for a real breast then it is no better than a real breast, and real breasts don’t cost anything.  It is for this reason that so many out prowling the beach look like distant suntanned or fake-n’-baked cousins of Frankenstein’s Monster.  The recognizable signature nose of Dr. So-and-so from Beverly Hills, coupled with the famous breasts of Dr. Such-and-such down in Newport Beach.  At first glance this would seem to be some trademarking plot on the part of plastic surgeons, but if so then the entire metropolis is complicit.  The resulting aesthetic postulate: fake is better than real.  In life, and in relationships as well: if it’s real then where’s the angle?  Where’s the escape hatch?  


I knew a girl from New York named Abigail.  Her parents sent her to a very expensive liberal arts college, and then she moved to L.A.  Her parents pay for a swanky apartment in Santa Monica and her SUV.  She has not worked since college, two years.  She took a baking class, which makes baking her only appreciable skill.  Her new ambition is to become a plastic surgeon because before she became debatably beautiful she, as she put it, hated herself; perhaps with sound judgment.  Having no actual qualification to be a plastic surgeon, she is presently encountering difficulties in gaining acceptance to medical school.


Her favorite sport is to go to a bar; find a guy that shows interest in her; feign interest for the duration of the entire evening; then give him a fake phone number.  Second favorite is to set up trysts at difficult to reach locations at inconvenient times and not to show up.  Sometimes she watches from a safe distance, but she likes it better when she is somewhere completely different doing something entirely unrelated.


You can’t make this shit up.

¶


The end came about in this way: she was speaking with me about patterns, about how she gets into the same relationship over and over again.  She said that I was the only person she’d wanted to be with that didn’t conform to her pattern.  She admitted that she always has one foot out the door and withdraws when she becomes too involved.


She said, “You are the most essentially different person I have ever met in my entire life.”


She said, “You are important to me.”

She said, “I want to try to break the pattern with you.  Will you let me try?”


Of course I said yes, I loved her.


Sometimes when we are not given the materials we need to build ourselves the same cage over and over, we take materials not suited to the task and play “round-peg/square-hole.”  We had a few days where it was working, and then the perimeter alert went off.  She withdrew and I found myself cast in the roles formerly filled by her other male mistakes.  One day I would be cast as a hanger-on, more into her than she was into me; the next day I would be just a manipulator who wanted to control her for my ego’s gratification; the next day she would declare that she wouldn’t sleep with me anymore because I’m only interested in her for sex and that this accusation upset me proves it.


I weathered these storms, but my quiet protestations that none of these situations resembled reality were twisted and heard as the last gasps of a hypnotist losing his powers.  At least that is how she pretended to hear them.


Then she cut off communication and didn’t let me know where she was or what she was thinking for a full week.  I sent her a letter asking, “Are we finished?”  No reply.  During this week I would lie down, stand up, sit, walk around; watch movies, at home stopping them after twenty minutes when I could not concentrate any more, in theaters walking out after the coming attractions; open books, stare at the pages and put them down; walk along Ventura or Sunset through the underpasses saturated with exhaust past the people talking to themselves; go for long drives and forget where I was headed, driving for hours going from freeway to freeway or sitting blankly in endless gridlock.  My mind could not focus on any one thing.  Even on her.  To think of any one thing was too painful.  At night I would lie awake staring at the ceiling and thinking hard about nothing at all except occasionally that with every passing moment she was performing the act of not calling me, not reaching out to me, not connecting to me.  My thoughts were white noise.  I waited.

¶

It is exhausting to be in love with someone.  It takes a lot of energy to keep up.  The more energy goes into it, the more anxiety you feel about it.  Then you might start to suspect that you have put yourself in someone else’s hands and that they have dropped you.  You barely realize that you’re falling when you hit the ground and shatter.  You realize that no matter what they said or what they promised, you were there all alone and you leapt into unbroken air.

¶

“I don’t think you’ll ever become the person I’m in love with,” I said. 

“I would tell you to go to hell,” I said, “but I think you already live there.”

“You’re going to do just fine here,” I said.

¶

Sometimes I go back there, to Hollywood or to the Valley.  I drift off in the middle of a conversation and I’m there.  It feels more real than dreams: driving down Van Nuys in the early hours of the morning; creeping along Mulholland Drive, the city below out of focus from the haze in the atmosphere; or the time I took a wrong turn heading out to Long Beach before dawn and wound up lost around Terminal Island, a place that looks like the workers’ city in Fritz Lang’s “Metropolis,” miles of humming metal superstructure laced with amber sodium ion lights.  I disappear from where I am and I’m there, in the place with no weather.  

I open my eyes and it’s still there.

Come Away

“Come away, come away,” I say, and he chuckles, the scraping sound.

He steps into the room and the fire darkens.  I grope my way back to the chair and sit.  He hovers in the doorway replacing the chill of the wind with his own special bleakness.  I offer him the couch, a steeping pot of tea beside.  His trailing cloak flaps just above the floor as he passes, never touches, perhaps it’s static electricity.  Even as he sinks onto the couch it pools yet still seems not to touch.  An alabaster hand grasps the teacup, as the bone touches the bone china it sounds like two teacups meeting one another.  Now the teapot, now the pour, now the cup is raised.  The hand transports the cup deep into the shadows of the cowl.  It disappears entirely.  There is silence.  When the cup reappears it is empty.  

“Llllooovelyyyy,” he coos, his voice like wuthering.

“Thank you kindly.”


He sets the teacup down with a gentle clink, lets go with a gentle click, and interlaces his fingers with a series of gentle if somewhat unsettling cracks.


“Rest your weary bones a while,” I proffer.


And we lapse into peaceful, seemingly eternal, silence.  How did I come to play host in such a manner, you may wonder.  

I spent many years listening to time passing.  It was a continuing conversation, I would speak and it would wipe the evidence of my words away; I would act and it would cover over my actions with dust and forgetting.  As time spoke with its silence I walked through the desert world and it covered my tracks; I saw how this impartial eradication of my presence was my death.  Death pursued me and I did not flee.  He was my death after all, and any functionary whose duties are unending…whose ending is some unknown (to me, anyway) hour removed…deserves pity.  I resolved to offer my phantasm some respite and succor.  Contact was easily achieved: when one is being followed one merely has to leave breadcrumbs along the way, or a post-it note.  I did nothing for an hour before the appointed time, allowing him to catch up on the work I’d left him.  Because death could not stop for me I kindly stopped for him.


He did not enter on that first day, but I could sense him near.  I don’t suppose he gets much time off.  I never remember my dreams, so there goes the night shift.


It was some time before he approached, still longer before he entered.  Perhaps he had been warned against the likes of me, warned that I would ask for clemency.  He knew I wasn’t the type however, he’d seen the evidence.  In fact, he was so familiar with my breadth of experience there was no need for mundane chitchat.  I did not wish to presume upon his life outside of work, if there was one and if it could be characterized as life (not to be disparaging, merely semantically accurate).


He stood, presumably, leaning upon his scythe.  He was still reticent, our silence then more a product of accepted unease than relaxation. Treading gently, I sought to coax him out from pure blackness into mere opacity.  I gestured once toward the couch.  He declined.  The atmosphere was unbearable.


“Be not proud,” I ventured.


Then came a sound like rusted iron hinges in an empty lot, or a house resettling on its foundations at midnight, or a stepped upon pile of dead roaches crunching like autumn leaves.  Death’s chuckle.  

From that moment on we were inseparable, although, I suppose, we always were.

THE LOST DISCOVERY
Once upon a time there was built a time machine. The most brilliant scientist ever to have lived built this machine; his name was Franklin Derrold. The reason why his name is not familiar will be evident subsequently.

Time, as has often been suspected, does not have to move only in one direction. This does not mean that we are all free to travel backwards and forwards at will, but that the past is existing in somewhat the same way as other physical locations are existing. The difference is that we are creating more of the past all the time. When a place, however inaccessible, exists, it is simply a question of how to get there. Mr Derrold knew; we do not. Our own time travel is limited to the old molecules: we, each of us, process and renew then expel molecules of the past, stale molecules that float through our present day like radio signals from long ago trapped within the planet’s atmosphere and forced to bounce and reflect until they are processed or else dissipate. At times these particles can congregate to create a sort of cloud or pocket of past time; it is at these moments we find ourselves lost in reverie. Certain cold medicines and bourbon can facilitate your absorption and assimilation of the particles; their effects wear off as they join with your metabolism and are renewed, but a second later they are old again; an abandoned cave will be full of the past, while a fresh wind brings you nowhere but the present moment. 

The present moment is the zero hour for time travel; one may not travel into the future because the future has not happened yet; it is not possible to travel into the future at a speed in excess of 1 second/second. The past is set in stone, a final draft, and whatever changes may be effected there have already taken place; the only way it may happen is the way in which it has happened. There is one other way in which one may travel into the past, but it is entirely subjective: you can travel from the moment of your conception up to the present moment, but you are limited entirely to what sensory information was absorbed at the time. Past events may not be altered (in any of the forms, even physical time travel, because whatever you alter in the past has already been altered by you in the past), only their perception. It is called “dreaming,” and it can change the future.

The reason for Mr Derrold’s exclusion from our history books is that he has never accomplished anything of note. Rather, at the exact moment when Mr Derrold, on a customary afternoon walk, was struck by the inspiration that would some day lead to the completion of a functioning time machine he was instantaneously replaced with a Mr Derrold who never made such a discovery. 

In that instant, what could be said to happen was this: Mr Derrold, using this inspiration, began a series of inventions that would one day culminate in the invention of a time machine. After perfecting it they performed a test: Mr Derrold locked a room with a partition for an hour; then entered and found waiting for him a note from himself informing him that the test had been a success to that point; he then had his machine wheeled into the partitioned area where he traveled one hour back in time and wrote the aforementioned note; then he traveled back to the present time (the instant after he left, that being the furthest future time created before he left) and declared the experiment a rousing success. 

For the next experiment he set up the machine on the rooftop helicopter pad, carefully researched and known to have been vacant at the appointed time, some weeks before the institute housing Mr Derrold’s research was to open. His intent was simply to return to this time and leave a cryptic but meaningless telephone message he recalled having received some years before on his own answering machine. Unfortunately, due to unforeseen weather conditions (they received inaccurate records of the weather in the area on the target date), the time machine and its owner were struck by lightning at the instant of their rooftop materialization.  Perhaps the message was a wrong number, or maybe the result of another parallel but similarly unsuccessful venture which reached one degree further before its own failure. The scientists of the soon-to-be-opened institute found him dead at the controls. They then deduced the purpose of the machine, and through reverse-engineering they discovered its principal secret, without which it never could have come into existence. During this short time the young Franklin Derrold (then still attending Kettering as an automotive engineering graduate student, as would have been noted by history books had they been written to include him) was surprised twice, first by being hailed as the greatest inventor of all time, then by seeing his own corpse. They all asked him how he did it, even though he hadn’t done it yet. Then they discovered how, so he never did, at which point this entire reality winked out of existence. 

It seems that one may not duplicate the divine spark of inspiration. There is a moment, a fusion, when all the assembled materials come together in a mind, and what were previously miscellaneous items form together into a new idea. One second spare parts, the next “Eureka!” It is this leap that cannot be transferred, duplicated, falsified or reverse-engineered; and with the product of the inspiration preceding the inspiration itself, there was no need for the inspiration ever to take place. So it didn’t. None can say how many times this loop may have occurred, how many discoveries and inventions have been lost, cures for diseases and hardships, with the best intentions. 

In the reality that took place, Mr Derrold’s afternoon walk went on exactly as usual: without the intuitive leap that would lead to the creation of a time machine.

The Mystery Pageant
I live in Walworth, New York.  Nobody calls it Walworth, because then it sounds like the dingy little town it is.  People mostly call it Macedon, because Macedon is nearby and it has some sort of a foreign ring to it.  Not just Indian, maybe Roman or Ottoman.  Macedonian.  Walworth sounds a bit like it was named after its number one center of commerce: the Woolworth’s.  Now even the Woolworth’s is closed and the new school district is being called Gananda, which doesn’t ring in the ear very pleasantly, especially with a Western New York twang.

We live in Western New York, in between Rochester and Syracuse, and Rochester is in between Syracuse and Buffalo.  We live in Wayne County and the county seat is 30 minutes away in Lyons, New York, in the direction away from the city of Rochester.  Our area codes are about to be changed, which is a damned nuisance.  I expect all telephone lines to stop on April 20 when no one can remember the new numbers they have to dial.  A genuine pain in the ass.  You go 15 minutes to the nearest Wegmans (the best supermarket on Earth), which is surrounded by a Target, Blockbuster, Taco Bell, and a Rite Aid (which everyone hates).  

The nearest point of interest in our area is the Hill Cumorah in Palmyra, 10 minutes away, where they say an angel named Moroni appeared to a man named Joseph Smith.  Moroni presented him with tablets written upon 200 years after Jesus appeared to the descendants of Lehi in America.  In Palmyra, New York, Macedon’s neighbor.  The tablets were in an unknown language, but Smith translated them by the gift and power of God, and then they, like the Nephites and Lamanites, were taken back…leaving no trace.

The other attraction is the nearby “Maize Maze,” an enormous field of corn cut into a design that can be seen from the air, by airplanes and aliens.  By late August the stalks are so high people come from counties around to try navigating the corn.  The maze has its own lifeguards, and if you become hopelessly lost, as many do, you are to wave a flag presented to such intrepid explorers above your head to obtain assistance.  “Knee high by July” indeed.

To be completely honest, I cannot recall what exactly is on the main street of Walworth.  It’s probably called “Main Street.”  I must be avoiding it, because I can’t remember driving it for a year or more.  I have to admit that I am not indigenous to Walworth, or Macedon, or Rochester.  I am Long Island, Beth is Ithaca. We live on the 9th hole of the aforementioned Gananda development, on a golf course called Wildstone.  We are both members of the country club.  That is: I, Jacob Camden, am, and my wife Beth is as well.  I play the blue tees and she plays the red tees.  I must admit that a factor in choosing to live at Wildstone is that they admit Jews.  I’ve been playing golf for years and the closest I’ve come to Oak Hill is as a spectator at the PGA.  Fair compensation however: our course is beautiful, if becoming a touch overdeveloped.  The latest row of houses is being squeezed between two exceptionally narrow fairways.  The construction site is mound after mound of dirt, littered with shiny stray golf balls.

Behind our house is a tiny lake or a large pond.  I can’t say for sure if it is man-made or natural.  Or if the fish are native or planted.  I think they are mostly stocked.  Needless to say I feel a bit foolish fishing in a pond where they do everything but attach the fish to the end of your line for you, but I never catch anything anyway.  

In early winter before the pond freezes over it is spotted with migrating geese.  You can hear their tea party, when the windows are open, for four weeks straight.  A family of enormous belligerent swans lives in the pond also.  Last summer there were three baby swans just learning how to threaten our little rowboat.  Then there were two, then there was one; the endangered snapping turtle has found a home at Wildstone.

A small opening in the far side of the pond begins a winding network of creeks, a little Nile that curls around and runs across various fairways.  These twists can be followed in one of the little kayaks we hang in the garage.  Guests are sent out with the caveat that they may encounter fierce and feathered wildlife, unexpected golf ball ordinance or the dreaded stagnant lanes, thick with a fluorescent green muck that clings to the oars and smells terrible.  We encourage them not to row under bridges, as they may emerge with a summer’s collection of cob and spider webs trailing from their barque.

In winter the clubhouse is seldom open and we are greeted by serene snowbound fairways, peace, quiet and a few cold geese.  For just such occasions Beth has purchased state of the art snowshoes that weigh 8 ounces each and allow her to float gracefully across the snowdrifts while I huff and puff behind her.  

We were given a golf cart with the house and it hums contentedly in the garage as it charges.  There is a little garden in our little courtyard and our homeowners association takes care of the surrounding lawn and foliage; although they are using some kind of placebo chemical on the weeds instead of pulling them out, trying to trick them I suppose.

Beth and I work in Rochester, as do many of our neighbors, most of them have left suburbs closer to the city and made peace with the half-hour commute.  I found that the evening drive out to Macedon or Walworth or Gananda prepares your mind for the pace you can expect when you get there.  You have to patient yourself with traveling the same winding roads in the same order every day; going faster is only a difference of two or three minutes and agitation.  Traveling west in the morning and east in the evening, we are just in time to see the sun creep over the open landscape at daybreak and steal away at dusk without ever lowering a visor.

Incidentally, and I kid you not, there is a town that lies not quite in between Rochester-proper and Walworth called Webster, and the sign at its limit states authoritatively: “Welcome to WEBSTER: Where Life Is Worth Living.”

I still feel like a visitor in Walworth and Macedon, despite all.  Perhaps it’s that I’ve never lived in a development house before.  Perhaps it’s that our children never went to the public schools in Palmyra-Macedon.  We moved here from the suburb of Brighton after our youngest left for college and our eldest left Rochester for graduate school.  The public school system was far superior in Brighton: test scores, facilities, target colleges, etcetera.  My daughter stayed in Rochester to study religion and miscellaneous at the University of Rochester, then Columbia for Social Work.  My son left for Evanston, IL, to study drama at Northwestern.  

The townships of Evanston, IL, and Palmyra, NY, share the distinction of being among the few in the United States to feature a crossroads with a church at each corner.  My son tells me there are about 18 churches in Evanston, a small northern suburb of Chicago, and that they are none of them half full; which, it can be said, raises property taxes.  

As the point of origin for the Mormon religion (the actual organization The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is in Fayette, NY, in between the Cayuga and Seneca Finger Lakes, 40 miles away), Palmyra also has one of the few full Mormon Temples in the country.  Once I tried to visit it with my son, but you must be of the faith to be admitted.  Actually, I don’t believe a devout Mormon can walk into the Temple on caprice either; it may well be a place for only the most important of occasions: weddings and births.  Some consider funerals on par with the previous two, and it may be because of my Jewish background (albeit predominantly secular) that I don’t agree.  Remembrance and grieving have their place and it is a high place.  On the other hand, a recently departed body is a sad thing that is best cremated or placed under six feet of earth to await a possible awakening some day, if you’re optimistic.

I have yet to detail the chief attraction of the region, surpassing far the delights of the great (and it is quite impressive) “Maize Maze.”  I am speaking of the famed Hill Cumorah Pageant.  The hill itself is impressive, even by day.  A bare stretch of smooth grass cut steeply down the high hillside.  At its top there is an angel pointing upwards, visible from the road.  The bottom of the hillside opens into a bowl-shaped basin.  A massive multi-layered stage is built on to the hillside, full of staircases and plateaus, colored to look like cut stone.  Surrounding the plateaus are powerful jets that shoot walls of water, lit in purple and red, behind the action, an instant cyclorama.  The folding chairs cover nearly three football fields and the edges of the basin are populated with concession vendors and informational booths offering home instruction with a free copy of the Book of Mormon.

The performers come from all over the country, but mainly Western New York and Utah.  They are lodged with host families through June while they rehearse the pageant.  All told, there can be as many as 200 men, women and children performing on stage in full costume, with 50 or more black outfitted people-herders, water-jet operators and technical assistants out of sight.  

The actual text of the pageant is pre-recorded.  The stage is so massive and distant that facial expressions are impossible to see without a high-powered spyglass.  The recorded tape, performed by Mormon actors and backed by the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, is played over the sound system while the performers mouth the words and gesture so that they can be seen by a family audience made up mainly of children and senior citizens, many hundreds of yards away.  Each time the playing area changes the surrounding jets of water spring up an instant before the lights.  Not fun on windy nights.

The textual subject is various events recorded in the Book of Mormon presented episodically as a short history that resembles the Jewish Haggadah condensing the events of Exodus.  Perhaps more exactly it resembles the Christmas Pageant staged by many a church and youth group in the holiday season.  Maybe a Purimspiel would be closer; it’s not an exact religion, Judaism.

In the nearly 30 years I have lived in Rochester, I have visited the pageant maybe 4 or 5 times.  The spoken play has in the past been a bit precious, which can be forgiven to any family event, even more a religious event, but at some point in the last three to six years a new recording has eclipsed the old stalwart of sixteen or so years.  The new recording is more in step with the tenor of the times, albeit the traditional side of the tenor.

During this last pageant I attended, the sky darkened above us and thunder could be heard far off but growing nearer.  Being a family event intended for small children, the pageant is a reasonable 80 minutes in length, so one and all held their seats without much anxiety, even the small children.  Thankfully, it did not rain until most of the audience, and hopefully the performers, were safe in their own cars, or their rental cars, or their cars with Utah plates a long, long way from home.  

The storm did not spring on us without warning.   The distant thunder continued through the pageant after the intermission.  Sometimes it could not be heard but you could feel the rumbling in the hills beneath your feet.  Sometimes in the distance, perhaps twenty miles away across the fields and tree-covered rolling hills, you could see a flash of light out of the corner of your eye.  As the rumblings grew they sometimes garbled the words of the pageant recording.  When I turned around to see if anyone was leaving to escape the rain (my wife and I were wrapped tightly up in fleece blankets, feeling more than a little sympathy for the tunic clad performers on the sheer hillside), I saw that the weather in the West was the weather in the North and the East as well.  Many of the cloud clusters were a slightly glowing pink and you could see charges of lightning firing off within, not yet striking down to the ground.  

They approached, rumbling the ground beneath our folding chairs, charging the air and light.  It was around the time where Jesus Christ (a performer clad all in white robes, flying on wires 50 feet above the already high stage like Ben Franklin’s kite), during the three days before he rose again in Jerusalem, appeared in America to unite the Nephites and Lamanites and train another set of 12 apostles, that a giant and distinct bolt of lightning, clear enough that it looked like what a child might draw in the hand of Zeus, smote the opposing face of Hill Cumorah.  Some gasped, and those like me unfortunate enough to be looking straight at it rubbed our eyes.

The electric clouds drifted away from overhead as the Nephites and Lamanites resumed their strife; as God prepared to wipe them from the face of North America leaving no trace; as Mormon inscribed the tablets in 400BC and gave them to his son Moroni to conceal on the hillside as the only artifact attesting to the history and existence of the descendants of Lehi who settled in Palmyra, New York, in 589BC.  When Moroni visited Joseph Smith in 1823 and returned in 1827 to guide him to the tablets the clouds above were opaque and heavy with rain.  They had sidled wearily into place above us like somnolent cattle.  Moroni retrieved the tablets and vanished.  Smith struck out for Utah.  We waded through the sea of folding chairs to our waiting cars.  

Getting out of the field being used as a parking lot took twenty minutes, but the first drops landed on the hood the moment our doors closed.  By the time we made it to open road, it was a steady fall.  Before we were half the distance home the skies had opened, our wipers could not keep up, and we pulled over to the side of the road to wait for the deluge to let up.

The Finished Symphony: A Fable

Its defects as a work of art are considerable; but in order to correct them I should have to rewrite the book - and in process of rewriting, as an older, other person, I should probably get rid of not only some of the faults of the story, but also of such merits as it originally possessed. – Aldous Huxley on “Brave New World”


Once there was a brilliant composer.  His place in the history books was secure.  For centuries his greatest symphony was destined to play in orchestral halls and be analyzed in universities.  Unfortunately, as is often the case in these tales, he had one enemy, one person standing between him and passably-eternal glory (some portion of whatever time humans have left): this Mozart’s Salieri was none other than his elder self.


The composer’s name was Benjamin Henry, and his reputation was made at thirty years of age with an unfinished symphony.  He entitled it, “The Unfinished Symphony,” because the means whereby to finish it were not yet in existence.  This was back before the dawn of the digital era and the very idea of a synthesized instrument was in its infancy.  In place of the instruments of his imagination, Mr. Henry was constrained to have his symphony performed upon ordinary violins and trumpets, tympani and oboes.


Mr. Henry never disclosed the origin of the title, so it became an object of widespread popular speculation; like the Mona Lisa’s smile.  In that instance, Mrs. Gioconda may have been lost in a bittersweet recollection of the rogering recently conferred upon her by Signor da Vinci.  In this case, none were certain, but one widely held view was that the musicians and listeners finished the symphony themselves, by performing and perceiving it: a symphony on the page, like a synthesizer with no amplifier and a tree falling in the forest, makes no sound without the means to project it, in this instance an orchestra, and the human faculties brought to bear on its perception and interpretation; sound and meaning are in the mind of the beholder.  Perhaps that was the deeper, instinctual reason the composer gave it the name.  If so, then it was unbeknownst to Mr. Henry, who simply considered it a work in progress to be someday finished and chose the most expedient title.


Over the next twenty years Mr. Henry had modest successes and modest disappointments.  It seemed that nothing he ever did would approach the success of his unfinished symphony or its scope; a colossal failure would at least reflect the potential to be colossal.  Greatness eluded him like ships deserting a sinking rat.  Meanwhile, each work changed this Benjamin Henry.  As he still considered the unfinished symphony would, upon its completion, be his masterwork, he considered these years to be growing pains: necessary to acquire the necessary tools and wisdom.  Despite his apparent mediocrity, he was, on the strength of “The Unfinished Symphony,” its popularity and its ability to draw paying crowds, internationally recognized; given full control over the production and performance of his works; often feted; in short, a far cry from a hungry young artist embarking upon a profession that neither guaranteed nor rendered likely recognition or even basic solvency.  Perhaps he grew sleek and fat in this unchallenged life of ease.  Perhaps his talent had diminished or been consumed, burnt out in his one brilliant exposition of light and heat.  Perhaps, though this is unlikely, he had indeed perfected his craft and finally attained, as he believed or claimed to believe he had, the means whereby to complete his great work.  I hope that was not the case, given what followed.


One day Benjamin Henry discovered his muse.  His muse, the instrument not known at the time of the composition of the “Unfinished Symphony,” was a simple crude synthesizer.  None truly believe this, I’m afraid, rather they believe that he grew tired of waiting for fickle inspiration, so long absent, and faked it, perhaps believing the lie himself.  They prefer to think he believed the lie himself and did not act out of malice.  It is just as likely, however, that he had already grown to despise and wished to crush this youthful magician whose name he bore, whose accomplishment he could not escape.  This is a pleasingly dramatic scenario, and less depressing than to think that he actually tried, actually gave it everything he had.

After this revelation the general response to the idea of finishing the “Unfinished Symphony” was pure anxiety.  Those particularly underwhelmed with Mr. Henry’s output in the intervening years predicted that he would only succeed in consigning the symphony to the dustbin of general mediocrity already playing host to many of his efforts.  Even the hopeful were timorous, noting that this basic synthesizer was already nearly antiquated, and that the piece would be forever dated; besides, it was no replacement for good old woodwind, string and brass.

To the composer, the impending completion of the symphony rendered the unfinished draft superfluous, and his solicitors gave an order it was never to be performed again.  The public outcry was intense, and, orchestral music rarely generating so much controversy, gave birth to the idea of having every major orchestra around the globe add a synthesizer and give a simultaneous premiere of “Symphony No. 1” by Benjamin Henry.

The crowds turned out.  Such a crowd there was as might be expected at a combination sports event, rock concert, religious revival, museum opening, book signing, premiere of a Godard film and marathon reading of “Ulysses,” followed by a lecture by an obscure but respected authority on autoerotic synaesthesia.  

In short: everybody came.  

Everybody listened as the crude electronic tones echoed above the accompaniment.  

Then it ended.  

And it ended.  

And the spell was broken.  

This “Symphony No. 1” would never be taught to children.  It would never change the course of a young life and draw it towards possible ecstasy and probable malnourishment.  This symphony was mortal.  Its days were numbered before it would some day disappear from all recollection, and Mr. Henry with it.  

Mr. Henry, perhaps despairing, perhaps darkly nihilistic, unleashed what bile he could upon his late masterpiece, feeling the malice of winded mediocrity trumped by effortless genius.  He ordered his solicitors to collect and burn all extant copies of the “Unfinished Symphony.”  He needn’t have bothered: even the underground performance of the original could not undo the effects of its subsequent adulteration.  

“Symphony No. 1” was still extremely lucrative and popular despite all, so it was a fixture in the season of any orchestra; mainly to finance the remainder of their season.  He composed new variants on the themes found in the original work, perhaps feebly searching for the lost spark, perhaps to befoul it and grind the remembrance of it to dust.  These were all heavily attended and broadcast, and his wealth and fame grew further and further.  He was inescapable and no serf on the street, desperate to escape the protracted public rape and dismemberment of the great work, would have believed that with each successive lashing the chariot was being brought ever closer to oblivion.  No trenchcoated, moustache-twirling villain has ever so thoroughly expunged his rival as Benjamin Henry crushed and annihilated the future of the man he once was.


Still he was fruitlessly petitioned by those that championed his younger, other self so long ago to allow performances of the “Unfinished Symphony,” or to at least modify “Symphony No. 1” using a less archaic and ridiculous instrument.  

When met by these or other admirers of his youthful rival he would moodily dismiss them.


“The symphony is finished,” he would say.


And it was.

a death

You will make all of the mistakes you’ve read about.  You can’t tell someone so they’ll know, not even yourself.  You can’t know if you’ll make a mistake until you make it; and you can’t know if you’ll make it again until you make it again; then you can’t know if you’ll stop making it until you stop making it or you die before doing it again.  The real problem is finding out what is and isn’t a mistake.  When the scarecrow or the Cheshire cat asks you which way to go and you can’t say which is the right way, maybe one way looks hard and the other way looks easy; do you pick the hard one because you’ve heard hard work is what pays off?  Do you pick the easy road because so many seem to have found their way down it?  There’s no guarantee that either one of them leads anywhere.  There’s nothing to tell you if you’re being weak or strong with any choice you might make.  There’s nothing to guide you but odds and luck.  

It’s that time of day in New York, not quite dusk, when the sky is lighter than the street because of the building shadows.  The same pavement that will suck in the heat and radiate it during the summer or even under the daytime sun is huddled in on itself and unyielding, hurts your feet.  The building alleys become wind downs and your ears get red and raw.  There’s dry skin under your nose and your eyes are always tearing.  Standing in a broad avenue the sky is more pronounced; you can see pedestrians in silhouette against it.  Traffic lights are the enemy, but you can’t be seen by the cars so you wait in the crosswalks.  It’s a few blocks past the low-income housing and the dollar store, not enough time to chill you inside just to flay your hands and cheeks.  Ice-water stands in the gutters from early rain.  The yellow-orange top-lights of the cabs are inviting: mobile warmth.  People in the back of them, reclined, gaze through the pane like the glass on an aquarium.  There are only two blocks left to walk.

I dropped off the rental minutes ago.  It was an enormous SUV.  Nobody wanted an SUV in the middle of New York City so they gave away the compact car I reserved and cheerily told me I was getting a free upgrade.  The free upgrade cost me another twenty dollars in gasoline.  

The weather has been unremittingly shitty.  After a mild winter, March has been a continuous frigid drench.  I think it’s called “pathetic fallacy” when the weather reflects what’s going on in the story.  Driving back from Connecticut was like taking a submersible into the Arctic Ocean.  

I spent the autumn before in the apartment of my grandparents on my father’s side in the East 70’s; multiple doormen, elevators, twenty floors up, building with a name.  They were in Connecticut at their house.  The building used to house mostly old people with stabilized rent, but the location attracted a high-volume of high-turnover yuppie family-people.  I tried to stay invisible to them.  Five months I lived there rent-free, the first time I’d had an apartment to myself since my senior year of college, and even then it was only figuratively.  This was the apartment I stayed at every time I’d ever visited New York.  When I was a child my grandparents had a Yorkshire terrier named Crumpet.  He was small enough for the apartment.  When I was 9 he had a disagreement with a Doberman and lost an eye.  When I was 13 and my grandparents came upstate to my Bar Mitzvah my grandmother greeted me by saying, “Happy birthday, we had to put the dog to sleep to come up here.”  The apartment was a one-bedroom with mirrors one-foot wide and twelve-feet long horizontal striping one wall, vertical on the other.  Twenty floors high, above many rooftops, the vantage was excellent for window spying (Grandma once bought me a small telescope for this purpose).  It needed a professional cleaning when I arrived; everything in the cupboards and medicine cabinets was covered in some indeterminate sticky schmutz.  The apartment holds the New York City record for the fewest roaches attacking me: only one.  

When my grandmother on my mother’s side went into the hospital fifteen years before, I went into our family’s never-used living room and cried.  My sister found me and asked why I was crying.  I told her it was because Grandma Omie was never coming out.  Omie held on until my uncle made it in from the west coast.  When we heard that she died my sister cried, and she asked me why I didn’t.

Omie died of complications caused by her emphysema, which was in turn caused by her smoking for more than 50 years.  I was 11 at the time and there are few things I remember about Grandma Omie (so named because, as an infant, my sister insisted on the nonsense-title for her).  I remember that when I stayed over with her I could sleep on her bed because she slept in a recliner in front of the television with the Quality Value Channel on.  Her bed had a foam egg-crate under the sheets with the pointers turned up.  Near the end she was on oxygen all the time, her cough sounded more and more like my father’s.  

My father has a terrific cough.  There was a video of an old camp performance of mine I was watching and I told my father he was in the audience that night; he said he didn’t think he was; then an enormous cough from the audience in the video made everyone onstage flinch.  This is as a result of smoking for 40 years.  My mother has also smoked for 40 years and counting.  They claim they didn’t smoke when she was pregnant with my sister or me.  I don’t believe them.  I’m just surprised I never got pneumonia from inhaling snow through my cracked window in car after car filled with smoke.  My sister smokes, my uncles smoke, my mother’s father who died before I was born smoked.  My father’s father and I are the only members of our family that don’t smoke and it’s because we quit.  

I moved back to the East Coast partly because my father’s mother had contracted her third cancer, lung this time, and it metastasized.  The first two were throat cancer, the tumor was shrunk using a laser, and breast cancer, mastectomy.  Grandma Sophie smoked for more than 50 years as well; she stopped after her throat cancer but it was too late.

I moved out of the UES apartment and my grandparents moved back in, except they didn’t.  They were back for two weeks, then another two weeks a few months later, then it was announced they were closing up the apartment.  This was a surprise, as we had been anticipating selling the Connecticut house instead.  They were rent-stabilized, not rent-controlled; I can’t afford it and neither can my sister, so we close it down.  It is standing alone in the middle of the empty apartment that I cry.

Before they departed for Connecticut and I moved in they tried it in the city for a while.  Perhaps I should say “she” tried it, my Grandfather Saul recently told my sister and I that he does not remember years 80-84 (there is the slight possibility Grandma was poisoning him).  Sophie would get radiation treatments and walk back fifteen blocks in the middle of winter.  While this was certainly inadvisable, the idea of her being hit by a bus in the middle of Fifth Avenue seemed sort of like the way she might want to go; that, or freezing to death on the bench with their name-plaque on it in Central Park.  She did later direct us to bury half her ashes and to scatter the rest beside her bench; the burial was September 11, 2005, we’re scattering the ashes this weekend.  I’ll try not to get them on my shoes.

The house in Connecticut is in a sub-division begun for the elderly then subtly advanced upon by young professionals with families.  The upstairs living room is cluttered with hundreds of small pieces of art or semi-art, most with a small scrawled appraisal attached to the bottom.  She asks that we call dibs ahead of time; she’s interested to know who wants what.  My parents call the Eames chair, one uncle calls the grandfather clock, I ask for a painting Sophie bought from an art student in 1968 and has displayed in the dining room since.  In the same living room, when I was a child, I threw powder into the fireplace and made the fire purple, green and blue.  Downstairs, there was a day-glo foam skeleton of a dinosaur, God knows why.  When I was 10 and staying there after summer camp, I was in bed in the dark before sleep when my grandmother came in and told me I was the worst mistake my father ever made.

There are limits to our irreverence.  For example when looking for the cremains in the Connecticut house I may have called out “Grandma!  Graaandmaaa!” but when my father and grandfather tried to store the portion for the bench in a used potato-salad container I put my foot down, no matter how appropriate it may have been.  Instead my mother buys bright pink boxes, with flair; Grandma loved Marimekko.  One box is buried at the unveiling, at old Montefiore Cemetery in Queens.  Grandpa comes all the way in for the ceremony.  Later on, it is a perfect windy day autumn day inside Central Park at East 72nd Street, and my parents, sister and I casually take a seat on their bench.  We silently breathe the sharp air and check for cops, then I walk to the grass demarcation, stand upwind, and sprinkle the cremains to the bottom of a pile of leaves.  I stir the earth a bit so she isn’t raked away.  I sing the Mourner’s Kaddish under my breath, with the orthodox s’s instead of the reformed t’s: “Yisgadal v’yisgadash shomei rabah…”

In February she is looking poorly, but her condition is much the same that it was the time before.  The cancer cachexia, or malnutrition, has not yet eroded her muscles completely, but she has a deep bronchiole cough that sounds inhuman.  It is yet possible that my grandfather will pass away before she does; it is also possible that her 103 year-old mother, having complications in Dallas, might go before she does, or near the same time to upstage her.  The last time I saw her was when she came to take the last few things she wanted from the apartment before my uncle and I sent the contents to storage in Jersey.  The cough is more pronounced, and sometimes takes nearly a minute to recover from, but she doesn’t appear to have lost any body mass.  She was dressed in her smartest clothes with a sharp broad-brimmed black hat.  When I kissed her then I was overwhelmed by the smell of her perfume, she was wearing more than usual.  It was to mask the oversweet, putrescent smell of sickness.

Since I quit smoking two years ago (my grandfather quit back in 1950) my lungs have become incredibly sensitive; I have to keep myself from coughing when someone walking down the street in front of me is smoking a cigarette because otherwise they think I’m fake coughing to tell them they’re rude and they blow smoke at me.  Perfumes and colognes make my eyes water and my nose stop up.  I spent last weekend at the Connecticut house with my grandfather, I see him every three weeks now, and I drove him out to a restaurant for dinner.  Despite his physical therapy and the constant helpful presence of his live-in nurse, he only leaves the house when one of the family takes him.  I return from some errands just before we go and there is this overwhelming smell in the bathroom but I can’t place it.  There is an empty bottle of Aramis on the counter of the bathroom and there are some dark syrupy amber splotches that have the smell.  I can’t place the scent.  Grandpa comes out of his room in his electric scooter and he reeks of the stuff.  I ask him what it is.  He says that he ran out of Aramis so he mixed in the only thing he could find with the last few drops: Grandma’s perfume.  Again, on a cold November night, I have the window cracked open in the car so I can breathe.

It is more than six months later than the last paragraph now.  Why the delay?  I felt the need to convey directly, by example, an instance of Grandma being loveable.  Something that would make an observer say: “I can see why it was all worth it, look at the way they laugh as they…” feed the pigeons together?  Go sledding?  Well, there isn’t anything.  There isn’t a tidy example I can give.  Maybe it was the panache with which she could deliver an underhanded compliment.  Maybe it was the way she showed up to a hospice site with a bell and they kicked her out after an hour.  Maybe there is no earthly justification for why I loved her in spite of her often incorrigible behavior and constant attempts to defame my mother in my and my sister’s eyes.  It was these attempts that once prompted me to stop speaking to her for nearly a year: at my Great-Grandmother’s 100th birthday party we were all posing for family pictures in front of the bandstand (a 100 banjo band hired for the occasion, they performed a rather interesting version of “The Phantom of the Opera,” making it almost listenable) when my Grandmother decided to loudly blame my mother for our family showing up late to temple that morning, calling her “rude.”  I always love when someone points out another’s rudeness in front of hundreds of people.  They yell at each other and I tell Grandma I’ll stop speaking to her if she ever attacks my mother again.  She knew it wasn’t an idle threat, because there are several non-speaking feuds in my family, some lasting more than 50 years; who knows why, the people involved probably don’t remember why.

So why love Sophie?  She had charm.  She was the sort of person Maitre D’s thought they should know, so we always were seated first.  She was an indomitable, irascible New York two-time cancer survivor.  She had a way with a turn of insult.  I was related to her.  And I always felt like she was just a mood swing away from admitting all the damage she’d done and attempting to repair it.  

In the SUV on the way to Connecticut on March 15 we receive a call from my father telling us to expect her to be much worse when we arrive.  It has only been three weeks since last I saw her, when she wore the black hat, but time has flown by for me.  When we arrive I can sense in the house that something is different.  Before we enter the room we hear the sound of her drawing air through the fluid in her lungs, a sound like a percolator.  Grandpa is lying on the bed as usual but beside him Grandma is sitting on the bottom corner of the bed facing the wall mirror.  She is hunched over, bent double, we can see as we enter that she is completely emaciated, there is nothing left on her frame and her vertebrae stick through the back of her nightgown.  I look away involuntarily, then put on a fake smile, but it is unnecessary, she is on morphine and hardly aware.  Her eyes narrow in concentration as she draws slow breaths through her drowning lungs.  We approach her cautiously, until I sit next to her on the bench and my sister across from her on a chair.  We try to slowly make our presence known.  I lay a hand on her sharp shoulder.  She slowly raises her head until she is looking at my sister.  She blinks and her shoulders bob slowly as if to maintain her balance on a ship at sea.  Suddenly, her eyes focus on my sister, then she feels my hand on her shoulder and takes it in her hands and squeezes it.  She seems to want to say something but is helpless to; she can’t speak through the fluid in her lungs, breathing takes all of her concentration.  Her eyes glaze over and she leans down to her knees to breathe again.  

We sit with her, not too close, and try to speak to her in soothing tones, knowing she probably can’t make out the words but can feel our voices.  I stroke her back.  My sister Kay catches up with Georgia, their Jamaican live-in nurse; Georgia is an expert nutritionist, cook and caretaker, single-handedly responsible for Grandpa being healthy and alive today, and too good-natured to care about some old lady calling her a schvartza.  Anyway it’s better than her classic, “She should get an abortion, maybe one of her friends can do it with a hanger.”  She wouldn’t bat an eye if she heard Sophie’s reaction to my uncle dating a black girl a few decades ago; an offhanded, “maybe one of her friends can clean my apartment.”  I look at Sophie for the things I have read that are supposed to portend death.  Her nose seems sharper.  Her feet are swollen.  Her forehead is cold instead of hot.  I close my eyes.  I try to feel if death is in the room, in a shadowed corner or hovering above the bed.  All I feel is a space inside me being dug out, being prepared to be left hollow.  Now is the time for me to say anything to her that I need to.  Grandpa is rifling the Sunday New York Times distractingly.  I don’t feel I have enough time.  What could I say to her?  Try to take her confession as if we’re not Jews?  Tell her about all of the things she has said and done and ask her if she is sorry?  Of course I don’t, but might it be better if I had?  I won’t know until.  Instead I prattle on about my job.  I prattle on about all of the completely unimportant concerns that have distracted me from coming to see her for the weeks when she could still speak.

Grandpa is restless.  His casualness is irritating me.  He wants me to drive him out to buy a new drying machine for the basement.  This is very unusual, the first time he will leave the house in the calendar year.  It doesn’t occur to me until much later that he must be, aside from emotionally worn out, bored.  It really is understandable.  It doesn’t mean he wanted her to die a second sooner, but I think Sophie would have appreciated the straight realness of that assessment: waiting for someone to die is boring.  And perhaps she would have agreed with a slightly more Beckettian turn on that phrase: waiting for yourself to die is boring.  Of course, Beckett would probably have been referring to one’s entire life.  

Before we are to leave we sit down for some lunch.  We’ve brought sable from Russ & Daughter’s on the Lower East Side for Grandma, but she hasn’t eaten in 36 hours.  She stays in the room and we can hear her labored attempts at breath.  Then we hear a scream.  Georgia and Grandpa don’t move.  It feels like the glasses should be shaking.  It is the only noise she can make, Georgia explains.  She screams again from her room, like Ivan Ilyich, through the gurgle of her lungs and the frayed vocal chords.  Grandpa and I leave to find a dryer.

Where are her sons in all this: the lawyer, doctor and Indian chief-turned-executive?  We can’t all be at the bedside, and they have their own peace to make.  They know there is no satisfactory answer, whatever the matter, to “why did you do it?”

Grandpa and I cruise to the appliance superstore where he hops onto a scooter/wheelchair and we buzz in and out, I haven’t seen him this energetic in five years; it’s a preview of the remarkable recovery that was soon to follow.  I drive to the Target and get anti-bacterial hand washes and tissues for the house.  We don’t talk about anything between; I just plug in my music and play some Count Basie and Django Reinhardt.  My sister stays behind to spend some time with Sophie.  

I never tell anyone this, but I’ve had a dream about Grandpa and I can’t tell if it presages his recovery or death.  In the dream my family was with me at a graduation and it seemed to be mine.  Our folding chairs are on a blanket-like lawn beside the sea and the ceremony has just wrapped up.  We walk to a set of stairs descending to a boardwalk that runs along the shore and even out into the water like a dock.  The sea and wind are so calm it feels as though we are still inside, the stairs are slate, the boardwalk dark wood and the sea is tinged with the green you find in the waters of Costa Rica and Venezuela, but the real surreality is supplied by a sky the color of an orange dreamsicle and a far off sunset the color of grenadine.  Multitudes are streaming by in either direction and from the crowd I see advancing towards me my grandfather.  He was walking without assistance, dressed in a gray cardigan, dark khakis and a walking cap; he approaches and congratulates me not on a graduation, but on my very existence and my survival.  We put our arms around one another and I bury my face in his scratchy sweater.  Then it begins to happen, as we embrace I feel the years begin to leave us and I grow smaller and smaller until I am only a newborn in my Grandpa’s proud and strong arms.  I feel the enormity of his hopes for me at that time and now.  The crowds continue to flow around us like believers on the way to the water.  We age once more and stand unselfconsciously in the tide, and I cry in my dream and I cried in my sleep and I cried when I awoke and I cried when I wrote this and I cried when I read it.  When we released one another he was magically dressed in a style out of 1920’s finery, all in white with a suit, spats, cravat and a fedora with a white feather and wing tip shoes.  The last of the believers disappear around a rise in the hill and we turned to follow, reaching another slate staircase leading down to the beach.  We see my parents up ahead and set out for them. With a skip and a hop in his step Grandpa dances down the stairs.  I say to him, from “Miss Julie,” “Très gentil, Monsieur Saul, très gentil.”  He tips his fedora and we walk on to the edge of the sea together.

Part of the reason for my move back to the East Coast was so I could be near my grandmother at the end, as I’ve said.  I planned carefully, because I didn’t want to let her down and also so I couldn’t make myself guilty over it for the rest of my life, but I stopped paying attention at the wrong time and now it was too late.  No profound talks, no getting to the bottom of anything, no resolution or comfort, just an unfinished conversation with someone I don’t really know, who didn’t really know me; and for us to get to any of that, if it were possible at all, may have taken 500 years.

When we lie we are unconvincing because we can’t remember the natural things we do when we’re telling the truth.  Try to remember what it is like to be sick.  If you are sick, try to remember what it is like to be perfectly healthy.  We shut ourselves off to these now alternate realities.  I knew a boy in college that died on Christmas Day.  I remembered the way I rebuffed his efforts to befriend me.  At his memorial I said that there was no excuse; I should have become closer with him, and I didn’t and now it is too late.  I told myself I would know people while there is still time.  But here it is again and I’ve failed again.

We come back to the house and my sister is in the room with Grandma.  Sophie is in delirium from the morphine and keeps removing her nightgown.  Kay has worked in hospitals, and has developed a casual but comforting bedside manner; she helps Sophie back into the gown again and again.  There is a stuffed doll of Shrek on a chair across the room.  It used to make Grandma laugh; it talks when you squeeze the hand.  I bring it over to her to see if she might take it for comfort.  I make it talk.  She doesn’t show any signs of recognition and I feel foolish again.  Georgia has been conversing with Kay, who motions for me to step away from the bed.  

“Tonight.  Georgia says she’ll go tonight.”

It is time to leave and I come back to the bedside.  I am standing over Sophie as she takes her hunched, labored breaths.  Suddenly she becomes aware of me.  She attempts to stand, but can’t.  I lean down and help her get up, I think she might be trying to walk to the bathroom, I’m confused, I barely realize she has put her arms around my neck to hug me.  I am stooped at half-height to awkwardly return the embrace.  She turns and hugs Kay.  Then, exhausted, she slumps back to the bed to breathe.  We slowly walk to the door.  We turn around before exiting.

“Bye Sophie,” my sister says, with a studied and impressive lightness I try to duplicate.

“Gramma, love you love you love you,” I say.  

She turns her head slightly toward us but we can’t tell if she’s still with us or not.  We shut the door.  The percolator sound of her breathing is slow but steady behind us.  And that is how we leave her.  Georgia has years of experience with hundreds of patients, hundreds of deaths.  She is undoubtedly right; yet I hold out hope of some later day when I might make contact again, leave things correctly:  “This weekend,” I think. “She’ll pull through and I’ll come back this weekend”; or maybe some improbable afterlife where all is revealed and accounted for and finally understood.

I receive the call late that night, when I am in bed with the lights out.  Eventually the fatigue overtook her and she could no longer draw breath.  I look around my room for some spirit, hers or Death; I try to remember what was her deathbed and if I saw Death in the room then.  

I am in my dark room, so far from the dark room of my childhood across the hall from my parents, down the hall from my sister.  So far from the comforting silence of them sleeping in their beds.  I feel, then, that Death is with me, with me always.  In the core of my heart I feel a cancer of dark-matter, the seed of death.  I carry it with me within me until it ripens and I rot.

This Is Not My Story
This is not my story. This is the story of Chava Eban, the principal of the Hebrew School I attended while growing up. She gave it to us, the hyperactive, yarmulke scorning, reform formative yids of Temple B’rith Kodesh in Rochester, NY. It has become my story, too.


  She was a strict woman, and the intensity of her magnified eyes through her oversized rectangular glasses terrified us more than the numbers on her arm. She didn’t worry what we spoiled suburbanite semi-goyische thought of her. We never thought of her as a her, or as a person, except during the telling of her story.


  One day the dreadful Shiran sisters, who taught our two classfuls and routinely conversed in impenetrable Hebrew (which I do not know to this day; I would comment in the midst of their exchanges, “But shouldn’t you season the bread first?” earning myself a gorgonic glower), combined the classes and deprived us of sugar long enough to keep us (relatively) still. After the last Noah, Seth, David, Rachel, Leah and Sarah choked down his or her granola snack, washing it down with water for once instead of Capri Sun, we solemnly (and somewhat comatosely) sang “Hatikva” to our shiny paper laminated Israeli flag. We sensed someone standing outside our door listening to our countertenors wrap awkwardly around the song’s beautiful minor chords, swelling to nearly shatter glass as we attacked the high notes, “ohd-LOH AV-DAH TEEK-VAH-TAY(ay)-NU! ha-AH-TEEK-VAH SCHNODT-AHL-PAH(ay)-YEEN”; and repeating its final vow, “lee-yot am chof-shee bay(ay)-air-etz-ay(ay)-nu, beh-air-etz zee-yon yer-oo-shah-lah(ay)-eem.” “Zee-yon” was “Zion” and “yer-oo-shah-lah(ay)-eem” was “Jerusalem.” Then we sat in silence as the echoes of our sharp and flat voices died away. The words mean this: “As long as deep in the heart, the soul of a Jew yearns and looks forward to the East to Zion, our hope will not be lost, the hope of two thousand years, to be a free nation in our land, the land of Zion and Jerusalem.”


  The door opened and Mrs. Eban entered purposefully but slowly. Her every step told any troublemakers just how serious any offense at that time would be and for once no one, not even clever little smart-ass me, took the challenge. There was something else about the way she walked to the front of the class and took a seat before us in front of the green blackboard with a map of Israel and Gaza, the West Bank and the Sinai Peninsula on it. Another sign had anthropomorphized letter of the Hebrew alphabet upon it, the “yood” had just enough room for a smile and a wink, and the “gimel” outstretched a foot. On the wall with our cubby-holes there was another laminated paper poster, it had a picture of a line of cartoon people in worn but flowing robes making their way across a vast bright yellow desert under a merciless orange sun. The men were dark-bearded, except for their leader whose beard looked to be three feet long and silver-gray. The women covered their heads. They all wore sandals. In the extreme distance were tiny pointy mountains colored brownish-gray; one silver-gray peak, matching their leader’s beard, stood above the rest. Above the peak was written, “Dayeinu: It would have been enough.” She stood before us, a survivor carved out of the stones of the Negev desert in the Holy Land, absently scratching at the numbers on her arm. We were temporarily awed out of snivelling about the Disney Afternoon Lineup and glycemic overload we were being deprived of.


  Mrs. Eban cleared her throat. We waited. She cleared her throat again. Her owl eyes did not seem focused outward; she touched her glasses. The Shiran gorgons shared a glance (in Hebrew).


  “Yaakov, get Mrs. Eban a glass of water,” said Golde (or Rivka, who could tell?).


  I was Yaakov. We were each called by our Hebrew names while in class, but as there is no Hebrew word for “Russell” I was called by the Hebrew name for “Jacob.” I was named for my Great-Uncle Jack Russell, as it is the custom to name children after those that have recently passed (not living, or death might make a mistake). I asked my mother why, if his name was Jack Russell, was my name not Jack? She said, “Because a Jack Russell is a terrier.” I said, “But my name wouldn’t have been Jack Russell, it would have been Jack Heller!” She paused, and said, “Oh.” So I was Yaakov.


  I drew her a Styrofoam cupful from the Tupperware pitcher on the Shiran desk. Her eyes focused on me as I handed it to her, “to-dah” she said, “thank you.” She drank it down and I filled another and returned to my seat. As soon as I settled she began.


  I don’t remember where she started. I don’t remember how she told her story. I don’t know if she told us about how she was captured or if she ever ran, if they lived in a ghetto, if they were originally from Poland; the story of the train ride in the windowless, bathroomless boxcar crowded with hundreds of other souls from many places, speaking many different tongues. I have heard the stories of the boxcars from so many different sources I cannot distinguish anymore. For me the story begins with the word: Auschwitz. Yes, there was Treblinka, the work camp, and Bergen-Belsen and Birkenau and Dachau for scholars, but for children there was Auschwitz, the death camp. Little Christian children feared Hell, Satan, devils, the boogeyman, maybe ghosts, we feared that word. Auschwitz. “I was in Auschwitz,” Mrs. Eban said, and we petrified; we turned into stone or salt.


  What I remember next is what I saw in my mind. The door of the boxcar opened and it was night at Auschwitz. Rust colored light on barbed wire and guard towers. The arriving multitude choked the entranceway and her family, I think her father, mother and elder sister, linked arms to avoid being separated. She was a child, wire-haired and bespectacled. The sea of faces funneled into a double line: men and women. Her father joined the men’s line. She never saw him again. Her line led to an inspection table beyond which I imagined it dividing again into two lines, one leading to a holding area then barracks, the other descending by a staircase into the Earth. The line inched forward and she hugged her arms around her mother’s waist, shielding her eyes with her mother’s shawl. They were approaching the inspection table. 


Ten feet before the inspection table was a guard that looked like any other guard. He sat on a stool with his gun resting at his heel, watching disinterestedly as another boxcar was opened up. She moved the shawl aside and watched him; he must have seen the movement, because the next second he was off his stool. He threw her mother to the ground, tearing away the shawl; in one quick moment he struck Chana across her face. Her glasses splintered and cut her temple, then fell to the ground where the guard shattered them with his boot. He leaned closer to her and winked. The inspectors looked up from the table without concern.


“She looked at me,” the guard grumbled at them and returned to his stool.


Her mother gathered her up and led her to the table. One by one the three of them were sent to the barracks. Behind them another girl, her glasses still on, was directed down the steps into the Earth.


Her story finished, she rose and left. Before the door closed she asked us a question but did not wait to hear an answer.


“Why did he do that?”

WARNING: The following work of fiction contains extremely graphic imagery, reader discretion is advised.

Little Red Lanterns

I

The Vampires
The day after a holiday weekend, the stone streets are mostly empty.  Music comes out of the seldom open doors where it serenades the few and proud holding fast until the next weekend’s influx.  A family of white ducks floats down the canal, the baby squawking over and over, a sound like a hinge being forced.  A few windows are glowing but the show doesn’t start until the big light goes down.  Until then there are only vampires.

Amsterdam, where the vampires come out in the daytime; where you can have all liberality has to offer, as long as you promise not to enjoy it; where you can have all of the dissipation without the camaraderie of the fellow damned.  As evening approaches more windows spark, more movement behind the shades as they prepare.  The few curtains already open, beneath their signature red lanterns, reveal the old, the morbidly obese, the plastic surgery enthusiast and casualty putting in extra hours, dragging a line in case some wasted punter trips in or getting a discount on the daytime rental of front room with stool and glass window, back room with bed, sink, paper towels and sometimes bidet.

The sun cuts into the horizon and the gargoyles grow glamorous.  In the gathering shade lines disappear, pounds fall away, jiggle firms, the claws tapping the glass become manicured.  Are these the same vampires transformed by darkness?  Dorian Grays in their transparent portraits, they live out their mortality in daylight but at night they are eternal beauties.

Traffic increases, men circle and circle, frail crafts seeking safe harbor, hands in pockets, avoiding looking at each other or the groups of tourists and curious women who peer into their faces with the expressions of children seeing something fascinating but something they know enough to wish they’d never seen.  

I’ve circled these blocks between Voorburgwal and Achterburgwal incessantly, returning to the same window every five minutes to find the curtains still drawn.  Last time it was only fifteen minutes but last time was a disaster.  I go into a bar called (pun intended, I presume) Dijk, a locals’ bar, and have a Jupiter.  It’s pisswater like the beer in America.  The old American song comes on the jukebox, “my little runaway,” and the Dutch all hum along with the organ solo.  Drop a few Euros on the bar and return to my holding pattern.  The curtains are still drawn.

II

Fiasco
What a fiasco!  So, you were there, I ask her upfront if she does and she’s all bouncing up and down and playing with that thong, turning that pink baseball cap on her head.  That hat serves a purpose my friend, when it comes off you can see all the lines.  So she’s all “but is it big?” and I’m like it’s not John Holmes but yeah baby, and she’s like “ooh, I’m skeered!”  Right, sure.  So we’re walking into the room and you take off to do whatever the fuck you do, fuck the ducks, and the door shuts and I strip down because the clock is running.  I’m like, do I get extra time for paying more? And she goes “not if you want anal” and I go let’s just get to it but she doesn’t take her bottom off, see.  I’m like, well do I get to see it at all? and she says “ooh no but you can see these” and the bra comes off and her fake tits fall out, pretty nice but rubbery, and I can touch with, what was it, my fingers but not my palms, that’s extra.  If I want to see her it’s extra too.  She pulls out this condom that must be half an inch thick like it’s made out of Tupperware and jams it on my dick and starts jerking it like she’s trying to just take the money and run.  I’m like, easy!  I try to touch her leg, she goes “that’s extra” so it’s like, might as well get to it.  I’m barely hard, she gets on top of me, pulls the thong to the side and sits on it.  I can’t feel a fucking thing, can’t see anything, she’s making these sounds and I don’t even know which hole I’m in.  I’m asking her, can I see, even in the mirror? And, get this, she jumps off the cock and starts complaining to me how Americans are always asking for extra.  I can see she’s trying to just walk out and take my money, the fuckin’ jerk, so I actually have to talk her back onto it, I tell her no, you’re beautiful, and she’s all, “I know I’m beautiful!”  I’m like, gimme a fuckin’ break, I’m having to sweet talk a hooker that I paid something like a hundred and fifty bucks to?  Finally she hops back on and I just go because the condom must be made out of balloon rubber and I’m all chafed.  So I come, and it sucks, still don’t even know where I was, and I’m getting dressed after and the girl…the lady…is like “it wasn’t all that big.”  Can you believe this fucking asshole?  So I look her in the eyes and go, yeah, it gets a lot bigger when I’m actually turned on, and that one landed, she was like, “ouch.”  And now I feel all gross from that stinky body lotion she uses, she felt like a seal; I need a fucking shower.  I just paid 100 Euros to be made to feel like shit, I can do that to myself for free.  Think I can go to the Prostitution Information Center and get my money back?  No fucking thought of a good time, you know, your money’s worth?  I should have just fucked a tree or a chair or something.

III

The Secrets of the Fjords
We’re walking back near the end of the night, passing coffeeshops, when Tobe grabs my arm.  He says he thinks one of the girls in the front of the shop across the street is a hooker he passed earlier, “it’s the hair,” her hair is fashionably terribly highlighted, and if we sit with her and her friend maybe we can get a freebie or at least a discount.  He drags me in and orders an orange juice.  It isn’t her, and he takes off for the W.C.  

I dig out my hash joint and contemplate it.  I’m such a lightweight that I bought an ounce of hash from Afghanistan and the guys at the shop rolled a third of it for me, I smoked less than a fifth of the joint and was so out of it I fell asleep at the table, Tobe had to drag me back to the hostel.

He shoots back over, “give me the rest of the hash, you’re not going to get to it anyway.”  I do, and he digs a Kit Kat Bar out of my murse.  He takes a few steps, turns back and grabs me by the collar.  We walk over near a couch with two girls; one is okay looking, a little pudgy with dirty blonde hair, her friend looks like a cat with black splayed hair, charcoal underlined eyes and a tiny, lithe body.  I don’t have to ask which one he likes.  He whispers, “She was looking at me going in and coming out of the bathroom.”

He walks over to their table, plunks down the hash baggie and the candy bar and says, “I wish to bribe you with hash and chocolate to reveal to us the secrets of Amsterdam.”

“We’re from Norway,” says the one with dirty blonde hair.

Without missing a beat, “Then the secrets of the fjords,” and that’s why Tobe is my friend.

We sit on either side with the girls in the middle, but Tobe winds up speaking to the friend because the pretty one doesn’t understand as much English.  The friend, whose name is Birte, explains that the pretty one, whose name is Marian (“like maid” she says cutely, and Tobe slaps her stockinged leg when he laughs at it), and she left on the spur of the moment that morning to smoke weed in Amsterdam which, as I could gather, was what they had been doing in Norway already.  I ask how they had the chance to come down during the week, they explain that, apparently due to their superior social support system, when Marian dropped out of college the state started giving her more than a thousand Euros a month to do nothing.  She was doing nothing pretty effectively and convinced Birte to call in sick for a few days.  Marian pokes her head up, smiles somewhat vapidly, and returns to text messaging people back in Norway.

“Who are you texting?” asks Tobe, and gets a blank stare.

“She’s texting people in Oslo, telling them we’re in Amsterdam and what it’s like.”

Marian taps Birte and they chatter, in Norwegian presumably.

“She is hungry,” say Birte, “do you know where we could go?”

Tobe, with no idea where we are, immediately volunteers us to help them find a place.  

We file outside, the girls take the hash baggie but leave the chocolate bar.  We don’t know where we’re going so we wander around in the early December chill until Tobe says mischievously, “Hey girls, want to see something interesting?”

Of course they do, so we head towards the red lights.  They somehow had never heard about it and their eyes are wide, their mouths agape.  He ushers Marian from one window to the next with a hand placed discreetly on her lower back, showing her both the surprisingly beautiful and the unfortunate.  He rattles off facts he’s found in guidebooks, online and, though he won’t say, by personal experience.  At one window a tiny blond girl of about eighteen is chewing bubble gum and bouncing up and down to Dutch pop music.  Birte and Marian both point at her, “She’s so young!” they say.

We can’t find any restaurants cheap enough (for us, apparently the Norwegian currency is drubbing the dollar even worse than the Euro) so we take to them a nearby snack shop and get the same baguette-with-one-slice-of-ham sandwiches we’ve been living on.  The light in the shop is a sickly yellow and it opens onto the circle with the Old Chuch, or Oudekerk.  Ringing the Old Church are more red windows, mostly with substandard prostitutes, and we can distinctly hear their brazen entreaties coupled with the men’s frightened refusals.

Birte tells us about how small their hometown near Oslo is, and we talk about small towns and what it’s like to see the same people every day, how it effects your behavior as opposed to New York City where you’re probably never going to see many of the people again and there are a thousand more coming around the corner, so why be nice?  

“You should be nice anyway,” she says, and I agree.

“Nice is boring,” says Tobe, “this place is the ultimate of what people do somewhere no one they know will ever see them or find out.  This place and Thailand.”

Marian pulls out a video camera and trots out to the circle.  

Tobe runs after her, “You can’t film the hookers!” he calls.

I ask Birte what Marian is filming, “She films everything,” she shrugs.

“Is she cutting it into anything?”

“No, just recording.”

“Does she even watch it later?” I ask.

Birte shrugs.

Marian dances back in excitedly, pointing to a sign outside the door showing a stick figure man relieving himself with the word “URINOIR.”  

Tobe is equally excited, “I think I heard about these, you can piss right outside in these things!”  

He runs off to piss and Marian runs off to tape him doing it.  Maybe they’re a good pair after all.  Birte asks me about the Dutch and I tell her that “tolerant” is an apt word, but they seem a bit grim about it.

“It seems like it’s a big party city not because the Dutch love to party,” I say,” but because they let the world party here.  Maybe making waves this way is their bid to stay on the world map.  After all, they did run the world for sometime, and to do that must do something to your national psyche, even centuries later, and especially when they’re now ignored completely in world affairs.”

Birte nods, I can’t tell if she’s following.

Tobe and Marian blow back in laughing, his hand on her arm, “It’s great!” he says, “it’s this hideous green thing next to the canal and all these guys in trench coats were lined up and they’re all looking at Marian like, why’s she here, is she available, is she a guy?  And then I get in there and it smells just fucking awful and you have to stand like five feet away and try not to step in because there’s no light and it’s cold and crazy girl was taping the whole thing like it’s a German scheisser video!”

The girls want to get high, so I consult my guidebook and we go to a nice packed warm place with geode tables that managed to get an alcohol license too; maybe that’s why it felt comfy instead of the “get high and get out” attitude of many of the other coffeeshops.  We smoke some light Sativa the girls have.  We all get too high and I start talking too much, asking the girls about Ibsen and if regular people there like his plays and how they feel about that being the main thing their country is known for, someone the country gave a pretty hard time while he was alive.  They shrug and say he’s okay.  Tobe is next to Marian, leg to leg, and has made a few exploratory forays of brushing it as he says something or to get her attention but she’s buried in her phone and, as he said later, “it was anybody’s game at that point.”  Birte tries to drag Marian away from her texting but Marian chatters back and the girls decide they’d better go to bed.  They don’t know where we are now, so they ask, after conferring, if we will walk them back.

We get to the coffeeshop we picked them up at and the girls begin trying to figure out where their hotel is.  They say they showed up without reservations and followed for several blocks a large black man who offered them a room.  With Candide-like luck it seems to have worked out except that they didn’t get the name or address of the hotel.  The area is closing down and we wander back and forth down the windy corridor.  By the time the girls see something familiar we’re worn out and any possible or imagined spark is gone.  We bid them farewell at their door and surprisingly Marian asks me for my number.  Tobe smirks.  They say they’d like to see us again, I point out they’re only around for another day and us for two, they say to call them, when I call the next day they don’t answer or respond to texts and we never see them again.

IV

Marriage Material

Wow!  Fucking wow!  So I’m prowling while you’re napping and I pass this incredible small Asian girl, but I walk a block to think about it and this yeti goes in before me.  I’m doing another lap and I catch a glimpse of this girl just getting let into a room by the Madam or whoever.  I post myself outside the door and brave the stares of all the Japanese tourist crowds and the weirdoes, just collar up looking cool.  Some guys offer me drugs (shit I forgot to ask if they had vicodin) and my vigilance is rewarded when the curtain opens and I step right up.  I ask right off and she looks happy to say yes she does and right off I know it’s gonna go better.  So we get in and strip down and I start asking what I can and can’t do; well for this girl it’s everything plus, not just the thing.  Wow this girl is beautiful, depressingly she’s probably the best looking girl I’ve been with, long, brown, curly hair, kind of olive skin, totally good shape, green eyes, looks Greek actually, and I’m the first of the night so it’s a little less gross.  First I wanted to see, so she gets naked and then on her hands and knees, and she puts her face in the pillow and reaches around and just…and I put my face right up and it’s like heat, and I ask and she says it’s okay so I make her come with my hands and when she comes it’s like her lips part, mouth opens, no sound, it’s like an explosion in space, and then she goes down on me and I can see it in the mirror, and then we’re fucking and she just feels fucking amazing, and I go “are you ready?”  And she nods like she’s all excited, and I…well what details to share…I put her legs up on my shoulders and I’m playing with her there and she’s starting to sweat and is like “stop, I want your cock, now,” and she’s fucking sincere, totally actually turned on.  She wanted to go doggie but you can’t see her face, so I pin her back and here’s where the comedy comes in: I can’t get my freaking cock in her freaking ass!  It’s too high, it’s too low, this goes on for almost two minutes.  I’m like, sorry, as you saw a minute ago I’m not totally incompetent usually.  She goes, “then why now?”  It’s great, she was so turned on she was impatient.  So I flip her over and finally get it in and I’m completely in and see it in the mirror and she’s beautiful and I just want to feel it, but she’s really impatient and she’s off like a racehorse, “fuck me fuck me in my ass, grab my tits, squeeze them, harder, fucking harder, I want to come again, harder, fuck my ass harder” and I’m pounding away and she’s suddenly like, “harder, hard-ow, ow!”  I jump off and she’s checking to see if she’s bleeding (she isn’t, thank god) and I’m like, let’s try the other position and take it slow.  We start and I finally fucking get it right and she’s like “ow! ow!” again.  So we finished off traditional, which still pretty great man, she did that thing where I’m on top and she coiled all around me and just kept pulling me in tighter and tighter.  I’m telling you, this girl was so beautiful if I had any money I’d take her back to the USA.  And then she asks me a few questions when I’m getting dressed, like how old I am, and I tell her and she stops cold and is like, “that’s how old I am.”  What a fucked up world, man.  In some other universe we’re probably married.  So, man, what a fuck up I am, but god, what a beautiful fucking girl!

V

A Small World
We get some Mexicans, starter mushrooms, from a smart shop.  They’re for me and I don’t want to have to interact while I’m tripping (the entire experiment is a little brave considering the adventure of two dippy American girls from the hostel who took a bus out to a large park, took a full pack of Mexicans along with a full pack of the fabled Hawaiians, rumored to be close to natural LSD, and wandered in the 40 degree forest until A: it began speaking to them and B: they walked 15 miles into the next town) so I leave Tobe smoking weed at a nice multi-level shop and we agree to meet at the shop with the geode tables and that if I get into trouble I’ll text him if I’m able.  I eat a third of the package and begin to wander.  After an hour and a half nothing has happened at all so I eat the rest of the package and go to look for a place to get some dinner.  I sit down and order a steak, putting it on credit.  The steak in Holland, where there are almost no cows, is about the same price as anything else on the menu; conversely the steak in America is twice as much despite stockyards everywhere, simply because people want to eat steak, oh supply and demand.  You want that?  You can’t have it.  Here eat this crap and you can have that thing you want maybe once a month to sweeten your miserable lot. I know they cost the same thing to me but hey, that’s capitalism, right?  I’m sure whatever they like in France, the liver of tortured ducks, is marked up exorbitantly too despite the abundance of tortured ducks.

The mushrooms hit halfway through the meal and the steak they brought me is ridiculously rare, bleeding all over the plate, so I quietly excuse myself trying not to appear high.  I return to a coffeeshop I marked earlier in case, it’s empty and seems to have a biblical theme.  My sense of getting higher and higher is like being informed that you jumped off a cliff an hour ago and are about to hit the ground any second.  I get some fresh squeezed OJ and make my vitamin packet ready.  The other inhabitants, a pretty Asian girl smoking alone, a shady guy and the elfin girl working the counter, are blessedly unconcerned with my odd but not uncommon behavior.  I go into the bathroom and the white tiles, which are square, begin stretching and changing shape.  The paper towels are a color they couldn’t possibly be, possibly ultraviolet.  I go out and sit down.  Across from me the see-through orange juicer with its bright orange wheels has become uncomfortably anthropomorphic.  As I examine the mountains on the biblical walls they seem to develop cartoon faces.  There seem to be faces resolving in the smoke stains as well.  I look at the floor, scuffed wood, and playing out upon it seems to be a filmstrip of changing faces and scenes.  I look up at the lights to see if there is some kind of projector but they’re just regular spotlights on a wood floor.  I put my head between my knees and dive into the scenes on the floor, the faces seem Native American and owls and hawks pass by.  These faces look out at me though they don’t address me; they look noble and wise, so much so they remind me of trips to the museum as a child with the life-sized dioramas of teepees and huts with Native American mannequins.  They bring me back to my childhood conception, rather biased and two-dimensional, of Hollywoodized Dances With Wolves Native Americans, but that makes me feel I’m shortchanging the wisdom in the faces I actually see before me.  They are revealing themselves to me, gazing at me, possibly measure me but not harshly, but not stating anything.  I suddenly feel like I hear a chorus of voices, like several groups of people are all shouting at me, trying to tell me something, but they’re all shouting at the same time so everything is garbled.  I can make out something, and it seems to be a name from my childhood I’ve forgotten, someone, some friend, some imaginary friend perhaps.  Back to the parade of faces again, it seems now that there is something in the field behind the faces, in the darkness between them, something lurking.

I get up and get some water from the Elf-girl and dissolve the vitamin packet in it.  As I look at the smoke stained wall behind her I see the outline of a face emerge.  It is bearded, biblical and Semitic.  Horns of hair appear atop its head and disappear.  I turn to the mountains on the wall and they smile benevolently at me, big stone softies.  

Another trip to the magic bathroom and I return to my post.  The cartoon mountains have made me feel safe enough to dive behind the faces.  Head between knees, I dive into the floor and push past the filmstrip sepia faces, they are two dimensional and behind them is a vast dark lake (or rather I do and I don’t, I envision myself doing it but never actually hallucinate that, or that the orange juicer break-danced across the counter, though I imagined both in great detail).  I swim past the faces into the lake and I’m hit for nearly an hour with a rush of detailed and forgotten memories from my childhood.  Going back to the street I was born on and meeting my old best friend and him not remembering me or pretending not to and it was at a street fair and I made a painting with one of those toys that spin the paper and you dribble paint onto it.  Other kids that moved away in first or second grade, one Indian family that moved to Kansas, the daughter was in my sister’s girl scout troop and the son was in my class and the troop was going on Captain Kangaroo and they were supposed to pick me up too and they didn’t and I watched them on TV, amazing how petty we can be even years later.

Then I was back to before that, to what I spoke of to Birte, the street I grew up on after we moved when I was three.  From then until six when I learned how to ride a bike or seven when school really broke everyone apart.  During that time I lived on a street that was never extended through as intended, so it just connected two longer streets; it had no name so we called it Noname and it was out neighborhood’s discretionary street, we had fourth of July picnics there and I used to take a tennis ball and bat and pretend I was the ’86 Miracle Mets.  I wonder if the people living there now still call it that.  What I really went back to, though, was living within those two blocks; that your world ended there until you got a bike and your world grew and then you get older and get a car and neighborhood are just places you drive by.  There were four of us for that short while, probably even shorter than I remember, though three to six seemed like an awfully long time then, and we played and explored but all within only those two blocks.  Even kids another block away felt like they were from another place, we didn’t know how to feel about them, outsiders.  And on my big wheel I would only ever go around the block.  That small small world.

I opened my eyes and I was hugging my knees on the bench in a coffeeshop in Amsterdam, a long long way away, but I felt good, if a little sad.  I remembered that an old friend of mine, while tripping on acid, drew a picture of God with his non-dominant hand without looking, so I drew a large picture haphazardly across a page in my notebook, using only one line.  When I finished I looked into it for half an hour, finding in it birds and rabbits, faces familiar and strange, clawed hands, odd symbols and a lot of nonsense that comes from having absolutely no drawing ability.  At that point I’d come down a little, though in the funhouse mirror of the wonderland bathroom my pupils were still like looking down a well.  The Elf-girl was closing up soon, as I had been her only customer for an hour.  On the way to the house with the geode table I pass a police checkpoint, they have someone out of his car, there must be ten cops to this one guy.

At the coffeehouse I sat by the warming lamp under the geode table and smoked a few inhales of hash and a Surinamese chef explained his nation’s connection with Holland; it was traded to New York neé  New Amsterdam so the English could put hotels on Park Place and Boardwalk.  Who got the better deal?  Who is to say that twenty-four dollars in wampum for the island of Manhattan wasn’t a pretty fair price?  The chef moved so he could smoke more weed, he knows an inordinate amount about weed and, as with most weed enthusiasts, wants only to talk about that instead of what’s more interesting: being a Surinamese chef in Amsterdam.  I tell him about the police checkpoint and he scoffs at the Amsterdam police, as he has learned to from being harassed back in his home country.  I ask him isn’t it good to have some control?  What if things go out of control?

Tobe saves me from further conversation, “Hey, what’s up, asshole?”

“Nuttin’ fucknut.”

“How’s being a druggie treating you?”

“Oh, right, I’m weird because I do drugs in Amsterdam instead of going around fucking hookers in the ass.  Why the ass again?”

“Because, as the great Rocco Siffredi said, ‘Cunts are for pussies.’”

“Vous et charmant.”

“You pronounced that wrong.”

“How would you know either?”

As he regaled me with his latest adventure we walked back to the hostel.

VI

Youth
I’m walking over here earlier and I keep almost getting run over by those cheap shitty ten-speeds all these fuckers ride and try to run us down with, with their faggoty little bells.  Bring-a-ling!  This dude wheels around a car and he’s headed at me and I just turn towards him, look him in the eye and stop.  I’m like, one foot closer and I’m coming right for you, fucker.  He freezes in his tracks and I go on, just looking for some present practitioners of the lost art of getting out of the fucking way.  Pedestrians shit on cars, cars shit on bikes and bikes mow down pedestrians.  I saw this kid walking around in blackface makeup and though I had a contact high from you, turns out the Dutch dress up in blackface because their Santa Claus, Sinter Claas, is from Spain and instead of elves he’s helped out by a merry retinue of darkies!  This waitress I was talking to tried to pretend they were chimney sweeps and I’m like, wearing gold?  And then what’s with the big red lips?  She says from…umm…uh…kissing the fire.  Right.  And they’re all so fucking dull-witted; it takes ten minutes for them to tell you where the fucking bathroom is.  Anyway I digress.  You don’t have to guess, if you think you’ll know where I’ve been…yes, the little Dutch teenybopper herself.  And I don’t think she liked me, rather I know she didn’t.  I ask her the cardinal questions: how much, can I touch, more than one position, and it’s an extra 50 for her to take her top off, another 50 to touch and it’s just her on top.  I ask too many questions so she tries to say no and get out of it, but he with the purse has the say and I gotta admit this girl reminds me of so many chicks I’ve wanted but didn’t get or wouldn’t push hard enough to persuade and certainly wouldn’t just throw down and take over their meager protestations although some of them are so damaged and fucked in the head that’s what they really want.  But our girl here, her name was…oh…shit…wait…Greta?…Hilde…I don’t know, she’s a girl that doesn’t say no so we go upstairs.  We get in and she’s like “fifteen minutes fuckandsuck” and I’m like, reading the time, so get to it.  She takes off her bottom and she’s just got that perfect teenage body, maybe even the slightest hint of babyfat, round ass, perfectly shaved, god damn.  And I’m lying down on the bed and she keeps looking at this big mirror that takes up the whole wall next to the bed and it’s almost like she’s making faces at it so I’m wondering if someone’s behind the wall.  Some pimp or boyfriend, I mean what makes someone sleep with thirty different guys a night?  Not money.  Anyway, thinking makes me soft, let ‘em watch, and so she goes down and I can see her in the mirror but I want to look so I brush her hair back and she’s like “no touch!”  She really spoke no English at all.  I’m like, alright, alright, hands in the air, and she goes back to it, she’s watching herself do it in the mirror and it’s really pretty good, man these girls are good looking.  Then I’m like, get on it.  So she gets on top of me and she has that warm soft peach foam teenage skin that makes me hit myself and shout WHY wasn’t I fucking back in high school?  Why wasn’t I fucking back in high school?  I could have been, I had offers.  It wasn’t like today when girls are giving blowjobs at their birthday parties where it’s like, “it’s the only way to get boys to like you.”  Well, it sure doesn’t hurt.  So she gets on it and slides all the way down and shifts from side to side, and she feels great, incredible great, tight and hot, sweating just a bit despite herself.  And she twitches her little ass left and right and I ask how old she is because in Holland she could really be sixteen and she says eighteen and I believe her and then that’s it…she just shifts side to side.  I’m like, can I get on top?  “No, extra!”  Can I hold your sides so I can fuck you?  “Extra!!!”  And I can tell she’s about to just get up, so what I have to do is leverage my hips up and down without using my upper body, so I press down with my feet because I’m like, well are you going to fuck it, and she’s like “No, this is all.”  So again, partially against her will, I start fucking her, taking all my leg muscles from walking around this pit and I swear to God she liked it.  She tried not to make any sounds but she starts moaning a little.  But then after I came she hopped off me at light speed, but even with it, coming inside that little teenage, the American fucking dream.  She goes and stands by the door, I get dressed and I get up to go and she opens the door and I, before I go out, I gave her a little pat on the head.  Now, I’ll confess this only to you, you little monk, but you better shut the fuck up about it.  After I did that, patted her on the head, and went out the door, I was walking, and I started to feel it, really really truly really awfully sad.

Coda

Pleasure Island
As we walked and talked, and I have related Tobe’s stories as close as I could, minus my own interjections, questions or exclamations, we passed down the street on which we met Birte and Marian the night before.  There was a crowd and lights and the police from the traffic stop were gathered around a corpse on the sidewalk.  The body was covered with a blanket from one of the hotels so I can’t say, murder, an OD, a tourist, a prostitute.  The little red lanterns shone down the path and I felt like I was on a darker ride Disneyland never put in the park.  The game of life or death ride.  What happens to the donkeys after Pleasure Island, to the boys and girls who didn’t get off the ride in time.

Dobie





 


He knew he was going to laugh.  He knew he'd have to stop it.  He quickly distorted his face into a paranoid expression and glanced around the restaurant.  He looked down at his food and his features resumed the scowl that had previously adorned them.  He was in a bad mood.  Smiling never helped preserve one of those.


"Dobie, honey," his mother pleaded, looking across the table at his untouched plate. "Honey, please eat something.  You'll waste away."


Dobie looked down doubtfully.  His scowl didn't disappear.  In fact, it was stronger than ever.


"Dobie, if you don't eat your food right now I'll never take you out again," his father ordered. 


"That's how it should be, honey," Dobie's mother said to his father, giving Dobie an angry glance. "They always fight anyway."


Dobie's sister, Tasha, was finishing off her drink.  She looked up at Dobie resentfully.  Dobie bore no concern for her, though; she could rot in hell for all he cared.


"Eat, now," said his mother, giving the textbook description of a stern, forbidding gaze.  Dobie ignored her and looked at the couple across the room.  They were both men and Dobie thought he could detect a lisp in their voices.


"Can I go to the bathroom?" asked Tasha.


"Yes, you may," said Dobie's mother.


Tasha climbed down off the seat and skipped to the bathroom with that indomitable seven-year old perk.  


It'll be gone by the time she hits twelve, thought Dobie; by then she won't be able to manage a spring in her step.


The night was cold outside, and although he didn't much appreciate the atmosphere of "Le Cess Pool," he was glad to be in here rather than out there.  


They were dining in the rather elegant "Chow Down," which had endured other wasteful tenures as "China Bo-take out," "The Thai Place," and "Big Food Chinese Restaurant," whether for a deficiency of English or imagination Dobie didn't know.  Dobie thought that "The Thai Place" was by far the most pathetic name of the three, but he could never tell if the name had actually been "The Thai Palace" because it was always so poorly lit.  


He could not bear the sight of the generic fecal matter they referred to as food there, but he suffered it quietly, while sipping the Chinese tea that seemed to be present in every Chinese restaurant in North America.  They were being charged two bucks a pot of tea, which was highway robbery considering most places give all the tea you want for free.  He longed to dine elsewhere rather than this rathole.


Dobie slid down off his chair and plodded towards the bathroom.


"Where do you think you're going, young man?" asked his mother.


Dobie ignored her and continued, weaving around the myriad of deserted tables.  The tablecloths were that peach-like color that looks tacky and shows stains all at once. A red stained-glass lantern hung over the circular arch that led to the restrooms.  He pushed open the pink plastic door to the bathroom.  It was just as he'd expected, tiles with dirt, dust and some unidentifiable materials wedged in between them. The urinals were filled with piss.  Dobie looked at the wall as he relieved himself, feeling sick.  Graffiti was on the wall at eye level proclaiming that Frank was here and that consumption of urinal cakes is a federal offense.  Dobie jumped and kicked the handle, flushing the urinal.  He wondered if his shoe had caught any diseases from the brief contact.  He flicked cold water on his face and blew his hands dry.  He left the bathroom and walked back to their table. 


His family was finishing up their dinner.  The lights had been dimmed in the restaurant, but it didn't hide how tacky the place was.  


"Dobie, when you want to go to the bathroom and you are at the dinner table, ask permission!" said his mother.


"Yeah, whatever," he retorted.


His mother seemed surprised by his manner.  Dobie vaguely thought about how fragile mothers could be; well, if she wants him to be nice, she should take the first step.  Smoke the peace pipe, as one of his teachers put it, though Dobie wasn't very willing to blacken his lungs for a truce.  Whether his mother was appalled by him or loved him fiercely made no difference to Dobie.  


"If you're gonna talk to your mother in that tone, maybe you should stay in your room for a couple of hours," she said, confident that with her horror-inflicting threats she would win this tiny battle of wills.


She still didn't seem to get that if she told him to stay in his room like a six-year old, he would ignore her in much the same way that he ignored her in everything else.  He took a great pleasure in displeasing her or defying her, mostly because she still was head of the household, although being so fragile that she could not be wakened or needed help with the slightest of things.  Dobie thought she had neither the strength nor the will to lead the household and her only power came from the fact that she was a bitch.  Probably the biggest bitch that he would ever know, although that would be to say a lot.


"Yeah, whatever," he repeated.


Dobie believed that his mother had an incredible penchant for sinking to his level, then telling him to grow up.  She demonstrated this now.


"Poor little boy," she taunted. "Is the little boy not getting all that he wants?  Is the little boy sad?"


"Shut up," he said.


She stood up suddenly and made to slap him, he blocked her and made a conscious effort not to smile.


"You don't say shut up to your mother," she said triumphantly, as if she had connected with the slap.  


Honestly, thought Dobie, some people are so simple-minded they are impossible to understand.


Dobie's mother shook her head, as if clearing her thoughts.  "Your father and I," she spoke directly to Tasha, giving the silent treatment to her son, "will be playing bridge tonight with the Raymonds.  We were planning on leaving you and your brother home alone tonight, but now I'm not so sure.  Maybe we'll give you a babysitter."


She gave Dobie a glance that added, "For a baby."  He was at least glad that she was happy and would maybe stop annoying him now.  Now Dobie merely marveled at her imperfection.


Bridge, to Dobie, was the surest sign that you were ancient.  He didn't understand the game nor did he desire to.  A bunch of old people sitting around an oak table smoking cheap cigars and drinking weak decaf and crowing over trumps (whatever they were) was as effective as a warning written in fire.  He didn't believe his mother's threat; and she was really getting on his nerves so he took leave of the table once more, and this time his family didn't even try to stop him.


Dobie walked over to the register and picked up a toothpick with some of the mints that are mandatory at all Oriental and Thai restaurants.  He chewed the mints meditatively then opened the door.  A bell clanged and Dobie stepped outside, then he chewed the toothpick.  He dangled it from his lips like a cigarette.  Dobie liked the feeling of a cigarette dangling from his lips, but he couldn't stand their taste so he stuck to toothpicks.  He didn't get bugged for chewing toothpicks and that was agreeable to him.


Cars blew their horns and halogen lights flickered on the busy street before him.  He leaned against the cool brick siding of the restaurant.  The Pizza Hut next door was doing much business and its redness caught his eye and interest before recognition took it away.  The bowling alley's fluorescent sign shown green and the countless streetlights blew in the slight wind.  Dobie settled back against the wall.


The door to the restaurant opened again and the bell clanged again.  Dobie was looking at his feet, actually at the blacktop between his feet.  He thought it looked suspiciously like a black hole.  He was imagining himself standing in the middle of nothing with nothing in sight, but still hearing the horns and other car noises.  He felt a hand on his shoulder.


"Dobie," his father said. "Take it easy on your mother; she's had a rough day."


"Treat others," recited Dobie, "as you would be treated."


"Listen, kid," said Dobie's father. "I'm not gonna tell you twice."


Dobie noticed how much like his mother his father was when she wasn't around.  Dobie compared this to the field mouse he turned into when in her presence.  When he thought of this comparison he saw how unjustified his father was in his request.


How come you take her shit, when even I don't?  Dobie thought.  This time he kept his lip zipped, though.  Dobie wasn't scared of his father hitting him he doubted his dad had the guts.  Anyway, if his dad laid a finger on him Dobie would report it.  A single finger, and it would be pretty easy to forget anything his father may have done for Dobie.  Ever.  Dobie didn't ask to be born; he wasn't exactly thankful for it, either.  He figured he'd be just fine swimming around in the nothingness of the parking lot asphalt as it flowed underneath his feet.  He had no great love for reality.


"Straighten out, kid." And his father disappeared into the restaurant.


Dobie brooded on this for a minute or two.  He hated how everyone always had to get the last word in.  


The wind had increased and the streetlights were swinging wildly, but the night had considerably warmed.  Dobie looked at his feet again.  He considered just walking away.  Running away would be too dramatic a word for it.  He considered walking away.  He had twenty-some dollars in his pockets from mowing the lawn and other things.  


He looked at his feet and they began moving.  They advanced across the black river of the parking lot, stepped across a concrete block and walked down the grass to another asphalt sea.  He heard the Pizza Hut's inner sounds and its door opening and closing.  He walked away.


Maybe I'll walk home tomorrow morning, he thought, when I've had time to clear my head.  

Williamsburg: an appreciation
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Exchange #1: The Price of Beer
Benjamin:  Before you go, finish me off.

Blipsterette: Finish you off…where?

Benjamin:  In your mouth.

Blipsterette:  If I let you come in my mouth…can I drink all your beer?

Benjamin:  …sure.

(Blipsterette gets up and walks out.)

When she came back we had sex, so the contract wasn’t technically fulfilled, but she drank all my beer anyway.

The next morning:

Blipsterette:  Thank you for being so sweet to me last night, Benny.

Benjamin:  You’re easy to be sweet to.

I never know what nights she’ll slip into my room.  She slides into bed next to me and presses against me.  If I respond, she backs off, but if I back off she attacks me.  Always at night.  I’m just along for the ride with no say.  In two weeks I’ll move out and she’ll never slip into my room again.
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The Little Town of Williamsburg
In the little town of Williamsburg 
Everyone is talking about Brooklyn 
How they live there and how cool it is 

Fake-fur-lined parkas and hoodies 
Advertise BROOKLYN in faded, pre-faded letters 

The girls are so record-store cute 
They always say they have boyfriends 
They’re always with boys 
But nobody I know has ever dated them
I think they’re into British guys

There’s apartment flatware with paper plates 
And a man who cries as he masturbates 
Town meetings over the coffee rates 
All in the little town of Williamsburg 

That Barista is so fucking cute 
She wears a Kangol hat and drinks vermouth 
Tip her a dollar she’ll spare you a smile 
That oughta tide you over a while

The men keep their laptops on their person 
They submit their novels on signals that pass through your head 
I think some of their glasses are non-prescription

They roll out of bed 

And spend an hour to look like they just rolled out of bed


Someone’s starting a new restaurant 
In the little town of Williamsburg 

Someone’s looking for an untaken band name

In the little town of Williamsburg

We’re just fifteen minutes from the island by the L 
But sometimes it doesn’t run on the weekend 
I should start a band with a name like “liminal” 
and mix a harpsichord with a theremin

It amazes me that I’m one of the blank faces you’ll see 
If you ever walk into a coffee shop 
Wearing a hoodie emblazoned with BROOKLYN 
Dating a girl with a dog-in-a-bag, cornrow extensions
And a fake-fur-lined parka 
In the little town of Williamsburg.
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Nobody Expects the Hipster Inquisition

The Trustafarian, the Blipsterette and the Big Gay Troll lived in a Dominican apartment building in South Williamsburg.  Families in the building have lived there all their lives.  They sit on the stoop to all hours and play in the hydrant spray.  The men draw elaborate designs in chalk on the pavement and flick bottle caps to play an obscure game called “skelly.”  At night they smoke glass in their weed, the angel dust has a sticky, smutty smell.  They’re used to us artists, bohos and hipsters have shared the space forever, the new wave is old news.  Maybe they underestimate the coming tide and it will soon wash them all from their homes to some strange place.

Glossary:

Trustafarian – does not worry about money because parents/grandparents have a trust set up in his name.

Blipsterette – feminine diminutive of “Blipster,” or “Black Hipster.”

Big Gay Troll – Troll that is Big and Gay.


Blipsterette took me out drinking but it was a thinly veiled excuse to mount an assault on my choices and style.  As usual, the lecturer’s own insecurities power the argument.  Threatened that I wear plain clothing and forego trucker hats, she was playing the role of enforcer, making sure I understand that if I’m not willing to dress to match the environment I don’t belong in the neighborhood.  I don’t belong in any neighborhood so it didn’t have its intended effect.  She flipped out when she sent me to get her a Maker’s and I got her a Knob Creek instead.  She can drink it on her own time; if I’m buying I won’t let her drink pisswater.  There was this French dude with premeditated facial hair and a white/black striped Henley that made him look like a sailor-clown.  He had a fat friend who looked like Jonah Hill with a Strokes t-shirt on two years late.  Blipsterette and her blonde over-surgeried friend were both swooning over Sailor-Clown who must have been very physically attractive to make up for his zero personality or charisma.  Blondie cornered Sailor-Clown and Blipsterette wanted nothing to do with Fatty so she wouldn’t let me take off even though I was over her spiel.  Of course she didn’t understand my position of wearing what’s comfortable and looks good, drinking what tasted good and not dressing up like a fucking clown just to get people to pretend to like me.  So there was very little progress.  She made me come to the next bar, a 15-minute walk.  When we got there I told her to buy me what she thought I should be drinking.  She got me a Miller Lite.  At least it wasn’t PBR.
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Exchange #2: Dirtbag Poetry
-Did you?

-Ummm…

-Tell me you didn’t.

-Shouldn’t I have?

-Why weren’t you wearing a condom?

-Because you put me in without a condom on.

-Why didn’t you pull out?

-Because you said, “baby, come inside me.”

-Well you shouldn’t have.

-Don’t blame me, I don’t think so well when a beautiful naked girl is on top of me.

-We’re gonna have to get the morning-after pill.

-…okay.

-Why are you so calm!?  I’m freaking out.

-Eh, you take the pill tomorrow and what’s to freak out about?  We were stupid.  That happens with sex.

-What if I got pregnant?  I’ve had two abortions, Benny, I don’t want more.  What would you do?

-You’re not going to because we’re getting the Plan B.  You should be on the pill anyway, why aren’t you?

-The pill makes me fat and crazy and you know you’re supposed to wear a condom!

-Yeah, I know, I know, I was being stupid.

-You knew!?

-Sort of, but I figured you wouldn’t do it if you weren’t on birth control.  I mean, condoms are so unreliable.  And they suck.

-Oh.  Well, we can’t do that anymore.

-Do what?

-…forget.

-…okay.

And, because we were getting the morning-after pill the next morning anyway, we proceeded to have unprotected sex again.  Twice.  Then again right after she took the first of the two pills the next morning.

We got up the next morning and went for brunch at The Lodge, then walked around the neighborhood on the way to the pharmacy and she showed me bars and restaurants I’d missed, camouflaged from the street.  

She took my hand and held it as we walked.
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Among the People
On a local corner I saw two people from college I didn’t want to see.  One was this girl who always struck me as ditsy, but apparently she won a bunch of playwriting awards for writing about oppressed women in Serbia and Darfur and all sorts of places.  She wore these green tracksuits every day.  She was having brunch outside The Lodge at Grand and Havemeyer next to a lady who’d shaved her Chow Chow dog to a full-body Mohawk (the poor thing had its muzzle hidden in its paws).  She was still wearing the same green tracksuit.  The other guy was sitting almost across from me.  He was on my floor freshman year. A create-nothing hipster, he once quizzed me on Bob Dylan songs to determine if I was cool enough to qualify as a true Dylan fan. 

Sarah the Swiss Story Stealer rooms with my friend Acoustic Jesus.  She came here to slack off for a summer and, as her name implies, steal their stories.  Her M.O. is to get people to spill to her and then to transcribe them as her own.  I asked if she ever got permission.  She almost looked offended: of course not!

My friend Lyra’s ex-fiancé, the Red Giant, got word to her through the grapevine (completely “by chance,” of course) that he got a story published.  In his new blog he brags about how everyone is so excited and inspired by it that a whole bunch of bands are writing a soundtrack for it.  Oh, and one girl is recording an interpretive dance.  With 10 minutes of research, Lyra finds out that a) no one is publishing it, he’s created a fake media company to ePublish it, “premiering” it in a few weeks, 2) the bands and the interpretive dancer are all friends from college, z) he sent a copy of the story, “Two Blue Wolves” to Zach Braff because his film “Garden State” spoke to his Red Dwarf heart so deeply.  At the pre-launch website you can read a “teaser” first two pages of the story.  So Lyra opens it up and finds out it’s all about her.  It portrays the Red Giant as a tormented artist clashing with her as a spoiled child whose family wants to keep them apart.  Somehow he conveys their break up without mentioning that she had been in Europe all summer, he decided they were broken up but didn’t tell her that the wedding was off until the first day he arrived in Paris to travel with her for a month.

Doesn’t that just sound like ham-fisted satire?
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Exchange #3: Happy Hipster Hunting
Blipsterette:  They made me get a physical before I can start back at F.I.T.  They made me take a pregnancy test.

Benjamin:  And it was negative.

Blipsterette:  Yeah, but they took a really long time before giving me the results and I was all crying about it.  

(Benjamin reaches for her hand, she withdraws it)

Blipsterette:  (cont’d) Do you think it would be tacky if I macked it to that French guy?  Manda’s out of town and he’s leaving for France soon so she shouldn’t mind.

Benjamin:  Go for it.  Happy hipster hunting.

Blipsterette:  Very funny, Benny.


I wondered how Blipsterette could drop $300 on a dress when she’s unemployed and spends most of the day on the futon, watching MTV reality shows on her laptop.  Turns out she told her parents she was taking summer school classes for college and pocketed the money instead.  Then she inherited more money when her grandmother died.  There’s also something she does she says is vile, but she won’t tell me what it is, only Trustafarian.  I’m not sure I want to know.  The only think I could come up with was prostitution but I’m not getting very imaginative about it.  On her MySpace page she lists her occupation as “Party Girl.”  Mine says “Drifter.”
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The Trustafarian

I am lodging in his room for this August month.  He hasn’t yet come into his money, but his parents don’t let him go without.  The roommates used to go on subsidized dinners once a week, the bill often reaching three or four hundred dollars.  Meanwhile there are roaches in the kitchen and half the lights in the apartment don’t work.  He didn’t tell me this originally, and even engaged me in a conversation about getting a more demanding job to have more money.  I thought he meant money money, but he meant pocket money.  He also dated the Big Gay Troll for a while during a characteristic episode of confusion.


He went to Cornell undergrad for philosophy or English, now he’s attending an online university that meets for a summit once a year in Switzerland.  It’s internationally renowned and embarrassingly expensive, Slavoj Zizek appears there regularly.


The school is devoted to the study of pure philosophy, entirely apart from any practical concerns whatsoever.  This is a concept I have had extreme difficulty grasping, because every possible solution to a problem must be separated from the consideration of how that idea might actually realistically be achieved.  Basic example: you want to end car pollution?  Increase public transit to the point where every bus is a cab and nobody needs individual conveyance.  Problem: people love their cars.  Yes, that example was lifted from the movie “Singles.”  This method of consideration (one can hardly call it instruction) refuses to deal with and is entirely hostile to the small practical consideration that the pure solution is nearly always impossible to implement successfully.  Furthermore it is insensible to proposing any tactical incrementalism to bring about their ideas.


The school meets for one month each year at a ski resort in the Alps.  The students are housed in chalets; an ivory tower on a magic mountain.
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The Big Gay Troll

The Big Gay Troll is the worst roommate on Earth.  This is certainly an exaggeration, for as a person he is most cordial and even volunteers his help not infrequently (though ineffectually), rather the distinction comes solely from the fact that the areas in which he is deficient are all of those that include sharing and consideration, all that consists of being a roommate.  The BGT empties the trash, yes, but then he throws new trash into the can without putting in a new bag (occasioning the not infrequent transferring of used condoms).  He cannot remember which towel is his and every towel he uses smells like his ass.  He cannot keep any water in the shower, thus anyone having a midnight pee will find their feet or socks soaked with his used bathwater.  He leaves his bicycle in the center of the living room or kitchen.  He is always having either shouted phone arguments or shouting anal sex with a rotating cast of characters.  He walks around the apartment naked.  He is late with rent.  He is 46 years old and an Associate Professor at two Ivy leave colleges and depends on charity from 2 people 20 years younger than he in a roach infested apartment.  He “cannot afford” a computer so he uses one of the Trustafarian’s cast-offs, but that one doesn’t have Internet to he uses Blipsterette’s computer all hours of the day and night.  Blipsterette can’t stand him and asks me to ask him to move out, which I don’t.  Meanwhile, his 1000+ books are ordered by Dewey and woe unto him that alters their arrangement, for the Big Gay Troll would verily devour him whole.


9

The Inside Man

Blipsterette started sneaking into my bedroom at night a few days after her boyfriend dumped her.  The boyfriend was perfectly nice, surprisingly nebbishy and worked in computers.  I just assumed that she dumped him because she was too hot for Nebbish anyway.  With this assumption I went to one of his barbecues (his name was “Paul,” which was unusual for a Jew, shouldn’t it be “Saul”?).  I wound up being followed home by an 18 year-old I wasn’t that into and who wouldn’t take her pants off, but anyway at the party I foolishly offered to act as a spy for cupid.  I didn’t reveal that Blipsterette spent the entire day crying (and watching “My Super Sweet 16”).  He took me up on the offer.  This way I could stay friends with them both and keep going to his parties.  


A few days later I spoke to Nebbish on the phone, we planned to hang out and I sent him a phone pic of a previously discussed delightfully Jewy storefront: “Home of Spilke’s Fruitcakes!” at the corner of Marcy and South 4th.  He asked me for an update (she was at the Ted Leo concert at McCarren Pool) and referred to me as his “Inside Man.”


That night she came back with a mop-haired blonde boy named Blake.  They seemed like friends with benefits but he might have been gay.  Then Blipsterette emerged from her room wearing only a wife-beater and spandex hotpants with knee-high socks, all from American Apparel.  She walked by me and I muttered, “Holy shit.”

Blipsterette:  Oh, come on Benny, don’t get weird on me now.

Benjamin:  Nothing weird about it.  I’m only a mortal man.


She brought me in to smoke with them.  During the conversation it was revealed that Paul dumped her, which seriously confused me because he’d never told me that and I’d obviously indicated I thought it had been otherwise.  Blipsterette and Blake took off, maybe to hook up, and I went to bed.


That night my door opened stealthily and she slipped into bed with me.  I was immediately perplexed and aroused, her perfect smooth toned body adhered to mine.  I was on my back, she was on her side, I felt her abs against my elbow, my shoulder between her breasts.  The room’s normal occupant was her best friend, did she come for the comfort she missed with Trusty?  Did she think I was a neuter?  She began interrogating me about my conversations with Nebbish and what I thought they meant.  Her feeling was that Paul wanted an on-again off-again relationship where he decided when was on and when was off.  She couldn’t trust him if at any time he could decide to dump her, then just decide to pick back up at his convenience.  I tended to agree but didn’t want to be caught in the middle.  I did tell her that due to the circumstances, him dumping her, me being her roommate, me knowing her better, that if she made me choose a side I was on hers.  That’s when her hand wandered up my leg.  Still, she kept her interrogation casual, going over my conversations with her ex over and over again like a cop with a witness.  Meanwhile she began writhing against my side and hooked one of her legs over mine.  She took my hand and moved it to the electric blue spandex hotpants.  While going over the exact words Paul used to ask me to spy on her she kissed me.  Guilt and lust combined are very powerful.  Her hand slid down the front of my pants, she asked me a question, I was incapable of an answer, she squeezed and asked again, I managed to.  “Benny,” she whispered, “do you like blowjobs?”  Trying not to laugh, I said, “No, they’re just terrible.”  

Resulting in Exchange #1.

10

Soul Burlesque
The next time I saw her was again at 2am in my room.  On a work night, she favored those.  She was crying hysterically, quite beside herself, over her boyfriend before Nebbish.  Apparently he was the major relationship in her life and she still felt so strongly about him, but concealed, that whenever in his presence she couldn’t stop picking fights, causing scenes and generally making it painfully obvious she wasn’t over him.  He had a new girlfriend but would occasionally drunk dial Blipsterette and hold out promises that wouldn’t materialize.  That night he showed up unexpectedly at a dinner with their mutual friends and she exposed his late night calls.  She felt damaged.  As if this soured relationship had damaged her capacity to love.  I said you’d only know if it had if you fully tried to love again, and as we never do, fully, it’s like as not she still has more than she’s ever tried to use.  She wanted to make love again, though she was still crying intermittently.  I wasn’t so sure, so she jumped me.  It was actually really beautiful to make her feel so good after feeling so shitty.  We actually successfully slept next to one another.


While men often begin a relationship with a manic love assault, a smothering exhibition of new toyitis, wherein either the toy is discarded when it loses its sheen or the eject button is pushed at the first signs of actual emotional connection or impending need, women (in my most probably not-common experience) tend to lure with a sort of “soul burlesque” where they confide everything, take off the mask and display all their vulnerabilities. Then, little by little, the shield is put back up until I’m speaking to the mask again hoping or praying that somehow my words are registering somewhere deeper.  It’s a reverse striptease where they acknowledge the cracks in their armor up front, the human under the performance, the messy emotions and doubts; it is these genuine emotions, this vulnerability, that attracts me, invites my instinct to protect and love most of all.  But I never get to see it for long, and almost always it’s only in the middle of the night.  Next morning the shields are up again, all connection presumably forgotten.  


Once there was a beautiful girl named Jenny, she went to my college.  She looked like a porn star, but in a good way.  I knew some of her friends, but she intimidated me.  She wore kohl eye makeup with glitter and rouge.  One day she had the flu and I ran into her at the student center, I didn’t recognize her without any makeup on.  I came over and sat down at her table and we spent an hour talking about her Buddhism class and current plays.  Then she had to go to class.  The next time I saw her she was wearing the makeup and we never spoke again.  Now she’s in LA fronting a pop-punk band and listing herself as five years younger than she is.


The next night Blipsterette came into my room and jumped me again, occasioning Exchange 2.  The next night after was the Hipster Inquisition followed by asking me if she should go fuck the French Sailor-Clown.  I was supposed to move out over the weekend and she took off for the Delaware Shore on Friday not asking if I’d be around when she got back.  My next place wasn’t ready for a move-in yet but when Trustafarian arrived back from Switzerland he invited me to stay on the futon for a few days.  
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The Results Are In
Trustafarian returned to the states with his British girlfriend, Emma, with whom he has a somewhat one-sided open relationship: open for him but she doesn’t want an open relationship.  He shows up his second night back with a poetess from Columbia, she gets into a debate over the finer points of Heidegger’s biography with the Big Gay Troll over Three-Buck Chuck Shiraz.  Then Trusty and the Poetess go to his room to fuck.  


Blipsterette returns a few days later and I don’t have the desire to talk to her anymore.  I’m cordial but curt and acidic; I’m finding I’m angrier with her than I thought.  She seems to sense it and tries to speak to me more than ever before.  I overhear her talking to Trusty, apparently his family finally told him how large his trust fund is and it isn’t big, maybe enough to support him for a year or two.  He’ll be off with Poetess later and one of Blipsterette’s boys won’t get back to her; I know that, even in the main room on the futon she’ll be coming for me that night.  


I’m right.  At 2am I’m under a mountain of quilts with my head sandwiched between two pillows.  She sneaks in but I hear the curtain on the door move.  She sits next to me.


“Benny, are you up?”


“Benny?  You awake?”


“Benny?”


I shift to show I’m awake.  She sidles closer and I feel her warmth through the blankets. She takes the pillow off my head.


“Benny, it’s so early, do you want to get up?”


I don’t move.  In the dark she can just barely make out my face.


“Do you want to hang out?  You’re acting so different.”


I’m still. I can only see her outline.  She puts her hand on my leg though the blankets and squeezes slightly.


“Do you want me to leave you alone?”


I lie there for what seems like minutes, still as I can.  But I feel my head nodding so so slightly.  I don’t know if she can detect it.  I almost stop it but I don’t.  I can feel that she sees it.  She slumps a little, then places the pillow back on my head.  I hear her slow footsteps leave the room.  I burrow down under the covers with the pillow over my face and mouth and my knees to my chest.
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Likes long walks
Trustafarian is trying to decide if he should dump Emma, his devoted girlfriend who has come from England to spend a month with him, and take up with the Poetess, who is new and exciting.  Emma arrived a week ago, they spent the time in Vermont, now he’s considering dumping her.  He says with the Poetess he doesn’t have to deal with Emma’s childish temperament and possessiveness.  I refrain from pointing out that having someone come all the way to the US and choosing that moment to drop them seems pretty childish but he’s so focused on himself and what he feels that he’d never follow.  

   I try to go to sleep early and avoid interaction, it’s my last night, but my dreams are a stew of Freud, Dalí and R. Crumb so I wind up in the darkened kitchen talking to Blipsterette at 2am.  She and Trusty popped muscle relaxants but didn’t offer me any.  At least they didn’t try to snort them like the Vicodin.  She starts off talking about this date she went on earlier that night and what a magical connection she had with the guy.  How she likes him so much she’s going to hold off on having sex for, like, at least three weeks.  I can’t help it.  I laugh right in her face.  The pills are kicking in and she doesn’t notice.

Blipsterette:  He has the same sense of humor I do, he likes my jokes.

Benjamin:  What jokes?  I’ve never heard you say anything intended to be funny.

Blipsterette:  The same things I find funny.  You wouldn’t understand them.  We played this game where we were already engaged and planned our wedding and children and our future jobs and stuff.

Benjamin:  That is from a Miranda July movie!  You stole that from a fucking Miranda July movie.


I storm off into the bathroom and when I come back the room to her door is closed.  Trusty’s door is closed and I hear Nebbish, Blipsterette’s ex in there with him, he probably invited him over to start drama.  I go back to my R. Crumb dreams.  I should have told her to sleep with the guy fast, not to hold off on anything, because it isn’t going to last and at least she’d have that.
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Epilogue


The next day I’m moving out.  I decide not to linger or leave things to retrieve later, a clean break.  I know nobody will be there to help, and I eventually wind up slashing my hand open on the back grating of an air conditioner I’m carrying by myself, but for now I’m just heading into the building, worried about whatever drama awaits me.


I get to the bottom of the stairs and hear the door to the apartment open and close.  I try to predict who it is by the force of the door closing, the steps to the stairs.  I start up, from the mid-level landing I see it’s her.


She looks at me.

Blipsterette:  Hey.


I look at her.

Benjamin:  Hey.


She heads down, I go up, and that’s the last time I ever see her.

Wild Honey

First thing we do is we kill the fifth of SoCo.


“What’s it a fifth of?” Frankie asks me.


“A barrel?  Hell if I know,” I reply.


We put a record on Frankie’s ancient hi-fi with enormous wood-paneled speakers, “Wild Honey” by the Beach Boys, and jump up and down on the couch.  The hi-fi has a shiny steel-plated 8-track attached to it but Frankie won't play it, not even for me; she’s ripped too many of the cassettes.  The only one she has pristine is her “Saturday Night Fever,” still in the plastic.


While we bounce we pass the SoCo back and forth; it doesn’t last long.


“I Was Made To Love Her” comes on, and we sing along.  My shirt rides up and I catch Frankie stealing looks at me.  If she just looked I wouldn’t notice anything, but she looks away and back, away and back, the little dyke bitch.  One of these days I’ll get too drunk or and we’ll wind up pretending to forget something.  Or not, either way.


We trade off vocals on “My little baby loves me!” “My baby needs me!” “Yeah yeah yeah!” and I adjourn to the bar-shower.  Our shower has been a bar for a few months now.  It’s mostly well-brands; we’re finishing the SoCo together because it’s a name-brand and this fatboy who’s obsessed with Frankie bought it for us, mouth-breather.  She gets all protective and disgusting about him like for some mutt dog with three legs.  Of course, she can’t stand my pet boy.  We keep the mixers and juices in the fridge.  Arrows in black sharpie are drawn on the drywall around our apartment showing the way to “Le Bar,” “Bar-Shower” or “Last Bar For 500 Yards.”  The arrows started out as a joke, it’s a four-room apartment, but they get more functional as the evening wears on, or sets in.  I can’t remember the last time I had a bath.  It wasn’t here, anyway.  Frankie took a bath with the gin once; just empty bottles of course: a photo-op.


I grab a bottle of some vodka I bought at an Armenian convenience store for $3.  It has writing all over the label in Russian or Armenian or whatever.  It’s half-empty so I go to the kitchen fridge and get what’s left of the fruit punch.  I hold them over the sink and try to pour it into the vodka bottle, spilling plenty, and then I jam some ice cubes down into it and shake it all up.  “Darlin” starts up in the other room and I look out the window over the sink.  The 405 freeway runs by it and I try to see into the cars but the glare from the sun is too much.  I pull up my shirt and hold it there a minute, seeing if I can cause a pile-up.  


When I come back into the living room Frankie is drawing a monster on the wall with an orange marker.  We’re going to catch hell from the landlord if she can ever find a way to get in here; we changed the locks and guard it like a fortress.  Because of what we’ve done to the floors alone we’ll never get our deposit back.  


“Don’t make the monster so ugly,” I say. “We’re gonna have to look at it, you know.”


“Okay,” says Frankie, always accommodating, “I’ll make it a nice monster.”


“Too late, it’s already ugly.  What’s it look so scared for?”


“It’s afraid of the dark.”


I hand her the bottle; she swallows wrong and coughs.


“Shit burns!” she manages.


“It’s shitty vodka.”


“Not that, the nasty chemical punch in it!”


“It’s ten percent juice!  Stop coughing, I love this part,” I said; the record plays “I’d love just once to see you…I’d love just once to see you…I’d love just once to see YOU in the nude.”


We laugh.  She’s coughs and laughs, so I smack her between the shoulder blades.  She gives a deep pneumatic cough and straightens up, catching her breath.


“That got it.  Thank you for beating me.”


“’Here Comes The Night.’”


“Wha?  It’s only three.”


I stop, make my face a mask, and point at the hi-fi.


“The song.”


She laughs and pretends to crumple sideways to the floor.  The second she hits she bounces back up.


“Ewww, it smells gross down there.”


“Wear socks.”


“I do.  Otherwise I’d stick.”


“It’s like the La Brea tar pits in here,” I say. “I leave things in this room and never see them again.”


Frankie jumps up onto the couch.


“Gimme the vodka,” she says, “and put in a movie.”


“VCR’s busted,” I say. “The inside’s all sticky.”


“Your boyfriend probably fucked it.”


I grab a little rubber kid’s toy sitting next to me and wing it at her face.  Dead on target.  It leaves a flush mark on her cheek.  For a millisecond she’s just looking at me with her eyes wide open, then she slaps her hand to it and turns away from me.  “How She Boogalooed It” is playing.  I offer her the vodka but she’s still looking away.  I prod her in the calf with the bottle and she gropes for it, gets it, and drinks.  The song ends, “S.O.C.K.I.T. to me.”  

We sit there through “Mama Says,” which speeds up and repeats the same lyrics and makes me feel a little manic.  I light two cigarettes at the same time and offer Frankie one, like the guy in “Now, Voyager.”  It always cracks her up, but she’s not looking.  She takes it, drags, and rubs the mark with the heel of her hand.  The record ends and the machine automatically lifts the needle.  The speakers are still turned all the way up and the record’s still spinning so there’s faint static like it’s coming from a long way away.  I lean against the wall next to Frankie’s monster and she finishes the bottle.


“Bartendress,” I say, “another round?”


She pretends not to hear.  Her face is still turned away.  She’s looking at a spot where the sunlight crawls far enough into the room to climb up the drywall, and smoking my cigarette.

Lucid Dream
1


The shark I’m swimming next to loses the power of speech so I know the stuff’s wearing off soon.  I take him back to a safe depth because, real or not, he’s an interesting guy and I don’t want him flattened by the pressure.  The shark’s name is Shark.  He says sharks don’t have individual names, they all just answer to “Shark,” the ones that can speak.  I get out of the ocean and on to dry land; even though there’s no consequence I hate when you stop breathing the water and jolt awake like it’s in your lungs (but I still prefer it to when you’re flying and that goes away).  Shark was good company, I gave him a skull and bones tattoo so I might recognize him if I see him again down there.  Sometimes from dream to dream I forget, or someone I’ve met shows up on a different planet or as something else, so I came up with the tattoo idea.  I tried a tag with info once, name, species, where I’d met them, but the text was hard to read and kept changing; symbols work better.  


I land on an island of volcanic rock and grind a plot of sand big enough to lie down in.  I make the sand cool and white and it gives beneath me like a mattress, almost exactly like my mattress.  I let myself sink down into the sand slowly until the island swallows me up and I start traveling into the belly of the planet.  The sand warms as I swim down into it, and its scratchy texture changes by imperceptible degrees into the softness of my bed sheets.  I breathe it and swallow it and it fills my bloodstream with tiny granular prickles.  My blood mixes with it, it heats up with me as I near the planet’s center.  Sliding down through the rock, becoming the rock and the rock sliding through me until I reach the center where I burn and fuse and harden into the heart of the planet, the heart of the dream.  When I am a diamond there is a pure clear light and my eyes open to darkness.

It should be light out.  It takes me a minute to realize my pillow is on my face.  I peel it off and breathe in deep.  I feel rested, but there’s a slight ache of pressure at the base of my skull.  I take the multivitamin with the orange juice I keep bedside, I’d better have more protein before the next time I dive; they say brain activity can be up to 30% of the energy you burn, probably why I’m not a fat bastard with as much time as I spend swimming.

I pull out my notebook and put in “Shark” with the skull and bones symbol.  You usually can’t remember those things dream to dream, but sometimes you do and it gets better with practice.  The best example of that is your own identity; it takes months to get to the point where you can bring that across with you.  I remember, until I got that far I was just “Hero Man” and couldn’t remember what I wanted to do when I got there in the first place; like when you leave your keys upstairs and go back for them: upstairs you have no idea why you’re there, downstairs you remember the keys, upstairs again and not a clue.

2


When I first started swimming I had some fun, flew around, had some great sex, but I could never think what I was there for.  They tell you to come up with a real specific goal you think about when going under, just something stupid like “create the Eiffel Tower,” and then work up to more things.  Now and then I’d run into people from the World but I couldn’t quite recognize them until after I came out.  People mostly spoke in dream-code, it’s like a talking cryptogram where anything they say could be something associatively connected to what they were trying to say.  So instead of the thing itself it could be a step removed: you see someone and they greet you with “Hi,” but “Hi” sounds like “High” so instead they say “Roof” or “Cloud” and you have no idea what they’re talking about; I don’t know if it’s in what they’re saying or how you’re hearing it.  This is close to the way people drift-dream where your mother could appear as your High School nurse because you called her “Mom” once.  The more time you spend Lucid, the less hiccups there are, like language immersion in a foreign country.  When you’re at two degrees or more of association nothing makes any sense at all: a book could be a pencil because Henry David Thoreau wrote “Walden” and also perfected the pencil, in this case it would be very difficult to determine that pencil is actually a book; not to mention the impossibility of reading a book in LD.  The problem with the sex is that you’re really the only person present.  So nothing really goes too far in that aspect.  Some seem to have an unlimited appetite for it, I think because they only really want to have sex with themselves; though people never get tired of those sex robots, so who knows?  

I’ve always wondered if there is any crossover with other dreamers.  But nothing’s ever been proven, and with the associative mix-ups we probably wouldn’t recognize one another anyway.  It’s like ghosts and aliens, if I saw just one tiny shred of something I could mistake for evidence I’d at least entertain the notion.


I only dive every other day; you don’t dream on the nights you dive and if you don’t alternate you could stop dreaming altogether, if you do that you’ll go insane and sleep won’t do anything for you anymore.  It makes sense, you’re hijacking your natural process away from what it really wants to do: cognitively render the events of the World into retained perceptions.  I don’t get hung up on what I lose by the change, the whole system is pretty inefficient anyway; for example: most of my day is redundant, but every day my dreams go through the process of rendering it as new information, which creates a lot of useless crap to sort through when you’re looking for a specific memory.  Thankfully you can often use the “Chutes & Ladders” shortcut of memory association.  Don’t even get me started on movies, books and TV, our subconscious is so stupid it doesn’t even realize those things never happened to us.  It sounds funny but it really isn’t; before I got the hang of LD I’d have these nightmares that were so much worse than any half-remembered dream because I was IN the dark hallway with whatever movie serial killer after me, my stupid brain didn’t know the difference; it’s like “remember that time Freddy Krueger tried to kill you?”  The ones that die in LD, I think they have heart attacks from how real that stuff is, but if they can’t handle it they shouldn’t dive; it’s like when that one stupid kid chokes on the toy so the company takes them all back.  Who am I kidding?  Pot is still illegal, anything that gives you an outside view of the World is banned, while caffeine and alcohol that bind you to it are on every shelf.  Those people are just floating through their dreams and their dreams are as capricious as their lives.  They float and we swim.
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I split my time four ways: there’s the World, LD, sleep and the Web.  To anyone outside I might look lazy but without the balance of these I wouldn’t be able to keep up.  The World is where I get the resources to do the other three; the Web is where I actually interact with people, locality is a hassle; LD is where I do my most important work; and sleep is a necessity, housekeeping.  I tried to combine the World and the Web and make my money there, cut out the unnecessary, but you can’t rely on that income, it isn’t steady, so I work 24 hours a week screening copy for this company called “Central.”  They’re the only one I could find that actually invests a little in quality control.  Last place I worked for just dropped me and closed down the department, their stuff went out with errors but nobody cared, and probably nobody on the end-user side noticed.  It isn’t the sort of job that gets an “ooh” in a bar, but it pays well per hour and keeps me in LD caps.  


As far as a job you don’t care about at all goes, they don’t get any better; it’s well paid, 20 minutes away, and I haven’t even seen my boss in a month.  They gave me access whenever I want, so long as I keep the inbox low I can work at 2am or whenever.  It’s one of those jobs you can do or can’t, you try to put just anybody on it and mistakes will slip through the cracks like sand through your fist.  You’re just looking at pages and pages of 99.9% identical copy and finding the divergence, which of these is not the same?  I try not to be there during regular business hours because what I do offends some of the people there; the people whose mistakes I catch, of course, but more importantly some of the higher-ups.  It almost seems to morally offend them to pay someone to ensure quality, as if having me there causes the mistakes to happen and without me they’d just wink out of existence.  It’s like the Joker exists because of Batman, if I left the bugs would go with me.


I have to keep a schedule of when I’ve been places, especially work, because sometimes I trip and wind up there during LD by accident or regular dreaming and forget I’ve got to put in the real time in the World.  Which, as you can imagine, really sucks.  They don’t clock me in or out but I’m honest about my time.  That’s what they’re buying with my salary anyway: time, not work, and the potential of anything I could accomplish or do or be during that time.  For everyone, time away from their family, time they could be learning or experiencing, time they could be buying themselves more time.  But I’m honest; I do my own thing on my own time.


Time in LD is fleeting, you can’t split a second into halves and live in it forever; time passes.  You can do things in slow motion or speed them up but in the end you’re still under the governance of Father Time, rolling you into the future at one second per second.  Every cap puts you out for about eight hours and when you resurface you can come back faster if you take B and C vitamins, but the main component of LD is just magnesium.  People have loaded up on magnesium to intensify their dreams for a long time, add in some natural psychotropics and you trick your brain into wakesleep.  I don’t know which ones, it’s the eleven secret herbs and spices, but it’s out of your system in a week, doesn’t stay in your hair like weed and won’t make your spinal fluid look like grey water like those party drugs.
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I swim back to second grade; I’m looking for this girl I met on a plane coming back from summer camp.  I had poison ivy, put some lotion on it, then had a reaction to the lotion, so I was on this plane looking like a zombie but I remember the girl that sat across from me.  I remember when school started I still had hives and I was thinking, “Is this normal now?  Will I have to deal with this shit forever, as standard?”  You don’t appreciate your health when you have it; you can’t remember what it’s like to be sick when you’re not either, how eternal it feels.


I find the plane ride but her face and actions are fuzzy.  That’s how it is when you go back to memory, anything you didn’t notice at the time is either fuzzy, conjecture, or you’ve made up a lie.  You can see yourself forgetting sometimes, once sharp exchanges fray and faces cloud over, they fade like turning down a dimmer; recent events fade the fastest.  I go looking for things and try to clean them up, throw in conjecture and see if it rings any bells or strip it away and see the architecture, build it up with a construct around it.  My great-grandmother couldn’t tell you what city she was in, but she could tell you about Brooklyn 90 years ago.

You can’t just go there in a snap like when you’re awake, as if it’s some kind of instant time machine. You have two options, really.  First is that you pick a general heading, like “PRE-SECOND GRADE SUMMER” and page through, but if you want to save time what you can do is you can build a construct of anywhere, fill it in automatically with details and hope you attract the right setup, like fishing.  You reel your way to the target by associative hooks, the more specific the better.  So for this one I can go page by page at the chapter starting with second grade like I’m trying to find a quotation in a huge book by remembering what part of the page it’s printed on, or I can use a hook, like some other time I had poison ivy or mosquito bites, or another plane ride, or another memory from the camp I was coming back from and reel it in that way.  

It’s related to identity, you don’t really know who you are in LD so even when you remember a task you’ve set for yourself you feel more like a private eye, a dream representative on the job, a leased avatar.  Maybe the avatar is only rented and goes back to doing something else when you’re not inhabiting it, but maybe things say different things when you’re not looking at them (they do in LD), I don’t know.  Maybe that’s why there’s something vaguely not right about having sex in LD, or in a regular dream, it feels like you’re naked in a room without curtains and might be seen.  It could be you know somewhere your real body is doing embarrassing things that could be witnessed, but it feels different than that.  I know, because I talk in my sleep in some language nobody understands and now and then I have to tell whoever I’m sleeping with or near to wake me up if I do that; I don’t want to start saying secret shit people could hear, it’s not fair.  This is different, when you feel things and you’re diving it’s phantom feeling; you touch your arm and it takes a second to feel it because you have to remember and fake what it feels like or if it should be felt at all; sometimes you turn off feeling, you can fly into the sun and burn yourself to cinders just for fun, or take your legs off and put them back on.  You don’t have to feel anything at all and when you do the feeling doesn’t quite belong to you.  Emotion is different.  The emotion down there is all yours.  But when you do things there, things that are wrong or even just embarrassing there’s a paranoia…I guess there’s one in the World, too, though most credit it to religion.

When you get to your destination it’s always the opposite of a construct.  The memory is always more worn down than you thought.  Walls you didn’t notice are missing from the room, if you didn’t mark what someone was wearing it’s a blur; it makes it harder to solidify the things you do remember, not easier.  And then there are the memories that have gone away completely and the only way you even know they’re missing is if something tells you that, if there’s a defined missing space or a reference to something absent from the database.  If nothing tells you, you’ll never know; there’s no limit to what you might be missing; you can’t remember what you forgot, not even that you forgot it.  Or, you’ve recorded a spot, wrote it down somewhere in the World, and you go back to that spot and it isn’t what you put down; your construct is faulty.  Imagine you pop in a home movie and someone’s in it who you thought died two years before it was made; then things don’t agree with each other and you’ve got cognitive dissonance.

I remembered this plane ride because it was the first one by myself.  It was a tiny plane, I don’t even remember if it was one of those where there was no wall between the cabin and the cockpit and you could look right out the front window.  I was seriously sick from medication (I was allergic to the anti-allergy medication they were pumping into me) and I had a genuine pus-oozing sore on my neck, I can’t imagine what I must have looked like, and I was eight years old, but somehow my first time out of supervision, looking like a zombie plague-victim, I actually flirted with this girl across the aisle from me.  It’s just idle curiosity, but I wanted to do a little detective work and see if I made the whole thing up; there’s more than a little Piaget in me, but only the half-assed parts.

Jean Piaget was this guy who defined false memories early on, the kind that result in people “recovering repressed memories” accusing their relatives of sexual abuse that often never happened.  His story was that his first memory was of his nurse taking him to a park in a carriage at the age of two where she was set upon by a brigand and robbed.  First he insists that he remembers the entire event, then the nurse writes a letter to his parents admitting she faked the attack to steal some money she’d been entrusted with, then he changes his tune and says he remembers that part too, but then he formulates the idea of false memory.

Piaget, probably with the help of hypnosis putting him into a state much like LD, went back to that little park and when he got there it was a construct created from the nurse’s story and his own conjecture: times he’d been to the park in question since then plus generic details like foot traffic and birds singing, or snow and bare branches if it happened in winter, or if you don’t remember there’s no weather at all like when you’re on a soundstage.  In his construct world the birds sang and a gentle breeze stirred the leaves (you don’t bring a baby to the park in winter), said Ruffian steps out from behind an oak tree, he is shabbily dressed and unshaven, maybe he has an eyepatch like a modern soap opera villain, he thrashes the Nurse and absconds with her purse, containing the funds with which Piaget’s wealthy parents entrusted her.

The only thing he knows for sure is what the park looks like, the construct Nurse probably looks the way she did the last time he saw her, years later.  The real memory isn’t there at all; maybe he slept through the whole thing or was too young to remember anyway.  Most likely the original memory was there but the construct borne of the story superseded it completely.  This is the most common occurrence, and you can peel back the construct and sometimes find the bare bones of the actual memory, provided it hasn’t been completely forgotten, overwritten or thrown away for its inferior pleasantness.  Once you strip away the constructs and the buffers your memory goes from a lushly populated jungle wonderland made out of molasses and papier-mache to the spare architecture of your actual past.  It’s colder after the defoliation, with no bullshit to keep you warm, but it’s real.

I’m up in the plane and it’s third person, which is a construct, of course, but a useful mode to work in.  I start with the plane and it blurs halfway between an American Eagle puddle-jumper or one of the TWA’s without the cockpit dividing wall (never get away with that today).  It flickers back and forth, but it’s a start.  I try to remember if they gave us a whole Coke like Piedmont did back then, or just a cup with ice like American, cheap bastards.  Blur.  Was she blonde? Blur.  How much older than me was she, twelve?  She was older but I convinced her I was twelve, too.  Was she with her family?  No, I’d have been cowed.  It’s a lame example, but it gives a picture of the process, why it takes so long, step by step, like defragmenting a hard drive.  In the long run it will compress unnecessary noise and space but in the immediate it takes all your attention and processing power.  By the time I’m done with the plane ride there’s not much left besides a lasting impression; one I probably just imagined, anyway, like most of them.
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Last night I fell into REM from the middle of LD, things got a little out of hand.  I was in a hole with two guys I’ve never seen before and we were digging.  I went straight there and “came to” there; it takes a bit to come to yourself and get your bearings, until then everything is usually hazy and half-remembered.  Wherever I am when I come to I usually clear everything away so I can start blank, but this time I let it go because we were digging and in dreams sometimes whatever physical action you’re performing can be the more simpleminded direct metaphor: you’re digging so you’re digging into your past or your subconscious, you’re up in the sky so it has something to do with God.  Doesn’t matter how stupid it sounds, when you get down to automatics we are usually that stupid.  This is why I’m good at fixing bugs and programs even though I know nothing about them, I understand how stupid they are: they never go around a wall they can walk into.

The three of us at the bottom of the hole are talking, but it’s only an impression: a sense of blue-collar camaraderie and that I’m exactly the same as them.  It’s a nice day in the hole, but there’s that soundstage stillness in the air.  The clouds aren’t moving and, though it’s midday bright, there’s no apparent sun, only bright ambient.  We’re excavating what looks like the future foundation of a building.  I can’t tell if we dug the whole foundation, or if we were called in for some reason just for this part, like they have reason to believe there’s something important where we’re digging.


The conversation is easy, without underlying tension or expectation, but that’s no indicator, maybe we’re used to serious shit.  The excavation is like three concentric squares cut down the middle, three levels underground, and has a dirt staircase cut into the middle of the right-hand wall.  We’re at the deepest point and digging.  I’m sitting back and observing, curious to see what we find, but I’m first person and I twirl the shovel around a little just to verify I can take control.  


All of sudden there’s a jump-cut and we’re trying to get the hell out of the trench.  I’m still in first person but I can’t take control.  Companion #1 makes it up the dirt staircase to the second level up and stops to help us if we need it.  Companion #2 is halfway between levels 1 and 2 when the staircase crumbles inwards and he jumps off it to the first level.  He digs his hands into the wall, which has become strangely moist and claylike and climbs up to the next level, and then #1 helps him jump the staircase to where he is.  

They both turn to me.  The sky is turbulent and the dirt is humidifying under my feet but there’s no rain yet.  I dig my hands into the wall and start climbing.  I make it to the first level and am on the flat when the ground starts moving under my feet.  The clay breaks apart and I’m standing on a moving conveyor belt that’s trying to roll me back into the pit, which has by now turned into a bubbling swamp-mud quagmire.  There are three conveyor belts on my level, all going different ways and they’re all branded with Tyvek, that company that makes housewrap for ongoing construction.  Third person shoots back and it looks like I’m in a video game, from behind, but I’m still feeling everything in first person and I still don’t have any control.  I leap between the belts, over the bare patches of decaying mud and get to the wall; metal rungs pop out of it.  On the next level the ground breaks down again and I’m leaping from Tyvek platform to platform.  I make it to the sidewall, my companions have reached ground level and they reach down to pull me up.  You know the scene: right as they reach, the dirt under me and the conveyor belts and all tumble down into a bottomless pit and they get me in the nick of time.  They’re pulling me up, and from when my head breaks ground level I’m waking up; by the time I’m standing my eyes are opening and it crossfades with the World.

The whole thing only took one hour according to my internal clock, but no time has gone by.  I look at the alarm clock.  Look away.  Look back.  It stays the same.
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I get to the job and the work is all done.  This isn’t a friendly corporation I work for.  Nobody pitched in to help out.  I sure can’t sidle up to some security guard and ask to look at the tapes.  I certain as fuck can’t ask anybody if I did it.  I look at the files and I can’t…track them.  The errors keep moving.  I have a “Good work!” email from my boss but the project she’s referring to has bugs all over it.  Or does it.  They’re there. They’re gone.  At least it’s the middle of the night so I don’t have to explain why I’m here to anybody, because I don’t know.  Something is wrong.


I’m tired like I haven’t slept.  I’m sitting at my empty cubicle on the empty floor in the empty building, in the forest of cubicles.  I’m fading out.  Halfway down I hear chatter coming from around me, ghost chatter, it’s warmer, I feel daylight blasting through the window offices, filtering into our thicket.  Chatter, aimless pleasantries buzz by, the people speaking phase almost into sight.  Then cold again, the only sound is the almost subliminal hum of the few lights I have on, and a nearby mini-fridge.  I shake my head.  For a second I’m off.  It feels like during that time I have an entire dream, lasting nine hours, but it’s not even a second.  The composite desk reaches up and grabs for my cheek and I’m out.


And I’m in LD.  I think.  In the dream I’m squashing bugs.  It’s irritatingly literal.  Playing whack-a-mole with these little scurriers.  There is a wall, an apartment wall, it’s hollow and there are holes in it, pin holes in the dry wall where things were tacked up and other holes where things have eaten their way through.  I’m looking at this blank cream-colored wall and the little bugs start running from hole to hole.  They look like they’re running in and out of craters on the moon.  They’re tiny, ¼-inch long and a millimeter across, but they have ten little wriggly legs and they’re squirming across and inside my walls.  At the same time I can see it from their little eyes, though I don’t know if they even have them, the massive bumps they’re running across, vaguely aware of the sideward pull of gravity, of the enormous expanse of room around them, the time difference at that small size, their internal clock going slower, like a sloth’s, or faster, like a hummingbird’s?  It feels faster, moving as quickly as possible across the lunar surface but there is just so far to go and a feeling of impending menace.  And I see an enormous slow shape coming from above, it presses the bug ahead of me into the wall and it squashes, its insides explode on the surface like gray pulp.  The object pulls back from the wall and I know I’m next.  I keep my back legs churning but soon I feel something bearing down on me from above; a shadow covers me.  The wall presses down on me and I feel myself mashed into the pulp then smeared across the surface, my legs torn away in all directions and pulverized, my innards a paste on the surface.  At the same time I’m outside grinding the bug into the wall and putting down the tissue stained with a blotch.  But the bugs keep coming and I can’t keep up.  

Then there’s this one bug; it’s the size of a golf ball cut in half with its little legs sticking out from the sides like compass points.  It’s scurrying along the floor and leaving a trail of toxic dust behind it.  I keep tracking it, and throwing a white hand towel on it and jumping on it to crush it, but its carapace is too hard, it won’t squash.  It runs out from under the towel and I trap it again but each time it leaves more of the dust.  The dust is like…I was in the rainforest and our guide picked up this black caterpillar.  He had a leaf in each hand and kept letting it travel from one to the other.  He was pretending to do it absently but you could tell he was taking real care.  We were only seeing the black fuzz on its outer side, then he turned it over and the underside looked like something from a horror movie, like a skinned body, raw flesh writhing.  He told us how if you so much as touched this little creature you’d have a fever and be next to dying for two weeks.  That’s what the trail of this scurrier is like, like if you even just cross it it’ll infect you.  I’m the bug too and I see the floor and the bathroom in the distance and as I run it draws near and behind the sink I know I’ll find my hole, my entranceway to the wall where the other bugs live.  I’m nearing the hole, about to dive down into its absolute darkness.  I’m going back into the wall where the bugs teem and crawl over one another and tear one another.

It’s too much, with a burst of willpower I wrest control and I wipe the area clean.  

Everything goes white, but I can’t tell if I’m making it happen or if it’s the illusion of control.  I’ve heard of these people who have Presque Vu.  They think they’ve seen everything before; halfway through playing a tennis match they lose interest because they say they’ve seen the outcome already.  Of course, they can never tell you what it was and prove it, or bring their magic to the OTB booths on Derby Day.  What’s happening is just their brain is seeing what’s happened a nanosecond before their brain sees it.  Sometimes you can pretend to predict what someone is saying by taking the beginning sounds of their words coupled with what you might imagine they would say (and, people not often trying to be so surprising, you’d probably be right).  Sometimes you pretend you are controlling (or at least complicit in) what happens because you have no choice and the illusion of power is important.  So I don’t know when I clear the area and everything goes white if it’s me or if that’s what happens next in the dream.  


I wait for what’s next but nothing happens, nothing is next, just white.  
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I wait.  Time passes, presumably, on the white plane.  I get tired of waiting.


I create a table at a restaurant.  Or I think I do.  Immediately something feels wrong.  The table has a “real” aspect, even though I’ve never seen it before, as of something I didn’t create myself but imported.  Your inventory of imports is limited to items you have stored in your memory, or you can create new items out of the ether, or you can commingle the two and create a hybrid.  Oftentimes, mistaken memories create the hybrids on their own and when you strip things down these inaccuracies hopefully go out with the garbage.


This table is real, I can feel it, and I know it isn’t in my inventory.  I sketch in a little more, placesettings and chairs, other tables in the restaurant, stone-tile floor beneath a wall of exposed brick.  There’s a purse next to one of the chairs, it’s from my inventory and I place it as my boss’s purse.  The brick wall has one of those Campari posters you can find in any college grad’s first apartment.  A smell creeps in around me, maybe a wood-burning stove.  There are five glasses of red wine on the table, and yellow sunlight, tinted as if filtered through an awning, begins washing across the scene.  A window looking out on a city street at midday confirms the yellow awning.  Footsteps of patrons and waiters, heels clicking on the stone, the breeze as the door to a patio opens and closes, glasses tinging each other and ice cubes tinging inside the glasses.  A counter of orange and yellow tile.  The smell of the stove is familiar; I think I know where I am. There is a Tuscan restaurant down the street from my office; I’ve never been there but I’ve walked by it often enough.  I look out the window and the view crystallizes; I see a street sign and know that’s it.  It’s still filling in slowly like a grave rubbing.  The sign says “Rustico,” It’s another of those small chains that mix twenty influences in a pot and pretend they all came from the same point of origin.  The ceiling is a powdery orange dreamsicle color and spotlights glare off the focused table’s blonde-wood surface.  One of my seldom seen colleagues from work is at the table, and then two more.  My boss is drinking her wine and the waiter, in black pants and vest with a white shirt, is refilling her water, he has a napkin over his forearm.  There are two seats left and at one of them appears a pretty girl I’ve never seen before.  Everyone is drinking to her and it occurs to me that she has joined Central and they’re celebrating.  The final chair has its back to me.  The back seems enormous, I can’t see around the sides of it to tell who’s in it, but it’s obvious it’s me.  I feel my weight shift as my avatar reaches for the wine; I feel the dry bite as it goes down.  


“The only way we were going to get Pryce down here,” my boss is saying, “in the daytime, to meet you, was to bait him with a free lunch.”


“The Phantom of the Corporation,” says Denning, picking at a Roma tomato.


“Light burns,” I offer, the new girl laughs.


“Mariza will be my second,” my boss explains.  “She will take care of tech support and I’ll take care of development projects.”


“Does that mean anything to you, Pryce?” asks Denning.  He turns to the new girl.  “Pryce can’t code, he can barely use a machine.”


“Pryce can spell,” says my boss.  The other two haven’t looked up from their feeding, making the most of an infrequent windwall.


“A-S-T-R-O-P-H-Y-S-I-C-I-S-T,” I spell.  Mariza and my boss clap appreciatively.


“At Central,” says Denning, “we have the luxury of non-essential personnel.”


“You make me essential, Denning,” I say.  “If they ever get rid of you they won’t need me anymore.  Keep the bugs coming, you’re paying my rent.”


“Now boys,” says my boss, “I’m sure Miss Mariza is very impressed with your IT machismo.”


“Nerdzilla versus Megalodork,” manages Fischmann, between intakes of pasta.


“Don’t cast stones, Fischmann,” says my boss, “no one else brought their manual on Flash to lunch with them,” too late, he’s submerged already.


O looks up from his plate long enough to give the new girl a once over that would land him in sensitivity training for a week were we within office walls.


“I think I can appreciate what both of you do,” Mariza says.  “For you,” to Dunning, “each line is like a beam in a house you’re building, and slowly you create the framework, then the walls and the furnishings until you have a livable house.  And you,” me, “are like the building inspector.  You fix the flaws in the house.  He resents you because you aren’t building the houses yourself but without you they’d come crashing down.”


“Or at least look stupid,” I say.  “And where is your place in the conceit?”


“I’m there for when there’s an earthquake and the ground opens up and eats your house.  For when things go terribly wrong.”  There is a stillness hovering over the table, and I feel somehow like she’s talking to me.  Not the me in the chair, but the one hanging back still with one foot in LD.  

My boss expenses the lunch and they all file outside.  I follow after my avatar (or am I the avatar?) and once I get out the door there’s only white.  I can look back into the restaurant like into a movie set, but now it’s empty and abandoned.
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I knew a girl that could remember the pattern of the wallpaper in every room she visited in her dreams.  That isn’t healthy.  They’re supposed to disappear, be assimilated and sink back down in.  Trying to ascribe a meaning to what is very little more than random association isn’t interpretation, it’s madness waiting to happen; we aren’t talking about ones and zeroes here, it’s more like when Garfield eats pizza before bedtime.  Your body and mind can think you’re upset for the wrong reasons, or they can send you peaceful places that mean nothing, or your dream could be Hamlet as performed by two rocks and a shrub.  

I was staying awake, or so I thought, when I began to think about why it was that I was pulling so hard at the strings of my past.  What I was looking for, or hoping to accomplish.  I could only do this by dreaming up someone that was just like me and asking why he is that way:


Several years had passed and, rather than creating new memories, Elliot Broder continued to dwell on the forsaken connections of his early life.  Never becoming a true part of those other lives, he thought mainly about whether this had been his true path or simply a mistake, a giant error in navigation brought about one degree at a time.  And what connections was he looking to form now, something with his disinterested co-workers?  Or a new beginning with a possible hallucination?  Or find some way to go back and right some wrong long ago, some moment of opportunity that may never have existed?


Was the lost connection still there, he wondered, some friendship or romance meant to endure but squelched in its infancy; some great love that stayed a friendship, some great friendship that stayed an acquaintance.  If so, he had to admit, the reason why he was the one pining, searching, for things that never happened was, in all likelihood, because he was not the one who was missed.  Ever the passive partner, ever required to be the motive force, how many of these paths were unexplored because he never took the first step down them himself?  It would be easy to think that the others in the equations lost as much, so they should have sought him out but…had that been the case certainly there would be some evidence that his status or even whereabouts were of interest to anybody at all.  This, alas, was not the case, and he was easy to locate.  

Again, in all likelihood, this was because he was not the one who was missed.  He was the one who felt the ache of the absence, mourning for loves that never happened, that perhaps never could have happened, like mourning for an unborn child; and the never-conceived issues of these never-kindled loves seemed to watch him, disapproving of the choices that lead him to this spot where the body and mind had been healthy but the heart was so dulled and muted he began trying to stimulate it artificially.  

The memory of infatuation; of love; of concrete realizable lust; the fear, even, of that love’s betrayal and expunction were as faded as Broder’s recollections of real adrenaline, real thrill, real joy.  When had all sensation gone?  In the same past he continued to return to, brooding over ancient wrongs, resentments and embarrassments, attempting to recreate as fully as possible all memories of every particular that surrounded him at the times marked in his mental catalogue of love, of joy, of peace.

This “past” he repeatedly returned to was like a play or a film where the production has ceased and the players have left behind their old personas to move on to new roles, new scenarios.  They would no wish for a character of uncertain regard from a very old, vaguely remembered, perhaps actively repressed show to suddenly appear asking about the old half-remembered routines.  What place for Broder could there be now when his position at the time was nebulous at best and perhaps could not even be recalled with any clarity except to note that it may be this ill-definition that was its defining characteristic.  As with the lost pieces of his memory he would most likely be defined in the memories he was supposed to inhabit by his absence.
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I’ve been clean for a month.


Every now and then I get tingles of association, mainly when I’m actually sleeping I’ll come across stripped down areas of my psyche; defragmented regions that look deforested.  I’ll remember later almost recognizing the scene but I shake it off, I am trying to let my dreams take me where they want.  


I am working during the day and sleeping at night.  I am typing to people on the web with whom I might actually make a personal contact.  I am trying to let my waking life take me where it wants.


Every now and again there are twinges of feeling.  Phantom pain.  Sometimes I cry at movie trailers when they use that sweeping manipulative music.  Sometimes it feels like there is some other part of me that has been asleep waking up, trying to arise, but it just doesn’t know how to go about it and I’m not much help.  

I was in a cab the other day and it skidded out, oncoming traffic was bearing down on us, we barely made it back on the road before we were killed, I actually felt scared…I guess that means it mattered to me if I was here.
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One other thing.  And I can’t be sure.  But the other day I was in the Central Square and through the millions doddering here and there I could swear for one second through the crowd I thought I saw the girl from the restaurant, Mariza.  Take from that what you will.
the break

He rolled his enormous bag out of the Port Authority to the curb of 8th Avenue.  The city looked better than ever; it was a perfect April day.  He was about to hail a cab when he remembered that his sister had asked him to call when he reached the city.


“Hey.”


“How was the ride in?”


“Great, I’m about to jump in a cab and head to Grandma and Grandpa’s”


“Do they know you’re coming?”


“Of course.”


“Are you sure?  Because they didn’t say anything that sounded like they knew.”


“Dad talked to them.”


“You know you can’t trust Dad for these things; did you talk to them about it?”


“I don’t know, I think so,” try as he might he could not, in retrospect, remember either grandparent referring to his impending stay, “I’m sure they must know.”


“You can’t just show up.”


“What should I do?  I’ll call them.”


“They’re probably sleeping.”


“Then I’ll try Dad.  I’ll call you back.”


Neither phone answered.  He looked at the women passing by while he tried the numbers.  Dark clothed, smartly cut, pale girls.  One looked at him and her face soured as if she’d tasted something bitter.  He looked behind him to see what she could be looking at but nothing was there.  He flashed up to the mirror on the side of the building, angled down at the street.  Indistinctly, he could make out that his lips were moving.  He called his sister again.


“What do you think I should do?”


“Come stay here tonight and we’ll sort this out later.”


He raised his hand for a cab and heard a shout.  He turned about and saw a line waiting at a taxi stand behind him.  He rolled his bag into the line, then soon after to the back of a cab.  The driver didn’t move so he hefted the duffel into the trunk and gave directions to his sister’s apartment in SoHo.


He sat back to take in the city as it passed, marveling at how airy it seemed despite being so cramped.  It took him some time to notice, but an increasing number of pedestrians were looking into the cab to examine him.  They looked back at him; some curiously, some disapprovingly.  When the cab stopped there were more, but several would catch his eye and follow the cab as it passed.  He saw two pretty girls in conversation, then down the block he saw the same two girls.


The cab stopped for an unusually long light at 35th and Broadway.  On the sidewalk opposite the cab stood a man who looked to be Arab.  He wore dark glasses and a moustache.  The man was holding a small camcorder, pointing it at group of tall buildings.  He craned his neck to see which building it was, but he couldn’t see out the side window.  The camcorder turned until it pointed at him.  The man’s expression remained unchanged, nonexistent.  None of the other passersby were looking into the cab or at the man.  The lens pointed back at the building.  The light changed.  The lens darted back to the taxi and followed it out of sight.  

He closed his eyes and rubbed them. He looked only at the sky until they arrived.  He tipped the driver and pulled his duffel from the trunk.  He rolled it up the stairs to the entranceway.  He pushed the buzzer.  There was no response.  He tried another apartment, no response.  He knocked on the main door and found it open.  He walked to the foot of the stair, picked the duffel up with both hands and started to climb.  He reached the floor and put the bag down.  

The door was open.  The apartment was empty.  The decorations were gone from the door.  He rolled the duffel around the empty rooms and the freshly painted bone-white walls.  He entered the bedroom, placed the duffel where the pillows would be, lay down and went to sleep.

Continuity


She had to cry; it was her job.  

There were one hundred extras, fifty crewmembers and several very important people waiting.  Five days and more than one hundred takes with seven cameras rolling, three film and four digital, every time the waterworks turned on, easy tears; but most times the scene was filmed continuously to save the trouble of worrying sightline continuity.  You get a more genuine reaction that way, the Director said, when you’re watching the genuine reaction.  

Now they were starting right at the point when the tap turns from droplet to deluge.  The Director, a British man with a protuberant mole, was beginning to look worried.  The other, bigger, stars were beginning to study the carpeting.  She could feel their limited sympathy.  After all, they were trailblazers, pioneers, award winning icons stopping in to pick up a check, and she was a flavor of the week.  They would go back to their homes outside of Los Angeles and use the money to make small, worshipped, empowerment films.  She would either make another, larger, romantic comedy or, in case of tanking, go back to supporting roles.  Or television.  How did she get here anyway?  She arrived at romantic comedy from a long line of troubled youth parts, and none of those tears were difficult.  

Her eyes flashed over to her mother/manager, sitting unobtrusively behind the producers.  Her mother nodded to her, feelingly but forcefully, as though to say, My dear, do it now.  

Some of the extras were looking bored, some actually sleeping, some smiling encouragingly, others appeared unimpressed.  They were being held up.  Five days watching the same ten-minute scene filmed from countless different angles.  Five days of twelve-hour days, of watching her turn the waterworks on and off, on and off, without a hitch.  Now the last day and they could go to wherever they lived and sleep for the weekend if she would only go ahead and cry.  

She remembered back when she was starting out playing minor roles, troubled teens.  After she turned eighteen she went one day and worked a job as an extra, thinking she might never get another part, seeing how the other half lived but not telling her mother where she was going.  She remembered now how faceless it made her feel, like she didn’t exist.  She was moved about like furniture, working on the set of a television show the star of which she had since appeared opposite but who did not remember.  She was placed behind the star in the shot.  During the first take she had scratched her neck; the Assistant Director approached her and told her that in each subsequent take she had to scratch it in the same way for continuity.  By the end of the afternoon her arm was tired and her neck was red.  Most of the other extras were being paid $45 for the day; some had gone to college for acting, some were demented, some were regular people. She looked out at the sea of their faces now, most turned toward her, waiting for her to do her job.

The producers were looking anxious; they had grown more stony cold, silent and motionless.  Their brows were sinking into their sunglasses.   One of the stars, one of the venerable matrons of stage and screen, one of the trailblazers in the area of female character leads, patted her hand where it gripped the back of the couch the star was sitting on, white-knuckled.  Two quick pats, one for sympathy and one for get-to-it.  The crew, always less decorous, never able to keep quiet between takes, was silent.  The Director was afraid to approach, worried that she might be in process already and that he could derail it.  Her mother cleared her throat.  It was time. She had to cry now.  She walked over to a corner of the set and crouched, hugging her knees, closing her eyes.  There was nothing.  She pulled her knees in harder, praying for anything.

Without warning, the soundstage disappeared.  All the people fell away and she was a small girl.  She was sitting on the lap of her father.  He was rocking in a rocking chair.  It was night, and he was singing her to sleep.  She was wrapped in a blanket and his arms cradled her.  He was swinging her gently side to side as he rocked gently back and forth and he sang to her, a minor key lullaby.  It was dark and sonorous and haunting, it made her think of caverns under the earth, underground rivers.  Had her father ever sang her such a song?  They were on a porch, caged in by screen netting, a ceiling fan stirring the night breeze.  Insects assayed small holes in the netting.  His song was deep and resonant, somnolent; it felt purple and black, luxuriant, sinuously threading itself about her body, enmeshing her in a chrysalis like her blanket.  The thread of the song pulled tighter until its strings sunk in through her skin and converged on her heart.  It encased her heart in its ever-denser netting and constricted it.  It felt like her heart was being gripped and compressed by a massive warm fist.  

Her breath grew short…stopped…then exploded into heaving gasps.  She felt burning rivers of tears pouring from her eyes.  Her face was hot, sweating and swollen, her fists were clenched; she felt herself, still crouching, rocking back and forth; she heard herself, low and deep, singing the song she heard in her dream, her father’s voice coming out of her mouth.  She choked on her sobs and placed her hands on the carpet to steady herself.  A moan began in her gut and grew.  She rolled back into a ball and clamped her mouth shut but that just made her quake and rumble like she’d covered a grenade with her body and it had gone off underneath her.  Her mouth was closed but it was escaping, shaking her, steaming out of her skin.  The more she tried to hold it in the harder it fought to escape.  She opened her mouth and felt the night in her dream flowing out of her into the room.  It was unwinding itself from her heart and exiting her mouth, filling the room, drawing her forward onto her knees.  The soundstage darkened in her sight as it filled with her moan, her song, the wordless minor key lullaby.  Its last strands left her; it hung in the atmosphere a moment longer, and dissipated into the air.  Exhausted, she collapsed, feeling the thin veneer of carpet on her cheek.  

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she started repeating softly, but she didn’t know who she was saying it to.

Breath crept back into her body hesitantly.  She heaved, and breathed, and began climbing to her feet.  At full height she felt impossibly tall and thin, her limbs too large and unwieldy to be controlled, a giant in a world made for giants.  Blood left her head and she tottered, subtly bracing herself against the wall of the set.  The front of her shirt was damp with quickly cooling tears.  

The world swam back around her, grips and electricians pausing in the middle of their work staring, the producers stony and silent, the extras gaping undisguisedly, some looking as though they’ve seen a ghost, the stars discretely studying their shoes, averting their eyes, her mother looking, disapproving.  

They think, she thought, I’m doing this on purpose.

She shook her head, fixed her hair, raised her chin, stepped forward to her mark, pointed at her eyes and said, “Is this enough?”

For continuity.

The Disappearance of Basie the Cat
Rainy and miserable, cat at my side.


Prez, where is Basie?


Did you rub him out?


Now your claws catch at my pajama bottoms.  You look so plaintive.  You want affection; not any definite amount just more, more, more.


Basie is gone.  We looked for him in Prospect Heights, Brooklyn, after dark; no small thing.  It has rained more than twenty-four hours straight.  


Where is your companion?  Don’t you care?


He’s out in the rain somewhere, the fur on his corpse matted and soaked and you miaow for me to stroke your warm fur, and blankly gaze off at the apartment’s bone white tenement walls.  


Are you thinking of Basie?  Is there a Basie anymore?  Your beautiful owner called for Basie when the rain began, in her voice that sounds like Belle from “Beauty and the Beast.”  We searched underbrush and desolate streets, construction sites and junkyard lots covered with scrap metal.  You are warm and loved and alive.  Where is your companion?  


I say Basie’s name and you shift.  Again and you nuzzle my arm.  Again and you turn around and lie on your back.  I say “avalanche” and you shift again.  I say “Cyrano de Bergerac” and you shift again.  You really have no idea what I’m saying.  It has been sub-arctic for two days, now the heat is on and it feels like the Amazon basin.  I change into boxers and yawn.  Outside it is frozen and soaked and Mary’s loved one is lost somewhere.


Now her peremptory sister is here and they’ve gone off in the rain to post pictures that say, “I am not a stray, I want to go home!”


I am just a lodger; the sister has ignored me.  As a man, I am supposed to be in charge of such expeditions and such things as the loss of cats can be attributed to me even if I was asleep at the time; so the sister treats me like a eunuch that has been neglectful of its duties.  When she arrived I was in my undershirt and boxers.  It turned out that it was boiling in the apartment because she turned the stove all the way up instead of all the way off.  So I was probably soporific from poisoning, not fatigue.  When she comes back into the apartment she brings such cold with her that I put the pajama bottoms back on.  And she’s short with me.


Prez leaps seven feet to the ledge of the window in my room.  I see that down below his owner is searching the adjacent vacant lot for Basie.  The flashlight wavers in the rain, darts across the graffiti-spattered concrete wall adjacent.  The posters will soak through before midnight.  


It reminds me of posters I saw on the Upper East Side.  They said, “Have you seen my grandfather?” and had a picture of a late 70’s gentleman, dapper in that antiquated style grandfathers have, like they can now buy all the clothes they admired but couldn’t afford during the Great Depression.  The poster explained that he has Alzheimer’s and disappeared from a home near Lexington and 86th I remember I cried instantly after reading it.


Just yesterday Mary’s phone was stolen from out of her car.  She says she has to leave this neighborhood.  Funny to leave right as it’s being gentrified: the mini-mall with the Target and Chuck E. Cheese’s is constantly packed, a melting pot of Brooklyn multi-culti that let doors shut in my face and run into me then wait for me to apologize because I’m white.  Or bourgeois.  I don’t advocate a world of strip-malls and outlet stores, but I also don’t think muggings are a signifier of cultural flavor.  Anyway, I’m not white: I’m Jewish.  


Now they’re back.  This has been a family affair.  I’m too new to have been included but not so much that the sister won’t seem to imply that I could have been out there with them. Of course, there have been two full days of sunlight since Basie’s disappearance during which they could have searched.  In the middle of an ice-cold night, before the landlord finally put the heat on, Basie was being annoying, running around, keeping Mary awake.  She put him out in the backyard of the complex as usual.  He never came back.


It’s just as likely another neighbor got fed up with his constant clawing at doors and miaowing, or general scampering hyperactivity and offed him.  Maybe Prez set the whole thing up; a conspiracy.


Where is the goddamn cat?  The vacant lot on the other side is dangerous; it was pitted by a developer that said he would build new condos or a brownstone.  Instead he left a giant hole in the Earth with a tall fence around it.  Unfortunately, the backyard of our complex slopes up until the fence is only about four feet up; as Prez has just shown me, these cats can clear seven feet.


Basie is still AWOL.  The sister is still pretending I don’t exist.  I venture that perhaps my entrance into the apartment, into the room Mary was sleeping in for years, has changed the chemistry of the air somehow.  Basie wanted to get into the room I stay in that night.  He had been in it the night before, my first in the apartment, slamming his head on the door and knocking the VCR off the TV; he made me let him out and then in again at 4:30am; the heat wasn’t on yet and I was pacing to keep warm anyway.  Mary was out of town that night.  I eventually had to put one of the ten boxes that clutter my small room against the door to keep him from barging in.


The sister leaves without acknowledging me.  Mary tells me that is typical of her.  We have a beer, me on her daybed/sofa and her across the room at her table eating dinner.  We speak for a long time about God, cats, the two-party system, and the dubious benefits of higher education.  Then she decides it is time to go on another Basie patrol.  I say goodnight and let her go, thinking of it as a personal quest.  After she’s been gone for five minutes I remember where we live and scramble to get on some outdoor clothes.  I run out the front door and realize I have no idea where she’s gone.  I decide to circle the block.  As usual, I get strange looks from the few people I pass.  I can’t find her anywhere.  The streets are pretty much abandoned, windswept.  I round the block and point a flashlight into the vacant lot with the pit.  I look around outside the building for any site of Mary.  I enter the building and pass through it to the backyard.


The backyard area has a patio made of square stones, with a table, chairs and a barbecue. Behind this there is the slope with its inexplicably thick underbrush.  I point the flashlight at my feet as I wend along the dirt pathway; the yard continues back about thirty feet to a tall fence.  There is no place where even this cat could have jumped over.  It is still drizzling.  I try to listen for distant mewling but the neighborhood is suddenly alive with a thousand sounds: cracklings of twigs, wind through the underbrush, passing cars.  I go back inside and find the chain is attached inside the door and Mary is in the bathroom.  I try to unlock the chain from the outside but I can’t, which is comforting.  Mary lets me in, apologizing for locking me out.  I tell her I came looking for her.  She says it’s sweet.  I go to bed and dream about the two-party system.


Speaking earlier, I compared our conception of God and the third party to Santa Claus.  Everyone believes that if there were an effective third party it would address all of their specific concerns, forgetting that the only effective third party in recent memory was Ross Perot.  Meanwhile, with God we all imagine an anthropomorphized puppy-fairy.  We can’t picture what God would actually be like any more than we can really imagine what we look like to other people.  How can the same God that made Bruce Springsteen make the Holocaust?  There must be some other bad guy trying to countermand whatever God does.  That’s ridiculous, of course.  God even takes away cats.


I say maybe there are two essential forces of order and chaos, no matter who controls them, and heat represents chaos and cold represents order.  Ultimate cold creates unchangeable order and molecular motion stops at zero degrees Kelvin, like in space.  Ultimate heat creates chaotic excitement of molecules: the sun.  Yin and yang, yadda-yadda, but the chaos increases the complexity and the order keeps it from spinning out of control.  Iterations increase in complexity exponentially; without the cold, entropy would reign and heat-death would result.  Entropy, chaos, critical mass exceeded, produces aberrations and cancer.  In the end it’s like toasting a marshmallow over a fire: too little and you’re there forever, too much and you’re up in flames.  Problem being that there isn’t actually a force such as “cold” in the universe, there is only “less hot.”


She told me about the hometown hero that came back to her small city and slowly drank himself to death among small-minded people that backbit even as they kissed up.  Even after his death they would couple a personal instance meant to enhance themselves by association with a sneer of distaste.  I reminded her of the passage in the New Testament where Jesus is chased out of Nazareth with rocks when he returns there to preach; he says that the prophet is acclaimed everywhere but in his hometown; the people can’t accept that genius came so close and did not touch them.  

She told me that her boyfriend is in a theological seminary.  I ask if he’s especially observant.  She says, “Not at all,” in a somewhat forlorn voice.  She’s Irish Catholic.  She asks me if I and other Jews don’t believe that Jesus Christ ever existed.  I change the subject.

I wake up the next morning and Mary is not in the apartment.  Prez is spastic.  Mary comes in, her eyes soaked with crying.  She tells me this is why she doesn’t usually have a lodger, so no one can see her like this.  I grasp her hand, sit her down at the table, and put on some music for her, “Amorino” by Isobel Campbell.  She offers me some coffee but I have to go to work.

The day I walk out into is a different world.  The Red Sox have forced game seven and the Democrats are ahead in the polls with thirteen days left until the election. Things feel like they could be turning around. I’m probably wrong.  They buy it every year.  God, what if we win?

********

The Red Sox win and still no sign of Basie.  I am reading a novel by Haruki Murakami where the protagonist has lost his cat.  Through chance he gets a job where he makes a large amount of money in a short time.  The first thing he does with the funds is to go out and buy a very expensive, comfortable and anonymous looking pair of shoes.  He leaves his old shoes at the store, and when he arrives home the cat has returned, but it is different.  I buy a pair of $200 black Ecco shoes, waterproof and insulated.  I leave my old shoes under the seat on a city bus when I get off in Prospect Heights.  I look around somewhat expectantly.  My new shoes pinch.  Basie is nowhere to be seen.

********

Prez has become more accustomed to being the sole beneficiary of Mary’s attentions.  I remain the perfect lodger, trying to impress.  I get a phone call and learn that a guy who lodged with me when I lived in Hollywood, Sam, has been beaten to death with a hammer by a boxer nicknamed the Harlem Hammer.

I remember once I went out of town and let Sam borrow my car until I returned.  When I came back I found that not only had he replaced himself as a roommate with an unstable imbecile, but also he had backed into the imbecile’s friend’s car.  Sam asked me to put it on my insurance and I refused.  Then I found out that he didn’t have a driver’s license.  In the police report it says that Sam and the Harlem Hammer were sharing an apartment, and the Hammer fled in Sam’s 1993 Seville with Texas plates.  Sam came from Queens and had no license.  Events are shrouded in mystery.

I lie on Mary’s daybed/sofa, petting Prez and reading Murakami.  Basie and Sam have vanished completely.  They are never coming back.

New Years

Proudly displayed war wounds, bright rubbed red on knees and elbows with neck unturning and jaw clenched.  Back of head throbbing from scalp hair pulled at roots, side stretched now stretches not no more.  Eyes dried as from seeing but eyes were closed then opened but closed.  Nose impacted, bright red too, no sleep from the clinch and fidget, too much up and hands wander up again and again up.


“Maybe it’s good you’re leaving.  If we did this for a week straight…I’d give out and die.”


And so barely was, so barely improbably wonderfully was. So by chance, so by fortune, so by barely coinciding coincidence and watchclock running with minutes to run run stream down-wash away potential but no: stayed, stayed its course, stayed but must be going must be off, waited once: must be caught, collared and captured.  New year, new beginning same old time continued but not, not: portioned, sectioned, severed at cycle-point and swung again: new year.  And new.  And first.  And brought to it, love and lovely, sense dark and full, devotional, ritual initiate.

¶


We’d just finished a game of Big Buck Hunter Pro.


“I’m going to give you a chance to smack me,” I said, and kissed her.  Everyone had cleared out of the lower level of the bar, but the bathroom was at the bottom of the stairs and we were trying to ignore both the traffic and the sickly sweet urinal cake smell.


We kissed slowly, searchingly, then hungrily but broke off.  I bounced away, not pushing my luck.  She listened for people coming down the stairs and I started putting on my coat.  Then she grabbed me and pulled me between Buck Hunter and Silver Streak Bowling so her ass was on a barrel used to set drinks on.  Her legs wrapped around me, my hands traced her back.  She hesitated again, hearing footsteps.


“Forget about them,” I said, “to them we’re just another couple making out; they’re not here.”


She pulled me back down.

¶


Lizzie Abramson, Lizzie Abramson, I’m reading about cooking and listening to funk.  I’m trying marrow and tripe and ligament.  The Culinary Institute of America is an evil empire and hotels in Poughkeepsie are expensive, yet I shall endure.  As I feel this I’m looking back at it from somewhere in the future where it has ended and it makes me sad.  Future me, come back to here in your mind.

¶


Snack Dragon is a taco shack in the East Village.  Started going there in July while living on the L.E.S. for a month.  I was living in a different neighborhood every month at that point: one in Lefferts Gardens, one in Williamsburg, settled in Kensington.  Wandered by drunk and fell in love with their fish tacos, a habit I picked up in Los Angeles; they use sole, instead of whitefish, and add chipotle coleslaw.  Wound up befriending Ella, the girl who works there Saturday nights, a bunny enthusiast, and hanging out with her for hours on end when she’s stuck on slow nights.  One day a blonde girl is working there instead; we get along well and talk about several things but she has a boyfriend, and when I come back a few weeks later she’s quit to start a business in custom furniture and I felt pretty stupid I didn’t get her info.  


As the months go by I still bring music for Ella but I am moving to neighborhoods where it’s harder and harder to get to the Dragon and the weather is getting worse.  One day when I’m waiting to pick a friend up from JFK I go there and a different girl, young, rail thin, pale as parchment, with a cool, unusually shaggy hairstyle (I later find is patterned on Mick Mars’), a softly sharp chin and dark eyes, is working the counter.  She had a book with pictures of hundreds of different varieties of chickens, “A Pocketful of Poultry,” an abridged version of “Storey’s Illustrated Guide to Poultry Breeds.”  Later someone would steal it and I’d get her the long version for her birthday.  We spoke for several hours, I even brought her up to my friend later but then didn’t make it back to the Shack for over a month.


When I did get back, December 18, Ella told me the next day was Lizzie’s last day.  Oh shit, I thought.  So under the pretext of bringing a new mix I make sure to go get her number.  I planned to get there late so she’d be there for certain but couldn’t keep away; I figured if she wasn’t there I could go kill time.  I walk in and see that she was on the early shift and is about to head out; 10 more minutes and I would have missed her entirely, end of story.  


We talk, I tell her about the audition to teach the LSAT I had at Kaplan the day before, how I didn’t have anything non-academic to teach so I turned my story of how 1 in 100 Caucasians of Western European descent are immune to HIV into “How to Cure AIDS,” starting with, “So…how many of you have cured AIDS before?” and one girl who wasn’t paying attention raised her hand.


The girl from the next shift was there and we didn’t have a moment alone, so I couldn’t ask her number until we stepped outside.  I asked her immediately and she said yes and gave it to me, but I couldn’t tell if she was thrilled about it or not.  Then I asked why it was her last day and she told me she’s moving to Poughkeepsie/Hyde Park to begin at the CIA (Culinary Institute of America) on January 2nd.  This was December 18, 2007.  And more, she was about to go to Vermont the next day until after Christmas.  


It was a Wednesday, I know because my friend at The Gate bar in Park Slope was putting on vintage Christmas Ales from 2003 and 2005.  The best were the 2005 Seriously Bad Elf from Ridgeway and the 2006 Ayinger Celebrator Dopplebock.


We were walking back and I was making her laugh through the time-honored tradition of recounting old articles from The Onion as if they’re your own jokes (from sports: “Steaming Black Guy Heads Occurring Later Each Year”’ from history: “Government Invents Bomb Proof Desk”).  She was telling me about her love of funk and the genealogy of Parliament through the Bootsy Collins and Junie Morrison eras (Junie, Bootsy and Roger Clinton together wrote “Let’s Play House,” which was the sample for “The Humpty Dance”).  At one point she stepped into the street and I pulled her back onto the curb.  It was at the corner of Great Jones Street, across from where the Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan picture was taken long long ago.  Later, she would tell me this was the first moment she actually considered me.


I walked her to her house in the West Village where she lived with her parents.  I asked her if she wanted to come to the beer tasting but she hesitated and said she had to pack for the morning.  Later I found out it’s because she was only 19.

¶


I figured that was that; we had two nice talks and a walk but I couldn’t tell if she had any interest in me; not to mention the 28-19 age difference.  I’d rang her with my number so she had it on callback, but she left the phone at Snack Dragon, so it wouldn’t even be obviously my number.  I honestly had no hope about it.


Then on Monday, December 24, she called me and asked me out on a date for the 30th to go to a hookah bar in Queens.  I don’t smoke so I suggested we get drunk and go see “Alien Vs. Predator: Resurrection.”  


We met in front of the IFC Center (they were playing the full-length “Fanny and Alexander” and Greg Araki’s “Smiley Face) and went to the Blind Tiger beforehand.  She got a Banh Mi and I got a Cuban.  I get her a Bruges Zöt, meaning “Bruges Fools,” named for the inhabitants of that strange medieval Belgium city, and I get a “Groundskeeper Spilly Scottish Ale” from Sixpoint on gravity (basically just a tilted cask, tapped directly).  Next I get her a Maredsous 8 and I have some Blue Point Old Howling Bastard barleywine.


We walked across to Union Square and saw AVP:R, which was pleasingly terrible.  She knew some of the mythology so the last scene made her happy, with the head of the corporation that started it all getting the Predator’s weapon.  It was chill and raining but instead of going to a restaurant or bar we decided to walk to the meatpacking district, get beers in paper bags, and go out to a pier on the Hudson.  We were on one of the cobblestone streets at a corner just near the Gaslight when I kissed her first, my hand lightly pulled at the sleeve of her raincoat.  We walked on, and got two cans, a Bud for her and I had a Tetley’s English Ale.  We walked out across the West Side Highway, passing Gansevoort Street, which I used to think was named for Herman Melville’s brother, the acclaimed political orator, but have since found out I was mistaken.  Out along the water we passed the Christopher Street pier and kept going south.  

When we got to Pier 40 we found it was locked for the night.  It was next to a dotted half-submerged field of decaying wooden piles, marking where Pier 42 used to be.  Even in the cold and light rain the odd gull was perched here and there.  There is a water treatment plant with strange, vaguely Egyptian rose-marble structures and benches nearby, but they’re all too cold and wet to sit upon.  We drink our beers and talk about our families.  She begins to shiver and I envelop her, her ice-cold cheek against my neck.  She was standing a step above me and I kissed her.  She said, “You’re a sweetheart.”

We start walking back and get stopped by traffic; I grab her jacket greedily to kiss her again by she demurs.  I say, “You parried.” She says, “Let’s go warm up.”  We go to the Barrow Street Ale House and get a Chicken Quesadilla.  I drink a Chimay Grande Reserve and I get her a Lindeman’s Framboise Lambic, super-fruity dessert beer, then we go downstairs to look for Big Buck Hunter and kill virtual Big Horn Sheep and Antelope.  

¶


On the barrel, she grinded against me, I wrapped my right arm under her left, around her back, and pulled her to me by her shoulder.  She breathed against my neck, her teeth brushing lightly, my hand slid under her shirt and across her belly, never going so high as her breasts.  Her stomach was firm, almost muscular, I lay my palm flat, inverted, my wrist at her navel, fingers just within the belt of her jeans, then grasped their front and pulled them up taut, her mouth opened against mine, hand a fist in my hair pulling me into her, my hands skimmed around her sides and nails drew long red lines on her pale back, it bowed upwards as she writhed and I drew her up to standing where we clasped together, arms around, pulling on cloth for purchase, eyes tight, tracing cheeks and jawbones and soft throats.  The sounds of the world swam back and we held hands up the stairs.


We returned to the West 4th Street Station where the evening began seven hours before.  She lives blocks away, a West Village girl who never needed to learn how to drive (I begin teaching her, later, in supermarket parking lots in Hyde Park, only a few lessons).  I pull her roughly by the collar and we kiss, then again, then I release and run down the subway stairs.  

The F train didn’t come for ages.

¶


Due to my job I was working New Year’s Eve Day, so I canceled plans to visit relatives.  I figured my roommates might drag me somewhere, and no great loss if not; I have bad luck with holidays, especially ones where something special is supposed to happen.  I don’t even leave the house on Valentine’s Day.


On Valentine’s Day 2001 I brought the girl I was seeing out to a beautiful, secluded Thai restaurant where she told me the entire time we’d been together she had been seeing someone else and now she wanted to be with him.


On New Year’s Eve 2004 my friend Marc brought Zima Blue for some reason for us to drink before we went out to a party.  I began vomiting at 10:30pm and did not stop until an hour into the New Year.


On New Year’s Eve 2006 in Denver, Marc and I were meeting his girlfriend at a club party she talked us into, with U2 cover bands and an open bar, instead of going to see DeVotchKa play a huge gypsy-burlesque party at the Bluebird.  The band sucked and played the newer stuff, the bar was watered-down bottom-shelf, his girlfriend picked a fight with him and they broke up by 11pm.  On the upside, I wound up sleeping with the now-ex-girlfriend’s lesbian friend a few days later after kissing her at midnight.


New Year’s Eve 2007 began with Lizzie calling to ask if I wanted to come out with her and her friends.  I hadn’t even known if I was going to see her before she left town on the 2nd so I said yes but she had to give me an hour to get into the city from Kensington.  I sit on the couch and watch a special of SNL commercials and try not to drink too much.  It occurs to me vaguely that she might come over.  Nah.  Ten o’clock and I’m a touch worried.  I call her to say if I don’t leave before eleven I won’t make it anywhere before midnight.  She says, “We’re all going separate ways, and I have to spend a little more time with a friend, but why don’t I come over there?”  I tell her to hurry because it would suck to be stuck on the F train at midnight.  Time passes.  Midnight approaches.  Midnight passes.  It is now 2008.  Some awful band is playing behind awful Ryan Seacrest.  I have a playlist set up to suit her taste for Jeff Beck, Small Faces, etc., pushing my own baroque-pop obsessions aside for the moment, I turn it on and resist the urge to text.  My roommates could come home at any time.  I go outside in just a T-shirt and stand in the cold watching my breath and looking down the deserted street.  Back inside, pacing, pick up cellphone, open, close, sit stand breathe.  Calm.  Breathe.  Open a beer.  Breathe.  12:15am, 1/1/2008.  Outside in my T-shirt again, watching my breath.  Looking down the street, I see her in the distance.

¶

I’m drinking Chelsea’s Frosty’s Winter Wheat, a 10% alcohol wheat wine.  I give her an Avery Old Jubilation from Boulder, CO.  She warms up and we talk, about what I have no memory at all.  We kiss.  We run our hands over each others’ backs, down arms, through hair, brush the backs of cheeks with backs of hands, up under shirts skimming across skin.  We make our way to the bedroom where Jeff Beck’s “Blow by Blow” is playing and tumble onto the bed.  Some clothes are removed quickly until our chests are pressed together, wrists kissed, palms creeping confidently but with a sense of moment toward inner thighs.  There is a shift.  All the clothes come off.  I kiss across her chest, then down her stomach, my knee pressed hard in, twisting, her writhing.  I go down, one hand pressing her to the bed the other with fingers in her mouth.  I push her legs back, my hands behind her knees, back and apart, she shakes beneath; her fist in my hair, pulling pressing me in.


“I want you to fuck me,” she says, “but…I’ve never done this before.”

Apparently people actually say that.  

I pause.  She mistakes it for hesitation.  “Is this what you want?” I ask.


“I mean,” she says, “I’m leaving in two days, we shouldn’t start anything serious, but, yes, I want you now.”


“Pardon, just, take a second.  Are you absolutely certain?”


“Yes.  Does it bother you?”


“I think it’s great.  I think it’s incredible.”


Should I not tell this part?  What can you say to tell?  No technical description.  No records of moaning.  It is in the moaning, yes, but more in stifled moans; it’s in the breathing, held breath, but more in caught breath, forced out; it’s in the impulse to pull back for relief being stopped, controlled; in the eyes closed, squeezed shut, dull unfocused opened.


Patti Smith plays “Gloria,” The Faces play “Stay with Me,” Bootsy plays “Vanish in Our Sleep,” Jeff Beck plays “You Know What I Mean,” The Ohio Players play “Ecstasy,” Junie Morrison plays “Super Spirit.”


Looking at one another, clasping together, in the eyes, measuring each movement; then closing our eyes and retreating deep within our separate selves, finding the atom at the center of the sensation where we are joined and bringing it back to the surface, expanding it outward until it fills the room and the house and the street and Brooklyn and New York City and on, joined in the same vibration, held, suspended in the imperceptible tremor and held; and breathe breathe together scrambling for traction, insensible to slips and scrapes and burns, clambering over silly limbs and blankets to keep the vibration ringing out, chasing it across the space you inhabit together, missing, losing, locating, finding it, holding it, pinning it, restraining it; it deepens and tectonic plates shift inside of us and realign, burn and melt into one another from the shifting, the pressing, burn and crumble and melt and meld together and resettle differently.


Collapse; both struggle for breath, inner elbows and knees rubbed raw bright red, scrapes and sprains, joints twisted, cottonmouth, sweat-angels beneath on the sheets.  Flat on backs, chests rise and fall, my arm draped crooked across her chest, hers under crooks up to brush the hairs on the back of my neck with the backs of her fingers.  Then twist together and entwine, nestle and burrow and clutch, huddle together, wrap and pull harder, try to compact to a ball of clay, then a point, then an atom, to fuse now.  But time swims back.  The world swims back.  In the perfect clay ball, the fused atom, the cracks appear; a hand, a leg, are discernible from the mass, peel away, become distinct and separate.  Dull eyes focus, a hand wipes the forehead, a torn lip is tasted, a strained muscle cramps, is stretched, the hot sweat cools.


Then looking at one another again.  Touching again, tentatively.  Looking at oneself.  Feeling to see where the difference is.  Not being able to quantify it, but feeling it is there, feeling change, feeling other somewhere inside you.  Turning back outside to one another.  And again, beginning again, different this time. Beginning from a different place, as different people.


I took a picture of her then, tousled hair, beauty, looking out of the frame or not anywhere outside at all.

¶


On the 2nd she moved to Hyde Park, on the 5th I drove up for the weekend.  


What if I never stumbled drunkenly into the Snack Dragon back in July?  Never befriended Ella?  What if I never lived on the West Coast before and became enamored of the fish tacos that brought me back to the Dragon again and again?  What if she hadn’t had those two days for us before she moved?  What if I came by late on Lizzie’s last day?  What if I hadn’t pulled her back from the street?  Such a thin line leading from her life to mine.


A day’s difference; a ten-minute difference; my hand on the back of her jacket, grasping it, pulling her back onto the curb, a moment of difference.

The Miserabilists

When I clung to you/there was nothing to hold on tight with/you left me adrift/Colorado, what now? – Grizzly Bear

1

Lakewood, Colorado.  Fifteen minutes from Denver, but part of Denver, part of the semi-urban sprawl.  Another fake downtown.  They call them “town centers.”  Still can’t tell if these are better or worse than strip malls. The “town centers” of imaginary towns, lofts above chain stores, advertised as “a taste of luxury,” they even admit it’s the taste and no more.  We wander from store to store and feel the nothing in our veins, 100 proof.  Make enough noise to cover the silence.  Turn on the lights and the TV when you get home, turn up the music so your ears keep ringing when the song is over, drink so the room is spinning when you lie still, focus on the pain because it stays while pleasure is so unreliable.  


My forehead is against the glass in the break room, looking down on “Main Street.”  A group of children run out of a chain store, skip across the street, squinting their eyes against the wind, and crowd into another chain store.  This is their childhood, this is their hometown, and they are all growing up across the country in the same hometown, a little apartment on the prairie, the mountains here mocking the claustrophobia.  What a wonderful world where your favorite restaurant is in every town.


I pour a cup of coffee, dig out the milk in the back of the fridge that hasn’t quite gone bad, too bad for drinking but not for coffee, add too much bleached sugar, take a sip, spit it out, throw out the cup; it has a sickly taste, sort of nutty and sweet like rotting.

 
“You East Coast people are so judgmental,” says a voice behind me.


I don’t bother turning around, “The coffee tastes like death.”


“Always looking for the negative.”


“You do realize you’re judging East Coasters, right?  You’re an anti-snob snob.  I don’t think what I like is better than what you like; you think what I like is better than what you like and it makes you feel like you’re better than me.”  I’m talking to the window.


“Negative negative negative,” she sings.  I could kill her.  “Negative New Yorker.”


“I’m not from New York City, I’ve never lived in New York City, I’m from western New York, it’s six hours away.  I’m on my break, just…give me ten minutes to look out at this beautiful pastoral scene here.”  Two people walk out of the Lucky Strike Bowling Alley across the street.


“Ne.  Ga.  Tive.”


“You want to hear negative?  They use polyurethane bowling balls in that place, they’re not heavy enough to get a strike.”


“Always looking on the dark side.”


“Save me, turn me to the light.”



“I think it’s too late for you.”


“See, we agree on something,” I say, “I’ve always thought that.”
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The people in these fake downtowns jockey for parking spaces at a buck an hour.  The parking garages are free, but they’ll pay a premium to drive around for 20 minutes to get a spot three blocks away from the Wet Seal they’re visiting.  Two guys wearing the same pre-ripped jeans, turned-trucker cap and pre-faded ironic shirt nod at one another as they pass, do they know each other or are they just covering their bases?  A baby in the restaurant screams like a banshee every ten seconds, the mother absently rocks the stroller back and forth while talking on her cell; babies are the “in” accessory, but how can one focus on one’s own high maintenance demands when one’s accessory is so high demand?  In New York City there would be Rosalia or Lupita, but such delegation is frowned upon here; more’s the pity, at least the Upper East Side baby grows up with the illusion that the poor Hispanic nanny or postgraduate au pair is their mother who loves them.  And daddy is off ice climbing again.


My “Colorado Leg of Lamb” is over-seasoned and was freeze dried despite coming from fifty miles away.  The vegetables come machine cut in a bag and the mashed potatoes are third generation; the price, however, is pure midtown Manhattan.  A fourteen year-old girl and her fourteen year-old boyfriend are making out and petting in the booth across the restaurant from me as they wait for the waitress to run her parents’ credit card.  He’s wearing a Megadeth t-shirt with no sleeves; she has a Forever 21 bag.  An odd couple?  No, his shirt came pre-vintage from Hot Topic; she used to shop there too, judging by the plum lipstick she’s smearing on his chin; she probably used to have black lip-liner and a lip or eyebrow ring, but girls mature faster than boys and she’s taken a step closer to her eventual Juicy Couture destination.


“Your life is going to change soon,” says my boss.  He’s only 31, three years older than me, but management has suited him so well I can’t think of him as Ted.  It’s like how your girlfriend’s father is always “Mr. Goldman.”  I call him Ted, but his placeholder in my mind is “my boss.”


“Excuse me, Ted, my life is going to change?”


“That’s right, buddy, we heard back from Jim Garry, and he’s turning all of his clients over to us and moving to Arizona.  That’s ten accounts, fifty employees.”


“This month or next month?”


“Well, maybe a couple this month, but with the paperwork I’m thinking plan on April.”


“Okay, good news.  Are there more that will come from that?”


“Isn’t ten enough?”


“Just asking.  Is this a special quota or something for next month?”  The teen couple paid their bill and are making out on their own time.


“Buddy.  Dom.  What are you asking?”  He has that half-smile look that could go either way, prepared to be stern and managerial but waiting for, insisting on a punchline.


“I’m just trying to ascertain the way in which my life is going to change so I’m not caught off-guard.”


The smile widens slowly and he emits a hard sharp semi-automatic burst of a laugh.  Then he expenses the lunch.
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The bar I’m in has various old fashioned local artifacts posted on the walls, except they are made in China and uniform throughout the chain.  The sign outside says “Water Street Pub, a neighborhood bar,” but there is no Water Street in Lakewood.  There are 15 breweries and brewpubs within 15 miles but here they only serve Heineken, Amstel Light, Coors and (thank god) Guinness.  A large out-of-season banner says “Go Broncos!” and a thousand miles away over an identical bar it says “Go Raiders!!”


I’m sitting across the table from Craig.  I’m still wearing my work clothes, but no tie as I found people think it isn’t folksy.  Craig is wearing overpriced jeans and a t-shirt over a thermal. The t-shirt says “Colorado: if you don’t ski, don’t bother.”  He used to ski, but he hasn’t had health insurance for a while so it’s better not to.  We’re pretending to watch the Nuggets lose on the bar TV.


Craig moved here from New York City six months ago; worked up to the midterm election raising money for the DNC off the streets of Denver, ran out of work and money; began temping again to stay afloat, and is trying to earn enough money to move away while he figures out where he is going and what he is going to do when he gets there.  He moved to Denver to get away from the grind of making rent in Manhattan month in and month out, now he’s borrowing to make rent in Denver. We went to High School together, but he moved out here in August to live with a friend from college who asked him to come share his condo until he gets married next June and help with the rent.  Then the fiancée wanted to move in early so Craig was kicked out, had to put all of his moving expenses on his credit card and ran out of debt-ceiling and began borrowing from his parents, so now we’re pretty much the only people we know in the state of Colorado.  I was transferred here to sell payroll.  My first three choices didn’t work out so they sent me to Colorado.  Maybe I should have punted.


The Nuggets are blowing a 12-point lead and we start up our old familiar conversation topic: where are we going when we get out.  He’s thinking Portland, Brooklyn, San Francisco, Boston or Los Angeles.  I’m thinking New York, San Francisco or back to Rochester.  He has more debt than I do, but I was stupid and bought a new car when I moved here, the installments hang around my neck like a stone but they’re not really more than Craig’s minimum credit card payment and at least I get a car out of it.  Once he’s gone I’d better get started on business school or something or I’m liable to just drive off with it some day and never come back, steal my own car.


What would I say is Craig’s vocation, and what his avocation?  Tricky question.  It isn’t a simple matter of hours logged, or even of superior talent or skill in one or another field.  Maybe he doesn’t have a vocation.  At various times he has been paid to write, fundraise, sing, proofread, act, office drone and work as a Quality Assurance Analyst at a major advertising agency working for the evil empire account of the world’s largest pharmaceutical company (well paid, that).  Out of these I’d say that he has met with the greatest success as a fundraiser.  The particulars are as follows: Geraldine Q. Citizen is running to Starbucks on a 15-minute break.  On the way there she encounters Craig, in a bright blue Democratic National Committee t-shirt (to match his eyes, which he insists change color depending on what he’s wearing, and they actually sort of do if it’s blue) and a clipboard stacked with blank credit card forms.  “Would you like to help?” he asks.  “With what?” she replies, cautiously.  Five minutes later she has written her credit card number on a piece of paper for the amount of maybe $200, maybe $110 for the 110th Congress, maybe only $35 for a tank of gas.  He raises about $800 a day.  One day, in front of the Park Slope Co-op in Brooklyn, he raised $2400 from more than 60 donations.  He started after the 2004 Republican National Convention protests, during which he marched plainclothes with the Billionaires for Bush (“Someone had a sign that said ‘Why change horses in mid-apocalypse,’ I bet they thought I was a cop.”), roamed around watching the police action (“They lured a crowd of 100 families and grandparents into this intersection, put up sawhorses, surrounded them with cops in riot gear and waded in, all of a sudden news crews show up to tape the violent protestors.”) and found the people doing the accurate headcount (“More than half a million, reported by the press as 100,000 crazies.”).  After he tracked down some of the people to find out where they were taken (“This one girl had her back cracked by a cop that picked her up, literally, when she was writing ‘Peace’ on the sidewalk in chalk.  They took her to that pier they all called ‘Guantanamo-on-the-Hudson,’ and she had to sleep with rats next to a puddle of oil, they transferred her twice, photographed and fingerprinted her, then let her go without charging her 72 hours later.”).  He started raising in September and brought in $35,000.  Then his office went to Columbus, OH, and worked as volunteer precinct captains for MoveOnPAC.  He started again in Denver and raised $20,000 over a shorter period.  


In New York he had a reputation for getting celebrity donations: Glenn Close, Tim Curry, Anna Paquin, even Carrot Top gave.  The way he tells it, he’s working the front of Barney’s, a tricky spot because you have to clear the right-of-way, there’s a paparazzo that lurks there every day and a racist, homophobic, anti-Semitic Eastern European Republican that incongruously sells little delicate animals made of bubbles of glass, wide-eyed mice and pudgy panda bears.  Glenn Close walks out of the store, “Ms. Close, would you like to help?” he asks, stepping adroitly out of her way, subtly drawing the clipboard across his body like a matador’s cape he ushers her out of the lane of traffic; he insists his success with those people is because he calls them by their proper names (“Although ‘Ms. Gudmundsdottir’ didn’t help with Björk.”).  He gets Glenn Close for $500.  At that very moment, Carrot Top gets out of a limo.  Glenn Close and Carrot Top know each other (“Is there some sort of weird club they all get together at?”).  Ms. Close drags Mr. Top over and demands that he make a donation, she then jumps into another limo and vanishes.  Mr. Top, wearing three-times the makeup of Ms. Close, tries to get out of it and offers $20.  Skipping hope and help entirely in favor of guilt and shame, Craig cajoles Carrot into a donation of $149, the cost of one Greyhound bus ticket for George W. Bush from the White House back to Crawford, Texas (“Coach, naturally.”); he has thoughtfully prepared a printout of the itinerary (“CK used to pitch people a $2700 plane ticket to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.  But that didn’t approach standing in front of the pet store shouting ‘Dick Cheney is in there killing puppies right now!’”).  That story is only so he can tell this story: one week later Tim Curry walked out of Barney’s and Craig got him to match by saying, “Last week Glenn Close gave me $500 on this very spot, are you gonna take that kind of shit from her?”


None of this led to anything, though, because he was working for a company hired by the DNC and not the DNC itself, so they never heard about him; immediately after both the unsuccessful 2004 and the successful 2006 campaigns it was back to temp job hell.


Once, a freelance gig making mad money at an ad agency resulted in a serious job offer.  The amount was simply too high to pass up, and though he would be working for the evil empire he accepted that the evil empire had a lot of what he needed: money.  After a week of vacillating and weighing his debt against his values he accepted (“I’m not selling out, I’m buying in!”).  Then the job offer didn’t materialize (“Why give the cow benefits when no one else wants the milk?”).  This happened two more times, each time with him leaving other jobs to be available (“They’re like that sick hot ex-girlfriend that treats you like shit, but it could be really great if she’d just see you as something other than a puppy that needs kicking.”). 


The job itself was pretty unusual to begin with: he was being paid a ton to end-user test direct marketing materials and write user manuals for intranet applications.  This wouldn’t be so odd except that he was QA’ing for coders in the IT group, and being an “end-user” implies the average consumer who doesn’t know computer language or programming.  So he was hired to point out flaws in professional coders Flash programming when he couldn’t even write html.  At a practical level he was checking banners, emails and WebPages across platforms for glitches, repetitions and spelling errors, and there were mistakes in almost every batch of materials so he didn’t have much difficulty justifying his usefulness to himself (“It’s the only job I’ve ever seen based entirely on IQ; it was all ‘which of these is not the same?’”).  The higher-ups were not so easy to convince, every time they realized he was working there they’d “hiatus” him and he’d have to wait by the phone.  When he wasn’t there they didn’t have anyone doing his job, and he was the last line of defense so they just sent the materials out with errors.  He showed me their company website and there’s a huge error right on the splash page; and in one of their campaigns for a major hair-care line there’s a typical picture of a weird-alien looking model, filling both of her eyes are silhouettes of the photographer holding the camera (“They did billboards of that one, the photographer was ten feet tall.”).  It’s a tough sell to be a Quality Assurance Analyst when no one cares about quality.


At present this paragon of factotumhood is working for a community organization providing low-income families with quality housing but he’s getting itchy (“Providing only religious families with housing, teaching abstinence to the community; it’s all ‘here’s your bread, where’s your Jesus?’”).  They asked him to stay, every temp job he gets asks him to stay, but he’s about ready to call for an extraction.


I’m in a spot too because I hate this strip mall Podunk and the anti-snob snob yokels that populate it, but if I ask for a transfer to civilization they’ll fire me on the spot, and how will I pay for my shiny new car then?  My best shot is to get into business school and become Gordon Gekko.  At least Gordon Gekko does what he was made to do.  I look back at the last seven years and “where it all went wrong” and it’s obvious: I was working at a not-for-profit in my hometown that was supposed to provide health benefits to the ballooning number of families below the poverty line and I found out the guys running it just joined a $100,000 country club.  I kind of shrugged at the time, but after five months went by and more money was missing I skipped town to L.A.  If only I didn’t have a conscience.  Oh, Gekko.


“Portland?” I ask.


“Be pretty weird.  There’s just that one girl I know there and I probably wouldn’t see her.  She’s gone a little crazy.  Last time she said she’d pray for me.  I don’t know if she converted or she meant the sh’ma.”


“Boston?”


“I’d run into too many people from High School.”


“L.A.?”


“When I die I’m going to go there anyway.”


“S.F.?”


“Expensive, but I have a friend in the Lower Haight.”


“Would you live with him?”


“Not making that mistake again.”


“Brooklyn?”


“Probably.  Expensive but doable, close to family, not Manhattan but near it.”


“And what will you do there, exactly?”


“Ripen and rot.  I heard somewhere that if you sleep on your left side it wears your heart out faster.”


“Stop, oh God that hurts, just stop.”


“What?  Okay fine, your life is pointless, but everyone else’s is too, doesn’t that make you feel better?”


“Stop, seriously, you’re killing me,” I laugh.


“It’s like you’re on a team!  You’re a part of something!  ‘Team Nothing’!  ‘Captain Nothing and the Zero-Sum Cosmonauts’!”


“Wow.”


“Shall I continue?”


“Go right ahead.”


“Fine, I’ll quit.”


“Come on, you get there, you want to do something there, what do you want to do…act?  Write?  Be a lawyer?”


“I really at this point just want to die.”


“Ouch, oh ouch.”


“I just don’t have the fucking energy to do this, to go to another city and sift through a new bunch of flaky asshole morons again.  The whole extended family thing isn’t going to happen at this point, I’m not going to find a bunch of people I can rely on and it makes me feel like a simp when people look at me and I have to give them this hopeful look like I have confidence they’re not just another moron.  Oh, wait, didn’t you want honesty?”


“I thought I did, I guess just a little more diluted.”


“Okay, I’m going to move to Brooklyn, get a job doing what I’ve always wanted to do and meet the girl of my dreams.”


“That’s the power of positive thinking.”


“And one day she’ll go off her meds and kill us both with a shotgun.”


“Even your dream girl is on meds.  I’m thinking of trying San Francisco,” I say.


“Why?”


“Because I haven’t lived there yet.”


“Have you ever even been there?”


“No.”


“I don’t know, man.  I think you have to be closer to your family, see your sister’s kids more.”


“Yeah.  Yeah, I don’t know,” I say.  “I can’t move without a job because of the car.  I can’t get rid of the car.  I can’t go to business school there because they’ll pay for it here.  I don’t want to stay here.  I can’t ask for a transfer or they’ll can me.  I can’t go back to Rochester because there’s no jobs worth having there, and I can’t move to New York because I don’t have the money or any idea of what I’d do when I got there.”


“And I’m getting out of here as soon as I can.”


“Right.”


“Now would be a good time for a brilliant idea,” he says.


“Wouldn’t it?”
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We drive through the streets of Denver, circling and not stopping or parking and doing one drink and leaving, the Jewish Flying Dutchmen.  Circling the streets can be tricky, as Denver has the worst drivers in America.  To turn right, for example, they bring their cars to a complete stop while swinging left across the middle lane; then they begin drifting around the corner but slow down as soon as their front bumper makes the turn because they forget you can’t continue on your way until their entire car is out of your way.  Turning left is even worse, as they refuse to edge into the intersection on a green light and turn on yellow; instead they park until the intersection is entirely clear.  Sometimes it takes three green lights to make a turn when you’re the second car.  They also stop on yellow lights and, quite often, on green lights, too.


“You want to get a drink there?” I ask, about a college-looking brewpub that at least doesn’t seem to be stuffed with sausage.


“No,” he drives on.


“Want to get dessert?”


“No.  Yes.  No.  I don’t care.”


“Express a preference.  We can stop at the Mission and do both.”


“Shitty cake doesn’t taste better because it’s vegan.”


The Mission Café is a local place with mostly overpriced mostly vegetarian mostly unimpressive food.  Many of Denver’s various subcultures share the space, the jazz people playing downstairs while the swing dancers trample like mating rhinos on the floor above.  There’s little overlap, Craig finds it depressing that everyone there is so cliquish and unfriendly but I like how that means they’ll leave you alone.  Of course, sometimes they leave you alone too much; all the waitresses have tattoos and piercings and if you don’t as well you can wait a long time for service.  I admit, I went to an open-mic there once and seeing how no one was there but the people queued up to go on, and how they paid no attention to each other’s sets, I wondered who the hell they were playing for.


Craig is less charitable about the place.  He met a beanpole girl there with some ridiculous made up name and she invited us to a party.  The party was in a bombed out auto-maintenance garage that had been converted into a bike shop/living space (all the insufferably Earth-conscious ride bicycles) with minimal ado.  The kids that lived there were all much younger than us and pretending not to be rich; pretending pretty well, as the place was fucking squalid.  I just sat on a torn couch and went catatonic but he played the game for a little while, sorting through people’s shit they were selling or throwing out as the place had been condemned and was going to be torn down.  He got a free copy of “Silent Spring” but never got around to reading it, being more of a fiction person.  We had some laughs pretending I was an off-duty policeman when the kids started smoking up, and later that Craig had bought the garage and was going to put in a TGI Friday’s (“We’ll put the margarita bar here!”); they were high, stupid and aghast, they really believed us.  They had vegan lasagna and vegan fish and there was some argument amongst them as to whether one is a true vegan if one’s diet consists of meat-substitutes, soy cheese and other “impostor” foods, or if the only true vegans were the ones that ate “true” foods like plain tofu and falafel.  I asked about the raw diet and got a dirty look.  None of the guys showered, the girls had terrible skin and half the time the beanpole was either fending off or subtly encouraging the advances of a kid trying to look grungy by going unshaven in a brand new Le Tigre shirt who didn’t get the memo on the difference between the “hot asshole” act and the “plain asshole” act.  We gave up after they started playing “Giants, Wizards and Dwarves” in an alley, feeling very very old.


The beanpole came out to an Apples in Stereo concert with us the next week but lost interest and wandered off halfway through.  We ran into her at an all-night diner a few hours later and she ignored us.  Then a few weeks later I passed her on the street, she stopped me and told me to say hello to Craig and have him call her.  He called her and left a message and she never got back to him.  He also writes fiction, plays and poetry, but he never tries to publish any of it, which I find ridiculous.  He says that frees him to toss off things like the following for his own amusement, without worrying about how formally observant they are or, frankly, how consistent they are.  Anyway, with this whole situation he wrote some verses about it in the cadence of the early poseur rap from a 1980’s Fruity Pebbles commercial and read them at the Mission’s poetry night; let’s just say it didn’t help his cause.

Dirty Fake Hippie Snob

There’s a girl I like but I don’t fit in

It’s a different situation than I’ve been in

She’s not a foot soldier of the establishment blob

I’m in love with a dirty fake hippie snob

She won’t eat but claims she’s not anorexic

She dropped out of school cause she says she’s dyslexic

She’s way cooler than me but I think it’s absurd of

Her to only like bands that no one’s ever heard of

I met all her friends and they weren’t that friendly

The guys were all stoned and the girls were bi-trendy

They live in a warehouse without heat or water

With a CEO’s son and a Senator’s daughter.

The place was condemned; they were getting kicked out

They had a last blast with PBR and Vegan trout

They were giving away for free all their things

So I grabbed somebody’s paperback of “Silent Spring”

I follow her to opening bands and open-mics

For the coffee-shop folkie music that she likes

That sixteen year-old white girl can sure sing the blues

I really believe she killed her lover down on the bayou

We saw a MySpace band in a microbar

They used a theremin, a zither and an old keytar

To play a deconstruction of “Crimson and Clover”

But they released a record so now they’re over

I had them needle over every inch of my skin

And my face is covered with hooks and pins 

My pierced lip turned green and started to ooze

And I think I’m allergic to the ink in tattoos

I had to shave my head; I had to wreck my shoes

I had to learn the names of fifty microbrews 

I threw out all my Modest Mouse, White Stripes and the Shins

And I vote for people that can’t possibly win

I bought a bike and I lost my job

Now I’m a 24-hour fake dirty hippie snob 

I know how all your scorn is well deserved

But if you don’t look the part then you never get served

When I came here I heard individuals ruled

And exclusionary cliques were establishment tools

I guess I thought I’d just walk in and belong

But it seems like my basic conception was wrong

I thought it was about love and understanding

Not silly haircuts, tattoos, lip-gloss and glad-handing

I thought it was about a great world we haven’t made yet

Not opening up a fucking Cracker Jack box and finding a coupon for your Coors-sponsored government-issued sub-culture alternative-personality set.


“We’re wasting my gas,” I say, “what do you want to do?”


“Nothing.  I am out of motive-power.  I don’t have the energy to do anything.  Stop at one of these places and go through it all to pick up a girl; get stinking-drunk; more energy than I have.  Move somewhere else, meet new people; I don’t even like people, not these fucking people anyway.”


“We have three days until we have to be anywhere.  Should we just drive out to the mountains?”


“That costs money,” he says.  “Gas, hotels, bullshit, it just sets back the last week of bullshit I had to do to save up that money, it undoes it.”


“Come on, split gas and a hotel and it won’t top a hundred bucks each.  If you were still in New York you’d be spending that much just to go out.”


“Fine.  Sure.  Let’s go.”


“Do you want to?”


“I have no desire, I am a machine.  I don’t fucking care.  Drive off a cliff; buy a gun and kill me, please; drive to the mountains, whatever.  It’s your day.”


“Oh no, not that!” 

The phrase “it’s your day” came into usage one time when I told Craig we could go anywhere he wanted and then proceeded to veto every place he mentioned.  It’s the same style as “let me know if I can do anything to help you,” which comes from the social situation where somebody who wants to feel like a person who helps others but doesn’t actually want to go through the bother of actually helping them will offer their assistance.  The fake conversation goes like this:

“Hey, anything I can do to help.”

“Oh, that’s great, I can use some help.  Can you help me?”

“Yeah, anything I can do to help, call me.”

“No, I really actually need some help right now.  Can you help me?”

“Anything you want champ, I’m here for you.  Give me a ring later, ‘cause I’m a helpful kind of guy.  The kind of guy who helps people, that’s me!  See you later, tiger, keep up the good fight!”

“(Dejected sigh).”

I think about driving out to the mountains.  Putting it on my credit card.  Actually visiting Durango or Vail so I don’t have to explain why I never did for the rest of my life.

“Okay.  No.  I give up,” I say.
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We both have Good Friday off.  Back in High School, school would close for Passover: it takes all sorts.  Every weekend we’ve been taking field trips of sorts, over to Boulder; up to Fort Collins; further up to Laramie and Cheyenne, Wyoming, we keep meaning to drive down to Colorado Springs but just can’t get ourselves to make the 120-mile roundtrip (“I don’t think the juice is worth the squeeze,” Craig says).  To the west we’ve explored Golden, where the air is filled with the doughy smell of the Coors mega-brewery pumping out its macroswill.  Golden has these really accessible looking mini-mountains around it, they look like you could wake up, walk out your front door and just keep going to the top of one; there are no fences so I suppose you could.  It also has a great little art center near the university with small but well-curated shows, and a general store packed with everything from Mallow Cups to local-made beef jerky, to western wear and ancient Coke machines for sale.  

After Golden we’d only made it as far as Idaho Springs, a little mountain town with a brewery, the original site of a statewide pizza chain, a mom and pop ice cream “Shoppe” with homemade fudge, and not much else; peaceful, though.

Further south we made it out to Dinosaur Ridge and the Red Rocks amphitheatre.  Red Rocks was closed in preparation for a John Mayer-Sheryl Crow concert.  We asked if we could look around, they said we could if we came to the show, we said, “No thanks.”  Dinosaur Ridge is where the exposed rock is so old there are actual dinosaur tracks impressed in it.  Of course, tourists were having trouble seeing the difference between a huge dinosaur footprint and rock fissures, so they helpfully had all the footprints colored in; now it looks completely fake.  

North of Idaho Springs we drove through Lyons and Estes Park and into Rocky Mountain National Park.  Lyons was much nicer than I’d expected, packed with smart and thoughtful shops and restaurants to catch people exactly like us; the Oskar Blues Brewery there accomplished the difficult task of putting a good darker beer into a can.  At Estes Park we visited the hotel from “The Shining,” and had to wait for an entire herd of Elk to cross the road.  In the National Park we drove to one of the mountain lakes and then to an overlook where we could see about 50 square-miles of unbroken wilderness.  We climbed an outcropping to get a view minus the traffic from the road and it took me 20 minutes to get down from it; I’m like a cat, I scramble right up and then I’m stuck.  It’s sort of embarrassing; I actually started shaking and had to slide down on my ass.  I don’t really understand it.  I don’t feel connected to wherever that fear of falling was coming from.

We usually take my car because the “check maintenance” is red on Craig’s, a souvenir from the winter: just before Christmas we were hit with three feet of snow that immediately froze into ice.  When I visited NYC recently, there was an ice storm and two days later the whole city was screaming for blood because every last cube wasn’t off the road yet.  Well, here in Denver the roads had a 2-foot high ice shelf covering them for SIX WEEKS.  Wheels wore deep grooves in the shelf, which resulted in a jagged center sticking up to tear the underbelly out of your car.  While a few main drags were cleared, side streets and some major avenues even in the center of downtown remained barely passable for all six weeks.  Council members even stopped lying to their neighborhoods that help was on the way, they just waited until the cars wore it away, even refusing to use salt.  During those six weeks, most of the city stayed at home; in the middle of the day going downtown could feel like driving on the moon, craters included.  The ice did eventually get worn down, and then there was more and again it was left there until this time it melted on its own.  The endlessly repeated phrase during this stretch was, “This never happens here!” but apparently it does.  At some point the maintenance indicator in Craig’s Civic turned to yellow and then to red.  He has been stalling, hoping it will magically heal itself or something will jolt it back into line.  Normally I’d say that’s stupid, but in Craig’s case he’s had a TV, a cell phone and an iPod, all of which could be restored to working order from the brink of the junk pile with a firm and convincing punch (“It’s the American way,” Craig grins).
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Instead of going home we go to Wynkoop Brewery.  In their second-floor pool hall they have an unusual v-shaped table, and they don’t charge for it.  Their best beers are seasonal and not bottled; once they’re gone they’re gone, so we go there a lot.  I’m drinking cream ale and Craig has a smoked porter.  It’s tough not to become a beer snob when the stuff’s this good and there’s little else to do; that might account for how serious Coloradoans are about their alcohol, there seem to be more liquor stores in Denver than in Manhattan.  My cream ale is good, but it can’t compare with Genesee Cream Ale from High Falls Brewing Company in Rochester; there are beers and then there are religions.


“How is the job going?” I ask.


“It’s all right, but my boss keeps reprimanding me for things she hasn’t told me.  I got a call from her husband and couldn’t find her, he says he’ll call back, when I see her I tell her and she’s, like, indignant, ‘Whenever my husband calls come and find me, whatever I’m doing!’  I’m like, ‘Sure,’ and she gives me this look like she thinks I should be more remorseful, and…can we talk about something else?  I’m boring myself here.  I’ll fall asleep on the fucking pool table.  I will say this, my time is up next week and the one good thing about temping is how many last days you get.”


“Last days?”


“Last day of work, the best day.  You get to walk around and think, ‘I’ll never have to set foot in this place again.’  Everyone says, ‘Be sure to visit,’ and I say, ‘Sure thing!’  While thinking, ‘Sucka!’  But you, my friend…you I truly envy.  Your life is about to change.”


“Fuck you, my life is never going to change.”


We’ve played pool together on maybe a thousand tables, in L.A., Rochester, NYC and Denver, and I’ve never beaten him a single time in a full game.  It isn’t that he’s that good, he’s streaky, it’s that either I play terribly or it looks like I might win and one of us knocks in the 8-ball.  Still, not once, so he must be pretty okay, and I know he doesn’t hit in the 8 on purpose, but we’re talking 2,000 to zero.  

He finishes it off and re-racks.  Some girls are standing nearby but there are too many and we’re not up for it.  One of them separates from the pack and comes over to me.

“Is there some special way you play on this table?”

“No.  You just play.”

“Are there special rules?”

“No,” aren’t I friendly? “We’re playing normal bar rules.  We just break from one of the points of the V.”

“Can I try?”

“Sure,” she calls another friend over from the group.  

Out of all eight they’re the only two I’m not attracted to.  Craig writes these fucked up depressing fortune cookies, he calls them “Misfortune Cookies,” and this feels like one of his.  

I whisper to him, “My fortune is: YOU HAVE A MAGNETIC PERSONALITY FOR UNDESIRABLE THINGS.”

He counters with, “No, your fortune is: YOUR STANDARDS ARE FAR TOO HIGH.”

She sets up the break from the wrong place, immediately in front of the rack at the angle, and her friend keeps shooting after slop.  They giggle as they cheat and we lose graciously.

“Wanna play again?” she ventures, biting her lower lip.

“Nah, we should get going.”
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We’re at another all-night diner, packed in with half of Denver.


“If you stay with the job,” Craig says, “you can get your MBA.  That’s what you want, right?”


“I don’t ‘want’ anything.  I just need to have some sort of plan and without a better one my plan is ‘make more money.’  If I’m going to be miserable I’d rather be miserable but able to do whatever I want.”


“If you stay at this job long enough what will they promote you to?”


“There’s only my boss’s job in some other city.  And you’re saying that like there’s some sort of progression.  First, they usually take people for his job from other companies; second, if I stay longer I’ll probably get headhunted away by one of those other companies; and third, my life doesn’t have a plot, there is no progression, nothing leads to anything.”


“Come on, you sound like me.  You were doing the phone job and you waited it out and they promoted you to this job, there’s the progression.”


“This job sucks.”


“Does it suck less than the phone job?”


“Yes.”


“Progress!  Maybe the next one will suck even less.”


“I don’t want to be management,” I say.  “It freaks me out.  I see what it does to people.  I’m labor.  I’ve never been management.  I don’t think I want to be.”


“Shouldn’t that be what qualifies you to be management?  Like how we’re suspicious of people that really want to be President?  I mean, I feel the same way, but wouldn’t we be better at it?”


“It’s not a question of better, of course we’d be better at it.  I’m scared of what it does to people.  It turns them into petty little zombies.”


He says, “Your fortune is: YOU DESERVE BETTER – BUT THAT DOESN’T MEAN YOU’LL GET IT.”


I respond, “Your fortune is: YOU ARE VERY ACCOMPLISHED IN SEVERAL INCONSEQUENTIAL AREAS.”


I started this job back in Rochester, in a call-center in the corporate headquarters.  This was after Los Angeles, when I moved back in with my parents to pay down my debt.  When I started at the job, endless phone calls setting up appointments for sales reps, which is what I am now, they said, “Work here for a year and you can move with the job anywhere you want!”  I kept working there and people started quitting.  Then more people quit.  Then I heard they don’t actually follow through and send you anywhere so I started looking for another job.  One day my boss calls me in and says, “Where do you want to go?”  It caught me so off guard that I took a quick look at the openings and said LA because there wouldn’t be a long acclimation period and I wanted to get the hell out of Rochester before they changed their mind.  The person that ran the LA office was a typical LA moron dickhead, and he never filed the paperwork, so I looked again and said Portland; I’d never been there but Craig says it’s nice.  The people in Portland made me take all of these tests; then said they lost the tests; then said they lost the results; then said I did top percentile but they wanted to hire a local.  I was more worried than ever that they’d yank the offer, so I looked at the now quite short list and picked Colorado.  Problem is that this turned out to be a new territory carved from a larger one and it’s barely big enough a rep to do it on their/my own.  The girl before me grew up in Lakewood and knew everyone there so she cleaned up, that inflated her numbers and then she took off and it looked big enough to require its own rep.  The second problem is that where in New York you can tell people that they’re saving money by having us do their payroll because time is money, people here are perfectly happy to waste hours and hours doing it themselves because there’s nothing else to do.  Then they mess it up, get audited, and it costs them five times the time and five times the number they balked at that we gave them.  I go out to speak to accountants and they’re supposed to refer me clients but they don’t, really.  My boss said I look too official and obviously not like a local so I got rid of the tie.  I asked if the girl who used to work here could introduce me around, they said no.  I’m doing okay, something like number 10 out of the 50 in my training class, but I don’t feel like I’m doing well.  I feel like I’m doing crap.  More than 50% of the sales reps quit during the first year anyway, I still don’t know which side of that line I’ll end up on.  I feel like I’ve been treading water for a long time and soon I’ll start sinking.  


It would help if any of the relationships I cultivate wouldn’t turn out to be weird.  When I first moved out here I was dating this girl named Rivka for a little while and that helped me acclimate a little bit.  She was from Arizona and was going to DU Law School to become a civil rights lawyer, but she kind of pulled that out of a hat.  She was living at home with her parents, sitting around the house and working at a coffee shop, they convinced her to apply to law school but wouldn’t pay for it.  We got along okay and explored the area together, but she was obsessed with this band called The Cosby Sweaters to the point where it was unhealthy.  They were a real hoot of a band: no record label would touch them because they were too “independent,” yet their songs and audience were so middle of the road and mopey-teenager-centric that they were constantly touring with crappy mainstream teenybopper bands.  She was a total apologist.  The cracks revealed themselves slowly: she went out of town to Vegas for the weekend and when I found out why she went I felt like something was up.  Then she told me she went there by herself to see the band; then she mentioned it was to try to meet their lead singer; then it came out that she was friends with the girlfriend of one of the band members; then it came out they were only friends online and she’d expected the girlfriend to hook her up with the lead singer; then it came out that she’d spoken with the lead singer once and felt they had a “real connection.”  I wasn’t exactly the stabilizing influence she probably needed either, so it was a relief when she dropped out of law school after a month and moved back south.  I think she used part of the loans she took out to get her own apartment.  It’s a start, I guess.
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Good Friday morning we go to a breakfast place and drop $30 on fancy omelets and coffee.  Mine has green chilies because everything in this part of the country must have green chilies.  Craig’s doesn’t come with an English muffin so he asks how much one is.  The overmoussed waiter says two dollars; when Craig balks he says, “You can always go get a pack at Albertson’s.”  We don’t tip.   


Craig is truly amazing at getting bad service, and as a frequent observer I can confirm that it isn’t actually his fault.  If he asks for something then they’re out of it, if he asks what’s in something then they don’t know, and some huge percentage of the time his food is brought out uncooked, burnt, the wrong order entirely or he’s mischarged, it’s uncanny.  I think he just accepts it at this point.  At first I assumed he was doing something to piss off the waiters but no, even the ones that try to flirt with him mess up his orders.  Once a waitress read off a whole list of specials, Craig immediately ordered the first one she listed; she replied that they were out of it.


The weather sucks so we figure we’ll go see a movie.  He wants to see David Lynch’s “INLAND EMPIRE” and I want to see Quentin Tarantino and Robert Rodriguez’s “Grindhouse.”  They’re both three hours so we can’t see both but, this being Colorado, “INLAND EMPIRE” will only be playing at one theatre for a week, while “Grindhouse” will be around for maybe two or three.  Meanwhile, “Ghost Rider” plays for three months.


I’m asking Craig about getting out to meet people.  It’s the same questions and the same answers as always; it’s just the thing we do.


“What about Mensa, why not go to one of their meetings?”


“I don’t know, I know I joined it but all of the magazines are so self-satisfied.  They’re always trumpeting celebrities but the best they can do is Geena Davis.  Everyone just joined so they can say they’re in it.”


“The girl from ‘Dead Like Me’ is in Mensa.”


“I’ll move to Vancouver.”


“Why did you join if you’re never going to go to any of the meetings?”


“I joined to meet girls.”


“So go meet girls.”


“No, because I’m stupid now,” he says. “Smart goes away when you don’t use it.  I haven’t had anything to be smart about in so long it’s gone away.  And they’ll probably be creepy shut-ins anyway.”


“That’s your target demographic.  What about playing basketball?”


“You don’t make friends at the gym.  No one talks to each other, and I don’t play in the running games, anyway, I just shoot.”


“You used to pick up girls at coffee shops.”


“That was in New York, and infrequently.  You know, all the times we’ve been to bars, must be hundreds, I’ve never picked up a single girl at a bar.  With you or without you.  Actually, never in my whole life.”


“You’re better off,” I say.  “But let it not be said that we don’t make a terrible team.”


We have a little while before either movie, so we go to the REI flagship store.  This store is the high temple of Colorado.  People come here just to gaze longingly at a special mummy sleeping bag or rock-climbing axe.  The clothes are nice, but everything they put on a shelf immediately winds up on everyone’s back.  This is the mindset we are trying to shake, but we wonder if we just get the full costume with locally made Keen shoes and Capilene thermals, will it make us fit in or just stress further how much we don’t belong here.  The centerpiece of the store is an enormous custom-built climbing wall.  You can see spry sixty year-olds and precocious six year-olds scurrying up it every day, with their proud cargo-pant-wearing family members looking on.


“Let’s buy it,” I say. “Let’s get all this shit, put it in my car and go learn how to camp.”


“Dude, you’re born doing this or you’re not.  It’s like appreciating classical music, you have to grow up in that kind of house.”


“Weren’t you a boy scout?”


“For two seconds,” he says. “I got my orienteering, archery and riflery badges, shot a squirrel and got the hell out of there.  I even went to Massaweepie, that summer camp upstate.”


“What was it like there?”


“Total sausage fest.”


“But your sister goes camping.”


“My sister was also senior class president, we’re from different planets.”


It’s true, Craig actually went to Catholic school for 8th-10th grades.  When he came back to our public high school the year after his sister graduated nobody even guessed they were related.  As for the Catholic school, I think it had something to do with some fight he had with this fat kid in seventh grade.  We were all out on the playground and someone threw a soccer ball at Fat Kid’s head.  Then everybody points at Craig and says he did it.  Craig isn’t even paying attention.  So Fat Kid runs up to Craig and tackles him at full speed.  The way Fat Kid tackled, though, left his head right next to Craig’s fist, so Craig is being squashed by the kid’s fat gut but he’s just punching away at his face.  Eventually they tear them apart and they suspend Fat Kid for fighting.  Then they suspend Craig, too, and his parents sent him to the Jesuit school.


“What was it like at Loyola?”  I asked him.


“Total sausage fest,” he said.  “It’s like how guys get when there are no girls around, complete assholes, except all the time.  Nazi fucks.  If that school was burning down there were maybe two kids I’d have dragged out.”


It sounded like a pretty strange place to me.  They had a bunch of different Vice Principals, and the main one was the Vice Principal in Charge of Discipline, and he was also a Private Investigator on the side.  Detention was called JUG or “Justice Under God,” and consisted of writing two words like “conduct” and “discipline or “conduct” and “character” over 500 boxes on both sides of a piece of paper.  One of the words was usually “conduct,” so he’d casually grab two sheets at detention, hide one, bring it home and fill in half the boxes.  He said he’d had 45 JUGS in 8th grade.  He even won some “Get out of JUG free” passes at a raffle and they wouldn’t let him use them.  The school was obsessed with sports, in the way most all-boys schools are, but their teams invariably lost.  Because of his blue eyes and dirty blonde hair he doesn’t look very Jewish, but his nose was bigger then and he got a lot of, “Hey, Barash, did you break your nose?” from kids in the know.


He wound up hanging around with a group of kids that everyone called “The Black Team,” this was back in 1994.  They all dressed in black and some were trendy pagan in the way kids at religious schools are.  They dated girls from the sister school, “Our Lady of Sufferance,” most of whom had a pentagram drawn somewhere on their bodies and read tarot cards.  The nominal leader of the crew, Steve, was obsessed with weapons.  His father had an entire person-sized safe filled with guns and Craig and Steve used to spar with wooden knives.  Steve showed him how to play with all those ninja turtle toys like a pair of steel-nunchaku, they were very competitive.  Steve’s father used to beat him up and throw him into walls, so every few months Steve would run away.  He stayed at Craig’s house once, and during a mission back to pick up some of Steve’s stuff they wound up having to jump off the roof.  Then Steve slept with Craig’s girlfriend and they stopped hanging out.  Craig was never all that into Wiccans or weapons anyway.  Steve was expelled for bringing a gun to school.  He moved down to Tennessee near some relatives, had a kid, and then joined the Army.  Steve considered himself a career grunt.  He did a tour as infantry in 2004 and went back to Iraq twice, voluntarily; on his third tour he was blown up by an IED.  I don’t think Craig has a single piece of black clothing in his closet today.


One good thing came out of their rivalry: Steve always did the plays they put on over with Sufferance, so Craig got competitive and started doing them too.  Steve’s father made Steve stop, but Craig kept at it.  He was the lead in our first grade play too, come to think of it.


We didn’t know each other very well growing up.  Barely at all, really.  All I remember is that we went to the same Hebrew School during Middle School and he always used to watch “The Disney Afternoon.”  And that he was a pitcher in Little League and I got my only hit off him.  I never let him forget that.  Hebrew School was pretty useless, I can sound out Hebrew now but I don’t know what any of it means; I guess it was worth it for the Bar Mitzvah money.  We’d get there at 2pm but the classes didn’t start until 4pm and sometimes not even then, so we’d roll up the aluminum foil they wrapped the pizza bagels in and play soccer with it; me and this fat kid and this boring kid.  Craig had always been a latchkey and liked to be alone, so he just watched TV, but I’d always play soccer.  The fat kid thought he was tough and tried to bully Craig, he thought Craig was scared of him; I never thought he was scared, just not interested in conflict.  I didn’t blame him for not liking the fat kid, I didn’t like him either, I was just really fucking bored.  I also remember that “Goof Troop” sucked.


We weren’t friends when he came back to the public school, either, though we were friends with some of the same people.  He was doing the leads in the plays and I was doing, well, just school, but we both hung out with the kids in the library instead of the kids in the cafeteria.  I remember he got banned from the library for five six-day cycles for talking back to the librarians.  Our High School was around number five in the country then, and more than half-Jewish. I never thought of it this way, but Craig pointed out to me that in our grade there was a real divide between the Jewish kids and the ones that seemed to live the normal High School experience.  When I was a freshman we didn’t even have a Varsity football team, all the kids played soccer instead.  I played modified football in seventh grade, but everyone did, they made me the fourth-string center, why I have no idea.  They had me at defensive back on the other side of the ball and I remember late in one game we were winning or losing by fifty points and there was a pass I could have picked off.  I started to reach for it, then realized I just didn’t see the point of getting flattened by 20 kids in battle gear.  Football wasn’t really for me.  Anyway, the sports teams were almost entirely non-Jewish, and so were the groups of kids that you’d think of as conventionally popular, although I think the actual most popular kids at our school were the smartest kids, there was a real cult of the grade and SAT.  The most popular were these two brothers that were both in AP classes and in the school band.  Then, on the other hand, student council, prom king and queen, the sports teams, almost all non-Jewish.  Most of the cafeteria kids, too.  I don’t know if I’m imagining that but it seems strange.  Craig went to Northwestern for theatre and I went to a SUNY for…what the hell did I major in?  I don’t remember, but I lived over a bar.


Next time I saw Craig was in Los Angeles. I’d done some plays in my time off from the job I was at back in Rochester, so when I split for LA I thought I’d give acting a shot.  Okay, actually I thought I’d show up and they’d hand me a contract on the spot.  I went out to Newport Beach with my father on a business trip, spent a week looking at the molded plastic bodies and eating room service, then his trip ended and I had to head up to LA knowing nobody and nothing about it.  I’ve since found out that this is the time period during which things are most likely to happen for you, when you’re too stupid to know any better, to know that things never actually happen there.  Craig tells it that on his first day he was in line at the Post Office reading Backstage West and this model-looking girl goes, “anything good in there?”  He didn’t really follow up because he figured it was going to happen all the time there…it never happened that way again.  He even had a distant cousin offer to bring him on auditions; he went with her to one or two, then he had to get his stuff from Chicago, when he got back she never offered again.


I was staying at the Holiday Inn on Sunset near LaBrea, right next to the In-n-Out Burger, so not bad; apparently he was living three blocks away.  My parents found out that he was out there, Jewish Geography, and he offered to show me around.  He had been doing the film extra thing for a while, trying to get into the Screen Actor’s Guild, and it was getting him nowhere.  I was frankly put off by it because I’d heard that once you become an extra you stay an extra.  We started hanging out; he’d had a lot of psychotic unreliable LA roommates so because we could count on each other financially we moved in together out in Sherman Oaks.  We lived there for a year, then he left for New York.  I stuck it out another year before packing it in and heading back to Rochester.  There are many stories of our time in Los Angeles, but I’d honestly rather not remember them.


In New York, Craig lived in what was basically a garret.  He was sharing a one bedroom and his whole space was 8 feet by 8 feet.  He couldn’t move, though, because the rent was so cheap and he was at 28th St. and 3rd Avenue, right in the middle of the city.  Meanwhile, I was back living with my parents to save money, which wasn’t actually that bad as they’d bought a new house and I had an entire floor to myself.


Living in Rochester was fine, different from when I’d been there just out of college, but I was there for a purpose: reduction of debt.  I got to spend time with my sister’s kids and had some people to hang out with, but I always hated running into people from High School because they’d stayed there and I’d left.  Worse, I’d left and had to come back.  I didn’t really think of the trade off of taking the job in Colorado, getting the car and having to factor in rent again, moving there I put myself in the same situation I left LA to get out of, except here there isn’t even anything I want to do.  I don’t camp, I don’t snowboard and I don’t rock climb.  So I drink beer.
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We get out of “INLAND EMPIRE” and I ask him, “What the hell was that all about?”


“I don’t know.”


“You have some idea.”


“I’m not holding out on you this time, I have no clue at all.”


“Come on, you’re made out of opinions.”


“Well, I think it had something to do with making and watching movies, representations and how they help us resolve ourselves.  Maybe Laura Dern’s character was more of an archetype than one character, or a character playing a character or so on.”


“And the creepy Polish lady?”


“I’m fairly certain she was a creepy Polish lady.”


“Did you…like it?”


“I’ve been seeing so much of the same.  Everything is sameness.  I liked it just because it wasn’t sameness.  Did I find it enjoyable?  Parts.  But I can watch things I know I like if I want enjoyable, I can watch old episodes of ‘The Prisoner.’  Did you enjoy it?”


“No.  It was really long and really slow.  But I’m glad I saw it all the same.  And a good thing it was in a theatre, or I’d never have got through it.  But did I find it enjoyable?  No.  Laura Dern was really good, though.  What song was over the credits?”


“Nina Simone, ‘Sinner Man,’ I’ll burn it for you.”


We get in the car and he plugs in his iPod.  Can’t go ten feet without having it in.  I like some of the stuff he plays, like Neutral Milk Hotel and the New York Dolls, and I’ve got to the point where I can stand Elliott Smith.  Every now and then he’ll play something I actually like, like those Brian Eno/David Byrne songs they had in “Wall Street,” or Jeff Buckley.  I can’t really get into the Bob Dylan and Beirut, maybe some day.  There are a few local bands he goes to see, though neither of us really like live music.  The scene here is actually pretty good, lots of bands that got tired of competing for too few venues in Portland and Seattle.  He’s dragged me to see Porlolo a few times and tried to track down this one-man-band called Pictureplane.  There’s also some collectivist band that plays pots and pans called, get this, “PeePee,” but they’re good…and have a cute accordionist.  I think some ridiculous number of the bands he likes have an accordion in them somewhere.  I like Radiohead and early Weezer and some of the shit he burns me, like A.C. Newman, but I just don’t devote all that time to it.  I accept that I need a hobby, but I’d rather turn on “Rocky” or “Groundhog Day” or watch the Mets, Knicks or Bills blow leads than learn how to fucking whittle.


We pick up booze at the store.  We do this before Sunday, as all the liquor stores close on Sunday because Jesus disapproves of drinking on Sunday morning.  Drinking on a workday morning is fine, though.  There are millions of liquor stores in Denver and there are no chains because they’ll only issue one liquor license per owner or something, so there are tons of backdoor deals.  This is tangentially related to the parking problem: parking anywhere near downtown or the Cherry Creek shopping area is a huge pain in the ass on any day except Sunday.  All the other times the place is metered up the ass until ten at night.  There are even some of the fake downtowns where the meters run 24/7.  That’s why there’s so much drunk driving, because if you leave your car and take a cab you’ll get ticketed and towed.
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Now it’s Friday night.  I’m comatose after the movie, I feel like I’ve just had one of those restless dreams where you dream that you’re living the next day then wake up and have to do it all over again.  We give up before the night even starts, no bars, and head to the apartment.  I sleep on the futon in the living room; I convinced him to save money by getting the one from Wal-Mart instead of the futon store; I deserve what I get because there’s a big freaking difference.


The apartment is classic.  A converted basement, 600 square feet for $395 a month.  Not bad if you don’t mind the pipes at forehead level, the crumbling plaster, the strange little bugs that inch their ways across the walls and disappear in and out of little pinholes and the black mold.  The walls are a sickly yellow color.  They probably were white once upon a time but with damp, age, no sunlight…I try to get him to paint them but he’s never lived with anything but white walls.


“It’s cold,” I call into the bedroom.


“There’s a space heater next to your head, jackass,” he calls back, and I switch it on.


I remember when we were stuck together in that tiny apartment in LA.  I think LA is a fiasco for so many people because they’re not honest with themselves about what they want.  I was dating this girl out there near the time I left and she kept trying to get me to buy these suits that made me look like that guy from the Men’s Wearhouse ads.  She was good to hang out with and I liked her, but I felt like she had those weird daddy issues some girls had and wanted someone to take care of her.  I didn’t have a problem with that, and probably wouldn’t want to settle down unless I could give my wife at least the option of not working.  When I said that to her, about wanting to be taken care of, which might not have been the most politic thing to do, she completely denied it.  Then six months after I left she was engaged to a 50 year-old rich guy who looks just like the dude from the Men’s Wearhouse ads.


It isn’t a big surprise that people in Los Angeles are deluded, it’s full of people that want to be directors but don’t actually want to direct anything, producers that haven’t made a movie in 10 years, lazy idiots that want respect they’re not willing to earn and serious actors who really just want to be rich and famous.  I’m not saying Craig wanted to be a celebrity, but his template was always character leads like Walter Matthau or Philip Seymour Hoffman, or even those guys you see in everything whose names barely anyone knows, like Harry Dean Stanton and Dan Hedaya, or even just one of those guys that nobody knows but is never out of work, like Daniel Roebuck, or that guy from that show, you remember, the one where he played the burn victim?  You get the point.  He came out because one little TV credit gets you an audition at any regional theater in the country.  I think it was a sensible plan, but I feel he may have sort of sabotaged himself for trying to take the shortcut.  So what if he wanted a shortcut?  Why not skip past being miserable and get to the good part?  A bunch of other assholes did, why not him, or you, or me?  I still don’t see what’s wrong with it, but I don’t think he’s forgiven himself for not freezing and playing spear-carriers back in Chicago.  And, of course, he wound up putting in more time and paying more dues for less than those other people did.  All he does is pay dues.  Everyone says follow your dream, his fortune cookie is: A DREAM IS A LIE YOUR HEART TELLS.
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“Dude,” he calls out.


“Yeah.”


“I don’t think life is ever going to happen.”


“Maybe it won’t,” I say. “To be honest, bro, I think that’s kind of a relief to you.”


“Yeah and no.”

“I’m just rolling along here, trying to think of things to do, but you have things you really want to do.  You’re afraid of success.”

“No it’s not just that.  I’m afraid I’ll think it’s going good and I’m a big fake, or it’ll be going good and I’ll go off the rails and lose it, or really lose it and go crazy.”


I’m not fucking Freud, but I can see he’s talking about Jason, the kid who brought him out here.  I only met Jason a few times but he didn’t seem very nice to me, and not at all like the kid Craig described him as.  For one thing, he had this air like he wanted Craig to think of him as an older brother sort instead of a friend.  Craig says he wasn’t like that back in college, it’s just that he has this image that he’s got it figured out and Craig is wandering lost, an image he needs to make himself feel better about how lost he is.


“What if you met the girl of your dreams,” Craig asked, “and she made you a worse person?”


The Jason kid was a kind of guy-with-guitar singer-songwriter.  They lived in the same dorm and used to do weird college things together, like cook hamburgers out on this big lakefront park and hand them out to hungry stoners on the school’s party days.  Craig Assistant Directed and acted in an opera with Jason and since college they were each other’s support net over the phone for a long time.  During that time they only got in the same place on a few occasions and things didn’t always go smoothly.  Once there was an ex-girlfriend of Craig’s who he felt Jason led on, and once he went to visit Jason in Santa Fe when he was working at the opera there over the summer; after bugging him about coming to visit for months, Jason barely had any free time and left Craig stranded at his place most of the weekend; then he made Craig help him move; then Craig got altitude sickness.  It sounded like a bad vacation.  Jason moved to Nashville after college, then Denver because his sister was staying there.  The sister left but Jason stayed, and after a few months he was getting regular gigs and found a manager.  He wasn’t making any money at it, though, and couldn’t afford studio time, so when he was close to bottomed out on funds and topped out in credit cards he decided to go to nursing school and started working as an orderly at a hospital while taking the prep courses.  Just two months after starting there the steady work had him chipping away at his debt pretty cleanly.  Within six months he bought a condo east of the city; he got it cheap from a foreclosure and intended to fix it up.  Craig went out there for a week and they had a great time, dinner at Table 6, snowshoeing above Nederland at 9000 feet, Craig even helped Jason make dinner to try to romance a girl from the swing dancing nights at the Mission Café.  A month later Jason called him to tell him he was getting very serious with a girl.  Craig assumed it was the one he’d met but it turned out it was a different one entirely.  This one, Cecile, lived in Chicago and was a friend of a friend; it was the first Craig had ever heard of her.  In three months Jason was traveling to Ohio to meet her family and in another month he proposed.  Now this sounds like a whirlwind courtship and Craig was happy for his buddy but there was reason to be cautious: in the past two years before this Jason had fallen for and tried to move across the country to be with two other girls: an opera singer in New York City and a cellist in Houston.  The one in New York declined so she could sexually experiment with more people, and the one in Texas flew into rages when his moving there was delayed.  When Craig found out Jason was traveling back and forth to Ohio to help Cecile deal with a drunk driving charge there were red flags.


I remember talking to this Jason kid and really wanting to punch him in the ear.  He was so holy about going to work as a nurse and Cecile getting a degree as a physical therapist.  He even said something to me about how I might want to get a job, “helping people,” when he only got into it because he needed the fucking money.  That and he was always telling Jewish jokes, like the guy on Seinfeld who converts so he can tell them; he was half-Jewish but didn’t even go on Yom Kippur, then he would introduce Craig to non-Jews as his “Jewish friend.”  Craig told him it wasn’t funny but he thought it was funny that it wasn’t funny and wouldn’t stop.  He continued the streak of being delighted by making Craig uncomfortable once Craig got here by buying a rescue cat and leaving it alone with him all day while they were at work.  This poor fucking thing was one of those weird cats with only a thin down-covering and it was always shivering and running to any stranger.  It was probably neglected before the shelter found it, and it would miaow constantly so you couldn’t fucking think, it would just follow you around miaowing.  Craig let it sleep with him and did his best, but the cat was seriously fucked up.  Anyway, the point was Jason just wanted this life so badly he’d shoehorn anything that didn’t work into it and if you resisted it you had to be written out of the fairy tale.  The magic castle they were moving into was a dump, you could hardly call it a condo, it stunk like sweat socks; the cat was neurotic; the prince was desperate and the maiden was manipulative.  It all scared the shit out of Craig because what if you go forward with your life and it’s the wrong life?  This kid, Jason, would have been better off living on someone’s couch and playing his music at night, but instead he kicks one of his best friends out, making him get by alone in a state where he knows almost nobody and never wanted to move to in the first place.  In his mind he was standing up for his life, but he was standing up for the wrong life.  They’d visit REI every week and she’d buy him whatever sweater everyone was wearing; they painted the walls of the condo these horrific trendy colors, one wall hooker’s lipstick-red, another cream and another off-white; there was an espresso maker at Sur la Table they had their eye on and they would visit it at the store and have the employees get them sample cups, over and over.  Seriously, what circle of hell is this?  Jason’s fortune cookie: YOU DIDN’T SELL OUT, YOU BOUGHT IN.


“This kid,” I’d said to Craig, “he knows this is all fake, and that’s why he brought you out here.  He wants you to go along and make him feel better about it.  Problem is, you’re a better friend than to do that so you’re telling him the truth, so he has to get rid of you.”


And that’s what happened.  Sometimes we see the kid when we go out and they pretend they don’t know each other. They were there for one another on the phone every day for five years.



“I could have seen it if I’d wanted to,” Craig said.  “I’d help him with his songs but he’d never help me with my stories.”


“That kind of guy,” I said, “needs to feel like he has it wrapped up and you don’t, he needs to feel older and wiser than you to convince himself he knows better.  He didn’t even treat you like a kid brother, he treated you like you were his kid brother’s friend and he was doing you a favor to let you stay over on his couch when you’re paying full rent and he couldn’t live there without you.”


“Cecile could move in.”


“She could have moved in back in August and none of this ever would have happened!  You never would have moved here!  Why didn’t they just do that?”


“He didn’t want them to live together before they got married.”


“Why not?” I ask, “is he religious?  Is his family religious, or hers?  Are they not having sex before they’re married, too?”


“No, none of that stuff.  It has no explanation at all.”


“Wow, your friend is a fucking douchebag.”


“Yeah.  I’m finding that out.”


He wrote them a wedding gift before he left, but wasn’t mean enough to give it to them.  I think he should have.

The Crunchy Yuppie Hyperlaunch

  

Mount a mountain bike and lose the paunch

It’s time for the crunchy yuppie hyperlaunch

We’ll live the life out of magazines

Capped grins and skins made of plasticene

  

The thing that makes me nervous is if Health and Human Services

Can’t finance us to pay our rent on this condo or subsequent

If it’s we must starve and suffer for the welfare of another

We’ll be noble in our losses, come on, nail us to our crosses!

  

Panacea of IKEA, answered prayer of Crate & Barrel

Wearing thermals dyed in earth tones from American Apparel

We’ll both erase our carbon footprints, promise me that when I die

You’ll bury me beneath the mountain at the flagship REI

  

We’ll both worship our espresso maker and our pressure cooker

We’ll paint our condo’s spackled walls red as the lipstick of a hooker

  

Every endeavor goes our way as if by heaven’s fortune kissed

We even got our little rescue cat a psychotherapist

If we’d persisted chasing all our foolish dreams we might have missed

All the manifold rewards of the Compassionate Capitalist.
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The futon frame’s bars are digging into my back through the shitty thin cushion.


“I don’t know if it will ever happen,” I say, “I don’t know if mine will either, but I know if it’s just going to be fake I’d never have it go on in the first place.”


“I feel all this potential,” he says.  “Like if I could start in the right direction I could keep going and going.  I’m waiting to get the scent.  But even if I knew I would hesitate, I think.”


“Why?  Why hesistate?”


“I always feel like I’m sitting in a room, in a chair, in the middle, and there are all these wires or webs hooked up to me, and if I start moving at all this huge machine is going to switch on.  I don’t know what the machine does, but good or bad the second it starts running I begin aging, and everything I do from that moment on counts, it’s actually real, it actually means something or if it means nothing that means it’s an actual waste of something that could have been, should have been actually meaningful.  If I just sit still, though, I never age and I never die and nothing has to be real, and nobody I know or care about ever has to die either.  It’s a complete lie, I know, but it’s like when you were trying to climb down from that rock in the Rocky Mountain Park and you couldn’t do it.  You were actually scared.  You were scared that you’d slip and die and nothing would have ever really happened, or that even if it didn’t mean so much to you that your parents or your sister’s kids would be hurt.  And the idea of really doing what I want to do, even if I do it well, really well, scares me just because it’s so real and if I lose it it will really mean something.  Not just a shrug but like your parents dying.  It’s too real for me.  And I don’t know but that I’d fuck it up.  I don’t want to do anything that means anything if I’m just going to do that to it.”


“There’s a difference,” I say.  “Your buddy, he’s forcing it.  It isn’t there and he’s trying to make it happen, and he’s dragging other people into it and they’re going to make themselves miserable and hurt a lot of people but there’s a difference between just being right and being wrong.  You know it’s not those news shows where they pretend everyone’s opinion is valid; in the real world lots of the time one thing is right and the other thing is wrong.  I know that if you feel you’re forcing it you’ll stop, and you know I won’t sit there and not tell you, but you have to do something.  I don’t know what, but you are fucking dying here, fast.  I’m just bored and alone, nothing new, but if I can just stick it out things will get better or I’ll at least be in a position to make them better.  That’s because I made this plan and I stuck to it.  It’s a shitty plan but if I just stuck to it long enough I’ll be doing better.  It might even be years, but if I keep doing the job, let the company pay for some of my MBA and have a shitty few years doing them both at the same time, or move on to a bigger job somewhere, things will get better and I’ll finally be able to get the hell out of debt and out of this stupid state.  But you have to go be selfish now.  You were following your opportunities, but I know you moved to NYC to give support to your grandmother until she died; then you stayed when nothing was going on so you could help your grandfather, and then you came out here to help out Jason and me.  Jason’s gone and I gotta say, go and don’t worry about me, just get out of here as fast as you can.  Do another month or two of temping, throw everything into your car and go somewhere; Brooklyn, Portland, back to LA, anywhere.”


“It’s not that easy.  And not that pure, I also moved to NYC because they were out of the city and let me have their apartment for free for half a year.  And I was trying at the time, sort of, and failing.”


“I know it isn’t easy, but you’re still down over what happened with your friend, and you have NO reason to live here.  You’re totally uninspired because you shouldn’t even BE here, and that jerk-off was being selfish to ask you to come out in the first place, I was never asking you to move out here.”


“Yeah, I know,” he says.


“Look, it wasn’t you, it was him.  You have the letters where he bugged you to move out here.  He was like, ‘tired of New York, you should move out here, when are you going to move out here’ and then he says to you he ‘just provided a place’ and coming here to live in that ghetto apartment that stunk like shit was your idea?  And you told me about the situation between him and your ex-girlfriend; that was over the line, this guy was a bad friend.  You showed bad judgment to be his friend, but you looked out for him so you’ve got nothing to feel bad about.  Forget it, get your shit together and get out of here, and if you actually write something we can do something with we’ll get it made.”


“Okay, okay.”


“Dude, why the hell are we in Colorado?”


“I don’t know,” he says.


“Why do you want to act? Or write?  Nobody fucking appreciates it.”


“Because I can’t draw.”


“But if you keep doing it, keep banging your head against this wall, you won’t ever have your own family.  You’ll have to keep working these jobs where you’re doing shit for people you’re smarter than.  People don’t respect actors anyway; they think actors are all whores and waiters.”


“If I went and did anything else I’d feel the same way about it I do about the office jobs; even if I was helping people or a civil rights lawyer it would feel fake because that’s not what I do.  If I had a family based on a person I’m not, the family would be fake, too, and the worst thing is the children would be fake children.  They’d grow up in this lie of a family with a ghost for a father and probably a mother who wouldn’t have looked at me until I got serious and gave up everything I cared about.”


“But why do you do it?” I ask. “For me, I like doing it, but I don’t think it’s for the same reasons you do.  You’ve been into it for a lot longer and you’re still trying.  And, you know, I’ve never even seen you act!  I never went to the high school plays or anything.”


“Come on,” he says,” that Aliens rip-off I did was great.  With the Chinese midget in the rubber suit?”


“Cut it out, I’m serious.  You really care about this and I’ve never asked you so I have no idea why.  If it were me, I would be happy probably working at a studio or being a producer; being involved in movies like the ones I like to watch appeals to me.  Being involved in that and making enough money at it that I don’t have to do some sales job like this during the day.  The problem is that then I have to deal with those fucking LA people.”



“Wouldn’t it be worth it if you could make just one movie like ‘The Saint,’ or a T.V. show like ‘M.A.N.T.I.S.’?”


“Fuck you, I love ‘The Saint,’ it’s a classic.  And they’ll rediscover M.A.N.T.I.S. someday, I’m just ahead of my time.”


Craig pauses.  “Okay,” he says, “writing first.  I’m an amateur writer.  That’s why I don’t send my stuff out.  I’m a professional actor and an amateur writer.  I stay amateur because someone has to ask you to act, but you can write whatever you can whenever you can.  And, as a professional actor, I can’t bother people with my process, I have to show up and deliver; if it’s singing I have to hit the note or there’s no chance.  There’s no room for interesting or anything, you just have to do it.  With the writing I don’t have to censor myself at all.  If I want to digress and never get to what I meant to talk about I can do that; I can just decide to turn out a perfectly ordinary classically structured script.  If I feel like it I am perfectly free to write badly, I give myself permission to; it’s like how B-movies like Romero movies can say things studio movies can’t and they can only say them by, I don’t want to say being bad, but by not making the eloquence of the story or the humanity of the characters the focus.  I’m not usually interested in structure and plot, more about the best way to communicate what I’m trying to say; sometimes it’s just by saying it, sometimes it’s allegory.  Writing is really what has kept me sane.  Especially because I went from doing six plays a year to not working for the last three.”


“Okay, I get it,” I say. “I think you have to start sending it out anyway, but I see what you’re saying.  The acting, why do you keep holding out for it?”


“I had a professor in college who said, ‘Imagine you’re God.  And you made this world and all of these people.  Wouldn’t it make you proud to see them create these little worlds where they can admire and learn from themselves, your own creation?’  There are people who can’t say what they feel or don’t know what to do and you can show them someone like themselves, in similar circumstances, resisting.  Not always succeeding, but fighting.”


“But you don’t know what to do.”


“I’m one of those people that needs to see that.  So I try to be that for them.  Virginia Woolf said the main reason for violence is, paraphrasing, that people are too lazy to imagine how important someone else’s life is to them.  And when we read or watch a movie or a play is really the only time we do that.  It’s the only time we have permission to be serious, to really try to reach one another, especially people we don’t even know.  That’s why working in movies isn’t totally scummy, you reach so many people and it could be so powerful if you could just make it as entertaining as watching things getting destroyed.  So maybe you should go back to LA and produce the sequel to ‘The Saint.’  Do what’s in ya haht.”


“Jackass.  Do you really think I should go back there?” hoping he’ll say no.


“I have no idea, but at least there’s something you want to do there.  You should probably try doing it there and moving it to New York, we’re just not really west coast people.”


“That’s obvious.  So what do you think,” I ask, “are you moving to LA?”

“No idea.”


“You’re really going to just keep at it?”


“Every teacher I’ve ever had has told me I’ll work for the rest of my life, starting at age 35,” he says.


“That’s seven years from now.  Do you really want to live this way for another seven years?”


“I don’t know any other way to live,” he says. “Is there anything you feel that way about?”


“I don’t even have to think,” I say, “No.  There are things I love and things I wouldn’t want to do without, but nothing I’ve felt that way about.”


“Maybe you will about something.  But maybe you’re better off.”


“You don’t think I’m better off,” I say.


“Yeah, but I’m like one of those ‘happy with the lord’ freaks about it; consider the source.  Do what’s in ya haht?”


“What heart?” I growl, like Gabriel Byrne in “Miller’s Crossing.”


We pause for a moment.  In the darkness and stillness it feels like we sort of acknowledge we’ve gone farther into what makes us friends and what makes us different than we have before.  Of course, being guys, the rules of engagement state that now we have to disavow any previous sharing and restore an atmosphere of schoolboy camaraderie.  So I fart.  Long and loud.


“Farting,” I say, “is such…sweet sorrow.”


“Dear sweet suffering Jesus!” he says, “I have to live here!”


“It’ll keep you company when I’m gone.”


“Right, that’s my cue.  Good talk, glad we had it.”


“Night.  Little cold.  Does this heater work?”


“You turned it all the way down instead of all the way up, jackass,” he says.


It’s true.  The heater warms up and I start fading out.  As I go out I try to bend my dreams, to force myself into dreams about the future instead of the past; to keep myself from going back to past humiliations for the thousandth time, or worse, things I miss that are gone.  I don’t feel like seeing them again tonight.  I want to dream of improbable futures, things that are never going to happen to me.  Families and certainty, reliable people and fulfillment in what I do; shit, any interest at all in what I do.  All that bullshit I won’t admit to myself that I want during the daytime, because coming up short of it time and time again wears on me, being so far away from it day after day grinds me down.  Fuck it.  Tonight I’m going to dream about things I might not even take if they were put on a table and offered to me.  I’ll wake up in my dream, in a perfect little cookie-cutter white picket fence house, next to my beautiful pregnant wife.  I’ll make coffee, walk the dog, bring in the paper.  I’ll kiss my wife, and put my hand on the bump to feel the baby moving, like they do in TV shows.  I’ll head off to work, say Executive Director of a theatre company, and let’s make Craig the Artistic Director, and he’s sleeping with the girl playing Ophelia, of course, and the walls of his apartment are finally not white.  What else?  All our parents are still alive, we’re all healthy, and our present state looks to continue indefinitely.  I won’t think about the pressures, the complications of a pregnancy, the debt of owning a house, keeping a theatre company solvent, or, most of all, the fear that it will all derail, any of the realities attendant upon this almost embarrassingly mundane fantasy.  I just try to wish us both a true, achievable, happy future.

I start sinking down into the dream.  Just as I’m getting to the threshold of sleep I’m held back by something, something painfully mundane: a bar from beneath the cushion digging into my lower back.  Man, this futon really sucks.  
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